Initiatives of the

Alaska Department of Education & Early Development
The following initiatives are designed to meet the three main goals of the Alaska Education Plan: All students will graduate prepared for careers or postsecondary training and education. Schools will form strong partnerships with families and communities, and will respect and embrace local cultures. Students will have access to safe schools, where they develop healthy and safe practices for life.

State System of Support: EED’s State System of Support helps struggling districts build their capacity to improve student achievement. The system brings training, written and online materials, and technical assistance in assessment, curriculum, instruction, leadership, school environment, and professional development. 

Alaska Virtual School: A group of K-20 Alaska educators are designing an Alaska virtual school program. Students anywhere in Alaska will have access via technology to high-quality courses taught by Alaska highly qualified, effective teachers. A virtual school could help small schools meet the curricular needs of the Governor’s Performance Scholarship and provide rural students with advanced and other specialized courses. Ideally, all students in Alaska will be able to individualize their education with flexible scheduling and access to additional virtual courses and learning opportunities.

Teacher quality: Educators from school districts, the university and EED are developing regulations to improve teacher quality in Alaska, to include: a stronger link between the needs of districts and teacher preparation programs; improving standards for teachers and methods of evaluating teachers; more paths to certification; tying certificate renewals to student achievement; improving our mentoring program for new teachers. 

Early learning coordination: The new Alaska Early Childhood Advisory Council will coordinate state systems to provide efficient, effective and accessible services for young children so that all of our children are ready to begin school. The council will foster collaboration between public and private entities. It will tie together family supports for children’s physical health, mental health and education. 

Health and safety: EED expects to complete a health and safety action plan by June 2010. It adheres to an evidenced-based, nationally endorsed coordinated model for school environment, health education, physical education, school meals and child nutrition, health services, counseling, psychological and mental health services, staff wellness, and parent and community partnerships. The educator-created Alaska Physical Education Standards are already in draft form.
Alternative Schools Healthy School Initiative: EED launched the five-year initiative in fall 2008. The goal is to reduce student risk behaviors associated with disease, premature death, social challenges, and poor academic outcomes. Targeting alternative schools is an efficient way to help Alaska’s most at-risk students. 

Standards review: EED and Alaska educators will meet in February to review the national K-12 standards in reading and math (referred to as the common core standards) being promoted by the U.S. Department of Education. We will compare the national standards with our own grade-level expectations and performance standards to determine the degree of alignment. EED will use the information to consider whether the national standards would prepare students for college and careers. 

Graduation: EED hosts a graduation working group of educators, policy makers, community advocates, cultural leaders, industry leaders and parents. They are developing strategies to keep students in school and to eliminate barriers to graduation. They have identified practices in schools that may discourage students from graduating. They will recommend how schools can identify students who are at risk of leaving school. 
Partnerships: Alyse Galvin, EED’s first partnership liaison, is working to connect community organizations, families, educators and students. She will soon start up the Families in Education 101 web site. Among the new partnerships is a group of four school districts, businesses, nonprofit organizations, parents, educators and agencies to serve the emotional and social needs of middle school students. Ms. Galvin is developing tools for schools to learn how to be welcoming to families and community members. 
Career and technical education: Helen Mehrkens, EED’s first career and technical administrator in 20 years, is working with DOL&WD to build an action plan to revitalize career and technical education, open the shops in Alaska’s high schools, and integrate CTE into the regular high schools. EED and DOL&WD are working with the Alaska Workforce Investment Board to coordinate the development of career education and to support the Alaska Gasline Inducement Act training program.
Alaska Career Ready: Next school year, we will implement Alaska Career Ready, in which students in grades 6 and 8 take assessments in three skills that employers say are important: reading for information, locating information in visual formats, and applied math. Students in grade 11 will be assessed in those subjects and be able to earn a nationally recognized certificate. Students will have online access to free courses in the assessed subjects and to career information. 
Rural education: Phyllis Carlson, the state’s first Director of Rural Education, is focusing on assisting EED’s interventions in long-struggling districts and schools; creating EED’s first Native Leadership Council; and further implementing the state’s cultural standards, which were adopted years ago but never acted upon.

Web site redesign: We will rebuild the EED web site so that it readily and engagingly serves the needs of parents, educators and all of EED’s customers.
Race to the Top: We are weighing whether to apply for Round Two of the federal grants known as Race to the Top. The application, due June 1, requires a comprehensive plan for education reform created in partnership with participating school districts. Whether we win a grant or not, the plan will guide our reform efforts.
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