
The Rondout Valley Leadership Academy 

 

Overarching Philosophy 

The Leadership Academy philosophy mirrors the recommendations of the Carnegie 

Council on Adolescent Development (1989) in which they propose the following 

recommendations: (a) divide schools into smaller communities of learning, (b) teach all 

students a core of common knowledge, (c) ensure success for all students, (d) empower 

teachers and administrators, (e) improve academic performance through better health 

and fitness (f) reengage families in the education of young adolescents (g), and connect 

schools with communities. 

The Carnegie council proposed teaming teachers and students to facilitate closer 

teacher-student relationships. Similarly, it proposed that classroom advisory programs 

would allow teachers to provide much-needed guidance and support for developing 

young teens. It suggested that an interdisciplinary curriculum would facilitate critical 

thinking at the time when young teens are becoming better able to comprehend 

connections and the relationships between various topics and issues.  

The hallmark report by the Rand Corporation (2004) titled Focus on the Wonder Years 

Challenges Facing the American Middle School stated that "not only is evidence 

showing that young teens benefit from a separate three years of schooling weak, there is 

strong evidence suggesting that transitions (especially if they involve several changes in 

the school environment and instruction) have at least temporarily negative effects on 

some youth. Separate elementary schools and middle schools cause transition problems 

for students that can negatively affect their developmental and academic progress. In 

short, the research findings indicate that the separate middle school has weak empirical 

support" (p.113). 

 

 



Overarching Goals of the Rondout Valley Leadership Academy 

Four overarching goals are identified for our Leadership Academy: 

 Providing every student with high quality teachers, resources, learning 

opportunities, and supports. 

 Building strong learning communities to improve student performance. 

 Creating high-performing schools that are academically responsive to the 

developmental needs of our children. 

 Focus on a student-centered learning climate that is safe, welcoming, 

stimulating and nurturing for all students. 

  

Structural Overview 

The building structure will contain two distinct schools (smaller learning communities). 

A growing body of research provides evidence that organizing schools into small units 

has beneficial effects on students’ achievement and psychological well-being (Fine, M., 

and J. Somerville, 1998). 

An Upper Elementary Grades 4-6 School which will be housed in the West POD 
(first and second floors).  The West first floor POD contains twelve (12) classrooms and 
encircles the Lecture Hall and is adjacent to the cafeteria. All 4th grade classrooms will 
be located in this POD along with two 6th grade classrooms. The West second floor POD 
contains ten (10) classrooms and two (2) science rooms and will house all 5th grade 
classrooms and the remaining four 6th grade classrooms.  A unique feature of this area 
will be 1-2 rooms dedicated to the delivery of science instruction for students in grade 4-
6 (laboratories equipped with natural gas, running, water, and lab tables). Numerous 
smaller rooms/spaces are located in the inner pod of the second floor to provide various 
support services (reading, speech, ELS, OT/PT, etc.). Restrooms are located near the 
Lecture Hall in the first floor and near the science laboratories on the second floor.  
Lockers are available for potential use by 5th or 6th grade students. Upon their 
immediate arrival to our campus, visitors will find the Upper Elementary Grades 4-6 
Principal’s Office located to their left (directly opposite of the current middle school 
principal’s office). We envision a separate entry to the West POD during morning arrival 
and afternoon dismissal for our upper elementary students. 

 

A Grades 7-8 Junior High School which will be housed in the East POD (first and 
second floors). The first floor East POD on the first floor encircles the Library.  All 8th 
grade classrooms will be located in the lower POD which contains twelve (12) 
classrooms. All 7th graders will be located in the upper POD (second floor) which 
contains ten classrooms (10) and two (2) science rooms.  The upper POD will also 



contain two full equipped science classrooms. Numerous smaller rooms/spaces are 
located in the inner pod to provide various support services. Upon their immediate 
arrival to our campus, visitors will find the Grades 7-8 Principal’s Office located to their 
right (current location of the middle school principal’s office). Similarly, we envision a 
separate entrance during morning arrival and afternoon dismissal for junior high school 
students. 

Program Overview 

The curriculum and academic program will be delivered through challenging, 

integrative, innovative, interdisciplinary and exploratory approaches. Both schools will 

have a strong concentration on literacy, infuse advisory time for students and staff, and 

incorporate flexible scheduling to meet the needs of our students. Advisory programs 

would allow teachers to provide much-needed guidance and support for developing 

young teens (Rand, 2004). An interdisciplinary curriculum will facilitate critical 

thinking at the time when young teens are becoming better able to comprehend 

connections and the relationships between various topics and issues (Rand, 2004) 

The Leadership Academy's Grades 7-8 Junior High School will be organized into two 
distinctive thematic houses (i.e. Performing Arts, SMET, Community & Government, 
Creative Media & Communications, Law & Forensics, Green Team, etc.). The themes for 
the houses will be selected by teams of parents, instructional and support staff, and 
administrators. The thematic houses will allow for “options” to be explored by students 
in areas of interest. 

For instance, one of our thematic houses might concentrate on Science, Math, 
Engineering and Technology (SMET) as mechanism to restructure our instructional 
program. According to National Research Council (p.3) “the primary driver of the 
future economy and concomitant creation of jobs will be innovation, largely derived 
from advances in sciences and engineering…. 4 percent of the nation’s workforce is 
composed of scientists and engineers; this group disproportionately creates jobs for the 
other 96 percent”.   

The goals for this possible thematic house might be: (1) exposing students to real-world 
applications of SMET, (2) increasing SMET literacy, and (2) engaging students in 
authentic SMET research projects.  To achieve these goals, we could create an 
educational environment that will enhance student's extensive acceleration, active 
community and professional participation, hands-on projects, and exhibitions, 
especially in math and science. Above all, we want to establish a nurturing student-
centered environment for active learning and engagement 

The Upper Elementary Grades 4-6 School will investigate and include various 
exploratory programs for our students.  Students in the Upper Elementary School will 
also be afforded the opportunity to receive science instruction in a science laboratory 
and access to band and chorus. 

For example, if an exploratory focus for our Upper Elementary School were 
Communications Enhanced through Multi-Media the following options might be 
considered: 



 4th grade might develop options around photojournalism and illustration. 
 5th grade might develop options centered on written communication and 

publishing. 
 6th grade might develop options focused on newspaper publication. 

The exploratory options would be designed to actively include students in 
communication, decision-making, problem solving and cooperative-learning projects. 
The Media and Communication Program would address these issues via the 
integration of a core curriculum with modern technology. 
 

Looking Forward 

The tables to follow will illustrate concepts that will be critical stepping stones toward 
the road that leads to success. 

 

 

In addition the aforementioned concepts/ideas to implement, I am recommending that 
time be dedicated to explore the following ideas for future consideration. 

 Anger Management Programs  

We would partner with outside organizations/agencies to develop programs these 
types of programs that address the needs of our most at-risk students (i.e. Family 
of Woodstock, Ulster County Department of Health, etc.).  

 Student Success Centers 

Engage students to serve as mentors for their younger peers.  We might consider 
incorporating best practices from organizations such as Big Brothers/Big Sisters. 

Leadership Academy 
Concepts/Ideas to Implement 

Program/Activity Upper Elementary School 
Grades 4-6 

Junior High School 
Grades 7-8 

Focus on Literacy X X 

Access to science laboratory X X 

Music (band & chorus) X X 

Library IPAD Center X X 

Advisory Component X X 

Flexible Schedule X X 

PTA/PTO X X 



 Alternative Discipline Models 

Continue PBIS program and investigate restorative justice approaches 
(community service models – i.e. spending at a school-based community garden). 

 Business Partnerships 

Engage our local and regional business communities to provide real-world 
activities and applications for our students.  Establish a partnership that allows 
for growth in civic awareness. 

 Parent-Community Ties 

Active outreach to make school a welcoming place for parents, engage them in 
supporting their children’s academic success, and strengthen connections to 
other local institutions.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Upper Elementary School – classrooms will be located on the first and second floors of 
the West Pod in the following suggested configuration. 

First Floor 

All 4th grade & some 
6th grade classrooms 

Some self-contained 
classrooms  

Second Floor 

All 5th grade & some 

 6th grade classrooms 

Possible self-contained 
classroom 

Physical Layout of Campus 



Junior High School – classrooms will be located on the first and second floors of the 
East Pod in the following suggested configuration. 

In an attempt to move away from a traditional structure in which the school day is 

organized around a discrete number of periods with fixed lengths, I am proposing the 

implementation of a flexible schedule at a minimum in the 7th and 8th grades. Other 

alternative scheduling formats such as “alternating-day block schedules” (students 

attend four class periods for the entire school year, but each class meets every other day) 

or “4 x 4 plans” (students attend four class periods that meet every day for one semester, 

but begin four new class periods at the start of the next semester) can provide more 

flexibility than the traditional period-by-period schedule. Although these plans are more 

flexible than traditional scheduling, they still consist of periods of fixed length, usually 

First Floor 

Most 8th grade 
classrooms except for 
science. 

Some self-contained 
classrooms  

Second Floor 

Most 7th grade  

classrooms 

Possible self-contained 
classroom 

Flexible Scheduling 



60 to 90 minutes. True flexible scheduling can be distinguished from other alternative 

formats because it is not characterized by periods of fixed length.  

So why utilize a flexible schedule? We want our teachers and students to be engaged in 

activities that emphasize problem-solving or critical thinking.  These specific types of 

activities often require more time, which a traditional period-by-period schedule does 

not accommodate. Extended learning periods also give students time to make 

connections across different disciplines (Beane, 1993; Perkins, 1992). Additionally, 

longer periods allow more opportunities for interaction among students and between 

teachers and students, which can improve interpersonal relationships (NMSA, 1995).  

Furthermore, by allowing for larger time blocks, flexible scheduling reduces the amount 

of time that students spend out of class (e.g., time spent moving between classes), which 

allows for more instructional time and less time during which students are more 

indirectly supervised. Flexibility of the schedule also serves to ease the transition of 

students from the self-contained elementary environment to the highly 

departmentalized high school environment (NMSA, 2007). With large blocks of time to 

facilitate involvement, students benefit from less fragmentation and more engagement 

in project-based learning and interdisciplinary activities, promoting skill application, 

interpersonal relations, and decision-making skills related to concrete, relevant 

problems (Vars, 1993). 

Most exemplary middle schools use some form of flexible scheduling. In a survey of 

nominated exemplary middle grades schools (George & Shewey, 1994), 75% of the 

respondents indicated that flexible scheduling was moderately to well developed at their 

schools. In a study by Brown (2001) using structured interviews with 10 middle grades 

teachers involved in block scheduling, teachers reported a wider variety of instructional 

strategies that were more consistent with their students' learning needs under block 

scheduling than they had used previously under traditional scheduling. 

 

 

 

Advisory programs are arrangements in which adults meet regularly with groups of 

students to mentor, guide, and provide support. Although different types of advisory 

programs have varying objectives, most aim to promote smaller communities of learners 

and provide individual attention to students (Anafra and Brown, 2001). An advisory 

program would function in concert with small communities of learners, strong curricula, 

engaged families and communities in maximizing performance.  

Advisory Programs 



What benefits might we anticipate?  Although many benefits are associated with the 

implementation of advisory program, I would suggest that (a) greater job satisfaction 

among teaching staff, (b) improved student self-concept, and (c) better attendance are 

significant benefits.   

What types of activities might be associated with advisory programs? A few examples 

are provided below by education consultant Jim Burns (a leading advocate for middle 

school advisory as a component critical to high performance middle level schools): 

 Mondays for discussing or planning the team calendar. Such intentional 
communication supports work being completed and turned in on time. 

 Tuesdays for mini courses (hobbies, interests) offered once each week, led by 
teachers, or facilitated by teachers when a student is the "expert." This is a 
natural opportunity for cross-age and cross-team interaction in which students 
get to see teachers in a different light.  

 Wednesdays for achievement goal monitoring. We can encourage students set a 
goal to improve a specific grade during each term. Advisors would monitor 
progress at weekly sessions between report cards. 

 Thursdays for service project planning. Small-scale service projects selected, 
planned, and executed by advisory groups are meaningful opportunities to 
develop the relationship between the school and the community. 

 Fridays for town hall meetings. Weekly team or "town" meetings to establish and 
revise team rules and regulations, and learning/practicing student-based 
procedures for conflict resolution are developmentally responsive tasks of 
citizenship and shaping character for young adolescents. 

 

I concur with the following overview provided by Jim Burns regarding advisory 

programs.  

Satisfying programs arise from a shared sense of need and a common understanding 

of what an advocacy program will accomplish. Most failed advisory programs were 

developed not on a shared sense of need, but to complete a checklist of necessary 

components to have a "true" middle school. A statement of shared vision for advocacy, 

clearly identifying its aims and purposes, developed with the input of all key players, 

will ensure that the program succeeds. The most creative advisory activities and 

scheduling, absent shared vision, will eventually falter or fail. 

 

 

 



 

 

Both schools in the Leadership Academy will have separate and unique Parent/Teacher 

Organizations. The rationale for this concept is rather simple. Given that parental 

involvement typically declines during the transition from elementary to middle school 

we believe that this model, two schools on one campus, will generate greater 

opportunities for collaboration, improved communication between parents and school, 

and decreased transitional concerns through increased parental dialogue between 

Upper Elementary School and Junior High School. Additionally, the two schools must 

clarify their structure or practices in order for parents to feel equipped 

and get involved in the educational process.  Partnerships, defined as shared 

knowledge and expectations between parents and teachers, should be the ultimate goal 

for enhancing the school success and well-being of our young teens. 

Why does the level and nature of parent involvement typically decrease from elementary 

school to middle school? 

 Teachers in elementary school have 17 to 25 students, but middle school teachers 

often have over 100 students, the large number of students is likely to affect the 

teacher’s ability to reach out to the parents for their continued involvement.  

 Parents might not know which teacher to approach if they wanted to be in contact 

with the school.  

 Parent’s ability to help their children with homework, may decline, especially if 

the homework becomes increasingly difficult, parents might become discouraged 

and withdraw their involvement.  

 Parents who believe that children need more independence once they enter the 

middle grades may assume that their involvement should decline to 

accommodate their children’s changing needs. 

 Another factor that is likely to contribute to parents’ lack of involvement in 

middle school is parents’ general knowledge of their children’s schooling. 

 

Developmental psychologists (e.g., Steinberg, 1990) contend that it is particularly 

important for parents to be involved with the lives of their children during this phase 

and, in particular, during the transition to middle school (Lord, Eccles, and McCarthy, 

1994). Research on parent-teen relationships shows that close connections and 

communication between parents and young teens are associated with better school 

Parent Involvement 



performance and psychosocial adjustment (Steinberg, Elmen, and Mounts, 1989). One 

way to facilitate this closeness is for parents to be knowledgeable about and involved in 

their children’s school activities and schoolwork. Several studies show that, when 

parents do not monitor and stay involved, their young teens are at elevated risk for 

compromised school achievement and conduct problems (Jessor and Jessor, 1977). 

We encourage the PTA organizations in both schools in the Leadership Academy to 

review the research conducted at Johns Hopkins University.  A summary of the TIPS 

evaluation (Epstein, Simon, and Salinas, 1997) indicates that: 

Parent participation in TIPS added significantly to students’ writing scores as the year 

progressed; doing more TIPS homework positively affected language arts report card 

grades at the end of the school year; students with lower report card grades were more 

positive about TIPS than were more successful students, indicating that TIPS may help 

keep some of these students engaged in homework even if they do not like school very 

much, parents who monitored their children’s grades and who participated more often 

with their children liked the TIPS process more than did other parents. 

 

The following section provides an overview of the Teachers Involve Parents in 

Schoolwork (TIPS) program as described on the Johns Hopkins University National 

Network of Partnership Schools website.  

http://www.csos.jhu.edu/p2000/tips/index.htm  

I am strongly support a thorough discussion with our staff and PTA/PTOs for potential 

implementation of the TIPS program for both the Upper Elementary and Junior High 

School. 

 Researchers and educators designed, implemented, and tested this interactive 

homework practice. With TIPS, any teacher can regularly keep more families 

informed and involved in their children's learning and help more students 

complete their homework. TIPS Interactive Homework is part of a 

comprehensive program of school, family, and community partnerships.   

 TIPS features homework assignments that require students to talk to someone at 

home about something interesting that they are learning in class. TIPS helps 

solve some important problems with homework: 

o TIPS helps all families become involved, not just the few who know how to 

discuss math, science, or other subjects. 

o TIPS makes homework the student's responsibility and does not ask 

parents to "teach" subjects or skills that they are not prepared to teach. 

http://www.csos.jhu.edu/p2000/tips/index.htm


o TIPS asks students to share and enjoy their work, ideas, and progress with 

their families. 

o TIPS allows families to comment and request other information from 

teachers in a section for home-to-school communication. 

Conclusion 

As a district we must be compelled to take bold and innovative approaches to modify or 

change our educational system.  It is my sincere belief that change will allow us to re-

energize our staff, students and community toward an exciting future. Let’s support 

President Obama concept that “every child deserves a great school”. 
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