Learning through an Expanded Arts Program, Inc. (Leap)

EIN 13-2925233

Proposal to the Clear Foundation

Round Two

Part One

Program-Specific Questions

I. Active Learning Leads to Literacy (ALLL)

A. Why and how did Leap develop the ALLL program?

Since its beginning in 1977, Leap has always developed programs to meet the academic needs of schools.  Each program in our attached catalog was developed either at the specific request of a school or in response to a need perceived by Leap to help students learn better.

Leap’s instructional methodology – or philosophy – is based on the conclusions of pedagogical research that all children can learn, but children learn in different ways.  This finding is presented succinctly in the paradigm of “multiple intelligences” developed by Harvard University’s Howard Gardner.  Since its inception, Leap has strived to help all children learn and develop to the fullest extent.  From the perspective of “multiple intelligences,” it follows that children who learn differently must be taught differently.  One size does not fit all.

Leap’s second basic philosophical point is that children master academic subjects most easily and effectively by a “doing,” hands-on approach.  Based in part on John Dewey’s seminal educational philosophy, this is also borne out by countless studies and experiments.  And the kind of “doing” that Leap brings into the classroom uses the wide variety of arts and the multitude of talented teaching artists with which New York City is provided.  “Doing” with arts is also fun for students, heightening the engagement with school; and academic subjects are easily understood when presented through concrete examples.   

Thus Leap’s core pedagogical strategy uses arts-based, hands-on activities to teach the academic core curriculum.  This distinguishes Leap from all of the other arts organizations in New York City that bring the arts into the school curriculum, but only peripherally relate them to academic subjects.  Other organizations provide programs to teach one particular subject; but while some use imaginative and effective teaching methods, their programs are limited to one subject area. Leap, on the other hand, begins with the academic subjects and school’s core curriculum and finds appropriate art forms and hands-on activities that will teach the academic skills and core knowledge to students effectively.  In this Leap is unique.

Finally, Leap itself is an example of “learning by doing.”  Since our inception, Leap has always strived to help children become successful learners.  One key to our success has been our ability to adapt our programs to the changing needs of the public school system, and in a great many cases to anticipate changes before they are mandated by the educational bureaucracy.   The “needs” of the NYC public school system evolve over time based on many factors including changes in administration, educational philosophy, the availability of funding, federal mandates (No Child Left Behind), etc.  Because Leap is works in about 250 schools annually, and because it works closely with so many educators, school principals, and classroom teachers, our staff hears about developing concerns and proposed innovations before they become official policy.  

Thus we are able to develop new programs or adapt existing programs to respond to the new needs of the public school system.  In this we are somewhat like a modern hospital.  Where we are focused on helping children to learn, the hospital is focused on good health.  Just as Leap has programs focused on literacy, mathematics, science, etc., so the modern hospital has departments of obstetrics, pediatrics, gerontology, etc.  As just as a modern hospital incorporates advancement in medical technique or whole new fields of treatment (e.g. Alzheimer’s) into what it does, so does Leap incorporate new programs, teaching strategies, or school offerings to meet the evolving needs of the public schools.  Just as the measures required to maintain the public’s health change and evolve, so do the requirements of educating our children.  One of Leap’s core principles is to meet the particular needs of individual schools, classrooms, and students, changing and expanding what we do as the needs of schools and students increase or evolve.

How Leap developed the ALLL program:

The creation of Leap’s ALLL program was itself an example of “learning by doing.” Since its inception in 1977 Leap developed arts-based, hands-on programs that seemed clearly successful in helping all children to successfully master the public schools’ standard academic curricula.  In 1999-2000 Leap piloted a program we called Fun With Phonics at PS 185 in Harlem.  After one year of Leap’s intervention, 103 out of 110 kindergarten students (94%) passed the Early Childhood Literacy Assessment Systems (ECLAS) examination, compared to a three years’ average of 78 out of 110 (71%) students.  (Two years later, according to the Principal of PS 185, the class that had received the Leap intervention was both academically and socially more competent than any previous second-grade class at that school.)  Despite enthusiastic support from teachers and educators, however, the question naturally arose:  Did arts-based, hands-on teaching strategies really improve students’ academic skills?  And if they did, why did they do so?

These questions arose in the late 1990s, at the same time that the foundations of “No Child Left Behind” were being laid, with its strong emphasis on testing and evaluation.  With funding from the Overbrook Foundation, therefore, in 2002-2003 Leap transformed its “Fun With Phonics” pilot into a more comprehensive arts-based, hands-on program we called Active Learning Leads to Literacy (ALLL).  We then asked New York University to test and evaluate the ALLL program in kindergartens and first grades in ten schools.  We also established a control group of similar classes so that the effects of the ALLL teaching strategies could be compared to the development of students using the same literacy curriculum, but traditional strategies.  A total of 800 children participated in this experiment.  Analysis showed the positive results of the ALLL program, especially for kindergarteners, compared with the control group. The results also provided statistical and methodological confidence that the ALLL program could be evaluated with sufficient scientific rigor so as to allow meaningful statements about the effectiveness of its teaching strategies. 

As the evaluation of ALLL in 10 schools in 2002-2003 was very positive, with the support of substantial Federal funding Leap and NYU began a formal, three-year pilot study of the program.   In the first year of the pilot, 2003-2004, the ALLL program was expanded to include 2,000 K-2 students in 22 schools.  The K-2 classes were randomly divided into two groups of 50 classes each, with each group of classes including approximately 1,000 students.  Investigation showed that these two groups were, indeed, demographically almost identical (see the ALLL 2003-2006 Report, attached, page 6.)  Teachers in both groups of classes used the same early childhood literacy curriculum; but the 1,000 K-2 students in the first group were taught this curriculum using the ALLL teaching strategies; while the 1,000 students in the second group were taught by traditional teaching methods.  This process was repeated for the 2004-2005 and 2005-2006 academic years.

We will turn to the results of the evaluation of ALLL in our answer to the next question, but two points should be highlighted:

· The first point is that, to our knowledge, Leap’s evaluation of ALLL is the only one that has studied two very large, demographically similar groups of students, who were taught using an identical curriculum but different teaching approaches, in order to isolate the effectiveness of teaching strategies based on “multiple intelligences.”   This large pool of students (nearly 2,000 each year for three years) means that the results of the analysis by NYU investigators are statistically significant.

· The second point is that the ECLAS test is designed so as to isolate student achievement or progress in 23 separate early childhood literacy skills.  Included as an attachment is a chart that describes through examples the way in which the ALLL strategies teach each of the skills compared to what might be called the “business-as-usual” instructional approach.  Thus it is possible to learn how students who learn differently most easily learn each of these skills, and Leap is now seeking funding from the federal government to find out why and how ALLL works.
Throughout the three-year pilot, from 2003-2006, Leap conducted the ALLL program in 50 classes in 22 schools, using an additional 50 classes in the same schools as a control group each year.  During the 2004-2005 school year we expanded the age range of students in the program from K-2 to K-3; but this was not successful, as teachers of third grade students were strongly focused on preparing their students for the state test and were reluctant to allocate time to teaching literacy using the “experimental” ALLL strategies.

At the conclusion of the three-year pilot program, Leap had data on the performance of more than 5,000 K-2 students on the ECLAS tests.  As developed at some length in the attached report for 2003-2006, students in classes using the ALLL teaching strategies clearly made greater gains overall than students in the control group, and they also made greater gains in learning the individual literacy skills, surpassing the control-group students in 17 of the 23 skills.  Indeed, the typical student in ALLL classes achieved an 18 percent greater gain on their ECLAS tests between fall and spring than did the typical student in classes not using ALLL teaching strategies.

In the spring of 2006, based on the success of the program, Leap received funding from the Gimbel Foundation to launch the first phase of an “expansion” program, bringing the ALLL program to an additional 42 K-2 classes and 924 students.  During the following school year, 2006-2007, Leap expanded to a total of 131 classes and total of 2,860 students.  Currently, for the 2007-2008 school year, the program is in-place in 184 classes in 44 schools, with a total student participation of more than 4,000 students.

B. What is the connection between the ECLAS tests and later academic performance?

We should state at the outset that Leap is strongly committed to evaluating its programs.  In part, we feel that it is only responsible to ensure to the best of our ability that our programs do what we claim.  Testing and evaluation also help us to adjust our programs and to improve them, to learn what works and what doesn’t work.  In a nutshell, all Leap programs are evaluated!

The Early Childhood Language Assessment System (ECLAS) test is given in the fall and again in the spring to every NYC kindergarten, first, and second grades.   It is a diagnostic test to measure student progress in achieving literacy skills.  In grades three through eight, students take a different diagnostic test, the English Language Arts (ELA) test.  The ECLAS test is a good predictor of success or failure on the ELA test.  More to the point for the ALLL program, there is a proven correlation between the failure to achieve basic literacy skills by third grade and future academic failure.  Students who have not mastered basic literacy skills by the third grade are far less likely to achieve academic success, and far less likely to graduate from high school.  While scoring well on the K-2 ECLAS test is no guarantee of success, failing to score well is a good predictor of academic failure.

Rigorous testing of the ALLL program has demonstrated that K-2 students in classes using the ALLL teaching strategies increase their annual gain on the ECLAS test more than comparable students in classes not using the ALLL strategies to teach literacy.  This is shown in the evaluation of the 2003-2006 ALLL program (attached). 
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Preliminary results from a similar evaluation of the ALLL program for the 2006-2007 school year, conducted by investigators at the Steinhardt School of Education at NYU, show an even better outcome.  For example, the chart to the left shows the “remediation effectiveness” of the ALLL program, based on an analysis of the ECLAS tests of first graders during the 2006-2007 school year.  It compares the gains on the ECLAS test (between the fall test and the spring test) for first graders who were reading far below grade level in the fall.  The graph shows that 94 percent of first graders in classes using ALLL teaching strategies who were reading below grade level at the beginning of first grade were reading on or above grade level by the end of the year; whereas only 74 percent of first graders who were reading far below grade level at the beginning of the year, and were in classes not using the ALLL teaching strategies, were able to improve their reading ability to on or above grade level by the end of the first grade.  Again, it is important to underscore that the students in both the ALLL classes and the control group were demographically similar students, and their classroom teachers were using the same literacy curriculum.
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The chart to the left illustrates another aspect of the success of the ALLL program.  The ECLAS test is designed so as to isolate the abilities of students in 23 different literacy skills.  (These include categories such as spelling, vocabulary, reading comprehension, etc.)  Analyzing the ECLAS tests for students in classes using the ALLL teaching strategies and comparing these scores to those of students in the control group, researchers at NYU determined that the ALLL students outperformed students in the control group in 85 percent of the literacy skills measured by the ECLAS test.
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Finally, the chart on the right shows the difference in reading comprehension scores achieved by K-2 students in ALLL classes compared to the control group.  In each grade, students in classes using the ALLL strategies tested on or above grade level to a greater extent than students in the control classes.  Reading comprehension is one of the most important indicators of future academic success.

Also illustrative of the effectiveness of the ALLL program is the results of a study done by PS 198 in the Bronx.  The school compared the reading scores of their third grade students who had received ALLL in past years with all of their other third grade students.  Only 43 percent of their other students were on or above grade level, while over 98 percent of the ALLL students were on or above grade level.

The success of the ALLL program at PS 185X, the Bronx Lighthouse Charter School, offers another example of the effectiveness of the program.  Prior to the introduction of the ALLL program, only 23 percent of the students at Bronx Lighthouse Charter School were reading on or above grade level.  Today, as a result of the ALLL program, from 80 to 87 percent of the schools first, second, and third graders are reading on or above grade level.  The school is so impressed with the results that they now insist that every K-2 student participate in ALLL.

II. Leap’s other programs

A. The Population Served

1. Do the programs serve all who ask? 

All of Leap’s programs are available to all schools upon request.  Most of our programs take place in New York City, but programs are also available to schools in Connecticut, New Jersey, Westchester, and Long Island.  The actual “purchaser” of the Leap program is the school itself; the principal or administrative staff then chooses which particular classes (and in some cases which students) participate in a given program.  All Leap programs are tailored to the specific needs of every classroom.

2. What is the ethnicity, economic status, and academic status of students served?

We do not track the ethnicity of the students in the individual classes that have a Leap program.  (Last year Leap programs took place in almost 200 different schools.)  We can and have tracked the ethnicity of the schools in which Leap programs take place.  Our most recent estimate is: 

White – 4%

Black – 44%

 Hispanic – 47%

Other (S.E. Asian, Asian/Pacific, Native American, and Arab) – 5%

We were recently asked by the NYC Department of Community Affairs for the ethnicity of students participating in an “arts-in-education” program in 10 schools in Queens and 10 schools in the Bronx.  The results were: 

White –14%

Black – 25%

Hispanic – 48%

Asian –13%

(The relatively high White and Asian percentages, and lower Black percentage, reflect the make-up of the Queens schools.)

Regarding the socio-economic status of students in Leap programs, 98 percent of them are eligible for free or subsidized lunch (Title I).  That is, they are classified as having a low or very low family income.

Again, aside from the ALLL program we have no information about the academic status of individual students participating in Leap programs, but information is available about the academic status of the school’s students as a whole.  In general, Leap places its programs in schools whose disadvantaged students are predominately below grade level in their achievement.   In the great majority of the schools served by Leap, a relatively low percentage of students were reading on or above grade level, according to the “report cards” published for each school on the NYC DOE website.
B. Of Leap’s other programs, which ones specifically aim at improving academic performance?

All of our programs aim to improve the students’ academic performance.  As noted on page 2 above, Leap’s programs and teaching strategies expand and evolve in relation to the changing needs of the public schools.  Each of our programs is focused on using a hands-on, arts-based approach to helping students master the academic core curriculum.  The great variety of programs that we offer reflects the different opportunities that have opened up within the public school system to do this.

In some cases the academic focus of the program is obvious and direct (STAR Writing, Water Ecology.)  In others (Arts in Education, Afterschool/Extended Day, Shelter Programs) the Leap program embeds imaginative instruction in academic skills into the overall curriculum of the activity.  These programs also aim to develop students’ self-esteem and interest in school.  And in the case of singular programs such as FutureStage, the program includes not only instruction in academic skills (for example, play-writing), but also seeks to give students inspiration to be serious about school so that they can aspire to an interesting and rewarding future career.

C. For Leap’s other programs, evidence that they improve academic outcomes – test scores, etc.

We do not have access to any “before and after” tests for our other programs that are comparable to the ECLAS test.  One measure that the Leap programs improve the academic outcomes for the students is the evaluation that teachers complete at the end of each residency. Evaluations by 1,335 teachers at the end of the 2006-2007 school year showed that:

· 89% rated the Leap residency overall as  “very good” or “excellent”;

· 87% rated the residency as a “very good” or “excellent” academic motivator for their students; and

· 98% stated they “could” and “would” repeat the projects again..

As for the 18,000 students completing evaluation forms after a residency, 

· 88% rated the residency as “very good” or “excellent,” and more than 90% felt that they had mastered “all” or “most” of the arts and academic skills taught, and 

· Remarkably, teacher ratings for these same students also concluded that more than 90% of the students had mastered “all” or “most” of the art and academic skills covered in the residency.  

Looking at specific skills, the 1,335 teacher evaluations rated the impact of the Leap program on their students as follows:

· 96% had a greater understanding of the subject;

· 95% learned new vocabulary; 

· 96% improved their creative thinking skills; and

· 97% increased their pride in their work and themselves.

One of Leap’s goals is to help teachers learn new skills and develop new teaching strategies.  The teachers rated the success of this as follows:

· 95% learned new artistic or teaching skills;

· 95% learned new approaches to teaching the subject;

· 95% developed a greater understanding of the subject; and

· 95% said that the project was a learning experience for them.

Leap’s workshops for parents were also very successful.  Of 750 parents completing workshop evaluations:

· 98% felt they could repeat this project on their own;

· 99% discovered new ways to work/play with their children;

· 99% gained new ideas and information; and

· 98% found the workshop interesting.
III. Impact of Donations – what would an increase in individual donations allow Leap to do that it could not do otherwise?

Leap has budgeted $40,000 in individual, general-support contributions for 2007-2008, a small increase over 2006-2007.  More general-support funding (from any source) would give us the flexibility to develop new programs or provide extra services not anticipated at the beginning of the year.  Leap also has several programs, ranging from Water Ecology to STAR Writing, that do not draw on general support funds, but are substantially subsidized by individual contributions, 

Part Two

General Information About Leap

Mission Statement

Learning through an Expanded Arts Program, Inc. (Leap) is a nonprofit educational organization committed to improving the quality of public education through a hands-on, arts-based approach to teaching the academic curriculum.  Leap empowers students to reach their full potential.

Number of Paid full-time staff, paid part-time staff, and volunteers

Leap has 16 full-time staff, 2 part-time staff, and employs 280 teaching artists as consultants.

Relationships with other organizations

Leap has always worked with many arts and education organizations and cultural institutions in New York City.  These partnerships have been developed over time in response to the needs of schools.  Presently, Leap has on-going collaborations with the American Museum of Natural History, the American Folk Art Museum, the Paul Taylor Dance Company, and Jazz at Lincoln Center.  We have partnerships with the Audubon Society, the Hudson River Park Trust, and the Friends of the Hudson River Park.  We also have a long-term working relationship with the NYC Department of Education and with many of New York City’s schools, and we have a strong partnership, centered on the evaluation of the ALLL program, with New York University’s Steinhardt School of Education.  In addition to NYU, Leap also has long-term relations with many colleges and universities, including Columbia, Hunter, and Queens.  Additionally, Leap Associate Director Alice Krieger is on the Board of the NYC Arts-in-Education Roundtable, which represents all arts-in-education organizations in New York City. 

Leap Proposal to the Clear Fund

Attachments

Leap 2005-2006 Financial Statement (sent by mail)

Leap 2006-2007 Operating Budget (includes sources of funding)

Leap 2007-2008 Operating Budget (includes sources of funding)

List of Leap Board of Directors, with their affiliations

Copy of most recent IRS letter

One-paragraph resumes of key staff

ALLL Report for 2003-2006

Evaluation of ALLL 2006-2007 Charts

Memo: ALLL Instructional Approaches Compared to “Business as Usual”

Leap 2007-2008 catalog (sent by mail)
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