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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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In 2013, the Austin Independent School District created the AISD AfricanAmerican Community Committee on Educational Excellence. The purpose of
the committee was to gather information from key community stakeholders
on how to communicate, inform and engage the African-American community
and to improve educational outcomes for African-American students.
The committee, made up of parents, community members, representatives of governmental agencies
and AISD employees, met on a monthly basis beginning in April 2013 to develop ideas on how to
better inform and provide outreach to the African-American community. The sommittee discussed
issues that affect the quality of education for African-American students and the need to better
communicate with African-American parents and community members.
The sommittee determined four major areas of concern and developed recommendations for the
AISD Board of Trustees around the following subject areas:
• Literacy, Advanced Academics, and Career and Technical Education
• Disproportionality, Discipline Rates, and Recruitment and Retention
• Parent Involvement and Communications and Community Engagement
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• Customer Service

Each subcommittee made recommendations as follows:
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Disproportionality, Discipline Rates, and Recruitment and Retention
1. The Office of Innovation will research grant opportunities for funding cultural proficiency
training for all employees, and funding for programs/training to address academic and
disciplinary disproportionalities in African-American students.
2. Increase referrals of African-American students to advanced academic programs.
3. Increase recruitment and retention of African-American educators, principals, and
administrative personnel.

Literacy, Advanced Academics, and Career and Technical Education
1. Increase research-based (ongoing faculty, staff, administrative, and executive) professional
learning to address the culture of low expectations that permeate perceptions of
disenfranchised students for faculty, staff and administrators.
2. Improve the quality of teaching and learning to promote greater academic engagement.
3. Refine and expand partnerships with local, private, state, and federal resources.
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Parent Involvement and Communications and Community Engagement
1. Create a culture of family and community engagement that is inclusive, not exclusive.
2. Provide cultural proficiency training for all employees in AISD to better meet the needs of all
parents, family, and community members.
3. Create a new training module (cultural proficiency/customer service) and implement
districtwide.
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Customer Service
1. Create a new customer service training module and implement it districtwide. This module
must include cultural competency, respect toward students and families, the nurturing of
students, and the engagement of the parents and guardians of all students.
2. Create a parent/family hotline number for parents seeking assistance with campus issues.
This number will be posted on campuses in a visible, well-trafficked location that is easily
accessible.
3. Revive the “Recognize All Valuable Employees” (RAVE) Award to promote positive work in
the district.
Upon board review and consideration, AISD staff will work with the community to begin
implementation during the fall of the 2014–15 school year.
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HISTORY

T
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he AISD African-American Community Committee on Educational Excellence was created by
the Department of Communications and Community Engagement as an informal advisory
body to make recommendations that would help build stronger relationships between AISD
and the African-American community. The committee consisted of community stakeholders, AISD
staff, and governmental entities with knowledge of African-American community concerns.
The committee helped AISD solicit ideas on best practices for effective outreach to the AfricanAmerican community. However, the committee felt there were deeper issues—such as recruitment
and retention of African-American students in talented and gifted programs, disproportionality
of African-American students in Advanced Placement and college prep courses, and cultural
competency for principals, teachers, and front line staff, among other topics—that they wanted to
address before moving forward on increasing engagement. Through many conversations around
more effective community engagement, the committee began to identify educational core areas that
needed to be enhanced, improved or created to ensure engagement of African-American parents and
most importantly, the success of African-American students in AISD.
At the beginning stages of these conversations, the committee developed a charge that would provide
guidance and direction to the deeper issues they were trying to address. Once a charge was adopted,
AISD offered trainings during the year to further enhance opportunities for the committee to address
areas of interest.
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Committee members were able to learn about various initiatives from AISD experts. Discussions on
how the community, the committee, and AISD representatives could further enhance some of these
initiatives led to the development of the four focus areas of the committee.
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The committee developed four subcommittees with specific objectives.

I. Disproportionality, Discipline Rates, and Recruitment and Retention
II. Parent Involvement and Communications and Community Engagement
III. Literacy, Advanced Academics and CTE
IV. Customer Service
Subcommittee members had extensive conversations around the four focus areas. Community
members shared personal and professional experiences that were used to help further and deepen
the dialogue and formulate recommendations. The recommendations communicated the important
areas the committee wanted AISD trustees to focus on and implement.
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CHARGE
The committee developed the following charge:
• Gather information and encourage research on concerns of the African-American community
including literacy, disproportionality, retention rates, parental involvement, discipline rates,
advanced academics, and learning environments.
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• Advise AISD’s Department of Communications and Community Engagement regarding
strategies for effective engagement of communications for and to the African-American
community.
• Advise the office of the ombudsman and the Department of School, Family and Community
Education regarding strategies that result in effective and exceptional customer service to the
district’s African-American parents, students, and community.

T
F
RA

D

6

GUIDING QUESTIONS
The committee posed the following questions at the beginning to address educational concerns
regarding African-American students within AISD:
• Are African-American students being promoted or placed in middle school without the basic
math or reading skills required to be successful?
• How can AISD be more effective at focusing and tailoring educational strategies?

AISD African-American Community Committee on Educational Excellence, June 2014 Report

• How can communication efforts be tailored according to the audience? Are existing
communication efforts successful at reaching individuals, groups and organizations (i.e,
churches, local nonprofits) that are trusted in the African-American community?
• Are principals able to relate to African-American students and their parents/family members?
• Do teachers know how to relate to African-American students in the classroom?
• How does a teacher’s ability, or inability, to relate to African-American students affect
classroom management?
• Does AISD staff have the best resources to help African-American students who may be
dealing with problems at home or elsewhere be successful in the classroom?
• How can AISD increase family and community involvement?
• Are parents and families receiving the appropriate level of customer service from teachers,
principals, and AISD administrators?
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• How does AISD address what appears to be a lack of cultural proficiency at the campus level?
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COMMITTEE RECOMMENDATIONS
Four subcommittees of the AISD African-American Community Committee on Educational Excellence
developed recommendations for board consideration.

Disproportionality, Discipline Rates, and Recruitment and Retention
Recommendations
1. The Office of Innovation will research grant opportunities for funding cultural proficiency
training for all employees, and funding for programs/training to address academic and
disciplinary disproportionalities in African-American students.
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2. Increase referrals of African-American students to advanced academic programs.
3. Increase recruitment and retention of African-American educators, principals, and
administrative personnel.

Expected Outcomes
a) Decreased rates of African-American student discipline referrals
b) Increased referrals of African-American students to advanced academic programs
c) Increased number of African-American teacher candidates
d) Increased number of African-American teachers/staff following advancement trajectory
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e) Decreased number of African-American teachers/administrators leaving district

Possible Barriers
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a) Limited funds/resources to increase staff to provide cultural proficiency training
b) Teacher/staff perceptions that cultural proficiency training not necessary
c) Resistance of African-American students/families to participate in advanced academic
programs.
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Literacy, Advanced Academics and CTE
Recommendations
1. Increase research-based (ongoing faculty, staff, administrative, and executive) professional
learning to address the culture of low expectations that permeate perceptions of disfranchised
students.
2. Improve the quality of teaching and learning to promote greater academic engagement.
3. Refine and expand partnerships with local, private, state, and federal resources.
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Expected Outcomes
a) Diversity and inclusion → District faculty/staff can develop greater collaborative relationships
with students/families/communities of color.
b) Culturally responsive teaching and assessment → Development of student-centered learning
environments and innovative, sustainable faculty learning communities of practice
c) Middle and high school counselor professional learning → Social justice focus and strengthsbased approach; cultivate interests; postsecondary education attendance; financial aid; and
address under-enrollment.
d) Teaching practices encourage high engagement, developmentally appropriate, and culturally
responsive learning beyond “drill-and-kill” methods.
e) Students have opportunities for rigorous math and science at all grade levels through
experiential, after-school, extracurricular activities, and at summer camps. Opportunities
include access to eighth-grade Algebra for high school credit.
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f) Academic support structures (tutoring, math and literacy, time management, and note-taking
and test-taking strategies) are active on every campus and support a peer learning culture.
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g) In partnership with counselors, teachers, and families/city, students explore talents, are
exposed early and often to options, and are given support for how to apply to (and secure
funding for) postsecondary education.
h) Students have access to age-appropriate books and participate in STEM after-school/summer
academic enrichment activities.
i) There is greater coordination and use of first-generation college student support resources
such as GEAR UP, Upward Board, College for All Texans, AVID, I’m First, etc.
j) Students in financial need have access to free standardized college test preparation as early as
sixth grade.
k) Partnerships exist with the Austin Council of PTAs to identify how vertical teams and campus
PTAs can assist resource-challenged campuses.
l) District partnerships are expanded with the city and local businesses to help AfricanAmerican students secure internships and employment to develop life and career skills.

Possible Barrier
a) Resources – Limited monetary and staff resources
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Parent Involvement and Communications, Community Engagement and
Customer Service
Recommendations
1. Create a culture of family and community engagement that is inclusive, not exclusive
2. Provide cultural proficiency training for all employees in AISD to better meet the needs of all
parents, family, and community members.
3. Create a new training module (cultural proficiency/customer service) and implement
districtwide:

AISD African-American Community Committee on Educational Excellence, June 2014 Report

a. Respect toward students
b. Nurturing of students
c. Engagement of parents and guardians of all students
d. Cultural awareness and respect
4. Create a new customer service training module and implement it districtwide. This module
must include cultural competency, respect toward students and families, the nurturing of
students, and the engagement of parents and guardians of all students.
5. Create a parent/family hotline number for parents seeking assistance with campus issues. This
number will be posted on campuses in a visible, well-trafficked location that is accessible to
parents and families.
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6. Revive the “Recognize All Valuable Employees” (RAVE) Award to promote positive work in
the district.

Expected Outcomes
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a) Increased level of exceptional customer service provided by all staff, especially front line
campus staff
b) Implementation of hotline for parents and community members
c) Improved campus climate and culture

Possible Barrier
a) Limited monetary and staff resources
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CONCLUSION

AISD African-American Community Committee on Educational Excellence, June 2014 Report

The formation of the AISD African-American Community Committee on Educational Excellence
opened discussions around previous reports that had addressed some of the same issues the
committee was trying to focus on. Community reports such as the African-American Quality of Life
Task Force (2006) and the Cultural Connections to Teaching and Learning Task Force (2003), helped ensure
that the committee was not duplicating recommendations and most importantly, was addressing
gaps that had not been identified before.
Relevant to research in the reports, the subcommittees came up with recommendations that helped
generate new and valid solutions. Numerous recommendations were made and redrafted for
approval by the committee at-large until the group came to a final determination on the areas of
the most importance to the African-American community such as disproportionality, discipline
rates, recruitment and retention, parent involvement, communications and community engagement,
literacy, advanced academics and CTE, and customer service.
The AISD African-American Community Committee on Educational Excellence will continue to meet
periodically over the course of the 2014–15 school year to monitor implementation of the proposed
recommendations. The 2013–14 school has come to a close with the committee producing exceptional
ideas to help provide a quality and equitable education for all students, especially African-American
students. Without community members, staff, and government officials, this report could not have
come have to fruition.
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NEXT STEPS

Upon board review and consideration, AISD staff will work with the community to begin
implementation during fall 2014.
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ATTACHMENT 1: ADDITIONAL COMMITTEE CONSIDERATIONS AND
DISCUSSIONS
Literacy Advanced Academics and CTE
Subcommittee members: LaTisha Anderson, Rhonda Boyer, Tanya Browne, Tammy Caesar, Annette
Gregory, David Lloyd, Matt Meldrum, Marion Nickerson and Yvonne Ortiz-Prince.
At the beginning of this work, subcommittee members developed goals to assist them in laying out
the framework for the recommendations that would be made to the AISD Board of Trustees. The
following are the initial goals established by the subcommittee:
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• All students should be on grade-level increase in literacy rates
• Culturally proficient teaching
• Culturally diverse classes, curriculum and faculty
• Increase college-ready students
• Continue to increase graduation rates
• Increase academic rigor in all classes
• Have intentional outreach/recruitment of African-American students for LASA, McCallum
Fine Arts Program and Kealing Magnet School.
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The subcommittee met over a course of six months to establish recommendations that would help
eliminate the achievement gap, enhance the educational experience, and ensure academic success for
African-American students in Austin ISD. Below are the recommendations the committee identified
as being critical to academic success:
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1. Increase research-based, ongoing faculty, staff, administrative, and executive professional
learning to address the culture of low expectations that permeate perceptions of disfranchised
students.
2. Improve the quality of teaching and learning to promote greater academic engagement.
3. Refine and expand partnerships with local, private, state, and federal resources.
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Disproportionality, Discipline Rates, Recruitment and Retention
Subcommittee members: Melonee Carter, Pam Hall, Andri Lyons, Mischa Scales and Nicole
Whetstone
At the beginning of this work, subcommittee members developed goals to assist them in laying out
the framework for the recommendations that would be made to the board of trustees. The following
are the initial goals established by the subcommittee:
• Lower number of referrals
• Change the overall treatment of minority students
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• Close the academic achievement gap between all students
As previously mentioned, the committee met throughout the year to establish recommendations that
would help eliminate the achievement gap, enhance the educational experience, and ensure academic
success for African-American students in Austin ISD. Below are the recommendations the committee
identified as being critical to academic success:
1. Office of Innovation research grant opportunities for funding cultural proficiency training for
all African-American employees, and funding for programs/training to address academic and
disciplinary disproportionalities in African-American students.
2. Increase referrals of African-American students to advanced academic programs.
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3. Increase recruitment and retention of African-American educators, principals, and
administrative personnel.
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Customer Service, Parent Involvement and Communications and Community Engagement
Subcommittee members: Joan Bartz, Vera Givens, Rashaanne Lewis, Michael Lofton, Tandera Louie,
Mike Manor, Sterlin McGruder, Helen Miller, Beverly Reeves, Terry Louie Russell, and Darlene
Watkins
At the beginning of this work, subcommittee members developed goals to assist them in laying out
the framework for the recommendations that would be made to the AISD Board of Trustees. The
following are the initial goals established by the subcommittee:
• Provide quality customer service training for AISD staff.
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• Provide a more welcoming environment at each campus.
• Help parents overcome bad experiences at schools.
As previously mentioned, the committee met throughout the year to establish recommendations
that would help eliminate the achievement gap, enhance the educational experience, and ensure
academic success for African-American students in Austin ISD. Below are the recommendations the
subcommittee identified as being critical to academic success:
1. Create a new training module and implement it districtwide.
a. Respect toward students
b. The nurturing of students
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c. The engagement of parents and guardians of all students

2. Create a hotline number for parents seeking assistance with campus issues.
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3. Revive the “Recognize All Valuable Employees” (RAVE) Award to promote positive work in
district.
4. Process should welcome inclusivity instead of exclusivity.

5. Provide cultural proficiency training for AISD employees to better meet the needs of all parents.
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ATTACHMENT 2: DISTRICT ACCOMPLISHMENTS—BACKGROUND
Summary of Accomplishments on Key Indicators: African-American Students, 2009–13
This summary highlights the many AISD accomplishments achieved during the past four years, and
includes a focus on African-American student group performance.

Post-secondary enrollment
• Overall increase of 6 percentage points, from 62% to 68%. African-American students
increased from 63% to 64% (+1 percentage point).
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Graduation rates
• “All Students” group increased 8.2 percentage points since 2008, to 82.5%.
• African-American students’ rate increased by 13.9 percentage points to 79.6%.

Dropout rates
• Decreased nearly 3 percentage points overall, from 12.5% to 9.5%
• For African-American students, rates declined by 5.4 percentage points, from 16.9% to 11.5%.

STAAR Grades 3–8
• In 2013, gains were achieved in four of the five subject areas—reading, mathematics, science,
and social studies—while the passing percentage for writing remained unchanged.
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• African-American student achievement increased in reading (+3 percentage points),
mathematics (+3 percentage points), science (+3 percentage points), and social studies
(+1 percentage point).

End-of-Course exams
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• In 2013, AISD high school students met or exceeded the state passing rate for 10 of the 11
EOC exams.
• On the five required EOC exams, AISD students outperformed the state in Reading, Writing,
and Math, and were tied with the state in Biology. Gains were achieved for four of five
required EOC exams—Reading, Writing, Algebra I and Biology. However, achievement for
African-American students declined slightly in all five areas: Reading (-1 percentage point),
Biology (-1 percentage point), Writing (-3 percentage points), World Geography (-4 percentage
points), and Algebra I (-6 percentage points).

SAT Testing
• Since 2012–13, the participation of African-American students in the SAT has decreased
slightly, from 314 to 299.
• During this period, average SAT Reading scores for African-American students have
increased from 416 to 420, average SAT Writing scores have increased from 397 to 400, and
average SAT Math score have increased slightly, from 439 to 440.
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ACT Testing
• From 2012–13, the participation of African-American students in the ACT has increased from
136 to 145 students.
• During this same period, ACT scores for African-American students have increased slightly in
Science (+0.1); remained unchanged in Math; and declined in English (-0.6) and Reading (-1.5).

2008–10 TAKS
• Mathematics gains in three years for African-American students was 13 percentage points.
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• Science gains in three years for African-American students was 13 percentage points

Attendance
• Districtwide attendance has increased from 94.3% to 95.2%, with attendance at the high school
level exceeding 90% for three consecutive years.
• Attendance rates for African-American students have increased nearly a full percentage point
(0.9%) since the 2009–10 school year.

Discipline
• High schools: home suspensions for African-American students were reduced
by 32%–41%.
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• Middle schools: home suspensions for African-American students were reduced
by 6%–21%.
• Elementary schools: home suspensions for African-American students were reduced
by 54%–61%.
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• High schools: discretionary removals for African-American students were reduced
by 76%–81%.
• Middle schools: discretionary removals for African-American students were reduced
by 81%–84%.
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Academic Programs
• The School for Young Men (Single-Gender School Initiative)—Male students will attend
separate schools to improve academic performance.
• The School for Young Women (Single-Gender School Initiative)—Female students will
attend separate schools to improve academic performance.
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• Early College High School Program—Collaboration between innovative AISD high schools
located on or in close proximity to a college campus and Austin Community College. Program
allows students least likely to attend college an opportunity to earn a high school diploma and
60 college credit hours.
• Talented and Gifted—A program for students who perform at or shows the potential for
performing at a remarkably high level when compared to others of the same age, experience
or environment. Currently, 4.66% of students enrolled in GT are African-American.
• Special Education—Students receiving services under an Individual Educational Plan.
Currently, 13.7% of students receiving special education services are African-American.

Credit Recovery Programs
• High-Dosage Tutoring—One of the five evidence-based tenets researched and recommended
by the Harvard Innovation Laboratory to provide small group, regularly scheduled tutoring
to students in targeted grade levels based on each student’s academic needs. Currently,
programs at Lanier, LBJ, Travis and Eastside Memorial high schools focus on Algebra 1 and
all ninth-grade students. Programs at the middle school level at Burnet, Martin and Mendez
focus on sixth-grade students in ELA and Math. The district also has contracted HDT services
at four elementary campuses focusing on second-grade in ELA and writing.

T
F
RA

D

• Twilight School—Twilight Evening School program provides AISD high school students,
17% of which are African-American, with options for regaining lost credits. The program
assists students who are at risk of dropping out by offering credit recovery during the
extended hours of 4:30–7:30 p.m., Monday–Thursday at Akins, Anderson, Crockett, Lanier,
LBJ and Travis high schools.
• Responsive Education (Premier High School)—Charter programs at Lanier and Travis high
schools to provide self-directed programs that match students’ academic needs to a clear
pathway to graduation. Each school provides flexible scheduling in the morning or afternoon
to meet student needs and allow students to work or take care of other personal business
during the day. Currently, 17.44% of students enrolled in Premier High School at both Travis
and Lanier high schools are African-American.
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Support Services and Initiatives
• African-American Youth Harvest Foundation—Collaboration with local nonprofit
organization to provide opportunities for counseling, job support, scholarships, and college
fairs. Dedicated programs at LBJ and Reagan high schools, and Garcia and Pearce middle
schools provide mentors, character development curriculum and wraparound services to
students at risk of dropping out or with multiple disciplinary issues to provide alternatives to
suspension or dropping out.
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• Communities in Schools—Communities in Schools of Central Texas surrounds students with
a community of support, empowering them to stay in school and achieve in life.
• Family Resource Center—Ensures that communication, referrals, and coordination among
schools and partnering agencies are efficient and effective in providing services that meet the
needs of at-risk students and families. The goal is for students to be stable, supported, and
successful in school and life.

Parental Engagement
• African-American Parent Involvement Conference—Improve community and parent
understanding of school systems and the effect on the African-American community by
providing awareness of and increased participation in existing programs and services.
• Annual African-American Heritage Celebration—Recognizes AISD’s finest students and
honors community members.
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• Hopefest/Reagan High School—Helps families connect with resources and services.
• “Breaking down the barriers”—New talk show on KAZI Community Radio, produced by
AISD, to engage parents while promoting resources and services.

D

• AISD African-American Community Committee on Educational Excellence—Gathers
information and encourages research of concerns to the African-American community
including literacy, disproportionality, retention rates, parental involvement, discipline rates,
advanced academics, and learning environments.
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ATTACHMENT 3: MEETINGS LOCATIONS AND DATES
1. Carruth Administration Center—April 9, 2013
2. Garcia Middle School—May 21, 2013
3. Reagan High School—June 18, 2013
4. African-American Youth Harvest Foundation—Aug. 20, 2013
5. Pearce Middle School—Oct. 10, 2013
6. Sims Elementary School—Nov. 19, 2013

AISD African-American Community Committee on Educational Excellence, June 2014 Report

7. Kealing Middle School—Dec. 17, 2013
8. Blackshear Elementary School—Jan. 21, 2014
9. L.L. Campbell Elementary School—Feb. 18, 2014
10. Baker Center—April 8, 2014
11. LBJ Early College High School—April 22, 2014
12. Norman Elementary School—May 20, 2014
13. African-American Harvest Youth Foundation—June 24, 2014
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ATTACHMENT 5: COMMITTEE MEMBERS
LaTisha Anderson, Parent, PTA

Michael Manor, Travis County Sheriff Department,
Chairman, Building Bridges Brick by Brick

Natomi Austin, KAZI Community Radio, DJ

Jarrell McCullar, AISD, Community Engagement
Coordinator, Dept. of Facilities

Joan Bartz, Neighborhood Association
Representative

Sterlin McGruder, Gus Garcia Young Men’s
Leadership Academy, Principal

Rhonda Boyer, AISD, Asst. Dir. of Advanced
Academics

Mark McKnight, Christian Outreach, Afterschool
Program Manager
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Dr. Tanya Browne, AISD, Exec. Dir. of Special
Programs
Melonee Carter, Program Specialist, State of Texas
Tammy Caesar, AISD, Support Manager for Career
and Technical Education
Perla Delgado, AISD, Asst. Dir. of Community
Engagement and Multicultural Outreach
Freddie Dixon, University of Texas, Exec. Dir. of the
Division of Diversity and Community Engagement

Karl Nichols, African-American Youth Harvest
Foundation, Vice President of Administrative
Operations
Marion Nickerson, KAZI Community Radio,
Program Director
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Annette Gregory, AISD, Exec. Dir. of Career and
Technical Education

D

Vera Givens, Community Stakeholder

Helen Miller, Community Stakeholder

Yvonne Ortiz-Prince, Community Stakeholder, PTA

Akwasi Evans, Nokoa Newspaper, Editor and
Publisher

Dr. Dora Fabelo, AISD, Dir. of Recruiting and
Staffing

Matt Meldrum, AISD, ELA Curriculum Specialist

Beverly Reeves, AISD, Ombudsman
Terry Louie Russell, AISD, Community Engagement
Specialist
Alex Sánchez, AISD, Exec. Dir., Dept. of
Communications and Community Engagement
Dr. Mischa Scales, Clinical Psychologist

Cathy Heath, AISD, Social Services Specialist

Carl Shelton, AISD, Parent Support Specialist

Sheila Henry, LBJ, Principal

Kito Taylor, African-American Youth Harvest
Foundation, Resource Center Coordinator

Gilbert Hicks, AISD, Area 3 Assoc. Supt. of Schools
Larry Jackson, Community Stakeholder

Eleanor Thompson, Travis County, Senior Planner

Betty Johnson, Parent, PTA

Angela Ward, AISD, Office of Academics, Cultural
Proficiency and Inclusiveness

Janice Johnson-Sheppard, African-American Youth
Harvest Foundation, Vice President of Program
Operations

Kimberly Washington, AISD, Human Resources
Coordinator

Rodney Jones, AISD, Program Coordinator,
Advanced Academics
Rashaanne Lewis, Parent, PTA
David Lloyd, Austin Bridge Builders Alliance
Nelson Linder, NAACP, President, Austin Chapter
Michael Lofton, African-American Youth Harvest
Foundation, Founding Director
Tandera Louie, AISD, ACES Afterschool Program

Darlene Watkins, Community Stakeholder
Mel Waxler, AISD, Chief of Staff
Nicole Whetsone, AISD, Administrative Supervisor
for Secondary Special Education
Dr. Gloria Williams, AISD, Exec. Dir., Dept.of
School, Family and Community Engagement
Wendell Williams, African-American Youth Harvest
Foundation, Director of Youth & Family Services
Tommy Wyatt, The Villager Newspaper, Publisher
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ATTACHMENT 6: THE ROAD TO EQUITY: EXPANDING AP ACCESS AND SUCCESS FOR
AFRICAN-AMERICAN STUDENTS
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About This Report
In most school districts, as access to and participation in Advanced Placement exams have
gone up, the exam passing rates have gone down. But that isn’t always the case. The Eli and
Edythe Broad Foundation, looking to identify urban districts with promising trends in student
achievement and college-readiness, analyzed four years of AP exam participation and passing
rates for students in the 75 districts whose demographics qualify them for consideration
for the annual Broad Prize for Urban Education. It found six districts where African-American
students were improving their passing rates while keeping participation levels steady. This
report illustrates some of the promising practices contributing to AP success in these six districts.

The Broad Prize for Urban Education
The $1 million Broad Prize, established in 2002, is the largest education award in the country
given to school districts. The Broad Prize is awarded each year to honor urban school districts
that demonstrate the greatest overall performance and improvement in student achievement
while reducing achievement gaps among low-income and students of color.

HIGHLIGHTS OF THE ANALYSIS

⁄4

1

D

of districts eligible for The Broad Prize
showed increases in AP passing rates
among African-American or Hispanic
students without simultaneously
losing ground on participation rates.

10%

of districts are increasing
AP passing rates for their
African-American and
Hispanic students quickly
enough to narrow the
achievement gap with
white students.

1
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16%

⁄4

3

of districts are increasing
African-American
participation rates while
keeping passing rates steady.
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of districts are not making
the kind of progress necessary
to narrow AP passing rate
achievement gaps.

58%

of districts are maintaining
the “status quo”* or losing
ground on either AfricanAmerican passing rates or
participation rates (or both).

*

No change in African-American participation rate or
passing rate
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Executive Summary
One of the greatest challenges in American public schools today is the inability of many high
school graduates to do college-level work. College remediation costs the country billions of
dollars a year, and students in need of remedial courses are far less likely to ever earn a degree.
Academic rigor, therefore, is a concept that has come to dominate conversations about school
reform, with districts working to expand the number of students exposed to challenging
coursework. The Common Core curriculum heading to schools nationwide is a unified attempt
at higher standards. Unofficially, the College Board’s Advanced Placement (AP) Program has
established itself as a benchmark for rigor, offering students the opportunity to earn college
credit while still in high school. AP exams are college-level assessments typically administered
at the end of yearlong AP courses. Scores of 3 or higher on a 1-to-5 scale are considered passing
because they qualify students for credit at many colleges and universities.
For much of the half-century the AP Program has existed, its courses and exams were open
to only a tiny subset of students: those considered gifted, who have often been white and
economically privileged. AP began at a handful of elite Northeastern schools in the mid-1950s
as a program for “superior boys and girls,” as described in a 1956 New York Times article.
In those days, the role of America’s public schools was to prepare a small portion of students
for college and the majority for the workforce. As schools shifted toward a goal of making
college universally accessible, AP grew steadily, but with major racial and economic
inequities persisting.
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Only in recent years have educators in large numbers considered opening AP courses to
all interested students, rather than limiting enrollment to those with top grades and teacher
recommendations. Enrollment has nearly tripled since the turn of the 21st century, with
2 million students taking 4 million exams in 2012 and many more students of color and lowincome students participating. Among high school seniors, the number of African-American,
Hispanic and Native American exam-takers grew from 83,000 in the graduating class of
2002 to 263,000 in the class of 2012, according to the College Board.
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AP EXPLOSION

The number of students taking an AP exam grew steadily each year from 1956 to 1990, when
enrollment began to skyrocket:
2010

2012
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2005
2000
1995
1990

330,000

505,000

769,000

1.2 million

1.8 million

2 million

Source: College Board
Note: Figures include international students, but 95 percent of AP participation is in the United States.
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In most school districts, as access to and participation in AP exams have gone up, the exam
passing rates have gone down. But that isn’t always the case. The Eli and Edythe Broad
Foundation, looking to identify urban districts with promising trends, analyzed four years
of AP exam participation and passing rates for students in the 75 districts whose demographics
qualify them for consideration for the annual Broad Prize for Urban Education. It found six
districts where African-American students were improving passing rates quickly enough to
gain on their white peers while increasing or keeping participation levels steady:

D

Cobb County School District, Georgia
Fulton County School System, Georgia
Garland Independent School District, Texas
Jefferson County Public Schools, Kentucky
Orange County Public Schools, Florida
San Diego Unified School District, California

Four other districts demonstrated the same trend for Hispanic students in the years analyzed,
2008 to 2011. But Hispanics overall perform better than African-Americans on AP exams in
comparison with white peers, according to The Broad Foundation analysis and College Board
data. Garland, a 58,000-student district northeast of Dallas, was the only district whose data
showed both African-American and Hispanic students increasing participation and
pass rates at levels outpacing their white peers in the school system.
In nearly all of the 75 Broad Prize-eligible urban school districts, the gap in both AP passing
rates and participation rates between African-American students and their white counterparts
is significant. Although some districts are showing increases in African-American passing
rates, only a fraction are increasing African-American passing rates quickly enough to both
narrow the achievement gap with their white peers and not lose ground on participation rates.
Even in the six districts that are achieving this, the pace of progress is glacial. For example,
their average annual improvement in African-American passing rates outpaces the
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CLOSING THE GAP
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According to a Broad Foundation analysis, African-American students in the following
districts are improving AP passing rates quickly enough to gain on their white peers while
increasing or keeping participation levels steady:
Cobb County School District

Jefferson County Public Schools

GEORGIA

KENTUCKY

Fulton County School System

Orange County Public Schools

GEORGIA

FLORIDA

Garland Independent School District

San Diego Unified School District

TEXAS

CALIFORNIA

The same trend is true of Hispanic students in these districts:
Fort Worth Independent School District

St. Paul Public Schools

TEXAS

MINNESOTA

Garland Independent School District

Tucson Unified School District

TEXAS

ARIZONA

School District U-46
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Note: A handful of the 75 districts eligible for the Broad Prize did
not authorize the College Board to release their AP exam data and
were not included in the analysis.1

ILLINOIS

D

improvement in white passing rates by only 1 to 2 percentage points. And these are the best
cases—of the districts that are increasing African-American passing rates at all without losing
ground on participation rates, most are either increasing too slowly to gain on their white
peers (leading to widening gaps) or experiencing declines in their white student passing rates.
This paper will focus on the strategies employed by the six districts improving AfricanAmerican students’ access to and success on AP exams simultaneously.

Talent Search: Casting a Wider Net
What makes a student gifted? Historically, a select few in a given school receive the classification
at an early age, and the most rigorous curriculum is then available to them only, limiting
everyone else’s opportunities through high school and beyond. A common thread in the six
districts narrowing African-Americans’ achievement gaps in AP is the expansion of gifted
selection criteria and a broader search for potential. And that starts in elementary school.

1

4

The following Broad Prize-eligible districts have not released data for the four years (2008-2011) that were analyzed in this paper: Escambia County School District, Fla.,
Omaha Public Schools, Neb. and Seattle Public Schools. The following districts did not release 2011 data, but did release data for previous years, so were included in some
of the analyses: Clark County School District, Nev., Hamilton County Schools, Tenn., Metropolitan Nashville Public Schools, Tenn., Milwaukee Public Schools, Newark Public
Schools, N.J., and Oklahoma City Public Schools.
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In Fulton County, Ga., as part of a settlement to lift a court-ordered desegregation plan in the
early 2000s, the 92,000-student school district agreed to equalize its gifted education offerings.
While in the past only two elementary schools housed gifted programs, now the district has a
gifted education teacher on staff at all 58 of its elementary schools. A decade ago fewer than
300 elementary students were identified as gifted; now more than 1,000 are, and nearly 2,000
are receiving gifted services.
At Dunwoody Springs Elementary, where nearly three-quarters of students classify as poor,
45 percent are African-American and 26 percent are Hispanic, a specialist works full time to
incorporate gifted education strategies into every classroom—in addition to a second staff
member who runs a separate school-wide gifted program. The majority of classroom teachers
have volunteered their time to be trained in how to develop students’ higher-order thinking
skills and make learning more hands on. Children are steered toward books slightly above
their grade level on topics that interest them and prodded to consider more complex questions.
“Whereas before the teacher would say, ‘Who’s the main character in the story, and can you
tell me about the events that took place?’ they started asking questions like, ‘Why do you think
the character chose to do X, Y and Z, and would you have made the same choice?’” says
Principal Ivy Freeman.
Dunwoody Springs has high mobility because of its high-poverty population, but even as
students enter school behind grade level, the same strategies apply, Freeman says. For a struggling
third-grade reader, for example, a teacher can use a first-grade-level book to still teach the
third-grade standards of comparing and contrasting and looking for evidence in a text. “If we
ask the low-level questions, if we only expect minimal standards, then that’s what we get,”
she says.
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Neighboring Cobb County, Ga., employs a similar strategy. At Clay Elementary, a small Title I
school where enrollment is 44 percent African-American and 43 percent Hispanic, gifted
education specialist Teresa Reddish works with all kindergartners and first-graders. In addition to
academic potential, she looks for the students gifted in art, music and other areas. As children
get older, she continues to serve a majority of them either through classroom-wide activities or
pullout services. Last year she worked with 360 of 550 students in some way.
Reddish says colleagues were skeptical of her position when she started seven years ago. “They
didn’t know what to make of me,” she says. “They were like, ‘What are you going to do here
all day every day?’ That allowed me to come in and define my role.” She says she considers it her
job to get all teachers contemplating, “How can you reach all your students and make sure
everyone is performing at their best?”
Trevor Packer, the College Board’s senior vice president for the AP Program and college readiness,
says the single most successful strategy in improving AP exam passing rates is a rigorous
curriculum planned back to the start of elementary school. “AP courses can serve as galvanizing
anchors at the top of the curriculum,” he says, but “these courses can only do so much good in
and of themselves... AP is powerful if it serves for higher standards to be implemented in the
grades prior to AP.”
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HIGH -PERFORMERS

African-American students are improving their AP passing rates quickly enough to gain on
their white peers while increasing or keeping participation levels steady in the six large
urban school districts below.
AP Passing Rates (%)
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African-American
District

AP Participation Rates (%)

White

African-American

White

Average Change
Average Change
Average Change
Average Change
State 2011 (2008-11)
2011 (2008-11)
2011 (2008-11)
2011 (2008-11)

Cobb County School District

GA

39

3

72

2

13

0

31

1

Fulton County Schools

GA

27

1

80

0

17

1

50

3

Garland Independent School District

TX

30

4

48

2

13

1

26

0

Jefferson County Public Schools

KY

35

1

56

0

7

0

26

2

Orange County Public Schools

FL

22

1

51

0

17

1

35

2

San Diego Unified School District

CA

28

2

67

1

10

0

28

1
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Alongside preparation comes access. San Diego Unified, one of four finalists for the 2013 Broad
Prize, recently hired a counselor who analyzes school schedules across the district to ensure
that all students have access to the most challenging courses.

D

One barrier to AP access in many urban districts has been the move to small high schools, which
offer the benefits of a personalized environment but aren’t big enough for a variety of class
offerings. “It’s hard to have very specialized courses when in fact you have low demand for them,”
says Eric Hanushek, a senior fellow at Stanford’s Hoover Institution who sits on The Broad
Prize review board. He says demand for AP classes can be low partly because of a school’s small
size and partly because students shy away because they aren’t prepared.
All six of the districts narrowing AP performance gaps while keeping participation rates steady
for African-Americans have comprehensive high schools with AP classes offered in numerous
subjects. San Diego had opened several small schools and is now moving back to large ones in
part because of the lack of opportunities for specialized courses.
Although a student’s elementary school experience is a strong predictor of the high school
courses he or she will eventually take, these districts continue to mine their student populations
for potential talent in later years. Most of the six districts are using the College Board program
AP Potential to analyze PSAT scores. Students’ PSAT scores have proven a far better predictor of
success in AP courses than the more conventional criteria of grades: A College Board study
showed only a 0.28 correlation between AP exam passage and grade point average, while the
correlation with PSAT scores was 0.5 to 0.7.
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District

Total Students

% Free/ReducedPrice Lunch

Cobb County School District

107,315

43%

Fulton County Schools

91,864

44%

Garland Independent School District

57,833

58%

Jefferson County Public Schools

97,331

63%

Orange County Public Schools

176,008

57%

San Diego Unified School District

131,785

65%

In the late 1990s, Jefferson County, Ky., school officials decided to start paying for every
sophomore to take the PSAT—and then to require principals to provide AP courses for students
who qualified. The district went from offering AP courses in three of its high schools to all
21 of them. “There started to be an increase in the number of tests taken, and kids passed,” says
Robert Rodosky, executive director of data management, planning and program evaluation.
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But the district still had low minority participation in AP. Then about five years ago, after the
state of Kentucky began giving the ACT to all juniors, Jefferson County schools started using
the affiliated EXPLORE test with eighth-graders and identifying possible AP talent based
on those scores. The district improved its counseling process to help more students, particularly
students of color, see themselves as college-going material. It began a fast-track curriculum
that advances participants through their required math courses by the end of sophomore year,
freeing junior and senior year for such classes as AP Calculus and AP Statistics. And it benefitted
from federal Race to the Top funding to expand the statewide AdvanceKentucky program,
which provides a variety of services including professional development for instructors and
exam fee assistance. Affiliated with the nonprofit National Math + Science Initiative,
AdvanceKentucky also offers financial incentives to teachers and students for boosting AP
performance, a controversial component of NMSI programs in several states.

D

Beyond particular interventions, Rodosky says, “really the biggest thing is just giving these kids
the confidence that they can do the work.” In a College Board analysis, only three in 10 AfricanAmerican students whose PSAT scores indicated they would have a high likelihood of success
in an AP math class were enrolled in one. Among the 70 percent not enrolled, the problem in
about half the cases was access to the course. In the other half, it was lack of confidence:
Schools had not convinced students that AP was for them.
Student advising and parent outreach are critical components in the districts narrowing
racial achievement gaps. Orange County schools invite families to an annual AP Parent Night
based on AP Potential results to outline the benefits of AP as an edge in college admissions and
as a time- and money-saver if credit is obtained. Cobb County holds parent nights in the spring
before course registration and in the fall to discuss how families can support their children
in AP courses.
Shadae Pete, 18, an African-American senior at Cobb’s Sprayberry High School, will have
completed 11 AP courses by her graduation this spring. She says her school “encouraged almost
all students to take AP classes,” and that led to higher enrollment.
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DISTRICTS WHERE AFRICAN -AMERICAN

Jefferson County
Public Schools

STUDENTS ARE IMPROVING AP
PASSING RATES QUICKLY ENOUGH TO
GAIN ON THEIR WHITE PEERS WHILE
INCREASING OR KEEPING
PARTICIPATION RATES STEADY
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Cobb County
School District

Fulton County
School System

San Diego Unified
School District

Garland Independent
School District

Orange County
Public Schools
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“As freshmen, many people were intimidated by the thought of AP classes,” says Pete, who
plans to study marketing, French and international business at the University of Georgia. But
teachers and administrators reassure apprehensive students: “They made it sound like you
would have someone guiding you along the way. I think it was pretty accurate.”

D

Pete estimates that at least half of the seniors in her class have taken at least one AP course
and said school officials have made good on their promise to guide them. She often stays after
school to take advantage of AP teachers offering extra help. The effort has paid off: She has
scored a 3 or higher on all but two of the exams she’s taken.

Support for Success

Improved outcomes are no accident in the districts expanding and improving AP access and
performance for African-American students. These districts provide extensive support to
ensure students’ success in AP classes as they open the doors to enrollment.
Support comes in various forms. Some is specifically geared toward test preparation. In Fulton
County, all students have the opportunity to take an SAT prep class, with many strategies also
applicable to AP exams. Orange County funds six-week “AP Camps” on Saturdays leading up
to the exams, paying teachers to provide additional preparation and providing student
transportation. “As we open the door, we’re also saying, ‘Here’s what we’re going to provide in
services,’” says Jesus Jara, the district’s deputy superintendent.
Other interventions are longer term, addressing students’ academic as well as personal
preparation for AP courses and exams. Cobb middle and high schools offer an elective course
for students wanting to develop the analytic skills required to do well in challenging classes.
Garland, the district narrowing gaps for African-American and Hispanic students simultaneously,
offers Advancement Via Individual Determination (AVID), a national program to support
students who will be the first generation in their families to go to college, at schools with high
African-American and Hispanic populations.
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Janice Howard, the AVID director, brought the program to the district in 2002 when she was a
middle school principal. She told the superintendent at the time that for Garland to continue
a tradition of excellence as its African-American and Hispanic populations increased, “we needed
to have more students on that college-bound track who were students of color.”
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Garland’s AVID program begins its work in elementary schools, covering such skills as binder
organization and good note-taking and building all fourth- and fifth-graders’ confidence. By
high school, participating students have a daily period for AVID built into their class schedules.
They cover AVID’s curriculum on developing higher-order thinking, and twice a week, college
students come in to tutor them in small groups. On Fridays they have guest speakers and
college visits.

D

Elizabeth Shaw teaches a pre-AP geometry class and an AVID elective at Garland High, with
about a third of her pre-AP students also in AVID. She often sees them in geometry pulling out
a template used in AVID to help develop a good question. “Without AVID, those honors classes
can be a real struggle for our students,” she says. “It gives them the perseverance and the
resources they need. I’ve had some students say they really don’t like taking an honors class.
The AVID class is like their family that motivates them.”
At South Garland High, Lynette Varrassi teaches five classes of AP English Language and
Composition, with nearly all the juniors in the AVID program enrolled in one of them. “It is a
little bit of a struggle for them, but the one thing I love about AVID is the support they get,”
Varrassi says. “I will see tutorial request forms flying out of binders.”
Teaching heterogeneous AP classes is far more difficult than instructing a room of top performers
likely to pass the exam regardless. Both Shaw and Varrassi say they use AVID strategies to make
the curriculum more accessible to everyone. Shaw emphasizes different methods for solving
math problems. Varrassi has students use the Cornell note-taking method to create study guides
and Socratic seminars to prepare for writing a rhetorical essay on the AP exam.
Schools that adopt open enrollment policies for AP typically face criticism that the courses
will be watered down, but College Board’s Packer says the opposite is more likely true. “If teachers are held accountable for a greater diversity of learning styles, all students are more likely to
benefit than when the teacher can get away with lecturing,” he said. “Students who could learn
just from a textbook didn’t need a really effective teacher. To reach a greater diversity of students
who aren’t self-selective, true teaching and high-quality instruction is required.”
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Indeed, all the districts narrowing the achievement gaps for African-Americans in AP place a
premium on teacher training. (All also have open enrollment policies for students.) Many send
teachers to the College Board’s AP Summer Institutes offered around the country. Orange
County requires teachers to participate in a five-day College Board summer program before
they’re eligible to start teaching an AP class. Cobb County provides opportunities for AP
teachers at different schools to get together to collaborate. San Diego has emphasized cultural
proficiency in professional development to ensure AP teachers are effective in diverse classes.
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Fulton County runs its own summer institute where veteran AP teachers model effective
instruction for new AP teachers, with the added benefit that targeted students are invited
to attend. The students, typically rising sophomores, attend a weeklong AP Academy with four
to five hours a day of instruction. The new AP teachers first watch and then develop their own
lessons, implemented later in the week as the veterans observe and offer feedback.

D

Chad Hoge, a Fulton County teacher who supervises the program at one of two sites, says
the primary goal is training teachers, but participating students also learn strategies for success
that are applicable with any AP class. “We really want to show them the level of work and
commitment that’s found in AP classes,” Hoge says. “The biggest problem for minority students
living in minority neighborhoods and attending minority schools is they truly don’t understand
the level of commitment—both time and intellectually—that’s required of them in an AP
class. They’ve never been asked to read a textbook and understand it on their own. They’ve
never been asked to master this amount of content. These students typically get A’s with very
little effort in other courses, and they think they can approach an AP course in the same way
because they haven’t been exposed to rigor in the same way as other students have.”

Staying the Course
In spite of numerous promising practices and trends, nearly all the 75 districts included in The
Broad Foundation study still have a long way to go to eliminate racial achievement gaps in AP.
Only two districts studied, Corona-Norco Unified School District southeast of Los Angeles
and Northside Independent School District in San Antonio, showed no gap in participation
between African-American and white students in 2011. Eighteen percent of African-American
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and white students took AP exams in Corona-Norco, and 31 percent participated in Northside.
However, passing rate gaps between African-American and white students in these districts
remain; white students’ passing rates were 17 percentage points higher in Corona-Norco and 23
percentage points higher in Northside. In seven districts, there was no participation gap
for Hispanic students or Hispanic participation was outpacing whites, but again, passing rate
gaps in most of these districts still exist.2
Even in the six districts highlighted in this paper that are narrowing gaps for African-American
students it will take years at the current rate to close the gaps for AP participation and passing
rates. In Garland, the district showing the largest gains, the AP exam passing rate for AfricanAmericans was 30 percent, compared with 48 percent for white students. At the pace of growth
demonstrated between 2008 and 2011, the years of analysis, it would take about another decade
to close the passing rate gap.
Meanwhile, some districts report that they’re scaling back their efforts because of budget cuts.
San Diego Unified recently was not renewed for a federal Advanced Placement Incentive
Program grant that provided AP tutoring, professional development, exam fee assistance and
summer programs. Assistant Superintendent Sid Salazar says he believes the program was
responsible for the district’s improved outcomes for African-American students.

2

11

The seven districts are Broward County Public Schools, Fla., Cumberland County Schools, N.C., Garden Grove Unified School District, Calif., Indianapolis Public
Schools, Northside Independent School District, Texas, San Bernardino City Unified School District, Calif. and Santa Ana Unified School District, Calif.
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The districts narrowing gaps in access and performance for African-American students on AP
exams are all doing some form of the following:
Casting a wider net for
academic potential by
expanding access to gifted
programs, applying gifted
strategies to all children, and
analyzing student results on
precursors to college entrance
exams (PSAT or EXPLORE)
to identify students.

Beginning rigorous coursework in elementary school.

Ensuring access to a variety
of AP courses.

Instilling confidence in
students about their collegegoing potential and informing
parents about the benefits
of AP.

Providing extra academic
and social support to
students and extensive
professional development
to teachers.
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San Diego also couldn’t afford to keep covering AP exam fees for its students and as a result
makes the exams optional rather than mandatory at the end of an AP course, with participation
declining dramatically as a result. A majority of the six districts do not mandate the exams for
the same reason. Fulton County still pays for and requires all students in AP classes to take the
corresponding exams.

D

Teresa Reddish, the gifted specialist at Cobb’s Clay Elementary, says her supervisor has to fight
every year to maintain funding for her position. “They have to be able to see the value of it as
the budget is closing in,” she says.
Educators agree on the value of AP exam credit for students. As more students apply for a
limited number of college seats, admissions officers value applicants’ experience in rigorous
coursework above all other factors. As student debt reaches record levels, the ability to skip
entry-level college courses can provide relief. And when students do not require remediation,
their chances of earning a degree increase substantially.
There seems to be little doubt that the AP Program will continue to expand, but whether
students of color will benefit from its advantages in proportionate numbers remains an
open question. “We’re not there yet,” says Orange County’s Jara. “We have to accelerate it
even further.”
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