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Executive Summary 
Students at The Pittsburgh Associate’s Academy earn an associate degree as a seamless part of their high 

school experience. The Academy blends high school and college coursework in relevant career fields with 

real work experience and personalized support during the transition to adulthood. Students complete 

rigorous academic coursework and apply their learning in a workforce-relevant Concentration pathway. As a 

result, students enter the world of work armed with certifications, paid work experience, and a valuable 

degree reflecting their personal ambitions.  

This early college adult preparatory school is founded on the belief that the only roadblock Pittsburgh’s 

children face toward a life of fulfillment is an opportunity to explore, learn, and thrive in the right context. At 

the same time, it realizes that each student will enter the school at a different point in his or her 

development, and will bring different cultural norms and expectations regarding education and work. Thus, 

four core innovations are necessary to achieve the school’s ambitious mission: 

Innovation #1: Finish High School with an Associate Degree. 

Students at The Pittsburgh Associate’s Academy earn an associate degree while learning and employing soft 

skills vital to successful adulthood in every facet of the program. This combination of an advanced degree 

and superior work ethic renders graduates consummate professionals who are ahead of the curve from day 

one. This is a six-year program that transforms the process of earning both a high school and associate 

degree into one supportive, seamless, and aligned experience.  

Innovation #2: Study Concentrations with Relevant Career 

Pathways. 

In order to leave with a relevant associate degree, students work with advisors to design a personal learning 

program within one of four regionally relevant Concentrations of study: Health Care, Information 

Technology, Business, and Advanced Manufacturing. Completion of each Concentration includes exploration 

of the Concentration through courses unique to the school, college courses aligned to the Concentration, 

career and college preparatory coursework, and an independent Capstone Project. 

Innovation #3: Gain Real 

Work Experience and Soft 

Skills. 

Through an internship in their Concentration of 

choice, students gain real world work experience. 

Meanwhile, a unique sequence of courses teaches 

them practical skills like building a budget, a 

resume, and other important professional artifacts. 

Because of this, students graduate with greater 

self-sufficiency, relevant work experience, and 

industry connections related to their 

Concentration. 

Figure 1. These four innovations enable The Pittsburgh 

Associate’s Academy to prepare all students for success. 
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Innovation #4: Access a Robust Individualized Support Network. 

Students receive a network of community support at The Pittsburgh Associate’s Academy. Through 

advisories, activity periods with academic enrichment programming, specialized components like one-on-

ones with school social workers, unique career and college support staff who ensure that students are 

prepared for the all of the distinctive features of this school, enrollees are constantly challenged and 

supported to achieve the futures they imagine for themselves. What is more, while students earn their 

associate degrees, they return to school for unique, Concentration cohort Study Periods, where they share 

study skills with classmates and receive support from dedicated Concentration Teachers. This individual 

support structure will enable students of all different academic backgrounds to succeed at the school. 

To enable these four innovations, a host of unique design features come together at the Academy. This 

includes a unique school day schedule with eighty-minute classes that allow for hands-on learning; a 

modified PPS core curriculum that sequences courses in an intuitive manner; core course looping, so 

students enjoy the support of teachers who are attuned to their individual learning styles; an advisory and 

activity period during the middle of the day that allows for academic support for those who need it; 

personalized professional development so teachers are always practicing the best pedagogy; concurrent 

college enrollment courses at the high school during 11th and 12th grade so students acclimate to the rigor 

of college the support of teachers and peers who know and support them; and 1-to-1 laptop distribution, 

enabling all students to become technologically proficient, and encouraging independent research. 

 

Figure 2. The graphic shows the supporting features that enable the school’s four innovations to be realized. 
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Introduction 
Imagine a school where students of all academic and personal backgrounds graduate equally ready to enter 

the workforce or to pursue further advanced degrees. Having studied skills related to a high growth sector in 

the regional economy, these students are confident, competent, and especially well prepared to begin 

upwardly mobile careers with companies in the Pittsburgh region who are eager to employ them.  

Currently this kind of school does not exist in Pittsburgh. Through work with high school students and local 

employers, the Pittsburgh Promise has come to believe there are urgent employment and academic 

problems that a career-focused high school should address. 

Problem 1: Core student populations are missing out on the 

benefits of The Pittsburgh Promise. 

There are three major groups of students who are falling through the cracks and not achieving the kind of 

success of which they are capable. These groups are: 

Students eligible for the Pittsburgh Promise scholarship who are not taking advantage of it. 

This population consisted of 1,900 students between 2010-2015, ranging from a low of 273 in 2012 to a high 

of 370 in 2015. Some of these students are choosing to attend an out of state college and are thus ineligible 

for Promise funds. Others are entering the military or another purposeful postsecondary path that does not 

require Promise dollars. But many students are graduating every year from Pittsburgh Public Schools (PPS) 

with the credentials to continue their education with support from The Promise, but are not doing so. The 

majority of these students (about 1,000, or 55 percent) were eligible for free or reduced price lunch, a 

commonly used metric indicating economic disadvantage, while enrolled in the PPS system. 51 percent of 

these students are African American, of whom 71 percent were on free or reduced price lunch.1 

Students using The Promise to attend CCAC, but who need more support to succeed. 

According to The Promise, 63 percent of Promise Extension Scholars2 attend CCAC, in addition to 19 percent 

of Core Promise Scholars.3 This translates to about 185 students per year attending CCAC with help from The 

Promise.4 Between 2008-2013, the persistence rate5 of Promise Extension students, regardless of institution 

                                                           
1 Data courtesy of The Pittsburgh Promise. 
2 Per The Pittsburgh Promise’s online Fact Sheet: “Students who meet the other Promise requirements, but graduate with a 

cumulative, unweighted grade point average between 2.0 and 2.49 may apply for The Promise Extension Program at 

Community College of Allegheny County. Promise funds help pay for the program, and those who complete the year-long 

curriculum successfully, become fully Promise eligible and may attend the Pennsylvania school of their choice within three 

years of Promise funds.” 
3 Per The Pittsburgh Promise’s online Fact Sheet, students eligible for the Core scholarship have “(1) been enrolled in 

Pittsburgh Public Schools, or one of the four schools chartered by Pittsburgh Public Schools, and (2) been a resident of the 

City of Pittsburgh continuously, since at least the beginning of 9th grade; (3) graduate[d] from a PPS high school with a 

minimum cumulative, unweighted grade point average of 2.50 and an attendance record of 90% or above.” 
4 Per The Pittsburgh Promise 2015 Annual Report (p. 7), 1,478 students have attended CCAC with a Promise scholarship 

over the program’s eight-year existence. The 185 student figure in question was found by dividing this number by eight, 

and is therefore an estimate. 
5 “Persistence is the proportion of students who begin at an institution and continue their studies at any institution the 

following fall. Persistence allows us to see how Promise scholars are progressing toward degree completion, regardless of 

institutional mobility” Ibid. (P. 8). 
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attended, was only 45 percent on average. The retention rate for all Promise Scholars at CCAC between 

2011-2013 was only 50 percent. This results in an estimated 93 students each year not completing CCAC--or 

555 every six years.6 

Students who are not eligible for The Promise scholarship. 

A significant portion of PPS students are not meeting the requirements for Promise eligibility to begin with. 

In fact, of students graduating between 2010-2015, fully 3,122 students (ranging from a high of 619 students 

in 2010 to a low of 318 in 2015) were ineligible to take advantage of the scholarship. Whether the reason has 

to do with their basic needs not being met, the support structures in place not being adequate, or the 

learning environments they are in not being conducive to their success, many students are losing out on a 

significant economic opportunity. 

Figure 3. Three groups of students are not fully benefiting from the opportunity provided by The Promise. 

The figures in the boxes below represent 2010-2015. The Pittsburgh Associate’s Academy would likely draw 

primarily from these three student populations.  

 

Every one of these 5,577 students is losing out on pathways to future success. Each one of these students 

represents a missed opportunity. But the truth is that the problem extends far beyond this number of 

students, because each year that their needs are not addressed, more students like them become missed 

opportunities. 

                                                           
6 Six years is the interval of time by which we have been measuring the data, which mirrors the length of time students 

spend in the school. The 93 students per year not completing CCAC figure was calculated by multiplying the initial 185 

enrollees by 0.5 (50%, the percentage of students who are not retained). The 555 students per six years not completing 

CCAC was calculated by multiplying 93 by six. 
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Problem 2: The current PPS offerings are not meeting the needs 

of all of Pittsburgh’s students. 

This problem is illustrated by three sub-problems: 

Supply and Demand 

Despite the considerable financial incentive provided by The Pittsburgh Promise, evidence suggests families 

decide to seek other options.7 The decision by families with means to “opt out” of PPS leaves the remaining 

PPS population disproportionately disadvantaged.8 Within PPS, schools with certain features that parents 

and students find attractive have waitlists, whereas other schools experience parents and students trying to 

opt-out entirely. 

Figure 4. Comparison of Pittsburgh Residents and PPS Students. 

  

Achievement 

Families who remain in PPS experience worse academic outcomes than the state and the country. PPS’s three 

milestones for academic achievement are the 3rd grade reading PSSA, the 8th grade algebra PSSA, and the 

                                                           
7 One of the original goals of The Pittsburgh Promise was to attract and retain residents in Pittsburgh, and encourage 

them to attend city schools. But, according to Smyda (2006), over the past 10 years, the student population in PPS has 

fallen from 29,445 in September of 2006 to 25,003 in September of 2016. ( Smydo, Joe. "City's Schools Lose More 

Students." Pittsburgh Post-Gazette. PG Publishing Co., Inc., 7 Nov. 2006. Web.) ("Facts at a Glance." Pittsburgh Public 

Schools. Pittsburgh Public Schools, n.d. Web.) 
8 According to the U.S. Census Bureau and the PA Department of Education, whereas the city of Pittsburgh is 22.8 percent 

“economically disadvantaged,” that description applies to 68.4 percent of PPS students. ("QuickFacts: Pittsburgh City, 

Pennsylvania." United States Census Bureau. U.S. Department of Commerce, n.d. Web.) (Pennsylvania School Performance 

Profile. Pennsylvania Department of Education, n.d. Web.) 
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11th grade literature, algebra, and biology Keystones.9 In each of these categories, Pittsburgh falls below the 

state mean in terms of proficiency. 

Equity 

The problems faced by students in PPS are most acutely felt by students of color. The district continues to 

see a persistent racial achievement gap and disparity along academic indicators.10 This especially troubling 

because students of color are disproportionately represented in PPS relative to the population of 

Pittsburgh.11 

Figure 5. Comparison of Demographics of Pittsburgh and PPS. 

 

Problem 3: There is a regional need for qualified employees. 

There is a disconnect between workforce demand and the skills and ambitions with which Pittsburgh’s high 

school graduates are entering the workforce. In fact, in a rigorous survey of the local workforce environment, 

the Allegheny Conference on Community Development finds that up to 80,000+ jobs in the Pittsburgh region 

could go unfilled in the next decade if “business as usual continues”.12 This employee deficit represents 29,000 

annual retirees in the region, in addition to 5,000 new jobs that need to be filled each year. 

Within the Pittsburgh region, four sectors in particular stand out in terms of need: Healthcare, IT, 

Manufacturing, and Business. These sectors are currently in demand and are expected to continue to grow in 

the future.13 What is more, the Allegheny Conference on Community Development identifies a regional 

misalignment between Career and Technical Education (CTE) programs offered and workforce demand, which 

                                                           
9 “PSSA” stands for “Pennsylvania System of School Assessment”. The PSSA and the Keystone Exams are state-level exams 

that test proficiency in core subjects. 
10 Per page 12 of A+ Schools’ “2015 Report to the Community on Public School Progress in Pittsburgh”: “Generally, black 

achievement in PPS paralleled black achievement in the state, and white achievement in PPS paralleled white achievement 

in the state, with PPS achievement being lower in nearly all cases”. 
11 Whereas the city of Pittsburgh is 66 percent white and 26.1 percent black, the PPS student population is 33.1 percent 

white and 53.8 percent black. This information is drawn from the U.S. Census Bureau and A+ Schools’ “2015 Report to the 

Community on Public School Progress in Pittsburgh,” respectively. 
12 “Inflection Point: Supply, Demand and the Future of Work in the Pittsburgh Region.” Allegheny Conference on 

Community Development, 2016. http://www.alleghenyconference.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/InflectionPoint.pdf 
13 More specifically, according to “Inflection Point,” the “fastest projected growth occupations (minimum 750 projected 

employed in 2025) connect to key sectors of energy, information technology, and healthcare,” while the manufacturing 

sector is facing high numbers of retiring workers. Page 9. 
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exacerbates a problem with the current Pittsburgh workforce: there are not enough skilled workers to fill the 

jobs of retiring baby boomers.14 

Yet regional workforce development is incumbent on more than just upskilling workers and ensuring that 

graduates leave school with the technical skills to succeed in in-demand fields. As the founders of Pittsburgh’s 

City Charter High School observed while planning the school’s successful workforce culture programming, 

employers and schools, regardless of industry, place the highest value on traits such as timeliness, teamwork, 

communication, and problem solving.15 Indeed, according to a survey conducted among 201 member 

employers of the National Association of Colleges and Employers, over two-thirds of respondents listed these 

traits as highly sought after in new employees: 

 Leadership (80 percent); 

 Ability to work in a team (79 percent); 

 Written communication skills (70 percent); 

 Problem-solving skills (70 percent); 

 Verbal communication skills (69 percent); 

 Strong work ethic (69 percent). 

Clearly, employer need is two-pronged: employers are facing a drought of eligible workers who possess both 

(1) technical skills required for jobs, and, often more important, (2) soft skills required for office success. 

When these issues are viewed as a composite problem, it becomes clear that seeking to address only one of 

these issues will not right the pipeline to success that the Pittsburgh community needs; rather, addressing only 

one of these challenges would effectively mean plugging one hole in a pipeline containing many. What 

Pittsburgh’s families need is a portfolio of experiences and supports that prepares students for meaningful 

work in their community. What they need is a program that is directly engaged with local industry, so that 

students are on an upwardly mobile path from the day they graduate. What they need is an affordable, 

supportive means to acquire the degrees, certifications, and intellectual capacity required to thrive in today’s 

world of work. 

What Pittsburgh’s families need is The Pittsburgh Associate’s Academy. 

  

                                                           
14 “Mapping a Pathway: Regional Career and Technical Education for Energy and Manufacturing Occupations.” (n.d.): n. 

pag. Allegheny Conference on Community Development, May 2016. Web. Page 4. 
15 “City Charter High School Best Practice Brief: Workforce Culture.” City Charter High School, April 2013. Web. Page 3. 
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Vision 
Addressing the above problems will require a school whose goals respond directly to them. This means 

mapping a school vision, school mission, and school outcome goals directly to the problems as stated. 

Figure 6. The Vision of The Pittsburgh Associate’s Academy is aligned with the problems identified in the 

region. 

 

As indicated in the graphic above, the vision of the school is inextricably linked to the problems the school 

aims to address. Each component of the vision is elaborated on below. 

To meet the needs of the three groups of students missing out on the benefits of The Promise scholarship, 

The Pittsburgh Associates Academy should: 

 Support students at all academic levels. The school’s admissions process should be achievement-

blind, and structures should be in place in the school to ensure every student is able to excel, 

succeed, and earn a diploma college- and career-ready. 

 Connect all students to specific post-secondary plans. Whether students plan to continue their 

studies at a postsecondary institution or immediately enter a career, the school should ensure 

students at every stage of the school’s programming have the resources necessary to plan for the 

future they deserve. 

 Ensure every student graduates with work-relevant certifications and an associate degree. 

Finishing with an associate degree should not be a question or a possibility--it should be an 

expectation and requirement. Moreover, each student should leave the school with professional 

certifications and skills linked to industry-demand. 

To meet the needs of student populations not thriving in the current PPS school offerings, The Pittsburgh 

Associate’s Academy should: 
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 Respond to the demands of Pittsburgh’s families. Each feature in the school’s design should 

specifically address the question: what do Pittsburgh families look for in schools? What will make 

students excited to learn at this school, and what will make parents and guardians happy to be 

sending their children to this school? 

 Blend rigorous traditional coursework with relevant real-world learning. The school’s 

curriculum should have a unique design that focuses on relating students’ coursework to real-world 

applicability. No student should sit in class pondering, “When will I ever use this?” 

 Implement a support system that responds to students’ individual needs. Students should not 

be expected to exceed expectations when their basic needs are not being yet. Therefore, the 

school’s design should include specific structures meant to help address the basic, individual needs 

of students, so that they can reach their academic goals. 

To meet the workforce needs of Pittsburgh’s regional industries, The Pittsburgh Associate’s Academy should: 

 Prioritize both hard and soft skills in its curriculum. Students should learn technical skills 

relevant to specific, upwardly mobile jobs in the region, while also mastering skills in work ethic, 

communication, and teamwork that allow them to excel in office, and collegiate, environments. 

 Be flexible enough to adapt the school’s curriculum in response to changing regional need. 

Mechanisms should be in place that enable the school to modify its curriculum so that students can 

focus on different curricular concentrations that align with new demand. These new concentrations 

should link up with relevant associate degree options for students. 

 Engage employee partners in skill-mapping and curriculum design. To ensure that students are 

prepared for the jobs that employers have open, partners should help plan the school’s curriculum 

by mapping skills that need to be taught. That way, graduates of the school would be successful 

from day one. 

With this in mind, the vision for the associate’s academy is to be a school that contributes to ensuring all 

students take advantage of the incredible opportunity afforded them by The Promise, to better responding 

to the demands and needs of Pittsburgh students and families, and to strengthening the regional workforce 

in a way that responds to actual needs.  

So, what does this mean for the school itself, and the students who attend it? What outcomes would the 

school be driving towards to measure its success and to contribute to this broader vision? 

Student outcome goals 

Regardless of academic, racial, or socioeconomic background, all students enrolled in The Pittsburgh 

Associate’s Academy will: 

1. Attain an Associate’s Degree from a local community college, and leave the school connected to 

their next professional or educational opportunity. 

2. Successfully complete one of four skills- and project-based curricular pathways connected to a local 

workforce need. 

3. Finish an internship experience with an organization or company within their chosen pathways. 

4. Meet state standards in math, science, and English before graduation. 

These goals for students have important implications for the design of the school and are supported by a 

significant body of research. Achieving these goals means high school and college will need to be blended 

together in a seamless sequence for students. It means students will need to be engaged in their learning in 
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a unique way that allows them to see the relevance and applicability of their studies. It means interpersonal 

and professional skills will have to be part of the curriculum in the much the same way math, English, and 

history are. It means close attention will have to be paid to ensuring that each student has resources for 

support through each level of the school’s programming. 

School mission: Pittsburgh Associate’s Academy will prepare all students for postsecondary success by 

providing a rigorous curriculum that requires deeper learning within one of four workforce-relevant 

occupational fields and is characterized by superior instruction, real-world experience, and a commitment to 

high expectations for every student. All students will leave the school connected to a specific postsecondary 

opportunity of their choosing. 

The following section will elaborate on the four innovations that would enable this school to meet the vision, 

student outcome goals, and mission outlined. 

Recommendations 
The uniqueness of The Pittsburgh Associate’s Academy boils down to unparalleled preparation for adult life, 

in an all-inclusive package. This section will convey the details about The Academy’s four primary innovations 

and the supporting features that make these innovations possible. It will provide a thorough description of 

the vision for the program in detail, including descriptions of how these features will work in practice.  

Figure 7. These four innovations enable The Pittsburgh Associate’s Academy to prepare all students for 

success. 

 

Innovation #1: Finish High School with an Associate Degree.  

Each student at The Pittsburgh Associate’s Academy will graduate with a high school diploma and an 

Associate’s Degree from a partner community college. The associate degrees offered would be linked to the 

four Concentration Pathways outlined in Innovation #2. This would not be a dual enrollment program, but a 
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unique, early college curriculum where college courses are integrated into student’s daily schedule. Through 

a partnership with Community College of Allegheny County16, students would graduate with an associate's 

degree in a high demand industry, and, should they decide to pursue a 4-year degree, with a large number 

of credits that they can transfer to a 4-year institution. Regardless of the path they take, students would be 

prepared for postsecondary success. 

Some core Associate Degree courses would be offered at Pittsburgh Associate’s Academy. These courses 

would be taught by high school teachers certified as CCAC adjuncts, allowing the school to offer a wider 

variety of offerings and be more flexible to the shifting demands of students and employers while making 

the road to degree completion more efficient for each student.17 At least 17 potential degrees have been 

identified with more to be done in the area of advanced manufacturing to determine pathways in this 

concentration area. 

The next page shows the presented identified associates degrees. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8. Identified associates degrees aligned to the four Concentration pathways and select High Priority 

Occupations. 

                                                           
16 CCAC would be the ideal partner for the school, but many details of this partnership would need to be 

worked out. Some of these questions and next steps are addressed in the Process Summary.  
17 See “Concurrent Enrollment” in Supporting Design Components. 
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Students would be exposed to concentration content right away, but most would not take their first full 

college class until 11th grade. In 11th and 12th grade they would earn a substantial number of credits 

towards their degrees, but usually not enough to be considered a full-time CCAC student. These courses 

would usually be offered at the Academy campus as opposed to CCAC, and focus on common requirements 

across concentrations and potential degree pathways. Keeping these initial college classes within the high 

school also has the benefit of easing students into the rigor of college. Similar to New York City’s Pathways 

in Technology Early College High School, this design allows students to ingratiate themselves to college-

level coursework with the support of friends and teachers they are already familiar with. 

In the 13th and 14th grades, students would spend more time at CCAC as coursework becomes more 

particular to the degree programs in which each student is enrolled. At this point, they would be taking 

enough credits to be considered full-time CCAC students. However, because many credits have already been 

earned, they would have time in their schedules for required support labs and supplemental offerings at the 

Academy to provide structure and community as students progress towards their degree.  
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The associate degree component of the program would be enabled by a unique blend of three curricular 

strands, each central to the school’s mission. These three strands are Concentration Coursework (Innovation 

#2), Core Curriculum Coursework, and Work Experience (Innovation #3). 

Figure 9. Three curricular strands work together at the Academy. The concentration coursework and work 

experience are innovations unique to this school. To enable these innovations, a number of important 

changes and modifications are necessary to the core curriculum. These enabling modifications and features 

are discussed in detail later, in the Supporting Design Components section of the document. 

 

The above graphic depicts, from left to right, the proportion of coursework related to three different 

curricular strands the school would incorporate, from years 1-6 of the program. Students would be 

introduced to work and soft skills from day one of the program. Henceforth, they would be expected to 

practice them, and would experience their relevance as a larger and larger component of the curriculum as 

they continue through the program. The work and soft skills curricular strand, being complementary to the 

concentration curricular strand, would increase as a proportion of students’ learning as they become more 

immersed in their concentration coursework. This way, by the time students reach the associate degree 

component of the curriculum, they have been primed to meet the challenges they face. 

In addition, in envisioning how the curricular innovations of this school would play out through the course of 

the program, we have developed a heuristic for the sequence of learning goals students experience while 

enrolled. This heuristic reflects exploring the exciting topics students will learn throughout their time at the 

school during the 9th grade year, putting skills to practice during the 10th grade year, engaging those skills 

in real life praxis during the 11th and 12th grade years, and leading as exemplars of success during the 13th 

and 14th grade years. 

Figure 10. In each of the Academy’s three main curricular strands, students would experience relevant 

exploration to get them engaged in the content, practice to develop appropriate skills in each area, engage 

those skills in real-world application, and experience opportunities to grow as leaders in the late stages of 

the program. 
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Many of the 17+ degrees that are being explored as a possible pathway have some common course 

requirements, allowing for potential efficiencies. As noted above, this also makes it possible to offer many of 

the early credit-earning courses on the Academy campus instead of at CCAC limiting travel time and 

increasing structure and support as students begin accumulating credits in 11th and 12th grades. The 

following requirements are shared by a significant number of degree pathways: 

 English Composition I & II (17) 

 Mathematics Elective (11) 

 Oral Communication (10) 

 Social Science Elective (9) 

 Humanities Elective (8) 

 Science Elective (8) 

Finally, we believe that the master schedule we have framed does make it possible for students to accelerate 

this process if they are ready. More work is needed to model the many scenarios and schedules possible for 

students, but we currently believe students could earn their high school diploma in as few as three years and 

to earn both their diploma and Associate Degree in a combined five-year pathway if not sooner.  

Innovation #2: Study Concentrations with Relevant Career 

Pathways. 

Enrolling in The Pittsburgh Associate’s Academy would mean studying one of four curricular concentrations 

with relevant, regional career pathways. These four concentrations would align directly with the four high 

growth industries outlined in the introduction: Health Care, Information Technology, Business, and Advanced 

Manufacturing. Moreover, each concentration would lead into relevant associate degree options for each 

student. Relevant job skills for each concentration would be mapped into the curriculum, so that students 

would constantly be building upon a foundation of knowledge, and building toward a successful 

postsecondary career. 

Figure 11. The graphic on the next page shows a representation of the concentration strand as students 

move through the four available areas of focus. 
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Conceptually, the red boxes above constitute students selecting and being introduced to one of four 

concentrations of choice. After this introductory period, students would enroll in generalized courses that 

introduce them to the applied methods and different fields of study and employment within their 

concentrations, signified by the light gray boxes. Following this exploratory period, students would 

disaggregate into more specific areas of study within their concentrations, signified by the dark gray 

associate degree boxes. By this point, most of the courses are being taken as college courses, but with 

additional support and supplemental content unique to the Academy.  

This model of introduction, generalized study, and specific exploration allows students to see the relevance 

of their coursework, and to connect it to real-world problems their communities face. Additionally, this 

structure enables significant project-based learning in smaller cohorts of students than one would associate 

with a traditional high school, as well as individualized exploration into topics that interest students. Through 

building on a specific body of knowledge over time, students would be given the opportunity to apply what 

they learn to multiple different contexts--a pedagogical approach termed “deeper learning”.18 The flow of 

concentration coursework is outlined below. 

Figure 12. The progression of concentration coursework supplementing students’ associate degree pathway. 

                                                           
18 According to “Deeper Learning: Improving Student Outcomes for College, Career, and Civic Life,” ““Deeper learning” 

refers to the combination of a deeper understanding of core academic content, the ability to apply that understanding to 

novel problems and situations, and the development of a range of competencies, including people skills and self-

management” (2). It is characterized by project-based learning, collaborative group work, long-term assessment of skill 

and knowledge acquisition, internships, and networks, such as advisory classes and block schedules, that support deeper 

learning (5). The study, conducted by the Education Policy Center at American Institutes for Research, found the following 

outcomes associated with programs that emphasize deeper learning relative to standard secondary schools: better 

academic outcomes, stronger interpersonal and intrapersonal skills, higher on-time graduation rates, and higher 

enrollment in four-year colleges (6). 
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In 9th grade, students Explore: Students are introduced to the Concentration Pathways at the school in 

Our School 101, and learn about the work and outcomes associated with each. Students begin to understand 

how concentrating on a particular work-focused area of study will enable them to achieve personal and 

professional goals. 

In 10th grade, students Practice: In the first semester, students take a unique Civics course that focuses on 

topics related to the four Concentration pathways at the school. Students learn research methodology 

during a course called Research & College. During this course, they develop research and study methods 

that prepare them for the college-level coursework in which they will enroll in 11th grade. By the middle of 

10th grade students have formally declared their Concentrations. This leads to a second semester 

Concentration Course during which each of the four Concentration cohorts learn about the impact their 

industry of choice has had on the region, on their communities, and on their lives, through classroom study 

and site visits with industry partners. As they learn more about their Concentrations of study, students begin 

developing industry-specific knowledge about terminology and the important processes. 

In the 11th and 12th grades, students Engage: Students complete a Math Elective during 11th grade, and 

a Science Elective during the 12th grade, both of which are offered at the school and articulate as college 

credits at CCAC. Additionally, students complete a Concentration Capstone in 12th grade, which includes a 

research paper and presentation identifying a problem within their field. This project articulates how the 

associate degree they are pursuing and the jobs they are interested in solve the problem they have 

identified. Completion of the capstone necessitates drawing on knowledge acquired throughout the 

duration of the program, and prepares them to enter their semester 2 Work Experience Capstone Internship 

with a holistic view of the importance of their work. 
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In the 13th and 14th grades, students Lead: Students bring their superior preparation to their associate 

degree coursework, most of which would by then be taking place at CCAC.19  

Innovation #3: Gain Real Work Experience and Soft Skills. 

Because of their applicability across nearly all professional and social situations, the soft skills required for 

postsecondary success are life skills. That is why, in a school aimed at graduating students prepared for 

multiple kinds of postsecondary success, soft skills should be practiced and applied throughout the school, 

regardless of classroom or period. Therefore, in order to practice and hone professional behavior, students 

will: 

 Follow a professional dress-code throughout their six-year career at the school; 

 Engage in project-based learning in each class in which they are enrolled; 

 Receive grades based on their acquisition, development, and practice of soft skills. 

Each of these recommendations is based on the best practices modeled by City Charter High, which adheres 

to the axiom that, if you want students to learn something, you need to grade them. In this way, students are 

both accountable for their acquisition of soft skills, and rewarded for their work and progress. 

Figure 13. The sequencing below is intended to prepare students to not only model and practice 

professional behavior, but also to understand the reasons for and importance of doing so. 

 

 

In the 9th grade, students Explore: Students are introduced to the unique expectations of the school, and 

achieve early wins related to the acquisition of work-related skills. Three specific courses enable this: 

 Our School 101: Students take a semester-long class that introduces them to the professional 

culture cultivated in the school. Additionally, students research the Concentration of interest to 

them, learning about the availability of jobs within that concentration, the different subfields and 

the associate’s degrees to which they are mapped, and the sequence of steps they need to take to 

land in an upwardly mobile career of interest to them. Students also become certified in Microsoft 

                                                           
19 In order to use Promise scholarship money, students must be enrolled full-time at CCAC. To be a full-time student at 

CCAC, students need to be enrolled in at least 12 credits on-campus. Therefore, at least 48 credits (12 across the four 

semesters constituting years 13 & 14) would be taken at a CCAC campus. 
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PowerPoint by the end of the course, as a means to delivering a presentation of their research 

about concentrations of interest. 

 Set Up for Success 101: Students develop workforce skills during units on time management, 

prioritization, negotiation, and oral presentation, using cases and simulations. This mini course 

builds on the foundation created by Our School 101 by introducing students to the next layer of 

soft skill development. 

 TechUP 101: Students take a course dedicated to developing their technological competence. This 

course teaches skills mapped to the needs of, and software used by the majority of professional 

organizations. Students end the course familiar with Google Drive, research methods, and 

certifications in Microsoft Word and Excel. 

In 10th grade, students Practice the skills they are learning and developing: 10th graders at the school 

would apply skills developed in the 9th grade to contexts that mimic the world of work. Several components 

of the curriculum enable this: 

 Students would learn business writing as part of their English II curriculum. 

 Job Search 101: Students take a job search course during activity period where they create 

resumes and cover letters, in addition to drafting requests for informational interviews. Students 

also draft hypothetical resumes and cover letters for the careers to which they aspire, expanding 

and reaffirming on the goals they need to achieve to reach their idealized roles. Students prepare 

for and participate in simulated employment interviews. Students also conduct mock interviews, in 

an experience designed to help highlight undesirable behaviors. 

In 11th & 12th grade, students Engage with the professional world: 11th and 12th graders would use 

the skills they have practiced to achieve their first professional goals, which provide a foundation for a 

successful lifetime of fulfillment personally and in the workplace. Several program components enable this: 

 Adult Life 101: Students create a budget, map out education and employment targets aligned with 

their goals, and complete applications to summer jobs. This course would focus on practical topics 

that often go uncovered in a student’s education: students would learn about planning for 

retirement, opening bank accounts, buying a home, and other important milestones and activities 

they should expect to encounter during the course of their lives. 

 Job: Students are required to have a job over the summer between 11th & 12th grade, whether 

their work is paid or volunteer. During the experience, they are expected to journal once a week, 

reflecting on their responsibilities, their employment of soft/work skills, and what they like and 

dislike about the experience.  

 Students prepare presentations, followed by a Q&A, on their summer experiences. During 

these presentations, they detail the nature of their work over the summer, including information 

about what they liked about it, what they disliked about it, what their work entailed, and what they 

learned about their strengths and room for improvement. 

 Job Search 102: Students modify their resumes to include their summer experience, and begin 

working with career counselors to identify internship opportunities with partners. Students again 

partake in mock interviews, resume building, cover letter building, and informational interviews. 

 Students complete a Capstone Internship two days of the week during the second semester 

of the program. During the internship, their supervisor, with training from the school, evaluates 

their job performance and soft skills. This evaluation factors into the students’ grade for the 

internship. At end of internship, students would prepare an exit memo about the experience to 

prepare the next person to take the job. 



PAGE 19 

 All students will take Driver’s Education for the state of Pennsylvania in either their second 

semester of tenth grade, or first semester of eleventh grade based on their age of at least fifteen 

years and seven months. This allows for students to obtain their learner’s permit at the age of 

sixteen and their junior permit at the age of sixteen and six months, provided they have maintained 

their learner’s permit for at least six months. Driver’s education will take place during the activity 

period and will consist of thirty hours of in class instruction as well as six hours behind the wheel. It 

can be taught by any teacher with the correct certification, and taught according to the curriculum 

provided by the state of Pennsylvania.20 

In 13th & 14th grade, students Lead: 13th and 14th graders, as adults immersed in postsecondary learning 

in pursuit of their associate degrees, would serve as role models to younger students in the program, while 

charting a path for successful careers. Several facets of the program enable this: 

 Students mentor 9th and 10th graders in the program, which includes twice-weekly activity 

periods where students discuss their mentee’s goals and aspirations, giving advice, and providing a 

model of high school success.  

 Students take a Leadership Development and Ethics course, which is directly linked to the 

mentorship program. Students learn how to act as a role model, how to connect and empathize 

with their mentees, and how to lead them through the goal-setting process. Additionally, students 

learn how to motivate their mentees to succeed. 

 In 14th grade, students take either a Career Seminar or a College Seminar, depending on their 

plans after graduation. They discuss their long-term goals, map out how they will achieve them, 

learn how to tailor their resumes or applications to various jobs or colleges, and make presentations 

on their plans to their classmates. In the second semester, Job Search 103 is a period dedicated to 

providing job seekers assistance with their search. The period may also be used by students for 

interviews for prospective jobs. 

Supporting these programs will require dedicated professionals 

To support the curriculum listed above, the school will need professionals whose sole job is ensuring that 

students acquire these skills and have access to internships through industry partners. Therefore, two Career 

Prep Teachers would be hired to supervise workforce/soft skill curricular development, manage the 

internship program, and support students in pursuit of their career goals, whether that entails transfer to a 

four-year institution or not. Additionally, these faculty members would charged with helping 11th graders 

navigate the summer job application process, and helping 12th graders navigate the internship application 

process. These are not the only unique roles and staffing requirements to make this kind of school possible. 

More about the unique staffing needs is discussed below and in more detail in the Process Summary.  

Innovation #4: Access a Robust, Individualized Support Network. 

Considering the challenges outlined in the introduction and vision, this school would aim to support all 

students at every step of the way. Indeed, all three of the preceding innovations outlined diverge from 

students’ expectations of high school, and therefore need to be met with innovative support structures. With 

this in mind, the support network at The Academy would be tailored at each step in the process to ensure 

that every student, regardless of ability or background, would have the tools necessary to succeed in 

                                                           
20 These requirements can be found at the Pennsylvania Department of Education’s website, education.pa.gov. 
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rigorous academics that lead to early college coursework, unconventional, applied concentration 

programming, and the development and application of work skills within an internship. 

The support network is characterized by three features: attention to basic needs, attention to academic 

needs, and attention to professional development needs. 

Figure 14. The graphic below depicts the three different levels of individual support offered at The Academy. 

 

Basic Supports 

In 9th grade, each student will sit for a one-on-one with the school’s social worker. The function of this one-

on-one will be to assess the needs of the student that extend outside the school, and that might contribute 

to success or failure within the learning environment.21 These one-on-ones would happen during advisory 

period, and would be scheduled based on need.22 The results of the one-on-ones would be shared with each 

student’s advisor, in order to devise an individualized learning plan for each student. Students evaluated as 

particularly at risk would be scheduled for regular check-ins with the social worker, as needed. The social 

worker would sit with these students at the end of 9th grade and the beginning of 10th grade to assess the 

need for further meetings. Additionally, each student in the 12th, 13th, and 14th grades would have a one-

on-one with the social worker, and, based on the social worker’s assessment, schedule follow-ups if needed. 

The Mentorship program outlined in the Work Experience innovation would also constitute a form of basic 

support, particularly for at-risk students.23 This program would last formally for two years for new students, 

so that a 9th grader would be mentored by a 13th grader, and continue as the same individual’s mentee as 

they enter the 10th and 14th grades, respectively. The two-year duration of the program, which would be 

supported by the Leadership Development and Ethics class during the 13th grade, and by a syllabus and 

rubric developed by the Social Workers, the Transition Managers, and the Career Counselor, would not only 

                                                           
21 Tan, et al. (2015) conducted a study of the 100 largest school districts in the U.S., and concluded that, controlling for 

poverty and school district size, the ratio of social workers to students is positively associated with high school graduation. 
22 E.g. students with the largest number of characteristics associated with academic vulnerability would be scheduled for 

one-on-ones first. 
23 What “at-risk” means would be up to the discretion of the social worker(s), based on commonly used metrics. 
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provide younger students a model of success within the school, but also a confidant with whom to relate 

and develop strategies for growth.24 This program would begin in year five of the school’s operation. 

Academic Supports 

Activity and advisory period, in addition to other supporting innovations outlined in the Supporting Design 

Components section, would include the option of attending a lab for additional support with classroom 

learning. This option would be available to students throughout each of their years in the program. Students 

requiring the most help would be required to attend general support, whereas teachers would set up 

support labs for each cohort of students based on perceived need. The academic advisor also ensures that 

all students are on track to graduate according Pennsylvania’s high school requirements. 

Four Concentration Teachers would be instrumental in helping students successfully and seamlessly 

acclimate to college-level academic standards and college culture while still in high school. Effectively, these 

individuals would serve as an “in-school” college counselor, shepherding students through the process of 

choosing concentration pathways, picking out associate degrees aligned with their concentration pathways, 

and setting up study and support groups for students during the 13th and 14th grades. Additionally, the 

Transition Managers would facilitate College Prep seminars and set up college visits for 14th graders 

planning to transfer to a four-year institution. 

Concentration Teachers would also lead Study Periods, which would take place starting in the 11th grade, 

and increasing as students continue their college-level coursework. These study periods are a mandatory 

part of the schedule, and attendance is factored into each students’ grade. Concentration teachers would act 

as advisors to students enrolled in aligned associate degrees, monitoring their coursework and meeting with 

them to address any academic concerns. By the 13th and 14th grade, students would have 240 minutes of 

Study Periods every other week day, giving them substantial extra support in finishing their college 

coursework in a satisfactory manner. 

Professional Development Supports 

The Career Counselor would teach Job Search courses and would coordinate with the Transition Managers 

and Director of Partnerships to help students preparing the enter the job market after graduation align their 

Concentration coursework with available jobs in the region. They would meet with and track the progress of 

14th graders researching and applying for jobs, ensuring that each student is following an established 

timeline for job research, application material preparation, networking, application, interview, and job 

acceptance. 

The Director of Partnerships and Internship Manager would collaborate with the Career Counselor to ensure 

that each student would be able to complete a Work Experience capstone internship with an established 

industry partner, that aligns with the student’s skills and goals. The Internship Manager would also be in 

charge of monitoring students’ soft skills development, and interfacing with advisors to ensure that students 

are setting up learning plans that emphasize communication and collaboration skills necessary to success at 

the school and in professional life. 

                                                           
24 According Grossman and Rhodes (2002), a 1994 survey of eight Big Brothers, Big Sisters agencies, consisting of 1,138 

youths yielded results suggesting “[y]outh who were in [mentorships] that terminated within the first 3 months suffered 

significant declines in their global self-worth and their perceived scholastic competence. On the other hand, youth who 

were in matches that lasted more than 12 months reported significant increases in their self-worth, perceived social 

acceptance, perceived scholastic competence, parental relationship quality, school value, and decreases in both drug and 

alcohol use.” 
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Figure 15. Year-to-year flow of supports. 

 

Supporting Design Components 

An Extended Schedule25  

The school day and school year are structured carefully, in order to maximize “time-on-task” for teachers and 

students. The system is designed to ensure that teachers have adequate time for deep and careful lesson 

planning, collaboration, and administrative responsibilities such as enforcing classroom rules and 

communicating with parents. There is enough time to enhance curriculum with discovery and design 

experiences and integrate creative ideas.  

This school operates using a unique five period block schedule. This schedule includes four 80-minute 

academic periods and a 99-minute support, enrichment, and activity period. Courses are offered in three 

different lengths to increase adaptability; yearlong, semester-length, and quarter-length courses (“minis”). 

Teachers have at least 149 minutes per day without students, and rotate through an additional period of 

Professional Education, which they participate in for one period during one quarter of each school year. 

This school will run a 5-period block schedule for a seven-hour, twenty-one-minute extended school day, 

including passing times. There is already precedent for this extended school day in Pittsburgh Public Schools. 

                                                           
25 Much of the information in this section was taken, with permission, from Pittsburgh Science and Technology Program 

Summary (2008). 
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Periods 1, 2, 4, and 5 will be 80 minutes. Period 3 will be 99 minutes. Students will have a 33-minute lunch 

period in one of two lunch shifts during this 99-minute block. 

The schedule ensures that teachers have the amount of planning time necessary to design consistently 

engaging lessons. All 27 teachers enjoy a daily 80-minute planning period.  

There remain some potential exceptions and challenges with this schedule that require further analysis and 

planning. This schedule should work well and meet most program needs in grades 9 through 12. However, it 

is further complicated in grades 13 and 14 as students may have college courses that are offered on a 

different schedule. We have begun to model and anticipate this, but it will require much more detailed 

development early in the next phase of the project. Additional transportation and scheduling of internships 

and other off-campus travel pose unique challenges at the Academy. Yet another unique challenge that has 

to be worked through is the inclusion of adjunct faculty in the schedule in order to offer the breadth of 

courses necessary. More work is needed on the master schedule to fully support the design of The Academy.  

A Modified PPS Curriculum 

To accommodate all of the unique programmatic elements of the school into the schedule, and to ensure 

each student enters their associate degree coursework prepared, some significant modifications would be 

necessary to the scope and sequence of the standard PPS core curriculum. The current PPS requirements 

include 4 credits for each of the four major subjects of Math, Science, Social Studies ,and English.26 Students 

still need to meet their credit requirements, while also creating space in the program for the Work 

Experience and Concentration curricular strands. Another purpose of the modification is to align the 

emphasis of different parts of the curriculum with the Explore/Practice/Engage/Lead heuristic guiding the 

development of the other strands.  

The core PPS curriculum would feature three major modifications unique to the Academy: 

1. The foundational Math curriculum would consist of three integrated courses, each of which 

would teach algebra, geometry, and statistics standards. Students would enroll in three 

consecutive courses: Mathematics I, II, and III. Each course would build on the prior one.27 

2. The foundational Science curriculum would be “physics-first”. Students would first enroll in a 

Foundational Physics course, followed by a Chemistry course, and lastly a Biology course.28  

3. The foundational English and History curriculums would integrate Work Experience and 

Concentration learning. Learning about the history of the four areas of concentration offered at 

the school would give students the necessary context to prepare for meaningful learning as they 

work toward associate degrees, while instructing professional writing and reading will equip 

students with tools they will have to use later in the program as they do their internships, and later 

in life as they enter the workforce. 

                                                           
26 “Graduation Requirements,” Pittsburgh Public Schools, http://www.pps.k12.pa.us/Page/1358. 
27 A problem faced both in PPS and nationally is remediation. A large number of high school graduates are placed in 

remedial courses once they get to college.27 Additionally, the number of math content areas that a student masters in high 

school has been shown to have a substantial effect on their likelihood to graduate from college. About 10% of students 

who have only taken Algebra I in high school, successfully attain a Bachelor’s degree. This number increases to 83% for 

students who have taken calculus. 
28 This sequencing is flexible. While the physics-first sequencing increases the number of students who take a high school 

physics course by virtue of its sequencing, it requires unconventional planning for the school, and buy-in from the district. 

See “Physics First” (2006). 
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Figure 16. The structure of the core curriculum would be modified to align with the sequencing of the other 

curricular strands. 

 

In 9th grade, students Explore: Students would build foundational skills in each subject area. Given 

students would be coming from various academic backgrounds, this would ensure that they are all prepared 

for the rigorous coursework that is to follow. Students would be enrolled in the Mathematics I course for the 

whole year, in order to allow sufficient support to students struggling with foundational algebra.29 Students 

would begin with Foundational Physics in the first semester, and continue to Chemistry in the second 

semester. 

Semester 1 Semester 2 

Math 1 

Physics Chemistry 

English 1 English 2 

 

In 10th grade, students Practice: Students would build upon and master the foundational skills that were 

developed the previous year. Additionally, students would begin to be exposed to different career options. In 

addition to the mathematics II and chemistry course, students should also be enrolled in the integrated 

English II course. 

Semester 3 Semester 4 

English 3 English 4 

Civics US History 

                                                           
29 The number of math courses students take in high school strongly correlates with postsecondary and economic success, 

according to Hudson and O’Rear (2015). Moreover, students who take higher level math courses are more likely to 

graduate from college. Including Math I as a yearlong course that covers concepts from algebra, statistics, geometry, and 

calculus in an intuitive fashion means that each student at the school is given extra time and support to master basic 

concepts in each of these areas. The extra time dedicated to Math I is especially beneficial for students struggling with 

algebra, which is important because the completion of algebra I and algebra II by the end of 9th grade is inversely 

correlated with the need for remediation in college, per Hein, Smerdon, and Sambolt (2013). 
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Math 2 Math 3 

Biology  

In 11th & 12th grade, students Engage: Students would be exposed to different concentrations available 

in their chosen career field. As mentioned earlier, PPS requires 4 math and 4 science courses. However, only 

3 specific courses are listed for each. We envision using math 4 and science 4 to provide students with 

courses specific to their concentration. 

In 13th and 14th grades, students Lead: In year 5 and 6 the core coursework will decrease and more 

emphasis will be placed on the concentration coursework and work skills. Students would take the talents 

afforded them through the unique course structure of the Academy’s PPS curriculum and thrive in a college 

environment. 

We expect that one of the most significant and potentially controversial departures from the typical high 

school experience will be related to the math sequence described here. Considering the difficulties faced in 

math by students across the United States, key stakeholders might understandably view a radical departure 

from a conventional high school math curriculum with skepticism. However, rather than representing a 

sacrifice of rigor, the integrated math sequence aligns well with the common core,30 and is modeled on the 

way much of the world learns math. What is more, an integrated secondary curriculum continues seamlessly 

from the integrated math students learn during middle school. 

Additionally, there has been significant debate about the progress of science learning. The “physics-first” 

sequencing at this school is intended to address the reality that many students finish high school never 

having taken physics,31 and therefore lacking practical knowledge in the science. Modifying the course 

sequence to include physics as the foundation will ensure 100 percent of graduates of The Academy leave 

the school understanding and applying physics concepts to their lives. 

Finally, because of the unique course design work this obviously requires, we are including come early hiring 

of teachers in our budget to provide time for them to engage in course design, and additional resources 

both staff and contract will be required in early years to make these important modifications.  

Core Course Looping 

Students at Associates would loop with their Core course cohorts and teachers during the first three years of 

the program. Specifically, students would loop in cohorts of 25 with their English I-III teacher and classmates, 

their Physics-Chemistry-Biology teacher and classmates, and their Civics-U.S. History-World History teacher 

and classmates. This system of looping would enable the Individualized Support innovation by ensuring 

teachers get to know their students’ learning strengths and weaknesses. Additionally, the multi-year nature 

of this system mimics the real-world environment many students should expect to encounter after 

graduation, where students would expect to deal with the same personalities from year-to-year, manage 

their relationships during project work, and develop a working relationship with a supervisor.32 

                                                           
30 The Common Core includes integrated math as one of four detailed curricular approaches that can be used to 

successfully meet federal requirements for math. 
31 Per “Fast Facts: Advanced mathematics and science courses,” in 2009 only 36 percent of high school 

graduates in the United States had taken physics. 
32 This looping model is adapted from the Pittsburgh Science and Technology Academy and discussions with 

administrators at City Charter High School. 
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Personalized Professional Development33 

Only professional development that is sustained and time-intensive has demonstrated the ability to improve 

instruction, impact student achievement, and contribute to teacher retention. The Academy’s Professional 

Education Program (PEP) allows each teacher to spend one period in the program every day for one quarter 

of the school year. During their PEP rotation, teachers will have a daily period of collaborative on-site 

professional development in addition to their regular planning time. 

The PEP course has three primary foci: 

1. Lesson study: Lesson study is a teaching improvement process that involves teachers working in 

small groups to design actual classroom lessons. They practice the lesson, observe how it works, 

make evidence-based improvements, and then share the results. Lesson study is a driving force 

behind the success of Asian education systems. 

2. Technology Integration: Teachers practice with technology tools and work together to integrate 

technology, professional, and high-level thinking skills into their lessons. 

3. Student work: Teachers spend time analyzing student work and using the results to guide lesson 

design and instruction. Intervention and enrichment strategies are designed based on the results of 

student work analysis. 

In addition to lesson study, technology skills integration, and student work analysis, teachers in the PEP 

program spend one day per week discussing an article or study related to child development and/or 

teaching theory. 

In addition to the PEP program, teachers are contracted for eight-hour days, providing additional time-on-

task and ensuring that each teacher will have at least 149 minutes per day (199 during their PEP mini) for 

personal and professional development. This time includes an 80-minute planning period, a 30-minute 

lunch, and 39 minutes of contracted time before or after students arrive at school. 

Advisory & Activity Period34 

Period 3 is a school-wide advisory and activity period. This 99-minute period includes two 33-minute lunch 

shifts and two 66-minute activity periods. The activity period is organized by mini, making it possible for all 

students to participate in four different activities during each academic year. This period is designed to 

respond directly to the needs of students and also to provide teachers the opportunity to be creative and 

have fun in a period within the school day that mixes mostly non-credit bearing activities with some 

supplemental credit-bearing experiences.  

Importantly, at this school, this period offers the opportunity to incorporate daily exposure to the arts, 

language, clubs and competitions, physical activity and other healthy experiences that expand the world view 

of students and ensure that a well-rounded experience is available in a program that is streamlined and 

oriented towards earning the degree and preparing for success in the workforce.  

The details of the Activity and Advisory period should be developed by the school administration in 

collaboration with staff and students to incorporate their interests and passions while capitalizing on they 

                                                           
33 Much of the information in this section was taken, with permission, from Pittsburgh Science and Technology Program 

Summary (2008). 
34 Much of the information in this section was taken, with permission, from Pittsburgh Science and Technology Program 

Summary (2008). 
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many supportive partners that would love to help with this but often have a hard time fitting their 

programming into a school’s daily schedule. Partnerships should be a big part of what makes this period 

possible. There are many potential partners in the region who could be a part of it, and decrease the burden 

on school staff to plan an additional daily activity. For example, bringing in Attack Theatre’s Education 

department to teach science through dance once a semester. Some categories of activities that should be 

considered include:  

1. Clubs/Activities – Each mini, teachers lead clubs in response to student interest.  

a. Arts, music, language. Since the school has to be very streamlined in order to offer a 

pathway to a degree while including the work and soft skills components, the activity 

period affords to chance to break up the day with the arts, music, language. For example, 

small groups of students interested in doing so could study a foreign language alongside 

an interested teacher with the support of a blended learning technology.    

b. Participation in certain clubs qualifying students for academic credit. For example, a 

student who participates in the running club could receive a 1⁄2 gym credit.  

2. Academic Support – Support minis will be available throughout PST. The type of support minis 

available should be modified each mini to correspond to student needs. 

3. Academic Enrichment – Students who wish to individually pursue high-level research in a specific 

field may do so during this period, possibly pursuing national recognition through the Intel Science 

Talent Search or similar research competition. Alternatively, students might sign up for a team 

opportunity to further explore an academic area that has caught their interest. 

4. Homework Lab – Students who are not in need of intensive academic intervention but would 

benefit from a flexible work period may participate in a homework lab. 

5. Mentor/mentee time - students use activity to complete supplementary coursework at school, and 

to meet with 9th and 10th grade mentees. 

1/1 Laptop Distribution 

Each student who enrolls at The Academy will be provided with a laptop. This will give students a critical 

resource for conducting research and practicing and exercising 21st century professional technology tools 

they will need to use as part of the school’s unique curriculum. Insofar as the Academy is meant to simulate 

project-based work students will complete in the working world, having access to a laptop for work during 

class, as well as outside of class, will be necessary for student success.35 

Concurrent Enrollment 

College coursework completed during the 11th and 12th grade will primarily be completed on-site at The 

Academy. Through the school’s partnership with CCAC, teachers instructing college courses at the high 

school will sometimes be school staff and sometimes be adjunct faculty of CCAC or of The Academy.  

This is another area that requires additional work building on the framework established herein. We have not 

yet gotten to the level of detail to be able to show exactly how many courses would be best offered by full-

time Academy faculty, adjunct Academy staff offering courses that do not need to be taught in multiple 

                                                           
35 According to Hatakka, Andersson, and Grönlund (2013), a survey about the outcomes associated with 1-to-1 laptop 

distribution conducted with 82 students found that, in environments where much of the learning is student-driven, being 

given a laptop increases student learning outcomes by increasing each individual student’s agency and technological 

capability. 
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sections every semester, and adjunct or full-time CCAC staff. This is an important next step that will also 

influence the budget and staffing models we have drafted as a starting point.  

Some of these courses should articulate as both CCAC credits and credits toward high-school graduation. By 

offering college classes at the Academy as concurrent enrollment, students experience the rigor of college 

coursework with the help of the school’s robust support structure and in a familiar setting reducing travel 

between different institutions. 

Concurrent enrollment in eleventh grade also allows the school to provide extra support for students 

experiencing college coursework for the first time. Because the block schedule allots 80 minutes for each 

class each day of the week, and because CCAC courses are taught two-to-three days of the week, the 

additional available class time will be used for coursework support. 

Close College and Industry Partnerships 

This school would benefit from a close partnership with the Community College of Allegheny County (CCAC), 

which would serve as the associate degree-granting institution. Therefore, the associate degrees linked to 

each of the career pathways reflects the curricular decisions made by CCAC. 

Additionally, the school would benefit from partnerships with businesses and groups relevant to each of the 

four Concentration strands. Employer partners would be involved in skill-mapping the three curricular 

strands so that the content in each aligns with skills needed for key entry-level jobs available in each industry 

that align to available associate degree programs at CCAC,36 and in providing internships for 12th grade 

students in the program. Skill-mapping would occur in three steps, developed for New York City’s Pathways 

in Technology Early College High School program, which partners with IBM:37 

1- Skills documentation: the employer partners identify skills needed for entry-level jobs that align 

with the associate degrees offered in the program. 

2- Skills mapping: Associates, CCAC, and the employer partners collaborate to modify the school’s 

program structure in a way that facilitates acquisition of the skills needed for available work. 

3- Annual review: The process repeats each year, allowing the program to stay focused on preparing 

students for relevant careers available in the Pittsburgh region. 

To facilitate this skill mapping process, we recommend the school form an industry partnership advisory 

board, which would carry out the skill mapping process year-after-year. Additionally, this advisory board 

could help facilitate potential work experience curricular inclusions, such as a shadowing program during the 

9th or 10th grade, and other opportunities for students to interface with professionals and learn about the 

Concentration pathways in the school. 

 

  

                                                           
36 This process is benchmarked against New York City’s Pathways in Technology Early College High School, which uses a 

rigorous process for developing a curriculum that enables students to enter jobs with IBM upon graduation. More 

information is available in “Skills Mapping Process”. 
37 Ibid. 



PAGE 29 

Quick Facts 
 

Location 

 

Selecting a location for The Pittsburgh Associate’s Academy was beyond the scope 

of our project. However, based on the design we have developed thus far, there are 

a few key features we recommend as criteria for selecting a location. The location 

should:  

1. Facilitate equity within the school and easy access for all potential 

students. 

2. Comply with codes and regulations. 

3. Be a positive environment for learning. 

4. Be fiscally viable. 

5. Facilitate partnerships, and therefore, theoretically, be close enough to 

CCAC so that students can commute to-and-from within a reasonable 

amount of time. 

6. Be able to accommodate the equipment and technology necessary for the 

concentration pathways outlined. 

7. Be able to accommodate other potential concentration pathways that 

emerge as the industry needs of regional employers and employees shift. 

Student 

population 

Pittsburgh Associate’s Academy will enroll 400-600 students in any given year. The 

first year of the school will include 100 students, and the number of students will 

increase by 100 each year until the school is running at each of its grade levels. The 

400-600 number accommodates students who graduate in five years, rather than 

six. 

Admissions 

process 

The proposed admissions process is a weighted lottery system. There is no 

minimum academic standard. The specifics of the lottery weighting remain to be 

developed, but should seek to facilitate diversity, target students at risk of not fully 

taking advantage of The Promise scholarship, and proportionally aligning to the 

District’s overall student demographics. 

Teachers, 

administrators, 

and other staff 

 

We currently estimate that about ten teachers will teach courses at PAA during its 

first year of operation. At capacity we believe there will be about 23 full-time 

teachers. This includes: 

 Four Math instructors; 

 Four Science instructors; 

 Four English instructors; 

 Three Social Studies instructors; 

 One Technology instructor; 

 Four Concentration instructors; 

 Two Career Prep instructors; 

 One Physical Education instructor. 

However, this may go up or down depending on the number and approach to 

adjunct teachers, the ability to align with and leverage CCAC courses effectively, 

and other factors that will only be able to be determined through more rigorous 

development of the master schedule.  

Courses and 

curriculum 

The curriculum at PAA uniquely prepares students for adulthood by including an 

associate degree, study concentrations with relevant career pathways, work 

experience, and individualized support into a streamlined, six-year program 
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structure. Three unique curricular strands, consisting of concentration coursework, 

a modified offering of PPS coursework, and work experience are mapped to 

support the career and college aspirations of all students who enroll. Students 

finish the experience with an associate degree from CCAC aligned to one of the 

four concentrations available at the school.  

 

Students are required to complete a capstone research project in their fourth year 

for their concentration curricular strand, and a capstone internship in their fourth 

year for their work experience curricular strand. In the fifth and sixth years, 

students’ coursework is primarily focused at CCAC, with study sessions and support 

courses at The Academy during days when CCAC courses do not meet. During the 

sixth year, students take unique coursework during which they apply to jobs or to 

four-year colleges, depending on their postsecondary goals. 

Schedule 

 

This school operates using a unique five period block schedule. This schedule 

includes four 80-minute academic periods and a 99-minute support, enrichment, 

and activity period. Courses are offered in three different lengths to increase 

adaptability; yearlong, semester-length, and quarter-length courses (“minis”). 

 

In Years 5 and 6 in particular, the schedule needs to be further modified to begin 

accommodating Associate Degree courses taught off-site, in addition to a two-

days-a-week internship for 12th graders during the second semester of the year. 

Academic 

Concentrations 

Students enter one of four professional pathways after completing the tenth grade. 

The concentrations consist of a sequence of courses and academic philosophies 

that are new to Pittsburgh Public Schools. The concentrations are designed to 

integrate industry-relevant skill building into thematic courses. They are (1) Health 

Care, (2) Information Technology, (3) Business, and (4) Advanced Manufacturing. 

Career and College 

Readiness 

Through project-based learning and the marriage of academic rigor and 

professional pathway skill building, students at Associate’s are consistently applying 

their core academic competencies to real world problems. Additionally, students 

complete a Work Experience curriculum consisting of important professional 

certifications and soft skill building. Throughout the program, they complete 

coursework that helps them plan for their futures and identify specific 

postsecondary opportunities. 

Professional 

Development 

The Academy recognizes that excellent teaching, by highly trained and dedicated 

instructors, is the single most important factor in determining its success. 

Therefore, the school accepts responsibility for creating systems that encourage 

professional growth and creativity without adding additional burdens to teachers’ 

already significant workload. 

 

• All teachers at The Academy have at least one daily eighty-minute Professional 

Period. 

• Teachers are paid for eight-hour work days. 

• The on-campus Professional Education Program allows teachers to rotate 

annually through one quarter of professional development during the school day.  

Partnership 

Development 

 A deep partnership with CCAC is central to the Academy’s model.  
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 The Process Summary also addresses the potential of another flagship partner 

in the Energy Innovation Center as well as the recommendation to secure one 

industry lead partner for each of the four concentration areas. 

 Partnerships will also be essential to the success of the internship and work 

components of the program.  

 Finally, the activity and advisory period is a reserved place in the school day for 

partnerships to flourish, particularly those that are normally forced into out-of-

school-time. 

Sports and 

Extracurricular 

Activities 

Many extracurricular activities would be offered on campus, but due to the size of 

the school, some typical high school activities would require partnerships with 

other schools. This is likely the case for sports. Students at The Academy could have 

the option to participate in sports at the high school in their neighborhood or 

through a partnership between the Academy and another district high school. This 

would have to be worked out by the district as part of the implementation process. 

 

Conclusion 
The challenges facing Pittsburgh are unique, yet the characteristics of those challenges can be found in 

school districts across the country. Many students are leaving high school unprepared for the rigors of 

college and careers. The relevance of the high school curriculum is often lost on students not receiving 

adequate support to succeed through high school. High schools are not graduating students with the right 

skills for them to succeed within industries of need in their home communities. And, undergirding these 

issues, the racial achievement gap in education persists. 

Fortunately, there are breakthrough high schools throughout the United States that found various methods 

to address these challenges successfully. These methods involve delivering a rigorous curriculum to students, 

regardless of academic background; providing students adequate support to succeed in such a rigorous 

environment; and teaching a curriculum that, from day one, is mapped to graduate students with both soft 

and hard skills that are applicable within postsecondary work environments. 

There are many steps that must be taken for the school to open in 2019. The location must be designed and 

prepared. A highly qualified and motivated staff must be assembled. The significant number of new or 

supplemented courses must be developed. An equitable admissions process must be designed. An outreach 

program must communicate the merits of this opportunity to parents seeking the best option for their high 

school or middle school age child. The community must be engaged and their input used to improve the 

design. 

But we hope that this document serves as an important first step in communicating a detailed vision for how 

such a school could work. We expect that it would have to go through many more iterations as the details of 

the program are developed, and we see it serving as a tool to update and maintain throughout the 

implementation process.  
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