

HISD Apollo Initiative Showing Early Promise
Students at all nine turnaround schools are on pace to make great strides this year 

January 29, 2011 – Midway through the school year, students who are part of the ambitious Apollo 20 project to turn around struggling Houston Independent School District campuses are showing great academic progress, Superintendent Terry Grier told the Board of Education on Saturday.

The initiative began in the fall at nine middle schools and high schools, where students are benefitting from a longer school year, longer days and intensive 2-on-1 math tutoring. Apollo students who are below grade level in math or English Language Arts spend double the standard amount of time in those classes.

The Apollo high schools are Jones, Kashmere, Lee and Sharpstown. The five middle schools are Attucks, Dowling, Fondren, Key and Ryan.

                There are five key tenets to the Apollo model developed through the research of Dr. Roland Fryer and the Education Innovation Laboratory at Harvard University. Those tenets are: effective principals and teachers, more time on task, data-driven instruction, high-dosage tutoring, and a culture of high expectations for all.

                The effort has drawn attention from education reform leaders throughout the country who are curious to see whether these techniques, often employed by successful charter schools, can truly turn around traditional public schools that have long struggled to improve. Thus, the ongoing investment in Apollo 20 schools has the potential to change mindsets about what is possible for students, families and schools both within and far beyond Houston’s boundaries.

                “The early indications from our Apollo 20 schools show that all students can achieve great academic gains when they attend schools with strong principals and excellent teachers who are willing to put in the extra work,” Grier said. “It’s too early to declare Apollo 20 a success, but I can’t help but be excited about the early student performance data we’re seeing so far from these students.”

                HISD hired new principals and then set out to recruit top teachers into the schools last summer. Teaching candidates’ credentials were thoroughly screened and each one had to write essays and conduct in-person or videotaped teaching demonstrations. In the end, HISD signed 196 new teachers for all nine Apollo schools, representing a turnover of 39 percent of the schools’ combined teaching staffs. Seventy-six of those new teachers are members of the prestigious Teach for America program.

                At Ryan Middle School on Saturday, Superintendent Terry Grier gave school board trustees an in-depth look into how the schools are performing so far. The results were impressive by any standard:

· The 254 high-quality math tutors working with sixth- and ninth-graders have helped drive student achievement. Based on unit assessments, student progress has increased 25.6 percent to 40.7 percent on the most recent high school tests. On the middle school level, progress has increased 21.9 percent to 32.5 percent on the cumulative exam. 

· At all schools, students report that there is a safer climate that is more conducive to learning. The data bears this out. Disciplinary suspension rates are down at all Apollo schools. 

· Student attendance rates are up at every Apollo school. 

· Because of the extended school year and a class day that is an hour longer than other HISD schools, Apollo students have spent 17.3 percent more time learning in class than last year. 

Dr. Grier also said there is room for improvement within the Apollo 20 program. Teachers 

need more support and training to increase instructional quality, academic rigor and student engagement, he said. And although many teachers are consistently reviewing their students’ testing data to identify their academic weaknesses, more teachers should be taking full advantage of this opportunity. 

The early results are particularly encouraging as HISD considers expanding the Apollo 20 program into 11 elementary schools next fall. Those proposed schools are Blackshear, Davila, Frost, Grimes, Highland Heights, Isaacs, Kelso, Robinson, Scarborough, Tinsley and Walnut Bend.

Unlike their secondary school counterparts, the Apollo elementary schools will not have an extended school year or longer school days. But the five Apollo tenets will guide those schools’ leaders as they implement a similar 3-on-1 math tutoring model for fourth-graders and offer Saturday school for students who need the most help in math and/or reading.

The $29 million Apollo 20 initiative is funded by a combination of federal, state and local dollars. In addition, businesses and charitable foundations have invested about $2 million so far in Apollo and HISD is in discussions with other potential donors. The Apollo 20 funding has not resulted in reduced funding at other HISD schools.

The Apollo initiative recently earned the endorsement of the Greater Houston Partnership, which is the city’s largest business advocacy organization.
The Houston Independent School District is the largest school district in Texas and the seventh-largest in the United States with 298 schools and more than 200,000 students. The 301-square-mile district is one of the largest employers in the Houston metropolitan area with nearly 30,000 employees. 
For more information, visit the HISD Web site at www.houstonisd.org.
