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MEMORANDUM 

TO: Indiana State Board of Education 
FROM: Ron Sandlin, Senior Director of School Performance & Transformation 
DATE: April 10, 2019 
RE: Academy of Innovative Studies - School Improvement Intervention  

ISSUE: The Indiana State Board of Education (“Board”) is required to consider school improvement 
intervention options for The Academy for Innovative Studies (8270) (“AIS”) within the Evansville 
Vanderburgh School Corporation (7995) (“EVSC”). 

RECOMMENDATION: Approve the school improvement intervention presented by EVSC at the 
public hearing on November 29, 2018, which includes innovative partnerships to align cross-agency 
supports for students at the School while providing hands-on work-based learning experiences to 
prepare students for a successful transition into the workforce.   

 

HISTORY: AIS is an alternative school within EVSC serving 367 students in grades 1-12, with the 
majority of students enrolled in grades 7-12. Students are assigned to AIS through a pre-court 
diversion program to accelerate learning for over-aged/under-accredited students, or in lieu of 
expulsion from their home school. Prior to the 2018/2019 school year, AIS served over 700 students 
in grades K-12 across two separate campuses and a virtual program. 

Prior to the beginning of the 2018/2019 school year, and before the school earned a sixth consecutive 
F rating, EVSC reconfigured their approach to alternative education, splitting AIS’s two campuses 
into separate schools, Harwood Career Prep Academy and AIS. As a component of this 
reconfiguration, EVSC conducted a comprehensive needs assessment and developed an innovative 
plan to transform educational opportunities for students at both schools. 

The plan was presented to the community and members of the Board at the required public hearing 
held at AIS on November 29, 2018.  

ANALYSIS: EVSC’s plan includes innovative partnerships to transform educational opportunities 
for students at AIS. Specifically, the corporation will be partnering with the Honorable Judge Brett 
Neimeier, Juvenile Division of the Vanderburgh Superior Court, and replicating a nationally 
recognized work-based learning program in partnership with a local business.  

Vanderburgh Superior Court Partnership: School and district leaders within EVSC have 
determined students who attend AIS through a pre-court diversion program demonstrate higher 
attendance rates and greater academic success while receiving juvenile court services. To expand 
these services, the assistant principal and social worker at AIS will serve as probation officer 
interns through the juvenile court, working closely with the Judge Neimeier and the dedicated AIS 
probation officer to expand services to more students at the school. 

Real-world Application; Maximizing Potential (RAMP) Program: The RAMP program in EVSC 
is modeled after a successful Reaching Potential Through Manufacturing (RPM) program in 
Augusta, Georgia. Through a strategic partnership with a local business, eligible students spend 
part of the school day engaged in individualized instruction and the other engaged in paid work 
experiences.  

The RPM program in Richmond County Schools (Augusta, GA) was recently featured as a best 
practice in an IDOE Innovation WebEx. The full presentation can be found using this LINK. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_yngH_uHumA&feature=youtu.be


 

 
 

EVSC’s Academy for Innovative Studies 

Turnaround Plan 
 

 



Building on Best Practice from our Transformation Zone 

 

As a part of Evansville Vanderburgh School Corporation’s (EVSC’s) systemic approach 

to school transformation, the district has created an internal lead partner unit called the 

Office of Transformational Support. This model was based on Mass Insight Education’s 

research published in The Turnaround Challenge (2007). This research challenged both 

states and districts to commit to 

the three ‘C’ strategies within 

special zones for school 

turnaround: Conditions, Capacity, 

and Clustering. 

 

EVSC has comprehensively 

scaled the TZ-inspired 

organizational infrastructure 

across the school district. Taking 

strategic advantage of existing 

attendance district alignment, 

EVSC launched district-wide 

clusters of support. This Director of 

School Support (DSS) model scales 

embedded, aligned DSS team 

support and accountability to each 

cluster while increasing two-way 

communication between all schools 

and the district office. Each DSS team is comprised of a DSS and two to three coaches. 

DSS teams are embedded in the schools they serve and all cluster directors are directly 

supported by the Deputy Superintendent and meet regularly with EVSC’s 

Superintendent. In the 2018-2019 school year the district alternative schools, including 

Academy for Innovative Studies (AIS), were incorporated under our DSS structure - 

providing a greater level of support for AIS principals with school improvement planning, 

leadership development, and school turnaround. 

 

Through the DSS model of school support and accountability, AIS will have the 

conditions established to continuously thrive. 

Sustainability Budget 

EVSC has made a commitment to the Academy for Innovative Studies - the students, 

families and staff. EVSC has committed resources and capacity to AIS to meet the 

needs of our students. As we continue to evolve the work at AIS to improve outcomes 

for students, we will expend resources on new innovations. The innovations being 



undertaken at AIS will not go away as state funding is reduced. The capacity to sustain 

these innovations is in development and is reflected in the 5 year budget below.  

 

 

 
 

Note: There are aspects of the work at AIS that are not part of the core interventions 

(partnership with the Juvenile Court and RAMP) but are directly relevant to the improvement of 

outcomes at AIS (ex. Addition of an Assistant Principal and Social Worker at the middle school). 

The EVSC is looking at ways to fund those things at the local level.   



Key Learnings from comprehensive needs analysis and school readiness audits: 

Since the Academy for Innovative Studies became embedded in the DSS model in the 2018-

2019 school year the directors supporting this school have been conducting a needs analysis 

and gathering data as we plan a model of support for AIS. Additionally, Mass Insight conducted 

a comprehensive school readiness audit of AIS January 9-11, 2019. The key learnings from 

these analyses are below.  

 

● Identify the aims of an AIS HS Education: The foremost goal for some AIS students is 

to master the social and emotional skills necessary to return to their home school; for 

others, the greatest need is to earn graduation credits in a limited time; other students 

have other needs.The same metrics for success, however, are tracked for all students 

and are not necessarily predictive of college and/or career readiness. This complicates 

the school’s ability to efficiently coordinate programming and interventions to meet the 

needs of each student, and to use data from aligned metrics to improve. There is a need 

to convene a cross-functional team comprised of school and district leadership – and to 

solicit input from community stakeholders– to develop a more clearly defined purpose of 

AIS for the range of students served, and to align metrics. 

 

● Create and realign metrics for being on-track for success for AIS Middle School 

students. There are a few different profiles of AIS student, each with different needs. 

For instance, some AIS students most need to master the social and emotional skills 

necessary to return to their home middle school; for other students, the hope is to gain 

the academic skills necessary to be successful in high school while completing middle 

school at AIS; and there are yet other students with different needs and goals. While this 

is acknowledged, the same metrics are currently tracked for all students regardless of 

need (i.e., consistent attendance, lack of failing grades, lack of egregious behavior). This 

makes it hard to direct interventions and programming in a way that would efficiently and 

effectively help each profile of student master what they most need. There is a need to 

convene a cross-functional team comprised of school and district leadership –and to 

solicit input from community stakeholders– to develop a more clearly defined purpose of 

AIS Middle School for the range of students served, and to align metrics. 

 

● Improve attendance: Students attending AIS have historically struggled with 

attendance. AIS High School has an average daily attendance rate of 82% for the 2018-

2019 school year.  Students who are on pre-court have higher attendance rates. 

Additionally, a majority of students maintain or improve their attendance even once they 

have been released from pre-court. Specifically, so far in the 2018-2019 school year just 

under 60% of AIS students who were released from a pre-court maintained or improved 

their attendance. There is a need to dig into the reasons for attendance issues at AIS 

and identify strategies to address attendance based on those reasons. 

 

● Improve graduation rate: The 4 year graduation rate for AIS has been low since the 

school opened. When the students who attended AIS First Avenue (now Harwood) are 

removed, the graduation rate for AIS Diamond is even lower. Many students stay 



beyond their 4 years in an attempt to graduate, but not all are able to meet the 

graduation requirements. Knowing how critically important a high school diploma is for 

lifelong success, it is essential for the graduation rate at AIS to increase. With the move 

to graduation pathways in Indiana, there are additional avenues for AIS students toward 

a diploma. Consideration should be given to CTE concentrator pathways at AIS based 

on student interest as well as innovative models (such as RPM in Georgia) that help 

students not only graduate but be set up for success post-secondary.  

 

● High quality instruction:  Students enter AIS with many academic needs.  High school 

students enroll at AIS throughout the school year, at different places within a given 

course.  Most have credit deficiencies.   To accomodate students where they are within 

a course and provide an opportunity for accelerated credit attainment, the high school 

uses a blended learning approach with checklists to guide students through each 

course.  These checklists signal for students a way to organize their work, track their 

progress, and self-pace. However, students report that using the checklists creates a 

sense of monotony and that the checklists are not generally challenging. In the middle 

school, students describe the academic work as “easy.” This is consistent with 

classroom observations at both the MS and HS, where the majority of tasks are seen 

require low cognitive demand. There is an opportunity to strengthen curriculum and 

instruction to ensure that students have access to a consistent and high-quality 

instructional model. One approach may be to tier teachers by instructional needs to 

differentiate coaching and support. 

 

● Determine ways to leverage administrator and teacher leader capacity to support 

Tier 1 instruction through a coaching model. EVSC has a Vision for Teaching and 

Learning and a strong instructional coaching model to achieve this vision in place at 

many schools. Currently, there are gaps in instructional practice which could be 

strengthened through a coaching model which provides teachers with job embedded 

professional development and frequent feedback. Systems and structures will need to 

be addressed to create and leverage capacity in the building for a coaching model. 

Teachers are open to principal feedback and report appreciating the limited coaching 

they’ve received this year. However, other activities –especially fielding and following up 

on referrals– currently consume principal time and effort.  

 

●  Increase Student Reading Levels: A large number of students at AIS are reading 

below grade level. This makes accessing content difficult and at the high school level 

this is a barrier for blended learning and the checklist component for students. In the 

Spring semester of 18-19 AIS HS is piloting Lexia Power Up as an intervention for 

students to work on reading level and reading comprehension. This will be evaluated for 

its effectiveness for students.  

 

● Continue to leverage supports for the whole child: Students attending AIS have a 

high degree of need both academically and social-emotionally. There are also a number 

of students at AIS that are currently under the purview of the juvenile court, while many 



others meet the criteria to be on an informal adjustment with the court.  While currently, 

there are social emotional learning specialists at the middle and high school multiple 

days a week to support students at AIS, effort should be made to investigate ways to 

continue to provide wraparound supports to students.  

 

● Address Tier 1 classroom practice, starting with shared PBIS expectations. The 

consistency of PBIS that is seen in common spaces is not evident in many classrooms, 

where students have to learn different expectations for each teacher. Time without a 

clear task and lack of routines and procedures often lead to the teachers needing to 

redirect students, taking time away from instruction and many times resulting in students 

being sent out of class for time-outs or office referrals. Stronger routines, procedures, 

and expectations pave the way for students to spend more time in class meeting 

behavioral expectations and will provide teachers more time to spend on instruction.  

 

 

 

Data Review 

 

As part of EVSC’s commitment to continuous improvement data reviews with schools are 

ongoing. Both AIS principals have a data dashboard to monitor key metrics for their school - for 

example NWEA and teacher attendance. These are updated regularly for schools and are part 

of the check in process between each principal and their DSS. 

 

AIS is an alternative school, where we serve our most at-risk students. This is a K-12 school, 

where the majority (annually over 70%) are in grades 9-12. These are our students who are 

struggling to be successful at a traditional school. In the high school specifically we are 

predominately serving students who have been expelled from another EVSC school, students 

who are returning from a residential placement or students returning from the department of 

corrections. The enrollment data for AIS indicate that there are subgroups of students at AIS 



that are overrepresented. Therefore, in addition to ongoing data reviews, EVSC is conducting a 

deep dive into the data for AIS as part of our turnaround work. EVSC is committed to equity and 

that means looking at data to identify trends and root causes of those trends - in part this means 

looking at the students that enroll at AIS and why they enroll at AIS. For example, do we see 

patterns in which schools are sending students to AIS? The EVSC has contracted with Mass 

Insight to conduct a district diagnostic around our support of our lowest performing schools, 

which includes AIS. The information from that diagnostic will help inform the supports for AIS as 

well as potentially the sending schools and further data analysis.  

               

  



Prioritized Need                        How we will address the need       

 

 Improve daily attendance rates in 
high school 

Partnership with juvenile court system to 
increase the number of students held on pre-
court.  We have seen improvements in 
attendance when students are pre-courted. 

 Increase graduation rates Provide alternative pathways to graduation, 
i.e. RAMP*  
Accelerated credit attainment 
Increase the number of students using 
Graduation Pathways for diploma. Include 
CTE concentrator pathway options at AIS 
based on student interest. 

 Number of students attending AIS 
who are experiencing trauma or have 
multiple adverse childhood 
experiences. 

Dedicated counselor to the HS and MS, 
separately.  Dedicated social worker for the 
HS and MS, each.   Access to juvenile court 
services and resources for students and their 
families.  These services will be offered to at-
risk students, considered on informal 
adjustments (not formally on probation with 
the court).   See Appendix A for services 

The partnership with the Juvenile Court aims to address student attendance, graduation, and 
students with social emotional needs. The assistant principal and social worker at AIS will be 
serving as probation officer interns with the Juvenile Court, working closely with the Juvenile 
court judge and the dedicated AIS probation officer. These individuals will identify students at 
AIS that could be served by the court but are not currently (informal adjustments) and identify 
services the court can provide for the student and/or family. The hope is these proactive steps 
will help reduce the number of students officially on probation and increase outcomes for 
students.  
 
RAMP also aims to address student attendance, graduation, and students with social 
emotional needs. RAMP is a first-of-its-kind program in the state of Indiana that creates a new 
type of learning environment for EVSC high school students ages 16+. RAMP is designed for 
students who need additional support to complete diploma requirements. Students in RAMP 
will spend half of their day doing hands-on learning of future readiness and technical skills as 
employees of a local business and the other half of their day mastering coursework and 
completing high school diploma requirements. Connections between the classroom content 
and work-based learning will be intentional and focused on developing a strong transferable 
skill set. The most at-risk students in EVSC will be identified for RAMP, meaning a majority of 
the spots in RAMP will be taken by AIS students.  

 Leadership capacity to improve Tier 1 
instruction at the MS 

Leverage DSS to investigate ways to 
increase capacity of the principal (including 
the potential addition of an AP). 

 Identify the aims of an AIS Diamond 

HS Education/ Create and realign 

Convene a cross-functional team comprised 

of school and district leadership –and to 



metrics for on-track to success for 

AIS Middle School students. 

 

 

solicit input from community stakeholders– to 

develop a more clearly defined purpose of 

AIS for the range of students served, and to 

align metrics. 

 

 Increase academic rigor and student 
learning outcomes. 

Refine HS approach to earning credits from 
completion to mastery. 
Increase opportunities to provide feedback to 
MS teachers on instructional practice. 
Leverage the EVSC Vision for Teaching and 
Learning as part of a coaching model to 
provide frequent feedback to teachers.  

 Certain subgroups of students are 
disproportionately represented at AIS 

Leverage SRA as well as district diagnostic 
for ideas on supporting lowest performing 
schools, as well as facilitate data analysis for 
root cause(s) for the enrollment trends 

 
 

  



Academy for Innovative Studies Accountability Metrics 

 

Academy for Innovative studies opened in the 2010-2011 school year with 2 campuses - First 

Avenue and Diamond. The data for both campuses existed under the one school number of 

8270. In the fall of 2018 Academy for Innovative Studies (school #8270) was officially split into 

two schools - Academy for Innovative Studies (#8270) and Harwood Career Preparatory High 

School (#8271). Due to this change 2018-2019 will be the baseline data collection year so that 

the data will reflect only students at Academy for Innovative Studies. Once baseline data has 

been collected year 2 and year 5 goals will be set. Additional indicators aligned to these metrics 

(including reading level) will be added through the school improvement planning process.  

 
 

* Extended Engagement Rate: One goal for AIS is to provide intense supports to students with 

intense needs and enable them to return to their home school to finish out their high school 

years. Therefore, as we look at the extended engagement rate we recommend including 

students who attended AIS but returned to their sending school to complete high school and 

graduate.  

 

**Student Growth: As AIS constantly serves the most at-risk students within EVSC and many of 

those students return to their sending school once they have met criteria indicating they will be 

successful upon return, we believe only looking at students enrolled at AIS for 162 days does 

not provide a complete picture of the performance of AIS. Therefore, for student growth we 

recommend looking at students who are enrolled in EVSC for 162 days and have attended AIS 

at any point in a given school year.  

 

Appendix A 

Juvenile Court Services 
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