DRAFT


Systems Bridging Academic Student Success and Postsecondary Study

in the Shenandoah Valley

Introduction

James Madison University, Blue Ridge Community College, the school districts of Harrisonburg City Schools, Page County, and Waynesboro City Schools, and its community-based partners are pleased to submit this proposal for a partnership grant to the U.S. Department of Education for the GEAR UP program. Our proposed project, entitled, Systems Bridging Student Academic Success, seeks to address the need of preparing students for postsecondary studies and productive careers in the changing economy of the 21st Century.  Our approach will utilize a cohort model in which students, working together with parents, teachers, and adult mentors, will form webs of supportive relationships through which academic instruction, career guidance, mentoring, information about and exposure to college experiences will be shared to support student success in secondary school as well as prepare them to succeed in postsecondary education.   The partners in this proposal will work together to:

· Provide academic support to students in mathematics

· Give academic mentoring and career guidance to students

· Reach out to students’ parents to help them support their children

· Provide summer bridge experiences to students through visits to colleges

· Provide professional development and training support to teachers and academic mentor volunteers. 
On a broad scale, this proposal embodies a coordinated response from the partners to take urgent action to provide these systems of support to students during a time of rapid demographic and economic change in the Shenandoah Valley region of Virginia. All the partners have a long history of collaboration with James Madison University, the largest higher education institution in the region. Each of the partners has an existing infrastructure of programmatic activities designed to support youth development and academic success for students. This proposal offers a unique opportunity to leverage existing resources and infrastructure to have an impact on students’ academic preparation for college. 
	1.  Need for Project 


The importance of mathematics. In recent years, there has been increased scrutiny on the performance of secondary school students and how well they are being prepared to function in a changing global economy. It has become almost axiomatic that students in the middle grades need to be prepared for a new world of work in the new knowledge economy of the 21st century (reference). It follows that students will need to develop strong skills in mathematics, science, and technology in order to be prepared for postsecondary studies and productive careers in the workforce.  Unfortunately, many students finish middle and high school without developing a solid base of skills in mathematics – especially algebra – important skills that will prepare them for college. This is especially true of African American and Hispanic high school students whose performance on NAEP assessments over time have demonstrating increasing gaps between their performance and that of their White peers (reference). When comparing the performance of all U.S. students with their international peers, U.S. students lag far behind in mathematics achievement on international assessments (Washington Post, December 7, 2007).  

It is no surprise that mathematics performance matters. Postsecondary educational attainment has become increasingly necessary for entry into decent, stable employment. Income gaps between students with high school degrees and those who attend college continue to widen. According to some researchers, math preparation is the single greatest predictor of success in postsecondary schooling (Adelman, 1999). In essence, the mathematics curriculum serves as an efficient sorting mechanism, determining who moves on and who stays behind. Research suggests that there is some logic to this sorting, concluding that early access to courses like algebra may benefit all students and that allowing students to take more advanced courses increases their mathematics achievement, thus opening up better opportunities for them. (Burris, Heubert, & Levin, 2004; Gamoran & Hannigan, 2000; Paul, 2005; Smith, 1996).
Local Context.  The proposed project would be implemented in three jurisdictions in the central Shenandoah Valley of Virginia: Harrisonburg City, Page County, and Waynesboro City. The population in this region has increased significantly since 1990, largely fueled by the steady migration of people into the area from larger metropolitan areas on the East Coast and, in particular, an influx of Spanish-speaking migrant and immigrant families that come for low-wage jobs in the area’s poultry and agriculture industries (See Exhibit 1). There is also a significant population of refugee families resettled in the area from many different countries in Harrisonburg City as well as an African American population there and in Waynesboro City. 
Exhibit 1: Demographic Projections for the Shenandoah Valley region
	Race/Ethnicity 
	2000 

Census
	2006 

Estimate
	2011

Projection
	Percent 

Change

2000 to 2006
	Percent

Change 

2006 to 2011

	White
	198,830
	207,249
	214,746
	4.2%
	3.6%

	Black
	10,951
	11,259
	11,555
	2.8%
	2.6%

	American Indian 

or Alaska Native
	375
	288
	230
	-23.2%
	-20.1%

	Asian or 

Pacific Islander
	1,903
	2,641
	3,233
	38.8%
	22.4%

	Hispanic
	7,329
	11,433
	14,727
	56.0%
	28.8%


Source: Workforce & Innovation Technical Solution (WITS) 
As a result of these demographic shifts, area school systems, faith-based organizations, and community-based organizations serving youth have been in the unique situation of having to respond effectively to the problems of a new culturally and ethnically diverse urban society while continuing to meet the needs of youth from low-income families living in remote and/or rural parts of the region. 
Local Schools and mathematics performance.  Four schools within each of the three jurisdictions will be the focus on the proposed project: Thomas Harrison MS (Harrisonburg City), Kate Collins MS (Waynesboro City), Shenandoah and Stanley Elementary schools (Page County). The charts below provide basic information about each school. 

Exhibit 2: School Summaries for Targeted Schools

	School Summaries
	Thomas Harrison MS
	Shenandoah ES
	Stanley ES
	Kate Collins MS

	Population
	900
	355
	550
	600

	Minority Enrollment
	???
	0
	0
	????

	Number of 7th graders
	326
	90
	115
	225

	AYP status
	Did Not Make AYP
	Made AYP
	Made AYP
	Did Not Make AYP

	School Improvement status
	Year 3
	Not in Improvement
	Not in Improvement
	Year 4

	Mathematics Improvement status
	Year 3
	Not in Improvement
	Not in Improvement
	Year 3


Source: Virginia Department of Education, www.doe.virgina.gov
The two middle schools in the city jurisdictions are larger and have an ethnically diverse student population while the population of the two schools in Page County is more ethnically homogenous (Exhibit 2).

The chart below (Exhibit 3) displays state assessments results of these schools.  All the schools have large percentages of underperforming 7th grade students in mathematics.  Based on the Virginia Standards of Learning (SOL) assessment results, large percentages of students (ranging from 31 to 63%) failed the mathematics assessment in 2006-2007 school year.  As is often the case, when test scores are disaggregated by ethnic group, an achievement gap emerges between white students and African American and Hispanic students. At Thomas Harrison Middle Schools, 71% of African American students and 73% of the Hispanic students failed the SOL assessments vs. 23% of White students who failed. At Kate Collins MS, the 2006-2007 SOL results revealed that large percentages of White (65%), Hispanic (50%), and African American students (70%) had failed. As a result of consistent underperformance, all of these schools have provided mathematics intervention services targeting students who did not pass the SOL mathematics assessment. These data underscore the challenges that these schools face in improving mathematics achievement in these schools.
	School
	Advanced
	Proficient
	Pass
	Fail

	Thomas Harrison MS
	29
	25
	55
	45

	Stanley ES
	24
	45
	69
	31

	Shenandoah ES
	21
	39
	60
	40

	Kate Collins MS
	5
	32
	37
	63


Exhibit 3: 7th Grade Standards of Learning Assessments Results for Mathematics

Source: Virginia Department of Education, www.doe.virgina.gov
Large numbers of high school graduates entering the workforce.  Although the region is the “higher education corridor”, many students from the region are not participating in higher education. Many of them enter into the workplace upon graduation. According to statistics on graduating seniors postsecondary plans from 2006-2007, 43% of graduates from Harrisonburg Schools reported that they were planning to pursue full time employment (compared with the state average of 12%). Twenty-three percent of graduating seniors in Waynesboro Schools reported that they would enter the workforce as well as XX% of seniors in Page County Schools. 

Based on a needs assessment conducted by SRI International involving focus groups with over 50 major employers in the region, the majority of the respondents reported that high school graduates entering the workforce don’t have the requisite work readiness skills to be successful in the workplace. With the growing number of Hispanic students are enrolled in the schools in Harrisonburg, a number of the employers expressed concerns about the future participation of Hispanic students in higher education and the lack of knowledge their parents may have about career and postsecondary options. These same factors affect the students in the rural community of Page County, where students typically graduate from schools and remain in Page area.
It is clear that students in the region need to better mathematics skills so that they can be prepared for postsecondary education as well as careers in the workforce. The trends that evident in the Shenandoah Valley are not unlike the situation across the nation, leading many to say that these trends represent “the perfect storm”, a convergence of forces (i.e. mathematics skills deficit, demographic shifts, and global competition) that could potentially undermine the hope for sustaining and allowing many to participate in America’s future prosperity (ETS, 2007; NAS, 2006). The proposed project, Systems Bridging Student Academic Success, offers the opportunity for the region to address these challenges head on and identify best practices that sustained to expand postsecondary access and increase the career options are available to all the region’s high school graduates.
	2.  Project Goals and Objectives


Goal 1.  To provide supplemental academic support in mathematics during school and the after school hours.


Objective 1.1: To improve classroom behaviors and engagement with mathematics content.


Objective 1.2: To improve student mathematics grades during the school year.


Objective 1.3: To improve Virginia Standards of Learning mathematics assessments scores.


Objective 1.4: To increase the percentage of students who passed prealgebra by the end of 7th grade and the Algebra 1 by the end of 9th grade.


Objective 1.5: To increase the percentage of students who graduate from high school and enroll in postsecondary education.

Goal 2. To provide targeted youth with sustained relationships with caring adults who provide academic mentoring and career guidance.


Objective 1.1: To improve student and parent attitudes toward mentoring.


Objective 1.2: To ensure that student and mentor matches last for 12 months or longer.


Objective 1.3: To provide quality training experiences to adult mentors who work with the students.

Goal 3. To reach out to parents to help them increase their knowledge of the postsecondary options available to their students and to support them in the college-going process.

Objective 1.1: To increase parental knowledge about how schooling works and the academic preparation required to go to college.

Objective 1.2: To help parents develop interpersonal networking skills to assist them in finding information about going to college.


Objective 1.3: To assist parents to take an active role in their child’s postsecondary planning especially financial planning.

Goal 4.  To provide professional development support to teachers delivering academic support and to adult volunteers serving as mentors providing academic and career guidance.

Objective 1.1:  To provide site-based professional development related to mathematics to teachers and after school staff.

Objective 1.2: To provide follow-up activities with volunteer academic mentors during the school year.


Objective 1.3: To support sharing of best practices of working with students among teachers, after school staff, and volunteer academic mentors
The following bridge illustration depicts each of the proposed project’s major goals, representing a structure that spans a gap or gorge.  The bridge graphic below displays the key components or systems that this project will provide to support students’ academic success.  

Systems Bridging Student Academic Success


[image: image1]
The principal rationale for a bridge’s existence is to span a gap. The various supports in the bridge span are needed to provide create a pathway for student academic success.  A weak support structure in any part of the span could result in a seriously compromised bridge structure leading to a major gap. Operating together, these systems of support represent how the partners will work collaboratively to achieve student academic success leading to postsecondary matriculation if the project’s goals are achieved. 

These four major goals and related objectives will be accomplished through the following activities:
· Academic support in math and reading

· Academic mentoring and career guidance for students

· Parental outreach and support

· College visits and summer bridge programs

· Professional development for teachers

	3.  Workplan 


A. Academic support in mathematics through homework help and after school academic support activities.

Supplemental academic support in the after school hours will be provided to students in the 7th grade cohort. Each school site (with the assistance of school day teachers and after school staff) will target the students in the cohort who had previously failed the 6th grade SOL mathematics assessment and provide rich and varied mathematics support to them in the after school setting either through a tutor who would work with students individually or small groups of students or through homework assistance.  Efforts will be made to encourage attendance to these academic support activities with the goal of having students attend activities 3-4 times a week. 

However, academics will not be the only focus of the after school activities. Activities at each school site will offer age-appropriate recreational, arts, and enrichment activities designed to nurture positive interpersonal relationships among the students and the staff. Efforts will be made to maintain low student to staff ratios and also build communication links with students’ parents. Each school site will work collaboratively with its community-based partners to deliver high quality after school activities throughout each year. Here is a list of the school sites and their respective community-based partners collaborating with them in delivering quality after school activities:
· Thomas Harrison MS (BBSS, Children’s Museum, Blessed Sacrament Catholic Church, Muhlenberg Lutheran Church)

· Shenandoah ES (4 H Club, Performing Arts Center)
· Stanley ES (4 H Club, Performing Arts Center)
· Kate Collins MS (First Baptist Church of Waynesboro)

Research on after school programs has demonstrated a range of benefits for students and communities given the right conditions and supports. Durlak and Weissberg (2007) reviewed comparison-group studies that involved after-school programs. In their meta-analysis, these authors concluded that several characteristics of instruction – activities intentional sequenced to build skills, to actively engage learning in knowledge construction, and targeting particular social skills - were positively associated with achievement. Lauer and colleagues (2006) conducted a meta-analysis of comparison group studies that examined the effectiveness of after-school strategies for improving achievement in reading and mathematics. For both reading and mathematics programs, those of longer duration (45–210 hours) had the most positive effects. In mathematics, the most effective programs were those that were both academic and social in focus. Programs that included a mix of fun and academic activities, rather than an “academics only” focus were the most effective in improving student achievement. A recent meta-analysis of 35 after school programs found that middle schools students who regularly attended high quality after school programs showed significant gains in standardized mathematics assessments scores compared to students who were unsupervised during the after school hours (Vandell, Reisner, & Pierce, 2007).  These studies provide the evidence that justifies coupling after school academic support and other activities as a major component of our project model.
B. Academic mentoring and career guidance for students 
Each of the school sites will work with their community based partners to train and match adult mentors in one-to-one relationships with targeted students in the 7th grade cohort. Mentors commit to conducting weekly visits with their student during the academic year, participating in cultural, education and pro-social events throughout the year, and staying in contact with their student during the summer. Their commitment is to a relationship that lasts at least 12 months or more. The key partner organizing and building capacity for academic mentoring will be the Big Brothers-Big Sisters of Harrisonburg-Rockingham County. Through their federally funded project called AMP (Academic Mentoring Program) IT UP, this community-based partner has already established one-to-one mentoring services in six new elementary and middle schools in the county. BBSS will work collaboratively with the project’s community-based partners linked with the four different school sites. 

BBSS will conduct the screening and training for the mentors as well as providing the specific mentor-student matches. Staff from BBSS will help to give brief sites orientations to the mentor and student pairs as well as a follow-up communication to ascertain how the mentoring relationship is progressing. BBSS staff will also work closely with a school liaison to facilitate the exchange of information between the school and the mentor as well as coordinating activities.

Typically, mentors will conduct school-based program visits only on school grounds during the school day. The student will be responsible for showing the mentor around the school – his or her classroom, cafeteria and the library.  At the beginning of the relationship, mentors and youth will focus on getting to know each other. As their relationship grows stronger, more time will be spent on activities that promote academic achievement. During their weekly time together, students and mentors will share activities such as homework, reading, arts and crafts, school projects, visiting the library, playing educational games, going on field trips, learning about a volunteer’s career, or talking about relationships with peers and adults. These regular contacts will help build trust, strengthen communication, and develop problem-solving skills. 

A number of studies provide the support for using a school-based mentoring model to improving student academic achievement. Lee and Cramond (1999), in a study of a school-based mentoring program, found that participation fostered improvements in students’ aspirations beyond school.   Curtis and Hansen (1999), in a study of school-based BBBS mentoring programs, found that participating youth had significant increases in their positive attitude toward school and in their grades for language, science, and social studies, plus decreases in unexcused absences. Grossman and Rhodes (2002) found that youth who were mentored for at least a year were more attached to their parents, placed a greater value on school, and received better grades. Herrera (2004), in a meta-analysis of a number of studies, highlighted many of the above findings but also added important cautions about some of the limitations of school-based mentoring. One important limitation is the degree to which academic performance can be improved based on the length of the matched relationship. Students in longer relationships experienced larger gains, but the researcher concluded that improved academic performance may come about indirectly through improvements in the student engagement and attitudes towards the school (p. 27).  
C.  Parental outreach and support

A key component of the Systems Bridging Student Academic Success will be the efforts to reach out to parents of the students being served on the project. Involving parents in the activities of this project will be an important priority given how much contact parents have with their children. Building on research has about the linkage between parental involvement and student achievement, this project will implement the following set of parental outreach and support activities:

1. Conducting needs assessments with parents – Before implementing new activities designed to help parents understand what is involved in supporting their child’s postsecondary preparation, it will be necessary to examine past activities of parent involvement and identify new opportunities for collaboration between the home and school. During the first year of the grant, a series of meetings will occur at the beginning of the school year in which school staff will inform parents of the new project. Parents will respond to brief surveys on past activities involving parents at the school, potential barriers to parental involvement/communication, and different options that could increase parental participation in their children’s school.  Special efforts will be made by the schools and their community-based partners to ensure that written material is written in a language that parents can understand and if needed, bilingual parents will serve as interpreters for parents who are uncomfortable speaking English. 

2. Teaching parents – Parents may not understand the structure of the schools academic program and the academic preparation required to go to college. Working with their community-based partners, schools will hold brief workshops throughout the year describing the structure of the school grading system, contacting teachers, curriculum, Virginia standardized tests, course sequences, key courses preparing students for college, financial aid, and basic study skills. Because parents lead busy lives, it will be important to keep the workshops brief and have written hand outs summarizing the topics covered.  The school sites and the community-based partners will work to ensure that written material is written in a language that parents can understand and if needed, bilingual parents will serve as interpreters for parents who are unable to speak English fluently.
Research consistently supports the essential role the family plays in children’s healthy development and academic success. The data indicate that students at all grade levels do better academic work and have more positive school attitudes, higher aspirations, and other positive behaviors if their parents are knowledgeable, encouraging, and involved in their children’s education (Epstein, 1994). There is, however, a lack of appropriate curricula and materials that address both parental involvement issues and English language acquisition needs. 

The Parents as Educational Partners (PEP): School-Related Curriculum for Language Minority Parents fills this gap. The PEP Curriculum addresses the need to provide limited English proficient (LEP) parents support to feel comfortable participating in their children’s education. Based on a needs assessment of parents and teachers, the Parents as Educational Partners Curriculum provides adult ESL instruction, information about the U.S. school system, and strategies for school involvement. The curriculum also assists LEP parents in overcoming the language and cultural barriers that make them particularly vulnerable to being left out of their children’s educational experiences. This content-based curriculum consists of seven instructional units: 
The U.S. School System 
Report Cards and Curricula 
School Personnel and the School Day 
Study Skills and Homework 
School Procedures 
School Health Procedures 
Parent-Teacher Conferences 
The Parents as Educational Partners Curriculum is based on the premise that “parent involvement is a process, not an event (Davis,1989). “Process” in PEP refers to building parent involvement through ongoing adult education and interactive activities rather than through sporadically scheduled parent meetings or workshops. The PEP Curriculum takes language minority parents from the role of learners to the role of decision makers in their children’s education. 
The PEP Curriculum won both the Illinois and National 1996 EXCELLENCE IN ENGLISH AWARDS presented by The English Speaking Union. Karen Jeff, Director of the ESU’s Language Department in New York, praised the PEP Curriculum as “well thought out and relevant.” She quoted one of the national judges as saying, “With educational reform across the country calling for increased parental involvement, this program is a unique and vital opportunity for families with a limited proficiency in English”.  HCPS has offered PEP at the Elementary Schools since 2002 and currently coordinates this effort through the Career Development Academy at JMU. GEAR_UP funding will allow us to extend PEP practices to our partner school divisions and elaborate content and curriculum to include the US Higher Education System.  Having had success with LEP parents, successful practices will be modified and employed with rural and lower SES English speaking parents.
3. Linking parents to social networks – Parents can learn about postsecondary options not only from the schools, but also from other parents. Valuable information can be shared by parents that can help each other understand school policies, curricular offerings, the quality of teachers, and special events at the school. Networks of parents can also assist in the sharing of information about going to college. Over time, efforts will be to select parents who could assist in recruiting parents to attend these workshops and develop a cadre of parent leaders from the first year cohort of students who would take responsibility for some aspects of sharing and passing on knowledge about how schooling works and the academic preparation required to go to college.
A large body of research provides some strong evidence about the importance of parental involvement to improving student achievement (Christian, Morrison, & Bryant, Epstein, 2001; Henderson & Mapp, 2002). Jeynes (2005) conducted a meta-analysis of 77 studies to determine the overall effects of parental involvement on student academic achievement and to determine what particular parental actions benefit students. He found that parental involvement was positively associated with higher student achievement outcomes and that the time invested by a parent and expectations had a greater impact on student educational outcomes than traditional parent activities, such as having household rules and attending school functions.

Stanton-Salazar (2001) found that working-class immigrant parents held great hopes for their children and communicated these aspirations through exhortations to work hard in school. Wimberly and Noeth (2004) described how parents’ primary contribution to postsecondary planning came in the form of motivation, good intentions, and encouragement. However, parents may not always know what academic preparation is required to direct their students adequately. A promising area of research is examining parental networks. One researcher found that the more relationships parents had with other parents at child’s school, the more likely that parent was to be involved in their child’s education (Sheldon, 2002). A group of researchers have demonstrated that parent networks can serve as a valuable source of social capital which can be used to build trust and seek information to confront problems or obstacles in the school setting (McNamara Horvat, Weininger, and Lareau, 2003). All of these studies form the rationale for focusing on parental outreach and involvement in this project.
D. College visits 
Each year, students from the four schools sites will participate in visits to local higher education institutions starting with the 7th grade cohort. These visits will help familiarize students with the college environment and stimulate their interest in the different programs and course of study in college. The three higher education institutions hosting the college visits will be James Madison University, Eastern Mennonite University, and Blue Ridge Community College. All three of the higher education institutions already serve as hosts to area schools and will work with the project to customize the visits based on student interest. 
Each of the higher education institutions will be building on existing efforts to host visits from prospective students in the local schools.  Blue Ridge Community College will be the lead institution coordinating these college visits, building on a successful set of summer activities entitled, “Learning Can Be Fun”. These activities take place on campus taking middle and high school students through a variety of information sessions and hands on activities. Eastern Mennonite University’s Suter Science Center houses a natural history museum, laboratories, greenhouse and adjacent arboretum that are already being utilized throughout the school year to host visits of students from the local schools. James Madison University’s  College for Kids, targeted to Local middle-school age children can spend their Saturday mornings in college, learning to build solar cookers, design video game software and recite Shakespeare. Students in grades 5-9 can enroll in "College for Kids," a series of educational programs offered by James Madison University's College of Education and Outreach Programs. 

Partnership with Harrisonburg City, Rockingham and Page County Schools 

College for Kids began one year ago as a partnership between JMU and the Harrisonburg Children's Museum. Students from Harrisonburg City and Page County Schools have been involved in the program. Now, Rockingham County Schools will also participate, according to Nick Swayne, coordinator for external relations in JMU's College of Education. 

"We're excited to increase the number of children we serve and welcome kids from Rockingham County to our campus," Swayne said. "The opportunity for young students to learn on campus, in a collegiate setting, is invaluable and provides a unique partnership that not only fosters personal development for the students but also brings the university closer to the surrounding educational communities," Swayne said. 

Classes Taught by JMU Faculty and Community Experts 

The curriculum has also grown, with subject areas now including filmmaking, electronic music production, stained glass, establishing an investment portfolio, the mathematics of games and puzzles and Lego robotics. Classes are taught by JMU faculty and experts from local businesses including the American Shakespeare Center, Clark and Bradshaw, P.C., Immerge Technologies, Inc., Moseley Architects and Pinnow Works. 

Classes meet in JMU's Memorial Hall, the former Harrisonburg High School. Carol Fleming, director of JMU Outreach Programs, said this building provides great learning space. "It's a good connector between the community and the university. We're pleased to strengthen that relationship while giving children an opportunity to expand their horizons," she said. 

 College of Integrate Science and Technology has a number of community outreach programs that would support college visits.
College visits will have the following components:

1. College preparation information – each student will hear presentations on the academic preparation needed for college entrance and will receive written information that they can take to their parents about their visit to the higher education institution. Efforts will be made to involve college students as well as faculty in sharing the information about different majors offered, career possibilities graduates pursue, and extracurricular activities college available to college students during these visits. In additional traditional lecture formats, information will be shared through posters, interactive media online, and multi-media presentations.
2. Hands on demonstrations – Every college visit will involve hands-on demonstrations that will examine an interdisciplinary topics or content identified by the project. Faculty and students from the higher education institution will perform the demonstration and engage students from the targeted schools in some active learning activities during the visit. Students will have the opportunity to solve problems and explore a phenomenon that involves some kind of critical analysis done within a group setting. These demonstrations will be facilitated by faculty or students.

College visits, whether in person or online, provide an opportunity for students to become familiar with the physical setting of the institution and to get an overview of the college programs of studies. This is especially true for students from ethnic minorities.  When considering the most effective college preparation programs for ethnic minority students, programs that are of substantial duration and focus on "readiness" rather than "re-mediation" appear to work best (Fenske, Geranios, Keller, & Moore, 1997). They begin offering students services and information about college and financial aid as early as possible, certainly in time to influence the educational outcomes for the students (Fashola & Slavin, 1997). The rationale behind the college visits proposed in this proposal is to have student exposed to activities at the college level over the six years of the grant to gradually prepare students for postsecondary studies. 
E. Professional development 

Maintaining and improving skills of the teachers and after school will be important to the success of the academic support activities. This project will establish a series of professional development activities that will not only enhance staff knowledge and instructional skills, but also help school staff broaden their understanding of the range of academic and career guidance necessary for postsecondary education.
School staff will participate in workshops throughout each program year facilitated by higher education faculty with content specialization in mathematics. These workshops will provide a point of information exchange about college preparation, course and curriculum alignment, pedagogical strategies, test preparation, and career advising strategies. The workshops will emphasize a team approach, tackling challenging topics, demonstrating new ways to teach and learn, and providing time for staff reflection on the content and strategies discussed. Faculty from James Madison University, Eastern Mennonite University, and Blue Ridge Community College will work together to lead these workshops. 
Staff quality is an ongoing focus of research on after-school programs. For example, the evaluations of The After-School Corporation’s (TASC) programs have focused on the skills staff bring to their work, the efficacy of staff in leading engaging and challenging activities, and the quality of relationships between staff and youth 


(Birmingham et al., 2005; Reisner et al., 2002; Reisner, White, Russell, & Birmingham, 2004; Reisner, White, Birmingham, & Welsh, 2001) ADDIN EN.CITE . To the extent that programs do not rely on academic specialists or even on certified teachers to offer instruction in core subject areas, professional development is likely to be necessary to prepare staff for their roles and responsibilities in the program. 
Little research has been conducted on the effects of professional development on before- and after-school programs, however. Recent findings from large-scale studies of professional development do offer guidance that may be applicable to after-school programs—principally that professional development should be of an extended duration, focused on subject matter content, and closely aligned with the classroom activities that instructors are expected to lead 


(Cohen & Hill, 2001; Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman, & Yoon, 2001; Penuel, Fishman, Yamaguchi, & Gallagher, 2005) ADDIN EN.CITE . Others have suggested that it may be important for staff to obtain explicit training in the principles of youth development programming to prepare them to design and implement programs that engage youth and sustain their interests over time (Huebner, Walker, & McFarland, 2003).  
The following diagram depicts the various project components that constitute the academic, social, and institutional supports this project this project will provide to the 7th grade cohort from the 4 targeted schools:
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