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I NTRODUCTION  

 

History 
The Valley Arts and Science Academy (ñVASAò or ñCharter Schoolò) is a Kindergarten 

through 6th grade, arts and science-focused, independent elementary charter school 

operating in Fresno, California. Its 282 students receive instruction through an innovative 

standards-based curriculum. VASA students are academically engaged through project 

based learning and integrated arts and science instruction through music, fine arts, and 

science, to better access core content that is normally taught in isolation at most schools.  

Students from all over Fresno are drawn to the school because of the creative structure of 

VASAôs academic program, which includes a very strong arts and science-integrated 

approach. VASA students are provided high quality performing arts opportunities, 

engaging science learning experiences, and a variety of elective courses building on 

studentôs talents and strengths, as well as smaller class sizes than most neighborhood 

schools.  

 

VASA was founded in 2006 by a group of committed community leaders and parents 

including Dr. Brad Huff, who were concerned with the choices available in existing 

public schools in the Fresno area. VASAôs intent was to become operational in the fall of 

2006; unfortunately, due to issues with locating an adequate facility within close 

proximity to Fresnoôs Downtown, Cultural Arts Center, the school was forced to defer 

opening until 2007. VASA subsequently opened in September of 2007 with 196 students 

in grades K-6. The School still occupies its original location on the grounds of the Ted C. 

Wills Community Center, which is part of the Fresno Parks and Recreation Department. 

This site is within walking distance of the historical Tower District and downtown 

Cultural Arts District and is conducive to the schoolôs arts and science-integrated 

instructional approach, as students can walk to many historical areas, the library, 

museums, and parks, etc.  

 

Valley Arts and Science Academy is open to all students living in the state of California, 

but attracts students from the downtown core of Fresno and multiple surrounding 

communities. Currently, the student body consists of approximately 56% Hispanic or 

Latino students, 25% White (not Hispanic) students, 12% African American students, and 

the remaining students are Indian or Asian. The majority of the student body, 82%, is 

eligible for the Federal Free and Reduced Lunch program, 9.2% of students receive 

Special Education Services, and 13.5% of students are English Language Learners.  

 

Over the last three years, the student population has been impacted due to the economic 

downturn, causing more and more families to voluntarily leave or be displaced from the 

core area of Fresno. VASAôs enrollment has fluctuated because of the high transiency 

rate within Fresno County and the Fresno Unified School District. The school currently 

attracts students from multiple zip codes and from the following cities: Fresno, Clovis, 

Sanger, Selma, Madera, and Reedley. However, the largest number of students served at 

VASA reside in the 93728 zip code, a low-income, inner city area in Fresno. There is a 

strong need in this urban core for providing an innovation instructional approach, as 

evidenced by the low level of educational attainment exhibited by most adults living in 

the vicinity, as well as other demographic indicators. The estimated population of the 
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93728 zip code in 2009 was17,940 residents. The list below denotes the low educational 

attainment among the residents.  

 

Educational Attainment Among Individuals Residing Within 93728 Boundaries
1
 

 

 Less than high school graduation ï 33.3% 

 High school graduate of equivalent ï 22.8% 

 Less than 4 years of college ï 29% 

 College bachelor degree ï 9.8% 

 

In 2009, the median household income within the 93728 zip code was $34,419, as 

opposed to the median across the state of California of $58,931. In 2000, 25.3% of 

families were living below the poverty level; in 2009, that percent rose to 37.8%. In 

addition, a staggering 73 registered sex offenders live in 3.1 square miles that 

encompasses the 93728 zip code. These statistics alone show the need for high quality 

educational opportunities that keep students engaged not only during the school day, but 

also during after school hours.  

 

Many schools within the Fresno Unified School District have traditionally not met the 

needs of certain segments of the regionôs population. According to Ed-Data,
2
 Californiaôs 

education database, only 56% of Fresno Unifiedôs 65 elementary schools met their 2010 

API growth targets. This percent was even lower among several subgroups, including 

minorities and socioeconomically disadvantaged students. In addition, the Districtôs 

subgroups did not meet their Annual Measurable Objectives in English Language Arts or 

Mathematics in the 2009-10 school year.  

 

Furthermore, for children living in the Fresno area, access to quality arts or science 

programs is severely limited. Only a handful of students are provided arts or science 

programs, which are available at only two neighborhood magnet schools (FUSD magnet 

schools serve only 10% of the total student population). Budget cuts have all but 

eliminated arts programs from many of the surrounding public schools. Yet current 

research shows that academic performance is higher in schools that also offer arts and 

science instruction.  

 

Evidence of increased student focus, confidence and morale suggests an 

Integrated/Project Based instructional program is vital to a schoolôs future success.   

VASA students have received Science- and Arts-integrated instruction since opening in 

2007. In 2009 the School implemented electives in grades 4 through 6 that utilize Project 

Based Learning to provide meaningful learning experiences for the students with such 

classes as Lego Robotics, Chemistry and Cooking, Advanced Art, Advanced Band, 

Photography, and Gardening, to name a few. The electives provide VASA students with 

many opportunities to apply their content knowledge and skills in real world applications, 

and empower them to take responsibility and ownership of their own learning. 

 

                                                 
1
 http://www.city-data.com/zips/93728.html 

2
 http://www.ed-data.k12.ca.us 
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VASA has established a strong after school program providing individual tutoring and 

intervention to students who need additional help, as well as enrichment activities which 

enhance student learning through science and the arts. The after school program provider, 

Solunet, has adopted VASAôs educational model to ensure consistency between the day 

program and the after school program.  

 

 

Reflections on the Past  
 

School Accomplishments 

Since 2007, VASA has provided an engaging arts- and science-integrated program for its 

students. During this period, the School has achieved positive student outcomes and 

gradual academic gains, tremendous community support in the form of partnerships and 

in-kind donations, and created a learning atmosphere that promotes self-esteem, risk-

taking and excellence through hard work and determination.  

 

In accordance with Education Code Section 47607(b), VASA has met one of the 

following conditions for renewal: 

 

1. Attained its Academic Performance Index (API) growth target in the prior year or in 

two of the last three years, or in the aggregate for the prior three years.  

 

Not only did VASA meet its growth target in 2009, but exceeded it by 14 points.  

 

Additionally, VASA has accomplished the following:  

 Socio-economically Disadvantaged subgroup grew 40 points 

 Hispanic subgroup grew 22 points 

 Met 12 of 13 AYP criteria  

 Recruited and hired 100% highly qualified, ESL endorsed teachers  

 Employed state-adopted instructional materials 

 Maintained and developed partnerships with cultural groups around the city 

 Established and enforced a school-wide positive behavior and expectations policy 

 Maintained a low rate of special education students  

 Maintained a safe, clean, attractive school environment with an edible garden 

 Built strong partnerships with KVPT-Public Television, Arte Americas-Casa de 

Cultura, Valley Cultural Coalition (Formally FCASH) Received as donations 

laptop computers for the intervention room and for teachers who did not have 

laptops for data analysis from Every Neighborhood Partnership and 

Studentnest.com.  

Additionally, VASA received the following grants to support its educational program. 

 

Grants Awarded 

 Bonner Foundation Grant for arts 

 Garabedian Grant for general fund 

 Fresno Regional Foundation Grant to cover costs for experiential learning 

opportunities and costs for arts activities 
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 Kaiser Grant for safe and healthy schools 

 Home Depot grant for school beautification 

 Fresh Fruit and Vegetable grant to help schools provide healthy snacks and meals 

 

 

VASA has also received community accolades, as listed below.  

 

Awards & Recognition 

 2nd place winner, 6
th
 grader Marissa Keck at the Fresno County Science Fair, 

Category: Earth Science. 

 3
rd

 place winner, 6
th
 grader Peter Beidermann at the Fresno County Science Fair, 

Category: Bio Chemistry. 

 Featured as ñCool Schoolò on Channel 47 

 Received 2
nd

 Place for Creative Presentations in Regional Lego Robotics 

 Featured school for Art Smart Series for KPTV ï highlighted fourth grade 

 Featured school for KVPTôs 0-5 Educational Arts Series  

 VASA kinder student featured for KVPTôs Healthy Start Series  

 Students selected to provide artistic centerpieces for Cultural Arts Conference 

 Broken Leg Stage provided space to show student art during Art Hop in 2009 

 The Fresno Historical Society donated a visit from Abraham Lincoln 

 VASA Concert Choir invited to perform at the 2009 Martin Luther King 

Memorial Day Presentation in Downtown Fresno 

 Student art to chosen to be shown in the student wing of Arte Americas 

 VASA Girls Scouts chosen for the changing of the flag at the Tower Districts 

United States Post Office 

 VASA Girl Scouts chosen to sing at the 2010 Woman of the Year luncheon 

 Fresno County Office of Education creating professional development videos for 

integrated arts-practices 

 After school program Creative  Movement award for performance 

 Solunet using VASA instructional model for enriching its after schools programs  

 VASA was asked to provide a 3ôby5ô piece of art for Senator Florezôs office  

 

In addition to the accomplishments listed above, VASA has made great strides in 

working towards the original charter goals developed by the founders, prior to the time 

when the school was able to identify the needs of our specific population. Following is a 

list of objectives laid out in the original charter petition and analysis of the extent to 

which these were met.  

Objective 1: Students will achieve proficiency or advanced understanding in Core 

Academic areas 

From 2007-2010, VASA posted API scores of 636, 658, and 679, respectively.  
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Data analysis shows a positive trend in both English Language Arts (ELA) and math 

scores on the California Standards Test (CST) over the period of time students have 

attended VASA. With the exception of grade 5, from 2007-2010 students across all grade 

levels showed growth in the number of percent proficient or advanced on the ELA CSTs. 

In the same timeframe, VASA showed school-wide growth on the mathematics portion of 

the CST, which increased from 25% to 28% to 36% of students scoring proficient or 

advanced.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

VASA 2007-2010 CST 

Percent Proficient & Advanced 

English Language Arts Growth School Wide 
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Again, with the exception of 5
th
 grade, VASA showed school wide growth among socio-

economically disadvantaged students in the ELA CST scores from 2007-2010. 

 

VASA 2007-2010 CST 



  

- 9 -  

Percent Proficient & Advanced 

Socioeconomically Disadvantaged Students 

 

25% 9% 24% 29% 6%

28%
21%

42%

14%

31%

26%

15%

34%

17%

41%

9%9%
0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

45%

SW 2 3 4 5 6

2007-2008 2008-2009 2009-2010
 

 

 

 

 

In science, the percent of VASA students who scored far below basic on the CSTs 

dropped from 41% in 2007 to 18% in 2010. The number of students who achieved 

proficient or advanced only reached 10% in year one, but rose to 46% in year two and 

36% in year three. Although these scores show a slight dip in science, VASA has put into 

place, several mechanisms to help students increase standardized achievement scores and 

overall academic success in the future (refer to educational program for details).  

 

VASA is relentlessly working towards a quantitative goal of doubling the number of 

students labeled proficient or advanced in ELA and mathematics for grades 2-6, and 

attaining a rate of 60% of students labeled proficient on the CSTs in year three of renewal 

with a 5% increase each year thereafter.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Objective 2: Demonstrate ñgrade-levelò appropriate competence in the Arts 

Grade level competence is currently being measured through mastery of the Visual Arts 

and Performing Arts (VAPA) standards. In additional to traditional assessments, the 

faculty has put in place standards-based rubrics for measuring art outcomes. They have 
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also developed school wide benchmarks to ensure consistency of assessments. The Art 

and Music teachers collaborate regularly with the General Education teachers to insure 

proper assessment of the integrated projects/learning experiences in their Core Content.  

 

Growth in Instrumental using song #'s from Lesson Book                                                              
(Note: Orchestra and Band have different books, so please do not 

compare Band and Orchestra) 
Group Dec-09 May-10 Oct-10 Dec-10 May-11   

Advanced Band 38 106 147 154 26 (Book 2) 

Beginning Band 18 56 25 38 77   

Advanced Orchestra 86 125 86 142 193 Bk 1 Complete 

Beginning Orchestra 22 81 19 41 86   

 

Concert Choir Growth 
 based on Festival Scores 

Festival Judge 1 Judge 2 Judge3 

CMEA Festival 2010 Good Good Excellent 

CMEA Festival 2011 Excellent Excellent Superior 

Central Coast Choral 
Festival 2011 Excellent Excellent Superior 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Music teacher also employs rubrics based on VAPA standards to measure growth in 

band/orchestra,  music,  and choir. Samples are shown below.  VASA is working on 

updating the method of data collection for the art classes and will be utilizing ZOOM 

Data to report out in the future. 
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NAME:__________________________________________ ROOM #______________

2010-2011 

GRADING RUBRIC 

BAND/ORCHESTRA 1
st
 Trimester 

 4 

Advanced 

3 

Basic 

2 

Below Basic 

1 

Far Below 

Basic 

 

Technique Hold and play 

instrument with proper 

technique. No 
reminders. 

Teacher may need to 

correct one time during 

class. 

Teacher may need to 

correct technique more 

than one time. 

Repeated reminders 

about holding 

instrument, assembly, 
breath or bowing. 

 

Progress Able to play bonus song 

directorôs tempo with 2 

or less mistakes.  
Follows directorôs cues 

successfully at all times. 
Also proves to be a 

section leader by 

helping others succeed. 

Able to play assigned 

songs at teacherôs 

tempo with 2 or less 
mistakes.  Also able to 

stay with group and 
follow director. 

Plays assigned songs 

with 3-4 mistakes but 

finishes with group, and 
does not stop.   

Unable to follow 

director at the given 

tempo.  Will make 
repeated mistakes and 

may stop without 
completing song. 

 

Participation Comes to class with 
instrument and book. 

Instrument, chair and 

stand set up in correct 
place, and ready for 

playing within 5 

minutes.  Practices at 
home 5 out of 5 days. 

Has instrument and 
book.  On time to class.  

Practices at home 3 out 

of 5 days. 

May forget instrument 
or book.  Has practiced 

at home less than three 

days out of 5.  

Does not have 
instrument or book, and 

has not practiced.  Also 

leaving instrument in 
class instead of taking it 

home to practice. 

 

Tone/ Pitch Tone is clear, focused, 

and in tune.  No pitch 
errors. 

Tone is clear and 

focused in low to mid 
range notes.  Tuning is 

accurate most of the 

time. No more than two 
pitch errors per song. 

Tone is often clear, but 

sometimes uncontrolled 
in low to mid range 

notes.  Frequent 

inaccurate pitches. 

Tone is often not clear 

or focused. Usually 
forced or uncontrolled 

sound.  Many pitch 

errors. 

 

GRADE (AVERAGE OF ABOVE CATEGORIES) 
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NAME:_____________________________________________   ROOM # ___________ 

 

2010-2011 

MUSIC CLASS 

GRADING RUBRIC 1
st
 Trimester 

 4 

Advanced 

3 

Basic 

2 

Below Basic 

1 

Far Below 

Basic 

 

Participation In place and ready to 

begin on time. Follows 

instructions at all times. 
Never needs correcting. 

In place and ready to 

begin on time, but may 

need correcting 
occasionally. 

Often talking with 

neighbors instead of 

following instructions. 
Needs correction 

regularly to get back on 

task. 

Comes to class late, not 

ready to sing or follow 

instructions.  Repeated 
correction needed, and 

does not stay on task. 

 

Tone/Pitch Tone is consistently 
focused and clear.  No 

pitch errors. 

Tone is focused and 
clear in central range 

with only extremes 

having problems. Pitch 
is accurate with only 

isolated errors. 

Tone is usually clear, 
but sometimes 

uncontrolled in central 

range. Frequent and 
repeated pitch errors 

Tone is often not 
focused or clear 

regardless of range, and 

detracts from 
performance. Very few 

accurate pitches. 

 

Posture & 

Relaxation 

Stands in proper singing 
posture with no tension 

in throat, jaw or body. 

Stands in proper 
posture most of the 

time, and exhibits 

limited tension in the 
throat jaw or body. 

Stands in proper posture 
only some of the time, 

and often show tension 

while singing. 

Rarely demonstrates 
proper singing posture, 

and tension is plainly 

visible in the throat jaw 
and body. 

 

Expression Consistently performs 

with appropriate 
expression in response 

to the director.  

Communicates with the 
audience and maintains 

excitement consistently 

throughout the song. 

Majority of 

performance includes 
appropriate expression 

in response to the 

director (no more than 
2 distractions). Com- 

municates with 

audience and maintains 
excitement most of the 

time. 

Some of the 

performance includes 
appropriate expression 

in response to the 

director.  
Communicates with the 

audience and maintains 

excitement some of the 
time. 

Nearly no attention to 

appropriate expression 
and style in 

performance.  Cannot 

maintain 
communication with the 

audience & excitement, 

and detracts from 
overall performance. 

 

Diction Vowels are pure, 

consonants accurately 
articulated and text 

clearly understandable. 

Vowels usually pure, 

consonants usually 
accurately articulated 

and text understandable 

most of the time. 

Vowels sometimes 

pure, consonants 
sometimes articulated, 

but text is not always 

understandable. 

Vowels are inconsistent, 

consonants are sluggish, 
and text is not 

understandable. 

 

GRADE (AVERAGE OF ABOVE CATEGORIES)  
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NAME:____________________________________________  ROOM # ___________ 

 

2010-2011 

CHOIR 

GRADING RUBRIC 1
st
 Trimester 

 4 

Advanced 

3 

Basic 

2 

Below Basic 

1 

Far Below 

Basic 

 

Participation In place and ready to 

begin on time. Follows 

instructions at all times. 
Never needs correcting. 

In place and ready to 

begin on time, but may 

need correcting 
occasionally. 

Often talking with 

neighbors instead of 

following instructions. 
Needs correction 

regularly to get back on 

task. 

Comes to class late, not 

ready to sing or follow 

instructions.  Repeated 
correction needed, and 

does not stay on task. 

 

Tone/Pitch Tone is consistently 
focused and clear.  No 

pitch errors. 

Tone is focused and 
clear in central range 

with only extremes 

having problems. Pitch 
is accurate with only 

isolated errors. 

Tone is usually clear, 
but sometimes 

uncontrolled in central 

range. Frequent and 
repeated pitch errors 

Tone is often not 
focused or clear 

regardless of range, and 

detracts from 
performance. Very few 

accurate pitches. 

 

Posture & 

Relaxation 

Stands in proper singing 
posture with no tension 

in throat, jaw or body. 

Stands in proper 
posture most of the 

time, and exhibits 

limited tension in the 
throat jaw or body. 

Stands in proper posture 
only some of the time, 

and often show tension 

while singing. 

Rarely demonstrates 
proper singing posture, 

and tension is plainly 

visible in the throat jaw 
and body. 

 

Expression Consistently performs 

with appropriate 
expression in response 

to the director.  

Communicates with the 
audience and maintains 

excitement consistently 

throughout the song. 

Majority of 

performance includes 
appropriate expression 

in response to the 

director (no more than 
2 distractions). Com- 

municates with 

audience and maintains 
excitement most of the 

time. 

Some of the 

performance includes 
appropriate expression 

in response to the 

director.  
Communicates with the 

audience and maintains 

excitement some of the 
time. 

Nearly no attention to 

appropriate expression 
and style in 

performance.  Cannot 

maintain 
communication with the 

audience & excitement, 

and detracts from 
overall performance. 

 

Diction Vowels are pure, 

consonants accurately 
articulated and text 

clearly understandable. 

Vowels usually pure, 

consonants usually 
accurately articulated 

and text understandable 

most of the time. 

Vowels sometimes 

pure, consonants 
sometimes articulated, 

but text is not always 

understandable. 

Vowels are inconsistent, 

consonants are sluggish, 
and text is not 

understandable. 

 

GRADE (AVERAGE OF ABOVE CATEGORIES)  
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Because of the visual nature of the projects students complete, the art teacher has 

included a narrative describing how she evaluates each studentôs growth. Student 

portfolios are available for viewing at the school. A sample of the current rubric is also 

included below. VASA is working on updating the method of data collection for the art 

classes and will be utilizing ZOOM Data to report out in the future. 

 

VASA Portfolio Rubric  

 

4 

Advanced/Proficient 

3 

Basic 

2 

Below Basic 

1 

Far Below Basic 

1
st
 

Trimester 

 

Student completes 

85% or higher of 

lesson objectives. 

 

 

Student 

completes 80% 

of lesson 

objectives. 

 

Student 

completes 50% 

or less of lesson 

objectives. 

 

Student 

completes 40% 

or less of lesson 

objectives. 

 

 

Student is on task 

consistently based 

on teacher 

observation. 

 

 

Student is on 

task based on 

teacher 

observation. 

   

 

Student is not 

working with 

best effort based 

on teacher 

observation. 

 

 

 

Student is non-

cooperative and 

non-

participatory  in 

class  

based on teacher 

observation. 

 

 

 

Work shows 

excellent student 

effort  based on 

teacher observation. 

 

 

Work shows best 

student effort 

based on teacher 

observation. 

 

 

Work shows 

good student 

effort  based on 

teacher 

observation. 

 

 

Work shows 

minimal to no 

student effort 

based on teacher 

observation. 

 

 

 

Student attendance 

is 85% or higher. 

 

 

Student 

attendance is 

80% or higher. 

 

 

Student 

attendance is 

70% or less. 

 

 

Student 

attendance is 

60% or less. 

 

 

 

Artwork  reflects 

growth throughout 

the year based on 

VAPA standards. 

 

 

Artwork  reflects 

some 

developmental 

growth 

throughout the 

year based on 

VAPA 

standards. 

 

 

Artwork  reflects 

minimal  

developmental 

growth 

throughout the 

year based on 

VAPA 

standards. 

 

 

Artwork  reflects 

little to no 

developmental 

growth 

throughout the 

year based on 

VAPA 

standards. 

 

 

   GRADE (AVERAGE 

OF ABOVE 

CATEGORIES) 
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Curriculum baseline is Visual Arts & Performing Arts, Content Standards (VAPA), 

California Content Standards, ELD Standards; VASA Standards (derived from the CA 

Content Standards). 

 

Instructional Strategies: Integrated Instruction, Project Based Learning, SADIE, SIOP, 

Homogeneous groups, Gender deployment at some grade levels, Scientific Notebook 

Journals, collaborative instructional planning across the curriculum, by grade levels, and 

electives (when appropriate). 

 

Assessment:   

Á Art Portfolio, General Education rubrics, assessments 

Á At the end of each trimester, a review of the portfolio is done for 

grading. 

Á Grades are determined with classroom teachers on meeting 

integrated lesson 

Á Objectives based on California Content Standards for each grade 

level for students projects. 

Á At the end of each year, students complete a self-portrait to track 

their progress, in seeing and drawing. By the end of sixth grade, 

each student would have a portrait collection to compare 

longitudinal growth for Kinder through sixth grade. 

 

Each student in Art has a portfolio. Their portfolios help record their development in 

skills and exposure to materials. Along with the portfolios are daily class evaluations that 

are based on the five point system below. 

 

1. Attendance 

2. Active listener, following directions, participating in class discussions. 

3. Following VASA Explorer Expectations, manners, ñrespectò 

4. Working on projects to the best of ones personal ability. 

5. Keeping notes on artist of the week and/or other integrated content area.  
 

Collaborative integrated and project based lesson planning with grade level teachers 

provides multiple opportunities for cross-curricular development. For example, last year 

first grade illustrated Language Arts fairytales and in Science, they created bat and spider 

puppets to create a play. This year first grade completed an art sculpture focusing on 

butterflies and symmetry, integrating VAPA, ELA, Math, and Science Standards. Fourth, 

fifth, and sixth graders do anatomy work learning about the human form and itsô 

functions, this an intermediate example of integrated visual art instruction 

All grade levels receive the similar opportunities for project-based learning based on their 

grade level content areas of focus, in collaboration with their grade level teachers. 
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Teaching the curriculum of art is an ongoing, sequential process. The elements of art and 

principles of design, which are the building blocks of art, are introduced Kinder through 

sixth grade and reinforced and expanded as the student grows older. 

The student will learn about a number of artists, styles, and cultures. Throughout the year, 

a variety of skills are built. Opportunities for creating from painting, drawing, 

printmaking, sculpture to fabric work are provided. There is also a heavy Art History 

introduction where students learn to compare and contrast their knowledge and feelings 

about the artist and their work utilizing the writing process.Objective 3: Students will 

develop lifelong learning skills 

The original VASA petition refers to lifelong learning skills as the development of 

literacy and academic curiosity in students. Anecdotal evidence shows that students are 

curious, engaged, motivated and making steady gains in literacy skills. As evidenced 

through parent and teacher quotes below, the school is instilling in families the 

importance of education and the evidence of student learning.  

 

 ñMy daughters Tyra and Mary Grace Hayes have learned a lot at VASA. They are in the 

midst of their Science fair project, which has many hands on learning involved with 

experimentation. Tyra has learned how many licks it takes to get to the center of a tootsie 

pop. She has also figured out why she got four different results.  

Mary Grace has learned a great deal with the project-based projects that the school has 

offered. She is doing a project to find out which flowers grow better with different liquids. 

Both girls love to learn the hands on way.ò 
-Cristi Hayes, Parent and Classified Employee 

 

ñProject Based Learning has been a saving grace for my children. Traditional school left 

my son behind with two different grading standards and failing scores, only to say, ñYes, 

we promote you to the next grade.ò VASA, with its unique presentation, have allowed 

both my children (fast paced and slow paced). The opportunity to absorb what they learn 

by doing not just hearing. Among the ways the three ways of learning, ñDoingò is the 

best and when combined with good teaching and exercises, it only leads towards a 

successful student.ò 
-Matthew Farmer, Parent and VASA School Site Council Chairman 

 

ñMy daughter Arabella is a third grader and has been at VASA since Kindergarten. We 

continue her enrollment here because the teachers provide many opportunities for her to 

learn in hands-on experiential ways. Last week her class took a trip to the county library 

and she is currently learning music theory by learning to play the recorder. She has 

opportunities in Science to learn by experimenting and her math skills are developed by 

play and manipulation of objects. I am so thankful for her learning opportunities her at 

VASA.ò 
-Sandi Howard, Parent 

 

 

 

 

Objective 4: Daily attendance rate of 95% or higher 
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VASA has maintained between a 94 and 95% daily attendance rate throughout the 

duration of its charter. The Schoolôs goal is to maintain a 95% or higher attendance rate 

during the second term of its charter.  

 

 

Looking toward the future 

 

Valley Arts and Science Academy aims to propel its students to academic and social 

achievement using Science and the Arts as contexts for learning and as integral subjects 

unto themselves. During its second charter term, the VASA community is committed to 

increasing the artistic, cultural and scientific literacy of our students and families. 

 

VASA stakeholders have reflected on the schoolôs strengths and areas for improvement, 

and recognized that the school needed to revise its mission to reflect its educational 

philosophy and program. In addition, VASA developed and refined a set of core values to 

guide academic, operational and fiscal decisions.  

Mission 

VASAôs mission is to provide a culturally and economically diverse elementary school 

population with a standards-based education by implementing project-based learning and 

integrated instruction with an emphasis on Science and the Arts, in an urban 

environment.   

 

Core Values 

VASA has made significant changes to help imbue a powerful sense of community and to 

help build a strong, positive school culture and bring together a community that embraces 

the schoolôs vision and philosophy.  Out of these changes emerged core values or guiding 

principles that are fundamental to decision making within and outside the classroom.  

 

1) Art and Music are high priority. These subject areas are treated as core subjects 

and not merely add-ons to the school day, as is the case in many schools. 

Research has long demonstrated the benefits of visual and performing arts for 

students, regardless of background or need.  VASA has experienced firsthand 

how visual and performing arts experiences stimulate students, enhance and 

reinforce verbal and math skills, and develop communication and social-

emotional skills. Teachers and parents report that students are more motivated and 

disciplined in the presence of an art curriculum.  

 

2) Community collaboration and partnerships. Partners have been a critical 

component of the school since its inception. To name a few, The Fresno Art 

Museum, Arte Americas, the Fresno Historical Society, the Fresno Grand Opera, 

the Fresno Philharmonic, and  KVPT the local public television station, have been 

instrumental in providing students access to world class opportunities usually 

reserved for students in a different segment of the population.  Many students and 

families new to VASA do not know of the vast resources available to them in 

Fresno and therefore students are not exposed to art and culture in the greater 

community. VASA has maintained positive relationships with community 

organizations and forged new relationships with community organizations, such 
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as the Bonner Arts Foundation, which has subsidized costs to allow students to 

attend an opera featuring Juan Diego Florez and attend performances at the 

Fresno Philharmonic. 

 

3) Provision of multiple, varied, high value learning opportunities for both 

students and teachers, which engenders a culture of high expectations school 

wide. VASA understands that its original goals were extremely ambitious and due 

to staff turnover, were diverted for a short time. The schoolôs strength and spirit, 

however, has propelled both faculty and students into action to create a lifelong 

community of learners with goals that are both realistic and attainable (See Goals 

to Enable Students to Become Lifelong Learners).   

 

In order for students to experience academic and personal success, they must feel 

safe and cared for in their learning environment.  Many studies have observed a 

strong relationship between the emotional and instructional classroom climate on 

student performance and growth. For example, the authors of an NICHD Early 

Child Care and Youth Development Research report concluded that, 

ñopportunities to learn in small groups, to improve analytical skills, [and] to 

interact extensively with teacherséadd depth to studentsô understanding.ò
3
  A 

research report on closing the achievement gap stated, ñFor African American and 

Latino kids, having a positive, encouraging relationship with adults in the school 

is absolutely critical.ò
4
 

 

In a study of schools that have succeeded in raising minority studentsô 

achievement, adults in the school willingly provided extra help, encouraged 

students to work hard, developed trusting relationships with students, and 

supported student growth and achievement. Time and time again, the researcher 

found high-achieving minority students talking about the value of a teacherôs note 

of encouragement or a principalôs pat on the back.
5
 

 

It is important that the supportive learning environment apply to teachers as well. 

A substantial body of research suggests that one of the most important school 

determinants of student achievement is the quality of teachers.
6
   

 

With these core values guiding the school, VASA faculty have worked tirelessly 

to develop and continuously refine a comprehensive educational program that: 

 

1) Provides all students challenging and engaging learning experiences; 

 

                                                 
3
 Pianta, Robert C., Jay Belsky, Renate Houts, and Fred Morrison.  Opportunities to Learn in Americaôs 

Elementary Classrooms.  National Institutes of Health, 2007. 
4
 Sadowski, Michael.  Beyond the Gap: What educators and researchers are learning from high-achieving 

African American and Latino students.  Harvard Graduate School of Education, 2005. 
5
 Ferguson, Ronald F., Ph D.  What Doesnôt Meet the Eye: Understanding and Addressing Racial 

Disparities in High-Achieving Suburban Schools.  Harvard University, 2002. 
6
 Darling-Hammond, L.  High-Quality Teacher Preparation Programs. National Commission on Teaching 

and Americaôs Future, 1996. 
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2) Provides educational experiences to provide support for studentôs individual 

needs and access students strengths for learning success; and  

 

3) Maintains the arts and science as a focus.  

 

Action Plan 

To develop an action plan, the administration and school site leaders (parents, staff, and 

board) identified and analyzed the schoolôs areas of need by reviewing information from 

the past three years. The action plan has been and will continue to be implemented and 

reviewed, making sure to capitalize on VASAôs strengths while systematically 

restructuring and reinforcing the schools' academic program, governance procedures, and 

fiscal policies and processes. VASA leadership believes these core values and the 

schoolôs current practice of data-driven decision-making are necessary for student 

success as well as VASAôs success during the second term of its charter. 

 

One of the greatest challenges identified and acknowledged is in the area of student 

achievement. We believe the issue of inconsistent student performance is partially 

attributable to the turnover of instructional leadership, low school morale, lack of focused 

professional development, and lack of standardized benchmarks and data analysis. 

 

The Schoolôs assessment data shows slow and/or inconsistent growth during the first two 

years; however, during the 2009-2010 school year positive changes were implemented. 

Based on STAR and CST data, VASA has demonstrated consistent and positive API 

growth.  

 

API growth has been consistent over the last three years. In 2009, VASA met 7 out of 13 

AYP criteria, a positive indicator considering the constant change of administration in the 

first two years of operation. In 2009-2010, certain academic program changes were 

implemented, and with the arrival of new leadership, VASA met 12 out of 13 AYP 

criteria. VASA missed meeting the thirteenth Annual Measureable Objective in English 

Language Arts school-wide by five students, who were 1 to 5 points away from scoring 

Proficient or Advanced on their CST.  

 

Other achievements to be acknowledged include VASAôs API growth in two targeted 

subgroups. During the 2009-2010 academic school year, the Socio-Economically 

Disadvantaged (SED) target was set at 10 points of API growth; and this subgroup of 

students grew by 40 points. The Hispanic/Latino (H/L) subgroup 2009-2010 API target 

was set at 9 points of growth; and this subgroup of students grew by 22 points. 

 

To begin addressing these challenges, VASA tackled each symptom of the problem one 

at a time. First, the VASA Board hired an experienced instructional leader to serve as 

VASAôs Executive Director. Ms. Sandy Fuerte has an unwavering commitment to 

helping students succeed and the ability to establish a strong positive school culture. 

Under the direction of Ms. Fuerte, teachers, students and parents reported a total change 

in the atmosphere and learning environment. Ms. Fuerte has set high, tangible 

expectations for individual student, class and school- wide outcomes and works with 

every stakeholder to ensure the scaffolding support process becomes a part of the school 
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culture. Since Ms. Fuerte joined the school in 2009, several tangible improvements have 

been made, such as: 

 

1) Professional development ï Teachers have become part of Fresno Countyôs 

ASIST cohort to receive professional development on a variety of topics related to 

need, but most importantly, how to analyze data to make informed decisions 

about student instruction and how to differentiate learning so that all students can 

meet their academic goals. Prior to Ms. Fuerteôs arrival there were few if any 

professional development opportunities for teachers to hone their craft and learn 

how to truly integrate the arts and science into instruction. However, Ms. Fuerte 

makes continuous learning a permanent part of the school. She also established a 

leadership team to provide input on instruction, help train teachers on 

disaggregating data, and develop school-wide benchmarks for assessment. The 

benchmarks alone have helped teachers understand where student are struggling 

and how to group them appropriately and/or what special services to provide 

them.  This team of experienced teachers is also developing a mentoring guide for 

new teachers in order to prevent ñburnoutò and to ensure their understanding of 

the schoolôs priorities around data-driven instruction.  

 

2) Structured support ï Ms. Fuerte refined and strengthened the schoolôs vision and 

educational program. VASA has implemented a strong intervention program to 

identify students who are at risk of underperforming. The School adopted a 

research-based proven program, Read Naturally, to use with these students; has 

hired two certificated intervention teachers to provide small group and individual 

student instruction; has instructional aides in several classrooms; provides after 

school tutoring in English language arts and math; and has offered Saturday 

School for sixth grade students. The School has also invested in 21
st
 century 

technology (i.e. mobile laptop carts, Promethean Boards, ST Math and Music 

Software, digital recording and editing equipment) to support and enhance student 

learning. In addition, VASA faculty members are in constant contact with 

families and provide ongoing support to parents in helping their children at home.  

 

3) High levels of expectations and accountability ï All school stakeholders are 

accountable for ensuring student and school success by providing written and oral 

updates on student achievement, operations and financial matters. To prevent 

conflict of interest, members of the founding board resigned early on in the 

schoolôs operations. Although these founders were visionaries, they lacked 

experience in the intricacies of charter school finance and education. Without the 

founding boardôs guidance and oversight or strong instructional leadership, a lot 

of turnover occurred among staff. The current VASA Board is very transparent in 

its operations, has supported the instructional leader to provide the resources 

teachers need to be successful, namely textbooks, instructional materials, training, 

and ongoing support. In addition, the Board is required to complete a Form 700 in 

order to prevent any future conflicts of interest. They are pro-actively working to 

pay down the Schoolôs debt and are becoming financially sustainable.  
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Due in part to new leadership and oversight, turnover has drastically decreased, 

and everyone shares a responsibility to the students. On a school site level, VASA 

is working to build an infrastructure that provides continuity among faculty and 

staff (in the event of leadership or staff transition). Newly established procedures, 

policies, guides and information have been thoughtfully crafted with input from 

all stakeholders and where appropriate approved by the Board. This and all other 

information is made readily available to everyone in the school community, 

regardless of language spoken.  

 

4) Strong school culture ï Staff morale has significantly increased since 

appreciation measures and small acts of recognition have been put in place. 

Recognizing even the smallest accomplishments has helped staff understand they 

are appreciated for their tireless efforts to help students achieve academic 

excellence. Students are also recognized for their efforts through assemblies, 

awards ceremonies, and the pride they develop through Spirit Fridays. Board 

members are planning an annual Board Visit Day, which will be used visiting 

classrooms, talking with staff, receiving input and feedback, and becoming 

familiar with school concerns. This will help the Board develop board goals for 

the following year.   

 

With the understanding that there is much more work for the vision to be fully realized, 

Board Members have committed to developing, with input from all school stakeholders, a 

strategic plan for the next five years. This plan will include, among other things, building 

upon educational program, administrative, operational, human resource and fundraising 

systems that are in direct alignment with VASAôs philosophical vision, and that optimize 

community commitment and involvement.  

 

In conclusion, VASA leadership and staff are committed to the following: 

 VASA will continue to develop and support a culture of high expectations 

established by the schoolôs founders.  

 VASA will strive to bring all students to a level of proficiency in the four core 

subject areas, as well as visual and performing arts.  

 VASA will use data analysis in a more rigorous way to drive changes in 

curriculum and instruction for student achievement.  

 VASAô leaders will keep abreast of research on best practices and will continue to 
provide high quality professional development opportunities that help teachers 

build the skills needed to implement a highly sophisticated educational program.  

 VASA will nurture community partnerships and will continue to seek new 

relationships with organizations that can provide resources to VASA families.  

 

VASAôs stakeholders will work diligently to ensure our mission, to provide a culturally 

and economically diverse elementary school population with a standards-based education 

by implementing project-based learning and integrated instruction with an emphasis on 

Science and the Arts in an urban environment, is successfully implemented during the 

next five years. 
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AFFIRMATIONS AND ASSURANCES  

 

VASA affirms and assures the following: 

 Shall meet all statewide standards and conduct the student assessments required, 

pursuant to Education Code Section 60605 and 60851, and any other statewide 

standards authorized in statute, or student assessments applicable to students in 

non-charter public school. [Ref. Education Code Section 47605(c)(1)]; 

 

 Shall be deemed the exclusive public school employer of the employees of the 

Valley Arts and Science Academy for purposes of the Educational Employment 

Relations Act. [Reg. Education Code Section 47605(b)(5)(O)]; 

 

 Shall be non-sectarian in its programs, admissions policies, employment practices, 

and all other operations. [Ref. Education 47605(d)(1)]; 

 

 Shall not charge tuition. [Ref. Education Code Section 47605(d)(1)]; 

 

 Shall admit all pupils who wish to attend the school. 

 

1. However, if the number of pupils who wish to attend the School exceeds 

the schoolôs capacity, attendance, except for existing pupils of the charter 

school, shall be determined by a public random drawing. Preference shall 

be extended to pupils currently attending the charter school and pupils 

who reside in the District except as provided for in Section 47614.5. Other 

preferences may be permitted by the chartering authority on an individual 

school basis and only if consistent with the law. 

 

2. In the event of a drawing, the chartering authority shall make reasonable 

efforts to accommodate the growth of the charter school and, in no event, 

shall take any action to impede the charter school from expanding 

enrollment to meet pupil demand. 

 

 Shall not discriminate on the basis of race, ethnicity, nationality, religion, gender, 

medical condition, sexual condition, sexual orientation, home language, or 

physical or mental disability, either actual or perceived, or any other characteristic 

that is contained in the definition of hate crimes set forth in Section 422.55 of the 

Penal Code. Charter will non-sectarian in its educational programs and operations. 

[Ref. Education Code Section 47605(d)(1)]; 

 

 Shall adhere to all provisions of federal law  related to students with disabilities 

including, but not limited to, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1974, Title 

II of the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 and the Individuals with 

Disabilities in Education Improvement Act of 2004; 
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 Shall meet all requirements for employment set forth in applicable provisions of 

law, including, but not limited to credential, as necessary. [Ref. Title 5 California 

Cod of Regulations Section 11967.5.1(f)(5)(c)]; 

 

 Shall ensure that teachers in the school hold a California Commission on Teacher 

Credentialing certificate, permit, or other document equivalent to that which a 

teacher in other public schools are required to hold. As allowed by statute, 

flexibility will be given to non-core, non-college preparatory teachers. [Ref. 

California Education Code Section 47605(1)]; 

 

 Shall at all times maintain all necessary and appropriate insurance coverage; 

 

 Shall, for each fiscal year, offer at a minimum, the number of minutes of 

instruction per grade level as required by Education Code Section 

47612.5(a)(1)(A)-(D); 

 

 If a pupil is expelled or leaves the charter school without graduating or 

completing the school year for any reason, the charter school shall notify the 

superintendent of the school district of the pupilôs last known address within 30 

days, and shall upon request, provide the school district with a copy of the 

cumulative record of the pupil, including a transcript of grades, or report card and 

health information. [Ref. California Education Code Section 47605(d)(3)] This 

paragraph applies only to pupils subject to compulsory full-time education 

pursuant to Education Code §48200; and 

 

 Will follow any and all other federal, state, and local laws and regulations that 

apply to the Valley Arts and Science Academy including but not limited to the 

following: 

 

1. Valley Arts and Science Academy shall maintain accurate and 

contemporaneous written records that document all pupil attendance and 

make these records available for audit and inspection; 

 

2. Valley Arts and Science Academy shall on a regular basis consult with its 

parents and teachers regarding the Charter Schoolôs education programs; 

 

3. Valley Arts and Science Academy shall comply with any jurisdictional 

limitations to locations of its facilities; 

 

4. Valley Arts and Science Academy shall comply with all laws establishing 

the minimum and maximum age for public school enrollment; 

 

5. Valley Arts and Science Academy shall not require any child to attend a 

charter school nor any employee to work at a charter school; 
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6. Valley Arts and Science Academy shall comply with all applicable 

portions of the No Child left Behind Act; 

 

7. Valley Arts and Science Academy shall comply with the Public Records 

Act; 

 

8. Valley Arts and Science Academy shall comply with the Family 

Educational Rights and Privacy Act; and 

 

9. Valley Arts and Science Academy shall meet or exceed the legally 

required minimum school days.  

 

The Valley Arts and Science Academy accepts and understands its obligations to comply 

with specific sections of the Education Code: §41365 (Revolving Loan Fund), and all 

laws establishing minimum age for public school attendance.  
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AFFIRMATIONS  AND  ASSURANCES 

 

As the authorized lead petitioner, I, Sandy Fuerte, hereby certify that the information 

submitted in this application for a charter renewal for a California public charter school 

named Valley Arts and Science Academy (ñVASAò or ñCharter Schoolò) to be 

located within the boundaries of the Fresno Unified School District (ñFUSDò or 

ñDistrictò) is true to the best of my knowledge and belief; I also certify that this 

application does not constitute the conversion of a private school to the status of a public 

charter school; and further, I understand that if awarded a charter renewal, the Charter 

School: 

 

 Shall meet all statewide standards and conduct the student assessments required, 

pursuant to Education Code Section 60605 and 60851, and any other statewide 

standards authorized in statute, or student assessments applicable to students in 

non-charter public school. [Ref. Education Code Section 47605(c)(1)]; 

 

 Shall be deemed the exclusive public school employer of the employees of the 

Valley Arts and Science Academy for purposes of the Educational Employment 

Relations Act. [Reg. Education Code Section 47605(b)(5)(O)]; 

 

 Shall be non-sectarian in its programs, admissions policies, employment practices, 

and all other operations. [Ref. Education 47605(d)(1)]; 

 

 Shall not charge tuition. [Ref. Education Code Section 47605(d)(1)]; 

 

 Shall admit all pupils who wish to attend the school. 

 

1. However, if the number of pupils who wish to attend the School exceeds 

the schoolôs capacity, attendance, except for existing pupils of the charter 

school, shall be determined by a public random drawing. Preference shall 

be extended to pupils currently attending the charter school and pupils 

who reside in the District except as provided for in Section 47614.5. Other 

preferences may be permitted by the chartering authority on an individual 

school basis and only if consistent with the law. 

 

2. In the event of a drawing, the chartering authority shall make reasonable 

efforts to accommodate the growth of the charter school and, in no event, 

shall take any action to impede the charter school from expanding 

enrollment to meet pupil demand. 

 

 Shall not discriminate on the basis of race, ethnicity, nationality, religion, gender, 

medical condition, sexual condition, sexual orientation, home language, or 

physical or mental disability, either actual or perceived, or any other characteristic 

that is contained in the definition of hate crimes set forth in Section 422.55 of the Penal 

Code. Charter will non-sectarian in its educational programs and operations. [Ref. 

Education Code Section 47605(d)(1)]; 
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 Shall adhere to all provisions of federal law related to students with disabilities 

including, but not limited to, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1974, Title 

II of the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 and the Individuals with 

Disabilities in Education Improvement Act of 2004; 

 

 Shall meet all requirements for employment set forth in applicable provisions of 

law, including, but not limited to credential, as necessary. [Ref. Title 5 California 

Cod of Regulations Section 11967.5.1(f)(5)(c)]; 

 

 Shall ensure that teachers in the school hold a California Commission on Teacher 

Credentialing certificate, permit, or other document equivalent to that which a 

teacher in other public schools are required to hold. As allowed by statute, 

flexibility wi ll be given to non-core, non-college preparatory teachers. [Ref. 

California Education Code Section 47605(1)]; 

 

 Shall at all times maintain all necessary and appropriate insurance coverage; 

 

 Shall, for each fiscal year, offer at a minimum, the number of minutes of 

instruction per grade level as required by Education Code Section 

47612.5(a)(1)(A)-(D); 

 

 If a pupil is expelled or leaves the charter school without graduating or 

completing the school year for any reason, the charter school shall notify the 

superintendent of the school district of the pupilôs last known address within 30 

days, and shall upon request, provide the school district with a copy of the 

cumulative record of the pupil, including a transcript of grades, or report card and 

health information. [Ref. California Education Code Section 47605(d)(3)] This 

paragraph applies only to pupils subject to compulsory full-time education 

pursuant to Education Code §48200; and 

 

 Will follow any and all other federal, state, and local laws and regulations that 

apply to the Valley Arts and Science Academy including but not limited to the 

following: 

 

1. Valley Arts and Science Academy shall maintain accurate and 

contemporaneous written records that document all pupil attendance and 

make these records available for audit and inspection; 

 

2. Valley Arts and Science Academy shall on a regular basis consult with its 

parents and teachers regarding the Charter Schoolôs education programs; 

 

3. Valley Arts and Science Academy shall comply with any jurisdictional 

limitations to locations of its facilities; 
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4. Valley Arts and Science Academy shall comply with all laws establishing 

the minimum and maximum age for public school enrollment; 

 

5. Valley Arts and Science Academy shall not require any child to attend a 

charter school nor any employee to work at a charter school; 

 

6. Valley Arts and Science Academy shall comply with all applicable 

portions of the No Child left Behind Act; 

 

7. Valley Arts and Science Academy shall comply with the Public Records 

Act; 

 

8. Valley Arts and Science Academy shall comply with the Family 

Educational Rights and Privacy Act; and 

 

9. Valley Arts and Science Academy shall meet or exceed the legally 

required minimum school days.  

 

The Valley Arts and Science Academy accepts and understands its obligations to comply 

with specific sections of the Education Code: §41365 (Revolving Loan Fund), and all 

laws establishing minimum age for public school attendance.  

 

 

 

____________________________________   ____________________ 

Sandy Fuerte, Executive Director, VASA   Date 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Legislative Intent for Charter Schools 

 

This petition will outline how Valley Arts and Science Academy will help accomplish the 

goals of the California legislature for charter schools: 

 

(a) Improve pupil learning. A curriculum that is responsive to student needs, research-

based instructional methods, the hiring and ongoing training of teachers enthusiastically 

committed to VASAôs vision and increased student participation in the arts are some of 

the schoolôs key characteristics that will improve pupil learning at the school. 

 

(b) Increase learning opportunities for all pupils, with special emphasis on expanded 

learning experiences for pupils who are identified as academically low achieving. While 

any student can enroll in VASA to take advantage of its distinctive learning 



  

- 28 -  

opportunities, the school targets a student population that has typically been primarily 

academically low achieving in non-charter public schools. 

 

(c) Encourage the use of different and innovative teaching methods.  Few schools serving 

low socioeconomic (SES) status areas offer a progressive instructional approach that 

integrates both arts and science into the academic program and embeds California content 

standards in authentic, relevant contexts, with an emphasis on development of higher 

order thinking skills and student achievement. 

 

(d) Create new professional opportunities for teachers, including the opportunity to be 

responsible for the learning program at the school site. There are few opportunities for 

teachers committed to serving typically academically low-achieving students in low SES 

areas with arts integration and performing arts programs.  VASA provides these 

opportunities as well as increased participation in school governance through election of 

a staff representative to the schoolôs Board of Directors and through a democratic 

approach to school administration in which teachers are actively involved in decision-

making at the school site. 

 

(e) Provide parents and pupils with expanded choices in the types of educational 

opportunities that are available within the public school system. As described above, 

VASA provides parents with a choice that is currently not available to most students. 

 

(f) Hold the schools established under this part accountable for meeting measurable pupil 

outcomes, and provide the schools with a method to change from rule-based to 

performance-based accountability systems.  This goal is achieved through charter school 

legislation and reflected in Elements B and C of this petition. 

 

(g) Provide vigorous competition within the public school system to stimulate continual 

improvements in all public schools. This goal is also embedded in the structure of charter 

schools, by allowing alternatives like VASA to exist and exemplify effective practices 

that other public schools may wish to emulate. 
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ELEMENT  A  ï EDUCATIONAL  PROGRAM 

 
ñA description of the educational program of the school, designed, among other things, to 

identify those whom the school is attempting to educate, what it means to be an educated person 

in the 21
st
 century, and how learning best occurs. The goals identified in that program shall 

include the objective of enabling pupils to become self-motivated, competent, and lifelong 

learners.ò ï California Education Code Section 47605(b)(5)(A) 

 
Mission 

The mission of Valley Arts & Science Academy (VASA) is to provide a culturally and 

economically diverse elementary school population with a standards-based education by 

implementing project-based learning and integrated instruction with an emphasis on 

Science and the Arts, in an urban environment.   

Educational Philosophy & Vision 

The Fresno area is in great need of schools that focus their efforts on utilizing individual 

studentôs learning strengths to access learning.  The Valley Arts & Science Academy 

intends to fill this need by implementing a variety of proven instructional methods with a 

special focus on Science and the Arts.  The instructional strategies employed by VASA 

include, but are not limited to, project-based learning, one-on-one intervention, small 

class sizes, , , intervention and remedial support as determined by multiple assessments, 

grouping by learning ability regardless of grade level, electives, deployment by level 

within grade levels or across grade levels when appropriate, , and small group learning.  

Using these methods, with a special emphasis on Science and the Arts, Valley Arts & 

Science Academy will prepare students with critical thinking, problem solving and 

fundamental academic skills. 

 

Core Values 

Valley Arts & Science Academy has made significant changes to help imbue a powerful 

sense of community and  to help build a strong, positive school culture and bring together 

a community that embraces the schoolôs vision and philosophy.  Out of these changes 

emerged core values or guiding principles that are fundamental to decision making within 

and outside the classroom.  

 

1) Art and Music are high priority. These subject areas are treated as core subjects 

and not merely add-ons to the studentsô days, as is the case in many schools. 

Research has long showed the benefits of visual and performing arts for students, 

regardless of background or need.  VASA has experienced firsthand  how visual 

and performing arts experiences stimulate students, enhance and reinforce verbal 

and math skills, and develop communication and social-emotional skills. Teachers 

and parents report that students are more motivated and disciplined in the 

presence of an art curriculum.  

 

2) Community collaboration and partnerships. Partners have been a critical 

component of the school since its inception. To name a few, The Fresno Art 

Museum , Arte Americas, the Fresno Philharmonic, the Fresno Grand Opera, 

University High School, Big Picture High School,, The Garabedian  Foundation, 
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Home Depot,, , the Fresno Historical Society The Fresno Regional Foundation, 

KVPT Public Valley  Television station have been instrumental in providing 

students  access to world class opportunities usually reserved for students in a 

different segment of the population.  Many students and families new to VASA 

do not know of the vast resources available to them and  therefore students are not 

exposed to art and culture in the greater community. VASA has maintained  

positive relationships with community organizations and forged new relationships 

with community organizations, such as the Bonner Arts Foundation, which has 

subsidized costs to allow students to attend an opera featuring Juan Diego Florez.  

 

3) Provision of multiple, varied, high value learning opportunities for both 

students and teachers, which engenders a culture of high expectations school 

wide. VASA understands that its original goals were extremely ambitious and due 

to turnover, were diverted for a short time. However, the schoolôs strength and 

spirit has propelled both faculty and students into action  to create a lifelong 

community of learners with goals that are both  realistic and attainable (See Goals 

to Enable Students to Become Lifelong Learners).   

 

In order for students to experience academic and personal success, they must feel 

safe and cared for in their learning environment.  Many studies have observed a 

strong  relationship between the emotional and instructional classroom  climate on 

student performance and  growth. For example, the authors of an  NICHD Early 

Child Care and Youth Development Research report concluded that, 

ñopportunities to learn in small groups, to improve analytical skills, [and] to 

interact extensively with teacherséadd depth to studentsô understandingò
7
.  A 

research report on closing  the achievement gap stated, ñFor African American 

and Latino kids, having a positive, encouraging relationship with adults in the 

school is absolutely critical.ò
8
 

 

In a study of schools that have succeeded  in raising minority studentsô 

achievement, adults in the school willingly provided extra help, adults encouraged 

students to work hard, and staff  developed  trusting relationships with students 

and supported their growth and achievement: time and time again, the researcher 

found high-achieving minority students talking about the value of a teacherôs note 

of encouragement or a principalôs pat on the back.
9
 

 

It is important that the supportive learning environment apply to teachers as well. 

A substantial body of  research suggests that one of the most important school 

determinants of student achievement is the quality of teachers.
10

   

                                                 
7
 Pianta, Robert C., Jay Belsky, Renate Houts, and Fred Morrison.  Opportunities to Learn in Americaôs 

Elementary Classrooms.  National Institutes of Health, 2007. 
8
 Sadowski, Michael.  Beyond the Gap: What educators and researchers are learning from high-achieving 

African American and Latino students.  Harvard Graduate School of Education, 2005. 
9
 Ferguson, Ronald F., Ph D.  What Doesnôt Meet the Eye: Understanding and Addressing Racial 

Disparities in High-Achieving Suburban Schools.  Harvard University, 2002. 
10

 Darling-Hammond, L.  High-Quality Teacher Preparation Programs. National Commission on Teaching 

and Americaôs Future, 1996. 
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With these core values guiding the school, VASA faculty have worked  tirelessly 

to develop and continuously refine a comprehensive educational program that  

1) provides all students challenging and engaging learning experiences; 2) tailors 

these experiences to meet each studentôs individual needs; and  3) maintains the 

Science and  the Arts as a focus.  

 

 

Whom the School is EducatingAs a kindergarten through sixth grade charter school, 

Valley Arts & Science Academy serves a large swath of the Fresno community and 

surrounding municipalities.  Most VASA students live within the 93728 zip code; 

however VASA does educate students living in the surrounding communities of Clovis, 

Sanger, Selma, Madera , and Reedley.   

 

Projected Enrollment Through 2013 

 2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 

Kindergarten 43 44 44 

First 46 44 44 

Second 44 45 44 

Third 45 44 45 

Fourth 34 49 49 

Fifth 33 49 49 

Sixth 37 49 49 

Total 

Students: 
282 324 324 

 

Valley Arts & Science Academy currently has 282 enrolled students with plans for 

increasing enrollment by approximately 50 students by the 2012-13 school year.  

Although VASA intends to increase its student population, it is committed to maintaining 

a 25:1 student-teacher ratio.   

 

Valley Arts & Science Academy serves a traditionally disenfranchised student population 

whose home lives present many challenges to achieving a solid education.  Currently, 

well over 65% of VASA students qualify for National School Lunch Program; as 

enrollment increases, we expect these percentages to increase as well.  The Fresno 

Unified School District ranks among the top 25 districts with the highest rates of ELL 

student enrollments, beating out such large cities as Long Beach and San Bernardino
11

.  

With more than a quarter of residents living below the poverty line, limited access to 

quality programs that emphasize science or art, a third of the population speaking Spanish 

alone in the home, an enormous migrant worker population, and more than one-third of 

the population with less than a high school education, the Fresno community is in a 

precarious position when it comes to educating children.  Less than one mile from the 

VASA campus sits Lowell Elementary School.  Valley Arts & Science Academy has 

drawn students from Lowell and other nearby neighborhood schools.   

 

                                                 
11

 Migration Policy Institute, 2010. 
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Lowell Elementary 2009-10 STAR Test Results ï Percent of Students Performing at 

Proficient or Advanced 

 

 English Science Math 

Schoolwide 24.1% 13.0% 48.4% 

 

Valley Arts & Science Academy 2009-10 STAR Test Results ï Percent of Students 

Performing at Proficient or Advanced 

 

 English Science Math 

Schoolwide 30.5% 35.9% 35.5% 

 

Similar testing trends can be seen at surrounding neighborhood schools like Muir 

Elementary, Heaton Elementary and Susan B. Anthony Elementary.  Given the 

challenges facing all schools in the Fresno Unified School District, VASA has achieved a 

35.9% proficient or advanced rate in science, 35.5% in mathematics and 30.5% in 

English-Language Arts.  While these scores certainly leave room for improvement, what 

can be gleaned from these percentages is that VASA students are consistently outpacing 

their counterparts on an overall basis. 

 

What it Means to be an Educated Person in the 21
st
 Century 

In the vast majority of U.S. schools, instructional content and pedagogy has changed 

remarkably little relative to the ever-changing 21
st
 century world.  For example, the 

increasingly accessible World Wide Web makes finding information almost 

instantaneous, so knowing facts is now much less important than evaluating and 

analyzing information. The declining manufacturing sector of the economy has been 

replaced by a growing service sector and higher-skilled industries, so rote learning is 

much less important than critical thinking and problem solving skills.  With the 

fluctuating world economy, ñbusiness as usualò whereby students are treated as 

receptacles into which knowledge can be poured to achieve short-term academic gains 

does not work. Nationally, high school dropout rates are staggering, and as such, our 

children are not well positioned to address challenges that they will face in the future. 

However, with the emergence of outstanding research-based curriculum, children now 

have the opportunity to learn for depth of understanding, and to develop the knowledge 

and skills associated with how to learn, which are lacking in much of our countryôs 

current workforce. 

 

Access to higher levels of education is under constant siege in neighborhoods marked by 

weakened social fabric and families battling multiple stressors such as racism, economic 

deprivation and dwindling safety net resources.  These factors place an enormous burden 

on the nationôs public schools, thus increasing pressure for teachers to focus on the 

basics, reading, writing and mathematics. It has inadvertently created a type of cultural 

warfare, which places schools in an awkward position of whether to engage students 

through innovative approaches to education, which foster a love of learning, or to focus 

on preparing them for success on standardized measures. The need for cultural 

opportunities, where students can identify with their communities and become 

empowered, is even more apparent in the depressed Fresno area.  A love of arts and a 
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fascination with the scientific process fosters curiosity, joy and the continual acquisition 

of rich knowledge about the world and its people.  Finally, people need the skills to 

independently continue their education and to pursue and succeed in careers. 

 

Given this context, Valley Arts & Science Academy seeks to develop the following 

measureable academic characteristics of an educated person in the 21
st
 century: 

 

 Solid foundation in core subject areas: reading, writing, math, science, history, 

in addition to introductory level foreign language skills, and technology 

 Arts:  participating in and appreciating musical, visual and performing arts, and to 

gain awareness and respect for different cultures 

Physical health: practicing healthy exercise and nutrition. 

VASA plans to support studentôs academic growth with the following schoolwide 

attitudes and characteristics of an educated person in the 21
st
 century: 

 Critical thinking and problem solving:  analyzing information, applying 

innovative ideas to varied situations, and developing new knowledge 

 Social-emotional skills: practicing habits needed to maintain satisfying 

relationships, to thrive in varied social groupings and to achieve personal goals 

 Habits of Mind:  to transfer the discipline, focus and motivation developed in the 

classroom setting to the real world, in higher education and/or on career paths 

 Citizenship: actively exercising strong civic ethics through participation in a 

democratic government. 

 Leadership: to strive to be a leader in the community and to make a difference 

through involvement in causes students care about in work, personal or social 

communities 

 Emotional health: living with self-confidence, personal responsibility, respect 

for others and understanding across differences 

 Preparation for further education and skilled employment: readiness for 

college or chosen career paths   

 Foster intellectual curiosity, skills, and creativity for life-long learning 

 

 

These characteristics are introduced the moment students enter school.  Elementary 

school is where students learn the basic ideas, theories, vocabulary, and facts of the 

disciplines that comprise the arts and humanities, natural sciences, and social sciences.  

During these years, it is imperative that students practice habits that characterize educated 

people in any century: to think logically, read critically, write and speak clearly, solve 

problems creatively, organize time effectively, and make choices wisely.  An important 

goal of VASA will be to help students develop habits that will enable them to learn all 

their lives and remain resilient when faced with challenges. 
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In recent years, due to the focus on increased accountability, many schools have felt 

pressure to implement a rigid, direct instruction program with little room for innovation 

and creativity, which are at the core of the classical tradition of a liberal education.  

Valley Arts & Science Academy, by providing motivation, rigor, and cultural 

enrichment, can make significant improvements in criterion and norm-referenced state 

tests, and serve as a beacon to local districts that small charter schools can provide 

instructional approaches that are innovative and close the achievement gap.  

 

 

Goals for Enabling Students to be Life-long Learners 

 

1. To provide access to and demonstrate the positive effects of a strong arts and 

science emphasis can have on student behavior and academic success across the 

curriculum. 

 

Despite dedicating nearly all instructional time to math and language arts, 

elementary schools in the downtown Fresno area remain in the lowest API decile.  

Research indicates that schools designed around an arts and/or science focus 

foster improved student behavior and accelerated academic achievement.  This is 

evidenced at local magnet schools that have adopted an arts-focused or science-

focused curriculum.  As an example, Bullard TALENT, a K-8 performing arts 

school, enjoys a 67.6% proficient or advanced rate in English-Language Arts and 

a 67.5% and 67.4% proficient or advanced rate for math and science, respectively.  

Akira Yokomi Elementary is a science-based school that boasts a 64.6% and 

65.5% proficient or advanced rate in math and science respectively.  Both of these 

schools are considered magnet and have waiting lists, thereby limiting the number 

of students who can access this type of education.  

 

2. To model instruction in which students, teachers, and instructional aides will learn 

in a small project-driven environment using appropriate technology and project-

based learning, including the creation of exhibits as an important tool for learning 

   

VASA firmly believes that small learning communities promote more personal 

and supportive relationships between students, teachers, parents and their 

communities. The benefits of small schools, which are well documented in 

research include: improved student attitudes towards school; lower incidences of 

negative social behavior such as truancy, bullying, classroom disruption, 

aggression, etc; higher levels of extracurricular participation in a greater variety of 

activities; higher attendance rates, especially for minority and low-SES students; 

improved retention rates; and improved studentsô self-concepts and sense of 

belonging.
12

 

 

3. To encourage meaningful parent participation in the school by providing 

opportunities for leadership, parent education, and ability to daily support their 

                                                 
12

 Cotton, Kathleen.  Review of Research on Class and School Size. Northwest Regional Educational 

Laboratory, 1996. 
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childrenôs education through volunteering, attending conferences and 

communicating with teachers and staff.  

 

Parents are one of the greatest assets to a childôs education. Parents at VASA are 

kept abreast of their studentsô progress on an ongoing basis during the year, 

through parent teacher conferences, meetings, the VASA Voice, the VASA 

website, and other activities. Parents and family members enhance the learning 

environment by providing authentic audiences for exhibitions of student work, 

vocal and instrumental performances, providing a cultural context to learning 

activities, and partnering with teachers to support student learning and healthy 

development. 

 

4. Instill in students an awareness of the importance of personal responsibility with 

regard to school behavior, cooperation and respect for others, as well as goal 

setting.  

 

VASA believes that in order for students to learn, mutual respect among students 

and between students and teachers must exist. The School has implemented the 

Excellent Explorer program to instill leadership skills and pride in students. The 

school also celebrates accomplishments, and has established traditions such as 

school songs, Friday Spirit Days, rallies, and other rituals that maintain a positive 

atmosphere and encourage students to do their best.  

 

One of the most powerful strengths of the educational program is evidence of 

behaviorally challenged students transforming, becoming more academically 

motives, which had a domino effect on other students. The number of discipline 

referrals has steadily decreased since high expectations and shared accountability 

have been put in place.  

  

5. To encourage healthy and active lifestyles. 

 

An important habit of life-long learning is fitness.  The California Department of 

Education estimates that nearly 80% of California schools are cutting down, or 

eliminating, physical education in violation of State law in order to make more 

time for math and English-Language arts instruction.  This shift comes at the 

detriment to the overall learning of students.  For the first time in nearly a century, 

life expectancy is decreasing.  Schools with more physically active students tend 

to rank higher on Californiaô API, according to a report published in April 2005 

by the CDEôs ñGetting Resultsò project.  Regular exercise is good for the mind as 

well as the body, and, when supervised by competent, trained physical education 

instructors, learning disabilities and subtle indicators of development issues can 

be detected early and addressed appropriately. 

 

Valley Arts & Science Academy encourages and reinforces healthy and active 

lifestyles by providing nutritious meals, daily opportunities for exercise, regular 

physical education classes, and opportunities to engage in movement through 

music and dance integration.  
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How Learning Best Occurs 

Learning best occurs in schools where highly skilled teachers implement a clearly 

articulated instructional vision guided by sound school leadership, where students and 

staff are supported and encouraged to do their best work.  Students and staff continuously 

monitor their performance and adjust their practices to meet student-specific abilities as 

they strive toward optimal performance.   

 

Valley Arts & Science Academy bases its academic program on principles derived from 

cognitive and school research as old as Socrates and as new as the work of Dr. Theodore 

Sizer, Dr. Lee Shulman and Michael Gurian.  Learning principles that guide instruction 

are as follows: 

 

1. Learning best occurs when students have the opportunity to master academic 

subjects through a variety of approaches, including group and individualized 

instruction, distance learning, media-assisted learning, projects, field experience, 

cooperative learning, and community service.  By providing an extended school 

day for some VASA students through an after school program, as well as a extra 

support and possibly enrichment activities via Saturday and after school tutoring 

by teaching staff based on assessed needs VASA will enable students to have 

learning experiences that are at times unavailable in most public elementary 

schools. 

 

2. Learning best occurs in a school atmosphere of civility, trust, respect, 

cooperation, and intellectual curiosity.  It will be the responsibility of all members 

of the VASA community to create and sustain this atmosphere. 

 

3. Learning best occurs when a school is small enough to allow teachers to really get 

to know each student, and large enough to provide resources needed for a 21
st
 

century education.  Valley Arts & Science Academy students will have the 

security of a small school while benefiting from the excellent resources of the 

collaborating museums, public television station, as well as other community 

support. 

 

4. Learning best occurs when brain-based research is used to improve a childôs 

education by knowing the very nature of his or her mind.  Michael Gurian 

combines the fields of neurobiology, anthropology, educational psychology and 

sociology to show how the growing childôs brain works, and, specifically, how 

girlsô and boysô brains work differently, how hormones effect these differences, 

and how acculturation influences the biology and areas of learning difficulty boys 

and girl suffer as distinct groups.  Gurian focuses especially on innovations 

developed by teachers in six school districts in Kansas City, Missouri, in which 

the Gurian Institute trained staff to help boys and girls learn differently. 

 

The instructional approaches that Valley Arts & Science Academy views as most 

effective take a high level of skill to implement, thus the Executive Director supports 

teachers by respecting their ideas and by responding to their individual needs and 
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interests.  Similarly, teachers support students by respecting their ideas and by responding 

to their individual needs and interests.  Rather than ñteaching to the test,ò VASA teachers 

take stock of each studentôs varied learning abilities and cater to those in order to produce 

the most effective results. 

 

Perhaps more important than the above-mentioned, is that instruction must resonate with 

the students and prove relevant to their lives.  To this end, the California State Content 

Standards serve as a foundation from which VASA curriculum is built and aligned to 

show how the skills learned in the classroom can be immediately applied to the world 

that students encounter when they step outside the classroom. 

 

Other important aspects of how learning best occurs: 

 

 The learning process between teacher and student is reciprocal 

 Students have the opportunity to learn from each other and help each other as 

needed 

 Students have the opportunity to pursue individual talents with support from their 

teachers and the administration 

 Student work is performed individually and in small group settings 

 The school connects students to the community 

 Instruction occurs in an interdisciplinary, project-based learning environment 

where varied teaching methods are employed 

 The use of portfolios as tools that show quantitative growth/development 

 Projects are differentiated by learning ability, style and sometimes gender to 

encourage the best results 

 

Educating students to become viable members of a 21
st
 century society has proven a 

difficult task for countless schools throughout our nation.  It is one thing to theorize about 

how learning best occurs; it is another to implement these methods.  A snapshot of a 

typical day as a VASA student helps us see how these methods are applied to the real 

classroom. 

 

A Typical Day at Valley Arts & Science Academy 

All VASA students begin each day outside on the grass quad area lined up with their own 

class facing the flagpole.  The Executive Director gives a morning greeting and message, 

followed by the flag salute and a patriotic song directed by the Music teacher.  This 

routine builds community and cohesiveness between the administration, teachers and 

students.  Parents are also welcome to be a part of this morning opening.  At times, there 

is also a special event, such as the VASA cheerleaders leading the school in a cheer or 

various students reciting a poem they have written.  The morning opening usually lasts 

about ten minutes after which each teacher walks his/her students to their classrooms.   

 

Each grade level implements various strategies in teaching standards to their particular 

grade level.  There are two grade levels for each grade, so this leads to deployment 

breaking up the more advanced students from basic and below basic students.  Grades 1- 

3 use deployment strategies for different subjects:   
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 Kindergarten is divided into morning and afternoon classes with one main teacher 

and one assistant teacher as well as a part-time aide.  They are never on campus at 

the same time so there is no crossover between kindergarten classes.   

 

 Grade 1 deploys*  for ELA every Tuesday morning.   First grade has also 

deployed* for social studies and science, with each teacher taking a subject.   

 

 Grade 2 also deploys once a week for ELA.  They also use a research-based 

Spatial Temporal Math program, a software program where each child is able to 

move at his or her own pace through the levels of math skills.  Each child uses ST 

Math one hour per week.  Second grade is also in the process of deploying*  for 

science topics, where one teacher might teach about penguins and the other 

teacher would teach about sharks.   

 

 Grade 3 deploys for ELA, Math, Science and Social Studies.  Science and Social 

Studies are deployed by gender. They also use the researched based Spatial 

Temporal math program for each student one hour a week. 
 

*Deployment in these instances refers to leveled instruction and/or team teaching as opposed to single 

sex instruction in the upper grades 

 

 Grades 4 - 6 have their own classroom teachers and there is also deployment used 

in these grades:  

  

o Fourth grade deploys for Science and Social Studies with each teacher taking 

one subject.  It is also deployed by gender. This occurs four days a week for 1 

½ hours each day.   

 

o Fifth grade deploys for Math/Science and ELA/Social Studies.  This occurs 

Monday ï Friday on an average of one hour each day.   

 

o Sixth grade deploys for English, Math, Social Science, and Science.  

 

Students in grades 4-6 also have electives on Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday and Friday 

after lunch.  Each student has four electives each week.  One elective is mandatory P.E., 

and if the student is below level in reading or math, he/she is required to use one or two 

of his/her electives for an intervention class.  Other electives are photography, LEGO 

robotics, student leadership, gardening, advanced art, orchestra, band, and cooking.   

The electives are mixed grade levels and taught by the 4
th
-6

th
 grade teachers, as well as 

the Music and Art teachers.  

 

Each student at VASA has 30 - 60 minutes a week with a credentialed Art teacher and a 

credentialed Music teacher.  This ensures that every student is exposed to Music and Art 

each week, as well as tying in themes to the regular classroom.  For instance, the first 

grade classes were studying frogs in science, so in Art they drew the anatomy of a frog 
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and in Music they sang songs about frogs.  There is much collaboration between the 

Music/Art teachers and the regular classroom teachers.   

 

Both primary and intermediate grades have an English language arts intervention teacher.  

These two intervention teachers use pullout as well as push-in strategies to assist the 

students who are behind in reading and writing.  All grade levels at VASA have access to 

the intervention teachers and collaboration is encouraged and expected.  

 

Curriculum and Instructional Design 

Valley Arts & Science Academy is designed to nurture and support the development of 

its students while focusing on the whole child.  The schedule, curriculum, pedagogy, and 

extracurricular activities are all specially designed to meet the needs of the student ï 

rather than expecting the student to adapt to the learning environment.   

 

The daily schedule allows VASA to offer, at a minimum, the following number of 

minutes of instruction:  

(A) To pupils in kindergarten, 36,000 minutes. 

(B) To pupils in grades 1 to 3, inclusive, 50,400 minutes. 

(C) To pupils in grades 4 to 5, inclusive, 54,000 minutes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The tables below highlight the number of regular and minimum days, as 

well as the number of inst ructional minutes.  
 

Monthly Breakdown of Days 

Month Number of Days Regular Days Minimum Days 

August 12 10 2 
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September 21 16 5 

October 21 13 8 

November 16 14 2 

December 13 10 3 

January 14 11 3 

February 18 14 4 

March 22 17 5 

April 15 12 3 

May 21 17 4 

June 7 5 2 

Total Days 180 139 41 

 
 

Yearly Total for Instructional Minutes per Grade Level 

Grade Level Regular Day Minimum Day Yearly Totals 

K 
139 days X 210 min. = 41 days X 170 minutes = 

36160 

30030 6290 

1st-6th 

139 days X 330 min. = 41 days X 225 minutes =  

55095 47190 8325 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Daily grade level schedules are listed below.  

 

Everyone starts at 8:05 am      

139 regular days, 41 minimum days (4 extra are for Parent Conference Week)  

AM Kinder       AM Kinder Minimum Day   

08:05-09:45 1hr 40 min 100 min   08:05-09:45 1hr 40 min 100 min 



  

- 41 -  

09:45-10:05 RECESS 20 min   09:45-10:05 RECESS 20 min 

10:05-11:35 1 hr 30 min 90 min   10:05-10:55 50 min 50 min 

11:35-12:00 LUNCH     10:55-11:15 LUNCH   

TOTAL   210 minutes   TOTAL   170 min 

       

PM Kinder       PM Kinder Minimum Day   

11:10-11:35 LUNCH     10:30-10:55 LUNCH   

11:35-1:00 1 hr 20 min 80 min   10:55-11:30 35 min 35 min 

1:00-1:20 RECESS 20 min   11:30-11:50 RECESS 20 min 

1:20-3:10 1 hr 50 min 110 min   11:50-1:45 1 hr. 55 min 115 min 

TOTAL   210 minutes   TOTAL   170 min 

       

1
st
 / 2

nd
       1

st
/2

nd
 Minimum Day   

08:05-10:05 2hrs 120 min   08:05-10:05 2 hrs 120 min 

10:05-10:25 RECESS     10:05-10:25 RECESS   

10:25-11:20 55 min 55 min   10:25-11:20 55 min 55 min 

11:20-12:10 LUNCH     11:20-12:10 LUNCH   

12:10-1:40 1 hr 30 min 90 min   12:10-01:00 50 min 50 min 

1:40-02:45 1 hr 5 min 65 min         

TOTAL   330 minutes   TOTAL   225 minutes 

       

3
rd
/4

th
       3

rd
/4

th
 Minimum Day   

08:05-10:25 2 hrs 20 min 140 min   08:05-10:25 2 hrs 20 min 140 min 

10:25-10:45 RECESS     10:25-10:45 RECESS   

10:45-12:10 1 hr 25 min 85 min   10:45-12:10 1 hr 35 min 85 min 

12:10-1:00 LUNCH     12:10-1:00 LUNCH   

1:00-02:45 1 hr 45 min 105 min         

TOTAL   330 minutes   TOTAL   225 minutes 

       

5
th
/6

th
    5

th
/6

th
 Minimum Day  

08:05-10:45 2 hrs 40 min 160 min  08:05-10:45 2 hrs 40 min 160 min 

10:45-11:05 RECESS   10:45-11:05 RECESS  

11:05-12:10 65min 65 min  11:05-12:10 65 min 65 min 

12:10-1:00 LUNCH   12:10-1:00 LUNCH  

1:00-02:45 1hr 45min 105 min     
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TOTAL  330 minutes  TOTAL  225 minutes 

 

 

 

VASAôs instructional calendar is included as Appendix 1: School Calendars and 

Schedules. VASA will comply with the requirements set forth in Education Code 

47612.5 and will be 180 days long, which exceeds the minimum number of required days 

(175) and the number of instructional minutes.  VASA will observe all federal holidays.  

 

Key Features of the Schedule 

 More Instructional Time: VASAôs calendar and schedule provides students in 

kindergarten with 160 additional instructional minutes, grades 1-3 with 4,695 

instructional minutes, and grades 4-6 1,095 with more instructional minutes than 

minimum requirements.  

 

 Electives: The core curriculum is enriched by balanced specialty electives so that 

all students have the opportunity to build on multiple intelligences, thereby 

tapping into different learning interests and styles for each student.  

 

 Intervention Teachers: VASA employs two part-time intervention teachers who 

work with students on a small group and individual basis. The schedule allows 

students to receive differentiated instruction without being pulled out from their 

core classes. 

 

 Supplemental instruction: The after school program allows for additional 

instruction and support for students who need it. VASA also provides Saturday 

school for sixth graders who need additional support in core subject areas. It is 

staffed by certificated VASA teachers and is provided at set times during the year.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Af ter School Program  

As community engagement and extended learning opportunities are key areas of focus for 

VASA, the School provides an after school program for its students through Solunet.  

The mission of the VASA After School Program is to provide the students with a safe 

leaning environment in which they can receive help with their academics and learn from 

hands-on enrichment classes. The after school program will reinforce class material that 
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is being covered during school and will provide the students with help to finish and 

understand their homework.  

 

The vision of the VASA After School Program is to accomplish an enrollment of 80+ 

students and equally serve them. The after school program staff will build a good 

communication and relationship with the school staff in order to better serve the studentsô 

academic needs.  

The After School Program Staff offers: 

 An array of enrichment activities in which students can participate. 

 Classes such as Computers, Sewing, Science, Cheer and Spirit, Health and 

Fitness, Guitar, Sports and Fitness, Arts and Crafts, Art and Comic Book, and 

Folklorico Dance, all of which give students hands-on experience and an 

opportunity to explore outside a typical classroom 

 Academics, including intervention time in math and English Language Arts that 

satisfies California Standards.  

 Homework assistance to students  

 Close communication between parents and teachers to better serve studentôs 
needs.  

Although the program is operated by Solunet, several VASA teachers volunteer their 

time to provide intervention and individual tutoring to students. For more information 

about the After School Program, refer to Appendix 2: After School Program. 

 

Saturday School 

Valley Arts & Science Academy offers to its sixth graders Saturday school for the 

purpose of additional instruction in core subject areas. Classroom teachers provide small 

group and individual tutoring in areas where students have been identified as ñlow 

performingò based on the STAR test results and school wide benchmarks. VASA may 

implement Saturday school for other grade levels in the future and possibly for 

enrichment activities, as well. 

 

 

 

 

 

Instructional Methodologies 

Over the past two years, VASAôs instructional design has been updated and refined to 

meet the needs of its primary and upper elementary student population.  Currently, 

teachers emphasize active student learning and discovery in an environment that provides 

for integrated content understanding and specific, targeted topical focus where 

appropriate to the studentôs fullest educational development.  
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VASA is committed to continuously examining student performance and to refining 

instructional practice as needed. The use of assessment data is an essential aspect of the 

school culture and drives decision-making from the classroom to the organizational level. 

Teachers are paying particular attention to ensuring that underperforming students 

receive prompt intervention (as described in the section titled ñMeeting the Needs of 

Special Populationsò) and that all subgroups advance at a similar rate as the general 

population. (For more detail on assessment and data usage, see Element C). The 

following research-based instructional approaches are woven throughout the curriculum 

and have proven to be effective with similar student populations.  

 

1) Integrated Thematic Content: 

In order to provide a cohesive and engaging program for students, content-rich social 

studies and science standards are integrated with process and skill-based English 

language arts and math standards. This approach is opposite of the compartmentalizing of 

content and skills into discrete and unrelated lessons throughout the day. Instead, multi-

disciplinary thematic units are developed to provide students with a meaningful learning 

context in which they are motivated to apply new skills.  

 

Key to the integrative approach is to first understand the scope of what VASA expects 

students to learn. Teachers accomplish this by developing VASA Power Standards from 

the California Content Standards.  Next, the teachers carefully weigh the individual 

standards along the parameters of cognitive difficulty and overall importance, and with 

these considerations in mind, weave the power standards into the content framework. 

Therefore, all standards are addressed, although not all standards are equal.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The following example of teaching vocabulary through science in first grade exemplifies 

the explanation above.  

 

Lesson: Understanding the nature of the water cycle 

Learning Sequence/Direct Instruction/Modeling 

Students tap prior knowledge about weather events with teacher guidance (e.g.): 
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 The special day came.  (Yes, it rained.) 

 We learn and perform a rain dance.  

 We create a water cycle in the classroom. 

 We create a drawing model on the white board.   

 

The teacher scribes as students view the water cycle. Next students work to create a 

shared word bank for vocabulary. The teacher scribes this on raindrop-shaped poster.  

Students draw what they see happening as the water cycle occurs through the experiment. 

Then, students compare that created water cycle (the experiment with what they know in 

nature) and write and draw about the water cycle. 

 

Afterward, students listen to Beethovenôs 5
th
 Symphony and create their movement to the 

music. During this activity, students connect their water cycle knowledge to the music 

and think about the rainstorm. Students adopt, adapt, and create by adding lightning with 

lighting and thunder in the jumping and vocalizing from the rainstorm from earlier in the 

lesson. 

 

Students respond to Beethovenôs music on paper, and celebrate through movement to the 

music one-by-one (on a voluntary basis) to a short portion of the music of Beethoven. 

 
Guided Practice 

Students write and draw about the nature of the water cycle after creating a shared 

vocabulary word bank.  After listening to Beethovenôs 5
th
 Symphony, students adopt the 

rainstorm dance and adapt it to include lights flashing for lighting and jumping as they 

vocalize the thunder. 

 

Share 

Student work is displayed in the classroom, office, school buildings, community events, 

and Arte Americas. Parents are invited to encourage and celebrate their childôs learning 

by attending such events as Family Festivities, individual classroom presentations, 

Winter and Spring Show Cases, Music Recitals, a Science Fair, and school study trips. 

 

Inclusion/ELL  

The lesson provides total physical response as well as realia.  Students have the support 

of a word bank for vocabulary, the experiment, the science textbook, and their drawings, 

and the music itself. 
 

 

 

 

 

California Content Standards addressed during this lesson  
2.0  Reading Comprehension 

2.2  Respond to who, what, when, where, and how questions 

2.7  Re-tell the central ideas of simple expository or narrative passages. 

1.0  Writing Strategies 

1.1  Select a focus when writing 

 



  

- 46 -  

2.0  Writing Applications 

2.2  Write brief expository descriptions of a real object, person, place, or event using sensory details. 

 

Earth Science  

3.b Students know that solids, liquids, and gases have different properties.  

Students know that when we mix, cool, or heat substances, their properties change. 

3.b Students know that the weather changes from day to day. 

3.c  Students know the sun warms the land, air, and water. 

 

Communication of Meaning in Dance 

2.6  Express basic emotional qualities through movement. 

2.7  Perform improvised movement ideas for peers. 

 

 

This interdisciplinary approach allows students to engage with the content in a much 

deeper, meaningful way, thereby increasing their motivation and comprehension.  This is 

evidenced by student work, school wide assessments, and standardized assessments.  

 

Evidence of Effectiveness: The effectiveness of interdisciplinary instruction has long been 

established in research. By the late 1980s, more than 80 normative or comparative studies 

had been conducted on the effectiveness of integration.
13

  These studies found that 

programs using integration or an interdisciplinary curriculum almost always produced 

equivalent or even better scores on standardized achievement tests than those where 

students were taught through the traditional discipline-oriented format.  Further research 

supporting the development and use of thematic instruction can be viewed through the 

lens of Understanding by Design. 

 

The principles and practices of Understanding By Design reflect contemporary views of 

learning based on research in cognitive psychology and are validated by specific studies 

of factors influencing student achievement. The basis for Understanding By Design in 

cognitive psychology is summarized in the book How People Learn: Brain, Mind, 

Experience, and School (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 2001), a recent publication of the 

National Research Council that summarizes the past 30 years of research in learning and 

cognition.  Key findings relevant to Understanding by Design include the following: 

 

 Views on effective learning have shifted from a focus on the benefits of diligent 

drill and practice to a focus on studentsô understanding and application of 

knowledge. 

 Learning must be guided by generalized principles in order to be widely 

applicable. Knowledge learned at the level of rote memory rarely transfers; 

transfer most likely occurs when the learner knows and understands underlying 

concepts and principles that can be applied to problems in new contexts. Learning 

with understanding is more likely to promote transfer than simply memorizing 

information from a text or a lecture. 

 Experts first seek to develop an understanding of problems, and this often 

involves thinking in terms of core concepts or big ideas. Novicesô knowledge is 

much less likely to be organized around big ideas; novices are more likely to 

                                                 
13 National Association for Core Curriculum, 1984 
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approach problems by searching for correct formulas and pat answers that fit their 

everyday intuitions. 

 Research on expertise suggests that superficial coverage of many topics in the 

domain may be a poor way to help students develop the competencies that will 

prepare them for future learning and work. Curricula that emphasize breadth of 

knowledge may prevent effective organization of knowledge because there is not 

enough time to learn anything in depth. Curricula that are ña mile wide and an 

inch deepò run the risk of developing disconnected rather than connected 

knowledge. 

 Feedback is fundamental to learning, but feedback opportunities are often scarce 

in classrooms. Students may receive grades on tests and essays, but these are 

summative assessments that occur at the end of projects. What is needed are 

formative assessments, which provide students with opportunities to revise and 

improve the quality of their thinking and understanding. 

 Many assessments measure only propositional (factual) knowledge and never ask 

whether students know when, where, and why to use that knowledge.  Given the 

goal of learning with understanding, assessments and feedback must focus on 

understanding, and not only on memory for procedures or facts. 

 Expert teachers know the structure of their disciplines and this provides them with 

cognitive roadmaps that guide the assignments they give students, the assessments 

they use to gauge student progress, and the questions they ask in the give and take 

of classroom life. . . . The misconception is that teaching consists only of a set of 

general methods, which a good teacher can teach any subject, and that content 

knowledge alone is sufficient.  

 

The curriculum section specifically details how teachers develop thematic instruction 

using backwards design.  

 

2) Differentiation:  

VASAôs methodology is based on the belief that children learn at different rates and 

progress through school with different foundations for learning. As a result, students 

within the same grade perform at widely varying levels. Leveled instruction addresses 

this challenge by creating groups based on need, not on age. At VASA, students may be 

grouped across grade levels based on individual needs. In this setting, students progress 

through skill-based California content standards along a continuum of learning, according 

to their level of skill development.  

 

A hallmark of differentiated instruction, grouping offers students opportunities to interact 

with and learn from other students, provides immediate feedback, allows students to work 

on more complex tasks than they could tackle by themselves, encourages them to explore 

their own and other studentsô ideas, and fosters learning and interpersonal skills. Flexible 

grouping, which is structured and supervised by the teacher, is highly effective in 

meeting the needs of individual students. For example, following a whole class lesson in 

mathematics, some students may break up into small heterogeneous groups to work on 

solving problems while others may work independently on reinforcing skills or in pairs 

on a more challenging assignment. These groups allow all students to achieve learning 

outcomes while being attentive to the needs of particular students. 
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Heterogeneous pairings and groupings provide an advantage to less proficient English 

language learners and special education students by stimulating conversation, providing 

peer guidance and by increasing student confidence in risk-taking activities.  

 

 

Evidence of Effectiveness: Differentiation is recognized to be a compilation of many 

theories and practices. The principles and guidelines are rooted in years of educational 

theory and research. For example, differentiated instruction adopts the concept of 

ñreadinessò; that is the difficulty of skills taught should be slightly in advance of the 

childôs current level of mastery. This is grounded in the work of Lev Vygotsky (1978), 

and the zone of proximal development (ZPD), the range at which learning takes place. 

The classroom research by Fisher at al. (1980), strongly supports the ZPD concept. The 

researchers found that in classrooms where individuals were performing at a level of 

about 80% accuracy, students learned more and felt better about themselves and the 

subject area under study
14

.  Other practices noted as central to differentiation have been 

validated in the effective teaching research conducted from the mid 1980ôs to the present. 

These practices include effective management procedures, grouping students for 

instruction, and engaging learners
15

. 

 

3) Project-based learning:  

Projects are important because they align well with VASAôs philosophy and instructional 

approach.  They are an authentic form of education that expects students to immerse 

themselves in a topic and meaningfully demonstrate acquisition of skills and knowledge.  

Done well, they engage students actively in learning, they promote the development of 

higher-order thinking skills, they allow students to work collaboratively, they place 

students as the agents of learning, they develop deep conceptual understanding, they are 

excellent vehicles for integrating arts and they synthesize skills and concepts from 

multiple disciplines in integrated thematic units.  Students follow a process to produce a 

product that involves high priority skills and knowledge.   

 

Project-based learning is complex, so students follow a systematic process that breaks 

down learning activities into manageable chunks.  The curriculum will develop studentsô 

ability to do projects by incrementally increasing the level of complexity involved in 

projects over time.  Valley Arts & Science Academy draws an important distinction 

between ñfluffò projects that are fun but do little to promote skill development and high-

level projects that are a valuable part of a challenging (rigorous) academic program. 

Thus, professional development will provide a high degree of support for teachers. 

 

Evidence of Effectiveness: An extensive body of research supports the efficacy of project-

based learning.  According to a comprehensive review of research that has been 

conducted on Project-based learning, PBL seems to be equivalent or slightly better than 

                                                 
14 Tomlinson, C.A., & Allan, S. D. (2000). Leadership for differentiating schools and classrooms. Alexandria, VA: 

ASCD. 
15 Ellis, E. S. and Worthington, L. A. (1994). Research synthesis on effective teaching principles and the design of 

quality tools for educators. University of Oregon: Technical Report No. 5 National Center to Improve the Tools of 

Educators. 
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other models of instruction for producing gains in general academic achievement and for 

developing lower-level cognitive skills in traditional subject matter areas.  In a major 

British study, students at the project-based school did better than those at the more 

traditional school both on math problems requiring analytical or conceptual thought and 

on those considered rote, that is, those requiring memory of a rule or formula. The Center 

for Learning in Technology researchers, led by Bill Penuel, found increased student 

engagement, greater responsibility for learning, increased peer collaboration skills, and 

greater achievement gains by students who had been labeled low achievers.  A 1992 

study of 700 students from eleven school districts in Tennessee found that students doing 

projects using videotaped problems over a three-week period performed better in a 

number of academic areas later in the school year. The study, by the Cognition and 

Technology Group at Vanderbilt University, examined student competence in basic math, 

word problems, planning capabilities, attitudes, and teacher feedback. Students who had 

experience in the project work performed better in all categories
16

.  Evidence of 

successful project-based learning can be seen, close to home, at the Center for Applied 

Research and Technology (CART) located in Clovis, California, where high school 

students from Clovis and Fresno Unified School Districts attend.  Teachers at CART 

implement PBL and Integrated Instruction as their primary instructional strategies, 

utilizing the California State Standards as their baseline curriculum, with much success, 

as has been reported by the Fresno Bee.  CART students have a higher success rate of 

entering four-year higher education institutions than most high schools in the area. 

4) Arts Integration:                                                                                             Integrated arts 
education is a pedagogy in which the arts are deeply embedded within the core of 
interdisciplinary learning and affirms the indispensability of arts as a core 
curriculum subject and concurrently a catalyst to learn other subjects.   

With integrated arts education, arts play a major role in helping students address 

broad curriculum themes and achieve robust habits of mind including such 

characteristics as imagination, discipline, collaboration, inquiry, divergent problem 

solving, empathy, and making connections. The focus is on enriching studentsô 

abilities to attain, analyze, discern, and invent knowledge. Integrated arts education 

acknowledges and fosters Multiple Intelligences.  The emphasis is on both content 

and learning skills. 
17

  

VASA teachers have received ongoing training in how to effectively integrate the Visual 

and Performing Arts (VAPA) Standards into classroom instruction. Teachers are taught 

to address challenges such as teaching arts in a test-driven environment by making art a 

priority in the classroom as another way to develop among students higher order thinking 

skills. Teaching with the arts is also a natural way to tap into studentsô multiple learning 

modalities. Teachers regularly use the ñTableauò strategy for integrating arts into core 

subject areas. Another example is fraction art, where students draw pictures exemplifying 

various genres of art, which can be taken apart to deepen their understanding of parts, 

                                                 
16

 Retrieved from: www.edutopia.org. PBL Research Summary: Studies Validate Project-Based Learning. 
17

 Vermont Arts Council.  ñArts Integrationò.  Retrieved on 10/23/2008 from 

http://www.vermontartscouncil.org/ArtsEducation/Partnerships/tabid/164/Default.aspx. 

http://www.edutopia.org/
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whole numbers, and percents.  Selected members of the leadership team also are trained 

in ñKeeping Scoreò developed by the San Francisco Symphony and which shows 

teachers the connections that can be made between classical music and the core 

curriculum.  Other teachers participate in ñArt Isò to teach visual art within the context of 

core subject areas, with the goal of exposing all teachers to professional learning 

opportunities that support art integration. 

 

Evidence of Effectiveness:  Based on a study of over 2,000 pupils attending public 

schools in grades 4ï8, a group of researchers from Teachers College Columbia 

University, found significant relationships between rich in-school arts programs and 

creative, cognitive, and personal competencies needed for academic success.  The 

researchers found that young people in ñhigh-artsò groups performed better than those in 

ñlow-artsò groups on measures of creativity, fluency, imagination, risk-taking in learning, 

expressing their ideas, and problem-solving.  These gains were found not only in the arts, 

but in the other subject areas as well, including math, language, and science. The study 

found that exposure to the arts in school was a stronger indicator of these gains than 

socio-economic status
18

.   

 

ñThe arts are essential parts of the human experience, they are not a frill. We recommend 

that all students study the arts to discover how human beings communicate not only with 

words but through music, dance, and the visual arts. During our visits (to schools), we 

found the arts to be shamefully neglected. Courses in the arts were the last to come and 

the first to go.ò  Dr. Ernest Boyer, The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of 

Teaching quoted in ñLearning Through the Artsò, Dee Dickinson, New Horizons for 

Learning, 2002 http://www.newhorizons.org. 

 

The following paragraphs provide ample evidence that schools with an arts focus are 

successful in achieving not only academic acceleration in the core areas of mathematics 

and reading/writing but improved citizenship. In ñLearning Through the Artsò Dee 

Dickinson cites numerous examples of arts-rich public schools in low-income areas 

showing huge academic gains:  

 

At Concord Elementary School, in one of the less affluent areas of Seattle, every student 

from kindergarten through fifth grade takes part in a dramatic performance each year.  

Principal Claudia Allen notes that she is seeing ñincredibleò achievement especially in 

reading skills. Fourth and fifth grade students increased their reading scores by two 

levels on the Macmillan Reading Inventory from fall to winter quarter 1995-96, and 

California Test of Basic Skills scores have increased by twenty to twenty-five points. 

 

In Needham, Massachusetts at the John Eliot School, the arts are fully integrated 

throughout the curriculum, and academic achievement is soaring. John Eliot does not 

cater to superior, talented students, and many are economically disadvantaged, but 

nonetheless their 1992 MEAP (Massachusetts Educational Assessment Program) scores 

were the highest in the state.  

                                                 
18 Burton, Judith, Robert Horowitz, and Hal Abeles.  ñLearning In and Through the Arts: 

Curriculum Implicationsò.  Center for Arts Education Research.  Teachers College, Columbia University, July 1999. 

http://www.newhorizons.org/
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In 1995, The United States Department of Education reported in ñSchools, Communities, 

and the Arts: A Research Compendiumò, that ñusing arts processes to teach academic 

subjects results not only in improved understanding of content but it greatly improved 

self-regulatory behavior.ò  Barry Oreck of ArtsConnection and Susan Baum from the 

College of New Rochelle observed integrated arts lessons in all major subject areas in 

fourteen New York City elementary and secondary public school classrooms. They found 

that ñstudent behavior improved strikingly in such areas as taking risks, cooperating, 

solving problems, taking initiative for learning, and being prepared. Content-related 

achievement also rose.ò 

 

5) Science as a tool for integration:  

As mentioned previously, children come to school with a natural curiosity about the 

world around them.  VASA believes that there is no better time to introduce students to 

the language of science than at the beginning of their formal education. Starting in 

kindergarten, students are engaged in learning activities that promote science as an 

accessible, interesting subject area, contrary to how many children feel about science.  

As students progress, they learn about how science principles can reinforce and 

strengthen reading, writing and mathematical skills.  Readerôs Theater, a regular activity 

where the teacher selects a script or story that incorporates science concepts and 

standards for students to perform in groups, is an example of building science content 

knowledge, while developing English language skills and increasing fluency in reading. 

Art teachers incorporate science through journal writing, scientific note taking, and art 

projects that are tied to core areas in the classroom. In addition, art and music teachers 

collaborate with classroom teachers to develop interdisciplinary themes that truly 

integrate visual and fine arts. Numerous examples of integrated units are included in 

Appendix 3: Curricular Documents.  

 

Teachers use the following principles to guide the development of writing-to-learn tasks 

in science:
19

  

 Keep science content central in the writing process. 

 Aid students in constructing, connecting ideas, and synthesizing knowledge. 

 Spend time pre-writing, collecting information from various sources (concrete 

experiences, print materials, experts, electronic data banks, visuals, etc.) 

 Provide on-going teacher support, guidance, and explicit instruction during the 

writing process. 

 Provide a real audience for student writers that will value, question, and provide 

supportive criticism. 

 Encourage revisions and redrafts based on supportive criticism to address 

conceptual questions and clarify understandings. 

 

Evidence of effectiveness: The efficacy of using science to teach language arts skills, 

particularly to English Language Learners is detailed in What Our Research Shows about 

Student Learning, Integrating Science with English Language Development, Lee, O. and 

                                                 
19

 1983. Tchudi, S.N. & Huerta, M.C. Teaching Writing in the Content Areas: Middle School Junior High. 

Washington, DC: National Education Association. 
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Avalos, M., Southwest Educational Development Laboratory Letter, xv, 1, December 

2003)
20

.  According to the authors, hands-on science activities are less dependent on 

formal mastery of academic language, which reduces the linguistic burden on English 

learners.  Interactive learning strategies, such as collaborative and small group work 

provide structured opportunities for developing English proficiency in the context of 

authentic communication about science knowledge; and finally, inquiry-based instruction 

provides an introduction to the scientific practices and discourse from which inner-city 

students are often excluded providing more accessibility to academic content to students 

than textbook knowledge. 

 

The researchers also found that elementary students perform higher than their grade-level 

counterparts and comparable to or higher than middle school students, based on the 

NAEP and TIMSS samples.  

 

The researchers conclude that: 

ñAlthough science instruction is often ignored for students from diverse languages and 

cultures, hands-on and inquiry-based science instruction can be a powerful tool to teach 

English language and literacy in the context of learning science. Eventually, ELLs 

understand science concepts, engage in science inquiry, and participate in science 

discourse, while also mastering English as a new language.ò 

 

6) Single Sex Instruction: 

During the schoolôs first-third year of operation, upper grade teachers implemented 

gender deployment for social studies and science. Based on one of the original 

approaches in the petition, staff members researched the efficacy of teaching students in 

single gender groupings. Researchers have found that contrary to common belief, single 

gender education is successful not because boys learn slower than girls or because there 

are fewer social distractions, but rather the success is attributed to the different ways boys 

and girls learn at different ages. 

 

Harriet Hanlon and her associates at Virginia Tech had previously examined brain 

activity in 508 normal children -- 224 girls and 284 boys -- ranging in age from two 

months to 16 years.  This study, the largest and most carefully executed of its type, 

demonstrated striking and consistent sex differences in the speed with which the brain 

matures.  It also showed that boysô brains develop differently than girlsô brains.  It is not 

correct to say, ñboys develop along the same lines as girls, only slower.ò  The truth is 

more nuanced.  These researchers found that while the areas of the brain involved in 

language and fine motor skills mature about six years earlier in girls than in boys, the 

areas of the brain involved in targeting and spatial memory mature about four years 

earlier in boys than in girls.  These researchers concluded that the areas of the brain 

involved in language, spatial memory, motor coordination, and getting along with other 

people, develop in a ñdifferent order, time, and rateò in girls compared with boys.
21

  

                                                 
20

 www.sedl.org/pubs/sedl-letter/v15 n01/6.html 
21 Harriet Hanlon, Robert Thatcher, and Marvin Cline; Gender Differences in the Development of EEG Coherence in 

Normal Children; Developmental Neuropsychology, 16(3):479-506, 1999.  The quotation comes from page 502.  

Similar results were reported in a smaller study by A. P. Anokhin and Associates: Complexity of Electrocortical 

Dynamics in Children: Developmental Aspects. Developmental Psychobiology, 36:9-22, 2000 

http://www.sedl.org/pubs/sedl-letter/v15%20n01/6.html
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After reviewing 2008-2009 and 2009-2010 CST data, VASA has decided to stop 

implementing Gender Deployment in all content areas.  Not enough significant growth 

was shown to warrant continued gender deployment. 

 

Selection of Instructional Materials 

Valley Arts & Science Academy uses the following textbooks and materials identified 

below (most of which are state-adopted), and on an as-needed basis, will select 

instructional materials that are in line with its mission and vision, providing relevant and 

engaging project-based learning experiences integrating the arts where possible, and 

supporting the California content standards.  

 

 Language Arts- Legacies of Literature, Houghton Mifflin (K-6) 

 

 Mathematics ï California Everyday Math (K-6), Wright Group/McGraw-Hill; 

Math and Music spatial temporal math Program by the MIND Institute (piloting 

with 2
nd

 grade) 

 

 English Language Development ï Handbook for English Language Learners, 

Houghton Mifflin  

 

 ELA Intervention ï Read Naturally Program 

 

 Social Studies ï Reflections (K-6), Harcourt School Publishers 

 

 Science ï California Science (K-6), Macmillan/McGraw-Hill; selected FOSS Kits  

 

 PE ï Teacher selected materials  

 

 Visual and Performing Arts ï Teacher-selected and -created materials, based on 

CA VAPA standards; Silver Burdett series for music instruction 

 

 Electives ï Teacher selected materials relevant to content matter; teacher-created 

materials 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Curriculum  

In a linear model of instruction, components such as skills, content, activities, and 

assessment are implemented in a traditional lesson cycle. During the first two years at 

VASA, due to leadership issues, teachers defaulted to using this basic academic model to 

cover the standards and teach lesson plans. However, under the direction of Sandy Fuerte, 
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teachers have shifted their beliefs about how learning occurs and together they have 

developed the framework below as a guide.  

 
 

 

The diagram is each of the integrated components that make up VASAôs educational 

program, all of which overlap. The use of multiple components together allows teachers 

to develop and integrate art, music science, and history standards into learning 

experiences. This model is also conducive towards more focused instruction through the 

use of data. For example, teachers have been able to identify English language arts as an 

area of improvement based on assessment tools, and as a result, have received 

professional development in differentiating English language arts. VASA is also using 

research-based supplemental programs, such as Read Naturally to help students 

strengthen this area (refer to Meeting the Needs of Special Populations for more details).  

 

This framework for instruction complements the backwards design process, which frames 

standards-driven curriculum development, integrated and project based instructional 

design, assessment, and professional development.  Backwards Design helps to avoid the 

twin problems of ñtextbook coverageò and ñactivity-orientedò teaching in which no clear 

priorities and purposes are apparent.  VASA favors the version of backwards design 

articulated by Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe known as Understanding By Design. For 

curriculum development, Understanding By Design guides teachers through a three-step 

process:  

 

(1) Internalization and prioritization of content standards, or in this case, VASA power 

standard (derived from the California State Standards);  

(2) Differentiated assessment methods aligned to prioritized standards and identified 

learning targets, and 
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(3) Innovative, research-based instructional strategies clearly articulating student-learning 

objectives.  

 

Teachers use backwards design based on the principles of Understanding By Design to 

develop thematic curricula by first creating a curriculum map for core subject areas and 

also a pacing guide for individual subjects.  Once teachers have outlined what content 

will be taught as well as a timeline, they begin the process of developing integrated 

thematic units.  To support this effort, VASA uses backwards planning to determine the 

essential questions that get at the ñbig ideasò incorporating prioritized standards. Larger 

conceptual themes (ñbig ideasò) help tie content together within each grade level as well 

as across grades to ensure a seamless, cohesive and developmentally appropriate 

program. These ñbig ideasò ensure that there is a focus on essential understandings. Big 

ideas also act as anchor points for developing and making connections between concepts. 

Without this tool, academic content can appear to be fragmented and dissociated from 

studentsô lived experiences.  

 

To ensure that California content and skill-based standards are the foremost priority at 

VASA, the teachers developed VASA Power Standards in the areas of English language 

art and mathematics. Students are introduced to Power Standards beginning in 

kindergarten, and throughout each grade level, these Power standards are viewed almost 

like grades to students, as something to master and be proud of. VASA Power standards 

for grades K-6 are listed at the conclusion of the curriculum section.  

 

In the final stage of thematic planning, teachers unpack Power Standards to identify 

knowledge and skills that help answer the essential questions from two or more content 

areas. Integrated thematic units often culminate in projects that synthesize the skills and 

knowledge, which are part of a deeper understanding of the big ideas. In other words, 

students not only gain a breadth of content knowledge and skills (included in Power 

Standards), but also a depth that is needed to develop analytical skills and the ability to 

learn how to learn.  

 

Examples of VASA Power Standards, curriculum maps, pacing guides and integrated 

lessons and units for core subject areas are all included in Appendix 3: Curriculum 

Documents.  

 

  
Additional Subject Areas 

 

Physical Education 

Teachers use the California physical education content standards as the basis for physical 

education activities. Physical education is taught each week to every grade level, and 

students participate in exercise on a daily basis. Healthy Choices, Happy Me by the Dairy 

Council of California, is also used to help primary aged-children develop good eating and 

exercise habits for a lifetime. Upper elementary students receive monthly visits from a 

ñHarvest of the Monthò instructor, where nutrition and physical activity are reinforced.  

Fifth graders prepare the California Physical Fitness Exam, and sixth. Across grade 

levels, teachers use scores from the Zone of Physical Health to determine how to 
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differentiate activities and provide the appropriate level of physical challenge for all 

students.  

 

Technology 

School wide, computers are used to support classroom and grade level oriented student 

learning objectives and to enhance and reinforce the instruction of reading and math 

comprehension. Several types of software and web-based applications are used, such as 

NLVM math manipulatives, Starfall (a reading web site), Kidspiration for mindmapping, 

Google for searching, SFSKids.org, and PBSkids.org.  

 

Keyboarding is introduced in the primary (1-3) grades using Type-to-Learn software, and 

reinforced throughout the intermediate (4-6) grades. Use of computers and appropriate 

software for student publication begins as early as second grade. Students use the 

computers daily to enhance their reports and essays, practice content area skills, and to do 

research. Second and third grade students use the computers for forty-five minutes twice 

a week for Mind Research Institute.  VASA is looking into financial resources to expand 

the Spatial Temporal Math program school wide in the future. 

 

At the primary level, students are introduced to computer literacy by learning appropriate 

computer terminology and basic computing skills. Students use appropriate software such 

as web-based learning programs for publication and Mind Research Institute software for 

reinforcement of grade level math. Students receive an introduction to word processing 

skills using Microsoft Word (and/or Open Office). Introduction to Internet etiquette and 

safety is taught. Students learn to access Internet sites by entering assigned URLôs and 

through the use of bookmarks. 

 

Fourth through sixth grade students build upon skills acquired in primary grade. Students 

begin to use the computers as tools to complete their academic work including learning 

typing skills, Internet research skills, and more advanced Internet safety skills. They are 

required to produce typed essays and reports. They collect, manipulate and interpret 

information related to grade level content area projects by using the Internet and other 

electronic resources. Students utilize PowerPoint and Promethean applications as an 

introduction to classroom presentations. They also receive training in the building of web 

pages, the use of blogs, on-line calendars, and search engines.  

 

Electives  

In 2009, elective classes were developed to provide students in grades 4-6 a menu of 

integrated and project-based learning activities. In addition to building their individual 

strengths and talents, teachers can provide students learning opportunities not usually 

found in other elementary settings. Based on state standards, electives are developed 

using backwards planning.  In 2010, intervention classes were implemented to support 

students who are performing below grade level in English language arts and/or math.  

This deployment model also allows students to experience a middle school setting by 

having more than one teacher, choosing courses, and mixing with students from other 

classes and across three grade levels. Grade level teams are afforded planning time during 

the week when students are deployed for integrated music or art classes. What follows is 

a description of each elective offered at VASA.  
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LEGO Robotics Teams (2 teams, 12 students each) 

This is a competitive team that researches, builds robots with LEGOs, requires a research 

paper,  creative presentations, computer programming, and problem-solves. This was 

VASAôs first year in completion at the Clovis LEGO Robotics competition. VASA 

placed second in the category of Creative Presentation. 

 

Beginning Programming with the Scratch Programming Language 

(2 periods, 18 students each) 

Scratch was developed by the Massachusetts Institute of Technology to teach children to 

program. Students will learn to create animations and do visual story telling. 

 

Intermediate Programming with Scratch [requires prior experience with the Scratch 

Programming Language]  (1 period, 18 students.)  

 

Beginning Programming with the NXT Language (1 period, 18 students) 

Students learn the NXT Programming Language, which is used to control the LEGO 

Robots 

 

Creations and Concoctions  (2 periods, 16 students) 

Students explore mixtures and chemical reactions, practice math skills in measurement, 

and hone artistic talents to make some interesting concoctions.  Sometimes concoctions 

create something edible. This class combines principles of science, math and art.   

 

Gourmet Gardener  (1 period, 16 students) 

Have you ever wondered what happens to all the plants, flowers, and foods that are 

grown in the VASA garden?  Where did they come from?  Who planted the garden?  

Why do some plants grow better than others?  Students have a chance to put on gloves 

and wear a hat at school to take care of a real living garden!  Students will harvest some 

of the food and actually create/prepare gourmet garden goodies to eat and take home. 

 

Photography (2 periods, 10 students) 

Photography can be a life-long hobby.  Students will learn about the basic elements of 

photography, including the parts of a camera, photocomposition, and effects of light. 

Students will explore photography as both a science and an art, taking part in capturing 

memories at VASA throughout the school year. 

 

The Arts: Connections and 

Critics  (1 period, 20 students) 

This class is geared towards 

students who want to learn more 

about the great masterpieces in 

visual arts and music.  Students 

will look at a variety of visual arts 

and music masterpieces while we 

create connections and learn to be 
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critics.  Not only will students develop an appreciation for some amazing works of art, 

they will also broaden their vocabulary in the process. 

 

Student Leadership (1 period, 20 students) 

Be a part of the VASA Student Leadership Team!  Students will learn about strong 

leadership characteristics, be involved with Student Council, and participate in related 

meetings.  Students will form committees to assist the school in a variety of school events 

as you representative of peers. 

 

ñEstrellasò (Stars) Beginning Spanish (2 periods, 15 students) 

This class is geared toward students who want to develop basic sentences using Spanish 

grammar and become familiar with the folklore (food, art, Literature, etc.) that is attached 

to the language.  Students will develop basic Spanish vocabulary that will be integrated 

with the core subjects and elective courses at VASA.   

 

Advanced Mural Painting (1 period, 16 students) 

Students in this class will be designing new murals and restoring some of the sun-

damaged murals around the community and school. 

 

Music Electives  

Each class is offered one period. 

 

1. Concert Choir ï 40 students ï Concert Choir is a 4
th
 ï 6

th
 grade-singing group that 

represents VASA in the community.  The choir travels to sing at festivals and events 

throughout the year, so a year-long commitment is necessary.  Participation in 

Concert Choir is by audition only.   

 

2. Beginning Orchestra ï 20 students ï 

This elective is for 4
th
 ï 6

th
 grade 

students who wish to begin playing 

violin or cello.  These instruments are 

available at VASA in a very limited 

supply, and will be checked out to 

students based on financial need, and 

first-come first-served.   

 

3. Advanced Orchestra ï 20 students ï 

This elective is for students who have 

played their stringed instrument for at least one year, and wish to continue instruction.   

 

4. Beginning Band 20 students - Students in 4
th
 ï 6

th
 grade may begin a new concert 

band instrument and participate in this elective. The following instruments will be 

taught in beginning band:  flute, clarinet, saxophone, trombone, trumpet, baritone, 

and concert percussion.   
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5. Advanced Band ï This group is not a part of the electives this year, but will be a 

ñpull outò group on Wednesdays and Fridays.  This is for students that have played 

their instrument at least one year, and wish to continue instruction.   

 

 

Meeting the Needs of Special Populations 

 

1. English Language Learners 

 

VASA will meet all requirements of federal and state law addressing equal access to the 

curriculum for those who are English Language Learners (ELLs). The goal of the English 

Language Development (ELD) program at VASA is to develop high quality instructional 

programs and services for ELLs that allow them to achieve the same challenging grade 

level and graduation standards, in the same proportions, as native-English speaking 

students.  VASA will provide its students with effective, research-based educational 

programs and practices for increased linguistic and academic achievement. All courses at 

VASA will employ instructional techniques that have been proven successful at 

providing ELLs access to rigorous content and instruction while simultaneously building 

English language proficiency. VASA will also emphasize through the ELD program 

bridging the school-home gap with families whose first language is not English.  

Administrative staff will be responsible for overseeing the identification, assessment, 

monitoring, and reclassification of English Language Learners.  

 

VASA currently serves 13.5 % of students identified as English Language Learners. 

 

Teachers support ELLs through: 

 

 A teaching staff qualified in second language pedagogy 

 Use of ELA/ELD standards 

 Supportive instructional practices, such as SADIE and SIOP Tutors and/or aides 

in the classroom to assist ELLs in English-intensive classes, as deemed necessary 

 An after school program with a strong language focus for ELLs  

 

VASA offers the core content areas in a sheltered English environment for students who 

are not proficient in English.  Sheltered immersion classes are subject matter courses with 

instructional content designed especially for ELL students.  ELL students for whom 

sheltered instruction is not sufficient will be identified through a Response to Intervention 

process.  For these students, additional services will be provided that may include an ESL 

class, after school tutoring, an in-class aide, or in-class peer tutor.  

 

All of VASAôs teachers are credentialed and have ESL endorsements (state authorization 

to teach ELLs such as BCLAD, CLAD, SB 1969).  These teachers not only have training 

in second language pedagogy but also have recent experience teaching second language 

learners and sheltered English classes. All teachers receive ongoing training in 

appropriate methods for teaching ELLs at various levels of proficiency. These methods 

include using bilingual aides and/or volunteers, coaching, preview and review strategies, 

and after school tutoring programs that are coordinated with the regular curriculum and 
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designed for ELLs. VASA teachers are also trained to use the state English Language 

Development Standards and have access to Fresno County Office of Education 

professional development in English Language Development.  VASA utilizes Houghton 

Mifflinôs Universal Handbook for English Learners for primary instruction in ELL. 

Supplementary instructional materials may be selected from the CDEôs list of 

recommended publishers to best fit the needs of VASAôs ELLs.  

 

Instructional Practices 

All VASA faculty plan ways to integrate key reading, writing and listening standards 

throughout the curriculum and also integrate corresponding ELD standards.  Presentation 

of subject matter in an integrated manner provides a thematic context for learning and 

helps ELLs gain a deeper understanding of concepts through several disciplinary points-

of-view. A paper published by the National Center for Research on Cultural Diversity 

and Second Language Learning entitled ñSchool Reform and Student Diversity, Case 

Studies of Exemplary Practices for LEP Studentsò features a middle school that utilizes 

pairs of core curricula teachers, extended blocks of instructional times and thematic 

integrated instruction to effectively serve its EL students.
23

  

 

Teachers continuously introduce vocabulary, varying sentence structures, grammar and 

idioms (as developmentally appropriate). They employ scaffolding, SDAIE, and will be 

adding SIOP strategies, in the future, to make grade level content accessible to students 

with developing English language skills. Teachers in core courses and electives use 

strategies such as pictures, regalia, graphic organizers, games, language modeling and 

cooperative learning to boost English language skills. 

 

Teachers regularly examine student progress toward the ELA/ELD integrated standards 

to make sure the ELD standards are covered and that EL students receive appropriate 

instruction and adequate support. For example, teacher teams review results of ELD 

assessments each trimester to determine which ELD standards to focus on for the 

following trimester. Teachers then create rubrics and plan instruction that targets those 

standards. Teachers also determine which content objectives are best suited for 

integration (i.e. those that require students to use or understand complex language pattern 

or those that have a large amount of new vocabulary) and provide practice using activities 

such as Total Physical Response (as appropriate for the age group), interview, role plays, 

oral presentations and games.  

 

VASA teachers employ SDAIE (Specially Designed Academic Instruction in English) 

techniques to scaffold learning across the curriculum and support the learning of students 

identified as English Language Learners. SDAIE instruction, which benefits all students, 

focuses on making academic input comprehensible through the use of strategies, such as:  

 

 Realia and  manipulatives (real objects and materials) 

                                                 
23

 Berman, P., Minicucci, C., McLaughlin, B., Nelson, B., &Woodworth, K. (1995). School reform and 
student diversity: Case studies of exemplary practices for LEP students. Washington,DC: National 
Clearinghouse for English Language Acquisition. 
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 Visuals (drawings, photos, posters, graphs, tables, maps, multimedia 

presentations, reproductions of paintings, and documents) 

 Graphic organizers (matrices, Venn Diagrams, webs) 

 Planned opportunities for interaction between students where a more proficient 

English speaker supports other students (e.g. collaborative learning, student-

generated oral and written narratives based on personal experiences, acting out a 

play, etc) 

 

These strategies match the schoolôs instructional philosophy. SDAIE instruction also 

focuses on strategies for taking students Into, Through, and Beyond the topics covered. 

SDAIE enhanced instruction for a sixth grade unit on Early Farmers might proceed as 

follows: 

 

 

 

 

Possible SDAIE strategies for ñIntoò: 

 

Anticipatory Guide:  Students will be given a series of statement about early farmers. 

For example, ñHumans have always planted seeds and tended crops,ò Students indicate 

AGREE or DISAGREE. After the information has been presented, students check to see 

if they were correct.  

 

Brainstorming:  Students work in small groups. Each group begins with a stimulus, such 

as a word, phrase, and picture or object related to the topic of farming. A recorder records 

all responses to that stimulus and ideas from each group are shared with the class.  

 

Through: The teacher enhances direct instruction on the topic by utilizing realia, 

manipulatives, visuals, graphic organizers, and various modes of interaction between 

students. In addition to reading the text and listening to the information presented by the 

teacher, students take responsibility for learning by participating in group-work and 

sharing understanding with others.  

 

Possible SDAIE strategies for ñThroughò: 

 

Graphic Organizers ï Students complete a variety of graphic organizers as they read or 

listen to information on theories of how when hunters and gatherers were replaced by 

early farmers. Some graphic organizers used may include 

 

Comparison-Contrast Matrix ï Students determine similarities and differences between  

early man and the Agricultural Revolution.  

 

Flowcharts ï Students use technology (Power Point) to sequence important events in the 

Agricultural Revolution.  

 

Cause and Effect Chart ï Students chart the ways in which geographical features shape 

farming.  
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Reciprocal Teaching ï Two students work together to read a passage from material on  

the time period in which hunting and gathering was replaced by farming methods.  

 

Picture This ï Following the introduction of several key vocabulary terms related to the 

unit, a blank sheet of paper is divided into eight sections. Students draw pictures or 

symbols to represent words or major concepts. Then they exchange papers with a partner 

and try to correctly label each otherôs drawings. Ideally, EL students are partnered with 

non-ELLs. Students can also present a Tableau depicting hunters and gatherers and early 

farmers.  

 

Reading Guide ï Students work in groups to read a longer section the primary sources 

on early farming (social science non-fiction literature). Students first take turns reading 

the headings of the selection. Then, with their group, students predict what will be 

discussed in those sections. Students write their answers on a prediction chart. In their 

groups, students take turns 

reading the first page aloud, and 

finish reading the selection in 

silence. They write ñyesò or 

ñnoò on the prediction chart to 

indicate whether or not their 

predictions were correct. 

Finally, students write one 

thinking question (Whyé, 

Howé, Compareé, What 

ifé.), and exchange papers to 

answer each otherôs questions. 

This activity can be geared up if 

ELLs possess strong predicting skills. This activity can also incorporate Readerôs 

Theater, an arts integration strategy.  

 

Beyond: To create further understanding, students go beyond reading and responding, 

and memorization, and demonstrate real-world application of the learned information. 

The process requires higher-level critical thinking skills.  

 

Possible SDAIE strategies for ñBeyondò: 

 

Roam the Room ï In groups, students write down their individual answers to a higher-

level question posed by the teacher. Students share their answers within their group and 

the group comes up with and records on chart paper one ñbestò answer for their group. 

Groups then walk around the room to view and discuss other groupsô answers. 

 

Songs ï Students create lyrics from a fictional text related to the unit that they feel 

exemplify important aspects of the study of origins of the early farmer. They create a 

rhythm and perform the song with their peers.  

 

All of the strategies above provide multiple opportunities for art integration.  

 


