
Topic: First Review of a Request for Approval of an Innovative Program Opening Prior to Labor Day  
 from Alexandria City Public Schools         
 
Presenter:   Ms. Anne Wescott, Assistant Superintendent for Policy and Communications   
   Dr. Morton Sherman, Superintendent, Alexandria City Public Schools    
  
Telephone Number:   (804) 225-2403 E-Mail Address:  Anne.Wescott@doe.virginia.gov   
 

Origin: 

____ Topic presented for information only (no board action required)  

  X   Board review required by 
  X    State or federal law or regulation 
____ Board of Education regulation 
         Other:                            

        Action requested at this meeting     

  X   Action requested at future meeting:    April 28, 2011    

 

Previous Review/Action: 

  X   No previous board review/action 
       Previous review/action 

Date _______________________________________________________________________  
Action _______________________________________________________________________  
            _______________________________________________________________________  

 
Background Information:  Section 22.1-79.1 of the Code of Virginia prohibits local school boards from 
adopting school calendars that require schools to open prior to Labor Day unless a waiver is granted by the 
Board for "good cause."  The conditions under which the Board may grant such waivers are outlined in the 
Code.  The provision that permits the Board to approve a waiver for an experimental or innovative 
program may be found in § 22.1-79.1.B.3 as follows: 

§ 22.1-79.1. Opening of the school year; approvals for certain alternative schedules.  

A. Each local school board shall set the school calendar so that the first day students are required 
to attend school shall be after Labor Day. The Board of Education may waive this requirement 
based on a school board certifying that it meets one of the good cause requirements…. 
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B. For purposes of this section, "good cause" means:  

…3. A school division is providing its students, in the school year for which the waiver is 
sought, with an experimental or innovative program which requires an earlier opening date than 
that established in subsection A of this section and which has been approved by the Department 
of Education pursuant to the regulations of the Board of Education establishing standards for 
accrediting public schools. However, any waiver or extension of the school year granted by the 
Board of Education pursuant to this subdivision or its standards for accrediting public schools for 
such an experimental or innovative program shall only apply to the opening date for those 
schools where such experimental or innovative programs are offered generally to the student 
body of the school. For the purposes of this subdivision, experimental or innovative programs 
shall include instructional programs that are offered on a year-round basis by the school division 
in one or more of its elementary or middle or high schools…. 

The Regulations Establishing Standards for Accrediting Public Schools in Virginia, at 8 VAC 20-131-
290.D, permit local school boards to seek approval to implement experimental or innovative programs 
under the following conditions: 

 
D. With the approval of the local school board, local schools seeking to implement experimental 
or innovative programs, or both, that are not consistent with these standards shall submit a 
waiver request, on forms provided, to the board for evaluation and approval prior to 
implementation. The request must include the following:  
 
1. Purpose and objectives of the experimental/innovative programs;  
2. Description and duration of the programs;  
3. Anticipated outcomes;  
4. Number of students affected;  
5. Evaluation procedures; and  
6. Mechanisms for measuring goals, objectives, and student academic achievement….  

 
The following school divisions with innovative or experimental programs were approved for the 2010-
2011 school year: Alexandria (two schools), Arlington County (one), Charlotte County (six), Covington 
(two), Danville (five), Harrisonburg (five), and Richmond City (one). 
 
Summary of Major Elements:  The Alexandria City School Board (ACPS) is requesting approval of 
waivers for innovative programs to allow all of its schools to open prior to Labor Day:   
 

• John Adams Elementary School 
• Charles Barrett Elementary School 
• Patrick Henry Elementary School 
• Douglas MacArthur Elementary School 
• George Mason Elementary School 
• Matthew Maury Elementary School 
• James K. Polk Elementary School 
• William Ramsay Elementary School 
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• Samuel W. Tucker Elementary School* 
•  Jefferson-Houston K-8 School 
• Cora Kelly School for Math, Science and Technology  
• Lyles-Crouch Traditional Academy 
• Mount Vernon Community School* 
• George Washington Middle Schools 1 and 2 
• Francis C. Hammond Middle Schools 1, 2, and 3 
• T.C. Williams High School  
 
*Samuel W. Tucker Elementary School and Mount Vernon Community School already open 
before Labor Day, as these schools were approved by the Virginia Board of Education in 2004 
and 2005 to operate on a Modified School Calendar as year-round schools. 
 

The school division is requesting the waiver in order to facilitate the implementation of numerous 
innovative programs ACPS is initiating to help schools meet state and federal standards: 
 

• To increase learning time for students; 
• To better connect professional learning with the school calendar by creating additional 

professional learning time and reducing the amount of time teachers are pulled from classrooms; 
• To provide time for teachers to work on school education goals and their Individual Professional 

Learning Plans; and 
• To provide professional opportunities for teachers to update  Individual Achievement Plans for 

students as part of the transformation model for school improvement as an option under the 
federal Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA). 
 

The Alexandria City Public Schools (ACPS) have 11,999 students with thirteen elementary schools, five 
middle schools, and one high school.  Students come from more than a hundred different countries and 
speak 65 native languages.  Fifty-two percent of ACPS students are eligible for free or reduced price 
meals, and three schools have more than 70 percent of their students classified as disadvantaged.  About 
21.5 percent of the students receive English Language Learner (ELL) services.  ACPS also has a highly 
mobile population, with some immigrant students entering the system in middle or high school with 
little formal education in any language.  ACPS currently has 1,661 students, or 13.8 percent, receiving 
special education. 
 
T.C. Williams High School, the school division’s only high school, has been federally designated as a 
Persistently Lowest Achieving High School and has adopted the Transformation Model of 
Improvement.  It has not made Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) since 2002 when Congress amended 
the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA).  Twelve other schools did not make AYP in the 
2010-2011 school year.  Eighteen of the 19 schools are fully accredited.  Jefferson-Houston Elementary 
School is warned in English and history. 
 
The school division’s on-time graduation rate (students who enter 9th grade and finish within four years) 
is currently 79 percent, compared to the statewide average of 85.5 percent for the class of 2010. 
 
In March 2009, the Alexandria City School Board, adopted a strategic plan that commits to “Set[ting] 
the international standards for educational excellence, where all students achieve their potential and 
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actively contribute to our local and global communities.”  The School Board further declared “We will 
achieve our vision as we provide the environment, resources, and commitment to ensure that each and 
every student succeeds – academically, emotionally, physically, and socially.”  The school board and 
administration have also pledged to ensure that all students graduate prepared for college or higher 
learning if that is their choice. 
 
In its request, ACPS indicates that it has begun an assertive transformation of its schools and central 
office.  When T.C. Williams High School was designated as one of Virginia’s Persistently Lowest 
Achieving Schools, the Transformation Model that was put into place recognized that teachers are the 
core to school improvement.  The following transformation efforts are being implemented: 
 

• Hiring additional high school counselors to adjust the student load from 260 to about 180; 
• Hiring additional middle and high school mathematics and English teachers to enable these 

teachers to provide individualized instruction and interventions for at-risk students;  
• Creating Individual Learning Plans for every middle and high school student in mathematics and 

language arts and providing additional tutoring for students; 
• Requiring Professional Learning Plans for every licensed employee and providing enhanced 

professional development and coaching for teachers; 
• Transforming the two large middle schools into five smaller schools to create more personalized 

and customized learning environments; and  
• Creating limits on elementary class size. 

 
In its request, ACPS proposes to provide more time for learning to all students with the following 
actions: 
 

• The 2011-2012 school year would begin on August 29, 2011, and end on June 15, 2012, which 
would allow ACPS to offer five days of instruction prior to Labor Day.   

• ACPS plans to add two instructional days to the school calendar, increasing the number of 
instructional days from 183 to 185, as part of the larger effort to increase instructional time.  

• ACPS also plans to use other strategies to maximize student time in the classroom, such as 
adding teacher work days for professional development rather than pulling teachers out of class 
for professional development and reducing half-day classes. 

• ACPS has recently adopted a new policy to hold elementary summer school the first two weeks 
of August, rather than immediately after the end of the school year, to prepare students better for 
the upcoming school year. 

 
A copy of the complete package submitted by the ACPS School Board is attached. 

 
Superintendent's Recommendation:  The Superintendent of Public Instruction recommends that the 
Board of Education accept the request from Alexandria City Public Schools for first review, pursuant to 
the provisions of §22.1-79.1 of the Code of Virginia. 
 
Impact on Resources:  The impact on resources is not expected to be significant. 
 
Timetable for Further Review/Action:  The request will be presented to the Board of Education for 
final review at the April 28, 2011 meeting. 
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