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Public School
6000 E 14th St, Tucson, AZ 85711

March 12, 2015
DeAnna Rowe, Executive Director
Arizona State Board for Charter Schools
1616 W Adams St,  Suite 170
Phoenix AZ 85007

Re:  Adding grade levels 7 and 8

	The Blue Adobe Project dba Sky Islands has been chartered since 2008 as a high school, grades 9—12.  We would like to add grades 7 and 8, allowing Sky Islands to enroll grades 7—12.  There are several reason for this change.  One, despite the fact that we are in our 7th year of successful operation, we remain consistently under-enrolled.   In part this is due to our location in a vacated TUSD building that is tucked back in a residential neighborhood.  The City of Tucson has denied our request and subsequent appeals to allow us to advertise the school on Wilmot, the main road.  So our visibility, despite the desirability of this location for a school, is restricted.  
	Secondly, we would like to ‘grow our own’ high school students by enrolling grades 7 and 8 into our educational program.  There are, again, a couple of reasons for this.  Many of our students in the high school classes are increasingly very low-skilled in areas that are critical for success in high school, especially content-area reading and writing.  It is difficult to address that lack of skill and to teach the required content areas.  The curriculum for grades 7 and 8 would be designed to develop the academic skills needed to achieve  successful mastery in high school work.  I have already approached a former UA graduate student of mine who has been teaching the 100 level reading courses at PCC to help us design a reading program that is developmentally appropriate and rigorous.
	Third, we currently occupy less than one half of the building’s capacity.   Tucson Children’s Project/TCP has been subletting a smaller space that is attached to the main building by a covered walkway.  (see map attached)  TCP will be vacating that space by end of May and our plan is to move the 7th and 8th grades into that space along with the art classroom.  The high school students and middle schoolers will have limited and highly supervised activities that are shared, including use of the art room, the cafeteria, and the gardening beds, all at different times of the day.   
	We have been approached by parents and community members who want us to add grades 7 and 8.   Our environmental curriculum is unique in Tucson, and our small classes (10—16 per classroom) is a big draw for parents and students who experience often twice that in the district schools.  Our hands-on activities provide opportunities for students to develop capacities in areas not directly taught in the formal content areas, such as learning to make observations in their environments, building positive relationships, and engaging in community outreach.  Additionally, we have developed a reputation for close supervision of our students and contacting parents/guardians for teacher conferences and help keeping their students on track.  
	I do know that we will need to add qualified staff as instructors for grades 7 and 8, and that the additional enrollment will increase the administrative responsibilities across the board.  Standardized testing will be different, and content areas likewise will need to be adjusted to meet the middle school curriculum core standards.   The State requirement for classroom hours is also different—and higher—for middle school.  Schools that expand do sometimes forget to factor in hidden costs, such as cleaning, utilities, furniture and supplies, and technology.   We are already paying some of those costs for that site, and have already taken into account the expenses we will incur by adding grades.   Those expenses will be in part offset by the additional state funding.
	Our intent is to enroll grades 7 and 8 for the 2015—16 school year beginning in August.  The building is currently being used by TCP and when they vacate before June we will shift its use to middle school and the art classroom.   It will help to house the 7th and 8th grades separately for at least the first year.   I anticipate enrolling 30 students into the additional grades the first year, keeping classroom size approximately 15 each.    When enrollment allows in the next 2 years we will expand into a wing of our current building that is currently unused.  There are 7 classrooms in that wing and a small suite of offices that can easily accommodate a higher enrollment.  Because this was built as a district school there are sufficient bathrooms and water fountains for student use as we expand.  
	I do think we are well positioned to add the two grade levels.  My first priority is to serve all of our students and their parents well, provide a sound and comprehensive educational program, and enable the staff and students to take advantage of this extraordinary site.  
	If you have any further questions, please ask.


Best regards,
[bookmark: _GoBack]
    Shari

Dr Shari Popen/
Director and Charter Holder 
The Blue Adobe Project dba Sky Islands
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