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AFFIRMATIONS AND DECLARATION 

As the authorized lead petitioner, I, Ruth A. Dutton, hereby certify that the information submitted in 
this petition for the renewal of the Sycamore Valley Academy (“SVA” or the “Charter School”) charter 
petition to be operated by The Academies nonprofit public benefit corporation, and to be located 
within the boundaries of the Visalia Unified School District is true to the best of my knowledge and 
belief; I also certify that this petition 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, the Charter 
School will follow any and all federal, state, and local laws and regulations that apply to the Charter 
School, including but not limited to:  
 

• The Charter School shall meet all statewide standards and conduct the student assessments 
required, pursuant to Education Code Sections 60605 and 60851, and any other statewide 
standards authorized in statute, or student assessments applicable to students in non-charter 
public schools. [Ref. Education Code Section 47605(c)(1)] 

• The Academies declares that it shall be deemed the exclusive public school employer of the 
employees of Sycamore Valley Academy for purposes of the Educational Employment Relations 
Act.  [Ref. Education Code Section 47605(b)(6)] 

• The Charter School shall be non-sectarian in its programs, admissions policies, employment 
practices, and all other operations. [Ref. Education Code Section 47605(d)(1)] 

• The Charter School shall not charge tuition. [Ref. Education Code Section 47605(d)(1)] 

• The Charter School shall admit all students who wish to attend the Charter School, and who 
submit a timely application; unless the Charter School receives a greater number of applications 
than there are spaces for students, in which case each application will be given equal chance of 
admission through a public random drawing process. Except as required by Education Code 
Section 47605(d)(2), admission to the Charter School shall not be determined according to the 
place of residence of the student or his or her parents within the State. Preference in the public 
random drawing shall be given as required by Education Code Section 47605(d)(2)(B). In the 
event of a drawing, the chartering authority shall make reasonable efforts to accommodate the 
growth of the Charter School in accordance with Education Code Section 47605(d)(2)(C). [Ref. 
Education Code Section 47605(d)(2)(A)-(C)] 

• The Charter School shall not discriminate on the basis of the characteristics listed in Education 
Code Section 220 (actual or perceived disability, gender, gender identity, gender expression, 
nationality, race or ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, or any other characteristic that is 
contained in the definition of hate crimes set forth in Section 422.55 of the Penal Code or 
association with an individual who has any of the aforementioned characteristics). [Ref. 
Education Code Section 47605(d)(1)]  

• The Charter School 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 1973, Title II of 
the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 and the Individuals with Disabilities in Education 
Improvement Act of 2004.  

• The Charter School shall meet all requirements for employment set forth in applicable 
provisions of law, including, but not limited to credentials, as necessary. [Ref. Title 5 California 
Code of Regulations Section 11967.5.1(f)(5)(C)]  
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• The Charter School shall ensure that teachers in the Charter School hold a Commission on 
Teacher Credentialing certificate, permit, or other document equivalent to that which a teacher 
in other public schools is required to hold. As allowed by statute, flexibility will be given to 
noncore, noncollege preparatory teachers. [Ref. Education Code Section 47605(l)] 

• The Charter School shall at all times maintain all necessary and appropriate insurance coverage.  

• The Charter School 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 pupil’s last known address within 30 days, and shall, upon request, provide that school 
district with a copy of the cumulative record of the pupil, including a transcript of grades or 
report card and health information. [Ref. Education Code Section 47605(d)(3)] 

• The Charter School shall maintain accurate and contemporaneous written records that 
document all pupil attendance and make these records available for audit and inspection. [Ref. 
Education Code Section 47612.5(a)(2)] 

• The Charter School shall, on a regular basis, consult with its parents and teachers regarding the 
Charter School's educational programs. [Ref. Education Code Section 47605(c)] 

• The Charter School shall comply with any applicable jurisdictional limitations to locations of its 
facilities. [Ref. Education Code Sections 47605 and 47605.1] 

• The Charter School shall comply with all laws establishing the minimum and maximum age for 
public school enrollment. [Ref. Education Code Sections 47612(b) and 47610] 

• The Charter School shall comply with all applicable portions of the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act (“ESEA”), as reauthorized and amended by the Every Student Succeeds Act 
(“ESSA”).  

• The Charter School shall comply with the Public Records Act.  

• The Charter School shall comply with the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act. 

• The Charter School shall comply with the Ralph M. Brown Act. 

• The Charter School shall meet or exceed the legally required minimum number of school days. 
[Ref. Title 5 California Code of Regulations Section 11960] 

 
 
 
 
              

Ruth A. Dutton, Lead Petitioner      Date 
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INTENT OF THE CHARTER SCHOOLS ACT OF 1992 
It is the intent of the Legislature... to provide opportunities for teachers, parents, pupils, and 
community members to establish and maintain schools... as a method to accomplish all of the 
following: 

a. Improve pupil learning. 
b. Increase learning opportunities for all pupils, with special emphasis on expanded 

learning experiences for pupils who are identified as academically low achieving. 
c. Encourage the use of different and innovative teaching methods. 
d. Create new professional opportunities for teachers, including the opportunity to 

be responsible for the learning program 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. 
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. 

g. Provide vigorous competition within the public school system to stimulate 
continual improvements in all public schools. 

California Education Code Section 47601 
 
Sycamore Valley Academy embraces the Legislative Intent of the Charter Schools Act and its mandate. 
Our school has been formed by teachers, parents, and community members in response to the needs of 
local pupils, and will provide all of the benefits listed above.  As a Charter School, SVA seeks to 
accomplish the following: 
 

1. Increase student achievement for all students through individualized learning opportunities 
and targeted interventions to provide the scaffolding, differentiation, acceleration, 
guidance, and monitoring our students will require. While gifted students are not typically 
identified as “low achieving,” SVA believes this subgroup is often achieving well below their 
potential. Students from low-income backgrounds persistently under-achieve when compared 
with students from middle and upper class backgrounds.  [Education Code Section 47601(a)-
(g)] 

2. Use a student-responsive instructional model and a rigorous, standards-based curriculum 
to “close the achievement gap” in our students. [Education Code Section 47601(a)-(g)] 

3. Provide an in-depth enrichment program, giving K-8 students the opportunity to be 
meaningfully challenged and enriched in the arts, history/social studies, science, foreign 
language, and through project-based and service-learning opportunities. [Education Code 
Section 47601(a), (b), (c), (e), (g)] 

4. Offer a longer instructional day for 1-3 students.  [Education Code Section 47601(e)] 
5. Thoughtfully use performance data from multiple measures and authentic assessments to 

guide and improve our instruction and student achievement. [Education Code Section 
47601(a), (b), (d), ( f)] 

6. Create and maintain a collaborative school culture and climate where students, teachers, 
and parents are valued as responsible partners in the educational process. [Education Code 
Section 47601(b), (c), (d), (e)] 

7. Expand the range of educational choices for parents and students. [Education Code 
Section 47601(c), ( e), (g)] 
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8. Offer a K-8 option to students and families who desire a more intimate setting for their 
child, particularly at the seventh and eighth grade levels. [Education Code Section 
47601(e), (g)] 

9. Draw students back into public education from private, online, and home school settings. 
[Education Code Sect ion 47601(e)] 

10. Achieve our mission (see further discussion below) by always keeping our students at the 
forefront of our decision-making. [Education Code Section 47601(a)-(g)] 

 
The Charter Schools Act of 1992 provides that a charter petition must contain reasonably 
comprehensive descriptions of the elements described in Education Code Section 47605 (b)(5)(A)-
(O). These subsections of law and the required descriptions are discussed below.  
 
In addition, SVA petitioners trust that the District is guided in its review of this petition by statute, 
which states, “[i]n reviewing petitions for the establishment of charter schools... the chartering 
authority shall be guided by the intent of the Legislature that charter schools are and should become 
an integral part of the California educational system and that establishment of charter schools 
should be encouraged.” (Education Code Sect ion  47605(b)).  (Emphasis added.) 

FOUNDING TEAM & BOARD OF DIRECTORS 
Our founding team consists of community leaders, educators, parents, and Charter School students 
with significant depth and breadth of experience and commitment to the growth of our high quality 
charter option in our community.  This team drove the development of the charter petition document, 
and organized community support for signature collection.  In addition, this Charter School had the 
feedback and support of the Sycamore Valley Academy Board of Directors at every stage of the process 
as well. The varied areas of expertise between our Founding Team and our Board of Directors include 
instruction, curriculum design and development, assessment and accountability, special education, 
gifted education, school administration and leadership, teacher development, school facilities, 
nonprofit management and fundraising, accounting, the law, public relations, and marketing. A 
review of the founding team’s and Board of Directors’ areas of expertise and contributions to their 
respective fields provides clear evidence of the team’s capacity to establish and maintain an 
excellent school, as well as manage public funds effectively and responsibly.   
 
The founding team came together because of a shared interest in improving our community through 
expanding opportunities for Visalia schoolchildren. 
 
Founding Team 
 
Ruth Dutton 
  
Ruth attended VUSD schools from kindergarten through 12th grade, where she enjoyed academic 
acceleration opportunities through VUSD’s GATE resources. She has a love for her hometown and a 
drive to make similar, if not better, opportunities available for Visalia students today. After her 
education in Visalia, Ruth earned a BA degree from New York University in philosophy. She returned to 
her hometown to teach, and earned a single subject teaching credential in English from Chapman 
University. While teaching, Ruth finished her MA in Education, Curriculum and Instruction from 
Chapman University and an Administrative Credential as well. Ruth was a talented teacher who built 
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meaningful rapport with her students through her constructivist teaching methods, and earned the 
respect of her peers and administrators through her continuous efforts to improve the schools where 
she taught. She has taught in traditional schools, and at Visalia Charter Independent Study, where she 
was inspired by the possibilities of the charter movement to meet specific student needs through 
targeted programs. Ruth led the process of initial charter development for Sycamore Valley Academy in 
2011, and served as its first Principal/Superintendent of the school.  Building from the school’s initial 
success, she led the school through strategic planning in preparation for charter renewal, and has 
served as Lead Petitioner on SVA’s and Blue Oak Academy’s charter petitions in recent months.  She 
envisions leading Sycamore Valley Academy through a transition to become a Charter Management 
Organization and continue to model “the change [she wishes] to see” in our community and in the 
education space.  Ruth is an SVA parent, a parent of gifted children, and an educator and change-maker 
at heart.  She is committed to using her professional knowledge and her intimate understanding of the 
needs of gifted individuals and children to continue to shape an effective program and see the vision 
realized. 
 
Tiffany Andrews 
 
Tiffany Andrews has a passion for contributing to the discovery and growth of young scholars and 
providing engaging and developmentally appropriate education to all children. This goal inspired Tiffany 
to become an Early Childhood Educator. Originally from Salt Lake City, Utah, Tiffany attended Boston 
University before graduating from Brigham Young University, Magna Cum Laude, in Early Childhood 
Education. She has teaching experience from Kindergarten to third grade in Utah, Arizona, and 
California. She treasured the two years she spent immersing herself in teaching first and second grade 
at Sycamore Valley Academy and discovering the effectiveness of its principles first-hand as she watched 
scholars grow in her SVA classroom. 
 
During that time, she became passionate about the powerful impact that project-based learning can 
have to make the educational experience of young children come alive and increase student motivation 
and engagement.  When her first son was born, Tiffany transitioned out of the classroom to working 
with teachers as the project-based learning instructional coach at SVA. Tiffany joins the team of 
founders because she recognizes the need to spread the powerful impact of quality, engaging, and 
authentic education and to provide an exciting and challenging curricular alternative to more children 
and families in Visalia. 
 
Gerald Benton 
 
Gerald Benton is a retired superintendent of the Tulare Joint Union High School District.  He served in 
the high school district for thirty-six years holding the positions of teacher, assistant principal, principal, 
assistant superintendent for business services/ personnel and, for the final eight years, superintendent.  
In these various roles he gained experience in almost every aspect of a school district’s functioning – 
classroom teaching, school wide discipline, staff/program evaluation, curriculum development, financial 
management, construction/maintenance, public relations and strategic planning.  He also served in the 
community at large in many capacities some of which were Kiwanis Club, Chamber of Commerce, 
Special Olympics committee, Historical Museum board and chairman of the College of the Sequoias 
bond committee that conducted a successful campaign which resulted in passing a sixty-million-dollar 
bond to help build the College of the Sequoias Tulare campus.  Gerald believes that families should 
have choices as to where and how their students receive an education, that charter schools are one of 
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many options that should be available, and that competition in the education market place is an 
effective way to improve education for all students. 
 
Erin Davis 
 
Erin Davis, principal at Davis Communications Group, has worked in the agriculture, conservation, 
building and the non- profit sector for over a decade and has built a broad network of relationships 
spanning the length of California. Her extensive background in marketing, communications, event 
planning, fundraising, and animal and food production has served her clients well. Her ability to apply 
her education and career experience in communications with her hands on knowledge in working with 
trade association memberships, agencies, coalitions, the public, builders, and various media outlets has 
allowed her to successfully manage unique public relations situations from crisis management 
communications to grassroots network building. 
 
Prior to forming Davis Communications Group in 2009, Davis served as Director of Communications for 
the California Rangeland Trust following her role as Director of Public Relations and Events for the 
California Cattlemen’s Association where in both roles she was lead staff for all communications, 
organizational branding, fundraising, and content generation in print and online. 
 
Seeing the great need for effective communication among the public, agricultural producers, agencies, 
funders, and the various intermediary groups, Davis felt compelled to form her own business to serve 
this critical need more directly. She specializes in streamlining the context of complex issues, creating 
practical solutions for her clients, and bridging the communication gap between divergent groups and 
like-minded groups as well. 
 
Davis previously served as Media Specialist at the American Simmental Association in Bozeman, MT. 
Here, she led their national advertising campaign, managed cost-share programs for members and the 
association at large, and worked with cooperator herds to improve genetic performance. Her unique 
combination of intellect and hands-on experience throughout her career has given Davis an 
unconventional edge in relating to her clients and their constituents across many professional and 
industry genres. 
 
Davis earned her Bachelor of Science in Agriculture in 2001 from California Polytechnic State University, 
San Luis Obispo and has completed her course work for her Masters of Science in Agricultural 
Communications with an emphasis in Animal Science, her thesis defense is pending. She has also 
earned a certificate of fundraising from Indiana University School of Philanthropy. Davis is a member of 
California Cattlemen’s Association, the Tulare County Farm Bureau, Tulare County Cattlemen’s and 
Women’s Associations and San Luis Obispo County Cattlemen’s Association. She also serves on the 
Outreach Committee for the California Rangeland Conservation Coalition. She and her family continue 
to ranch and farm in Paso Robles, CA. 
 
Davis was raised on the Central Coast of California but has been based in the Central Valley since 2007. 
 
Shauna Dolin 
 
Shauna is a proud SVA mom and advocate.  Determined to see her daughter get the very best 
education possible, she researched various charter schools and found SVA to be the best of the best.  
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As a school of choice, SVA encourages parent involvement resulting in academic growth.  Shauna 
believes that all children and parents should have access to the finest education.  With a broad 
professional background, Shauna possesses office management and assistant experience along with a 
keen mind for technology.  Born and raised in Visalia, CA, Shauna attended Visalia public schools from 
grades K-12.  She graduated from Golden West High School and went to work in the banking industry 
moving up in the ranks to Assistant Manager. During that time, her daughter was born and quickly 
Shauna’s focus changed. She decided to change careers and work with a local non-profit as a Project 
Technician and Office Assistant. This move gave Shauna more time at home raising her daughter as well 
as increased opportunities for professional growth.  Ms. Dolin joined the SVA staff as the Administrative 
Assistant in July 2015.  She believes strongly in SVA’s mission and is proud to be a part of this wonderful 
child-centered community as a parent and staff member. 
 
Leila Gates-Wai 
 
Leila was born and raised in Buenos Aires, Argentina. Growing up, Leila’s parents had to make many 
sacrifices in order to send her to private school, as public schools were facing many challenges; 
teachers were paid unfairly, resources were scarce, and school administration would often go on strike. 
Leila is thankful for the wonderful teachers who motivated her to always want to learn more. 
 
Leila holds a Bachelor of Art in Early Childhood Education from Fresno Pacific University and is currently 
working on her teaching credential and Masters in Education at Brandman University. Leila has been a 
part of the Sycamore Valley Academy community since 2013 as a parent volunteer, and since 2015 as a 
Spanish teacher. 
 
Leila believes in the mission of The Academies; one that has positive effects, not only on its students 
and families but in the community at large. Leila is thrilled to be a part of our founding team, knowing 
that this new school will allow more families in Visalia to have access to high-quality education. 
 
Jesus Pelayo 
 
Mr. Pelayo is architect and principal of Hedron Architecture Design and Consulting, a firm he founded 
following extensive work serving private, public and corporate clients across California for over 15 
years. 
 
A native of Corcoran, California, where he was a Boswell Scholar, Jesus went on to graduate of from Cal 
Poly, San Luis Obispo, one of the nation’s top architecture programs, and obtained his Masters of 
Business Administration from the Craig School of Business at California State University, Fresno, where 
he received the Graduate Award of the Year for Business.   
 
Jesus’ experience as an educator started at a young age when he served as a teacher to migrant 
families during summers, visiting migrant students at their homes so that they could continue their 
education. 
 
Jesus is passionate about building the communities we seek to leave for our children, and only 
accepting the best of ourselves in that effort. He uses his talents as an architect, business owner, 
entrepreneur and educator to further this work.  Mr. Pelayo is a Certified Emergency Service 
Professional for the California Governor’s Office of Emergency Services, Historical Preservation 
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Commissioner for the City of Dinuba, Alta Historical District Society Board Member, Rotarian, and 
founding member of the Kiwanis Bilingue Chapter in Dinuba, CA. 
 
Jesus is a proud father to two young daughters, Sarah Lucia and Elena Maria, who attend Montessori 
and Sycamore Valley Academy schools respectively. 
 
Kelly Theofanis 
 
Kelly Theofanis, Director of Client Management at EdTec, Inc., manages a portfolio of charter schools 
across California, serving as each school’s finance lead and main point of contact for cross-functional 
outsourced business and development support services. She comes from a nonprofit consulting 
background and has partnered with clients in education, arts, and social service on projects ranging 
from strategic planning to fundraising. The complexity of business in the nonprofit sector, as well as the 
disparity between the capacity of nonprofits to provide services and the populations of people in need, 
inspired Kelly to continue her work in public education and to pursue a degree in business. Kelly is an 
Education Pioneers alumna and worked with Green Dot Public Schools in Los Angeles while in business 
school. Kelly also served on the founding team and as Treasurer of the Board of Directors for Futuro 
College Preparatory Elementary School (now Endeavor College Prep). Kelly is originally from Los 
Angeles and graduated from Yale University with a BA in English and from the USC Marshall School of 
Business with an MBA.  Kelly is grateful to serve on this founding team because she wishes to advance 
our vision and mission, and believes the exceptional instructional model we provide is promising for 
future dissemination of best practices and influence toward change in public education.  
 
Claudia Van Groningen 
 
Claudia Van Groningen was born and raised in a foothill community of Southern California where 
access to rich cultural experiences and an excellent education shaped her unique worldview. She 
and her young son moved to Visalia in 2006 where she attended College of the Sequoias. She 
later transferred to UC Berkeley where she graduated with honors, earning her BS degree in 
Conservation and Resource Studies. 
 
As a lifelong learner and adventurous spirit, Claudia found SVA to be a natural fit. She identifies 
with the Mission to challenge curiosity and creativity in a nurturing environment and 
appreciates that this applies to the school staff as much as to the students. The collaborative 
community of top-notch people at SVA inspires Claudia every day and she is grateful to be part 
of such an excellent staff. 
 
Claudia has been a part of the Sycamore Valley Academy community since 2013, first as a parent 
then later joining the administrative staff as Director of Operations in 2015. She is grateful to be 
part of the founding team to help provide this excellent educational opportunity to more children 
in our community. 
 
Alejandra Yado 
 
Alejandra Yado has been working with children since 2010. She began her career in education as a 
Migrant Tutor with the Butte County Office of Education. Working with Migrant families is a passion of 
Alejandra’s, as she relates to the struggles that migrant families face. Miss Yado’s first school placement 
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was at Highland Elementary, where she immediately fell in love with the staff and students she worked 
with every day. Many successes were shared, and her love for teaching deepened over her time there. 
Alejandra was inspired by students who looked to her for guidance and that is when she knew she 
would pursue a life in education. 
 
Miss Yado faced many challenges growing up and persevered to earn first her associate’s degree from 
College of the Sequoias and then her bachelor’s degree from California State University, Fresno. She is 
the first in her family to graduate from high school or college. Recognizing the impact her education has 
on her life, and desiring to help others feel empowered by their own education, Alejandra enrolled in a 
teaching credential program immediately after graduation. 
 
Alejandra envisions a world where everyone has access to an excellent education, and she strongly 
believes in the mission of Sycamore Valley Academy. Miss Yado joined the staff at Sycamore Valley 
Academy in the fall of 2014. Full of love for life and learning, she is known to say that she is growing and 
learning every day right alongside her students. Alejandra is excited to be part of the Blue Oak Academy 
founding team and to continue to move ever toward her vision of providing excellence in education for 
all in our community. 
 
Kole Devereaux 
 
Kole was born in the city of Hudsonville, Michigan on June 12th, 2001. He grew up with his Mom, Dad, 
and his sister Kaelyn. His young years he had friends who lived on the block who taught him many 
things that led him into many of his different passions. One of those few passions was the idea of big 
vehicles. Today, Kole’s favorite hobbies are trains, planes, and especially buses. Growing up in Michigan 
was much different than living out here in California. In the year of 2006 his parents separated. For 10 
years of his life he has spent living it in Michigan with his family out there. In 2007 his Mom and his 
Step-Dad got married and decided to live in California. In 2012 he decided to move to California to go 
school and live out here permanently. He has lived 4 years of his life in California and has enjoyed every 
day of it. 
 
The beginning of his Education started in Michigan at two different schools. He attend Alward 
Elementary for Pre-K through 2nd. He moved to a school named Georgetown Elementary for 3rd. There 
he learned the beginning of his technology talent. When he moved to California the first school he went 
to was a school here in Visalia named Linwood Elementary for 4th and 5th. While there he did student 
council and received the award for leadership. For his 6th grade year he attended Veva Blunt. What he 
feels successful the most about there is his Golden Award for Academics signed by the President. 
Finally, for his 7th and 8th grade years he attended Sycamore Valley Academy. He said that he has 
grown the most at SVA and totally likes the decision he made to stay there. Kole strives to be his best 
when it comes to education and being a leader within his home, school, the U.S. Naval Sea Cadet 
Program he’s in, and at his church. He values everything he has learned and will every day of his life. 
 
Jocelyn Davila-Gonzalez 

 
Jocelyn was born in the city of Tepatitlan de Morelos, Jalisco on October 29, 2001. Originally from 
Mexico, on July 2007 she and her family moved to California where they have spent nine years living in 
the US. Jocelyn, soon to be fifteen, enjoys reading about world topics and speaking out about the things 
that matter in today's society. She believes that any voice can make a difference no matter the size. 
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Because of it she has joined Ruth Dutton and her team to create Blue Oak Academy to better the future 
of young people. 
 
Jocelyn’s education started in Mexico where she attended kindergarten. She later attended Oak Grove 
and continued her elementary years in Manuel F. Hernandez. The last two years Jocelyn has attended 
Sycamore Valley Academy’s middle School. In the last 10 years of education she has received at least on 
recognition award from her teachers. In the 8th grade Jocelyn received three awards in total. Jocelyn’s 
dream is to change the world and make an impact. She's always been an outspoken person and hopes 
to use that in her advantage. Now freshman in high school is ready to take any challenges that face her 
in the future and is prepared to continue striving in her education in hopes of making herself and her 
family proud. 
 
See Appendix A, “Founders’ Resumes.” 
 
Board of Directors 
 
Rachele Berglund, Esq. 
 
Ms. Berglund was admitted to the California State Bar after earning her Juris Doctorate degree and 
graduating valedictorian from San Joaquin College of Law in 2006.  As an attorney, the majority of her 
law practice is dedicated to serving public agencies, non-profits and business entities, primarily in the 
areas of employment, labor law, and governance.  Her journey to working as an attorney was inspired 
more than 15 years ago when she was employed by Community Services & Employment Training, Inc. 
(C-SET).  There, Rachele worked to mobilize community action through education and service.  She met 
incredible people in rural communities throughout Tulare County who were dedicated to their families, 
their communities, and their schools.  She continued her efforts as School/Community Development 
Director with Pixley Union School District.  There, Ms. Berglund was part of a team that secured millions 
in grant funding to establish and manage much-needed preschool education and family literacy 
programs.  These experiences served to deepen her interests in shaping policy and practices in the 
public’s interest.  Although effective education has long been an interest to Rachele, becoming a 
mother to two beautifully amazing and curious children has served to deepen that interest.  Rachele 
appreciates SVA, its many successes and its continued efforts in providing exceptional and enriching 
education for children.  She enthusiastically served on the initial SVA Founding team, and has since 
served us as Board Secretary and is now the Chair of the SVA (soon to be “The Academies”) Board of 
Directors.  Ms. Berglund is also a proud SVA parent. 
 
Robert N. Line 
  
Mr. Line is a lifelong resident of the Visalia area and pillar of the community.  He graduated from Visalia 
Senior High School (now Mt. Whitney) and was the school’s first student body president in 1952. After 
graduation he went to College of the Sequoias where he played baseball and football, later serving as 
the Commissioner of Athletics. He graduated from California State University, Fresno, with a B.A. in 
1955 and an M.A. in School Administration in 1963. During H.S. Bob played in the school band where he 
met his future wife Mary on a band trip after the bus tire blew and they were all asked to move seats. 
Mary and Bob were married for 60+ years and have four beautiful daughters. 
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Professionally, Mr. Line was always an educator at heart. For 37 years he worked for the Visalia Unified 
School District. He began as a teacher, Vice Principal, and then finally Principal for 
Washington/Jefferson schools. After serving as principal he was appointed to be the first Director of 
Compensatory Education for VUSD and soon after was appointed Assistant Superintendent. In 1980 
Bob was appointed Superintendent of VUSD where he served until his retirement in 1992. After 
retirement Bob spent 15 years working at California State University Fresno where he supervised 
Education Administration interns and field work students working on Master’s degrees in school 
administration. 
  
Throughout his career and now in retirement, Bob has been more than a generous volunteer. He is 
motivated by a core value of service to his community and desire to contribute to many causes 
including COS, Visalia Host Lions Club, Boy Scouts of America, Boys and Girls Club of America, and 
Tulare County Symphony, just to name a few. Bob has volunteered as a Leadership Visalia mentor, as a 
coach for Visalia Little League, and participates in many scholarship committees focused on providing 
college funds to deserving students. His wisdom and guidance have been and still are sought by many 
and our charter community is grateful for his membership on our Board of Directors.   
   
Karin Aure 
  
Karin Aure is a product of Tulare County, growing up in Earlimart and attending local public schools for 
her entire elementary and secondary experience. She received her BA from UC Berkeley and her 
doctorate in Education from UC Los Angeles. Some of Ms. Aure's other distinctions include serving as a 
Rotary Ambassadorial Scholar at the University of Karlstad, Sweden, and as a Fulbright Scholar at the 
Stockholm Institute of Education in Stockholm, Sweden. 
  
As a classroom teacher, Ms. Aure taught in Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and California, gaining experience in 
grades pre-Kindergarten to 8th grade. She has also taught graduate level courses in Education at the 
University of Southern Mississippi, Brandman University, and the Impact Program with the Tulare 
County Office of Education. In addition to her years in the classroom, Karin’s experience in education 
includes her time as an administrator. She served for eight years as the Director of Research and 
Evaluation for the Lindsay Unified School District and is now an elementary school Principal in Visalia 
Unified School District, at Royal Oaks.  She lives in Exeter with her two children, Amos and Rosalind. 
  
Karin served as second Lead Petitioner on SVA’s initial founding team, was our school’s first Board 
Chair, and has since been (and is presently) the Board Secretary. It is her pleasure and honor to have 
been a part of our special community since we began development of SVA in 2010.  
   
Toby Maitland-Lewis 
  
Toby Maitland-Lewis has been a member of the Sycamore Valley Academy Board of Directors since 
2011. He grew up in England and moved to the United States in 1990, graduating with a bachelor’s 
degree from Dartmouth College (1994) and a master’s degree in Business Administration from UCLA 
(1998). 
  
Mr. Maitland-Lewis established himself professionally in Silicon Valley working in finance and 
accounting, first for Hewlett Packard and subsequently for Autodesk before moving into 
agriculture. Since 2006, when he and his wife, Rie Reniers, moved to Visalia, he has served as Chief 
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Financial Officer of a prominent grower / packer / shipper in the Central Valley, Sun Pacific.  He brings 
his financial expertise to the Board, where he serves as Treasurer. 
  
Rie and Toby have two children, Lucy and Charlie, who both attend Sycamore Valley Academy. 
  
Harold Rollin 
  
Mr. Rollin spent his early life in the San Fernando Valley, and then moved north to attend the University 
of California, Berkeley, where he graduated with a B.A. in Political Science.  His desire to utilize his 
education, skills and attention to detail to help others, led Mr. Rollin to attended McGeorge School of 
Law, where he graduated in the top third of his class.  After passing the Bar Exam, Mr. Rollin 
commenced his legal career working in a small firm in Delano, CA, where he gained valuable legal 
experience. Upon relocating from Bakersfield to Visalia, Mr. Rollin joined Visalia's second oldest firm, 
Houk & Hicks where he worked as an associate attorney under the tutelage of Gareth W. Houk, Jr. and 
Lloyd L. Hicks and gained additional valuable experience representing clients in many different types of 
cases. 
  
In 1999, Mr. Rollin opened his own sole practice in Visalia, and since that time he has successfully 
represented clients in civil matters of all kinds, with an emphasis in business, real estate, collections, 
construction and employment law. 
  
Harold has been a proud member of Visalia Breakfast Rotary since 1995, contributing his time and 
money to further Rotary International’s goals of performing philanthropy throughout Visalia and the 
world and has served as a past President of the club.  Mr. Rollin has also served on the Board of 
Directors for the Tulare County Bar Association since 2009, and served as President from 2014-
2015.  He has had the opportunity to serve the community as a Director on other Boards as well. 
  
Mr. Rollin is pleased to serve as Vice Chair of our Board, where he contributes his legal skill and 
knowledge, Board experience, time, and effort to make a positive and impactful difference in the lives 
of the students, families and staff. 
  
He lives in Visalia with his wife and two young children, and is a proud SVA parent. 
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THE ACADEMIES 
Following several months of stakeholder engagement and the adoption of a strategic plan in January 
2016, Sycamore Valley Academy leadership decided to replicate the school, and start a second K-8 
charter school.  Consequently, our nonprofit’s foundational documents have been revised to expand 
the purpose and scope of our organization, and upon authorization of Sycamore Valley Academy’s 
renewal charter and Blue Oak Academy’s initial charter, the proposed revisions will take effect.  Instead 
of being a nonprofit whose purpose it is to run one charter school, after the authorization of our second 
charter school, we will submit new documents to become a nonprofit that manages multiple charter 
schools, also known as a Charter Management Organization (“CMO”).  Similarly, instead of this 
nonprofit being named “Sycamore Valley Academy,” we will begin a new corporate identity that 
matches the new purpose of serving multiple charter schools; “The Academies” is the proposed new 
name for our nonprofit public benefit corporation, which has 501(c)(3) tax-exempt status.   

 
See Appendix B, “Strategic Plan 2021” and Appendix C, “Restated Articles of Incorporation & Revised 
Board Bylaws.”   
 
The Academies functions much like a school district office, with centralized services and staff that 
support all charter schools in the organization.  The many benefits of the restructure are described in 
the Strategic Plan; fundamentally, we believe it allows for the institutions’ persistence into the future. 
Becoming The Academies, a CMO operating a network of charter schools, allows us to expand access to 
our program, responding to the demand for our educational option, while adding needed supports to 
the charter school(s) that will translate to the longer-term sustainability of these schools in our 
community.   
 
The organizational charts below illustrate the staffing restructure that results from the transition from a 
single charter school to a Charter Management Organization.  These charts show the 
supervisorial/reporting structure, however two parties indicated within these are not The Academies 
staff: Special Education Itinerant Staff and EdTec, our Business Services provider.  
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SUCCESSES AND ACCOMPLISHMENTS OF THE FIRST CHARTER TERM: 2012-2017 
Governing Law:  5 CCR 11966.4(b)(1): When considering a petition for renewal, the district governing 
board shall consider the past performance of the school's academics, finances, and operation in 
evaluating the likelihood of future success, along with future plans for improvement if any. 

Meeting Charter Renewal Criteria for Academics   

 
A. Evidence of Meeting Charter Renewal Standards Pursuant to Education Code Section 47607(b) and 

the California Code of Regulations, Title 5, Section 11966.4(a)(1) 
 
Education Code Section 47607(b) requires that a charter school must meet at least one of the following 
renewal criteria prior to receiving a charter renewal:  

(1) Attained its Academic Performance Index (API) growth target in the prior year or in two of the 
last three years, both school wide and for all groups of pupils served by the charter school. 

(2) Ranked in deciles 4 to 10, inclusive, on the API in the prior year or in two of the last three years. 

(3) Ranked in deciles 4 to 10 inclusive, in the API for a demographically comparable school in the 
prior year or in two of the last three years. 

(4) The entity that granted the charter determines that the academic performance of the charter 
school is at least equal to the academic performance of the public schools that the charter 
school pupils would otherwise have been required to attend, as well as the academic 
performance of the schools in the school district in which the charter school is located, taking 
into account the composition of the pupil population that is served at the charter school. 

(5) Has qualified for an alternative accountability system pursuant to subdivision (h) of Education 
Code Section 52052. 
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The following shall serve as documentation confirming that the Charter School meets the statutory 
criteria required for renewal as set forth in Education Code Section 47607(b)(4).  
 
*Note on Testing Data  
 
Assembly Bill 484 amended Education Code sections 52052(e)(2)(F) and 52052(e)(4) to allow schools 
that do not have an API calculated to use one of the following criteria to meet legislative and/or 
programmatic requirements: 

• The most recent API calculation; 
• An average of the three most recent annual API calculations; or 
• Alternative measures that show increases in pupil academic achievement for all groups of 

pupils schoolwide and among significant groups. 
 
The Charter School meets the charter renewal criteria established in Education Code Section 47607(b) 
by utilizing “alternative measures” as allowed per Education Code Section 52052(e)(4)(A), as further 
specified below.   
 
See corroborating source data in Appendix D, “CDE DataQuest/CAASPP Reports for Sycamore Valley and 
Visalia Unified.”   
 
SVA delivers student results that demonstrate a sound educational program, as well as the likelihood 
that such results will improve over time. 
 
When SVA opened in 2012-13, we served 127 pupils who came to our option from over 35 different prior 
schools.  During this challenging and rewarding first year, we effectively established a school culture and 
implemented a radically different instructional program than any other local option, and our instruction 
was aligned to the Common Core State Standards (“CCSS”) at a time most districts in our county were 
continuing to teach from the prior 1997 California State Standards.  We managed a school launch, 
extensive policy development, staff training in our specialized methodologies, implementation of new 
standards, and acculturation of students and parents to our charter community while co-located at a 
District Elementary school site, Veva Blunt Elementary School.  This was the last year in which the State 
required schools to participate in the STAR/CST testing and the last year it generated an “Academic 
Performance Index” or API, to numerically represent school quality.  We were pleased with our 2012-13 
API of 818, and its implication that our students were performing within the top range of Visalia area 
students despite all of the challenges of the first year of an autonomous charter school.  Especially 
notable for us was the fact that our students had a strong performance even when we entirely ignored 
the expiring CA State Standards as learning objectives that year, instead delivering Common Core aligned 
instruction.   
 
In 2013-14, there was no external, state-reporting.  During this year, SVA implemented internal NWEA 
MAP assessments to measure student growth within the Common Core aligned curriculum, and our 
students participated in the state-wide field testing of the new state exams.   
 
In 2014-15, our students tested for the first time under the California Assessment of Student 
Performance and Progress (“CAASPP”), Common Core aligned, computer adaptive testing.  We were 
pleased to see that our students’ performance had risen in relation to other Visalia area elementary and 
K-8 options over the last time we were able to compare external academic scores.  
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The chart on the next page shows SVA’s rise in student achievement since the state’s tests became CCSS- 
aligned, and demonstrates not only that our pupils are well-served by our program, but also that our 
school is on a trajectory of excellence.   
 
The table on the left in this chart shows the achievement of all of the Visalia area elementary and K-8 
schools that achieved above an 800 API under the old testing system (STAR/ CST) in 2013, ranked in 
order of performance.  Though there were 27 Visalia elementary schools, the chart shows only the 10 
schools in Visalia that served these grades and met the state’s target score of 800.  In other words, it 
shows only the top performers in our area, and there are 17 other Visalia elementary schools not 
included in either table because their performance was below this threshold.  
 
The same 10 schools that demonstrated top performance in 2013 continued to lead as the area’s “top 
10” in 2015, and the table on the right shows these same schools’ performance in relation to one 
another within the new CAASPP system.  It is worth noting that all K-8 schools, including SVA, 
demonstrate a rise in performance relative to their counterparts. 
 
The lime green bar in both tables is Sycamore Valley Academy. Its movement from 6th place (2013) to 3rd 
(2015) demonstrates not only a strong initial academic performance in year 1 when instruction and tests 
were not aligned, but a clear growth trajectory and stronger performance when instruction and tests are 
actually aligned.  
 

 
 
 
When comparing Sycamore Valley Academy as a Local Education Authority (“LEA”) within Tulare 
County, we demonstrate the highest student achievement scores relative to the region we are located 
within.  When (the above) individual school level data is aggregated within the District, the 17 other 
elementary schools within VUSD become a part of the comparison.  Our percentage meeting or 
exceeding standard on the CAASPP English Language Arts and Math portions averaged 42.5.  This 
represented the strongest academic performance of any LEA in our county.  The nearest LEA to SVA was 
Three Rivers (with an average of 40.5), followed by Springville (average of 37), then Valley Life Charter 
School (36.5), and Visalia Unified (average of 35.5).  
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2014-15 CAASPP Scores for Selected Tulare County Local Education Authorities (“LEAs”) 

 
LEA 

 
% who met or 

exceeded standard 
in ELA 

 
% who met or 

exceeded standard 
in Math 

1 Sycamore Valley Academy 54 31 
2 Three Rivers Elementary School District 42 39 
3 Springville Elementary School District 42 32 
4 Valley Life Charter School 42 31 
5 Visalia Unified School District 42 29 
6 Oak Valley Elementary School District 34 30 
7 Exeter Unified School District 37 23 
8 Burton Elementary School District 34 20 
9 Porterville Unified School District 29 20 

10 Tulare City School District 30 23 
11 Dinuba Unified School District 30 18 
12 Cutler-Orosi Unified School District 22 17 
13 Lindsay Unified School District 25 13 
14 Farmersville Unified School District 21 10 

 
At the time of charter submission, we are not able to view other schools’ or LEA’s 2016 CAASPP scores 
to produce comparisons for interpretation.  However, we have accessed our 2016 CAASPP scores and 
are pleased to report continued growth.   

 
Comparing SVA’s 2015 to SVA’s 2016 CAASPP Results 

 
 

% who met or exceeded 
standard in ELA 

 
% who met or exceeded 

standard in Math 

SVA 2014-15 CAASPP 54 31 

SVA 2015-16 CAASPP 56 40 

Score growth over prior year +2 +9 

 
It is important to contextualize Sycamore Valley Academy’s achievement scores to determine whether 
students at SVA are receiving an education of equal or greater value than they would at their public 
schools of residence.  It has always been the case that our students are attracted to our option from 
within the District as well as outside the District.  Students enrolled at SVA come to us from across the 
community.  In 2014-15, our nearly 300 students came to us from over 40 different public schools of 
residence (within VUSD, as well as from Exeter, Orosi, Hanford, Woodlake, and Tulare).  Our 3rd-8th 
graders (test-takers) came to us from 37 different public schools of residence. 
In order to determine the answer to our question of whether these pupils are achieving better 
academic outcomes as a result of the opportunity to attend our Charter School, we first took a look at 
our school-wide average achievement scores: our percent who met or exceeded standard in ELA, and 
our percent who met or exceeded standard in Math.  Next, we compiled a list of all of the public 



22 
 

schools of residence our students would otherwise attend if they were not enrolled at SVA.  We then 
gave each of these schools their average CAASPP scores:  their percent who met or exceeded standard 
in ELA, and their percent who met or exceeded standard in Math.  Next, we determined the weighted 
average of these scores by their proportional representation in our student body.  For example, since 
the largest number of SVA students would otherwise attend La Joya Middle School (12 pupils), this 
school’s average CAASPP percentages were weighted the greatest, and since many of our students are 
the only pupil from their public school of residence enrolled at SVA, those schools’ CAASPP 
percentages were weighted the least (and equal to one another).  In this way, we created a 
hypothetical school’s CAASPP scores to indicate what our pupils might have achieved had they been 
educated in their home schools.   
 
The table below shows the 2014-15 CAASPP results for this hypothetical comparison school 
(generated by weighting public schools of residence’ average CAASPP scores by their proportional 
representation on campus) compared with 2014-15 SVA CAASPP results and the difference between 
these.  The table illustrates that SVA student performance exceeds the academic performance of the 
public schools that the charter school pupils would otherwise have been required to attend. 
 
See Appendix E for the source data used to generate this calculation, “Hypothetical School CAASPP 
Calculation.” 
 

Comparing Hypothetical School CAASPP Results to SVA’s in 2014-15 

 % who met or exceeded 
standard in ELA 

% who met or exceeded 
standard in Math 

SVA 2014-15 CAASPP 54 31 

Our students’ school-level 
score had they attended their 

public schools of residence 
37 28 

Difference in achievement 
because these pupils 

attended SVA 
+ 17 + 3 

 
B. Additional Justification for Charter Renewal- Student Subgroup Growth 

 
Internal data is suggestive of something even deeper.  As the “Intent of the Charter Schools Act” and 
the charter school proponents envisioned, Sycamore Valley Academy’s model has proven to be effective 
at “closing the achievement gap,” that is, reducing the distance between the performance of 
persistently disparate groups of students.  Ethnic minority groups and students from low socio-
economic households have persistently underperformed in relation to the achievement of their white 
and more advantaged counterparts.  We are particularly proud of the fact that at SVA we are closing 
this achievement gap, even while all groups grow and improve over time. 
 
We administer the Northwest Evaluation Association (NWEA) Measures of Academic Progress (MAP) as 
an interim assessment according to the schedule below. 
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Frequency of Computer-adaptive Testing 
Grade End of Trimester 1 End of Trimester 2 End of Trimester 3 

K   NWEA MAP 
1 NWEA MAP NWEA MAP NWEA MAP 
2 NWEA MAP NWEA MAP NWEA MAP 
3 NWEA MAP NWEA MAP CAASPP 
4 NWEA MAP NWEA MAP CAASPP 
5 NWEA MAP NWEA MAP CAASPP 
6 NWEA MAP NWEA MAP CAASPP 
7 NWEA MAP NWEA MAP CAASPP 
8 NWEA MAP NWEA MAP CAASPP 

 
NWEA MAP gives students a numeric score (seen as “RIT” in their reports) and generates student-level, 
classroom-level, reports, and sample of these can be found in Appendix F, “Sample NWEA MAP 
Reports.”  Students are measured against their nationally-normed projected RIT for the point in the 
academic year and grade level where they are presently.  NWEA MAP also embeds resources for 
teachers to teach responsively from these formative assessments. 
 
School-level and “district”-level are also available through NWEA MAP and are useful for program 
analysis. The data in the tables below, taken from 2015 NWEA MAP Student Growth Reports, indicates 
that scores are rising year over year, and that all subgroups, including our numerically significant 
subgroups (Hispanic learners and Free or Reduced Price Meal- eligible learners), are experiencing 
academic growth.   
 
The following three tables show NWEA MAP student achievement data in Mathematics, Reading, 
and Language Usage disaggregated by ethnic subgroups.  Comparing the Mean RIT from Fall 2014 
to the Mean RIT from Fall 2015 illustrates improved outcomes for all subgroups.   
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In fact, not only is growth universal, but it is worth noting, that the growth rate for our numerically 
significant subgroup, Hispanic learners, in 9 out of 10 instances, they are experiencing greater academic 
gains than their white counterparts, and that in 8 out of 10 instances, the Hispanic student growth rate 
is frequently higher than the mean for the grade level.   In the tables above, this is evident by comparing 
groups’ performance in the “Observed Growth” column. 
  
The next three tables show NWEA MAP student achievement data in Mathematics, Reading, and 
Language Usage disaggregated by special populations.  This includes English Learners, Special Education, 
Section 504, Free or Reduced Lunch, and “Talented and Gifted.”  All of these subgroups possess special 
learning needs.  Comparing the Mean RIT from Winter 2014 to the Mean RIT from Winter 2015 
illustrates improved outcomes for all subgroups. 
 



28 
  



29 
 

 



30 
 

 



31 
 

Another piece of contextual information helps us further interpret these tables. SVA enrollment trends 
affect the way we interpret data.  Knowing which grade levels contain higher proportions of students 
who have been with us less than a year (“new” students) helps us imagine what future years might look 
like. 
  
% of new, test-taking students by grade level in Fall 2015: 
3rd- 16% 
4th- 32% 
5th- 28% 
6th- 33% 
7th- 19% 
8th- 14% 

Over our first charter term, we have learned that families’ motivation to choose our option varies, and 
generally speaking, parents who choose us for their K-4th grade student are primarily motivated by 
excitement about our instructional model, whereas families who choose to transfer their 5th-8th grade 
student to our school have been primarily motivated by feeling underserved in relation to their 
learner’s needs.  These families describe negative experiences at their public school of residence as the 
cause of their inquiry into options and eventual transfer to SVA. These parents/guardians considered 
the challenges associated with transferring to a new school (making new friends, establishing 
relationships with staff) to be lesser than the challenges they would face if their child was to stay in 
their public school of residence. This general trend was the case in 2015.  As we got to know them, 
many of our new 5th/6th grade students in 2015 arrived at SVA in need of extra supports or 
interventions.  By the end of the 2015-16 school year, our school-wide proportion of students within 
Special Education or 504 (identified as having learning disabilities) grew by three percent over the prior 
year, and much of this is attributable to new students within 5th/6th grade.   

As the list above indicates, in Fall of 2015, we opened a new 5th/6th grade multi-age classroom, resulting 
in roughly one-third of our 5th/6th grade students being new to SVA.  While these students’ challenges 
are evident in the fact that their growth generally lags behind the other grades (3rd/4th or 7th/8th), 2015 
achievement scores of 5th and 6th graders were still higher than 2014 achievement scores of 5th and 6th 
grades, indicating our school systems and methods of delivering instruction are sound, appropriate to 
learner’s varied needs, robust, and getting better with time.  

Taken with the understanding above, considering the proportion of students who have been taught 
according to our model longer versus those that just joined our school, the grade level trends 
corroborate that the longer a student experiences the model, the more their learning accelerates. This 
is particularly promising for the future, and suggests that now that we have hit full enrollment, and the 
vast majority of students are returning year to year, our data will become more attributable to purely 
our efforts and fewer inherited challenges will cloud our data. Early indications point to the 
effectiveness of our practices, and also to their multiplicative effect when a student stays with us 
longer. 
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Our CMO is committed to student growth and to ensuring that growth rates are only accelerated by 
our work and never hindered.  It is pleasing to see that success is universal at our school.  All students, 
including our most vulnerable subpopulations, are steadily learning more each year as our staff grows 
in its capacity to deliver our unique instructional model. Improved outcomes year over year suggests 
improved services were provided, and combined with the organizational restructure and the new 
resources this will entail for staff, the data substantiates the inference that the charter schools within 
The Academies will be high quality. 
 
Our quantitative internal data demonstrates that our instructional model is effective at “closing the 
achievement gap,” that is, reducing the distance between the performance of historically underserved 
minority groups from that of white pupils and reducing the impact of poverty on student outcomes, 
even while all groups grow and improve.  We believe our success with these vulnerable subgroups can 
be attributed to the richness of our program and its design, as articulated in our Instructional 
Framework and the “Educational Philosophy and Instructional Program” sections of this charter. We 
further believe that the closing of the achievement gap at Sycamore Valley Academy validates that our 
work is aligned to the needs of the students we serve and the populations we have in mind to target, 
as articulated in the “Students to be Served- Target Populations” section of this charter.  Last, we 
believe our success points to the need for all public schools to provide similar consideration to the 
needs of the Gifted, not only for the sake of the Gifted, but for the myriad benefits such a program 
design can provide to all pupils and to those populations who comprise “the achievement gap.” 

Other Financial and Operational Success (2012-2017)   

Due to tremendous community support and demand for our option, we were able to hit full enrollment 
(grow to planned site capacity) more rapidly than planned in our initial charter (in 2011).   The 2016-17 
school year was initially planned to be at 350 enrollment, with 2017-18 showing the full realization of 
the school size and grade level breakdown.  However, we attained our 378 enrollment a year early.  The 
table below shows enrollment growth during our first term. 
 

 2012-13 
(year 1) 

2013-14 
(year 2) 

2014-15 
(year 3) 

2015-16 
(year 4) 

2016-17 
(year 5) 

Grade Levels Served K-7 TK-8 TK-8 K-8 K-8 
Enrollment 127 227 297 350 378 
% Growth over Prior Year 100 79 31 18 8 
Approximate # pupils on wait list 
at any given moment that year 

150 110 105 115 140 

  
Enrollment is an indicator of both the quality of our option and our ability to communicate what we 
offer to help parents make help them make an informed choice.  Our ability to grow was also a direct 
result of the cooperation and positive working relationship we enjoy with Visalia Unified.  We were 
collocated on the campus with Veva Blunt in 2012-13, and then moved to our own campus in 2013-14 
and have occupied and maintained that site according to a multi-year Facility Use Agreement.  Through 
nearly annual construction projects, we have never had a formal dispute with Visalia Unified.   
 
In addition, managing charter school finances through the state’s deferral schedule in 2012-13, and 
through such steep growth in years after that, came with challenges.  Except when the pupils represent 
the opening of a new grade level, public schools do not receive ADA for newly enrolled pupils until 
midyear.  While expenses to serve these pupils begins with the first day of school (staffing, facility, 
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materials, etc.), revenue to pay those bills arrives months later.  Our ability to manage cash flow gaps 
due to deferrals (40% of our revenue arrived after the close of the 2012-13 fiscal year) and due to the 
years of significant enrollment growth demonstrates that we are resourceful managers. SVA not only 
mitigated these challenges successfully, but also demonstrates strong financial standing in general after 
weathering them. 
 
All indicators of a charter school’s financial health are positive:  we have a strong cash reserve, have 
come through three clean external audits with no findings to date, have spent our funds responsibly 
and provided appropriate resources to students and teachers, and are positioning ourselves for further 
growth and expansion.  Our enrollment growth and strength of our waitlist is another financial 
indicator:  we have kept classes full in all years and our waitlist ensures financial stability. 
 
In addition, we successfully managed and spent our federal Public Charter Schools Grant Program 
(PCSGP) start up funds according to the restrictions of the grant, and completed all of its compliance 
reporting.  We used these funds to purchase professional development and instructional materials and 
furnishings for our school, investments that continue to benefit SVA.  During the period of grant 
funding, the grant parameters changed and it became a reimbursable grant.  This meant we had to 
spend the money first, then bill the state for reimbursement, and caused new cash flow strains.  We 
were able to secure the financing we needed to access these grant funds and overcome that challenge.   
 
As part of the PCSGP grant requirements, external third-party programmatic auditors from Charter 
Schools Development Center evaluated our school.  This occurred in 2013-14, year two.  They spent 
several days on campus, reviewed policies and procedures, interviewed cross-sections of stakeholders 
and members of our community in varied roles.  Their “School Quality Review Report” was submitted to 
VUSD in full within our “Annual Programmatic Audit” report on September 1, 2014.  We were pleased 
that they objectively evaluated us to be implementing program in a manner consistent with our charter, 
and their suggestions for areas to improve have been addressed in subsequent years.  We met all of 
their evaluative benchmarks, and exceeded their expectations for “implementing the instructional 
program outlined in its mission statement and its charter.”   
 
Consistent with our intentions from the start, Sycamore Valley Academy has been a resource in our 
community as well.  Beginning in 2015, our school has hosted professional development for local 
educators in an annual event, “Excellence or Bust!”  In 2015, it was a half-day event and hosted roughly 
20 attendees.  In 2016, we offered two half days and hosted 42.  At both, we gave presentations about 
two practices we employ and espouse, and wish to see grow in prevalence:  our use of “Gifted 
education for all” and our use of Restorative Justice.  We also gave visitors a menu of classroom 
visitation options across all grade levels and opened up our campus for their observation.  90% of 
attendees said it was worth their time, and narrative feedback from attendees in 2016 indicated the 
event was impactful.  We are excited to be sowing the seeds of greater systemic change through 
“Excellence or Bust!” and other engagement activities with the education community. 
 
Sycamore Valley Academy has been the recipient of awards during our first charter term as well.  In 
2015, our “Be the Change” service-learning elective open to 5th- 8th graders competed in the TCOE Step 
Up Youth Challenge (sponsored by the Gang Prevention Task Force).  Their significant project of 
connecting with seniors in a retirement home earned them the “Sustainability Award” and a five 
thousand dollar grant to seed future projects.  In addition, in 2015, only three schools in the state were 
awarded the California Association for the Gifted “5 Star School” award and Sycamore Valley Academy 
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was one of these.  Most recently, Sycamore Valley Academy was recognized as a “California Department 
of Education Gold Ribbon School.”  This award was given for our model program practice of providing 
“Gifted Education for all.” 
While launching an autonomous charter school is challenging work, the team at Sycamore Valley 
Academy has done an exceptional job.  During our first charter term, our students are learning and 
growing, our staff is improving in their effectiveness and implementation of the unique program, our 
finances are stable and management skill is substantial.  We have many reasons to expect continued 
and increased success in the future. 

ELEMENT A – EDUCATIONAL PHILOSOPHY AND INSTRUCTIONAL PROGRAM 
Governing Law:  The educational program of the charter school, designed, among other things, to 
identify those whom the charter school is attempting to educate, what it means to be an “educated 
person” in the 21st 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.  
[Education Code Section 47605 (b)(5)(A)(i)] 
 
The annual goals for the charter school for all pupils and for each subgroup of pupils identified pursuant 
to Section 52052, to be achieved in the state priorities, as described in subdivision (d) of Section 52060, 
that apply for the grade levels served, or the nature of the program operated, by the charter school, and 
specific annual actions to achieve those goals. A charter petition may identify additional school 
priorities, the goals for the school priorities, and the specific annual actions to achieve those goals. 
Education Code Section 47605(b)(5)(A)(ii). 
 
All schools in The Academies CMO share in the same Vision, Mission, and Motto and provide like 
programming to pupils on their school sites. 
 
Vision 
A new vision statement was created through the strategic planning process in 2015 to express our 
commitment to access and inclusion, and our desire to create change in our community: 
 

The Academies’ charter schools model transformative change in education by elevating 
expectations of learning and growth. With grit, tenacity, and empathy, we improve the world 
around us by embracing challenges as problem-solvers. We create an inclusive community with 
access to rigorous and enriching educational experiences that challenge and support individuals to 
achieve their personal best and realize new opportunities. 

 
Mission 
Our mission statement has not changed since the original 2011 Sycamore Valley Academy charter: 
 

The mission of our school is to provide a rich, meaningful education in a nurturing environment, 
where students are continually challenged and their natural curiosity, creativity, and talents can 
thrive.  We are a collaborative community of educators and families working together to help our 
students grow into virtuous, courageous, and intelligent citizens, equipped with a love of learning 
and a love of life, and eager to contribute to a better world. 
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Motto 
The Motto for The Academies also remains consistent since the original 2011 Sycamore Valley Academy 
charter: 

Accelerating Academics in an Enriching Environment 
 
The schools in our CMO believe that providing an enriched curricular and instructional experience to 
children causes academic learning to accelerate.  We believe our instructional design is developmentally 
appropriate, complimenting children’s natural propensity to learn, and removing ill-fitting and arbitrary 
structures that are all too common in schools, but that actually encumber and inhibit student growth, 
such as providing a narrow curriculum of only English and math, or a refusal to differentiate.  Our 
schools’ motto reflects a recognition of our staff’s responsibility to provide an enriching environment so 
that academics can accelerate. 

Students to be Served – Target Student Populations 
The Charter School will serve an academically, ethnically, and socioeconomically diverse student 
population, similar to the student population of the District in which it is situated. The following tables 
provide an overview of student demographics in VUSD compared with SVA over the first charter term 
(EdData, 2016). 

 
In accordance with Education Code Section 47605(d), we will not discriminate against pupils based upon 
protected classes. Families will enroll their children by free choice, after deciding that the unique 
environment of our program is right for their learner(s). 

 
The Charter School embraces the wonderful learning opportunities inherent in a diverse student 
population. By law, we are required to describe the means by which the Charter School will enroll a 
student population whose racial and ethnic balance reflects that of the general population residing in 
the geographic boundaries of the District.  When the Charter School resembles Visalia Unified School 
District’s demographic proportionality, we will know we have enabled our community to overcome 
challenges of access.  However, we understand diversity as broader than simply these numbers.  While 
we are situated in this local context, we envision a school community that embraces diversity which is 
not limited to these categories.  For example, it has been our experience in the first years of SVA that 
our student population may differ from VUSD’s, but contains subpopulations that bring with them 
special challenges, unique needs/perspectives, as well as assets and contributions that these tables 

 

YEAR ONE 
2012-13 

127 enrolled 

YEAR TWO 
2013-14 

227 enrollment 

YEAR THREE 
2014-15 

297 enrollment 

YEAR FOUR 
2015-16 

350 enrollment 

2012-13   
SVA 

2012-13 
VUSD 

2013-14  
SVA 

2013-14 
VUSD 

2014-15  
SVA 

2014-15 
VUSD 

2015-16 
 SVA 

2015-16 
VUSD 

FRL 18% 64% 28% 65% 30% NA 37% NA 
Hispanic 30% 64% 36% 65% 33% 65% 36% NA 

Black 1% 2% 2% 2% 2% 2% 1% NA 
Asian 1% 5% 3% 5% 4% 4% 3% NA 
ELL 1% 16% 3% 16% 4% 15% 5% NA 

SpEd 7% 9% 5% 8% 5% 8% 8% NA 
504 1% NA 2% NA 2% NA 2% NA 
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belie. In SVA’s history, these include (but are not limited to) children of adoptive families, students from 
families with varying household/family structures, students of varied gender identities, students who 
have lived in other countries or have immigrated to the United States, and students from varied 
religious/nonreligious backgrounds. Academically, the Charter School will include a range of K-8 
students, including high achievers in need of additional academic challenges, as well as learners not yet 
proficient with grade level standards, who need intervention strategies and support.  Though the state 
does not require demographic reporting to include schools’/districts’ gifted learners, this subpopulation 
also contributes to a diverse academic environment.  (For further discussion of how the Charter School 
will attempt to achieve a racial/ethnic balance reflective of the general population residing in the 
District, see Section VI, Admissions, “Community Diversity and Outreach.”) 

 
While recognizing the full range of students who will attend, the Charter School has a distinct aim to 
meet the needs of a currently underserved population, the gifted and talented children of the Visalia 
area in grades K-8.  The attributes, strengths, vulnerabilities, and needs of this target population have 
served as the basis for the research and formulation of our educational program. 

 
We employ a broad definition of giftedness and recognize that giftedness is not defined as 
achievement, but rather developmental advancement, curiosity, and creativity (Silverman, 2007).  The 
Charter School also recognizes the definition in Education Code Sections 52201 and 52202. 
 
“The current definition, which is located in the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, is students, 
children, or youth who give evidence of high achievement capability in areas such as intellectual, 
creative, artistic, or leadership capacity, or in specific academic fields, and who need services and 
activities not ordinarily provided by the school in order to fully develop those capabilities” (National 
Association for Gifted Children, 2016). 
   
The Charter School’s guiding philosophy, program features, and instructional practices are distinct from 
other public and private schools in the area.  We believe our school model provides the kinds of 
“services and activities not ordinarily provided” by the schools as intended by the Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act, since they are consistent with research about the best practices in gifted 
education and are likely to nurture gifted learners to “fully develop [their] capabilities.” 

 
While the Charter School’s curriculum and educational program has been designed with the needs of 
gifted students in mind, we firmly believe that all students will be well-served by our program.  We 
further believe that this model is particularly needed in economically disadvantaged households, and 
for those populations that have been historically underserved.  “Intellectual and creative talent cannot 
survive educational neglect and apathy. This loss is particularly evident in the minority groups who 
have, in both social and educational environments, every configuration calculated to stifle potential 
talent.” (Marland, 1971). 

Enrollment Projection 
We intend to maintain an enrollment of approximately 378 students each year, but retain the right to 
grow in response to community demand, in accordance with Education Code Section 47605(d)(2)(C).  

 
The Charter School will comply with minimum age limits as set forth in law. In addition, we seek to work 
with the District to create a strong transitional program to the District’s high schools to keep families in 
the public school system and ensure students’ continued success. 
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Momentum in California's charter movement builds each year as parents choose the charter public 
school option in ever greater numbers. Despite this growth, there is still an overwhelming unmet 
demand for quality school options in California. Recent estimates released by the California Charter 
Schools Association (“CCSA”) show that about 158,000 students are on waitlists to attend California 
charter schools.  
 

Evidence over the past five years argues that the public has never been more supportive of 
charter public schools than they are right now based on increasingly high parent demand, growth 
in charter school enrollment, and statewide polling data. This growth in support has occurred 
during a period when charter public schools have strengthened their performance, especially 
with historically underserved students. (California Charter Schools Association, 2015) 

 
The Visalia community is also demonstrating its support of alternative models of education. Sycamore 
Valley Academy has maintained a wait list averaging about 124 students per year during its first charter 
term. We are excited to offer the District a proactive, high quality response to the growing demand for 
options locally. 

Aligning the Instructional Design to the Target Populations 
There are two populations that charter schools within The Academies CMO are particularly suited to 
serve:  the gifted and talented student, and the student from a low-income household.  We believe both 
populations are vulnerable and at-risk, and we are grateful for the opportunity to respond to these 
needs in our community. 
 

There is a misguided belief that gifted learners can maintain their abilities even when classroom 
instruction is restricted to the use of grade level concepts and materials. [However,] when no 
modification is made to meet learning needs, many parents, teachers, administrators, and 
educational decision makers, are placing vast numbers of children at risk. Current educational 
provisions and practices are placing many populations of gifted children at risk of losing their 
intellectual heritage by inhibiting their unique personal growth. Among those populations [at 
greatest risk] are children who are gifted and within the culture of poverty; gifted and physically 
or learning disabled; highly and profoundly gifted; and gifted learners in the regular classroom. 
(California Association for the Gifted, 2004) 
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INSTRUCTIONAL FRAMEWORK 

Learning Outcomes 
Inquisitive, critical thinkers 

Confident leaders in the 21st century world 
Virtuous, courageous, and intelligent individuals 

Creative and effective problem-solvers 
Self-motivated, competent, life-long learners 

Empowered, able citizens in a democratic society 
Guiding Principles for Instruction Instructional Practices 
1- Multi-age grouping 
2- Differentiation 
3- Project-based learning (“PBL”) 
4- Gifted education for all students 
5- Development of scholarly habits of 

mind 
6- Enriched curriculum 
7- Social and emotional learning 

(“SEL”) 
8- Authentic assessment and mastery 

orientation 
9- Collaboration in the whole school 

community 

• Process of inquiry, discovery, application, and 
reflection 

• Questioning, modeling, discussing, collaborative 
grouping 

• Small group and individual differentiated 
instruction 

• Essential questions 
• Democratic environment 
• Flexible pacing of standards in response to 

student need 
• Arts/music and foreign language instruction 
• Social and emotional instruction and support 

services 
• Explicit instruction in and encouragement of 

growth mindset 
• Portfolios, performance-based assessments 
• Meaningful involvement of parents/families 
• Collaboration among teachers 

Philosophy of Education 

Constructivist/ Progressive Education 

 
The charter schools within The Academies open opportunities for the families of gifted learners in our 
community by providing an educational program that promises the full development of their child(ren).  
We nurture the strengths of our student population (e.g., intellectual curiosity, divergent thinking, 
accelerated mastery of content, philosophical inquiry/wonder, desire for deeper and/or broader 
learning opportunities) and also support and develop those weaknesses that may be present in our 
student population (e.g., underachievement and social-emotional needs). 

 
Research indicates that the source of social-emotional conflict gifted children face in school is “not 
something inherent in the traits of gifted children, but rather in the interplay between the individual 
and his or her surroundings.” (Coleman and Cross, 2005) This means the structures and opportunities at 
school, and the degree to which they are compatible with students’ needs, have a significant effect on 
children’s social and emotional well-being. Cognizant of this, our school is structured to honor “the child 
as a person, and continues with providing the best in academic, social, and emotional growth, and 
talent development.” (Robinson, Shore, and Enersen, 2007) 
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With this role of the school in mind, the founders of Sycamore Valley Academy designed an 
Instructional Framework that persists to this day, and is now proposed for all charter schools within The 
Academies CMO.  First, we established the learning outcomes we expect our students to develop, 
descriptors of what an SVA graduate would be like as a result of experiencing his or her K-8 education in 
our school,  attributes we believe appropriately prepare children for the 21st century world.  Working 
backwards from this, we developed our philosophy of learning, established our guiding principles for 
instruction, and deduced our instructional practices. Through the careful construction of this 
instructional framework, we are confident our students will achieve these outcomes.   

 
It is because The Academies is committed to the principle of free and appropriate public education for 
all, and to serving the needs of our particular community, that we offer a program that meets the needs 
of the gifted and talented population.  Such services are otherwise absent in our community.  We are 
proud to offer our community a needed service and provide a hub for continued advocacy and 
resources.  The National Association for the Gifted indicates 10% of the population is gifted; The 
Academies argues 10% of our children is too much to forfeit.   
 
Educators have a moral imperative to do our best to reach the individual needs of each child.  This is 
because we recognize children’s individual value, and would consider it unethical to squander the 
potential of any.  How much less conscionable is it, then, to recognize a statistically significant student 
population with identified vulnerabilities/needs, as well as established best practices that reliably 
support them, but to choose not to provide these, as a system?  California’s transition to the Local 
Control Funding Formula (LCFF) in 2013-14 removed categorical Gifted and Talented Education 
(“GATE”) funding, under the presumption that our schools would continue to offer gifted programming 
via the flexibility of LCFF and the accountability of the Local Control Accountability Plan (“LCAP”).   This 
dynamic, however, removed any state level push to encourage schools to run, let alone expand, gifted 
and talented programming.   
 
Instead districts and charter schools which include the gifted in their LCAP are few across the state, 
according to the California Association for the Gifted.  Because no other reporting to the State is 
required for this subpopulation, LCAP’s are the only opportunity to glimpse inside these districts and 
schools to see if programming exists for their gifted.  Further, the State is in a period of ambiguity with 
regard to the expired Academic Performance Index, but there are no signs that the Gifted will be a 
subpopulation that schools and districts must flag and report on (or monitor the progress of), though 
disaggregation of data is provided for Special Education-qualifying disability groups, ethnic groups, 
students qualifying for Free or Reduced Price Meals (low income), parent education level, or English 
Learner status.  There is no mandate from the federal government either:  the recently passed federal 
Every Student Succeeds Act (“ESSA”) indicates schools “may” use their funding to serve the Gifted, 
punting the choice to the local level again.  While the State’s move to the California Assessment of 
Student Performance and Progress (“CAASPP”) and computer-adaptive tests suggests more of a growth 
approach to learning, which would help to make the needs of the gifted more visible than the target-
hitting Standardized Testing and Reporting (“STAR”) of the past,  it is nevertheless expected that the 
gifted will be forgotten in any kind of meaningful way state-wide, since their service does not appear to 
impact the financial or the academic bottom line directly.   
 
It is in this context that The Academies models an alternative approach, and posits the position that 
neglecting to identify and address the needs of the 10% of the student population who are gifted is 
neither financially nor academically benign.  Our charter schools illustrate that from an instructional 



40 
 

framework designed with the Gifted in mind, student-responsive, 21st century learning follows. 
Sycamore Valley Academy applies accommodations typically provided to the Gifted learner universally, 
and this directly benefits enrolled children and families immediately, while also contributing to a more 
equitable community in the long term.  (Appendix G, “Differentiation at The Academies,” contains a 
graphic organizer that illustrates how instruction within our school(s) is adjusted to provide Gifted 
accommodations to all, while other tools for differentiation are provided on an as-needed basis.)   
  
We believe that failing to appropriately serve the Gifted contributes to the perpetuation of existing 
inequitable economic opportunity within our community and within our State.  Having the LCAP as the 
only opportunity to capture schools’ and districts’ provision of Gifted programming, a document whose 
composition is driven by stakeholder engagement and community input, means a community’s access 
to curricular and instructional experiences appropriate for Gifted learners is dependent on the advocacy 
efforts of its constituents and/or the wisdom or sensitivity of its leaders alone.  Regions with 
disempowered or under-educated parent populations are likely, then, to lack Gifted programming, 
while regions with a high parent education level and higher incomes are likely to offer Gifted 
programming for their children. 
 
Tulare County is predictably lacking.  According to the Tulare County Office of Education, there are 
currently no districts in our county identifying Gifted learners.  VUSD discontinued its identification 
practice (“universal screening” of third graders) in 2013, the same year the GATE categorical funding 
ended.  Likewise, there are currently no districts in Tulare County providing services designed for the 
Gifted.  The District’s K-6 programming was most recently variant at best, with some campuses hosting 
after-school drama programs or other activities at the end of the school day, while other campuses 
appeared to offer nothing at all.  According to the VUSD’s (most recent) 2009 GATE Survey, teachers 
expressed a need for more support services in accommodating Gifted learners, more training regarding 
the characteristics of Gifted learners and their related social and emotional basis, and more staff 
development to incorporate techniques to support learning in their classrooms. In short, even when the 
District had been receiving and spending GATE categorical funding, the vast majority of District teachers 
indicated they were not prepared to differentiate instruction or access support for the Gifted learners in 
Visalia classrooms.   
 
Since inception, we have envisioned Sycamore Valley Academy’s instructional design as a direct 
response to this void, as well as many of our region’s most pressing education-related problems.  See 
Appendix H to view a document shared with the District during initial charter development (in February 
of 2011), “How SVA Will Benefit Students, the District, and the Community.”  
 
Recent reports indicate the Visalia-Porterville metropolitan area is the second least educated in the 
entire United States (Dill, 2015).  With Bakersfield in third place, Modesto in seventh, and Fresno in 
tenth place for least educated metro areas in the US, this makes our Central Valley a perilous and 
tenuous place to be a child when it comes to accessing the American dream and economic and personal 
opportunity.  We continue to envision a community that benefits from The Academies and its schools’ 
solutions to these persisting challenges.   
 
We further believe that since our initial chartering, the loss of categorical GATE funding and reliance 
upon the LCAP process, combined with the continued lack of State accountability for the Gifted within 
academic performance accounting, has increased the vulnerability of our target population.  While we 
anticipated that our instructional approach would be effective with all learners as we developed 
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Sycamore Valley Academy’s initial charter, it has become apparent through our initial charter term that 
our design and methods are especially vital not only for the gifted learner (who could not otherwise 
access such services locally) but also for the learner who comes from a low-income household (whose 
home life may include exposure to risk-factors affecting one’s ability to learn).  Finally, we believe 
providing “gifted education for all” is a cost-effective way to both meet the needs of this 10% while 
enriching the experience of the remaining 90%, developing the latent talent within all students, and 
that this approach contributes to a more economically just community. 

 
It is widely accepted that high quality education is one of the best weapons against poverty, and 
provides the conditions in which economic opportunity, or social mobility, is possible.  No system can 
rightfully claim to be high quality when it ignores 10% of its constituents. Regions that lack gifted 
programming are consistently under-serving their 10% of the population who are Gifted (a racially, 
ethnically, and economically diverse group), but the lack of programming is disproportionately impactful 
to those children who are both gifted and poor.  “This consistent lack of investment in gifted kids for 
decades has created a deep divide between the educational, occupational, and leadership attainment of 
low-income and high-income students... This has significant implications not only for the well-being of 
these disadvantaged students, but also for societal innovation and even America’s GDP” (Wai & Worell, 
2016). 

 
We believe the low-income students are a subpopulation also at-risk, and one that is particularly well-
served by a “gifted education for all” approach.  Students from low income households are at-risk of losing 
their range of opportunities within American society, and in danger of becoming unable to access a middle 
class lifestyle/culture.  
 
Although childhood is generally considered to be a time of joyful, carefree exploration, children living in 
poverty tend to spend less time finding out about the world around them and more time struggling to 
survive within it. Poor children have fewer and less-supportive networks than their more affluent 
counterparts do; live in neighborhoods that are lower in social capital; and, as adolescents, are more 
likely to rely on peers than on adults for social and emotional support. Low socio-economic status 
children also have fewer cognitive-enrichment opportunities. They have fewer books at home, visit the 
library less often, and spend considerably more time watching TV than their middle-income 
counterparts do. (Kumanyika & Grier, 2006 as cited in Jensen, 2009) 

  
Students from poverty are especially reliant upon their public schools to provide “an enriching 
environment.”  Recent brain research suggests that our environment not only shapes our culture or 
perspective, but our environment also contributes to the structural organization of our brains.  A lack of 
stimulation or unhealthful stimulation (whether that lack can be attributed to a disadvantaged home or 
whether the lack is compounded by a less than whole educational experience) can destroy potential.  
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(Jensen, 2009) 

 
The “achievement gap,” that is, the reliable trend of vulnerable racial and economic groups consistently 
performing lower in standardized academic assessments than children with more social and financial 
advantages, is disturbing to the entire field of education.  How to address equity issues for persistently 
under-performing subpopulations is a perennial topic.  Students of color and students from low income 
households trail behind their white and more affluent counterparts as a group.  If we know that families 
in poverty cannot provide as much enrichment or healthy neural stimulation and intellectual modeling 
to their children as middle and upper class families can, it makes sense to apply an enriched curricular 
and instructional experience to these children as a targeted compensation. Children who face the 
challenges correlated with an impoverished home environment lack social-emotional supports and 
cognitive-enrichment opportunities.  Our instructional program provides these in a very thoughtful 
manner.   
 
Sycamore Valley Academy students not only enjoy a broad course of study and benefit from academic 
breadth, but they also experience gifted education teaching tools that are the best practices in 
intellectual and talent- development.  These add depth, complexity, inter-disciplinarity, applicability, 
and dimensionality to their learning and equip learners to be meaning-makers, independently able to 
go on learning in the absence of a teacher because they have learned the tools of inquiry and 
connection-making.  As the diagram suggests, an enriched experience primes the brain for further 
learning; the more one learns, the more one becomes able to learn and make connections.   
 
A study conducted in 2014 by the National Research Center on the Gifted and Talented at the 
University of Virginia indicated that racial and ethnic representation of students identified in today’s 
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gifted programming is more consistent with the prevalence of giftedness (6-10%) than the 
representation of students from poverty identified as gifted.  “Notably, underrepresentation of 
students of poverty in gifted programs was greater than that of Black or Hispanic students. More than 
50% of the respondents across school levels reported much lower representation of students of 
poverty in their gifted programs than the percentage of the subgroup in their district student 
population. Only 17.8%, 21.4%, and 15.1% of the districts at the elementary, middle, and high school 
levels, respectively” reported proportionally equivalent representation of pupils in gifted programming 
from poverty (Callahan, 2014).   
 
The underrepresentation of low-income students within gifted programming nationally points back to 
the ways in which poverty can disadvantage and mask ability.  The California Association for the Gifted 
(“CAG”) explains: 
 

 “Underrepresentation of gifted children from poverty crosses all ethnic and cultural groups.  It 
has been found to be easier to identify gifted students from middle-class homes, regardless of 
their racial or cultural group, than to identify giftedness of individuals living in homes in poverty.  
Poverty is not just about money.  The culture of poverty involves the extent to which an 
individual does without resources, not only financial resources but emotional, intellectual, and 
physical resources; relationships and role models; and innumerable external support systems.” 
(CAG Position Paper 17, 2007).   

 
  “Children living in poverty are not typically offered trips to the museum, aquariums, or concerts.  
They seldom are given special art classes, private music lessons, or other opportunities that are 
out of the family’s economic reach.  The possible gifts and talents of such children may not be 
realized.  Once inhibited, such abilities will not become evident regardless of the type of testing 
or assessment used to find them.  At home and at school, early intervention, stimulating 
environments, and enriched educational experiences are essential and provide our best hope.” 
(CAG Position Paper 7, 2007). 

 
The schools within The Academies, including Sycamore Valley Academy, enthusiastically envision a 
public school system that no longer ignores the needs of its 10% Gifted population, and that recognizes 
the value of intellectual and talent-development as a strategy to close the achievement gap, prepare 
children for the 21st century, and contribute to economic opportunity.  Our public charter schools 
model what this looks like in practice and demonstrate, through their student success, the efficacy of 
such an approach.   
 
Our organization’s “Theory of Change,” which can be found on page 42 of our Strategic Plan (located in 
Appendix B) details the ways in which our organization engages families, students, instructional staff, 
and education leaders to realize our Vision.  By publishing our theory and making it explicit, we wish to 
engage in important conversations within the field of education, and to influence others to consider our 
philosophy and practices for application to their own communities/schools.   
 
But we also believe it is only through publishing our theory and making our assumptions explicit that a 
system can remain sensitive to its continued need for revision.  The Academies and its charter schools 
believe our Instructional Framework has great potential when used within a system designed and 
functioning as our “Theory of Change” illustrates.  But because we are more committed to children than 
we are wed to our own exciting ideas, and because we understand that the body of knowledge about 
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learning and brain development as well as pedagogy is continually increasing, we also continually seek 
best practices and new research that could cause us to adjust, supplement, modify, or eliminate 
elements of this Theory. 

What it Means to Be an “Educated Person” in the 21st Century 

The Academies’ and Sycamore Valley Academy’s Learning Outcomes reflect what we believe to be the 
skills, abilities, dispositions, and attitudes our students will need to succeed in our rapidly changing 
world.  In order to identify our Learning Outcomes, the founding team started by describing the 
conditions of the world and nation our students will inherit: 
 

● Information (both credible and false) is ubiquitous, easily accessible, and growing exponentially. 
● The world is “shrinking” as nations recognize their economic connectedness and technology 

brings the world closer together. 
● Democracy depends on a thoughtful citizenry and capitalism requires a diversity of talent. 
● The world’s problems are increasingly complex and will require divergent and creative thinking 

coupled with cooperative problem-solving. 
● The job market increasingly requires higher levels of skill and intellectual agility in a “knowledge 

economy.” 
 
Aware of these conditions, the team developed the Learning Outcomes, descriptors of what scholars 
who experience our instructional model for their K-8th grade education will be like as a result of 
experiencing our pedagogy.  They are: 

 
● inquisitive, critical thinkers 
● confident leaders in the 21st century world 
● virtuous, courageous, and intelligent individuals 
● creative and effective problem-solvers 
● self-motivated, competent, life-long learners 
● empowered, able citizens in a democratic society 

 
The Academies' Instructional Framework (see pg. 38) is aligned to produce individuals who are properly 
educated for the 21st century economy, with all of the challenges and opportunities it will offer. 

How Learning Best Occurs 
Sycamore Valley Academy’s philosophy of education is rooted in a fundamental belief that all students 
can learn, and that every student deserves an educational experience that enables ongoing progress.  
Sycamore Valley Academy believes a blended pedagogical practice is conducive to our aims and to the 
best development of our student population, and that this is how learning best occurs.  We consciously 
borrow and merge the best ideas from constructivism and progressive education (including models 
developed by Dewey, Montessori, and Steiner) with elements of the classical education model in order 
to support our students’ intellectual curiosity and to make learning relevant and exciting. 

 
Knowledgeable, highly skilled, and empowered teachers are at the helm of the learning process. Such 
teachers arrive at curricular and instructional decisions by knowing the course content, understanding 
pedagogy and instruction, and considering the individual needs of students. 
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Guided by both what the students need to know and who the students are, the SVA teacher chooses 
how to deliver the content: whether it should be constructed (discovered through inquiry-based 
methods and teacher guidance/coaching) or instructed (imparted through direct instruction from the 
teacher). 

 
The philosophical assumption at Sycamore Valley Academy is that it is preferable for students to learn 
content through constructivist teaching practices, and that this kind of learning environment is more 
likely to develop higher level thinking skills and yield the kind of meaningful, long-term retention we 
aim to achieve. This is consistent with both best practices for gifted learners, and the goal of properly 
educating all students for the 21st century. 

 
The normal school curriculum calls for a 70/30 split between time spent on teaching basic skills 
and time devoted to higher cognitive learning, such as reasoning, drawing inferences and 
reaching conclusions. The gifted child seems to need the reverse emphasis. (Ramos, 1975) 

 
By relying heavily on constructivist practices, the Sycamore Valley Academy teacher reverses this typical 
split, and affords students the opportunity to grapple with more complex thinking tasks regularly.  See 
Appendix I, “Philosophical Basis.”   

The K-8 Learning Environment 

Sycamore Valley Academy offers a site-based program for students in grades K-8.  Students will be 
grouped in the following contained classrooms:  Kindergarten (“K”), Grades 1 and 2 (“1/2”), Grades 3 
and 4 (“3/4”), Grades 5 and 6 (“5/6”), and the Middle School Program (“7/8”). 
 
SVA K-6:  Kindergarten, 1/2, 3/4, 5/6 
Elementary students have a single classroom teacher, but also see other teachers on a rotating schedule 
for instruction in their foreign language, science, PE, and the arts. Students may also receive 
deployment instruction in core subjects from other grade level teachers. 
  
SVA 7-8:  Middle School Program 
A distinguishing feature of the Middle School Program is the greater use of subject- specialized 
teachers.  In place of the single classroom teacher, students in grades 7-8 will have departmentalized 
instruction for the core subject areas of ELA/ history social studies, math, and science. PE, music, and 
foreign language teachers will continue to be seen on a rotating schedule, similar to the K-6 grades.   

  
The sample schedules in Appendix J give a picture of how a week in the life of a student is experienced 
across the grade levels.  Consistent with our educational philosophy, these schedules encourage the 
development of the “whole child” and ensure time for individualization. 
    
Sycamore Valley Academy has adopted the K-8 structure because of its many, well-researched academic 
and social/ emotional benefits. Studies show that students in K–8 schools have “higher academic 
achievement as measured by both grade point averages and standardized test scores, especially in 
math. These students also participate more in extracurricular activities, demonstrate greater leadership 
skills, and [are] less likely to be bullied than those following the elementary/middle school track.” 
(Yecke, 2006). 
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Guiding Principles for Instruction/Key Program Features 
Derived from our philosophical assumptions explained above, Sycamore Valley Academy believes the 
following core features of our program, explained below, are essential to produce our Learning 
Outcomes, and serve all students well. 
  

1. Multi-age grouping 
2. Differentiation 
3. Project-based learning (or “PBL”) 
4. Gifted education for all students 
5.  Development of scholarly habits of mind 
6. Enriched curriculum 
7. Social and emotional learning 
8. Authentic assessment and mastery orientation 
9. Collaboration in the whole school community 

 
These features allow SVA to offer the community currently unavailable educational options, and will 
facilitate our success with students. Further discussion of each is found below. 

1.   Multi-age Grouping 
Students will be grouped in K, 1-2, 3-4, and 5-6, in the Elementary Program, and 7-8 in the Middle 
School Program. 
  
Borrowing from Montessori and Waldorf methods, Sycamore Valley Academy is structured to group 
students in this manner because of our core philosophical belief that learning should be student-
centered and that this model is a highly effective way to educate.  It marks a departure from the 
traditional age-grade lock step system that the vast majority of American schools have implemented 
since 1843, when the “one-room schoolhouse model” was replaced by “a factory model that was used 
to classify and manage the increasing need of urban schools...a product of the Industrial Revolution” 
(Stone, 1997). 
  
Many thinkers are recognizing the arbitrary nature of single-graded learning environments.  Sir Ken 
Robinson, creativity expert, describes how our system has come to be single-graded and our need to 
rethink this practice:  "It's about conformity.  It's about batching.  We still educate people by age group, 
for example.  Why do we do that?  It's because it's a managerial convenience.  It's not because it 
answers to any model of human growth or development.  We assume that all the five year olds should 
be educated together, all the six year olds, all the seven year olds... It's like the most important thing 
they have in common is their date of manufacture.  Well, I know five year olds who are a lot smarter 
than some twelve year olds, according to what they are doing.  It's also about standardization; we all 
know this." (Robinson, 2011).  
 
The graded system assumes, “that all children are the same in development and needs; that they can be 
taught in the same way... and that education is a product, not a process” (Stone, 1997). The graded 
system is curriculum-centered and efficiency-minded.  Even when teachers within graded schools 
consciously work to create student-centered environments, “the structure of the graded system... 
hinders continuous, successful progress for all children” (Stone, 1997).  Because single-graded 
environments encourage the use of “the same curricula to teach diverse groups of students, graded 
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education might neglect some students’ needs, especially those of high- and low-achievers.”  (Song, 
Spradlin & Plucker, 2009).   

 
In contrast, the multi-age approach assumes: 

all children, even children of the same age, are different in their development and needs; that 
children construct their own knowledge in their own way; that learning should be child-
centered, not curriculum-centered; and that education is a process, not a product (Piaget,1976, 
Piaget and Inhelder, 1969). Multi-age classrooms also promote social learning-- children learning 
from each other. (Vygotsky, 1978) (Stone, 1997). 

 
Because these assumptions underlie a multi-age environment, a multi-age school is a natural fit for 
student-centered and project-based learning. 
 
In sum, the multi-age structure is utilized at Sycamore Valley Academy model because it begins with the 
assumption of diversity in students, not sameness, and it is compatible with learning outcomes we aim 
for: producing life-long learners and instilling a mastery orientation. 
 
Academic Advantages of Multi-Age Grouping 
Both ends of the achievement spectrum, high-achieving and lower-achieving students, will benefit from 
this structure at Sycamore Valley Academy, as “age-segregated classrooms are particularly difficult for 
children whose development differs from the norm” (Pratt, 1986). This is because multi-age classes 
encourage differentiation. “Teachers of multiage classes are more likely to see their students as diverse 
as as similar and to provide developmentally appropriate (that is, differentiated) curricula” (Lloyd, 
1999). 

 
Multi-age grouping removes the social stigma of being an outlier when students’ chronological age and 
cognitive ability are disparate. The opportunity to progress on a continuum toward mastery without 
grade-imposed limits will encourage greater motivation and feelings of success. Research indicates that 
this affective advantage translates to greater achievement for students. “Statistical analysis 
demonstrated that students from multiage classrooms achieved greater academic outcomes in relation 
to their abilities and demonstrated greater increases in academic achievement than students of the 
same and higher abilities from single-age classrooms, [even] when all classrooms employed 
developmentally appropriate teaching practices” (Kinsey, 2001). 
 
Social/Emotional Advantages of Multi-Age Grouping 
There are other, nonacademic benefits to adopting multi-age grouping as well.  Multi-age classes are 
truer to the world outside the formal classroom, where individuals interact with differing age levels 
constantly. “The general picture that emerges from...studies is one of increased competition and 
aggression within same- age groups, and increased harmony and nurturance within multi-age groups” 
(Pratt, 1986).  The harmonious culture of the Charter School will likely yield social/emotional benefits 
for individual students. A healthy school culture-- one of cooperation across ages, grade levels, and 
other differences-- will positively impact academic achievement as well, since academic success is more 
likely when students have healthy self-concepts and social self-concepts. 
 

Building on results from a study reporting increased frequencies of prosocial behaviors of 
students in multi-age classrooms (McClellan & Kinsey, 1999), Kinsey demonstrated that higher 
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teacher ratings of student prosocial behaviors were significantly related to greater student 
achievement outcomes on both standardized and report card assessments.  (Kinsey, 2001). 

 
In Sycamore Valley Academy classrooms, grade-level peers will stay together with a teacher who 
remains constant for the duration of the multi-age span so long as the continuance of the relationship is 
in the best interest for the individual child and the overall class. This model fosters strong teacher-
student relationships, a sense of belonging and community, and increases the teacher’s sense of 
responsibility for student growth.  

2.   Differentiation 
Essential to the success of our model is curricular flexibility and student-responsive teaching. Research 
suggests that effective differentiation: 

1)  Is proactive rather than reactive. Teachers plan multiple routes for students to succeed rather 
than adapting one-size-fits-all lesson plans when it becomes evident the lessons are not working. 
2)    Uses small, flexible learning groups for instruction. Teachers plan to meet with various 
groupings of students based on a variety of needs throughout a learning cycle. 
3)    Uses a variety of materials to address learner needs, including materials at a range of 
reading levels and materials that address various learning modalities. 
4)    Uses flexible pacing to address learner variance. In these classrooms, teachers do not 
assume that a good day is one in which every student begins and ends a task at the same time. 
5)    Is knowledge-centered. Lessons are based on the teacher’s clear understanding of what is 
essential in the study unit, and the teacher helps each student build his or her own 
demonstrations of understanding and skill, encompassing the essentials. 
6)    Is learner-centered. Teachers systematically study learner traits to understand what each 
student brings to the task, what each student needs to succeed with the task, and what the 
student needs to support his or her success. (Tomlinson, 2005) 

  
In addition to instructional unit/lesson planning to ensure instruction is responsive to student ability, in 
order to facilitate a degree of personalization for all pupils, Sycamore Valley Academy will begin each 
year by planning “individual learning plans” (“ILP”) for each student.  In these ILPs, teachers set goals for 
students in academic subject areas as well as goals for social/emotional growth. ILP goals will be based 
on students’ prior performance and parent and student input. Progress toward individual learning plan 
goals will be reported every trimester in progress reports and discussed at parent-teacher conferences.  
New ILPs will be developed annually. 
  
See Appendix K, “ILP Parent/Guardian Input Form.”  See also Appendix L, “Sample Report Card.” 
  
Teachers will utilize the benefits of multi-age classrooms, reading and writing workshop, and the 
project-based learning periods in our schedule to differentiate learning opportunities and expectations 
for students. 

3.   Project Based Learning 
Students at SVA will experience three fully-developed, interdisciplinary projects per school year (one 
per trimester). Teachers will be trained using the pblCORE model of Project Based Learning, developed 
by Tulare County Office of Education and based upon the Buck Institute for Education’s original PBL 
concept. Project Based Learning is a structured process designed to support educators in developing 
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and delivering effective instruction that is focused on building transferable skills that prepare students 
for college, career, and life.  
 
The pblCORE process is an integrated approach for designing, implementing, assessing, and managing 
Project Based Learning. All projects include the ten essential characteristics of PBL:   
 

1. Real-World Connection: consideration is given for projects to inform/connect to students’ lives  
2. Critical Knowledge:  common core standards-based objectives are made meaningful to the 

students 
3. 21st Century Skills:  critical thinking, creativity, collaboration, communication, (the 4 C’s) as well as 

real world problem-solving 
4. Purposeful Assessment:  formative assessment is built into the process, can include self- and/or 

peer- assessment, goal-setting and progress-tracking 
5. Project Deliverables: learning products have applicability and the student’s learning and thinking is 

embedded in the process of their creation 
6. Authentic Audience:  significantly improves student motivation to perform to the best of their 

ability, makes work authentic, helps our school engage the larger community 
7. Essential Question:  an open-ended and motivating question prompts students to begin with the 

big idea or complex/situated concepts.  The acquisition of the details of the learning or the discreet 
skills needed to meet learning objectives becomes purposeful as a means to resolve the Essential 
Question 

8. Need to Know: students see the need to gain knowledge in order to answer the driving question, 
and identify their own questions/gaps in knowledge 

9. Inquiry Process:  includes a guided research process with multiple and varied resources, requires 
higher level thinking  

10. Personalized Learning:  student decision-making or “voice and choice” is provided for within 
process or product 

Additionally, Project Based Learning is widely recognized as responsive to the needs of the 21st century 
learner.  Its design and essential components are informed by the Common Core State Standards 
(“CCSS”), 21st Century Skills (The Four C’s), Webb’s Depth of Knowledge, and Daggett’s Three R’s (Rigor, 
Relevance, and Relationships).  See Appendix M for “PBL-Related Research.” 
 
The process of how a well-developed PBL unit unfolds includes having students identify their own "need 
to knows"-- their academic voids, deficiencies, or the questions that would need to be answered in 
order to achieve the challenge or resolve the driving question. Our PBL units will be designed around 
CCSS content standards and teachers will employ “backwards design” principles to create projects 
based on several standards from multiple disciplines (Wiggins and McTighe, 2006). This will allow 
students to demonstrate mastery of CCSS in context as a part of this powerful and interconnected 
learning process. Teachers will embed formative assessment and provide the scaffolds for students to 
demonstrate understanding at high levels that are meaningful to the learner. Teachers strive to meet 
the student’s current skill level and push it a step further, keeping the learning experience within their 
“zone of proximal development” (Vgotsky, 1978). The required PBL design element of personalized 
learning ("voice and choice") provides avenues to respond to each child's individual interest or curiosity 
as it relates to content standards/learning objectives. The culminating event for the unit always involves 
a public audience, increasing the rigor and relevance of the learning experience and providing multiple 
opportunities to connect our school with the larger community. 
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The benefits to PBL are many and varied. These projects will be academically rigorous, inspiring, and 
highly motivating for students. Projects facilitate the development of self-regulating habits, effective 
time management, and study skills. Projects allow for individualized pacing and acceleration, and the 
joy of following one’s own questions to the satisfaction of their answers. They promote pride in work, 
creativity, and critical thinking. Project-based learning will not only encourage meaning-making, but it 
will also prepare students for the rapidly-changing world they will experience after SVA by giving them 
the chance to consider and understand the ethical issues associated with the curriculum, and develop a 
greater conceptual sense for the context of the content. PBL foster the necessary critical thinking skills 
for SVA students to navigate the complexity of our world’s challenges beyond their years at our school. 
It requires learners to make connections and situate ideas, which requires constant recall, reuse, 
transfer, and contextualization, and application of information. These tasks are brain-compatible and 
likely to yield not only better retention, but also higher-level thinking skills. Projects connect across 
content areas and enable more meaningful learning, thus PBL is a foundational part of SVA’s 
instructional design.  
  

Material can be...quickly dropped or forgotten if more sustained practice does not follow soon.  
This happens because the material has no further meaning, and thus the need for long-term 
retention disappears. …[Therefore] practice that is distributed over longer periods of time 
sustains meaning and consolidates learnings into long-term storage in a form that will ensure 
accurate recall and applications in the future.  This is the [same] rationale behind the idea of the 
spiral curriculum, whereby critical information and skills are reviewed at regular intervals within 
and over several grade levels. ...This method not only helps in retention but reminds students 
that the learnings will be useful for the future, not just for the time when they were first learned 
and tested. (Sousa, 2006) 
 

When shared at their conclusion, project presentations afford individuals valuable public-speaking 
opportunities, while the community of learners benefits from the variety and range in their classmates’ 
work. PBL will engage learners in ways that promote long-term retention of information and that 
motivate students to want to learn and engage in provided experiences. 

4.   Gifted Education for All 
Sycamore Valley Academy will use the best practices from gifted education with all learners. The gifted 
education field has focused on defining the best ways to facilitate talent and intellectual development 
in young people, and has produced clear results, pointing to effective practices. Because all learners 
possess talent and intellectual strengths and weaknesses, we will apply these talent and intellectual 
development strategies and structures broadly; the practices designed to support exceptional learners' 
growth are, in fact, effective with learners of varying talent and intellectual ability. Our school will cause 
all learners to grow at their natural pace. We will carefully monitor data to ensure that achievement 
and school success is universal: those who struggle to meet standards will receive the supports and 
targeted instruction and interventions to continually grow toward proficiency. Those who are "on grade 
level" will receive multiple opportunities to practice new skills and apply concepts. And those whose 
demonstrated ability far outpaces their peers, too, will show continuous growth through supported 
challenge. Sycamore Valley Academy will show that it is truly possible in our public school system to 
differentiate instruction to deliver a student-responsive, standards-based education, and deliver 
appropriate public education to learners across the achievement spectrum. 
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Gifted and Talented Education Standards  
Our school will consistently use strategies from the four domains of the GATE standards in all classes, 
with all students. These domains ask educators to adjust what is delivered to students to add elements 
of depth, complexity, novelty, and acceleration. In order to add this dimensionality to academic 
content, every teacher at SVA will receive extensive professional development from the California 
Association for the Gifted and at our site on an ongoing basis and through our instructional coaching. 
 
Depth and Complexity (Depth and Complexity Icons): 
We will employ the "prompts/icons of depth and complexity" developed by Sandra Kaplan of USC as a 
way to develop strong and independent thinking within our learners. The icons/prompts are symbols 
paired with a word (such as judgment, details, ethics, multiple perspectives, trends, context, etc.) and 
the icons prompt the kind of thinking indicated.  The icons are content-neutral. Thus, they can be used 
with all academic content to prompt students' thinking about the subject in deeper and more complex 
ways. As a result of repeated use of these in our K-8 classrooms, students will acquire these as habits of 
mind and will be able to think deeply, and with complexity, on their own. 
 
In addition, since Sycamore Valley Academy’s initial charter approval, we have developed guidance for a 
basic scope and sequence regarding the use of these icons. Our teachers teach the icons in the 
following scope and sequence, however they have the flexibility to act outside this guidance when a 
student’s ability suggests a lack of readiness, or a precociousness, that would cause the student to 
benefit from an adjustment of this pacing: 
 

• Single prompts:  Used in K-8 
o e.g. What is the context of this problem?   

• Sets:  Used in grades 1-8 
o e.g.  What is the context of this problem and what is its impact? 

• Intersections:  grades 3-8 
o e.g.  How does the context affect the impact of the problem? 

• Problem-solving:  grades 5-8 
o e.g.  Which icons, in what order, together make a process for solving this problem or 

reducing its impact? 
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Novelty (Voice and Choice, Projects, Critical Thinking Skills, Creative Thinking Skills) 
Practices associated with the GATE domain of novelty include responding to students' individual talents 
and strengths. Additionally, SVA teachers will provide novelty through teaching modes of reasoning and 
allowing some degree of student choice. At SVA, we will use PBL to help us provide a rich learning 
experience that will always include an element of “voice and choice.”  
 
SVA will also instruct all students in critical and creative thinking skills. Critical thinking skills (such as 
"reason with evidence," or "determine the relevance," or "draw a conclusion") will be explicitly taught 
as step by step processes, so that students understand the process that each requires and are 
empowered as learners to use these in novel situations or for problem-solving. Creative thinking skills 
(such as "substitute," or "combine," or "add to," or "modify") will also be taught as ways individuals can 
construct new solutions or ideas using prior knowledge or materials. We consider the teaching of 
critical and creative thinking skills a necessary part of meeting the rigor of the CCSS and developing the 
kinds of thinkers who are prepared for a 21st century economy and for democratic participation. 
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Acceleration (Universal Concepts and Themes, Think like a Disciplinarian, High-Level Questioning) 
Practices we will employ from the GATE domain of acceleration include asking students questions of 
varying types and levels of intellectual demand, teaching students about making connections, tying 
ideas together through the use of universal concepts to anchor study across disciplines and increase 
transferability, and teaching students how to "think like a disciplinarian." Contrary to the typical 
understanding of the word "acceleration," which suggests simply moving quickly through curriculum, 
the GATE standards define acceleration as a way to differentiate instruction to promote sophisticated 
thinking in young students. It is really about accelerating the type of thinking we develop in students. To 
do this, teachers will be conscientious about when to use open-ended versus closed-ended questioning. 
They will teach students about factual, analytic, and evaluative questions and use a variety of these to 
develop different types of thinking and reasoning in their scholars. "Thinking like a disciplinarian" 
includes studying the methods, key concepts, questions, language/vocabulary, and contributions of an 
academic discipline so that its processes can be applied to construct more meaningful understanding. 
For example, students might "think like a historian," "think like an economist," "think like an educator," 
"think like a philosopher," or "think like a musician." Using this strategy to add dimension to academic 
content helps teachers build rich schema in learners’ minds and also produces academic enthusiasm. 
Students will begin to learn about themselves as learners as well, which disciplines they have affinity for 
or greater curiosity within, and come into contact with the myriad opportunities for careers and study 
in the vast fields that are available to them for further pursuit. “Thinking like a disciplinarian” models 
concepts that are important to impart through the process of education: that knowledge is built 
through the contributions of many over time, that multiple perspectives and diversity of thought is a 
productive virtue that produces social benefit, and that learning is a life-long and never-ending process 
and humility and questioning is the key to further growth and development. 

5.   Development of Scholarly Habits of Mind  
Sycamore Valley Academy aims to do more than merely teach skills and standards; SVA strives to 
develop lifelong scholarly habits and a growth mindset within each child in order to develop the 
dispositions described in our “Learning Outcomes.” 

 
“Habits of a Scholar” 
Throughout the school year SVA faculty, staff, and students study and celebrate the “Habits of a 
Scholar,” based on the work of Dr. Sandra Kaplan of the USC School of Education. Dr. Kaplan identified 
characteristics that are present in the lives of life-long learners and successful students. Each month, 
SVA classrooms highlight a particular “Habit of a Scholar.”  These include:  
 

Habits of a Scholar 
Pondering ideas Goal setting 
Preparation Intellectual risk-taking 
Academic humility Excellence 
Saving ideas Curiosity 
Perseverance Multiple perspectives and varied resources 

 
Students exemplifying the month’s highlighted “Habit of a Scholar” are selected by their classroom 
teacher for recognition with a Habit of a Scholar Award. When students observe a peer-model 
performing a behavior and receiving recognition for that behavior, research shows this provides a 
model that they are likely to want to emulate (Bandura, 1986).  
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Explicit teaching of scholarly behaviors and habits, in tandem with the practice of using Gifted Education 
for All and Project-Based Learning, will assist students in transitioning from dependent to independent 
thinkers, and become more and more able to engage in self-directed learning over time, as they make 
connections with the world, reflect to define themselves within it, and come to understand that there 
are myriad pathways to problem-solving.  Focusing on these “Habits of a Scholar” will create scholars 
with habits of mind that will build a foundation for a lifetime of learning.  
 
Growth mindset 
Children will receive explicit instruction and modeling of how to develop a growth mindset. Growth 
mindset is the core belief that abilities are malleable rather than fixed and is based on new insight on 
the structural, physical effects of learning on the brain (Dweck, 2006). In contrast, in a fixed mindset, 
people believe their basic qualities, like their intellect or aptitude, are simply fixed traits. They believe 
that talent or inherent ability alone creates success. When students and educators have a growth 
mindset, they understand that intelligence can be developed through dedication and hard work. 
Children at SVA will come to learn that intelligence is not a fixed characteristic and that all people share 
potential for learning and growth.   
 
See Appendix N “Everyday Explorer Lesson Series” for a K-8 lesson plan for teaching Growth Mindset.  
 
To help students from diverse backgrounds understand both the objective truth of our malleable brains 
and the benefits of a growth mindset and to acclimate to our school culture, all teachers will employ the 
Everyday Explorer Lesson on Growth Mindset annually. (The “Everyday Explorer Lesson Series” is a set 
of lessons used school wide in the initial weeks of every academic year to ensure all attending students 
share this essential body of knowledge.  Each student will learn that regardless of past successes or 
failures, socio-economic status, or family culture, they all share the same capacity for learning and 
growth. High achievers will understand that their ability is developed, and will learn the value of effort 
and understand that failures should not threaten their sense of intelligence. Low achieving students will 
learn that through hard work and application of appropriate strategies, they too can find success and 
will be encouraged by embracing mistakes as opportunities to grow (With Math I Can, 2016). 
 
Teaching a growth mindset creates motivation and productivity and fosters a love of learning and 
resilience, affective elements that are essential for great accomplishment (Blackwell, 2002). It is critical 
to creating learning-oriented behavior and attitudes in order to equip children to persevere through 
challenge. Children at the Charter School will learn to embrace, even seek, challenge, and to celebrate 
making mistakes while persevering through obstacles. Students will be able to focus on improvement 
instead of worrying about how smart they are. Students who possess a growth mindset show greater 
motivation in school, better grades, and higher test scores (Blackwell, Trzesniewski, and Dweck, 2007).  
More importantly, this shift in understanding how our brains work can empower SVA staff and students 
alike to approach challenges and obstacles in their everyday lives with an expectation that perseverance 
promises success. 

 
Independence 
“What the best and wisest parent wants for his child, that must we want for all the children of the 
community. Anything less is unlovely, and left unchecked, destroys our democracy.”  (Dewey, 1916).  
Good parents rear their children to become independent adults.  Similarly, the Charter School’s 
philosophy and practices are designed to engender the development of independent thinking and 
learning within our scholars.  Life-long learners are necessarily independent learners.  We believe the 
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best way to develop independence in students is to provide them with a variety of lesson 
types/structures.  Over-reliance on any one lesson type, particularly “explicit, direct instruction” 
promotes reinforcement of deductive reasoning and expectation of learning to come from an external 
source (such as a teacher, text).  Sycamore Valley Academy teachers are equipped through professional 
development to be curriculum designers and lesson-planners so they can provide a variety of learning 
experiences to foster growth and the development of a wide range of thinking skills. 

6.   Enriched Curriculum 
Sycamore Valley Academy offers students a broad course of study with the understanding that “it is the 
office of the school environment to balance the various elements in the social environment, and to see 
to it that each individual gets an opportunity to escape from the limitations of the social group into 
which he was born, and to come into contact with a broader environment.” (Dewey, 1916).  By 
providing a broad course of study and a variety of learning experiences/lesson types, students gain 
access to differing cultures and ways of thinking, thus increasing their empowerment and potential for 
social mobility in their lifetime.   

 
There are three ways that our curriculum is enriched to promote opportunity and growth for our 
students:  

1) Academic enrichment 
a. In Math, we use developmentally-appropriate teaching methods that develop conceptual 
understanding (such as hands-on manipulatives, class discussions of varying ways to solve 
problems, investigations, and small group instruction) and support the acquisition of academic 
language.  

 
b. In English/ Language Arts, we will utilize engaging and effective strategies and tools (such as 
vocabulary and word work, guided reading, book talks, whole class read-alouds, comprehension 
strategy instruction, and fluency).    
 
c. Subject areas are offered beyond ELA and math, including: history/social studies, science, visual 
and/or performing arts, physical education, and foreign language. 
 
d. PBL units contextualize content and the subject areas integrate and inform one another within 
these. 
 
e. A variety of lesson structures facilitate strong habits of mind and independence: for example, 
Curriculum-provided lessons, Concept attainment inquiry, Group investigation inquiry, 
Independent projects.  

 
2) Creative enrichment 

a. Instruction in the visual and/or performing arts is provided frequently to enrich core academics. 
 
b. The arts are integrated with current topics of study, and are frequently applied in project-based 
learning. 
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c. Each element of art (e.g. line, shape, texture, etc.) will be taught each year with a different 
masterwork as exemplar, providing a spiraled curriculum and basic art history education to 
students. 
 
d. Explicit instruction in principles of creativity (Substitute. Combine. Adapt. Modify. Put to another 
use. Eliminate. Reverse. – “SCAMPER”) will be provided, with an emphasis on the transferability of 
creative thinking to practical life and real world problem-solving. 

 
3) Service-Learning enrichment 

a.     Students will identify local or global areas of need and work together to improve their 
community. 
 
b.    Projects will often relate service learning experiences to universal concepts/themes or to PBL 
units. 

 
Each year, all Sycamore Valley Academy students will participate in (at least) one service-learning 
project. Kindergarten students will participate in teacher-led community service, while students in 
grades 1-8 will participate in a community service project which is driven by student interest and 
explores an issue more deeply.  
 
Service learning is not just about bettering the community; it is about providing a valuable service and 
ensuring students have learned something in the process. The learning is intentional and achieved, in 
part, through student ownership of the project. This includes students researching areas of need or 
helpful agencies, and then planning and executing work toward alleviating the need or helping the 
worthy cause. Working together toward a common goal reinforces a culture of cooperation and 
demonstrates the value of synergy, that we are more than a sum of parts. Through service-learning, our 
students will mobilize their resources of intellect, compassion, and altruistic action to better the world 
they live in while learning about the power of proactive empathy. 
 
One way that Sycamore Valley Academy aims to address the three aspects of our enrichment approach 
is through whole class projects.  Students will participate in academic projects as a whole class, creating 
class books, models, and other academic products together.  Students also contribute to artistic 
endeavors that reinforce the whole class learning experiences and themes.  They collaborate to produce 
works for a collective art show, or rehearse and perform a class play or music recital.  Finally, class 
projects will include service-learning endeavors to contribute to our local or global community.   
 

These three types of enrichment are embedded in the typical week and constitute substantial 
instructional minutes because we believe they are necessary to achieve our school’s Learning Outcomes 
and Mission. This enrichment is central, not peripheral, to the curriculum at Sycamore Valley Academy. 
 
See Appendix O, “Differentiated Learning Experiences Planning Template,” which is a tool to help our 
teachers plan for an enriched and differentiated academic experience for students and illustrates some 
of the lesson types we choose between when planning for learning and prompts for teachers to ensure 
they are including instructional tools of Gifted education in their lesson.  See Appendix P, “Service 
Learning Guidelines.”  See Appendix Q, “Curriculum Matrix.” 
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7.   Social and Emotional Learning 
Sycamore Valley Academy aims to develop emotionally intelligent learners. Essential to this 
development is providing an environment that supports the students’ social and emotional well-being 
and provides learning opportunities to enhance students’ social/emotional skills.  Research indicates 
that, “Students engaged in school-based social and emotional learning attained higher grades and 
scored 11 percentile points higher on academic achievement tests than peers who did not engage in 
such learning” (Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning, 2008). SVA has four goals for 
our social-emotional learning program, all of which support the affective needs of Gifted students while 
being appropriate for all: 

1) Develop healthy self-concepts and self-efficacy. 
2) Transform perfectionistic tendencies into productivity. 
3) Effectively cope with emotional sensitivity. 
4) Empower students to fully express their gifts/talents. 

 
SVA will provide the following to meet these four goals: 

·       Thoughtful class placement to increase belonging and interpersonal connectedness, keeping 
in mind that “Gifted children have better social adjustment in classes with children like 
themselves...Social self-concept improves when children are placed with [intellectual] peers” 
(Silverman, 2009). 
·       Explicit instruction in social/emotional coping, empathy, communication skills, meta-
cognition, and strategies for self-regulation. 
·       A school model that empowers students and offers a mastery orientation. 
·       A cooperative, low-risk environment and Honor Code to ensure a respectful, supportive 
school culture. 
·       Support services, when appropriate. 

8.   Authentic Assessment and Mastery Orientation 
Since the Charter School plans to differentiate the pacing of content standards according to student 
ability, we use computer-adaptive, nationally normed interim assessments (Northwest Evaluation 
Association Measures of Academic Progress, or “NWEA MAP”) and a responsive Report Card to track 
and monitor that student progress is continual. We are then able to address stagnation or declines as 
quickly as possible.  See Appendix R, “Sample NWEA MAP Reports” and see Appendix L, “Sample 
Student Report Card.” 
  
Sycamore Valley Academy sees two primary benefits of such an approach: 

1)    To encourage a mastery orientation for students and model the belief that learning is 
progress on a continuum, a life-long endeavor. 
2)    To produce the most valid measurement of student learning and use that data to inform our 
teaching practice and instructional design. 

  
This growth model for measuring student learning includes: 

·    Evaluation via projects, performances, collaborative work, teacher observation, Socratic 
seminars, art, and drama in addition to paper and pencil outputs. 
·    Student portfolios, a collection of work samples from content areas for the duration of the 
school year that also include a reflection piece to each work sample provided. With reflection 
provided to each piece, during each trimester, families and teachers can see evidence of growth 
over the year.  
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The culture of a “mastery orientation” at Sycamore Valley Academy (like growth mindset) applies not 
only to students, but also to our staff. Teachers will set professional goals, participate in staff 
development and other trainings, and use student performance data to continually improve their 
instructional practice.   

9.   Collaboration in the Whole School Community 
 
Parent Partnering 
As our mission statement indicates, Sycamore Valley Academy families and SVA staff support the 
education of our students together.  We believe parent partnering will be a key component of our 
school’s success. Enlisting parents as our partners ensures that the unique information and insight that 
parents/guardians have about their children can be shared with the educators who work with them to 
strengthen the connection between home and school.  Our school staff will solicit information from 
parents to know what families see as their child’s strengths and weaknesses, and to know if there are 
ways we can better serve each student.  We want to hear about the ways in which a family might need 
support services or other aid. Reciprocally, our staff wants to share what we know with parents for the 
benefit of the student. SVA educators will regularly communicate with parents and guardians to pass on 
praise, celebrate achievement, recognize personal triumphs, point out resources, and ask for parent 
support when students struggle.  The expertise and observations of the educator are communicated 
with the families of our students to help improve the child’s school experience and increase learning 
opportunities. 
  
In addition, SVA staff wants the help of families to support the Charter School as it works to increase 
student responsibility and impart the value of a quality education, by providing consistent 
reinforcement of the academic and social lessons students are acquiring at SVA. Through Parent 
Partnering, there is a running dialogue of open, honest communication and this makes Sycamore Valley 
Academy a community where everyone is known, where no student is allowed to “slip through the 
cracks.” 

  
Sycamore Valley Academy suggests that each family contribute 30 hours of time to the school 
community each school year. Parents will voluntarily report their contribution of volunteer hours on an 
annual Parent Satisfaction Survey at the end of each academic year; no other tracking or monitoring is 
required.  Sycamore Valley Academy has asked for this contribution to reinforce the partnership 
between the parties, while at the same time respecting the very real limitations that may be present in 
the myriad households we will be serving.  All communication from the school to families makes clear 
that this participation suggestion is an invitation, not a requirement, so that no segment of our diverse 
community shall be excluded from accessing our school by virtue of participation requirements.  While 
SVA welcomes enthusiastic and committed parents on our campus at all times, our suggestion of parent 
volunteer/ participation time does not preclude the student’s right to attend our school and is not a 
conditional term for any child’s enrollment.  The Parent Partnering Opportunities page will be updated 
annually and included in enrollment packets to enable parents/guardians to see the myriad ways their 
contribution can be achieved. 
  
See Appendix S, “Parent Partnering Opportunities.” 
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Staff Collaboration 
The SVA staff will work together in a cooperative spirit to share best practices, share research and ideas, 
evaluate student performance data, and communicate honestly to problem-solve and continually 
improve our school.  Staff development time will place a priority on collaboration to consciously shape a 
cohesive and specific school culture, to share the creativity and strengths of the staff members school-
wide, and to support our staff’s weak areas so they can be improved.  Sycamore Valley Academy 
recognizes that the innovative model we are creating will require significant staff training and 
collaboration. Thus, teachers will be provided with regular opportunities to collaborate. SVA is 
committed to providing the support necessary for the school’s success for the sake of student 
achievement and staff satisfaction. 

 
Student Cooperation 
Anchored in the supportive and respectful environment established through parent partnering, and 
staff collaboration, Sycamore Valley Academy students are also expected to cooperate. SVA recognizes 
that cooperation is essential not only to the school culture we aim to develop and the larger moral 
message we want students to learn at our school (of the value of all individual contributions and the 
synergy of working together), but also that cooperative interaction is a powerful learning tool.   
 
Student collaboration in the classroom is an important part of preparing today's students for the 
demands of college and careers in the 21st century. The development of high-level thinking skills is the 
foundation of future success for our 21st century learners and is aligned with the Common Core State 
Standards. The collaborative experience provides students with more than simply a novel way to learn 
academic content; it provides opportunities for students to develop critical thinking, social, 
organizational, and communication skills. Working collaboratively allows students to grapple with more 
complex problems in greater depth than they could while working alone, and provides the opportunity 
for learners to achieve deeper understanding through the processes of discussion and reflection. 
Students share and learn from diverse perspectives and begin to challenge their own assumptions. 
Doors open to immense learning possibilities as students acquire the ability to examine a topic from 
multiple perspectives.  
 
While developing life-skills and delving deep into complex topics, students are also having fun and 
discovering the joy and the reward of learning. Cooperative learning experiences designed by our 
teachers inspire excitement for learning, academic enthusiasm, and this is the key to continued success.  
SVA understands that nurturing a love of learning and inspiring student curiosity is the key to 
developing momentum for student progress and growth.  Within our constructivist, and largely 
cooperative, school culture of academic excellence, students are not only held to high standards, but 
are also taught with methods that cause them to become more curious about the content they are 
studying. We place a premium on providing ample cooperative learning opportunities for students. 

 
Sycamore Valley Academy Honor Code 
To facilitate a cooperative school culture, students sign an Honor Code upon enrollment and receive an 
annual lesson via our “Everyday Explorer” lesson series about its meaning at the start of each school 
year.  The Honor Code is ubiquitous in the SVA experience, reinforced continually: 
 

I will do what is right because it is right. 
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Our whole school community will abide by this Honor Code: students, parents, and staff. Through 
Parent Partnering, the continual staff collaboration, and the classroom experience that is cooperative 
itself, students will learn the value of working together as it is reinforced through their relationships at 
school and consistently modeled by their families and their teachers. The Honor Code is the basis for 
the SVA Social Contract, which guides school-wide student behavior management and discipline 
systems that are based on Restorative Justice (See Appendix T, Social Contract). 

Curriculum, Materials, and Technology 

Students at Sycamore Valley Academy experience a broad course of study. 
  
K-8 Core Courses 
 
English/Language Arts 
Mathematics 
History/Social Studies 
Science 
  
K-8 Noncore Courses 
 
Art 
Spanish 
Physical Education 
Classroom music 
   
2016-17 Grades 5th -8th Grade Elective Options 
 
Elective offerings have grown each year as we have more staff.  Course offerings will vary by 
enrollment/staff talent.  Students typically experience 1-2, sometimes 3, of the items on the list below as 
these are offered in different trimesters and Beginning Band is offered in after-school hours. 
  
After School Beginning Band 
Explorer Band 
Theater 
Journalism 
Smart Sports 
Future Problem Solving 
Mathletics 
Science Olympiad 
Student Aide 
Yearbook 
Poetry Slam 
Outdoor Explorers 
Cross-Country/ 5K Run 

 
At Sycamore Valley Academy, teachers and administration will be actively involved in the selection of 
educational materials. At the heart of these decisions will be the philosophical underpinnings of 
Sycamore Valley Academy, the commitment to personalize and differentiate curriculum to the extent 
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possible, and the needs exhibited by the students we serve. Teachers will be encouraged to utilize the 
flexibility established in charter law to tailor learning materials to meet the needs of their students.  The 
list of curriculum materials in Appendix Q is intended to be a starting point for teacher collaboration 
after teachers are hired. Consistent with SVA’s philosophy, teachers will be empowered to have 
ownership not only for the results they produce in terms of student achievement, but also ownership of 
the means to produce those results, including curriculum. 

 
See Appendix Q, “Curriculum Matrix.” 

 
With the project-based, multi-disciplinary curricular approach, teachers will also develop or supplement 
many of the instructional materials. Common Core State Standards are the framework for the projects 
students complete. 

 
The use of educational technology is an important tool for the success of the school, as well as an 
important tool for student learning. Teachers will use computers to develop lessons, design rubrics and 
other assessment tools, chart student progress, manage student portfolios and data, and communicate 
with parents and students. Students will be provided access to computers and Internet access to 
complete research, analyze data, prepare multimedia presentations, and complete other assigned 
work. 
 
The Charter School will deliver an academic calendar that provides a minimum of 175 days of 
instruction and for each fiscal year, 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 8, inclusive, 54,000 minutes. 

Plan for Students Who are Academically Low-Achieving 
Academically low-achieving students will be easily identified in SVA classrooms because SVA educators 
will be frequently monitoring student growth and differentiating instruction for all learners. Metrics 
used to indicate academic achievement, including the NWEA MAP and other formative assessments, 
will be utilized to identify performance against established norms and expectations.  In the multi- age 
classroom, differing output expectations are the norm, and this allows our teachers to challenge the 
low-achieving students in a targeted manner. The constant variety in the room reduces the social 
stigma of doing “different work,” while the teacher scaffolds and supports these students to bring them 
up to competency.  Sycamore Valley Academy also intends to offer a combination of embedded 
interventions during the school day, including opportunities to reteach and reattempt standards with 
which students may struggle.  Monitoring of student growth will ensure essential skills are achieved. 
The open-ended PBL units provide a unique way to reteach and reattempt skills in a meaningful, 
personalized manner.  In addition, small group instruction and deployment or ability grouping allows 
teachers the flexibility to respond to their students’ needs.  These interventions will allow students the 
extra time needed to learn the skills and knowledge necessary to meet the rigorous standards set forth 
by the school. SVA will provide support for students struggling to meet our academic standards. (For 
further discussion of opportunities for low-achieving students, see the subsection below, 
“Interventions.”) 
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Plan for Students Who are Academically High-Achieving 
Academically high-achieving students will find ample opportunities to extend their learning. 
Differentiated instruction will occur constantly in our multi-age classrooms, where individual students 
have the opportunity to perform at capacity and output expectations differ. The teacher can challenge 
the advanced students because, at SVA, skill is the defining characteristic determining appropriate 
assignments, not age/ grade assignment.  Portfolios, projects, written, and performance-based 
assessments will give high-achievers the chance to accelerate while the teacher and school keep track 
of their progress. Projects will be purposefully open-ended and personalized to enable all learners to 
achieve their best. A range of texts will be offered to meet the needs of different learners. High-
achieving students will be encouraged to utilize their talents and abilities to contribute to the well-being 
of the entire class, to share their knowledge and skill, and to take on leadership opportunities as well. 

Plan for English Learners 
At SVA, our proportion of English Learners (“EL”) has steadily risen and we anticipate serving an 
increased percentage of students categorized as English Learners over time as we continue to market to 
this population.  The Charter School will meet all applicable legal requirements for English Learners as it 
pertains to annual notification to parents, student identification, placement, program options, EL and 
core content instruction, teacher qualifications and training, reclassification to fluent English proficient 
status, monitoring and evaluating program effectiveness, and standardized testing requirements for this 
population. Moreover, we will implement policies to assure proper placement, evaluation, and 
communication regarding ELs and the rights of students and parents.  

Identification of English Learners 
As a part of the initial enrollment, each student will be required to complete a home language survey, in 
accordance with California law.  Within 30 calendar days of initial enrollment1 or 60 days before the 
start of the school year, students whose primary language is other than English and who are entering a 
California public school for the first time or students who have not yet been California English Language 
Development Test (“CELDT”) tested will be assessed by trained staff CELDT .  English Learners will 
thereafter be tested at least annually between July 1 and October 31 until Reclassified Fluent English 
Proficient (“RFEP”). All other students who have indicated a home language other than English will 
continue with annual CELDT testing based upon the date last tested at the prior school of enrollment. 

 
The Charter School will notify all parents of its responsibility for CELDT testing and of CELDT results 
within thirty days of receiving results from the publisher. The CELDT shall be used to fulfill the 
requirements of State law (Education Code Sections 313 and 60810) and federal law (Titles I and III of 
the ESEA). 
 
All references in the charter petition to the CELDT will be understood by the Charter School and the 
District to mean the English Language Proficiency Assessments for California (“ELPAC”), when it replaces 
the CELDT. 

                                                 
1 The thirty-day requirement applies to students who are entering a California public school for the first time or for students who have not yet been CELDT 
tested.  All other students who have indicated a home language other than English will continue with annual CELDT testing based upon the date last tested at 
the prior school of enrollment. 
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Program 
Students who are limited English proficient are identified as English Learners and receive English 
Language Development instruction by teachers who have CLAD or BCLAD certification, English Language 
Development (“ELD”) and/or Specially Designed Academic Instruction in English (“SDAIE”) certification. 
Instructional aides may be used to provide small group and individual instruction as needed. As 
students increase fluency in the English language, their proficiency levels are re-evaluated and 
instruction is adjusted to ensure continued improvement. Students’ progress is monitored closely and 
those who meet established requirements are reclassified as RFEP. Reclassified students’ academic 
progress is monitored for at least two years to assure continued success. Increasing English language 
competence, as reflected by improvement in CELDT/ELPAC scores, reclassification, and growth on 
standardized state exams (CAASPP) is a goal for the Charter School’s staff. 

 
Strategies for English Learner Instruction and Intervention 
To ensure success in the mainstream, regular English classrooms, our school will employ the following 
strategies: 

• Provide teachers with information about their students’ ELD levels and the ELD standards so they 
can effectively monitor and support their English learners. 

• Offer staff development on differentiated instruction for English Learners. 

• Supplement or modify curriculum or instructional materials for students at CELDT/ELPAC levels 
one and two, when appropriate  

• Content instruction using SDAIE techniques 

• The use of multiple mediums to present information to students. 

• Use of academic language, with opportunities for clarification with teacher and other student 
interactions. 

• Provide additional academic support as needed to develop proficiency in speaking, listening, 
reading, and writing in the English language through the use of instructional aides and/or parent 
volunteer tutors. 

• Promote the active involvement of the parents of English Learners. 

• Provide translations of school documents for parents. 

 
Academic content will be taught in English. Differentiated instruction will support the needs of all 
learners, including English Learners. The emphasis on the arts, the hands-on approach to math and 
science instruction, project-based learning, and the use of gifted education strategies also create 
learning opportunities that allow English Learners to access content in different formats and in ways 
that appeal to different learning modalities. These approaches diminish the reliance on reading and 
writing as the only classroom learning tools, and allow students to demonstrate their mastery of subject 
matter in a variety of ways. In addition, SDAIE techniques will be embedded throughout the content 
areas. 

 
English Learners’ Parent Participation 
The Charter School will also promote the success of English Learners by valuing their home language as 
a critical resource and by honoring and making the concerted effort to include bilingual or non-English-
speaking families in all of the regular functions of the school. Every year, at Back to School Night, 
parents learn about the grade level’s educational program and expectations. This information will be 
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translated for non- English-speaking families to ensure equitable access to the information. Discussion 
of the specific ways in which we address English language acquisition is included in annual Back to 
School night presentations of our general program, so parents of English Learners will understand how 
our school will improve their student’s English language proficiency.  When our Charter School serves 
twenty-one (21) or more English Learners, we will establish an English Learner Advisory Committee 
(“ELAC”) to advise the principal and staff on programs and services for English Learners.  Additionally, 
the “ILP Parent/Guardian Input Form” will be available in Spanish to ensure Spanish-speaking families 
are able to access the same benefits of individualization as English-speaking families, and the “Parent 
Partnering Opportunities” list will be provided in Spanish to support these parents’/guardians’ 
participation toward the Charter School’s 30 hour per family per year goal for family engagement.   

 
Spanish translations of the following documents can be found as follows:  Appendix S, “Parent 
Partnering Opportunities,” and Appendix K, “ILP Parent/Guardian Input Form.” 
 
Monitoring and Evaluation of Program Effectiveness 
 
The Charter School evaluates the effectiveness of its education program for ELs by: 
 

• Adhering to Charter School-adopted academic benchmarks by language proficiency level and 
years in program to determine adequate yearly progress. 

• Monitoring teacher qualifications and the use of appropriate instructional strategies based on 
program design. 

• Monitoring student identification and placement. 

• Monitoring parental program choice options.  

• Monitoring availability of adequate resources. 

Plan for Special Education and Section 504 

Sycamore Valley Academy recognizes its responsibility to enroll and support students with disabilities 
who can benefit from its programs and who otherwise qualify for enrollment, and pledges to work in 
cooperation with the Tulare County Office of Education to ensure that a free and appropriate education 
is provided to all students with exceptional needs. Sycamore Valley Academy will comply with all 
applicable state and federal laws in serving students with disabilities, including, but not limited to the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act 
of 1973, Title II of the Americans with Disabilities Act, and any other civil rights enforced by the U.S. 
Department of Education Office of Civil Rights (OCR). Furthermore, Sycamore Valley Academy will 
comply with AB 602, Tulare County Office of Education guidelines, and all California laws pertaining to 
special education students.  

Sycamore Valley Academy shall initially remain, by default, a public school of Tulare County Office of 
Education for purposes of special education, pursuant to Education Code Section 47641(b).  However, 
Sycamore Valley Academy reserves the right to make written verifiable assurances that it shall become 
an independent local educational agency (LEA) and join a special education local plan area (SELPA) 
pursuant to Education Code Section 47641(a) either on its own or with a grouping of charter school 
LEAs as a consortium. A change in LEA status or SELPA membership shall not require a material revision 
of this charter. 
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So long as Sycamore Valley Academy operates as a public school of the Tulare County Office of 
Education, solely for purposes of providing special education and related services under the IDEA 
pursuant to Education Code Section 47641(b), in accordance with Education Code Section 47646 and 20 
U.S.C. 1413, Tulare County Office of Education will provide special education services for students 
enrolled in the Charter School to the extent required by law. Specifically, the Tulare County Office of 
Education will (A) serve children with disabilities in the same manner as it serves children with 
disabilities in its other schools; and/or (B) provide Sycamore Valley Academy with an equitable share of 
state and federal special education funding to support special education instruction or designated 
instructional services to students enrolled in the Charter School. Sycamore Valley Academy reserves the 
right to contract with agencies and vendors outside the Tulare County Office of Education when 
appropriate to secure special education services, including administrative support services.  

Sycamore Valley Academy anticipates that a Memorandum of Understanding (“MOU”) will be 
developed between the school and Tulare County Office of Education, which shall delineate the 
respective responsibilities of Sycamore Valley Academy and Tulare County Office of Education with 
regard to the funding and delivery of special education and related services. 

Per Federal Law, all students with disabilities will be fully integrated into the programs of Sycamore 
Valley Academy, with the necessary materials, services, and equipment to support their learning. The 
school will ensure that any student with a disability attending Sycamore Valley Academy is properly 
identified, assessed and provided with necessary services and supports. 

Sycamore Valley Academy will meet all the requirements mandated within a student’s Individual 
Education Program (“IEP”). The school will seek to include all special needs students with non-disabled 
peers to the maximum extent appropriate according to their IEP. However, if the student's needs as 
documented on the IEP require a program other than inclusion, the school will work with Tulare County 
Office of Education and/or the SELPA to provide an appropriate placement and services. 

Sycamore Valley Academy will work with Tulare County Office of Education and/or SELPA to make time 
and facilities available to meet the needs of the student’s IEP. Sycamore Valley Academy will actively 
participate in all aspects of the IEP to enable the student to be successful, including the appropriate 
individual tutoring schedule and classroom modifications, strategies, and techniques. The school will 
make available student’s work products for analysis and evaluation of progress and will participate in 
the IEP reviews conducted by the Tulare County Office of Education, where applicable.  

If a parent or faculty member feels the student’s educational needs are not being met, they may 
request a reassessment or a review of the IEP by the IEP team at any time during the year via written 
notice to Sycamore Valley Academy, which will then forward such written notice to Tulare County 
Office of Education and/or SELPA within two school days. The school will encourage open 
communication between the parents and the Tulare County Office of Education and/or SELPA for any 
items related to the special education services. Students at Sycamore Valley Academy who have IEP’s 
will continue to attend the school, unless the IEP recommends otherwise. 

In order to comply with Child Find requirements as specified by law, Sycamore Valley Academy will 
establish a referral and assessment process that brings together the parent/guardian, student, and 
school personnel to address any problems that interfere with a student’s success at the school. This 
process will entail search and serve, a Student Study Team, referral, assessment and IEP review.  
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Search and Serve 

Upon the commencement of Sycamore Valley Academy’s school year, all students will be evaluated as a 
means of class placement.  No assessment or evaluation will be used for admission purposes.  Through 
collaboration between the faculty and Principal, Sycamore Valley Academy will work to identify any 
students, who do not currently have an IEP but may be in need of a pre-referral intervention plan.  
Principal and faculty will then convene the Student Study Team for that student. 

Students possibly in need of special education can be screened from already available data (i.e. school 
tests, teacher observations, grades, etc.) regarding the student’s progress or lack of progress within the 
general program. 

For students who are identified as needing interventions, a Student Study Team composed of the 
student, the student’s parent or guardian, the Principal, and a Sycamore Valley Academy faculty 
member will be responsible for identifying the student’s needs and developing a plan to enable that 
student to be successful, including, but not limited to, the appropriate individual tutoring schedule, 
classroom modifications, strategies and techniques to enhance that student’s ability to be successful. If 
the Student Study Team finds that the pre-intervention plan is not sufficient to meet the student’s 
needs, they will recommend that student for a formal special education assessment. Sycamore Valley 
Academy may also choose to refer a student for services through the provisions of a Section 504 Plan, if 
appropriate. 

Parents will be informed that special education and related services are provided at no cost to them.   
 
Interim and Initial Placements of New Charter School Students 

If a student enrolls at Sycamore Valley Academy with an existing IEP from outside Tulare County Office 
of Education, Sycamore Valley Academy will notify the Tulare County Office of Education and/or SELPA 
where applicable according to SELPA policies) within five days.  An IEP meeting will be convened within 
30 days to review the existing IEP, discuss the students present levels of performance and needs, and 
offer an appropriate placement and services. Prior to such meeting and pending agreement on a new 
IEP, Sycamore Valley Academy shall work with the Tulare County Office of Education and/or SELPA to 
implement the existing IEP at Sycamore Valley Academy or as otherwise agreed by the 
parent/guardian.   

Referral for Assessment 

The referral process is a formal, ongoing review of information related to students who are suspected 
of having special needs and show potential signs of needing special education and related services. 
Sycamore Valley Academy’s internal method for referral for assessment will be the Student Study 
Team.  The parent of any student suspected of needing or qualifying for special education services may 
also make a referral for an evaluation. Any such referrals will be responded to in writing by Sycamore 
Valley Academy within 15 days. Sycamore Valley Academy will notify the Tulare County Office of 
Education and/or SELPA (where applicable according to SELPA policies) of the assessment request 
within five days of receipt.  Parents will be informed via the Special Education Manager that special 
education and related services are provided at no cost to them.  

If Sycamore Valley Academy, in collaboration with Tulare County Office of Education and/or SELPA, 
concludes that an assessment is appropriate, the parent will receive a written Assessment Plan within 
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15 days. The parent will be given at least 15 days to provide written consent to the Assessment Plan. 
Assessments will be done only upon receipt of written parent permission. The assessment will be 
completed and an Individualized Education Program (IEP) meeting held within 60 days of receipt of the 
parent’s written consent for assessment. 

 
Assessment 

The Principal will be responsible for gathering all pertinent information and sharing such information 
with Tulare County Office of Education and/or SELPA (if applicable according to SELPA policies).  
Information gathered will be used as tools to determine the student’s disability, eligibility for services, 
and determining the nature and extent of required services.  Assessment procedures will be conducted 
in the student’s primary language, and an interpreter will be provided if needed. The types of 
assessments that may be used for determining eligibility for specialized instruction and services will 
include, but not limited to: 

• Individual testing; 

• Teacher observations; 

• Interviews; 

• Review of school records, reports, and work samples; and 

• Parent input. 

Unless conflicting with Tulare County Office of Education or SELPA policies and procedures, Sycamore 
Valley Academy will follow the following assessment guidelines.  If a conflict with Tulare County Office 
of Education or SELPA policies and procedures exists, then Tulare County Office of Education policies 
and procedures will govern.     

• Parents or guardians of any student referred for assessment must give their written consent for 
the school to administer the assessment; 

• The assessment will be completed and an IEP meeting held within 60 days of receipt of the 
parent’s written consent for assessment;  

• The student must be evaluated in all areas related to his/her suspected disability; 

• Assessments must be conducted by a person with knowledge of the student’s suspected 
disability, and administered by trained and knowledgeable personnel and in accordance with any 
instructions provided by the producer of the assessments. Individually administered tests of 
intellectual or emotional functioning must be administered by a credentialed school psychologist; 

• Assessments must be selected and administered so as not to be racially, culturally, or sexually 
discriminatory; 

• Assessments will be delivered in the student’s primary language, and a qualified interpreter will 
be provided if needed; 

• Assessment tools must be used for purposes for which the assessments or measures are valid 
and reliable; and 

• Assessments will be adapted as necessary for students with impaired sensory, physical or 
speaking skills; and 

• A multidisciplinary team will be assembled to assess the student, including a teacher 
knowledgeable in the disability. 
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Upon completion of the assessment, an IEP team will be assembled to review the results of the 
assessment and determine the student’s need for special education. Sycamore Valley Academy, in 
coordination with Tulare County Office of Education or the SELPA will be responsible for scheduling, 
coordinating and facilitating the IEP meeting.  Educators qualified to interpret test results will present 
the assessment data at the IEP meeting. Parents will be provided with written notice of the IEP 
meeting, and the meeting will be held at a mutually agreeable time and place.  

Development and Implementation of IEP 

Every student who is assessed by the school will have an IEP that documents assessment results and 
eligibility determination for special education services.   

Sycamore Valley Academy, in collaboration with Tulare County Office of Education or the SELPA, will 
ensure that all aspects of the IEP and school site implementation are maintained.  Sycamore Valley 
Academy will provide modifications and accommodations (outlined within each individual’s IEP) in the 
general education environment taught by the general education teacher. Students at the school who 
have IEP’s will be served in the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE). 

Each student who has an IEP will have an IEP team that oversees the IEP Development, implementation 
and progress of the student. All decisions concerning the special education programs and services to be 
provided to a student with a disability are to be made by the IEP team. The IEP team must include all of 
the following members:  

• The parent or guardian of the student for whom the IEP was developed; 

• The Student, if appropriate 

• The Principal; 

• At least one special education teacher;  

• A General Education teacher who is familiar with the curriculum appropriate to that student, if 
the student is, or may be, participating in the general education environment; 

• A Tulare County Office of Education or the SELPA Special Education Representative 

• If the child was recently assessed, the individual who conducted the assessment or who is 
qualified to interpret the assessment results; 

Others familiar with the student may be invited as needed. Sycamore Valley Academy views the parent 
as a key stakeholder in these meetings and will make every effort to accommodate parents’ schedules 
and needs so that they will be able to participate effectively on the IEP team. The school will provide an 
interpreter if necessary to ensure that all parents and/or guardians understand and can participate in 
the IEP process. If a parent cannot attend the IEP meeting, the school will ensure his/her participation 
using other methods, such as conferencing by telephone or meeting at the parent’s home.  

A copy of the IEP will be given to the parent in accordance with state laws and Tulare County Office of 
Education or the SELPA policies. Upon the parent or guardian’s written consent, the IEP will be 
implemented by Sycamore Valley Academy, in cooperation with the Tulare County Office of Education 
or the SELPA in which Sycamore Valley Academy is a member.  
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Upon the parent or guardian’s written consent, the IEP will be implemented by Sycamore Valley 
Academy. The IEP will include all required components and be written on Tulare County Office of 
Education or SELPA forms.  

The student’s IEP will include the following: 

• A statement of the student’s present levels of academic achievement and functional 
performance; 

• The rationale for placement decisions; 

• The services the student will receive and the means for delivering those services; 

• A description of when services will begin, how often the student will receive them, who will 
provide them, and where they will be delivered; 

• Measurable annual goals and short-term objectives focusing on the student’s current level of 
performance; 

• A description of how the student’s progress toward meeting the annual goals will be measured 
and monitored and when reports will be provided; and 

• Accommodations necessary to measure the academic achievement and functional performance 
of the pupil on state and district assessments; 

• For students 16 years of age and older, measurable postsecondary goals related to training, 
education, employment and independent living skills, along with transition services needed to assist 
the student in reaching those goals.  

IEP meetings will be held according to the following schedule: 

• Yearly to review the student’s progress and make any necessary changes; 

• Every three years to review the results of a mandatory comprehensive reevaluation of the 
student’s progress; 

• After the student has received a formal assessment or reassessment; 

• When a parent or teacher feels that the student has demonstrated significant educational 
growth or a lack of anticipated progress (consistent with state and federal law, IEP meetings will be 
held within 30 days of a parent’s request); 

• When an Individual Transition Plan is (ITP) required at the appropriate age; 

• When Sycamore Valley Academy seeks to suspend or remove the student for a period of 10 days 
or more for the same behavior, in order to determine if the student’s misconduct was a 
manifestation of his/her disability. 

IEP Review 

The IEP team will formally review the student’s IEP at least once a year to determine how the IEP is 
meeting his/her needs. In accordance with IDEA regulations, the IEP team will also conduct a formal 
review of the IEP once every three years, in which the student is reassessed and the IEP is reviewed as 
part of an overall comprehensive reevaluation of the student’s progress. 

If a parent or faculty member feels the student’s educational needs are not being met, they may 
request a reassessment or a review of the IEP by the IEP team at any time during the year via written 
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notice to the school. Once the request is received, Sycamore Valley Academy will have thirty days, not 
including school vacations greater than five days, to hold the IEP meeting. 

Unless otherwise specified on the student’s IEP, parents will be informed four times a year (which is the 
same frequency as progress is reported to all students and parents) of the student’s progress toward 
meeting annual goals and whether the student is expected to meet his/her annual goals. The Goals and 
Objectives section of the IEP will be an attachment to the general progress report. This will serve to 
document the method by which the student’s progress toward achieving the annual goal is measured, 
the student’s progress during the relevant period, the extent to which it is anticipated the student will 
achieve the annual goal prior to the next annual review, and where needed, the reasons the student 
did not meet the goal. 

Staffing 

Although Tulare County Office of Education will hold ultimate responsibility for providing Special 
Education services (so long as Sycamore Valley Academy operates as a school of the Tulare County 
Office of Education for purposes of special education), Sycamore Valley Academy is committed to 
assuring all IEPs are properly implemented and all students requiring services are adequately taken care 
of.   

It is the goal of Sycamore Valley Academy to employ at least one full time certificated staff member 
who in addition to having the proper credentials to teach or administer within a general education 
environment, will also possess a Special Education Credential.   This teacher or administrator, along 
with the principal of Sycamore Valley Academy, will be the primary Sycamore Valley Academy 
representatives tasked with assuring that all aspects of the IEP and any possible 504 plans are properly 
implemented.   All teaching staff at Sycamore Valley Academy will also be involved in assuring that all 
IEPs and 504 plans are properly implemented.    

In addition to the above, Sycamore Valley Academy also seeks related services from the Tulare County 
Office of Education for special education students enrolled in Sycamore Valley Academy in the same 
manner as is provided to students in other TCOE schools (so long as Sycamore Valley Academy operates 
as a public school of the Tulare County Office of Education for purposes of special education). Sycamore 
Valley Academy also reserves the right to contract with service providers outside of the Tulare County 
Office of Education, when appropriate. 

Reporting 

Sycamore Valley Academy, in collaboration with Tulare County Office of Education, will collect and 
maintain the following information on disabled students as required by IDEA: 

• A calculation of all school-age students with disabilities being provided special education services 
by age, grade, category of disability and the number of students with disabilities who are English 
Language Learners; 

• The number of students provided with test modifications and the types and the number of 
students exempted from TCOE assessments, if these apply to charter school students; 

• The settings in which students with disabilities receive their services, specifically including the 
portion of the school day they receive services with non-disabled peers and time away from the 
regular classroom; 
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• The number of students with disabilities suspended "in-school" and out of school, organized by 
disability and length of suspensions; and 

• The basis of exit from Sycamore Valley Academy of students with disabilities (i.e., attainment of 
diploma and type, declassified, moved, etc.). 

All necessary procedures and practices to ensure confidentiality and accurate/timely reporting will be 
the responsibility of the Sycamore Valley Academy Principal. The Principal will ensure that a central file 
with all special education evaluation material and IEP’s is maintained and that this file is locked and 
confidential, in accordance with IDEA guidelines. The Principal will oversee access to these records, and 
will be responsible for ensuring that all providers responsible for the implementation of a student’s IEP 
will have access to a copy of the IEP and will be informed of their specific responsibilities in 
implementing the IEP. 

Procedural Safeguards 

Parents or guardians of students with IEPs at Sycamore Valley Academy must give written consent for 
the evaluation and placement of their child, be included in the decision-making process when change in 
placement is under consideration, and be invited, along with teachers, to conferences and meetings to 
develop their child’s IEP. 

Any concerns or disagreements raised by parents will be acknowledged by the school within five days, 
after which a meeting between the parent and school will be scheduled to seek resolution of the 
disagreement. If a disagreement or concern persists, parents or guardians have the right to initiate a 
due process hearing to challenge a decision regarding the identification, evaluation, or educational 
placement of their child. 

The school will provide the parent with a written Notice of Procedural Safeguards, which will include 
information on the procedure to initiate both formal and informal dispute resolutions, at least once per 
year. Sycamore Valley Academy will utilize the Notice of Procedural Safeguards used by the Tulare 
County Office of Education or SELPA in which it is a member. 

Dispute Resolution 

In the event that a parent/guardian files a request for a due process hearing or request for mediation, 
the Tulare County Office of Education and Sycamore Valley Academy shall work together to defend the 
case, so long as the Charter School operates as a school of the Tulare County Office of Education for 
special education purposes.  In the event that the Tulare County Office of Education determines that 
legal representation is needed, Sycamore Valley Academy and The Academies agrees that it shall be 
jointly represented by legal counsel of the Tulare County Office of Education’s choosing.    

So long as the Charter School operates as a school of the Tulare County Office of Education for special 
education purposes, Tulare County Office of Education may initiate a due process hearing or request for 
mediation with respect to a student enrolled in Sycamore Valley Academy if the Tulare County Office of 
Education determines such action is legally necessary or advisable.  Sycamore Valley Academy agrees to 
cooperate fully with the Tulare County Office of Education in such a proceeding.  

So long as Sycamore Valley Academy operates as a school of the County for purposes of special 
education, Sycamore Valley Academy understands that the Tulare County Office of Education shall have 
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sole discretion to settle any matter in mediation or due process.  The Tulare County Office of Education 
shall also have sole discretion to file an appeal from a due process hearing or take other legal action 
involving any Charter School student necessary to protect its rights.   

In the event that Sycamore Valley Academy opts to operate as an LEA in a SELPA other than TCOE, 
Sycamore Valley Academy reserves the right to make alternate arrangements for legal representation 
in and resolution of legal disputes pertaining to special education.     

Complaint Procedures 

Parents or guardians also have the right to file a complaint with Tulare County Office of Education 
and/or California State Department of Education if they believe that the school has violated federal or 
state laws or regulations governing special education. 

Special Education Strategies for Instruction and Services 

Sycamore Valley Academy will comply with the federal mandate of the “least restrictive environment,” 
meaning that the school will make every attempt to educate special education students along with 
their non-disabled peers. Sycamore Valley Academy will mainstream all of its students as much as is 
appropriate according to each individual IEP, offering a comprehensive inclusion program that includes 
specialized individual tutoring through Sycamore Valley Academy’s extended day and year. Each 
student’s IEP requires different kinds of modifications for instruction and services, therefore the 
educational strategies of the IEP will be built around the student’s needs and how these fit within the 
general educational program of the school. The instruction outlined in each student’s IEP will be 
delivered by personnel qualified to do so.  

Professional Development for Sycamore Valley Academy Staff 

The CMO staff, school Principal or Vice Principal, regular and special education teaching staff, as well as 
other appropriate faculty and staff members will attend professional development and/or training 
meetings necessary to comply with state and federal special education laws, including those sponsored 
by the District or SELPA. 

So long as Sycamore Valley Academy operates as a “school of the Tulare County Office of Education” for 
special education purposes, Tulare County Office of Education agrees to allow Sycamore Valley 
Academy staff access to all Special Education related professional development opportunities that are 
available to other employees of the Tulare County Office of Education.   

Sycamore Valley Academy also intends to seek professional development opportunities for its staff 
through potential trainings facilitated by the Tulare County Office of Education, colleges and 
universities, and private companies or agencies.   

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act 

Sycamore Valley Academy shall be solely responsible for its compliance with Section 504 of the 
Rehabilitation Act and the Americans with Disabilities Act.  All facilities of the School shall be accessible 
for all students with disabilities in accordance with the ADA.  
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Sycamore Valley Academy recognizes its legal responsibility to ensure that no qualified person with a 
disability shall, on the basis of disability, be excluded from participation, be denied the benefits of, or 
otherwise be subjected to discrimination under any program of Sycamore Valley Academy. Any 
student, who has an objectively identified disability which substantially limits a major life activity 
including but not limited to learning, is eligible for accommodation by the school. 

A 504 team will be assembled by the Principal and shall include the parent/guardian, the student, a 
qualified staff member, and other qualified persons knowledgeable about the student, the meaning of 
the evaluation data, placement options, and accommodations. The 504 team will review the student’s 
existing records; including academic, social and behavioral records, and is responsible for making a 
determination as to whether an evaluation for 504 services is appropriate. If the student has already 
been evaluated under the IDEIA but found ineligible for special education instruction or related services 
under the IDEIA, those evaluations may be used to help determine eligibility under Section 504. The 
student evaluation shall be carried out by the 504 team who will evaluate the nature of the student’s 
disability and the impact upon the student’s education. This evaluation will include consideration of any 
behaviors that interfere with regular participation in the educational program and/or activities. The 504 
team may also consider the following information in its evaluation: 

• Tests and other evaluation materials that have been validated for the specific purpose for which 
they are used and are administered by trained personnel. 

• Tests and other evaluation materials include those tailored to assess specific areas of educational 
need, and not merely those which are designed to provide a single general intelligent quotient. 

• Tests are selected and administered to ensure that when a test is administered to a student with 
impaired sensory, manual or speaking skills, the test results accurately reflect the student’s aptitude 
or achievement level, or whatever factor the test purports to measure, rather than reflecting the 
student’s impaired sensory, manual or speaking skills. 

The final determination of whether the student will or will not be identified as a person with a disability 
is made by the 504 team in writing and notice is given in writing to the parent or guardian of the 
student in their primary language along with the procedural safeguards available to them. If during the 
evaluation, the 504 team obtains information indicating possible eligibility of the student for special 
education per the IDEA, a referral for assessment under the IDEA will be made by the 504 team. 

If the student is found by the 504 team to have a disability under Section 504, the 504 team shall be 
responsible for determining what, if any, accommodations or services are needed to ensure that the 
student receives the free and appropriate public education (“FAPE”). In developing the 504 Plan, the 
504 team shall consider all relevant information utilized during the evaluation of the student, drawing 
upon a variety of sources, including, but not limited to, assessments conducted by the School’s 
professional staff. 

The 504 Plan shall describe the Section 504 disability and any program accommodations, modifications 
or services that may be necessary. 

All 504 team participants, parents, guardians, teachers and any other participants in the student’s 
education, including substitutes and tutors, must have a copy of each student’s 504 Plan. The Principal 
will ensure that teachers include 504 Plans with lesson plans for short-term substitutes and that he/she 
review the 504 Plan with a long-term substitute. A copy of the 504 Plan shall be maintained in the 
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student’s file. Each student’s 504 Plan will be reviewed at least once per year to determine the 
appropriateness of the Plan, needed modifications to the plan, and continued eligibility. 

ELEMENTS B AND C – MEASURABLE PUPIL OUTCOMES, AND METHODS FOR 
MEASURING PROGRESS 
Governing Law: The measurable pupil outcomes identified for use by the charter school. "Pupil 
outcomes," for purposes of this part, means the extent to which all pupils of the school demonstrate that 
they have attained the skills, knowledge, and attitudes specified as goals in the school's educational 
program. Pupil outcomes shall include outcomes that address increases in pupil academic achievement 
both schoolwide and for all groups of pupils served by the charter school, as that term is defined in 
subparagraph (B) of paragraph (3) of subdivision (a) of Section 47607. The pupil outcomes shall align 
with the state priorities, as described in subdivision (d) of Section 52060, that apply for the grade levels 
served, or the nature of the program operated, by the charter school. [California Education Code Section 
47605 (b)(5)(B)] 
 
The method by which pupil progress in meeting those pupil outcomes is to be measured. To the extent 
practicable, the method for measuring pupil outcomes for state priorities shall be consistent with the 
way information is reported on a school accountability report card. [California Education Code Section 
47605 (b)(5)(C)] 
 
The Charter School affirms that, to the extent practicable, the method for measuring pupil outcomes for 
state priorities shall be consistent with the way information is reported on a school accountability 
report card. 

School Philosophy Regarding Assessments and Data Use 

Sycamore Valley Academy firmly believes in the use of assessments and other data as a tool to 
evaluate and ensure effective school programs, to continuously improve instruction across grade 
levels and within classrooms, and to guide individual student learning and goal-setting. At SVA, 
administrators, teachers, and students will use data to set goals, monitor progress, reflect on their 
work, and ensure decision-making is substantiated. SVA understands that each of these tasks 
requires: 

• Multiple measures 
Over-reliance on singular measures can result in interpretive inaccuracies that may adversely 
affect subsequent actions, such as program facilitation, instructional modifications, and goal 
setting. 

• Trustworthy assessments and measures 
It is essential to gather, analyze, and act on data that is objective and trustworthy (valid and 
reliable). 

• Clear understanding of the purpose of data use 
Data is to be used for the purpose of identifying needs, areas of strength and weakness, and 
general continuous improvement at all levels. 

• Effective data management systems 
Data needs to be stored systematically, easily accessible, capable of individual and aggregate 
reporting, and available to users in a timely fashion. 
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SVA believes that the best kind of student achievement data comes from a combination of performance 
evaluation and criterion-referenced assessments. Criterion-referenced assessments must reference a 
clear set of learning objectives and be aligned with instruction and learning goals in order to be effective 
measures of student and school performance. Performance evaluations, such as authentic assessments, 
teacher consultations, and peer/faculty reviews, are particularly suited to providing feedback regarding 
students’ skill in applying and integrating knowledge. With proper design and administration, both 
approaches can produce objective evidence of learning.  
 
The Academies believes in a balanced accountability and evaluation model that incorporates state and 
federal accountability measures, along with site-level, or CMO-level, assessments. The Academies 
recognizes the role that state assessments play in CMO and school-level analysis. We are therefore 
dedicated to documenting student achievement according to these measures (e.g., CAASPP, 
CELDT/ELPAC, Physical Fitness Test). The Academies believes it is critical to our Vision of “modeling 
transformative change in education by elevating expectations of learning and growth” that the school(s) 
demonstrate, through participation in external evaluation systems, that the interdisciplinary and 
student-inquiry driven model dominant at SVA does not compromise the kind of learning measured by 
standardized assessments.   

 
The goal at SVA is for students to do well not only on standardized assessments, but also to acquire skills 
and abilities that these measures do not capture. Therefore, in addition to participation in external 
accountability systems, SVA will report data within The Academies’ complementary system of internal 
evaluations and assessments. This system will incorporate other quantitative academic measures, as well 
as qualitative academic measures, such as authentic performance assessments, teacher consultations, 
peer and faculty reviews, student portfolios, observations, as well as metrics associated with other 
student growth that we value:  social-emotional measures, acquisition of the habits of mind, behavioral 
and other measures to ensure student progress is continuous, inclusive of the whole child, and free from 
external impediments. 
 
Student learning will be measured against two primary criteria: 

1. External systems that are summative, and compare a student’s demonstrated skill against 
established grade- level proficiencies to determine achievement of learning objectives; and 
 

2. Internal systems that are formative, providing information in real time and making it possible 
to compare student growth and academic achievement over time to determine the impact of 
recent learning activities and to design future activities appropriate to the student’s zone of 
proximal development, likely to promote further growth.  Internal systems will also be used 
to measure nonacademic, social-emotional or personal growth that the school and home 
value (e.g. progress against ILP goals). 

Use and Reporting of Data 

Academic achievement data and program evaluation data (e.g., classroom observations, measures of 
implementation fidelity) will be used for the purpose of: 

● School-wide program evaluation 
● Teacher reflection and evaluation of instruction 
● Student reflection and goal setting 
● Instructional planning 
● Developing and monitoring student ILPs 
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Staff will receive ongoing training and coaching in data interpretation and analysis, design and use of 
formative assessment, assessment item writing and analysis, and the importance of frequent and 
targeted feedback to the learning process. This investment in teachers’ understanding regarding the use 
and purposes of data collection, as well as developing teachers’ skills in designing and evaluating 
formative assessment tools, will ensure that data is used effectively within the school. Furthermore, 
time will be allotted for collaborative data analysis on a regular basis. 
 
See Appendix U, “Teacher Evaluation Forms.” See Appendix V, “Sample Annual Calendar.”   

 
We believe frequent measurement of program effectiveness is needed internally because we recognize 
that success within state-mandated measurements and accountability systems are but one indicator of 
program quality.  State assessments are limited measures of our work, since they are not designed to 
measure our school’s performance against the goals of this charter beyond how our students perform 
against Common Core standards-based learning objectives.  While student learning and progress within 
a Common-Core aligned curriculum is a major focus of our school’s work, it is not the only focus.  
Having a Whole School Report Card allows us to begin to capture and monitor the value we add to 
students lives inclusive of, but also beyond their Common Core learning, and it provides our 
organization with an opportunity to monitor progress more holistically. Planned refinement of this 
report includes adding more metrics related to mission, vision, motto, and learning outcome 
achievement as well as progress toward strategic plan goals and outcomes.  
 
Student performance and school level data will be synthesized and reported to staff in the form of a 
Whole School Report Card (“WSRC”) on a trimester basis.  Over the course of Sycamore Valley 
Academy’s initial charter term, our WSRC has evolved, and continued refinement is expected over time 
as the State further defines academic accountability basis in the era of Common Core and under our 
new computer-adaptive CAASPP testing paradigm.  While we participate in and monitor progress within 
these external measures, the schools within The Academies are deeply committed to internal program 
analysis in addition.  
 
Blue Oak Academy will begin with this structure and utilize the WSRC and other measures for regular, 
internal charter school program analysis, and to fuel continual improvement.  The Academies plans to 
refine this Whole School Report Card to increase its ability to capture the value of learning 
experiences that are not measured by NWEA MAP or CAASPP.  For example, social-emotional growth, 
growth in students’ Spanish language skill, students’ progress toward our Learning Outcomes, and 
acquisition of the Habits of a Scholar are all areas we would like this report to better capture.  We 
also plan to improve the sophistication of our academic scoring (to shift from a matter of score in 
relation to targets to more focus on growth and growth rates). 
 
See Appendix W, “Whole School Report Card” 

Development of Annual School and Pupil Goals Aligned to the State’s Priorities 
Sycamore Valley Academy will comply with all requirements pursuant to Education Code Sections 
47605(b)(5)(A)(ii) and 47605(b)(5)(B), including developing annual goals for all pupils (i.e. schoolwide) 
and for each subgroup of pupils as identified in Education Code Section 52052, for each of the 
applicable eight (8) state priorities identified in Education Code Section 52060(d).   
 SVA will comply with all elements of the Local Control and Accountability Plan pursuant to regulations 
and templates adopted by the State Board of Education and reserves the right to establish additional, 
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school-specific goals and corresponding assessments throughout the duration of the charter.  Sycamore 
Valley Academy has clearly defined schoolwide outcome goals, in compliance with Education Code 
Sections 47605(b)(5)(B) and 52060(d).  The LCAP shall not be deemed part of the charter, and 
therefore, annual amendments to the LCAP shall not be considered a material revision as defined in 
Education Code Section 47607.  The Charter School has described how its pupil outcomes align with the 
state priorities, as described in subdivision (d) of Section 52060, that apply for the grade levels served, 
or the nature of the program operated, by the Charter School, in its LCAP.   See Appendix x, “Sycamore 
Valley Academy 2016 Local Control and Accountability Plan.”  

 
For purposes of measuring achievement of these goals, a numerically significant pupil subgroup will be 
defined as one that meets both of the following criteria:  

“(i) The subgroup consists of at least 50 pupils each of whom has a valid test score.  
(ii) The subgroup constitutes at least 15 percent of the total population of pupils at a school who 
have valid test scores.”  

Education Code Section 47607(a)(3)(B) 

Parent-Teacher Communication 

Parent-teacher communication should be open and frequent. Parents will be encouraged to make 
appointments to meet with teachers if they have any concerns or questions regarding their child’s 
progress. Teachers will be available before and after-school for pre-scheduled meetings. Teachers will 
also be required to send weekly newsletters and to use other means (e.g., Remind, a texting service) to 
communicate behavioral expectations, grading practices, instructional topics, homework, enrichment 
resources, and other helpful information, as appropriate. Teachers’ professional email addresses will be 
available to parents as an additional avenue for communication. 

Parent-Teacher Conferences 
SVA believes that parents are our partners in the goal to educate their children, and therefore have the 
right to honest and supportive feedback regarding their child.  The Academies CMO values diversity and 
the input and support of the “child’s first teacher,” his/her parents.  To foster strong home-school 
relationships, Sycamore Valley Academy will conduct conferences between parents/guardians and 
teachers at least two times per year for students progressing at acceptable rates, and at least three 
times per year for students who are experiencing academic or other difficulties. 

Report Cards 
Report Cards will be issued three times a year, at the end of each trimester. These reports will provide 
student performance data by academic standard, applicable to the student’s grade level. For students 
who have already shown significant depth of understanding and enrichment in grade-level standards, 
reports will show progress on current learning goals (which may be above age/grade level). Report Cards 
will clearly distinguish between academic and behavioral feedback, so that scores can be appropriately 
interpreted. In addition to the assignments of scores, teachers will provide narrative feedback regarding 
their child’s performance in areas not quantitatively measured (for example, citizenship, service- learning 
participation, meeting project deadlines, social-emotional growth, cooperation). 
 
See Appendix L, “Sample Report Card.” 
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Annual Parent Survey 
An annual parent survey, administered at the end of each academic year, will offer parents an 
opportunity to share their perspectives and provide feedback to the school regarding student programs, 
instruction, enrichment, and other important roles of the school. Data will be summarized and reported 
annually to the staff for reflective analysis and school-wide planning for the upcoming school year. The 
primary purpose of the Annual Parent Survey is to ensure a feedback loop for parent communication, as 
well as for school-wide continuous improvement. 

ELEMENT D - GOVERNANCE STRUCTURE 
Governing Law:  The governance structure of the charter school including, but not limited to, the 
process to be followed by the charter school to ensure parental involvement. [California Education Code 
Section 47605(b)(5)(D)] 

Legal Status 
Sycamore Valley Academy will be a directly funded independent charter school and will be operated 
by a California nonprofit public benefit corporation, The Academies, pursuant to California law, upon 
approval of this charter. The Charter School shall operate under the provisions of the charter, 
applicable federal laws, applicable state laws, and the governance of the Board (“Board” or “Board of 
Directors”) of The Academies. 
 
See Appendix C, “Restated Articles of Incorporation & Revised Board Bylaws.” 

Our Board 

Board of Directors 
A corporate Board of Directors, in accordance with its adopted corporate bylaws and the terms of 
this charter, will govern The Academies, and consequently, Sycamore Valley Academy. 
 
It is important that the Charter Management Organization Board include a cross section of opinions 
and a diversity of thought, and that the Board not be dominated by any one stakeholder group. With 
this in mind, the Board of Directors of The Academies will consist of not less than five (5) and not 
more than nine (9) members, described further below.  By the start of the 2019-20 academic year, 
the authorized number of Directors of The Academies shall be not less than seven (7) and not more 
than nine (9). 
 
The following will comprise the members of the Board: 

● No fewer than four (4) and no more than (8) members of the Charter School community, 
including parents.  Of this, by the start of the 2019-20 academic year, parents or guardians of 
students attending the charter schools operated by The Academies shall comprise no less 
than two (2) members of the Board per school.   

● In addition, not less than one (1) member of the community at large who is not a 
parent/guardian of attending pupils shall be a member of the Board. 

● The District shall be entitled to one (1) representative on the Board, pursuant to 
Education Code Section 47604(b). 
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The number of Directors on the Charter School’s Board of Directors is a range, which is consistent with 
typical non-profit governance structures and recommendations by The Rutter Group’s corporations 
practice guide.  This flexibility will allow the Board to function in the event of multiple vacancies. 
 
All members shall serve a term of two (2) years.  There are no limits to the number of terms members 
may serve. The Board of Directors’ terms shall be staggered in a manner determined by the Board.  
This will encourage institutional renewal in which the Board can profit from the experience of veteran 
Board members, while welcoming the fresh perspective that new members offer. 

Composition of the Charter Management Organization Board 
Board members shall have experience in one or more of the following areas: education, government, 
law, business, finance/accounting, fundraising, facilities, public relations, or other desirable areas of 
expertise. Employees of the Charter Management Organization or any of its charter schools shall not 
vote in Board elections. To the extent practicable, the Board shall be maintained with an odd number 
of members. In accordance with the law governing nonprofit public benefit corporations and other 
conflict of interest regulations, no persons serving on the Board of Directors may be interested 
persons. 

Representatives to the Board of Directors 
In order to ensure staff and student perspectives are shared with the Board of Directors, the 
following representatives will also attend Board meetings to join discussions, make presentations, 
and inform the Board on Charter School matters. These representatives are not considered members 
of the Board of Directors, and therefore will not have voting privileges in Board decisions. 

● The Charter Management Organization Superintendent  
● The Charter School Principal(s) 
● A teacher of the Charter School(s) 

 Elected by the teaching staff 
 Serves as a representative to the Board for a term of one (1) year. 

Officers of the Nonprofit Corporation 
Board Officers shall be elected by the Board of Directors. Each Officer shall hold office for one (1) 
year.  When a term ends, the Officer may be re-elected by the Board of Directors; there are no term 
limits related to Officers. The Academies’ Officers filled by Board Members include:  Chair, Vice Chair, 
Treasurer, and Secretary.  The Superintendent is the President of the corporation and serves in this 
role for the duration of employment with the CMO. 

Board Development 
The Board Chair ensures that structures and procedures are in place for effective recruitment, 
training, and evaluation of Board members. Upon initial election to The Academies Board of Directors, 
Board Directors will attend an in-service for the purpose of informing individual Board members of 
their responsibilities. On a regular basis, the Board Chair shall ensure that other topics for professional 
development of the Board are provided to provide for members’ active participation and responsible 
stewardship of the organization.  Topics may include, but are not limited to: corporate responsibilities, 
effective governance/ leadership protocols, strategic planning, public school finance, the educational 
program, conflicts of interest, the requirements of the Brown Act, and the overall terms and 
provisions of the charter. 
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Board Meetings and Duties 
The Board of Directors of The Academies will meet regularly, at least once a month (except during the 
summer), and in accordance with the Brown Act. Board agendas and meeting minutes will be made 
public as required by law. The Academies recognizes that The Brown Act guarantees the public’s right 
to attend and participate in meetings of local legislative bodies, and welcomes the accountability that 
comes with public transparency. 
 
The duties of the Board of Directors duties include, but are not limited to, the following: 

● Approve the hiring, supervision, evaluation, discipline, and dismissal all of the officers, 
agents, and employees of the corporation. 

● Approve all contractual agreements. 
● Develop, approve, and monitor the implementation of general policies of Sycamore Valley 

Academy. This includes, but is not limited to, effective human resource policies for career 
growth and compensation of the staff, health and safety policies, etc. 

● Approve and monitor SVA’s annual budget and budget revisions. 
● Act as a fiscal agent. This includes but is not limited to the receipt of funds for the 

operation of Sycamore Valley Academy in accordance with applicable laws and the 
receipt of grants and donations consistent with the mission of SVA. 

● Contract with an external independent auditor from the State Controller’s approved auditors 
list to produce an annual financial audit according to generally accepted accounting practices. 

● Report the results of the annual audit to the State Controller, the CDE, the County, and the 
District. 

● Establish operational committees as needed. 
● Regularly measure progress of both student and staff performance. 
● Involve parents and the community in Charter School related programs. 
● Execute all applicable responsibilities provided for in the California Corporations Code. 
● Engage in ongoing strategic planning and assist in implementing the plan's goals. 
● Work in partnership with the Superintendent and other staff to raise funds. 
● Approve the school calendar and schedule of Board meetings. 
● Review requests for out of state or overnight field trips. 
● Participate in the dispute resolution procedure and complaint procedures when 

necessary. 
● Approve charter amendments as necessary and submit requests for material revisions as 

necessary to the District for consideration. 
● Approve annual independent fiscal audit. 
● Appoint an administrative panel or act as a hearing body and take action on 

recommended student expulsions. 
● Clearly articulate SVA's mission, accomplishments, and goals to the public, as well as garner 

support from key community members. 
 
The Board may initiate and carry on any program or activity or may otherwise act in a manner which 
is not in conflict with, inconsistent with, or preempted by any law, and which is not in conflict with 
this charter or the purposes for which schools are established.  This may include, but is not limited 
to, fundraising for the school. 
 
The Board has adopted a Conflict of Interest Code, in accordance with the Political Reform Act. As 
required, the Conflict of Interest Code has been submitted to the County Board of Supervisors for 
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approval, and all designated persons or employees will complete the Statement of Economic Interests 
(Form 700) as required by law. 
 
See Appendix Y, “Conflict of Interest Code.” 

Delegation of Authority 
The Board may execute any powers delegated by law to it and shall discharge any duty imposed by 
law upon it and may delegate to an employee of Sycamore Valley Academy any of those duties with 
the exception of those duties where the law does not permit delegation, such as budget approval or 
revision, approval of the fiscal audit and performance report, and the adoption of Board policies, 
which remain the sole responsibility of the Board of Directors.  For any duty delegated to Charter 
School staff, the Board remains ultimately responsible for the performance of the duties delegated. 
Such delegation will: 
 

1. Be in writing; 
2. Specify the entity or individual designated; 
3. Describe in specific terms the authority of the Board of Directors being delegated and any 

conditions on the delegated authority; 
4. State the beginning and ending dates of the delegation; 
5. Require an affirmative vote of a majority of Board members. 

Authorizer Relationship 

Oversight 
SVA shall operate autonomously from the District, with the exception of supervisory oversight as 
required by statute. Pursuant to Education Code Section 47604(c), the District shall not be liable for 
the debts or obligations of Sycamore Valley Academy, or for claims arising from the performance of 
acts, errors, or omissions by the Charter School, as long as the District has complied with all oversight 
responsibilities required by law.  (Education Code Section 47604(c)) 
In accordance with Education Code Section 47604.32, the District is required to: 

● Identify at least one staff member as a contact person for the Charter School. 
● Visit the Charter School at least annually. 
● Ensure that the Charter School complies with all reports required of charter schools by law, 

including the annual update required pursuant to Education Code Section 47606.5 (the 
LCAP). 

● Monitor the fiscal condition of the Charter School. 
● Provide timely notification to the CDE if any of the following circumstances occur or will 

occur with regard to the Charter School: 
1. A renewal of the charter is granted or denied. 
2. The charter is revoked. 
3. The charter school will cease operation for any reason. 

 
It is the intent of The Academies that the District will be a welcomed partner at our charter schools, 
including SVA. We anticipate all of the above oversight, and in addition, expect the District will 
engage in a dispute resolution process (if needed) and will consider charter material revision and 
renewal requests. To compensate for such oversight services, SVA will allocate a percentage in its 
budget for this purpose, as identified by law (Education Code Section 47613). 
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Memorandum of Understanding 
The District’s Board may approve one or more memoranda of understanding to clarify the financial 
and operational agreements between the District and the Charter School and The Academies.   

Dispute Resolution 
Governing Law: The procedures to be followed by the charter school and the entity granting the 
charter to resolve disputes relating to the provisions of the charter. [California Education Code Section 
47605(b)(5)(N).] 

Dispute Resolution Policy 
The Boards of The Academies and TCOE agree to attempt to resolve all disputes regarding this charter 
pursuant to the terms of this section. All parties shall refrain from public commentary regarding any 
disputes until the matter has progressed through the dispute resolution process. 
 
The intent of this dispute resolution process is to: 

● Resolve disputes within the Charter School pursuant to the Charter School’s policies; 
● Minimize oversight burden on the County; 
● Ensure a fair and timely resolution to disputes. 

Disputes Arising From Within the School 
Disputes arising from within Sycamore Valley Academy, including all disputes between students, 
staff, parents, volunteers, advisors, partner organizations, and governing Board members shall be 
resolved pursuant to the policies and processes developed by the Charter School. 
 
The County shall not intervene in any such internal disputes without the consent of the Board of The 
Academies, and shall promptly refer any complaints or reports regarding such disputes to the Board of 
The Academies, its Superintendent, or the Principal of Sycamore Valley Academy for resolution 
pursuant to the Charter School’s policies. The County agrees not to intervene or become involved in 
an internal dispute unless the dispute has given TCOE reasonable cause to believe that a violation of 
this charter or laws or issues of student health or safety have occurred, or unless the Board of The 
Academies has requested the County to intervene in the dispute. 

Disputes Between the Charter School and the County 
The Charter School or CMO and the County will be encouraged to attempt to resolve any disputes with 
the County amicably and reasonably without resorting to formal procedures. 
 
In the event of a dispute between the Charter Management Organization and the County, employees 
and Board members of the CMO and the County agree to first frame the issue in written format 
(“dispute statement”), which shall be shared between the parties within 10 business days of the event 
giving rise to the dispute, and to refer the issue to the County Superintendent and the CMO 
Superintendent. In the event that the County Board of Trustees believes that the dispute relates to an 
issue that could lead to revocation of the charter in accordance with Education Code Section 47607, 
the Charter School requests that this shall be noted in the written dispute statement. However, 
participation in the dispute resolution procedures outlined in this section shall not be interpreted to 
impede or act as a prerequisite to the County’s ability to proceed with revocation in accordance with 
Education Code Section 47607. 
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The CMO and County Superintendents shall informally meet and confer in a timely fashion to attempt 
to resolve the dispute, not later than 10 business days from receipt of the dispute statement. In the 
event that this informal meeting fails to resolve the dispute, both parties shall identify two Board 
members from their respective boards who shall jointly meet with the CMO and County 
Superintendents and attempt to resolve the dispute within 20 business days from receipt of the 
dispute statement. 
 
If this joint meeting fails to resolve the dispute, the CMO and County Superintendents shall meet to 
jointly identify a neutral third party mediator to engage the parties in a mediation session designed 
to facilitate resolution of the dispute. The format of the mediation session shall be developed jointly 
by the CMO and County Superintendents. Mediation shall be held within sixty business days of 
receipt of the dispute statement. The costs of the mediator shall be split equally between the District 
and the Charter School. If mediation does not resolve the dispute, either party may pursue any other 
remedy available under the law. All timelines and procedures in this section may be revised upon 
mutual written agreement of the District and the Charter Management Organization. Both the CMO 
and District Superintendents may use designees for this process. 

Parent Involvement 

Parent Teacher Organization 
There will be a separate Parent Teacher Organization (“PTO”) that will encourage school participation, 
sponsor activities, fundraise, and promote the school.  The PTO provides parents with an opportunity 
to engage with the members of our school community and work toward goals that benefit students 
and staff, however there is no formal relationship or connection between the PTO and the Board of 
The Academies.  Parents will have multiple opportunities to be engaged in the life of the Charter 
School as members of the Parent Teacher Organization. 

Parent Involvement in Governance 
From 2019-20 and beyond, The Academies will maintain a minimum of two (2) members of the CMO 
Board who are parents/guardians of SVA students. Parents will frequent the school campus and 
participate in the life of the SVA community, since parents/guardians are encouraged to spend 30 
hours per family, per academic year as volunteers and/or participants in Charter School activities. 
While parental involvement is not a condition for student enrollment or reenrollment, parents will 
find multiple opportunities to participate as valued stakeholders in the Sycamore Valley Academy 
community.  (For further discussion of Parent Partnering, see Appendix S, or Section II, Educational 
Philosophy and Instructional Program, “Collaboration in the Whole School Community.”) 

ELEMENT E – EMPLOYEE QUALIFICATIONS 
Governing Law:  Describe the qualifications to be met by individuals to be employed by the charter 
school.  [Education Code Section 47605 (b)(5)(E)] 
 
The Academies shall recruit qualified, professional personnel who believe in the philosophy and 
mission of the Charter School for all staff positions. All employees should possess the personal 
characteristics, knowledge, and relevant experience consistent with the responsibilities and 
qualifications identified in the posted job description as determined by the Charter School. All 
employees must comply with the employee processing policies and procedures (to include, but not be 
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limited to, fingerprint background checks, criminal records, proof of identity, right to work in the 
United States, and TB risk assessment or screening).  SVA will provide opportunities for teachers and 
other professionals to continue their professional development. 
 
See Appendix U, “Teacher Evaluation Forms.” These documents illustrate the feedback systems 
provided to teachers from site administrators.  In addition to these, instructional coaching (which is 
nonevaluative) is also provided.  
 
See Appendix V, “Sample Annual Calendar.”  This is the sample SVA Master Calendar for the 2015-16 
school year.  All items color-coded in ice blue represent staff professional development trainings.   

Written Job Descriptions 
The Board of Directors shall prepare or cause to be prepared written job descriptions for each position or 
category of positions at SVA.  The job descriptions shall identify the essential functions of the position and 
desired qualifications, and serve both as a recruitment tool and guide to expected performance standards.   
 

For further detail regarding key roles, see Appendix Z, “Current Job Descriptions for Key Roles.”   

The Superintendent 
The Superintendent supervises the CMO staff, school site administrative staff, and business services staff 
(or independent contractor hired for business services) of the Charter Management Organization, and 
operates as the chief executive officer and President of the nonprofit public benefit corporation. The 
Superintendent acts as the instructional leader of the Charter Management Organization, and is 
responsible for facilitating the instructional programs outlined in the approved charters.  The 
Superintendent directly reports to the Board of Directors.  

The Principal 
The Principal serves as the chief administrator of the Charter School, developing and implementing 
programs, curriculum and instructional resources, and budgets in a manner that promotes the educational 
growth of each student and the professional development of each staff member.  The Principal supervises 
the instructional and non-instructional staff of the school site, and manages the Charter School’s day-to-
day functions. The Principal acts as an instructional leader at the Charter School and is responsible for 
facilitating the instructional program as outlined in the “Educational Philosophy and Instructional 
Program” sections of the governing charter. The Principal is directly responsible to the Superintendent.  
 
Qualifications for the Superintendent and the Principal are the same, and include:  
 
Education/Certifications 

• Bachelor’s degree (required) 
• MA or equivalent (desirable) 
• California Administrative and Teaching Credential (desirable) 

Experience  
• Teaching experience (desirable) 
• Administrative experience (desirable) 
• Charter school experience (desirable) 
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Skills, Knowledge, and/or Abilities Required 
• Excellent communication and community-building skills 
• Extensive knowledge of and experience with curriculum development 
• Belief in The Academies’ educational philosophy and program elements, including commitment to the 

Mission and gifted education advocacy 
• A thorough knowledge of special education needs and issues 
• Strong leadership capabilities, including entrepreneurial and strategic vision 
• Caring for students and their success in learning: a deep commitment to student achievement 
• Strong instructional leadership and a positive role model for staff and students 
• Knowledge of educational psychology, learning theories, developmentally appropriate practices, and 

curriculum development 
• Commitment to excellence and ongoing professional growth 
• Effective conflict resolution skills 
• Integrity in all dealings with the school community; is respectful, thoughtful, decisive, principled, 

honest, and fair 
• Recognition and acceptance of his/her responsibility for the success of The Academies, the charter 

school as a whole, as well as the success of individual students, and flexibility, resourcefulness, and 
commitment to these 

• Ability to follow established procedures in an emergency situation 
 

The Board of Directors of The Academies will consider candidates for the Superintendent and Principal 
positions based upon a combination of education/certifications, experience, skills, knowledge and/or 
abilities, and mission fit. 

Charter Management Organization Staff 
As the CMO organizational chart illustrates, there are several staff who comprise a suite of services and 
resources to the charter schools operated by The Academies.  The work of the employees of the CMO 
directly supports the individual charter schools within our network and allows for the charter schools to 
benefit from some economies of scale and cost-sharing that contributes to their long-term financial 
sustainability.  Roles within the CMO “central office” will include (but are not limited to) Operations 
Director, Administrative Assistant, Instructional Coach, Substitute Teachers, and Specialist Teachers (who 
deliver instruction at multiple campuses, such as Art, Instrumental Music, Intervention, etc.).  As 
enrollment grows and budgets can sustain additional support services over time, additional roles may be 
developed in accordance with indicated student and school needs.  Qualifications for CMO staff varies by 
role.  See Appendix Z, “Current Job Descriptions for Key Roles” to view qualifications pertaining to each.    

Teachers 
Teachers in charter schools shall be required to hold a Commission on Teacher Credentialing 
certificate, permit or other document equivalent to that which a teacher in other public schools would 
be required to hold. These documents shall be maintained on file at the charter school and shall be 
subject to periodic inspection by chartering authority. It is the intent of the Legislature that charter 
schools be given flexibility with regard to noncore, noncollege preparatory courses. [Education Code 
Section 47605(l)] 
 
Teaching faculty are highly-valued resources of the Charter School. SVA core teachers will be qualified 
in accordance with Education Code Section 47605(l), and will hold appropriate California teaching 
certificates, permits, or other documents issued by the Commission on Teacher Credentialing. 
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Appropriate documents will be maintained on file and subject to periodic inspection by the District. In 
accordance with Section 47605(l), flexibility in credentialing will be observed with regard to noncore, 
noncollege preparatory courses.  
 
The Charter School may also employ non-certificated instructional support staff in any case where a 
prospective staff member has an appropriate mix of subject matter expertise, professional experience, 
and the demonstrated capacity to work successfully in an instructional support capacity in noncore, 
noncollege preparatory courses and activities. Instructional support staff will not serve as the teacher 
of record for individual pupils and may not assign grades or approve student work assignments 
without the approval of the teacher of record, except in noncore, noncollege preparatory courses and 
activities. 
 
Qualifications for Core Academic Teacher positions: 

• A love for students and learning (desired) 
• A proven track record of/ eagerness to be innovative and dynamic in instructional 

methods (desired) 
• A commitment to the philosophy and mission of SVA (required) 
• Bachelor’s Degree (required) 
• Valid California Teaching Credential(s), certificate, permit, or other document equivalent to 

that which a teacher in other public schools would be required to hold as required for the 
relevant grade(s) (required) 

• EL Authorization (CLAD, BCLAD, or CTEL Certificate) (required) 
• Appropriate supplemental or multi-subject credential(s), as applicable (required) 
• Two or more years teaching experience (desired) 

 
Teacher Expectations and Duties 
Teachers must embrace the Charter School's philosophy and mission, as outlined in this charter. 
Additionally, the following qualities shall be expected of all SVA teachers: 

• Strong instructional leadership and a positive role model for students. 
• Caring about students and their success in learning. 
• Demonstrable effectiveness in teaching, mentoring, and writing. 
• Deep commitment to student achievement. 
• Accepting responsibility and accountability for instruction. 
• Working flexible schedules in order to accommodate the varying needs and schedules of 

enrolled students, parents and community. 
• Knowledge of educational psychology, learning theories, developmentally appropriate 

practices, and curriculum development. 
• Experience implementing differentiated instruction, thematic learning, constructivist or 

Montessori methods, and project-based learning, or an enthusiastic willingness to support 
these features of our program. 

• Familiarity with or willingness to be trained in instructional methodology and procedural 
compliance. 

• Ability to modify the curriculum and materials for all types of students. 
• Proactive approaches to discipline and the ability to maintain a respectful, safe, and 

nurturing learning environment. 
• Effective conflict resolution skills. 
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• Ability to collaborate with fellow faculty and administrators to advance proven learning 
practices, develop curriculum, and share strategies for student success as a member of a 
team. 

• Meet deadlines and be well-organized. 
• Possess integrity in all his/her dealings with the Charter School community; be 

respectful, thoughtful, decisive, principled, and fair. 
• Possess an ability to communicate with parents and an ability to see parents as a 

resource. 
• Recognize and accept their responsibility for the success of SVA as an entity, as well as the 

success of their individual students, and demonstrate flexibility, resourcefulness, and 
commitment to both. 

 
In addition to those qualities listed above, Core Academic Teachers will be responsible to fulfill duties 
including, but not limited to, the following: 

• Core subject instruction in mathematics, language arts, science, and history/social studies. 
• Incorporating academic, creative, and service-learning enrichment opportunities into core 

academics whenever possible. 
• Curriculum planning and pacing to ensure continuous learning. 
• Student assessment, monitoring of student progress, and maintaining grades and 

scores. 
• Setting goals and standards for student achievement. 
• Communicating with administration to implement feedback for continuous professional 

improvement. 
• Monitoring the safety and security of students. 
• Serving on committees and task forces to support the Charter School’s success. 
• Extra-curricular activities such as sports, clubs, etc. 

Staff Development for Teachers 
Every teacher will participate in extensive on-site training and professional development provided by 
SVA in order to deliver the instructional program of the Charter School.  The table below 
demonstrates the three required professional development courses for all teachers at Sycamore 
Valley Academy 
 

Required Professional Development for Teachers 

1 Instructional 
Foundations Project Based Learning Gifted Education for All 

 
2 
 

Annual  
Content Area Focus 

2016-17 Math 

2017-18* proposed Reading 

3 

Social Contract 
(Restorative-Justice 

based 
behavior/disciplinary 

systems) 

Tier 1-3, 4 Options, Respect 
Agreements for Classroom 

Mgmt, Staff Respect Agreement, 
Mediation  

Intersection of Social 
Contract with Classroom 

Meetings/ Everyday 
Explorers, Habit of a Scholar 

 
In addition to extensive training in our school’s instructional foundations (project-based learning and 
gifted education for all), an annual content area focus (where we articulate K-8 best practices in 
delivering the content instruction in a manner consistent with our educational philosophy), and the 
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Social Contract (our school’s disciplinary systems), teachers will participate training opportunities 
including, but not limited to: 

• Constructivist pedagogy 
• Managing the multi-age classroom 
• Performance-based, authentic assessments 
• Analyzing student performance data (both quantitative and qualitative) to improve 

student learning 
• Social and Emotional Learning/Emotional Intelligence 
• Serving special student populations:  the legal requirements, our intervention structures, and 

instructional strategies to improve the achievement of EL, socio-economically disadvantaged 
students, Special Education, and Section 504 students 

• To the extent that the District and/or SELPA provide training opportunities and/or 
information regarding special education to site staff, such opportunities and/or 
information shall be made available to Charter School staff. 

• Specially Designed Academic Instruction in English (“SDAIE”) techniques 
• Specialized Training, which includes adaptive equipment as needed (e.g. auditory 

devices, epipens, etc.) 
 
In addition, teachers are encouraged to take advantage of professional growth opportunities that are 
available through outside organizations such as the District, the Tulare County Office of Education, 
universities, and colleges. 
See Appendix V, “Sample Annual Calendar.”  This is the sample SVA Master Calendar for the 2015-16 
school year.  All items color-coded in ice blue represent staff professional development trainings.   
 
Teacher Observation and Evaluation 
A teacher evaluation process will be implemented to provide information about how each teacher is 
performing in his/her duties as a classroom instructor at Sycamore Valley Academy. The observation 
and related meetings will help identify areas of strength, as well as identify areas for improvement. 
The information collected during the observation and evaluation meetings will be used for ongoing 
professional growth and development, as well as a determining factor in the decision to re-hire. 
The information contained in Appendix U, “Teacher Evaluation Forms” reflects the observation and 
evaluation system currently in use at Sycamore Valley Academy, and proposed for use by all charter 
schools operated by The Academies.  Refinement of teacher evaluation processes is expected to 
continue with staff collaboration. These documents illustrate the feedback systems provided to 
teachers from site administrators.  In addition to these, instructional coaching (which is nonevaluative) 
is also provided.  
 
Substitute Teachers 
The Academies will hire substitute teachers in accordance with applicable law. 

Instructional Aides 
Instructional Aides assist the teachers/Principal in maintaining appropriate activities and an 
environment to enable children to learn. 
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Qualifications for Instructional Aide positions: 
1. High school graduate. (required) 
2. Two or more years experience working with children and adults in a school setting. 

(desired) 
3. Past participation in school events. 
4. Working knowledge of school operations and procedures. 
5. Appropriate use of standard English language, in writing and in speech. 
6. Ability to perform non-teaching classroom tasks. 
7. Ability to word process and use suitable computer software applications. 
8. Ability to operate a copier, laminator, and similar school office machines. 
9. Ability to establish and maintain positive and effective working relationships with 

students, teachers, co-workers, and the public. 
10. Ability to understand and effectively carry-out verbal and/or written instructions from the 

teachers and the principal. 
11. Ability to follow established procedures in an emergency situation. 

 
Instructional Aide Expectations and Duties 
In addition to those qualities listed above, instructional aides work under the direct guidance of the 
teachers and the principal, and will be responsible to fulfill duties including, but not limited to, the 
following: 

• Assist students in completing classroom assignments. 
• Assist in preparing instructional materials for classrooms and school in general. 
• Supervise students in classrooms, playgrounds, cafeteria, hallways, and study halls; before 

school and after school bus supervision is possible as well. 
• Score non-confidential tests and other exercises. 
• Check out materials and correct of daily work. 
• May participate in daily and long range planning. 
• Other duties as assigned by the Principal or supervising teacher. 

Outsourced Positions 
The Academies reserves the right to contract with third party consultants, companies, or agencies to 
efficiently and responsibly achieve its mission in a cost-effective manner.  The Academies intends to 
outsource business services, which will be under the direct supervision of the Superintendent.  Other 
outsourced positions may include, but are not limited to, any of the following: nursing, mental health 
counseling, and/or food service.  The Academies will ensure that the qualifications of the employees 
of contractors are consistent with the expectations for CMO employees. When appropriate, SVA will 
contract with appropriately qualified and/or credentialed outside providers to provide services as 
necessary. SVA will consider reputable organizations, such as those endorsed by the California Charter 
Schools Association. The Charter School will fairly evaluate any offer of services from the District 
against any other offers for similar services from third party providers. In addition, there will be 
scrutiny and oversight of any administrative service such that a financial conflict of interest will be 
avoided. 
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ELEMENT F – HEALTH AND SAFETY 
Governing Law: The procedures that the charter school will follow to ensure the health and safety of 
pupils and staff. These procedures shall include the requirement that each employee of the charter 
school furnish it with a criminal record summary as described in Section 44237.  [California Education 
Code Section 47605(b)(5)(F)] 
 
A healthy and safe environment is imperative to productive teaching and learning. Sycamore Valley 
Academy has adopted and implemented a comprehensive set of health, safety, and risk management 
policies. These policies were developed in consultation with the Charter School’s insurance carriers. 
These policies will be reviewed and updated as required in response to any change in conditions or 
operations that may affect the health and safety of students and staff. The policies will be 
incorporated as appropriate into the Family and the Employee handbooks.  
 
The following elements are a part of the Charter School’s adopted policies: 

• Requirement that employees and contractors of the Charter School be fingerprinted and 
furnish the school with a criminal record summary as described in Education Code Sections 
44237 and 45125.1. 

• Requirement that Charter School staff fulfills their “mandated child abuse reporter” 
obligations, and follow all applicable reporting laws. 

• Requirement for risk assessment or examination of faculty and staff for tuberculosis 
as described in Education Code section 49406. 

• Requirement for immunization of pupils as a condition of school attendance to the same 
extent as would apply if the pupils attended a non-charter public school. 

• Adherence to Education Code Section 49423 regarding administration of medication in 
school. 

• Provision for the screening of pupils' vision, hearing, and scoliosis to the same extent as 
would be required if the pupils attended a non-charter public school. 

• Development of and adherence to an Emergency Preparedness Plan drafted specifically to the 
needs of the school site in conjunction with law enforcement and the Fire Marshall. This plan 
shall include but not be limited to the following responses: fire, flood, earthquake, terrorist 
threats, and hostage situations. 

• Policy to meet state and federal standards for dealing with blood borne pathogens and 
other potentially infectious materials in the workplace. SVA has established a written 
Infectious Control Plan designed to protect employees and students from possible infection 
due to contact with blood borne viruses. 

• Compliance with Education Code Section 47610 by utilizing facilities that are compliant with the 
California Building Standards Code. The Charter School agrees to maintain visitor policies, and to 
test sprinkler systems, fire extinguishers, and fire alarms annually at its facilities to ensure that 
they are maintained in an operable condition at all times. The Charter School shall conduct fire 
drills at least once per month in accordance with Title 5 California Code of Regulations, Section 
550. 

• Maintenance of a drug and alcohol and tobacco free environment. 
• A comprehensive complaint and investigation procedure for all complaints and concerns 

coming into the Charter School. 
• A comprehensive policy to prevent and immediately remediate any concerns about 

sexual discrimination or harassment at the Charter School. 
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ELEMENT G – RACIAL AND ETHNIC BALANCE 
Governing Law: The means by which the school will achieve a racial and ethnic balance among its 
pupils that is reflective of the general population residing within the territorial jurisdiction of the 
school district to which the charter petition is submitted. [California Education Code Section 
47605(b)(5)(G)] 

Community Diversity and Outreach 
It is the intent of the Charter School that our student population should reflect the diversity of the 
District. Our outreach will be conducted with the intent that SVA will serve all students to the 
capacity that the Charter School is able to provide. SVA is aware that, as a school of choice, 
community awareness of the Charter School is a necessary component in achieving this 
diversity.  Since students are not automatically designated to attend SVA, as they would be for 
school district of residence schools, SVA will market itself to the community and make our option 
known, especially to those segments of the population that are typically less informed of 
educational options.  These include non-English-speaking families, the Hispanic/Latino community, 
the Black/African American community, the South East Asian community, and the socio-
economically disadvantaged. In order to ensure equitable access to SVA for all interested families, 
marketing will target these populations specifically. Sycamore Valley Academy will use an array of 
outreach and marketing strategies, including, but not limited to: 

• An enrollment timeline and process that allow for a broad-based recruiting and 
application process 

• School website (www.sycamorevalleyacademy.org) and social media (Facebook) 
• Flyers and brochures, business cards 
• Press releases to local news outlets (including Spanish language media) 
• Informational meetings 
• Language translation to the extent possible 
• Reach out to local leaders and organizations such as faith-based organizations, or entities 

that represent entry points or opportunities to build relationships with under-represented 
communities  
 

Each year, the Charter School shall review its racial and ethnic balance and these policies to 
determine which policies and practices are the most effective in achieving a diverse student 
population. Marketing strategies will be adjusted annually as the enrollment and admissions 
demographic data indicates which marketing campaigns are most efficacious for appealing to these 
subgroups.  Special care will be given to be sure that families who are typically less informed about 
education options have a chance to learn about and choose our school. Since it is not legal for the 
Charter School to consider demographics of protected classes as an admissions criteria in order to 
benefit an underrepresented group, SVA intends to use thoughtful marketing to ensure broad-
based recruiting from our community.  In addition, our admissions process, including the public 
random drawing in the case that interest exceeds capacity, ensures that entrance to the Charter 
School is offered in an equitable, nondiscriminatory manner. 
 
Over the course of Sycamore Valley Academy’s first charter term, we have engaged in the activities 
described above.  A report of activities by academic year can be found in Appendix AA, “Outreach & 
Diversity in the First Charter Term.” 
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ELEMENT H – ADMISSIONS REQUIREMENTS 
Governing Law: Admission requirements, if applicable. [California Education Code Section 
47605(b)(5)(H)] 
All students attending SVA must follow the application, admission, and enrollment policies of the 
Charter School. 
 
The application for admission to SVA shall consist of a one-page, simple form to collect contact and 
basic student information necessary to facilitate admission or entry into a public random drawing 
(such as address and grade level the child will be entering).  The simplicity of the application 
process is designed to prevent paperwork complexity from prohibiting access to the Charter 
School.  In order for parents to make an informed choice when selecting the Charter School, we will 
provide an informative website, monthly school tours, and informational meetings/presentations 
during the open enrollment period (“Admissions Window”) to communicate what SVA offers, and 
to provide parents with an opportunity to have their questions answered. 
 
The Board shall have the sole authority to determine the size and grade-level breakdown of the 
student body at Sycamore Valley Academy. The determination of school capacity shall be based on, 
among other things, the Charter School’s academic program, the school’s fiscal viability, the 
educational needs of enrolled students, the capacity of the school site, and the level of interest 
shown by students who want to attend the school. 

Admission Requirement 
The Charter School will be nonsectarian in its programs, admission policies, and all other operations, and 
will not charge tuition nor discriminate against any student based upon any of the characteristics listed in 
Education Code Section 220.   

 
The Charter School shall admit all pupils who wish to attend the Charter School.  No test or assessment 
shall be administered to students prior to acceptance and enrollment into the Charter School.  The Charter 
School will comply with all laws establishing minimum and maximum age for public school attendance in 
charter schools. Admission, except in the case of a public random drawing, shall not be determined by the 
place of residence of the pupil or his or her parent or legal guardian within the state. 

 
The Charter School shall require students who wish to attend the Charter School to complete an 
application form. After admission, students will be required to submit an enrollment packet, which shall 
include the following: 

1. Student enrollment form 
2. Proof of Immunization 
3. Home Language Survey 
4. Completion of Emergency Medical Information Form 
5. Proof of minimum age requirements, e.g. birth certificate 
6. Release of records 

 
SVA shall be open to all students at the appropriate grade levels who wish to attend within the 
minimum and maximum age requirements specified in applicable law.  
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The only admission requirement is that students wishing to attend Sycamore Valley Academy must 
follow the Charter School’s admission procedures with respect to completing applications, and 
enrollment forms and documents by the announced deadlines. Application deadlines, which will 
normally be in the winter for admission the following fall, shall be coordinated with local public and 
private schools to give students and their parents opportunity to consider the full range of 
educational opportunities available to them. Late applications for admission may result in loss of 
admission and enrollment preferences as listed below. 
 
Sycamore Valley Academy will encourage parent and/or community contributions to help fund 
SVA’s educational programs, but shall not require any monetary contribution as a condition for 
application, admission, enrollment, or participation in any of the school’s required educational 
activities. 

Public Random Drawing and Preferences 
Applications will be accepted during a publicly advertised Admissions Window each year for 
enrollment in the following school year.  Existing enrolled pupils are exempted from the annual 
lottery process after admittance, attendance, and completion of a re-enrollment form to reserve 
their seat annually.   
 
Following the admissions window and application deadline each year, applications shall be counted 
to determine whether any grade level has received more applications than there is seat availability.  
In the event that this happens, the Charter School will hold a public random drawing (“lottery”) to 
determine admission for the impacted grade level(s).  Admission preferences in the case of a public 
random drawing shall be given to the following students in the following order: 

1. Existing pupils of the Charter School 
2. Children of current employees and Board members of the Charter Management Organization 
3. Siblings of admitted pupils, currently enrolled students, or graduates of any Charter School 

within The Academies 
4. Students residing within the boundaries of VUSD 
5. All other students who wish to attend the Charter School 

 
If the number of student applications for admission exceeds the Charter School’s capacity, SVA staff 
will determine admissions according to the following procedure.  First, existing pupils of the Charter 
School shall be exempt from the lottery, so long as they have submitted a re-enrollment form, 
indicating their intent to return in the fall.  Second, children of current employees and Board 
members of the Charter Management Organization shall be admitted with exemption from the 
lottery process.  Third, siblings of previously admitted pupils or SVA graduates will be exempt from 
the lottery.  Fourth, consistent with State law, charter schools are required to give preference to 
students who reside within the boundaries of the school district where the charter school is located. 
Students who reside within Visalia Unified School District boundaries shall be included in the lottery 
with a weighting factor of 2 to 1.  All other (outside District) applicants will be included in this lottery 
for admissions with a factor of 1. 
 
At the conclusion of the public random drawing, all students who were not granted admission due to 
capacity will be placed on a wait list according to their draw in the public random drawing. This wait 
list, called an admission priority list, will allow students the option of enrollment in the case of an 
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opening during the current school year. In no circumstance will a wait list carry over to the following 
school year. The order of admission of students at any time during the semester shall be based 
solely on the order of applicants on the admission priority list. 
 
After the admission priority list has been exhausted or at the conclusion of the school year, the 
Charter School will advertise if a space has become available and applications are being accepted. If 
more applications are submitted than there are spaces are available, another public random 
drawing will be conducted for the open spaces as described above. 

Conditions of Enrollment 
All schools within The Academies shall have the following requirements that must be met by each 
student and their family before beginning classes at the Charter School: 

• Complete enrollment/registration forms, including student data sheet, emergency information 
cards and other required documents by the deadline provided 

• Provide records documenting immunizations required for admission to public schools 
 

Admission tests will not be required; however, assessments will be administered to inform 
individual instructional programs once students are admitted and enrolled. These tests will serve as 
diagnostics of students’ reading, writing, and math skills. 
 
Research shows the importance of parental involvement in students’ achievement; The Academies 
strongly encourages and supports parents’ involvement in their children’s education. Parents will be 
encouraged to volunteer/participate 30 hours or more per year to support the school, as outlined in 
the Family Handbook, which is updated and distributed to enrolled families annually. However, in no 
circumstance will a parent or guardian’s inability to meet the volunteer/participation goal result in 
an educational detriment to the student.  This encouraged involvement is not a “condition of 
enrollment.”  The Academies believes that even when the 30 hour suggestion is not requirement, 
having such a goal and communicating it to enrolled families sends the right message to families:  
that parents/guardians are our partners in a shared purpose, that they are invited and welcomed in 
our community, and that their help is invaluable as we strive to provide a world class education to 
their children. 

ELEMENT I – FINANCIAL PLANNING, REPORTING, AND ACCOUNTABILITY 
Governing Law:  The manner in which annual, independent financial audits shall be conducted, which 
shall employ generally accepted accounting principles, and the manner in which audit exceptions and 
deficiencies shall be resolved to the satisfaction of the chartering authority. [California Education Code 
Section 47605 (b)(5)(I)] 

Budget 
See Appendix AB, “3-year Budget and Cash Flow Assumptions.” Included in Appendix AB is the 
following: 

• Projected operational budgets for three years of operation 
• Cash flow projections for three years of operation 
• Funding Calculations Input page 
• A budget narrative 
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These documents are based upon the best data available to the Petitioners at this time. 

Financial Reporting 
The Charter School shall comply with all financial reporting requirements of Education Code Section 
47604.33 (a), which states: 
 

Each charter school shall annually prepare and submit the following reports to its chartering 
authority and the county superintendent of schools, or only to the county superintendent of 
schools if the county board of education is the chartering authority: 
 

1. On or before July 1, a preliminary budget. 
 

2. By July 1, an annual update (LCAP) required pursuant to Education Code Section 
47606.5. 

 
3. On or before December 15, an interim financial report. This report shall reflect 

changes through October 31. 
 

4. On or before March 15, a second interim financial report. This report shall reflect 
changes through January 31. 

 
5. On or before September 15, a final unaudited report for the full prior year. 

 
The Academies Board shall adopt and implement systems and processes to keep track of financial data 
and to compile information in the prescribed format needed for the required reports, and to ensure 
that the above information is provided to the District/County in timely fashion.  In addition, The 
Academies shall comply fully with Education Code Section 47604.3. 

Insurance 
The Academies will acquire and finance general liability, workers’ compensation, and other necessary 
insurance of the types and in the amounts required for an enterprise of this size and nature for the 
operation of Sycamore Valley Academy. 

Administrative Services 
Governing Law:  The manner in which administrative services of the school are to be provided.  
Education Code Section 47605(g). 
 
The Superintendent at The Academies coordinates business/administrative services in the following 
manner: 

Personnel Transactions 
Any personnel records are kept in confidential personnel files. These include offers of employment, 
verification of ability to be employed in the US and by a California public school, changes in full-
time/part-time status, and any other relevant matters. 
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Accounting and Payroll 
Sycamore Valley Academy may contract with the following organizations, or others, to provide needed 
financial and professional services for the maximal functioning of the Charter School, if such services 
will provide a maximum fit with the Charter School’s needs, combined with minimum cost: 
 

EdTec 
EdTec delivers business, educational, and technology services to charter schools. Since 2001, 
EdTec has assisted more than 150 charter schools and developers.  EdTec provides charter schools 
with expertise and economies of scale to hire senior experienced personnel who specialize in 
different areas of school management. Their offerings include: Finance and Accounting, Business 
Services and Human Resources, Renewals & Grant Writing, Facilities Assistance, Student 
Information & Assessment Systems, Governance Training, and Strategic Planning. 
 
Tulare County Office of Education, Business Services Division 
TCOE Business Services Division provides a wide range of support services for 46 school districts. 
The Division collects, processes and disseminates all fiscal, budgetary, and related statistical 
information and reports for all school districts within Tulare County. 
 
In addition, Business Services acts in an advisory capacity to assist and support districts with 
general school business, financial operations and state and federal reporting requirements. 

Financial Audits  
Governing Law: The manner in which annual, independent, financial audits shall be conducted, which 
shall employ generally accepted accounting principles, and the manner in which audit exceptions and 
deficiencies shall be resolved to the satisfaction of the chartering authority. [California Education Code 
Section 47605(b)(5)(I)] 
 
An annual independent fiscal audit of the books and records of SVA will be conducted as required by 
Education Code Sections 47605(b)(5)(I) and 47605(m). The books and records of the Charter School 
will be maintained in accordance with generally accepted accounting principles and applicable laws. 
The audit will employ generally accepted accounting procedures and shall be conducted in 
accordance with applicable provisions within the California Code of Regulations governing audits of 
charter schools, as published in the State Controller’s K-12 Audit Guide. 
 
An audit committee appointed by the Board of The Academies will select an independent auditor 
through a request for proposals. The auditor will have, at a minimum, a licensed CPA and educational 
institution audit experience and will be approved by the State Controller on its published list as an 
educational audit provider.  To the extent required under applicable federal law, the audit scope will 
be expanded to include items and processes specified in applicable Office of Management and Budget 
Circulars. 
 
The annual audit will be completed and forwarded to the County, the County Superintendent of 
Schools, the State Controller, and to the CDE by the 15th of December of each year. The 
Superintendent, along with the audit committee, if any, will review any audit exceptions or 
deficiencies and report to The Academies Board of Directors with recommendations on how to 
resolve them. The Board of The Academies will submit a report to the County describing how the 
exceptions and deficiencies have been or will be resolved to the satisfaction of the County along with 
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an anticipated timeline for the same.  Audit appeals or requests for summary review shall be 
submitted to the Education Audit Appeals Panel (“EAAP”) in accordance with applicable law. 
 
The independent fiscal audit of the Charter School is public record to be provided to the public upon 
request. 

Facilities 
Governing Law: The facilities to be utilized by the school.  The description of the facilities to be used by 
the charter school shall specify where the school intends to locate.  Education Code Section 47605(g). 
 
It is anticipated that the Charter School’s facility will be provided by the Visalia Unified School District 
in response to a Proposition 39 (“Prop. 39”) request as required by Education Code Section 47614 and 
its implementing regulations, timelines, and guidelines.  Sycamore Valley Academy wishes to remain in 
its location at 6832 Ave. 280 Visalia, CA 93277.    
 
Sycamore Valley Academy reserves the right to utilize additional or alternative facilities, and will 
inform the District if there are changes in its facility plans. 

Transportation 
Since Sycamore Valley Academy is a school of choice, it will be the responsibility of parents/guardians to 
provide transportation of students to and from the Charter School.  If SVA determines that it is possible 
and advantageous to offer transportation to and from school, it will notify all parents of such 
opportunity.   

ELEMENT J – SUSPENSION/EXPULSION POLICIES 
Governing Law: The procedures by which pupils can be suspended or expelled. [California Education 
Code Section 47605(b)(5)(J)] 
 
Suspension/Expulsion Procedures 
 
See Appendix AC, “Student Suspension and Expulsion Policy.” 
 
The Charter School’s Suspension and Expulsion Policies will be printed and distributed as part of the 
Charter School’s Family Handbook, which will clearly describe the Charter School’s expectations 
regarding attendance, mutual respect, substance abuse, violence, safety, and work habits. Each 
student and his or her parent or guardian will be required to verify that they have reviewed and 
understand the policies at the start of each school year. These policies will provide all students with 
an opportunity for due process and will conform to applicable federal and state law regarding 
students with exceptional needs. The Charter School will notify the County of any expulsions within 
ten days of the expulsion decision. 
 
The Student Suspension and Expulsion Policy has been established in order to promote learning and 
protect the safety and well-being of all students at the Charter School.  When the policy is violated, it 
may be necessary to suspend or expel a student from regular classroom instruction.  This policy shall 
serve as the Charter School’s policy and procedures for student suspension and expulsion and it may 
be amended from time to time without the need to amend the charter so long as the amendments 
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comport with legal requirements.  Charter School staff shall enforce disciplinary rules and procedures 
fairly and consistently among all students.  
  
Corporal punishment shall not be used as a disciplinary measure against any student.  For purposes 
of this policy, corporal punishment does not include any employee’s use of force that is reasonable 
and necessary to protect the employee, students, staff, or other persons or to prevent damage to 
school property. 
 
The Academies utilizes a Restorative-Justice based student disciplinary system, which we call our 
“Social Contract.”  All staff are trained in its basics, and instructional staff receive extensive training 
in the application of its principles for student engagement.  The intent of our Social Contract is to 
promote a healthy, safe, and intellectual school culture and to ensure all students are treated with 
dignity and are given the opportunity to learn when moments of conflict arise at school.  Staff are 
trained to develop Classroom Respect Agreements, offer students “the 4 Options” (a peace-making 
strategy when conflict exists between members of the school community), and support students’ use 
of productive (constructive) language and active listening (mirroring) to promote the empathy 
needed for conflict-resolution, forgiveness, and appropriate behaviors.  Appendix T contains our staff 
training booklet for “The Social Contract.”   
 
Similar systems have been attributed to a state-wide decline in suspensions and expulsions over the 
last 5 years. 
 

 
 

“Several factors contributed to the years-long declines… including “restorative justice” programs that 
help students understand the nature and consequences of their actions.” (California Department of 
Education, 2016).  We see the same benefit at Sycamore Valley Academy:  Restorative Justice helps 
students learn from their problems or conflicts.  Another benefit we see of working with kids in this 
manner is that it helps to establish a positive school culture and establish norms and rules with the buy-
in of the whole community.  We believe it speaks a right message to kids about our belief in their ability 
to solve their own problems and repair any damage done from wrong-doing.  We also believe this 
approach provides students the opportunity to develop their peace-making abilities as well as the 
career-readiness skills of being able to work with others and effectively collaborate and communicate.  
We believe it is powerful to teach students to identify and name their emotions, explain why they feel 
the way they do, to actively listen and with empathy show understanding, and to identify negative 
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patterns in a relationship and commit to make them positive.  Our “Social Contract” prevents 
suspensions and expulsions and increases student engagement by fostering a sense of belonging and 
individual dignity, and is aligned with the principles of our instructional/educational philosophy as well. 

 

 
(from Preservice Training at SVA, 8/1/16) 

ELEMENT K – RETIREMENT 
Governing Law:  The manner by which staff members of the charter schools will be covered by the State 
Teachers' Retirement System, the Public Employees' Retirement System, or federal social security. 
[California Education Code Section 47605 (b)(5)(K)] 

Retirement 
The Academies will offer State Teachers’ Retirement System (“STRS”) participation for all certificated 
employees, and will pay the required employer contribution for such benefits. The Charter School will 
make the required employer contribution toward federal Social Security for those employees not 
covered by STRS.  The Superintendent shall be responsible for ensuring that appropriate arrangements 
are made for coverage. 

Employee Benefits 
The Academies will provide health, dental, and vision insurance coverage for full time regular staff, 
consistent with the requirements of the Affordable Care Act. We will attempt to provide coverage that is 
reasonably comparable with coverage provided by the County to its employees, provided such coverage 
is available at reasonable cost. The Charter School may pay much of the cost of such coverage for full 
time employees. If allowed by the Insurer, part time employees may purchase similar coverage. No staff 
member will receive paid health benefits beyond his or her term of employment, except to the extent 
required by law. The Academies will have the autonomy to review all benefits packages and make 
modifications as needed. 

ELEMENT L – ATTENDANCE ALTERNATIVES 
Governing Law: The public school attendance alternatives for pupils residing within the school district 
who choose not to attend charter schools. [California Education Code Section 47605(b)(5)(L)] 
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Public School Attendance Alternatives 
Governing Law: The public school attendance alternatives for pupils residing within the school district 
who choose not to attend charter schools. [California Education Code Section 47605(b)(5)(L)] 
 
Students who opt not to attend the Charter School may attend school district of residence schools or 
pursue an inter- or intra-district transfer in accordance with existing enrollment and transfer policies of 
their district or county of residence. Parents or guardians of each pupil enrolled in the Charter School 
shall be informed that the pupil(s) has no right to admission in a particular school of any local education 
agency (or program of any local education agency) as a consequence of enrollment in SVA, except to the 
extent that such a right is extended by the local education agency. 

ELEMENT M – EMPLOYEE RIGHTS 
Governing Law: The rights of an employee of the school district upon leaving the employment of the 
school district to work in a charter school, and of any rights of return to the school district after 
employment at a charter school. [California Education Code Section 47605(b)(5)(M)] 

Employee Return Rights 
Since The Academies’ employees are neither employees of VUSD nor TCOE, District or County 
employees who have left employment in the District/County to work at The Academies or SVA shall not 
have any right to return to the District/County except as agreed upon by the District/County at its 
discretion in accordance with District/County Board Policy and applicable collective bargaining 
agreements. Former employees of the District/County who resign from employment to work at The 
Academies or SVA and who later wish to return to the District/County shall be treated the same as any 
other former District/County employee seeking reemployment in accordance with District/County 
policy, applicable law, and applicable bargaining agreements. 
 
Neither The Academies nor SVA shall have any authority to confer any rights to return on District/County 
employees. Sick or vacation leave or years of service credit at the District/County or any school district 
shall not be transferred to the CMO or Charter School. 
 
A former employee of any school district shall have the following rights: 

• Any rights upon leaving the employment of the school district to work in the charter school that 
the school district may specify. 

• Any rights of return to employment in the school district after employment in the charter school 
as the school district may specify. 

• Any other applicable rights upon leaving employment to work in the charter school that are 
outlined in law. 

Rights of School District Employees 
No employee currently employed by VUSD or TCOE shall be required to work at The Academies or 
Sycamore Valley Academy. Any employee who so desires will be considered for employment through an 
open application process and, if selected, will become an employee of The Academies or SVA. 
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ELEMENT N – IMPACT ON THE CHARTER AUTHORIZER 
Governing Law: The procedures to be followed by the charter school and the entity granting the charter 
to resolve disputes relating to provisions of the charter. [California Education Code Section 
47605(b)(5)(N)] 
 
This statement is intended to fulfill the terms of Education Code Section 47605(g) and provides 
information regarding the proposed operation and potential effects of the Charter School on the County.  

Civil Liability 
The Academies shall operate as a California nonprofit public benefit corporation. This corporation is 
organized and operated exclusively for charitable purposes within the meaning of Section 501(c) (3) of 
the Internal Revenue Code and California Revenue and Taxation Code Section 23701d. 
 
Pursuant to Education Code Section 47604(c), the County shall not be liable for the debts and 
obligations of the Charter School, operated by a California nonprofit benefit corporation or for claims 
arising from the performance of acts, errors, or omissions by the charter school as long as the County 
has complied with all oversight responsibilities required by law. The Academies shall work diligently to 
assist the County in meeting any and all oversight obligations under the law to ensure the County shall 
not be liable for the operation of SVA or any other school managed by The Academies. 
 
Further, The Academies and the County shall enter into a memorandum of understanding, wherein 
The Academies shall indemnify the County for the actions of Sycamore Valley Academy under this 
charter. 
 
The corporate bylaws of The Academies shall provide for indemnification of the Board, officers, 
agents, and employees, and the Charter School will purchase general liability insurance, Board 
Members and Officer’s insurance, and fidelity bonding to secure against financial risks. 
 
The Board of the Charter School will maintain and implement appropriate risk management practices 
as discussed herein, including screening of employees, establishing codes of conduct for students, and 
dispute resolution. 

Charter Renewal 
The term of Charter School’s charter shall be five years. During that period, the Charter School is 
responsible for demonstrating progress and meeting the goals of the charter. The Academies may 
present a petition to renew or amend the charter of Sycamore Valley Academy at any time and the 
County agrees to respond to such petitions pursuant to the process and timelines specified in 
Education Code Sections 47605 and 47607. 
 
Each charter renewal shall be for a period of five years, as required by law. The progress and 
accomplishments of the Charter School shall be measured, at renewal, according to the criteria 
specified in Education Code Section 47607(b) and its implementing regulations. 
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ELEMENT O – CLOSURE PROTOCOL 
Governing Law: The procedures to be used if the charter school closes. The procedures shall ensure a 
final audit of the charter school to determine the disposition of all assets and liabilities of the charter 
school, including plans for disposing of any net assets and for the maintenance and transfer of public 
records. [California Education Code Section 47605(b)(5)(O)] 
 
The following procedures shall apply in the event the charter school closes, regardless of the reason 
for closure. 
 
Closure of the school shall be documented by resolution of the Board of The Academies. The resolution 
shall identify the reason(s) for closure and identify an entity and person or person(s) responsible for 
winding-down activities. The Board of Directors will promptly notify parents and students of the 
Charter School, the District, the Tulare County Office of Education, the School’s SELPA, the retirement 
systems in which the School’s employees participate (e.g., Public Employees’ Retirement System, State 
Teachers’ Retirement System, and federal social security), and the California Department of Education 
of the closure as well as the effective date of the closure. This notice will also include the name(s) of 
and contact information for the person(s) to whom reasonable inquiries may be made regarding the 
closure; the pupils’ school districts of residence; and the manner in which parents and guardians may 
obtain copies of pupil records, including specific information on current academic progress. 
 
The Board shall ensure notification to the parents and students of the school provides information to 
assist parents and students in locating suitable alternative programs and the manner in which they 
can obtain a copy of their child(ren)’s student record. This notice shall be provided promptly, within 
10 business days following the Board’s decision to close the school. 
 
Upon proper notification and request by a new school of attendance, student records will be 
transferred. During the close out process, all pupil records shall be maintained by the custodian 
designated by the Board. The Academies shall otherwise assist students in transferring to their next 
school. All transfers of student records shall be made in compliance with the Family Educational Rights 
and Privacy Act (“FERPA”), 20 U.S.C. §1232g. 
 
Personnel records shall be maintained and transferred in accordance with applicable law by the 
“responsibility entity” designated by the Board. 
 
The Board will also develop a list of pupils in each grade level and the classes they have completed, 
together with information on the pupils’ districts of residence, which they will provide to the entity 
responsible for winding-down activities. 
 
The School may ask the County to store remaining original records of Charter School students.  All 
records of the School may be transferred to the County upon Charter School closure. If the County 
will not or cannot store the records, the Charter School shall work with the Tulare County Office of 
Education to determine a suitable alternative location for storage. 
 
As soon as reasonably practical, the Charter School shall prepare final financial records. The school 
shall also have an independent audit completed within six months after closure. The school shall pay 
for the final audit. The audit shall be prepared by a qualified CPA selected by the school and shall be 
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provided to the Tulare County Office of Education and California Department of Education promptly 
upon completion. 
 
The final audit will include an accounting of all financial assets, including cash and accounts 
receivable and an inventory of property, equipment, and other items of material value, an 
accounting of the liabilities, including accounts payable and any reduction in apportionments as a 
result of audit findings or other investigations, loans, and unpaid staff compensation, and an 
assessment of the disposition of any restricted funds received by or due to Sycamore Valley 
Academy. 
 
The Charter School will complete and file any annual reports required pursuant to Education Code 
section 47604.33. 
 
Upon closure of the school, all assets of the school, including but not limited to all leaseholds, tangible 
and intangible personal property, intellectual property, and all ADA apportionments and other 
revenues generated by students attending the school, shall remain the sole property of The 
Academies and shall be distributed in accordance with the corporation’s Articles of Incorporation 
upon formal dissolution of the nonprofit public benefit corporation to another public educational 
entity. Any assets acquired from the District/TCOE, or District/TCOE property will be promptly 
returned upon Charter School closure to the County. The distribution shall include return of any grant 
funds and restricted categorical funds to their source in accordance with the terms of the grant or 
state and federal law, as appropriate, which may include submission of final   expenditure reports for 
entitlement grants and the filing of any required Final Expenditure Reports and Final Performance 
Reports, as well as the return of any donated materials and property in accordance with any 
conditions established when the donation of such materials or property was accepted. 
 
Upon closure, The Academies shall remain responsible for satisfaction of all liabilities arising from the 
operation of the Charter School. As The Academies is organized as a nonprofit public benefit corporation 
under California law, the Board shall follow the provisions set forth in the California Corporations Code 
for the dissolution of a nonprofit public benefit corporation, and shall file all necessary filings with the 
appropriate state and federal agencies. 
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