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Abstract

The Limited English Achievement Program (LEAP), AKA "LEAP English Academy" was started in the Fall of 1994 as a school completely dedicated to LEP newcomers aged 16 to 26, students whose needs often do not match the offerings provided in traditional high schools.  LEAP provides ESL, and adaptive content classes while offering a high school diploma as well as supported transition to the workplace and post-secondary training.  LEAP incorporates tutoring and structured interaction with American high school students and other volunteers.  This article provides the background of, rationale for, and description of St. Paul, Minnesota's LEAP English Academy, and explores the possibilities offered by this model.


In the fall of 1994, Saint Paul (MN) Schools  initiated the Limited English Achievement Program, better known as "LEAP" or "LEAP English Academy".   LEAP represents an attempt to improve the delivery of educational services for LEP students age 16 and above.

Background and Rationale


The LEAP English Academy grew out of an initiative by American Federation of Teachers (AFT) based on concerns expressed by mainstream and ESL teachers.  Though these concerns were rather wide-ranging, the central issues involved 1) the extent to which St. Paul was meeting the needs of the very large number of children of refugees and immigrants who comprise 26% of St. Paul's student population, as well as  2) how present services, or lack of services appeared to be affecting regular/mainstream programming district-wide.  


The "Southeast Asian Study Committee" was formed in March of 1994 as a joint effort of Saint Paul Public Schools and the AFT.  Its charge, as determined by PIC, a joint labor-management committee was to:


Examine and assess educational issues in areas of early learning, 
TESOL, mainstreaming, parental-involvement, adult education, and 
hiring of Southeast Asian staff. . . and to submit recommendations for 
ways to address specific issues by June 10, 1994.

The study committee was co-chaired by an AFT- local vice-president and a deputy superintendent of Saint Paul Schools.  Several ESL/bilingual teachers and school principals were invited to an initial meeting to outline concerns the task force might want to address, and to consider who else ought to be a part of the task force.  Two weeks later, an expanded group including teachers, administrators, and community members met to study the educational concerns and seek solutions.  


One of the major concerns identified was that of LEP students who enter the district after the age of 15.  Experience has shown that a high percentage of these students fail to fulfill graduation requirements before age forces them out of school.  St. Paul students must pass four minimum competency exams to be eligible for graduation.  SE Asian LEP students fail these tests at a disproportionately higher rate than any other group in St. Paul.  Many drop out.   Research indicates that these students require more time and attention than is available to them if they arrive in America after age 15.  A study by Collier (1987) demonstrated that immigrant children in this age group took 6-8 years to become academically competitive with American age-peers.  This finding was reinforced by a study in St. Paul Schools (Dufresne, 1993), which showed that Hmong students who entered after age 14 remained below the 5th percentile in SRA reading scores.  Clearly these students are in great danger of not graduating from high school or of not gaining necessary skills that might allow them to pursue further academic training or seek worthwhile employment. 


Committee members also pointed out that except for available ESL classes, the standard curriculum in most high schools is simply not designed for the needs of LEP students, many of whom have not had much prior education in their home countries and therefore have little of the background necessary to understand high school level material regardless of the language it might be taught in.  Many students are caught in the dilemma of being unable to enroll in academically challenging classes because of their limited English level, or if enrolled, being unable to glean much from the experience.  Before their English improves enough to understand and compete in higher level academic classes, they become too old to remain in a traditional high school or become discouraged by failure and resigned to the idea that graduation or further education is beyond their abilities.  


Committee members felt that the hoped for benefits of inclusion of LEP students in a "regular" high school setting and in "mainstream" classes, cultural and social assimilation as well the forced use of English, were generally precluded by the enormous language gap between LEP students and native speakers, lack of structured interaction, and the general unwillingness of adolescents to mix with others outside their "group".    LEP students typically sat quietly in mainstream classes, understanding little but asking few questions.  The teacher, having neither the background nor time to explain the material adequately for this "separate" group, did the best he/she could by creating easier worksheets and basing grades on homework rather than tests which LEP students largely failed when graded on mainstream standards.  Commonly LEP students reported that they didn't understand the material but got help on homework from family and friends.  Most reported that they had no real American friends and generally socialized with others who spoke their native language.  It was the view of experienced teachers and knowledgeable community members that, unless interaction between Americans and LEP students was structured, it seldom took place whether the students happened to be in the same room or not, leaving the LEP student feeling isolated and inadequate.


Related concerns were  1) The lack of a comprehensive approach to teaching cultural awareness to new arrivals, as well as a lack of content classes adjusted to the needs of LEP students,  2) The difficulties involved in enrolling and programming LEP students who arrive in country mid-semester, and  3) The need to be able to retain students past the age of 21.  


In addition to the issues outlined above, it was pointed out by members of the affected ethnic communities that, due to their age and culture, many of the students had strong family responsibilities.  This suggested that many of these students needed to be receiving vocational training in addition to regular high school classes so they could become employable.


These concerns culminated in a basic idea for a solution:  Design an entire academic program, or perhaps a separate school specifically to meet the needs of these LEP high school students.  The rationale for such a program was based directly on the concerns outlined above.  Experience indicated that the needs of many older LEP students were not being adequately met.  Attempts to alter existing curriculum and programming in the regular schools had simply not been successful; it appeared that the needs of LEP students would invariably be superseded by the overall needs and structure of the school.  The idea then was to create a separate environment to allow total focus on LEP needs.  A concentration of a larger number of students with these needs would also mean a larger ESL/bilingual staff, increasing the school's ability to offer a greater variety of classes designed for LEP students.


ESL/bilingual teachers from the task force met with administrators from St. Paul's Area Learning Center (ALC) and Adult Diploma Program (ADP).  ALC specializes in alternative programming for non-traditional students, and it was felt that this connection would provide needed flexibility and free the program from having to "fit in" with the program and schedule demands of an ordinary high school.  The connection to ADP would facilitate retention of students who needed to remain in school beyond age 21 to complete their diploma.  This committee wrote a program proposal including a line-item budget based on a projected enrollment of 110.  In early June, 1994, the proposal was submitted to the task force, which recommended it to district administration.  Eight weeks later, ALC was given permission to start-up the program, and in September, 1994, the "Limited English Achievement Program" (LEAP) opened for business.  

Program Description


LEAP English Academy, as it has come to be called, operates as an independent, self-contained high school designed specifically for students learning English.  LEAP's 16 classrooms and offices occupy the fourth floor of a former shoe factory owned and refurbished by the city.  It is located at 494 Sibley in downtown St. Paul.  This building is also the home of the Center for Employment and Training (CET) as well as  "Gateway", another ALC program for chemically dependent youth is also housed at this site.  It was envisioned that both of these programs would complement LEAP.  This has proven to be correct, both in helping students find jobs and in setting up specific situations for structured interaction through a tutoring program.  Funding for LEAP is provided by the St. Paul School District based largely on per-pupil state aid.  Funds are administered by the Area Learning Center (ALC) with additional funds provided by the Adult Diploma Program (ADP) to cover the costs of "over-21" students at LEAP.  


LEAP's program seeks to 1) improve students' English language proficiency,  2) provide a more suitable route to a high school diploma, and 3) provide assisted transition to vocational training, college, or the workplace.  


LEAP's schedule is flexible.  While LEAP generally follows the school district calendar, classes may vary in length and duration.  Though most classes meet one hour per day for several months, some classes require intensive study several hours per day but last only a few weeks.  This is done to make better use of scheduled staff time, facilitate the coordination of curriculum between classes, and accommodate students who register for school after the start of the semester.  


To elaborate, because LEAP is much smaller than a typical high school, it is often difficult to schedule a wide variety of classes concurrently.  This is particularly true because it is often necessary to offer a particular subject at more than one language proficiency level or with appropriate bilingual assistance.  However, needed classes can be offered consecutively.  For example, it is not necessary to offer "health" for an entire semester if the necessary contact hours can be arranged over a fewer number of weeks.  A six-week health class, might be followed by an eight-week physical science class each of which meets two or more hours per day.  A social studies class might alternate days with a career exploration class.  Currently, a literature class and a biology class share the same time slot, each meeting for two hours on an alternating schedule.  Two teachers share this part time position.

An additional benefit of this arrangement is the coordination of curriculum.  For example, during the weeks that most LEAP students have "health" it is relatively easy for ESL classes to focus activities on health-related topics --  perhaps writing stories or doing a role-play based on going to the doctor.  Reading and vocabulary units can  reinforce and complement what occurs in the health class.  


When new arrivals enter a "regular" high school in the middle of a semester, counselors typically have difficulties placing them in appropriate classes, and not uncommonly it is impossible for the students to earn credit.  LEAP, however, accommodates these students by offering classes over a shorter period of time.  In this way students are able to earn some credits even if they have been in school only the last few weeks of a semester.  


Flexibility has proven necessary at LEAP in other ways also.  Many LEAP students are parents themselves or have jobs.  Some of these students simply can't attend a regular high school because of the demands of child care or work.  Some LEAP students elect to carry fewer credits, leaving school early or arriving late.  LEAP staff members work with individual students to arrange independent study projects for credit as well.  LEAP studentscan take advantage of ALC's policy of awarding credit through validation.  Students complete study packets individually and work with a validator.  When they have successfully completed the work, the validator awards credit.  For example, one LEAP student worked on a validation packet in Consumer Skills. 


Mature, highly-motivated students are able to earn more credits over a shorter period of time than they could in an ordinary high school due to independent study options, extended scheduling, and cooperative arrangements with the Adult Program at Hubbs Center for Lifelong Learning, St. Paul Technical College, and nearby community colleges.  Arrangements of this sort generally apply only to very well-educated students anxious to validate previous learning while at the same time expanding their English proficiency.  These students are generally older and often college-bound.  LEAP attempts to facilitate transition to higher education for these students as quickly as is appropriate.


More typically, students require about the same length of time to acquire a diploma at LEAP as might be needed in one of the other city high schools.  However, LEAP attempts to make the high school experience more meaningful and appropriate for these students.


Considered over the length of a semester, most LEAP students receive six hours of instruction per day featuring ESL, individualized and small-group tutoring, content classes, computer-assisted instruction, and career exploration.

ESL  


In general, students receive three hours of direct English instruction per day depending on their levels and needs, though the amount of time given to ESL varies with the proficiency of the student.  A few will have only one ESL class; others may require four hours of English a day.  Those with greater English proficiency have more flexibility and choice among other course offerings.  Students are tested and placed in ESL classes according to level.  Students under 21 are initially evaluated with the Woodcock-Munoz Language Survey.  Students 21 and above are given the BEST test.  The use of two different tests is in keeping with the differences between the adult and   K-12 programs already in place in St. Paul Schools.  The decision to use both tests was made for administrative rather than qualitative reasons.  In fact, either test adequate more information than is necessary for placement purposes.  After the students are initially enrolled, teacher recommendation is paramount in making changes in ESL level.  Teachers meet and discuss appropriate placement which is done by consensus with students' preferences taken into consideration.  Students are occasionally allowed to try classes that the teachers think may be beyond them.


Generally, LEAP embraces "whole-language" as an instructional approach with teachers teaming to create thematic units to foster meaningful language experience.  Nevertheless, certain ESL classes stress particular skill areas.  In general, students each have a class which focuses on oral language.  For beginning level students this class is likely to be highly organized and teacher-directed.  Small group work is facilitated by the use of native speaker volunteersas well as bilingual educational assistants. The beginning oral skills class seeks to teach students to ask and respond to yes/no and simple information questions in reasonably correct structure.


More advanced students are placed in tutor classes to work on oral skills.  In tutor classes ESL students interact with volunteers, student teachers, and American age peers.  These volunteers have included retired teachers, students fulfilling a pre-student teaching tutoring requirement for local colleges or a community service requirement for high school credit, people from nearby businesses, and friends of the staff.  For example, students from the Gateway Program, an ALC program for students recovering from chemical dependency located in LEAP's building, earn a credit as tutors in a daily tutoring class.  Most tutors are native speakers, but some are bilingual.  Currently, several of the college and high school tutors are bilingual in English and Hmong.   The objective of this structured interaction is to build cultural awareness and understanding while providing practice in English conversation skills.  Students and tutors share and compare aspects of their respective cultures, with the tutors often gaining at least as much from the experience as the tutees.  This two-way learning is a central objective of the class.  The curriculum, known as Conversations Across Cultures, was designed by LEAP teacher, Susan Stagg.  In these classes, the teacher structures the interaction using pictures, videos, activities, and written material as stimuli.  In addition to providing topics and materials, the teacher trains and prepares the tutors, and circulates during class periods to direct and facilitate the activities. 


LEAP students generally also carry an ESL class, which focuses particularly on written language structure and composition.  For beginning level students, this is usually provided by a bilingual teacher so the complicated aspects of English grammar can be discussed.  LEAP staff members feel that a bilingual approach to teaching language structure to beginners often offers advantages over an English-only approach which must rely heavily on imitation, repetition, and students' intuition.  The focus of instruction for higher level students is the improvement of written communication skills with the goal of passing Saint Paul's competency tests, a graduation requirement.  The realities of the competency test requirement make proficiency in written English very important for students seeking a diploma.  Proposed state-level graduation requirements are likely to make this component even more crucial.  In addition to teaching basic writing skills, LEAP has added a word-processing component to its writing classes for students at intermediate and advanced levels.  Using thirty Macintosh computers, students are taught to word-process their papers, using Microsoft Word.  Writing classes are in two-hour blocks to facilitate this component.  Students use the lab on a daily basis or on a rotating six-day cycle, depending upon level.  Writing teachers have discovered that students are eager to learn word processing skills, producing more writing and doing more self-editing than in the past.  Often students are waiting at the computer lab door in the morning in order to get in a few minutes on the computer before school starts.  A full time educational assistant with both technical and writing skills staffs the lab.  Writing teachers also accompany their students to the lab. 
Computer assisted instruction


In addition to the classes mentioned above, most LEAP students also have an instructional component focusing on reading and vocabulary.  This was included in the curriculum because most academic work hinges on students' ability to read.  In addition to classroom reading instruction and tutoring, computers are available for students to practice reading.  In addition to the word processing lab mentioned above, LEAP uses a fifteen computer Mac-lab running Computer Curriculum Corp. (CCC) software which keeps track of student progress and places them in their program when they enter their password.  In general, students are scheduled into the computer lab for 25 minutes daily or for an hour twice a week.  The lab is staffed by a bilingual educational assistant or teacher who assists the students, monitors their progress, and places appropriate courses on the students' computer menu.  Some students arrive at school early or stay late in order to do extra lessons on the computers.


The "CCC" computer lab allows for individualized instruction in several content areas.  All students are expected to acquire basic keyboarding skills in their first semester.  In addition to programmed typing and a variety of reading programs, students may work on math skills including algebra and logic, social studies, science, career exploration, and GED prep courses.  Some individuals put in many extra hours on the computer and are able to earn independent study credit based on hours and evaluation by the teacher.  In general, however, the computer lab is intended to augment regular class instruction rather than replace it.  

Adapted content classes


LEAP students register for content courses required for graduation as well as ESL  and electives.  However, unlike a regular high school, these courses are designed and adapted to the language-learning needs of the students.  More than one section of a content class is available so students with similar needs can be placed together.  Teachers do not "dummy-down" material, but may spend larger amounts of time explaining vocabulary and providing background information.  Commonly, bilingual educational assistants work with students to explain vocabulary, concepts, and to help students with reading.  The proficiency level of the student will affect the complexity of reading material selected by the teacher.  In 1994-95 and 1995-96 school years, LEAP students had the following content classes available to them:  several levels of math including algebra, world geography, American history, American government, citizenship skills, biology, physical science, health, typing, and art.  LEAP plans to offer additional classes in the future though in any given semester offerings will remain limited by the availability of staff.  

Career exploration and training


In addition to these required content classes, students also are offered classes in career exploration.  Much of this is done through the "Saint Paul Connections" program whose office is also at 494 Sibley.  Students participating in "Connections" go to the Saint Paul Technical College for sampler classes or to worksites where they observe and receive instruction.  A number of these students take sampler classes focusing on health careers at nearby Ramsey Hospital.  About 40% of LEAP students participated in "Connections" during the first two years of the school's operation.  Several students used this technical college experience to "transition" into full-time vocational training at the technical college.  Some students whose English is proficient enough attend both the technical college and LEAP through the Post Secondary Enrollment Option (PSEO).  Others go to technical college upon graduation from LEAP.


"Connections" classes have proven to be most valuable for LEAP students who are intermediate level or above.  These students have taken the classes quite seriously, recognizing that they are being given the opportunity to see the actual type of training they would experience if they pursued a particular trade or profession and that they are being taught by people who really work in that field.  Perhaps LEAP students feel a sense of urgency about career choices because of their ages and family responsibilities.  "Connections" classes have not proven to be appropriate for beginning level students because their language precludes comprehension.  However, LEAP staff feel that "Connections" and similar experiential or apprenticeship programs offer tremendous possibilities.  LEAP will attempt to expand the number of its students  participating in this program in the future by creating special sections of "Connections" classes and assigning bilingual educational assistants to accompany groups of students to the training sites.

Employment and Work-experience


Employment is a high priority for many LEAP students no doubt because of age or family necessity.  Job coordinators from various agencies have assisted LEAP students in locating employment or job-experience situations.  These agencies have included Center for Employment and Training, and HIRED.  Students who wish to work are able to alter their school studies to fit their work schedule to a certain extent; that is, students have the option of leaving school early every day for work, or starting later in the day.  This generally means carrying fewer credits unless students do independent study or take classes at an ADP evening site.  It is hoped that in the future, LEAP will be able to offer classes during early morning or evening hours to provide more options to working students.  LEAP supports students' decisions to work, particularly if their jobs involve interaction which encourages (or even forces) them to use English and/or builds technical skills in a vocational area.  Education and employment may be considered concurrent rather than consecutive activities.

Transition component


One of LEAP's goals has been to ease the transition of qualified students from high school into college or vocational training.  The process of placing students, however, has proven to require a great deal of time and energy.  Some form of concurrent registration is required, but this has proven difficult, particularly with the testing requirements most colleges place on second language learners.  Several colleges have expressed interest in facilitating the process; however, the mechanisms necessary for smooth transition have yet to be worked out.  Presently, only three realistic options appear to exist --  concurrent classes, independent registration with payment of tuition, or PSEO.  During 1994-95, LEAP staff worked with nearby Metro State University to place four students in advanced math and science classes.  All four of these students have since graduated from LEAP and continue their education at Metro State or other colleges.  Others have entered St. Paul Technical college or have gained Technical College experience through the "Connections" program previously mentioned.  It is hoped that in the future, LEAP staff will have more time to work with colleges and technical schools.  During its first two years, LEAP had no guidance counselor to assist with these tasks, and regular teachers clearly had difficulty finding the time to carry this role.  In the fall of 1996, however, LEAP acquired four hours per week of part time counseling help through the Adult Diploma Program, an improvement, but hardly enough help to give guidance about post-secondary education options to more than 200 students. Transition to college and vocational training programs remains a high-priority goal at LEAP.

Students and Staff


At the end of the 1994-95 school year, LEAP was serving approximately 175 students, about half of whom were under 21 years old.  Most of the others were 21 or 22 years old.  This number was increased to about 200 for 1995-96.  With the addition of a staff member in the fall of 1996, total enrollment has climbed to about 240. Total enrollment has been capped at that figure due to lack of physical space in the building as well as a shortage of staff.  Presently, new students older than 21 are encouraged to seek classes at the Hubbs Center for Lifelong Learning, though some are still admitted to LEAP as space allows, with a maximum of 100 students in the over-21 category.  LEAP staff feels the mix of younger and older learners has been very beneficial to the overall learning atmosphere of the school.  However, few students over 24 are enrolled at LEAP because of the concern that students under 21 may view the program as a "senior citizens" program rather than a real high school.  The realities are that LEAP has had to restrict enrollment of those over 21 because there simply isn't room, staff or money to include all who apply.  There is a long waiting list of students over 21.  A few are accepted on a "first-come-first-serve" basis, though preference is given to a spouse or sibling of a present LEAP student or to a student recently forced out of a regular high school due to age.  LEAP's 1995 summer program served about 200 students, about 70% of whom were under 21.


The ethnic breakdown of LEAP students has on average been approximately 55% Hmong, 25% Vietnamese, 10% Hispanic, and 10% "other".  Included have been students from Bangladesh, Sudan, Somalia, Liberia, Russia, Ukraine, Romania, Haiti, China, Taiwan, and Ethiopia.  Generally the numbers of males and females has been equal, though the percentage of males has occasionally been as high as 55%.  Approximately half of the students are married.


LEAP presently has five full-time teachers and two part-time teachers, as well as five full-time and three part-time educational assistants.  Staffed bilingual services are available in Hmong, Lao, Cambodian, Vietnamese, Spanish, French, Hindi, and Russian.  In addition, the volunteers mentioned above have provided countless hours of time, assisting in classrooms and with small-groups, doing office work, and even supervising the lunchroom.  This pairing of American students and other volunteers with LEAP students has been quite successful.  LEAP made use of more than 70 tutors and other volunteers in 1994-95, over 80 in 1995-96. Administrative duties are shared among the instructional team with the assistance of a part time secretary.  There is no on-site principal, assistant principal, or counselor.  The principal, assistant principal, and counselor for the Area Learning Center (ALC) supervise nineteen programs and have little time for micro-management of each individual site.  They have, however, been extremely supportive of LEAP and have been quick to give assistance when it has been requested.  This assistance has resulted in additional staff, materials, and advice about such things as keeping attendance records, maintaining student cumulative folders, and evaluating student credits including those from schools in their home countries.  This policy of giving help when needed and asked for has meant that LEAP staff have had the freedom to find creative solutions to problems, solutions which fit our particular population.  It has also meant, of course, a heavier burden of tasks for instructional staff than they might encounter in a regular high school.
Recruitment


Most of LEAP's under 21 population are new to the school district and are referred to LEAP by Saint Paul's assessment and placement center.  The majority of these students are 18, 19, or 20 years old.  Few of these students would be able to graduate if they went to one of St. Paul's regular high schools because of their ages.  These referrals are made continuously throughout the year.  Students younger than 18 tend to be siblings or spouses of older students or have arrived in country mid-semester when it is difficult to enroll for credit at a regular high school.  Some students in the "under 21" category come directly to LEAP though "word of mouth" and are sent to the placement center for testing and medical evaluation before starting classes.   


Only six students under the age of 21 have transferred to LEAP from other St. Paul high schools, excluding students who enrolled for the special summer program only.  LEAP has not encouraged schools to transfer students unless it is clear that they are not succeeding where they are.  


Of the "21 and above" population at LEAP, about 30% have been students forced to leave their former Saint Paul high school because they had reached the age of 21.  A number of these had dropped out of high school more than a year previously due to age, work, or child-care.    

 
The majority of LEAP students over the age of 21 are quite new to the country and have learned of the school from friends and relatives.  This "word-of-mouth" advertising has brought the majority of students to LEAP.  Workers from Lao Family Community, United Cambodian Association, and STRIDE have also brought in some students.   At any given time, there are likely to be dozens of students on the waiting list to get in (over 100 as of this writing).  The LEAP  program has not been advertised, so it is interesting that there are so many trying to get in.  Clearly, the demand indicates there are a very large number of young adults in the community who need access to English and basic high school education.  Hopefully it also implies that the program offered at LEAP is considered to be valuable by those making the referrals.


Attrition was fairly light in the first two years of operation, perhaps five percent.  Most students  who dropped out during the year did so because of child care problems or work.  Seven students indicated that the were moving to another state or returning to their home country.


About thirty students graduated from LEAP in its first two years of operation.  These were students who had completed a good portion of high school before entering LEAP.  

Evaluation of LEAP


There has been no formal evaluation of LEAP.  Presently, statistics are being gathered to compare the progress of LEAP students with students from other St. Paul high schools who have been in the country a similar length of time.  There appears to be some evidence that LEAP students are passing the minimum competency tests required for graduation sooner than students from other high schools relative to time-in-country, though the picture is presently far from complete.


However, LEAP's program is in a continual state of evaluation as staff members, administrators, and interested community members meet to plan for the future, to consider what aspects of the program has gone as hoped, what unplanned benefits have accrued, and what concerns or problems require consideration.  There has been general agreement that, as an alternative program, LEAP is on the right track; overall, the curriculum and program described above seems to be working as planned.  To elaborate:

Positives

LEAP is "user friendly".  It is easy to enroll students and to alter their programs as needed.  While classes meet at regular times, it is easy to alter a daily schedule to take groups to the public library, the science museum, the state capitol, all a short walk away.  Schedule flexibility has even allowed one teacher to take a class of students to Washington, DC for a week without seriously disrupting either the students' or the school's schedule.


The school's small size has helped create an intimate, informal, perhaps "culturally appropriate" atmosphere.  LEAP is simply a friendly school.  There is an esprit de corps.  There have been virtually no instances of conflict between students, nor between staff and students.  No disciplinary actions have been required in two years of operation.  


While concerns are occasionally raised about increasing the interaction with Americans (discussed below), experienced teachers are quite appreciative of the absence of negative interaction with American students.  Interactions and attitudes have been positive.  In part, this may have been due to the maturity of the students.  The older students have contributed to the overall learning atmosphere.


The staff has worked as a team, sharing administrative responsibilities, making decisions and carrying the burdens as a group.  There is a strong sense among the teachers that they themselves "call the shots", creating schedules, assessing students, determining the length of the school day.  Very little has been imposed from above by the district administration.  There has been very little "red tape".  Staff are free to be creative.  They feel creative!

     Overall, the most positive factor has simply been that the school focuses completely on the concerns of LEP young adults.  The instruction is appropriate to the needs of this group.  

Concerns

LEAP often faces difficulties in providing classes in all the subjects needed or desired.  For example, LEAP cannot hire a full-time science teacher, or accounting teacher.  Getting someone part-time during the appropriate hours remains a difficult hurdle to overcome.   


In its first two years LEAP encountered many problems relating to a shortage of books, materials, and equipment.  Some of these problems have been a function of the newness of the program and hopefully this will be less of an issue over time.  LEAP's location, however, places constraints on certain types of programming.   For example, no gym, art room, or library are easily available, making related activities difficult to schedule.  In winter, particularly, students have been very unwilling to walk to locations where such activities might be available.  For a single special outing this is no great issue; for consistent programming, however, it remains a genuine problem.


Staff members, though enjoying the opportunity to be completely in control of a program, have often found themselves overwhelmed with work.  The regular instructional staff perform all the jobs a school might require except that of janitor:  the teachers assess and place students, arrange transportation, design curriculum, schedule students, hand out lunches, supervise lunchrooms, write job descriptions, create flyers, do hourly, daily and monthly attendance, write curriculum, create report cards, advise students, meet with college and technical school representatives, and work with job supervisors.   They do this and teach full-time.  Burn out is an issue that has been raised by all staff members.  Again, most staff feel that the first two years will probably prove to be the toughest and that many tasks will become routinized during following years.


A major issue that had been discussed prior to the creation of the program was that of interaction with native English speakers.  Not only has LEAP wanted to avoid the appearance of segregating non-native students from the mainstream American population, there is the greater issue of how to create or ensure interaction of LEAP students with native speakers, a necessary ingredient in quality language instruction.  LEAP staff members feel that, in general, the volunteer and peer-tutoring components more than make up for the fact that LEAP students are not sharing halls and lunchrooms with American students, given that the realities in most high schools are that minimal positive interaction actually takes place.  However, the issue remains an important one at LEAP.  Teachers would like to see more interaction between students in English in non-structured situations.  There might be advantages to housing a program such as LEAP in high school or other settings where there would be more informal interaction with native speakers as well as increased availability of peer tutors.  However, LEAP teachers remain concerned that inclusion of LEAP into a regular school could result in the loss of autonomy for the program, which in turn could mean the loss of focus on the special needs of LEAP students.  

Plans for the future

In the coming semesters, LEAP staff hope to refine procedures for validating education the students have previously had as well as developing systems for students to gain credit while working independently.  Students who have had high school level classes in key content areas such as math, science, and social studies but who lack transcripts ought to be able to get credits, perhaps through testing in the native language.   LEAP has been able to grant credits for some students using bilingual staff to determine the extent of prior learning, however, doing so has remained a cumbersome process.  A formal, "streamlined" system has yet to be developed.  


Similarly, LEAP hopes to create more possibilities for students to increase the pace of their own learning and reward them for doing so by granting "validations", credits earned for completing units of study.  Most LEAP students are mature and concerned about learning the language and completing a diploma as quickly as possible.  Many of them have the time, skills, and ambition to work independently.  This has been evidenced by the discovery that a number of LEAP students attend evening or weekend classes at other sites after completing their daily 6 1/2 hours of instruction at LEAP.  Clearly desire and interest of this sort should be encouraged and rewarded.   LEAP hopes that a validation system will facilitate independent study.


LEAP hopes to strengthen its ties with the various colleges and universities in the region.  Because of its unique focus on English language learners, its autonomy, and flexibility, LEAP offers unusual possibilities for research, for introducing new methods and materials, and for training teachers.  A number of colleges and universities have already placed student teachers and interns at LEAP.  At LEAP, they are able to observe and work with a number of experienced teachers in a wide variety of teaching situations -- both large and small group instruction, various skill areas and proficiency levels, and sheltered content classes.  LEAP appears to be a unique instructional model and as such it invites research comparing it to other approaches.  

Conclusions


LEAP English Academy represents unique attempt to meet the needs of LEP students who enter the school systems after the age of 16.   Though it is premature to draw conclusions based on its first two years of operation, LEAP offers a model to larger school districts for alternative high school programming for older immigrant students.  It may also offer possibilities to the regular high schools about ways curriculum might be altered to meet the overall academic needs of students struggling to learn English, particularly in the area of content classes.
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