Obama Race to the Top Commencement Challenge Application Essays

Ryan Miyashio and Ryan Bince collected essay responses from the ACLC learner community and combined them to produce ACLC’s essays featured below.
Prompt 1:

1. Describe what makes your school unique. Discuss academic opportunities,

community engagement activities, school culture, or other

activities/policies/programming your school has in place that you believe to be the most

compelling in convincing the President to choose your school for his

inaugural high school commencement speech. In this essay, provide an

explanation of how your school encourages student engagement and attendance.

Why do students want to come to school every day? Include relevant

information that might include course offerings, project or community-based

learning or service-learning opportunities, programs to encourage

appropriate behavior and social skills, extracurricular activities, and

support for students with excessive or chronic absences. (500 words or less)

Essay #1

Trudging down the hallway, I hear the faint strains of music escaping the windows in the brisk early morning. The sounds of laughter, conversation, and popular music pour out as I open the main door of Alameda Community Learning Center, or ACLC, and the tangible energy is contagious. Every Wednesday at 8:00, the entire student body gathers in the Center for “Contemporary Community Citizenship” (CCC). During the next hour, our community of 250 learners, grades 6-12, participates in a comprehensive democracy. 

Our school defines representative democracy as “Government by the people, exercised either directly or through elected representatives.” At ACLC, we use a variety of means to maintain democracy. For example, in CCC, we vote on school rules and other proposals, announce events, and discuss how we want to better our school. Most days, we’ll begin in “Big Group”, where the entire school participates in community-building activities, like group games or learner performances. Afterward, we’ll form “Small Groups”, assemblies of around 25 learners (ACLC’s word for “student”) led by members of our student government, Leadership. Randomly generated, Small Groups include learners of every age to ensure equal representation. In Small Group, we discuss both positive and negative aspects of our school and ways to improve, encouraging input from all learners.

Every year, Leadership orchestrates a Constitutional Convention, similar to that of the Founding Fathers’. All learners and facilitators (ACLC’s word for “teacher”) participate in discussions and focus groups and deliberate on important issues. We adjust rules, tackle problems, and create new policies that address current issues in our community. The convention is similar to CCC, in that we divide into smaller groups for our discussions, but each group is focused on a certain topic, and learners may visit different discussions throughout the day.

Like the United States Government, our student government system consists of three branches. The executive branch is our Leadership class which assesses all changes that are to be made to the Center. The judicial branch is our school’s “Judicial Committee”, or JC, an organization composed of six learner-elected clerks and a jury of learners. Instead of teachers disciplining students, the learners are responsible for enforcing rules. If a learner sees another learner breaking a rule it is his or her duty to report this infraction to JC, who will hear each individual case and determine a punishment. Finally, the legislative branch is made up of the entire learner body, who individually and collaboratively write proposals reviewed by Leadership. This combination of systems effectively maintains democracy, while ensuring that learners understand the importance of active participation in any democratic system.      

Our mission statement declares, "The Alameda Community Learning Center is an educational model that empowers all youth to take ownership of their educational experience... and to actively participate as members in a democratic society." Methods of involvement like CCC, Leadership, Judicial Committee, and the Constitutional Convention reinforce the core values found in ACLC’s mission statement. This culture of learner responsibility prepares learners to be involved, dynamic citizens.  

Essay Prompt 2:   

2. Describe how your school encourages personal responsibility and engages

students. In this essay, provide an explanation of how your school

encourages student engagement and attendance. Why do students want to come

to school every day? Include relevant information that might include course

offerings, project or community-based learning or service-learning

opportunities, programs to encourage appropriate behavior and social skills,

extracurricular activities, and support for students with excessive or

chronic absences. (200 words or less)

Essay #2

Learners at ACLC are challenged to take charge of their education and trusted to make conscientious choices. With this freedom they quickly learn time and task management and organization by using available project periods to accomplish work.  Responsibility is furthered by the ACLC’s Judicial Committee, which holds learners accountable for themselves and each other. Learners actively solve conflicts through peer mediation and can seek additional support from peer tutors. ACLC provides personalized learning opportunities, making learners feel welcome and excited to attend school.  In weekly staff meetings, facilitators discuss how they can best assist struggling learners and create Student Study Teams to provide support for learners and their families to ensure learner success.

 Learners are also engaged by electives like Art, Electronic Music, or Digital Video Studio. Additionally, every learner is required to participate in a learner-led “neoteric bevy”, a club which benefits the school, like Gardening Club or Dance Committee. Learners take other initiatives; organizing projects like yearbook, a school ski trip, an ultimate Frisbee tournament or fundraisers for humanitarian causes.  The Commencement Challenge is a great example of learner empowerment: A team of learners solicited essays from the learner community, edited them, shot video and created this application.  

Prompt 3  

3. Describe specific steps taken by your school to prepare all students to

graduate ready for a college or a career. In this essay, tell us how your

school provides a rigorous course of study that promotes a college-going or

career-ready culture. What are students graduation and post-graduation

plans?, How do they see their futures? Explain how your school supports

student interest in attending college, paying for college and graduating

from college, as well as how it provides extra support for students who are

falling behind and at-risk of dropping out. (200 words or less)

Essay #3

ACLC provides learners with the ambition to pursue a rigorous yet rewarding academic career. ACLC’s graduation requirements meet the University of California (UC) standards, ensuring learners are prepared and eligible to attend a 4-year college following high school. Beyond compulsory classes, learners must complete 20 hours of community service annually, a 20-hour internship, and complete at least one community college course. ACLC graduates are also expected to demonstrate technological proficiency, thoughtful reasoning skills, social maturity, leadership, cooperation, responsibility, and positive self-image. Before graduating, learners compile an online portfolio that is reviewed by the Governing Board (made up of learners, facilitators, parents, and a district representative), detailing how they exemplify these qualities and illustrating their accomplishments. 

12th grade learners are assisted through a weekly Senior Seminar at which they receive counseling about post-graduation plans. Information about financial aid, college applications, and independent post-secondary life are discussed with a professional college counselor. Because of our small class sizes, every senior gets personal attention, which is why 85-90% of all ACLC graduates go on to a 4-year college. In this seminar setting, seniors also answer each other’s questions, become aware of scholarships or deadlines, and encourage each other to aim high. 
 

Prompt 4:

4. Describe specific steps taken by your school to promote academic

excellence. In this essay, describe how your school promotes student

achievement by using novel approaches to teaching and learning, personalizes

the learning environment, and works to close the achievement gap by making

opportunities available to all students. Why do students want to do their

best? Responses should include details such as unique classes or teaching

practices, programs to support teacher professional development and to

encourage collaborative learning communities, or information and data

systems that are used to improve student learning and inform teaching

practice. (200 words or less)

Essay #4

ACLC promotes academic excellence through learner-driven education, collaboration, and learning opportunities. When learners first begin attending ACLC, they participate in a unique class called “Learning to Learn” in which they examine good study habits, life skills, and their place in the community. Learners are prepared for increased freedoms, like project periods where they work together to learn outside the classroom. 

Learners are usually free to choose the topic and presentation style of their assignments. Projects are often fun and innovative, for example each year the English class adapts Romeo and Juliet and the Physics class enters a model rollercoaster competition. Learners work hard because they’re engrossed in their classes and can pursue interests further at local community colleges or online. They want to be meaningful group members and proactive participants because they value their community. Learners can join the Future Leaders Institute, organize a senior project, or join Leadership.

Personal and comfortable relationships between facilitators and learners make it easier for learners to reach out for help and be successful.  Tutoring is available officially, but more commonly students will ask for assistance from their peers or from older learners. This collaborative, yet self-directed atmosphere helps create motivated, capable learners. 

