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Washington State Public Education Today 

Public education in WA State is failing our students at an alarming rate!   Study after study has shown that students 
who fail to graduate from high school often face bleak futures including significantly reduced earnings, low 
employment prospects, higher reliance on public assistance and exponentially increased incarceration rates.  Yet our    
public K-12 institutions graduate just 70% of high school student in four years, with only 38% going to college.  

 

For low income students and those of color, the picture is even more disturbing: 

Á Less than 56% of Black and Hispanic students graduate on-time in WA State! 1 
Á Over 30% of young adults of color ages ΣΪ ÔÏ ΤΦ ÙÅÁÒ ÏÌÄ 7ÁÓÈÉÎÇÔÏÎÉÁÎÓ ÈÁÄÎȭÔ ÅÁÒÎÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÅÑÕÉÖÁÌÅÎÔ ÏÆ Á 

high school diploma.2   
Á Only 58% of students low income students graduate on-time. 
Á Only 22% of minority graduates are college eligible based on their high school transcript because 

WashiÎÇÔÏÎȭÓ ÇÒÁÄÕÁÔÉÏÎ ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÍÁÔÃÈ ÍÉÎÉÍÕÍ ÅÎÔÒÁÎÃÅ ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÆÏÒ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ Φ-year 
universities and colleges.3 

                                                             
1 2006 OSPI Report on Graduation and Dropout Statistics 

2
 Educational Attainment: Washington 2006. U.S. Census Bureau. 

3 A Meaningful High School Diploma: Preparing Students to Succeed in Work, Post-Secondary Education and Citizenship. 

State Board of Education. January, 31, 2008. 
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TÏÄÁÙȭÓ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÉÎÇÌÙ ÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ economy raises the stakes even higher.  The Washington League of Education 
Voters recently ÎÏÔÅÄ ȰElevated achievement in more rigorous curriculum that includes advanced mathematics and 
science courses is essential to keep the greatest number of pathways open for WA students in terms of higher 
ÅÄÕÃÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÁÐÐÒÅÎÔÉÃÅÓÈÉÐÓ ÁÎÄ ÃÁÒÅÅÒ ÃÈÏÉÃÅÓȱȢ     

!ÌÒÅÁÄÙȟ 7ÁÓÈÉÎÇÔÏÎ 3ÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÆÁÓÔÅÓÔ ÇÒÏ×ÉÎÇ ÉÎÄÕÓÔÒÉÅÓȟ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ÁÅÒÏÓÐÁÃÅȟ ÈÉÇÈ-tech and biotechnology, are unable 
locally to source the highly skilled and well educated workers they need and this shortfall is manifest across the 
country.   

By 2050, minorities are expected to make up the majority of public school children in the United States and 

therefore the majority of its future human capital.    Thus the devastating snapshot of a struggling public education 

system in WA State, particularly our failure to adequately serve low income students and those of color, presages 

lost opportunities for our local and national economy.  We cannot sit idly and witness millions of ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔÓȭ potential 

squandered, for the health of our community and for the simple principles of fairness and social equity upon which 

this nation was founded.    

Cultivating and tapping this pool of potential talent has outsized economic and moral benefits for us all.   

About Technology Access Foundation 

4ÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÙ !ÃÃÅÓÓ &ÏÕÎÄÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ɉ4!&Ɋ ÏÆÆÅÒÓ Á proven, highly effective model for developing and tapping talented 
low income students and those of color.   

Since 1996, TAF has successfully readied students of color for college and 
careers in science, technology, engineering and math (STEM) related fields 
through three after-school programsɂTechStart, Technical Teens Internship 
Program (TTIP), and Higher ED Bound.  Each program builds on the next by 
involving students in an age-appropriate, project-based, hands-on 
exploration of core math and science concepts and their practical application 
using technology as a learning tool.   

Sophisticated technical and soft-skills training for teens in the TTIP program 
prepares them for and gives them access to paid internships at leading 
companies like Microsoft, Alaska Air, Fred Hutch, Safeco, Avanade, K & L 
Gates, and Miller Hull Architects based on their proven network engineering, 
web development, database and programming skills.   

To date, over 1,000 students in kindergarten through 8th grade have grown 
their academic confidence and skills through the TechStart program.  Over 
600 teens have burnished their technical and work skills through summer 
ÉÎÔÅÒÎÓÈÉÐÓȢ  4ÈÅ ÏÕÔÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÏÆ 4!&ȭÓ 4ÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÙ %ÄÕÃÁÔÉÏÎ 0ÉÐÅÌÉÎÅ 
are reflected in the fact every TAF senior has graduated high school on-time 
and entered college.  To date, over 40 TAF alumni have graduated college.    

Once we realized we were 

keeping low-income and 

minority kids out of rigorous 

courses, there can only be 

two arguments for keeping it 

that way ɀ either we think 

ÔÈÅÙ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÌÅÁÒÎȟ ÏÒ ×Å ÔÈÉÎË 

ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÎÏÔ ×ÏÒÔÈ ÔÅÁÃÈÉÎÇȢ 

The first argument is 

factually wrong, the second 

ÉÓ ÍÏÒÁÌÌÙ ×ÒÏÎÇȢȱ 

 - Bill Gates 
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Scaling Our Success ɀ Creating a New Model 

Notwithstanding our 10 plus years of success, mounting evidence of the untapped brainpower of low income 
students and those of color loomed ominous in our community and state; the question for us and many of our 
stakeholders quickly became how to scale 4!&ȭÓ outcomes to reach more students.   

In 2005, with support from the Gates Foundation and the Paul Allen Foundation, TAF began developing a 
sustainable, replicable model for a 6th through 12th grade public school called TAF Academy.  Our primary intention 
was to create a coherent network of 5 exemplary schools in WA State that used research-based practices, effective 
instruction and a Science, Technology, Engineering and Math (STEM) curriculum to prepare all students, particularly 
low income students of color, to be ready for college, STEM careers and prosperous life in the 21st century. 

Overview of the TAF Academy Model  

After 2 years of research and development including six months of intensive business planning sponsored by the 

Gates Foundation, the TAF Academy model was codified based on the following four core components for success.   

 

Co Management - Charter schools are not allowed in 
Washington State, so innovative academic ideas coming from 
the private sector require a partnership with a school district.   
 
Unique Academic Model ɀ Coherent integration of 
demonstrated best practices into progressive learning 
structures known to help all students achieve academically, 
ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÒÅÐÅÔÉÔÉÖÅ ÁÐÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌȱ ÍÅÔÈÏÄÓ ÔÈÁÔ 
consistently fail to provide widespread achievement. 
 
Culture of Achievement ɀ Teachers and students are part of a 
learning community that supports them and holds them 
accountable for their work. 
 
Supplemental Services ɀ All students receive focused academic 
support as well as academic enrichment programs to keep 
them engaged and thriving in the learning community. 

 
In September 2008, TAF opened the first TAF Academy (TAFA) in partnership with the Federal Way School District.   
The Technical Teen Internship Program and Higher ED Bound programs were folded into TAF Academy to directly 
infuse relationships, tools and lessons learned from our past success into our current endeavor. 

At the same time last year, TAF completed its first phase of expansion of its feeder TechStart program.  The goal is 
to take from its current footprint in Seattle, White Center and Federal Way to new districts that will host the 4 future 
TAF Academies.  TAF plans to open its second Academy in 2011, and a new academy per year through 2014.  

As part of the planned TAF Academy expansion, TAF is developing Teach 21, a focused, supportive professional 
development program for TAF Academy teachers that will be accessible to all public school teachers to help increase 
the capacity of partner districts to graduate more students on-time and college-ready.  
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A Deeper Look at the TAF Academy Model 

TAF Academy is a 6th-12th grade public school model that prepares every student for college and for life through a 

rigorous and relevant Science, Technology, Engineering and Math (STEM) focused curriculum. We enlist students as 

active participants in their education and cultivate a keen awareness of their important role within the world.    

The TAF Academy culture is rooted in high expectations for every teacher and student including the demand that 

authentic intellectual work4  is reflected in instructional practice, teacher assignments and student work.  Teaching 

and learning is primarily done though project-based methodology that necessitates each teacher and student 

produce end products ɀ documentation, products, or performances ɀ that have value beyond school, oftentimes to 

authentic adult audiences such as local politicians, corporate partners or community agencies. 

The goals of TAF Academy are: 

Á To prepare every student for college and life through a project-based curriculum focused on college 
readiness, STEM and civic engagement.  

Á To build a critical mass of underrepresented minorities and women to become high-impact leaders in 
STEM fields and across industries to catalyze positive community and global change. 

Á To become a sustainable replicable model that demonstrates public-private partnerships are an effective 
tool to support academic achievement of all students. 

In the long term, TAF Academy students will surpass current high school and college graduation rates.  Our 
objectives are: 

Á 100% of TAF Academy students graduate college ready 
Á 90% of TAF Academy students graduate high school on time 
Á 90% of TAF Academy students enter college 

Á 90% of TAF Academy students graduate college within 5 years with a degree in a STEM related field 

With every adult in the TAF Academy community doing their part, and every student trying their best, we will 
achieve our goals.  

                                                             
4 Authentic Instruction and Assessment--Common Standards for Rigor and Relevance in Teaching Academic Subjects. Fred M 

Newmann, M. Bruce King, Dana L. Carmichael report prepared for the Iowa Department of Education, 2007 
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TAF Academy ɀ More than just a Small School  

The TAF Academy model is designed to be a small school model: classes are capped at 25 students and each grade 

level has ÌÅÓÓ ÔÈÁÎ ΣΡΡ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔÓȢ  7ÁÓÌÅÙ ÅÔ ÁÌȢ ɉΤΡΡΡɊ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÍÁÌÌ ÓÃÈÏÏÌÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÅ ȰÉÎÔÉÍÁÔÅ ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ 

ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÉÅÓȱ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÌÌÏ× ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔÓ ÍÏÒÅ ÐÅÒsonalized attention, work more collaboratively, and 

correlate with higher teacher and student satisfaction and better academic outcomes.   Beyond mere class size and 

enrollment however, the TAF Academy model intentionally employs numerous learning structures to augment and 

extend the benefits of the small school in unique ways.  

At the intermediate level, TAF Academy uses multi -age classrooms and looping to foster deep relationships 

between students and teachers. For example, 6th graders and 7th graders will be in one class together and keep the 

same teacher for two years.  This helps to build a culture of support and achievement at the outset of the model. 

According to Leeds and Marshak (pg 39-41), when implemented effectively, multi-age classrooms at the 

intermediate level help reduce learning losses due to student transitions and can build student confidence as part of 

an identity that can carry well into high school. 

The multiage looping structure is repeated in 8th and 9th grades in a high-school transition  that increases self-

directed learning and emphasizes abstract concepts across all subject areas.   Mizelle (2000) found that many high 

ÓÃÈÏÏÌ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔÓ ÆÅÌÔ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÂÅÔÔÅÒ ÐÒÅÐÁÒÅÄ ÈÁÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÍÉÄÄÌÅ ÓÃÈÏÏÌ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒÓ Ȱheld students more 

responsible for their learning, taught them more about strategies for learning on their own, and provided them a 

ÍÏÒÅ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÉÎÇ ÃÕÒÒÉÃÕÌÕÍȢȱ    

By the 10th grade, each TAF Academy student will have four solid years of built-up confidence, skills, relationships 

and acclamation to a rigorous environment.  Fully acculturated to the TAF Academy model, students will then 

complete the more traditional high school core with many courses tailored to their individual interests.   Their 

familiarity with the teacher and peer support systems in the TAF Academy allows them to work on more 

independent projects, or alternatively, to work as an integral part of a team as part of a large project.   All TAF 

Academy core courses are designed with a focus to prepare students for non-remedial, college coursework and 

ensure everyone gains college eligibility.  TAF Academy sets the expectation that most of this coursework will be 

completed by the end of 11th grade. 

In the 12th grade year, students plan and complete their senior project and participate in service-learning 

opportunities and/or internships with local corporations.   Senior coursework is centered around advance learning 

opportunities and special projects based on individual student and group interests. 
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What Makes TAF Academy Different 

There are many elements that make TAF Academy different from traditional public school models: 

Á Commitment to serving underserved students of color and giving them an opportunity to be successful in 

the STEM fieldsɂan area that holds eight of the top ten spots on the job charts, yet people of color are 

severely under represented (NSF, 2004; Castillo-Chavez, 2007; Ibarra, 2005; Beckerle, 2006).   

Á Combined the best practices of a number of successful school models throughout the country to make TAF 

Academy a rigorous and relevant school for students in Washington State.   

Á Perhaps most important is that the high expectations set for all TAF Academy students are made real 

because the model provides teachers, administrators and parents the critical tools, resources and support 

needed to ensure every group or class of students meets their academic and personal goals. 

Academic excellence is part of the fabric of TAF Academy and every single staff member at TAF Academy works 

together to create an excellent educational environment for students.   

 A Closer Look at the TAFA Curriculum and Enrichment Framework 

The TAF Academy curriculum and enrichment framework is thoughtfully designed to help teachers educate and 

develop the whole student.  The design pays great consideration to the cognitive, behavioral, affective, and 

physiological development of each student and is firmly rooted in academic research in education, sociology and 

child development.  The ultimate goal of the research-based curriculum and enrichment framework is to ensure that 

every TAF Academy student is a vibrant, healthy life -long learner who is also a thinker, scholar, scientist, artist and 

active participant in the school, community and world in which they live. 

The TAF AcadeÍÙ ÃÕÒÒÉÃÕÌÕÍ ÁÎÄ ÅÎÒÉÃÈÍÅÎÔ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒË ÉÓ ÂÕÉÌÔ ÕÐÏÎ Ȱ4ÅÎÅÔÓ ÏÆ 3ÕÃÃÅÓÓȱ which define the TAF 

!ÃÁÄÅÍÙ ÓÔÁÎÄÁÒÄ ÏÆ ȰÓÕÃÃÅÓÓȱ ÆÏÒ ÁÌÌ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒÓȢ  4ÈÅ 4ÅÎÅÔÓ ÏÆ 3ÕÃÃÅÓÓ ÁÒÅ ÁÓ ÆÏÌÌÏ×Óȡ 

Á Self Enhancement  

Á Academic Achievement and College Readiness  

Á Student Activism 

Á Digital Citizenship  
 

All work done at TAF Academy must strive to edify students toward these ends, and relentlessly impress the virtues 

and characteristics encapsulated by the Tenets of Success upon students.  When coupled with the structural and 

technical provisions afforded by the TAF Academy model (i.e. school design, funding, governance and resources), 

the curricular and enrichment framework ensures that respect, success and achievement are realistic for all TAF 

Academy students, and tÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÖÉÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 4!& !ÃÁÄÅÍÙ ÉÓ ÁÍÂÉÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÃÈÏÏÌȭÓ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓȢ 

Every stage of the TAF Academy model prescribes and encourages teachers to use modern, best educational 

practices that are supported by scholarly research.  One of these prescribed practices is project-based learning 

(PBL) with direct instruction when appropriate.  PBL is a model for classroom activity that shifts away from the 

classroom practices of short, isolated, teacher-centered lessons and instead emphasizes learning activities that are 

long-term, interdisciplinary, student-centered, and integrated with real world issues and practices. 
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When combined with block-scheduling, PBL allows teachers the flexibility to scaffold instruction and better engage 

students at various levels (Markham, Larmer, Ravitz, 2003).  PBL also allows students to gain invaluable experience 

in project collaboration, self-directed learning and communication skills that better prepare them for success in 

college and beyond. 

The other prescribed practice is Authentic Intellectual Work (AIW) ɀ the construction of knowledge, through use of 

disciplined inquiry, to produce discourse, products, or performances that have value beyond school: 

Á Construction of knowledge ɀ Instruction has students manipulating information and ideas by synthesizing, 

generalizing, explaining, hypothesizing, or arriving at conclusions that produce new meaning and 

understandings for them. 

Á Disciplined inquiry ɀ Instruction addresses central ideas of a topic or discipline with enough thoroughness to 

explore connections and relationships and to produce relatively complex understandings. Students engage 

in extended conversational exchanges with the teacher and/or their peers about subject matter in a way that 

builds an improved and shared understanding of ideas or topics. 

Á Value beyond school ɀ Students make connections between substantive knowledge and either public 

problems or personal experiences outside of school. 

The TAF Academy model respects teachers as core contributors and decision makers in knowing what works best 

for their individual students, but acknowledges the need for alignment and coherence throughout the model.  For 

this reason, the model provides a TAF Academy Coach whose sole purpose is to support and work with the TAF 

Academy teachers and principal.  As a team, this group will identify, examine, and adopt effective curricular tools 

supported by scholarly research, based on the need of TAF Academy students.   

Collaborative instructional practices such as lesson study and vertical teaching teams are encouraged and facilitated 

by the TAF Academy model via the coach and school structures such as the  after-school learning community termed 

7th Period. Coordinated after-school learning communities provide extra time and resources for students and 

teachers to work toward student achievement and can enhance student outcomes and teacher practices (Jordon-

Meldrum, 2005).  7th Period is managed by a TAF Academy Coordinator and offers academic support and enrichment 

to students, and is also a time for additional professional development and collaboration where teachers can 

voluntarily work with a TAF Academy Coach beyond normal class and prep time. 

In the end, TAF Academy makes high expectations for students and teachers at TAF Academy realistic rather than 

rhetorical by creating a framework that offers the support, resources and tools to realize their goals. 

Standards and Assessment 

TAF Academy adheres to Washington State standards in order to ensure our students are meeting the essential 

academic learning requirements (EALRs) and grade level expectations (GLEs). Furthermore, the TAF Academy model 

adopts standards and assessments along the lines of behavior, leadership, learning skills and information 
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communication technologies (ICT) literacy such as the framework created by Partnership for 21st Century Skills to 

ensure that each student becomes a better global citizen.  (Partnership, 2005) 

With respects to standards, TAF Academy teachers gather qualitative and quantitative data to better understand 

each learner's strengths and needs.  This data allows teachers to plan for further instruction and perform 

interventions when necessary.  The TAF Academy acknowledges the need for students to make continuous progress 

towards standards and goals at their own pace.  The data-driven approach coupled with the small school structure 

enables the teachers to individualize instruction to the greatest extent possible. 

Upon admission, each TAF Academy student undergoes a benchmark assessment.  The data from these assessments 

is evaluated by the classroom teachers so they are familiar with the learning style and knowledgebase of their 

students. 

After the benchmark assessment, each student collaborates with their parents/guardian and teachers to develop an 

Individualized Learning Plan.  This plan is formatively reviewed and updated throughout the year as the student 

makes progress towards their goals.  Each year, teachers work with student and parents to revise and adjust the 

ÐÌÁÎ ÁÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔȭÓ interests, goals and experiences. 

Culture 

The TAF Academy model is largely predicated on the idea that the principal, teachers, parents and students work 

together to build a culture of success.   The first three weeks of school are composed of projects that help create 

and reinforce the culture. 

Beginning in sixth grade, the TAF Academy culture instills college awareness in every student. When combined with 

the design of high school core and effective instructional practice, ensures every TAF Academy student is college 

eligible and college prepared.  This means that every student is college ready.  

As part of college preparation, TAF Academy provides each student with an education plan, SAT preparation, 

parent/student workshops, college visits, and college mentors.  Additionally, colleges are invited to give 

informational presentations to educate TAF Academy students about their college and expose students to their 

options after high school.  Our goal is to graduate every student College Ready even if they choose a different path 

for themselves after graduation. 

Supplemental Services (Period 7) 

Period 7 is an after-school academic support and enrichment program that primarily focuses on math and literacy. It 

is required of all students in 6thɂ11th grade students who are not at standard.  There are enrichment opportunities 

at the later grades including service learning and career path courses that involve paid summer internships. 






















