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DEFINING YOUR VOICE : FOCUS POINTS & DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

INTRODUCTION:  
THE WHY

BURY THE SCHOOL UNIFORM

My heart sinks and my brain deflates at once as I walk into my old school. The students tread to 
class like sheep and the teachers are the sheepdogs that follow and steer the herd. I’m a 
freshman and already people hold a preconceived notion of who I am or should be.

The first day of school struck me like a ton of basketballs. “Do you play ball like your older 
brother? Oh, you’re not like Brandon at all! You like theater? You’re so weird! Are you sure you 
and Brandon are related?” I do not have a desire to be like my brother; I just want to be myself.

I want people to see and appreciate that everyone has different interests and goals. No one 
can see the contrast when structure covers their eyes like a cloth.

My knees are scraped by starchy khakis. My arms hang loosely in the ugly burgundy Oxford. 
The school seal covers my chest, constricting my breathing. I despise getting dressed in the 
morning. My colorless Converse I wore everyday made me scorn the ground my feet dragged 
over, walking me closer to serial sameness. The school convinced girls that hair should not be 
“distracting.” I find it hard to believe that Jasmine’s pink hair would cause me to fail my world 
history test. The bell rings and we march out into the hall as our classes are dismissed. We are 
molded to be identical, only to be told at the end of our senior year that we need to figure out 
who and what we want to be. My life was static then, and everyday ran together. I saw gray.

The lack of color led me to search for a school that embraced diversity. I found this type of 
setting at a high school called the Arts and College Preparatory Academy, or ACPA for short.

“If green hair, boys wearing makeup and kids expressing themselves freely makes you 
uncomfortable, then this is not the school for you.” These words were asserted to me by the 
founder of my high school, GG Patricia Howard, as a prospective student, and I knew at that 
moment that ACPA was the right choice for me. The welcoming arms of student expression 
championed in her description intrigued me. Upon my arrival to ACPA sophomore year, I was 
exposed to an amount of diversity I would have never experienced at my old school. Blue hair, 
dark eye makeup, silver piercings and multi-colored murals did not blend into a distortion of 
gray; they combined to form a glorious tie-dye of colors.

NOTES:
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INTRODUCTION : THE WHY

INTRODUCTION:  
THE WHY

0.1

Transferring to ACPA has positively influenced my world view. The tie-dye life of art-plastered 
hallways, a furry gorilla costume-clad kid, the earthy crowd that doesn’t wear shoes, are not 
distractions to be overcome at all, but a mix of human choices to be explored and embraced. 
The simple fact that everyone is different--and comfortable with those differences--unites us as 
a community. Being different is what bonds us. ACPA has taught me that “tolerating” people’s 
differences does not create the empathic society most of us pursue. Rather, celebrating, 
embracing and learning what makes people unique has allowed me to discover more about 
who I am and ultimately has led me to be more of myself than I would have otherwise become. I 
have embraced my individualism as well as the individuality of my fellow ACPA students. 
Reflecting on the distinct perspectives of my classmates and how they are shaped by the world 
outside of ACPA, reinforces for me that you can learn something valuable from everyone 
around you. Finding new and interesting people with whom to interact is easy because of 
ACPA’s fundamental axiom: be nice.

ACPA has many customs that help students embrace their uniqueness and still create a strong 
community. One such tradition is Care to Hope. Care to Hope is an annual program that allows 
the student body to partake in a form of social communion. For one day we intentionally get to 
know each other and share aspects of our lives with a group of individuals who are not 
necessarily our close friends. We get comfortable with one another through communication, 
laughter and, of course, food.

I met a freshman student in the program this year; her curly red hair draped her face. Her eyes 
were big and her mouth was thin. She shared with me that being bullied at her old school led 
her to stop trying to connect with new people. But now, at ACPA, she feels safe enough to open 
up. I would have never known this about her if it was not for the Care to Hope experience.

Every time I see her on my way to my classes, I see more than just the girl with the curly red 
hair. I think of how much she has overcome. I wave to say hi, rather than just hurriedly walking 
past her to my class. Care to Hope established a bond deeper than the superficial school 
association of “Hey, did you finish your homework?” Care to Hope reminded me that just like 
myself, everyone has an interesting story.

Now as I get ready to set off for college, this is a phase of my life where I will embark on a new 
adventure, a journey where I will leave my ACPA family, home family and friends I have made 
through my involvement in theater. I will meet new friends who will become my extended family 
through our shared college experiences. I will discover what I truly value in life. I know that 
every choice I make is building a foundation for my next decision, helping me grow as a person 
and becoming more independent. I will take the lessons learned at ACPA and use them to 
guide me in flourishing through my college years so I can help build a world where diversity is 
embraced wholeheartedly.

Tyrese Bowman, Class of 2015

NOTES:
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INTRODUCTION:  
ABOUT ACPA

MISSION

We have a climate and culture based on a trailblazing arts and college prep curriculum in 
an environment that is safe, inclusive and progressive. 

VISION 

The vision of ACPA is to sustain a progressive teaching and learning culture that thrives 
on safety, acceptance and inclusion, rigorous academics, a commitment to the arts and  
college preparedness. 

NOTES:
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OUR SCHOOL

Arts & College Preparatory Academy (ACPA) is a community (Ohio’s name for charter schools) 
school focused on arts expression and integration, as well as providing a high quality college 
preparatory curriculum and experience. ACPA is a public school that accepts enrollment of any 
Ohio student in grades 9-12 with no tuition costs, up to its enrollment limitations. 

Our socioeconomically diverse student body represents more than 20 different districts.  
Fifty percent of ACPA students are minority students and 55% are eligible for free and reduced 
lunch. In addition to the diverse racial and socioeconomic make-up of our school, in a recent 
survey, 30% of the ACPA students that responded identified as LGBTQ. This respect for all 
members of the community regardless of sexual orientation, gender identity or expression, race 
or religion is the backbone of our inclusive environment. 

ACPA opened its doors in 2002. Created and run by experienced educators and artists, ACPA 
is one of the few highly successful independently operated community schools in Ohio and the 
only arts focused school accessible to all students in central Ohio. In 2013, ACPA was awarded 
School of Promise for the 5th consecutive year by the Ohio Department of Education and 
awarded Ohio’s Charter School of the Year, for being the highest performing charter high 
school in the state and for outperforming local district schools. ACPA was the only school 
awarded US Department of Education funding to help share our inclusive school climate and 
social justice programming with other schools. Both NPR and MSNBC profiled ACPA’s social 
justice theater and anti-bullying work in national newscasts. 

In addition to core academic subjects (including five Advanced Placement courses offered each 
year), classes are offered in dance, music (including Rock Band), theater (including Musical 
Theater) and visual arts. All freshman are enrolled in Arts Foundations and collectively write, 
produce and perform a Freshman Musical each year. Students showcase their talents in the Fall 
Play, Spring Musical, Winterfest, Springfest, Advanced Composition Nights, Gallery Hops and 
other community arts events throughout the school year. 

ACPA has many partners that provide Wednesday Workshops, internships and after school 
learning experiences. These include the Columbus Museum of the Art, Wexner Center, You Will 
Rise/Art Against Bullying, Groove U, Jazz Arts Group of Columbus and CAPA. In addition, ACPA 
hosts a robust International Exchange Program, with students from Germany, Italy, China and 
Columbia, among others.

It is our successes with our students that we want to share with you to help you create an 
inclusive environment for all students to feel safe and welcomed.

INTRODUCTION : ABOUT ACPA, SCHOOL CLIMATE & CULTURE

INTRODUCTION:  
ABOUT ACPA

NOTES:

0.2



INTRODUCTION : ABOUT ACPA, SCHOOL CLIMATE & CULTURE

INTRODUCTION:  
SCHOOL CLIMATE & CULTURE

“School climate” is the subjective experience of being in school, how the place feels, the 
mood, the tone and the energy that a school exudes. School climate involves the quality 
and character of school life and is created by the patterns of behavior, norms, values and 
expectations of the school community. 

Dimensions of school climate include: physical safety, socio-emotional safety (Is it OK to make 
a mistake? Am I going to be bullied?), what teachers expect of students, how skilled teachers 
are, how people communicate and collaborate in school and the home/school/community 
partnership. 

If the climate of the school is centered on people’s feelings and emotional needs, teachers and 
staff can determine not only those students who struggle with reading and writing, but identify 
those students who cannot articulate what they need and tend to their emotional needs as 
much as their academic needs. Examples include: being mindful of how students are spoken 
to, treating everyone with respect and care and focusing on the minutiae (broken windows 
theory of crime prevention).

Research conducted by the National School Climate Center showed that school climate impacts 
student outcomes in the following way:

1.) Powerfully affects how students feel about themselves,

2.) Powerfully affects and predicts students’ engagement in risky behavior, and 

3.) Very powerfully predicts academic achievement.

Longtime educator David Jakes, the coordinator of instructional technology at Glenbrook 
South High School in Glenview, Illinois, explains that the difference between school climate 
and school culture is that school climate is the immediate condition and school culture is the 
ongoing beliefs and traditions developed over time in the school community. Jakes further 
explains that climate must be changed to improve the culture. 

From this program we want you to leave with a sense of where your school climate is 
currently and how changes within your school climate can lead to a positive school culture 
that is accepting, inclusive and safe.

NOTES:
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VOICE is a program of The Arts & College Preparatory Academy (ACPA), a Charter High 
School located in Central Ohio. This program is funded by a US Department of Education 
Dissemination Grant with the purpose to document and share the educational model in which 
our school operates. The purpose of VOICE is to share with you the best practices that we 
have found to help build an inclusive culture that keeps our students emotionally safe.

From this program we want you to leave with a sense that your school, regardless of size, 
structure or type of school, can create a community that is accepting, inclusive and safe. 

The keys to our success in creating an inclusive environment include our administrative 
practices that help our students and staff in Creating their VOICE, Uniting their VOICE, 
Respecting their VOICE and Defining their VOICE. 

Our administrative practices are progressive. We are purposeful in our approach and the 
support that we give to our teachers and our students. Our administrative practices provide the  
needed education, training and care that our teachers and students need to ensure that the 
environment that we provide to our students is safe and inclusive.

 

UNITING YOUR VOICE

We have the expectation of inclusiveness. This expectation starts before our students ever 
enter the hallways of our school. We ensure that students understand what is expected of them 
in regards to the words that they use and the behavior that they express, and how that can have 
an impact on their peers, their peers’ feelings and how they may react. This helps to unite the 
school under one voice that has an expectation of respect and inclusiveness. 

RESPECTING YOUR VOICE

The use of rapport, advocacy, communication and discipline can foster respect from students 
on all levels. Discipline at ACPA is handled mainly through communication and problem solving, 
not punishment. This approach empowers students in the situation. 

INTRODUCTION : ABOUT VOICE

INTRODUCTION:  
ABOUT VOICE
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INTRODUCTION : ABOUT VOICE

INTRODUCTION:  
ABOUT VOICE

DEFINING YOUR VOICE

By providing a safe environment where students feel they can express themselves, students 
can question the norm and speak out if they feel there is a need for change, helping them 
define who they are and their place within the community. ACPA is committed to showing 
students how even the most marginalized groups influence change within our culture. 

CREATING YOUR VOICE

We help students gain a sense of who they are while finding their own VOICE within our 
inclusive environment. We share how, as teachers and administrators, we can be flexible in a 
way that allows our students to achieve at a very high level, all the while being able to create 
and showcase their own VOICE. 

NOTES:
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The VOICE Program is based on the Core Values of ACPA. The core cultural values are the 
foundation of our school and inform every aspect of our school; from our hiring practices, to our 
admissions process, to the way in which we teach each of our classes. 

HONEST

Our students are trailblazers. They are expected to represent the truth through their voices and 
their actions. They are encouraged to be leaders, to use their voices and to reject passivity.

INCLUSIVE

We believe in creating a safe environment for all students, regardless of race, gender,  
gender identity, gender expression, religion or sexual orientation, that respects and celebrates 
differences and where everyone can feel free to express who they are without the threat of 
being bullied. 

CREATIVE

We celebrate and encourage artistic expression and innovative thinking from all students and 
faculty. We believe in thinking outside the box in regards to our curriculum and how that 
curriculum is delivered to our students. Our students utilize their artistic abilities to critically 
solve the educational endeavors that they encounter. 

RIGOROUS 

Our academic programs demand a commitment from our students. We believe in challenging 
our students with a robust college preparatory academic program.

INTRODUCTION : CORE VALUES

INTRODUCTION:  
CORE VALUES
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INTRODUCTION : COMMUNITY STANDARDS

INTRODUCTION:  
COMMUNITY STANDARDS

Our community standards have been derived from our core cultural values and are the basis  
for how we expect our students to act and treat others at school and within the community.

We have very high expectations for our students and how they conduct themselves. In order to 
maintain an environment that is safe and an inclusive environment that is conducive to learning 
and student self-awareness, the community standards must be a priority and must be upheld by 
all members of the ACPA community. 

BE KIND

This is our number one rule at ACPA and we know that if all of our students follow this one rule, 
we would have no discipline issues. BE KIND. TREAT EACH OTHER WITH KINDNESS. That has 
been said many different ways and many times. It is the basic concept of almost every religion 
and moral code known to man. Being kind to each other makes for a safe and positive 
environment and we feel that it is a relatively easy behavior by which to conduct ourselves.  
“Be kind, for everyone you meet is fighting a harder battle.” – Plato 

RESPECT FOR DIVERSITY 

Diversity in the school community (students, staff, families, community partners, etc.) is a  
core value at the heart of ACPA’s vision and mission. As such, the code of conduct demands 
that all members of the ACPA community treat all other members with the respect they deserve 
as fellow human beings. Our differences – including gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, 
disability, class, religion, country of origin and culture – make ACPA the unique place that it is 
and offer us opportunities to learn from each other. “Be yourself. Everyone else is already 
taken.” – Oscar Wilde

HONESTY 

Honesty is the best policy. While cliché at many schools, it’s true at ACPA and something  
that we want our students to understand and live by. Honesty defines moral character and it 
demonstrates that you take responsibility for your actions, which is highly valued at ACPA. 
When students are honest about what they’ve done, the positive nature of the honesty usually 
outweighs the negative nature of the infraction. “Whoever is careless with the truth in small 
matters cannot be trusted with important matters.” – Albert Einstein

NOTES:
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INTRODUCTION : COMMUNITY STANDARDS

INTRODUCTION:  
COMMUNITY STANDARDS

PROBLEM SOLVING 

When discipline issues do arise, we treat them as a problem to be solved rather than a 
punishment to be administrated. Our expectation is that students are willing and able to try to 
resolve conflict in a mature, thoughtful, nonviolent and non-argumentative fashion, with the help 
of ACPA staff if needed. Students who are able to rationally solve their problems, interpersonal 
or otherwise, tend to be successful at ACPA. “One thing is for sure. We have to do something. 
We have to do the best we know how at the moment… if it doesn’t turn out right, we can modify 
it as we go along.” – Franklin D. Roosevelt 

COMMUNICATION

Effective communication is the glue that holds all of our community values together. We can 
better understand each other, express our wants and needs and resolve conflict when we 
communicate effectively. ACPA students are expected to communicate clearly, politely and 
intelligently with their peers, teachers, administrators and other members of the ACPA 
community. This includes verbal (speaking and listening) and written communication. “To 
effectively communicate, we must realize that we are all different in the way we perceive the 
world and use this understanding as a guide to our communication with others.” – Tony Robbins

PARTICIPATION

Get involved in something! Join the after school program, try out for a play, volunteer to help 
make something happen, or start a club. There are many opportunities to get involved at ACPA 
and you should take advantage of that. ACPA staff and administration find that those who are 
engaged in activities often have an easier time making friends, tend to have more interesting 
things to talk about and avoid unnecessary drama and succeed academically. Plus, participating 
is fun and you get to contribute to making the ACPA community a better place by sharing your 
talents and interests. “The building is a special place because of its architecture,… But it’s 
people who make it special by participating in it.” – Charlie Chaplin

AWARENESS

Awareness is the knowledge or perception of a situation or fact; consciousness,  
recognition, realization, understanding, mindfulness, appreciation, knowledge, insight, 
familiarity, cognizance. The concept of awareness is one that we can apply just about anywhere 
in our lives – our relationships with others, our academic studies and our creative practices. 
Awareness is perpetual and constant. Being aware helps us to recognize our strengths and 
weaknesses, how we can use our strengths to help better our community and learn from others 
to improve ourselves. There is value in knowing what is going on around you, recognizing 
where your opportunities for growth and making contributions are and learning from others to 
improve your shortcomings. Being aware also helps us to understand and appreciate those that 
are different from us. The staff and administration of ACPA teach that practicing awareness is an 
important element of personal, academic and creative growth and development. “Be present in 
all things and thankful for all things.” – Maya Angelou

NOTES:
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INTRODUCTION : ADMINISTRATIVE ENVIRONMENT/SHARED VISION

INTRODUCTION:  
ADMINISTRATIVE ENVIRONMENT/ 
SHARED VISION

At ACPA, we have found that one of the most critical elements of our positive and effective 
climate is our shared leadership model. The shared leadership model at ACPA is collaborative, 
seamless and organic. Open and honest communication is one of our school’s core cultural 
values and the administrative team embodies this core value on a daily basis. The focus of 
this shared leadership model is building an understanding of our core values and community 
standards to create a shared vision around a safe and inclusive school environment.

The administration collaboratively develops and communicates a shared vision using multiple 
approaches, while enlisting a diverse group of stakeholders to implement the changes. Staff 
members, board members, administrators, students and parents are all part of the process of 
developing and realizing a shared vision. In order to sustain a progressive teaching and 
learning culture that thrives on safety, acceptance and inclusion, rigorous academics, a 
commitment to the arts and college preparedness, all members of the ACPA community  
need to be actively engaged participants. 

NOTES:
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INTRODUCTION : ADMINISTRATIVE ENVIRONMENT/SHARED VISION

INTRODUCTION:  
ADMINISTRATIVE ENVIRONMENT/ 
SHARED VISION

Examples of stakeholder engagement in shared vision:

Staff: 

• Implementing an inclusive curriculum

• Emphasizing arts integration across all academic disciplines

• Autonomous in-class discipline w/ administrative support

Administrators:

• Proactive vs. punitive discipline conferences

• Establishing leadership committees for staff ownership

• Intentional partnerships with like-minded organizations

Board Members:

• Meaningful community connections

• Oversight and accountability

Parents:

• Recommending/recruiting/spreading the word to other parents

• Frequent parent involvement in school activities

Students:

• Holding one another accountable

• All freshmen take an Arts Foundations class to become acclimated to the school culture

• Leading teacher applicant tours

• Bringing their friends to ACPA

• Giving tours to visitors

• Encouraging often/frequent communication between student and teacher

NOTES:
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INTRODUCTION : ADMINISTRATIVE ENVIRONMENT/SHARED VISION

INTRODUCTION:  
ADMINISTRATIVE ENVIRONMENT/ 
SHARED VISION

Enrollment Process

The enrollment process is lead by GG Howard, the founder of ACPA. The admission process for 
each interested student begins with a personal call from GG to the student and the students’ 
parents/ guardian. This first call lasts approximately 45 minutes and lays out the expectations of 
an ACPA student. This call focuses on helping the student to understand the environment at 
ACPA and the rigor of the ACPA curriculum.

If after the call the potential student is still interested in attending, they are offered the 
opportunity to come in for a tour and meeting with GG and current students of ACPA.

During the tour, the potential student and his or her parent(s) or guardian(s) receive a tour lead 
by two ACPA students. As the students lead the tour throughout ACPA, explaining the types of 
classes offered and the setup of each type of classroom, they are also telling the perspective 
student their personal story and how they ended up choosing ACPA. In addition, they share 
what their high school experience is like now that they have been a student at ACPA. For most 
students their experience at ACPA has been much more positive than their experience at their 
previous school. Many of the students had experienced bullying and or were outcast from 
various social groups at their previous school because they didn’t identify with those norms. 

Throughout the tour, the current students discuss their classes and how they interact with 
teachers. At all times through the tour, there is a constant tone related to the inclusive nature  
of the school and how that is lived out by the students, teachers and administrators each  
and every day. 

NOTES:
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INTRODUCTION : ADMINISTRATIVE ENVIRONMENT/SHARED VISION

INTRODUCTION:  
ADMINISTRATIVE ENVIRONMENT/ 
SHARED VISION

Enrollment Process, cont. 

Once the tour is completed, the potential student and his or her parent(s) meet with GG to 
further discuss the ACPA environment and the rigor of the ACPA curriculum. 

GG uses the same language that is used by administrators and students, helping to lay the 
ground work for a shared vision. Key points include:

• Stories of past students

• Value diversity and each other

  • BE NICE

• Students are held accountable to ensure that they as well as their peers feel safe at the school

• A student cannot do something or act in a way that makes another student feel like they  
are emotionally endangered

• Curriculum requirements

  • You will work harder than you have ever worked before at school

  • Explains the day and to expect 2 1/2 hours of homework each night

NOTES:
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INTRODUCTION : ADMINISTRATIVE ENVIRONMENT/SHARED VISION

INTRODUCTION:  
ADMINISTRATIVE ENVIRONMENT/ 
SHARED VISION

Hiring of Staff 

At ACPA, faculty and staff are hired based on their fit with our organizational values and our 
strategic vision for our school.

The hiring process begins with the posting for the position. In the posting, we talk about our 
student demographic, school environment and the expectation we have for our teachers to 
create a classroom that is safe and inclusive. We make it very clear in our posting that our 
school is progressive and that our environment is very different from a traditional school. 

If selected for an interview, we have our students give each applicant a tour of the school. The 
interview then continues with an interview with our Principal and Vice Principal and is situation-
based. We want to understand from the applicant’s perspective how they would deal with 
possible scenarios that they may see as a part of their day as an ACPA teacher.

Situation based interviewing includes:

• Questions related to teaching and working with LGBTQ students.

•  Questions related to working and being inventive with their curriculum. How do they  
deal with autonomy?

•  Questions related to integrating arts and technology in the curriculum.

•  Questions related to scenarios that have occurred at ACPA. Knowing how a candidate would 
respond to a situation that has occurred at ACPA is a good indication of how the applicant will 
fit into the culture and climate at ACPA.

NOTES:
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INTRODUCTION : ADMINISTRATIVE ENVIRONMENT/SHARED VISION

INTRODUCTION:  
ADMINISTRATIVE ENVIRONMENT/ 
SHARED VISION

Hiring of Staff, cont.

Our teacher on-boarding process starts with a small group orientation regarding the school and 
our teaching practices/ philosophy. We want our new teachers to know that we live our core 
cultural values in all that we do. We live this in the curriculum that we offer as well as the after 
school programs that are available to students. The foundation that we build with each new 
teacher is a solid understanding of who our students are and how this impacts the classroom. 
Our student population is different than a traditional school and is comprised of:

•  LGBTQ Students

•  Minority Students

•  Low-income students

• Students marginalized by traditional public school setting

•  Highlight – Focus on the safe and inclusive environment for the LBGTQ student and their 
experience at ACPA

Through this on-boarding process we want to empower our new teachers to be autonomous 
and creative within their classroom and the way they deliver their curriculum. The onboarding 
process includes:

•  Teacher Training Manual

•  Teacher and Mentor Model at Hire

•  Teacher Contract

•  Teacher – Administration Interaction

•  Co-teaching Relationships

Transition from a traditional school model to ACPA can sometimes be an adjustment for some 
teachers. With that, our administration takes one-on-one time to help new teachers transition to 
the more autonomous and open teaching environment that ACPA represents.

NOTES:
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INTRODUCTION : LGBTQ STUDENTS

INTRODUCTION:  
LGBTQ STUDENTS

NOTES:

0.7

ACPA’s success is dependent upon all students feeling safe and  
valued in our school.

This value of diversity and individuality has created an environment that allows students to 
embrace the questions that they have about their identity. In a recent survey, 30% of the ACPA 
students that responded identified as Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, Queer (LGBTQ).

This respect for all members of the community regardless of sexual orientation,  
gender identity or expression, race or religion is the backbone of our inclusive environment.  
It is our successes with our students that we want to share with you to help you create an 
inclusive environment for all students to feel safe and welcomed. Specific to our LGBTQ 
students, we have implemented programming, practices and policies that highlight our 
commitment to this group of students. These practices and policies are included later in  
the VOICE curriculum.



INTRODUCTION : APPROACH (EMPOWERMENT WHEEL)

INTRODUCTION:  
THE VOICE APPROACH

Instilling a sense of empowerment, or giving our students a VOICE, is one of the strongest 
factors for creating an environment that is inclusive, safe and academically rigorous. 
Empowerment at ACPA starts with a shared vision. The four components of the shared vision 
include uniting, creating, defining and respecting the VOICE of our students. The tangible 
products of these components are a diverse and accepting student body that values inclusivity, 
an environment where students feel safe and comfortable being themselves, which in turn 
leads to resounding academic successes.

This visual representation of what empowerment looks like at ACPA is a framework for 
understanding and building a strong climate and culture. The following sections of this book 
are divided into the four sections. Within each section, we examine best practices at ACPA 
using focus points and provide opportunities to examine specific case studies of situations 
and circumstances that have happened at ACPA.
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 CREATING  
YOUR VOICE



CREATING YOUR VOICE:

We help students gain a sense of who they are 

while finding their own VOICE within our inclusive 

environment. We share how as teachers and 

administrators we can be flexible in a way that 

allows our students to achieve at a very high level, 

all the while being able to create and showcase 

their own VOICE. Creating Your VOICE is 

described by our administrative practices that 

encourage creativity, flexibility, choice and 

individual expression, not only from our teachers, 

but most importantly from our students. 



As administrators, we encourage creativity among our teachers and students. We expect our 
teachers to think outside the box and be innovative in their presentation of material. We want 
their new approaches to encourage problem solving among students. Creativity also plays a 
part in how we approach school wide issues, involving students and teachers for new and fresh 
ideas on how to solve our challenges.

Focus Point: The Equality Project

The Equality Project is a theatre project where we create short plays based on the social 
justice concerns of the students involved. The project began as a class project to celebrate 
Black History month, but the class did not have any black students, so we expanded the 
topic to equality in general. We discovered each student had an experience where they felt 
unequal. The first script written was called The Equality Project. This play has been kept 
and developed through many generations of students, where we mold the play to the 
individual experiences of the many different types of students we have worked with in the 
casts and has covered topics including race, gender, sexuality, religion, class and the 
general pressure felt by a teenager to fit in. The Equality Project has been rehearsed and 
performed by six different school years worth of casts. We enjoy inviting alumni Equality 
Cast members back to school to see how their work continues on. 

Under the umbrella of The Equality Project, we have continued to create new plays, 
projects and goals for over seven years. The year-to-year projects have been driven by 
grant requirements and individual goals set by administration and project leads.  
One of these projects was a week long experience for students called The Trailblazer 
Project. Students filled out applications with their ideas of art/awareness projects from any 
discipline that could be created based on a social justice issue they cared a great deal 
about. Forty students were accepted and with guest artist James Duke Mason, the 
students took a week off of school and created a show for our ACPA community. This 
process was documented and a film, explaining how the show was created, was produced 
and shared as well. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 

How does this empower student voice?

How does this project promote an inclusive environment?

Is there room for a similar project at your school? Why or why not?

How could a project like this one improve climate in your school community?

How could a project like this support the values of your school?
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Differentiation in a school setting is often times looked at as something that is negative, but at 
ACPA we choose to make it something that is celebrated and fostered. We encourage flexibility 
in how our teachers grade students’ work. For students, we encourage them to build an 
understanding of compromise and give them a variety of opportunities to utilize this skill. Our 
curriculum and teachers allow for flexibility in classroom assignments at different levels 
(freshmen through seniors).

Focus Point: Risk-Taking

Educators who take risks in their classrooms stand a better chance of engaging students 
than those who stick to the textbook or a pre-packaged curriculum. Educator risk-taking 
means inventing assignments and projects that allow students to apply skills in non-
traditional ways. There are no worksheets to fill out. There is no recipe students must all 
follow verbatim in order to be deemed successful. Instead, there are options. Students 
choose the medium (short film, podcast, interpretive dance, writing and performing a song 
or sketch for the class, etc;) to complete a given task and provided they apply Common 
Core content-area skills, the educator is doing his or her job and the students have a 
chance to incorporate creativity as much as literacy. Allow students to propose ideas to 
you. Incorporate what students are already interested in into your course content. Here’s 
an example: Show PBS’s Stonewall Uprising about the history of LGBTQ rights in our 
country and have the students discuss the film while it’s being shown via Twitter or another 
social media platform. Have students hashtag their comments and then review as a class 
later and continue the dialogue. That’s a risk. And that’s a class that will be stimulated to 
discuss the ideas in the film during and after the viewing with a fervor that no academic 
article could rouse. Try the same thing with a field trip. 

Taking risks is about changing up what you do to fit the students you have in front of you 
and not the students you want or wish you were teaching. Risk-taking means changing 
what you do to fit the current crop of young people you have today. Risk-taking means 
asking the students after each lesson if your work together added value to their life. If it 
did, then keep the lesson and use it again. If it didn’t, change it for next year or drop it 
completely and come up with something new. Show the students your mistakes, revel in 
them and then show them how you have the growth mindset and can bounce back from 
a setback. 

Educators who take risks create as much as they teach and are not afraid to buck the 
opposite of risk taking: the educational status quo. This is a status quo that has barely 
changed since the early days of American schooling: sit in a desk, sit up straight, be quiet, 
listen to the teacher read from the chalkboard or Smartboard, take notes, study and then 
regurgitate information onto a test. That’s not engaging and it definitely isn’t risk taking. 
Risk-taking can be messy at first, but learning is messy and life is messy too. Things don’t fit 
neatly into an edu-box. We clean our teaching up and improve as best we can as a class 
community. Then we move forward and try it all over again. So, experiment and see how 
you can change education in your small corner of the world for the better.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 

How does this practice empower student voice?

How does this practice promote an inclusive environment?

Is there room for a similar approach to teaching at your school? Why or why not?

How could a practice like this one improve climate in your school community?

How could a practice like this support the values of your school?
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Many times high school is a time where students do not have many choices. We have 
developed our curriculum in a way that gives students a choice in their scheduling. In addition, 
we provide options like Friday workshops, internship opportunities and a variety of electives. 
The concept of Choice is also related to how students make certain choices in regard to their 
actions. We try to help students see the long-term consequences of their actions and then let 
them make the choices they believe are right for them.

Focus Point: Workshops

ACPA offers some flexibility in our schedule for special programs and workshops that may 
not fit into the core academics or regularly scheduled arts programs. These workshops 
offer a broad array of options for students, sometimes chosen and structured by teachers 
based on their assessment of students’ needs and interests and also sometimes created or 
led by students. 

Unlike graduation requirements for core academics, students choose the workshops they 
would like to take, more akin to choosing elective offerings in college. Workshops offered 
have varied greatly, but are intended to somehow support, extend, enrich and apply 
student learning that is not taking place in the regularly scheduled classes. Workshops 
often fall into at least one of the following categories: extending learning projects, service-
learning, academic or artistic skills building, or special topics of interest. This special block 
of time allows greater freedom for both students and staff, also contributing to a spirit of 
risk-taking. Examples of workshops include, but are in no way limited to: Bridge Building - 
applying mathematical and engineering concepts, Election 2012, World Religions, Equality 
Project and Mural Painting. Student-initiated and led workshops have included Public 
Speaking and Spoken Word Poetry. Workshops also intentionally promote an inclusive 
environment by focusing on issues or histories of minority groups. Such workshops have 
included: LGBTQ History, ROXX - empowerment for girls and African American History. 

Logistically, ACPA currently offers a “workshop block” on Fridays, in addition to regularly 
scheduled classes. This allows for an extended period of work and discussion time in an 
80 minute block period once a week. In the past, ACPA has made the workshops day an 
entire day on Wednesdays while upperclassmen were involved in service-learning 
off-campus. On these days, students would take four workshops in a given day. This year 
and in years past, workshops have been specifically for underclassmen, while 
upperclassmen engage in service-learning. Workshops shift throughout the academic year 
so students get a wider variety of options and get to change their workshop schedule as 
the year progresses.

CREATING YOUR VOICE : CHOICE

CREATING YOUR VOICE:  
CHOICE

1.1

NOTES:

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 

How does this practice empower student voice?

How does this practice promote an inclusive environment?

Is there room for a similar approach to teaching at your school? Why or why not?

How could a practice like this one improve climate in your school community?

How could a practice like this support the values of your school?



Teenage years are when students are developing their identity. Students must be allowed to 
develop their identities to the fullest, but within a safe environment. We help to try and make 
our students’ transition into adulthood a journey that is celebrated. We have a minimal dress 
code and teachers who are non-judgmental and model accepting behavior to their colleagues 
and students. 

Focus Point: Dress Code

Students at ACPA have a lot of freedom to express themselves through their hair, makeup 
and wardrobe. During the initial tour of the school with prospective students and their 
families, GG Howard, our admissions director, describes the dress code as follows, “We 
care about the quality of your mind and not what you’re wearing.” In GG’s office, incoming 
students and their family members can see photos of our students, ranging from those who 
look very traditionally dressed, to students with piercings, mohawks, or different colors of 
hair. The parameters of our dress code are as follows - students should cover their bodies 
on top and on bottom with nothing showing in between and clothing should not have 
anything that is offensive to groups of people, in that it promotes hate or discrimination, 
and should not wear any clothing with messages promoting drugs or alcohol. In the ACPA 
student handbook, administration has the final say over whether the dress code has been 
violated, but there is specific mention that clothing should not include the following: overly 
revealing clothing, offensive or threatening language or pictures on clothing, pictures or 
slogans that promote drugs, tobacco, alcohol or violent weapons and anything gang 
related, such as, but not limited to graffiti, dress and language. 

ACPA’s dress code aligns to our mission to treat students as individuals by encouraging 
students not only to be themselves, physically, intellectually and emotionally, but also to be 
proud of every part of who they are when they enter our doors. GG Howard often uses this 
language of “be proud of every part of who you are” during enrollment tours and it’s a 
message that resonates loud and clear with our student population. Some of our students 
come from communities or even families where they do need to hide some aspect of 
themselves, usually to keep the peace or for self-preservation, but at ACPA, they can fully 
be themselves. For example, we have had young people who present as male, but begin to 
wear female clothing or carry a purse, actions that might make them targets for abuse or 
physical harm in their own neighborhoods. We firmly believe this value of “be yourself” 
promotes mental health, an ownership and self-definition mentality and puts the focus on 
education by allowing our students to be a complete version of who they are, at least while 
they are at school. 

In this sense, student voice at ACPA is not just verbal - it is also visual. When students are 
in violation of the dress code, faculty and staff talk to the students about why their 
ensemble is in violation so there is a sense of fairness and equitable application of 
basic policies. 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 

How does this practice empower student voice?

How does this practice promote an inclusive environment?

Is there room for a similar approach to teaching at your school? Why or why not?

How could a practice like this one improve climate in your school community?

How could a practice like this support the values of your school?
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Scenario: Non-Traditional Learners, Failing Algebra 2

Audience: Teachers and Administrators

Jordan is a 12th grade student taking Algebra 2, a class that she must pass in order to graduate. 
Jordan has struggled in the class all year and must earn a passing grade on the final exam in 
order to earn graduation credit. Her past test history does not bode well for her, as she has 
failed several unit tests and other summative assessments. Her teacher does recognize that 
she displays a basic understanding of the material through formative assessments and class 
participation. There are several assignments that have not been turned in, contributing to her 
low grade. Jordan is a gifted artist and highly creative. She has extremely high college entrance 
verbal exam scores and average math scores. She also has an internship at the local city art 
museum one school day per week and is being mentored by educators at the museum. 
Additionally, several times throughout the year, she has skipped class, or spent long 
periods of class in “the rest room.” Jordan’s post-graduation plan does not involve any 
formal math education.

As a teacher, which of these steps would you engage in to help ensure Jordan’s success? 
Mark all that apply.

o  Schedule a parent conference to discuss Jordan’s current standing in the class and the 
possibility that she will not graduate if she does not pass Algebra 2.

o  Offer Jordan additional help in the class after school and at lunch.

o  Insist that Jordan pass the final exam in order to graduate and continue to hold her to the 
same standards as everyone else in the class. 

o  Put conditions of passing the class on Jordan’s attendance and classroom behavior. 

o  Design an alternate assessment for Jordan to complete in addition to the final exam and 
average the two scores. 

o  Not allow Jordan to spend time at the museum during the school day and use that time to 
catch up on Algebra 2.

o  Ask the museum educators to help get Jordan back on the right track.

o  Ask Jordan, in collaboration with the museum educators, to design an art project that 
incorporates specific math concepts to take the place of the final exam. 

o  Suggest that Jordan plan on taking Algebra 2 as part of a summer credit recovery program 
because failure of the course seems imminent.
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How it worked at ACPA:

Jordan’s Algebra teacher met with her mother to discuss Jordan’s performance in Algebra class 
and the reality that she would not be able to graduate if she does not pass the class. Realizing 
that the traditional classroom was not meeting Jordan’s needs, the teacher asked her mother 
for permission to engage Jordan’s mentors at the museum to help Jordan design an art project 
that included specific mathematics standards. The museum educators were enthusiastic about 
the project and agreed that Jordan’s time at the museum would be spent creating this project. 
Jordan was required to check in with her teacher once a week to demonstrate progress and 
ensure that the math was being incorporated into the project, but was not required to attend 
Algebra class. The project that Jordan created not only fulfilled her math credit, but won a 
Scholastic Art Award (a prestigious national student art competition). In this case, it is important 
to remember that not all students are traditional learners and that there are valid alternate 
methods of assessing student learning. As educators, it is important to recognize the VOICE 
of the creative and non-traditional learner, even when students may not communicate their 
needs effectively. 
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Scenario: Rock Band

Audience: Teachers and Administrators

Mr. Trommler is a first-year music teacher who has been hired to teach instrumental music part 
time this year, with the eventual goal of developing a full-time music program. Currently, the 
school offers only one course, which is vaguely titled “Instrumental Music.” The school currently 
owns some music stands and two pianos, so students who wish to play other instruments must 
provide their own.

Eleven students, with divergent interests and a wide variety of prior musical training, are 
enrolled in the class:

•  Jared and Julie, seniors who play guitar/piano, sing, write songs and plan to pursue careers in 
music. Julie has some ability to read musical notation, but Jared is resistant to formal musical 
training, believing that it will interfere with his creativity. They report that the previous music 
teacher “let [them] do whatever [they] wanted,” and are resistant to teacher oversight of their 
musical activities.

•  David and Roland, freshmen who have taught themselves to play piano by ear and are 
interested in hip-hop music production. Both students compose their own piano music, but 
neither reads musical notation nor has any formal musical training.

•  Ryan, Shannon, Kylie and Jerome, sophomores who played violin, clarinet and saxophone 
in their previous schools’ band/orchestra programs. They can read musical notation at a 
middle school level and have basic technique on their instruments, with some 
substantial deficiencies.

•  Annie and Maya, sophomores who want to learn to play guitar, but have no musical 
experience, though they do own guitars.

•  Sherese, a freshman who claims to have studied drums in middle school band, but while she is 
confident in her abilities, demonstrates little to no prior learning. Neither Sherese nor the 
school owns a drum.

Mr. Trommler has an educational background primarily in band and general music pedagogy, 
but he has no experience with the guitar. He is eager to begin making music with the students, 
but is unsure of how to proceed, since the students’ interests, needs and instruments do not 
form a coherent musical ensemble. Currently, there is no budget for additional instruments 
or equipment.
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As an administrator who hopes to see the music program grow as a part of the overall arts 
curriculum, which ideas would you suggest to Mr. Trommler?

o  Spend the first part of the year teaching only the basics of music from the very beginning so 
that all students have some formal knowledge. 

o  Select some sheet music and rewrite it for the instruments in class so that everyone can 
play together. 

o  Take a survey of the students’ interests and develop a curriculum based on what they 
want to learn. 

o  Since there is an unusual combination of instruments, turn the class into a choir instead to 
create a more traditional ensemble. 

o  Divide the class into smaller groups based on ability and interest and allow students to work 
on separate projects. 

o  Visit other classes during the same period to find more students with musical experience and 
transfer them into the class. 

o  Cancel the class and start an extracurricular music club, with the potential to start an official 
class again next year if Mr. Trommler can recruit enough talented students. 

o  Instead of playing instruments, teach something more academic, such as music history, so 
that everyone can do the same thing. 

o  Continue to let Jared and Julie do whatever they want.

o  Ask Annie, Maya and Sherese to transfer into a different class, such as painting.

o  Ask Jared to teach guitar to Annie and Maya and Julie to teach piano to Roland and David 
while Mr. Trommler teaches the former band and orchestra students.
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How it worked at ACPA:

After several attempts at creating a class to meet all students’ needs, the music teacher 
eventually decided to allow students to work on self-chosen projects in small groups based on 
ability and interest. Jared taught Annie and Maya some basic guitar chords, enabling them to 
write their own songs and accompany the string and wind players in a notated Irish music 
ensemble at the end of the school year. David and Roland composed their own piano pieces, 
occasionally collaborating with each other. The teacher introduced them to the basics of 
musical notation through the process of helping them to write down their musical ideas. The 
seniors were given a great deal of freedom to work on their own compositions independently.

Rather than insisting that students participate in one common course of study, the teacher 
allowed students to work on projects of interest to them and helped them to develop 
appropriate educational goals. Though it required increased planning, this arrangement 
allowed all students to be productive and to develop skills that allowed them to explore their 
own creative VOICE. 

In his second year, the music teacher became a full-time staff member and began to develop  
a comprehensive music program that included separate courses to meet the needs of the 
various types of music students. The program, now in its tenth year, seeks to facilitate student 
creative work through a combination of technical instruction and student-driven creative 
projects. Students begin by taking introductory classes in guitar, percussion, keyboard, or vocal 
music. Upperclassmen take Rock Band or Music Composition, in which they form bands of 3-6 
students, compose original music, record in a studio, organize concerts and perform at school 
and in the community. ACPA’s unique music program attracts students from all over central 
Ohio, as it provides opportunities to earn music credit for students whose musical interests 
are not included in the traditional band, choir and orchestra programs that are offered at  
most high schools.
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Bullied students experience higher rates of anxiety, depression, physical health problems 
and social adjustment problems. These problems can persist into adulthood. 
(Carlisle & Rofes, 2007; Espelage, Low & De La Rue, 2012; Gini & Pozzoli, 2009: Ttofi, 
Farrington, Losel & Loeber, 2011)

•  Emphasize what students can do creatively, rather than what they cannot do. 

•  Facilitate collaboration between students at various experience levels. 

•  Embrace mistakes as learning opportunities and always find something positive about student 
work to comment on.

•  Embrace students’ chosen identities. Many students in high school are experimenting with 
identity and self-expression. Allow space for this in your school and/or classroom.

•  Create example problems for homework or class work, that include a variety of  
names from various ethnic groups, races, genders or names that do not apply  
hetero-normative relationships.

•  Use student feedback to determine elective course offerings. 

•  Integrate the arts in academic classes and offer arts electives. 

•  Ensure that your dress code allows for individual expression, even if your school has uniforms. 
Students feel more comfortable when they can express their individuality. 

•  Administrators: Use the back to school process/festivities or building transition to your 
advantage and set expectations with students, your staff and your teachers that you are open 
to creative suggestions for everything from events to changes in policy with the expectation 
that it will help to create a more inclusive and safe environment for everyone in your school.

•  Teachers: Set similar expectations with your students, encourage them to propose projects  
or assignments that meet their learning needs. 

•  LGBTQ Students: ACPA encourages our teachers to include a more well-rounded perspective 
of our history, of the arts and of literature by including those historical figures and contributors 
from the LBGTQ community.

In addition, we are here to help. ACPA administrators and staff are willing to partner 
with you and your school to help you find ways in which you as an administrator or  
teacher can Create Your VOICE and help you to encourage an environment that celebrates 
this concept.
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UNITING YOUR VOICE:

We have the expectation of inclusiveness. This 

expectation starts before our students ever enter 

the hallways at our school. We ensure that 

students understand what is expected of them in 

regards to the words they use, the behavior that 

they express and how that can have an impact on 

their peers, their peers’ feelings and how they 

may react. This helps to unite the school under 

one voice that has expectation of respect and 

inclusiveness. At ACPA, Uniting Your Voice is 

accomplished by expecting everyone to be kind 

to one another, care more about their fellow ACPA 

teacher or student, support the community and 

use positive language.



A community standard and our number one rule. BE KIND. TREAT EACH OTHER WITH 
KINDNESS. Being kind to each other makes for a safe and positive environment and we feel 
that it is a relatively easy behavior by which to conduct ourselves. We teach our students,  
and expect from our staff, that kindness must be universal and extend to all administrators,  
all teachers and all students.

We ask our teachers, staff and administrators to focus on the small acts of unkindness to 
prevent the larger acts of unkindness. We want to keep in check negative attitudes, name-
calling, dirty looks, etc. 

Focus Point: ACPA Mentions

ACPA Mentions are a school-wide reward system designed to recognize random acts  
of kindness and helpfulness. The system was created in an effort to emphasize the good 
things our students do every day. In many schools, including ACPA, discipline issues 
and conflict are widely known and can create an atmosphere of “everybody’s doing it” 
when it comes to bad behavior. By giving out ACPA mentions on a regular basis, we are 
making the community aware of all the awesome things, big and small, that students 
are doing everyday. 

Here’s how it works: A teacher or administrator notices a student “doing something worth 
mentioning”. For example, a student holds the door for a teacher that has their hands full, 
or perhaps a student offers to clean up trash left out at lunch. ACPA Mentions can also be 
given for small, but significant, moments in the classroom that a teacher would like to be 
made known. For example, when a student contributes an idea or question that is 
particularly significant.

The mentions are submitted via a Google form and then read aloud at announcement time 
so all in the community can hear. Students who receive mentions then immediately visit the 
office for a small token (we use bracelets that say “ACPA Mention”). The ACPA Mention 
system makes doing good things ubiquitous and desirable and helps overpower any 
negative messaging that accompanies discipline situations within the community.

The ACPA Class Challenge is an addition to the Mention incentive program adds an 
inter-class competition to the mix. Students earn points for their grade-level class for ACPA 
Mentions, Trailblazer Mentions, Perfect Term Attendance, Honor Roll Distinctions and other 
exemplary behavior recognized by the administration. The class with the highest point total 
at the end of the school year wins the honor of being called, “The Best, Greatest, Nicest, 
Smartest, Most Lovable, Most Likely to Succeed, More Charming, Smartest, Best Class of 
20XX” and permanent recognition on the walls of ACPA. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 

How does this empower student voice?

How does this project promote an inclusive environment?

Is there room for a similar project at your school? Why or why not?

How could a project like this one improve climate in your school community?

How could a project like this support the values of your school?
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We seek to know more about our students and the context in which their behavior, attitudes, 
etc. are coming from. Their context will define how they can do in your class. It is not always 
something we can do anything about, but we seek to understand. We want to know about their 
other classes, friends, family, stressors, etc. We rope in our other colleagues when necessary to 
understand our students from every aspect.

Focus Point: Care to Hope 
(Creating a Respectful Environment to Help Other People Emotionally)

CARE to HOPE is student-created, student-driven and student-led. We learn best by doing, 
by experiencing, and this day offers all a chance to connect through a shared experience. 
Students separate cliques and place students from a variety of grades into small groups of 
students who don’t know each other well (10-15 students). Each group is led by two seniors 
group leaders. The group leaders plan icebreakers, activities, discussions, food and drink 
and games in an effort to foster communication, connection and to build rapport between 
students who might not normally speak to one another. Group leaders open up in a way 
similar to the MTV documentary series If You Really Knew Me or what some schools call 
Challenge Day. There are educators in the room, however they do not participate and they 
do not interfere (unless, of course, there is a threat of self-harm or a story of abuse that by 
law must be shared with the proper authorities). CARE to HOPE helps students build 
leadership skills for the group leaders and allows the student body a chance to see each 
other as human beings with struggles and fears and hopes that highlight their connections, 
not their differences.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 

How does this practice empower student voice?

How does this practice promote an inclusive environment?

Is there room for a similar approach to teaching at your school? Why or why not?

How could a practice like this one improve climate in your school community?

How could a practice like this support the values of your school?
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2.1

Building our community starts during the recruitment process and continues each and every 
day. We instill in our teachers and staff that we share the same attitudes, interests and goal of 
creating a safe and inclusive environment for every member of the ACPA community. 

Focus Point: Arts Foundations

Because our students come from many different districts around central Ohio, incoming 
freshmen bring with them a wide variety of skills and interests in the arts: some have had 
years of private lessons and extracurricular arts involvement, while others have not taken 
an arts class since elementary school. To ensure that all students have certain fundamental 
skills in each discipline, Arts Foundations was developed as a required 9th grade course. 
While the initial intention of the class was to expose freshmen to the different arts 
disciplines offered at ACPA and to provide them with fundamental skills and vocabulary in 
each, the course has also become a unifying experience for the freshman class that they 
carry with them for the rest of their high school career. 

The Arts Foundations curriculum is divided into four main units: Identity, Community, the 
Freshman Musical and the Goodbye Project. In the first two units, students participate in 
two-week projects in each of the art forms offered at ACPA (dance, theatre, visual art and 
music, both vocal and instrumental), where they learn fundamental skills and vocabulary 
through the process of creating a product of some kind. Students travel from class to class 
with a group of students known as their homeroom. Because homeroom groups stay 
together for half of the year and share experiences that many students perceive as 
challenging or risky (such as singing alone in front of peers), these groups become a safe 
space in which students make some of their first friends at ACPA. 

In the Identity unit, students examine the ways that artists use different disciplines and 
techniques to express themselves. Through doing so, students introduce themselves to 
their peers through a variety of creative projects such as creating multi-media self portraits 
or sharing a song that they identify with. In the Community unit, the focus shifts to the 
unifying potential of the arts and students deepen their bonds through projects such as 
performing folk dances or African drumming. 

Our third unit, the Freshman Musical, is the highlight of the Arts Foundations experience. 
All 9th grade students have a role in the musical, whether they are performing on stage as 
a dancer, singer, actor, or instrumentalist, or they work behind the scenes to create 
costumes, props, or other visual elements. The Freshman Musical is unique each year and 
is often adapted from the 9th grade summer reading book or another story from the 9th 
grade reading list, sometimes in collaboration with the English staff. Music is pulled from a 
particular artist or time period and has even been composed by local songwriters 
specifically for the Freshman Musical. Having a unique, custom-made musical for each 
class provides students with a common experience that they carry with them into their 
upper class years and often cite the musical as the experience that made them feel a 
strong bond with their classmates. 
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The Freshman Musical begins with each 9th grader preparing a brief audition in each of  
the art forms, regardless of interest or talent. Auditions occur by homeroom groups, as 
students typically feel most comfortable with these groups; the audition process itself 
becomes yet another bonding experience in which students provide positive 
encouragement for one another. While students have the opportunity to communicate a 
preference, placement is determined by the arts staff, who aim to place students in their 
area of greatest strength; this is occasionally different than the student’s self-reported 
strongest area and gives students the opportunity to explore talents that may have been 
previously unknown. Throughout the process of preparing the Freshman Musical, students 
work closely with others outside of their homeroom groupings and form new bonds as they 
work together toward a common goal. 

The year concludes with the Goodbye Project, in which students say goodbye to their 
freshman year by collaborating on a project in the discipline of their choice. Students in 
each discipline work together to conceive, propose and create an original project that 
expresses the theme of “goodbye,” while teachers take on the role of facilitator as students 
make creative decisions and use the skills and vocabulary that they have developed over 
the course of the year. The project culminates with the sharing of these projects with the 
entire freshman class. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 

How does this practice empower student voice?

How does this practice promote an inclusive environment?

Is there room for a similar approach to teaching at your school? Why or why not?

How could a practice like this one improve climate in your school community?

How could a practice like this support the values of your school?
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2.1UNITING YOUR VOICE : POSITIVE LANGUAGE
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NOTES:

We use positive language even when correcting behavior or addressing a problem. We 
find that with positive language we are looking for a solution together rather than creating a 
situation where we are punishing the student and putting the student on the defensive. In 
addition we model this behavior, emphasizing the fact that as their teacher we have to respect 
them just as we expect them to respect us. They are entitled to our respect and we give it to 
them without question. In turn, we expect their complete respect. It amazes us how many 
students are surprised to hear a teacher say that students have an absolute right to respect 
from their teachers. Another ACPA practice that emphasizes the practice of positive language 
is ACPA Mentions: ACPA Mentions acknowledges good things that students are doing, it 
encourages them to continue to do things and creates a culture where good behaviors get 
noticed. So often, schools punish and then the students hear about punishments. The  
attention is paid to bad behaviors. ACPA Mentions turns it around so that our focus is on  
GOOD behaviors.

Focus Point: Erase It and Replace It

Students in Advanced Placement Literature noticed other students using offensive words 
or phrases in other classes, in the hallways, at lunch and after school. Many of the words 
or phrases they were hearing (like “retard,” “fag,” “bitch,” “nigger,” “that’s so gay,” etc.) 
they found to be offensive to a specific person or group of people based on a physical 
characteristic they had no control over and were rooted in negativity and hate. The 
students in the AP Lit class decided they wanted to try to put a stop to such casual use 
of words that hurt other people and developed the “Erase It and Replace It” campaign. 
The students made a poster that depicted the words and phrases that they were hearing 
with x’s or the red circle with a line through it symbol over them. Announcements were 
made asking the student body to sign the poster, pledging to stop using the words and 
phrases that were listed on the poster and encouraging students to stand up to other 
students who were using the words and phrases, asking them to choose to use positive 
language. Many students engaged in the project and the poster was filled with signatures. 
Students took the initiative to explain to their peers why using the words and phrases was 
hurtful to others. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 

How does this practice empower student voice?

How does this practice promote an inclusive environment?

Is there room for a similar approach to teaching at your school? Why or why not?

How could a practice like this one improve climate in your school community?

How could a practice like this support the values of your school?



Scenario: Student Complaints

Audience: Teachers

Early into a new school year, students start to complain about a teacher, Mr. Bark, who is new to 
the school. This is Mr. Bark’s first year teaching and has mostly 10th and 11th grade students. 
Student complaints focus on Mr. Bark being too sarcastic or strict, some have called him mean 
and said he “just doesn’t care.” The principal visits his classes frequently and notices that the 
classes do seem somewhat chaotic and students are asked to leave the room frequently. The 
principal arranges a meeting with Mr. Bark to discuss management strategies. 

Mr. Bark is informed about the complaints, the principal describes the nature of them and offers 
help. Mr. Bark starts to reach out to the principal, asking advice on how to handle several cases 
of disruptive students. The principal gives advice including involving parents and re-
establishing classroom rules with student input. 

Complaints from students continue and start to include further complaints about the general 
classroom atmosphere and other students who are disruptive and cause problems. The 
principal tells the students to make sure they are doing their part to keep the classroom running 
and arranges another meeting with Mr. Bark, again discussing management strategies and 
reminding the teacher that sarcasm and raised voices are typically ineffective and not valued at 
the school. Soon after, the principal receives an anonymous note from a student that lists 
several things that Mr. Bark has said to one of the classes, including a “shut up” directed at the 
entire class. The principal arranges another meeting with Mr. Bark and shows him the note. 
When asked if those things were said, Mr. Bark admits to all the items on the list, including the 
“shut up.” “How else do I get them to be quiet?” he asks. The principal tells Mr. Bark that the 
problems with management are likely due in part to the manner in which he addresses the 
class. The principal reminds the teacher of the school values and reiterates that they apply to 
teachers as well. 

Things start to seem to take a positive turn in the class. Complaints lessen and the class seems 
to be more structured and running more smoothly during observations. In early December, the 
principal receives a call from a parent, asking for a conference with his son (a student in the 
class), Mr. Bark and the principal. It seems that during a detention given to the student by Mr. 
Bark, there was an exchange that upset both the student and parent. The student claimed that 
during the detention, Mr. Bark mocked the student when the student became argumentative 
about serving another detention (because he was late to this one). The student claimed that the 
mocking came across as making fun of the student’s speech patterns, self-described by the 
student as “black” and acted out the mocking incident. This student had served detentions with 
other teachers for being disruptive and was often argumentative with teachers and 
administrators. He was dyslexic and did not do well in his classes. His family was a low-income 
family. In the conference, the student admitted to being argumentative and said he was 
deserving of the detention in the first place. He also said that he thought the teacher’s mocking 
came across as racist. Other students, in their complaints, had also alluded to Mr. Bark coming 
across as racist. Mr. Bark admitted to mocking the student and apologized to the student and 
his father. Mr. Bark was working under a one-year, at-will contract that allowed the school or 
teacher to break the contract at any time.
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Which of these steps would you engage in? Mark as many answers as are applicable.

o  Give Mr. Bark an official reprimand and corrective action plan. 

o  Put Mr. Bark on administrative leave for two weeks, unpaid.

o  Acknowledging Mr. Bark’s apology, reiterate the school values and continue  
with business as usual.

o  Observe Mr. Bark’s classes more often. 

o  Interview several students, asking their perceptions of Mr. Bark.

o  Interview other staff members, asking their perceptions of Mr. Bark.

o  Find professional development for Mr. Bark that addresses classroom management and 
cultural sensitivity. 

o  Give Mr. Bark a poor evaluation. 

o  Let Mr. Bark continue teaching for the remainder of the year, knowing that his contract will not 
be renewed for the following year. 

o  Tell Mr. Bark that you are terminating his contracting, his last day being the day before winter 
break (a few weeks after the conference). 
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2.2

How it worked at ACPA:

The principal worked with Mr. Bark and gave him several concrete suggestions for improving 
the climate and culture of his classroom. Other teachers who had excellent rapport with 
students and maintained high-performing classrooms also worked with Mr. Bark to help 
him make his classroom environment more inclusive and accepting of diversity. The 
environment of his classroom remained unchanged and Mr. Bark did not make an effort to 
improve the way he treated his students. Recognizing that students in his classes were not 
learning and that the overall school climate was threatened, the principal asked Mr. Bark to 
resign and a new teacher took over after winter break. It is important for a school leader to 
recognize when a teacher is responsible for affecting school climate in a negative manner, 
and to listen to the student VOICES that are communicating this. It is the responsibility of 
the school leader to communicate clear expectations of how teachers should treat students, 
support them in maintaining those expectations and hold them accountable when those 
expectations are not met. While it is difficult to let a teacher go, ultimately maintaining a 
safe and inclusive school climate should be the priority.
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BE KIND                     CARE MORE COMMUNITY POSITIVE LANGUAGE

In high schools where bullying and teasing are prevalent, the student body is less involved 
in school activities, performs lower on standardized tests and has a lower graduation rate.
(Espelage & De La Rue, in press; Mehta, Cornell, Fan & Gregory, in press)

•  Take the time to teach the rules and procedures of behavior the same way you teach the rules 
and procedures of learning. Taking instructional time at the beginning of the year to plan 
activities and lessons that give the students time to learn to work together and learn about 
each other as people can pay back in quality of educational time throughout the year. 

•  Be prepared and confident about what you are teaching. Teachers who are not confident and 
secure in themselves and their material can feel threatened by students. If the teacher is 
confident and well prepared, any questions, concerns or negativity offered up by students 
can be dealt with in a productive, constructive way, rather than becoming an emotional 
power struggle.

•  Treat the students the way you want them to treat each other. Model the behavior you want to 
see from your students. 

•  Encourage collaboration amongst students, rather than competition. 

•  Do not allow students to put down others, or themselves. 

•  Establish a school wide system to publicly recognize and acknowledge students who do nice 
things for their peers. 

•  Call out students who use derogatory language toward each other and explain why the 
language they are using is inappropriate or hurtful. 

•  Establish a discipline system that relies on facilitated communication among students who are 
in the midst of a conflict. 

•  Include students in the establishment of classroom and school rules. 

•  Investigate student complaints and be sure to follow up with students and parents 
when appropriate. 

•  LGBTQ Students: ACPA honors its LGBTQ students by celebrating National Coming Out Day, 
National Day of Silence and the Trevor Project, just to name a few.

In addition, we are here to help. ACPA administrators and staff are willing to partner  
with you and your school to help you find ways in which you as an administrator or  
teacher can Unite Your VOICE and help you to encourage an environment that 
celebrates this concept. 

UNITING YOUR VOICE:  
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RESPECTING YOUR VOICE: 

The use of rapport, advocacy, communication  

and discipline can foster respect from the 

students on all levels. Discipline at ACPA is 

handled mainly through communication and 

problem solving, not punishment. This approach 

empowers students in the situation. 



From teacher to teacher – teachers are expected and need to be respectful to one another. 
Teachers need to be united behind the big picture of the school. For ACPA, it is our inclusive 
environment. This unity creates consistency from one classroom to another. It helps to set 
boundaries and further the rapport that can be created with the students.

From teacher to student – have genuine empathy. Don’t let students fly under the radar.

Focus Point: Breaking the 4th Wall

Rapport has a lot of meaning, especially within a school community. Rapport can send 
teachers and administrators fleeing to the safety of rules, regulations and the phrase “not 
my job.” Rapport can make or break a school climate. Rapport cannot always be defined, 
but we tend to know it when we see it. At ACPA, we take rapport seriously and sometimes, 
not so seriously.

Rapport at ACPA means we acknowledge that a thriving community must offer all of its 
members enjoyment along with the hard work. At our school, we strive for a balance of 
work, life and play which combines rigorous coursework and study time as well as 
community projects, life planning activities and entertainment (including a staff talent show 
prepared by the staff FOR the students).

When our students and teachers connect to each other OUTSIDE the formal classroom, 
they form deeper, more enjoyable relationships with each other. Teachers often partner up 
for special workshops, performances or community projects that allow them to work with 
students in different contexts. For example, a math teacher might partner with the theater 
teacher for a social justice theater project. Students can also expect to see many of their 
teachers at their after school performances and other community activities which occur 
outside of our 9 to 4 hours. There are even contractual requirements for teachers to attend 
such performances. 

At ACPA, rapport means we all form one community of active members and learners, rather 
than a traditional model which puts teachers in their content habitats for students to view 
during a prescribed 47 minute time period. Classroom rules, which define behavior, apply 
to both teachers and students equally. Teachers and administrators act as facilitators rather 
than disseminators of information. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 

How does this empower student voice?

How does this project promote an inclusive environment?

Is there room for a similar project at your school? Why or why not?

How could a project like this one improve climate in your school community?

How could a project like this support the values of your school?
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ACPA values the community in which it is a part of and wants to give back in any way it can. 
ACPA has built community advocacy into our curriculum and set up volunteer experiences 
within the community to support this commitment to making Central Ohio a better place. 

Another important aspect of advocacy that is taught and expected from ACPA students is 
Self-Advocacy. Self-Advocacy is encouraging and enabling the student to be in command of 
their experience within the classroom and outside of the classroom. We want our students to 
become active participants in creating solutions for their own struggles or deficiencies in the 
classroom. We, as educators, want to give them the agency to explore and define what they 
each need to be successful. We teach them the necessary communication skills to have 
effective problem solving conversations with their teachers to help them excel in the classroom. 
In the end, if the student can show their teachers that they are taking their challenges seriously, 
we may allow them to present an alternative assignment or modify the assignment so that they 
feel they can achieve at the level they believe they can. 

Focus Point: Special Education & Self-Advocacy

Teaching our students to advocate for themselves is a priority of ACPA’s Special Education 
Department. Students with disabilities are often also challenged when it comes to being 
able to speak up for their needs, whether educational, social or other. When a student with 
an individualized education plan (IEP) chooses ACPA, the IEP Team adds a Self-Advocacy 
goal and initiates the process of introducing the concept to the student. Each Self-
Advocacy goal is catered to the individual student and is designed to address and support 
the student’s areas of need. The primary theme for all Self-Advocacy goals remains 
consistent: the student will learn to advocate for oneself to resolve academic problems.

Specific challenge areas include: initiating conversations with teachers, ensuring that your 
voice is heard during teacher/staff conversations and having a working awareness of IEP, or 
504, accommodations/modifications and speaking up about them as necessary. For 
students with additional challenges, whether medical or with the way they learn, our 
special educators feel that passing on the skill of Self-Advocacy to our students is a 
worthwhile endeavor. It can be a defining moment in their success as learners and  
carries an empowering and lasting effect that they can use, and benefit from, long  
after they graduate. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 

How does this practice empower student voice?

How does this practice promote an inclusive environment?

Is there room for a similar approach to teaching at your school? Why or why not?

How could a practice like this one improve climate in your school community?

How could a practice like this support the values of your school?
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3.1

At the foundation of everything at ACPA is communication. We always ensure that our students, 
staff and teachers know why we, as administrators, are here and can always help them to 
understand what is expected of them; especially that there is an expectation in regards to their 
behavior, BE KIND. We show our students that they have an open line of communication with us 
as teachers and administrators. As an administration, we ensure that students know that they 
can bring any issue to us and that we will address it. Do as you say you will do. If an issue arises 
and you are not able to address it in the moment, schedule time to address it with the student 
and follow through. 

Focus Point: Setting Expectations for Student/Teacher Communication

Teachers and staff set the expectations that students have agency and can actively 
communicate their learning needs to adults. Not only do teachers make themselves 
approachable, but we expect students to approach adults and teach them how to do so 
effectively. All teachers and staff have different ways of teaching students self-advocacy 
and efficacy skills in regards to their education, but the message is communicated by 
administrators, administrative assistants, teaching staff and support staff. For example, 
students know when their teachers are available to speak one-on-one outside of  
class time and are not only encouraged to reach out for assistance when needed,  
but required to do so. Students are taught how to communicate with teachers and  
staff members effectively. 

Students struggling with effectively communicating their needs may be guided through  
the process of how to present their specific needs. For example, when a student goes to 
an administrator and communicates they are not understanding material in a class, the 
administrator speaks with the student to draw out more information about why the student 
is struggling and coaches the student in skills for approaching their teacher effectively.

While teachers do approach students they observe struggling in class, teachers regularly 
remind students that we expect students to come in for additional assistance when needed 
or when they have questions. In parent-teacher conferences, teachers often recommend 
struggling students meet with the teacher for additional assistance or to clarify material and 
the expectation is then set that the student follow through. 

Setting the expectation for students to take initiative in communicating with teachers also 
encourages good habits for students’ future educational experiences in college and career 
settings. We require our students to take ownership over their education and actively 
invest in their futures. Effective communication with adults helps our students take 
responsibility for themselves and their education and engage in effective problem-solving.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 

How does this practice empower student voice?

How does this practice promote an inclusive environment?

Is there room for a similar approach to teaching at your school? Why or why not?

How could a practice like this one improve climate in your school community?

How could a practice like this support the values of your school? 
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3.1

“Discipline” – we don’t like to use that word, hence the quotes. We view our students’ issues, 
behaviors and maybe even sometimes outbursts (you know how high schoolers can be) as an 
opportunity for dialogue, reflection and growth. 

CODE OF CONDUCT

o  Keep it simple.

o  Dress policy – cover yourself – shoes are sometimes optional! We want our students to feel 
comfortable to express themselves through their dress and we allow for that. They must, 
however, cover their bodies.

o  Language – Positive Language

o  Accountability – Students are held accountable for their actions in and out of the classroom. 
We strive for students to understand that not doing a homework assignment has an impact on 
their grades and their progress in the classroom. In addition, we also work with students in 
regard to their attendance. We call home if a student has not arrived by the end of first period. 
We encourage and reward good attendance. We believe that teaching life skills such as 
accountability makes our students become better citizens. 

o  Responsibility – You are responsible for your behavior at school as well as when you are 
away from the walls of the school. Your behavior toward other students will be held 
accountable regardless if it is done on premise or away from school (movies, Facebook, 
Twitter, etc.).

o  Students are actively involved – their voice is an important part of the process. They are 
asked about the situation, their behavior and are given the tools to resolve the situation.

Focus Point: Educational vs. Punitive

ACPA has employed a version of the Restorative Justice model of discipline for many 
years. While ACPA does not adhere rigidly to any one particular model of discipline, 
administrators and teachers use a variety of disciplinary techniques to encourage positive 
habits and discourage negative, or destructive, habits. For example ACPA Mentions, which 
is described in another focus point section, encourages, rewards and acknowledges 
specific positive behaviors schoolwide. In terms of corrective actions, discipline is intended 
to educate, locate and correct root causes of behavioral issues and find solutions in which 
students have the opportunity to practice honesty and “make it right” when they have 
made a mistake. We, as a staff, do not assign consequences as punishments, but focus on 
talking out issues with students to promote positive transformations that will serve the 
student in their school career and beyond. 

In approaching discipline with education rather than punishment in mind, there is a focus 
on the individual student in the their broader context (is this the first time an issue has 
arisen or can we identify a pattern?). We focus on spending more time in conversation 
with the student and enlisting them in being an active part of the solution, building 
problem-solving skills and more student involvement in determining consequences 
with an emphasis on restoring balance or justice. 
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In assigning consequences, school staff does not have a “one size fits all” mentality 
indicating that a particular infraction warrants a particular punishment. Staff members treat 
students as individuals in discipline conversations. When a behavioral challenge arises, 
students and staff spend a significant amount of time talking with each other, trying to 
identify the root cause of the negative behavior, involving families and parents when 
appropriate, with staff emphasizing the need for honesty and open communication.  
This investment of our time with students helps us to prevent future problems by better 
understanding the situation from the student’s point of view and helping the student 
problem-solve in advance, should a similar circumstance arise. In assigning consequences 
for negative behaviors, student input is often sought out by staff and incorporated. 
Consequences most often focus on making the situation right. 

As an example of this model of discipline, a student was caught smoking in the restroom of 
a community partner organization. When confronted by the organization’s security guards, 
the student was defensive and denied the behavior. During a conversation with a staff 
member, the student did eventually own up to the action and the initial dishonesty. The 
student and staff member decided on a consequence, including writing letters of apology 
to the education director, educators and security guards involved in the situation. The 
student was also referred to the administration due to the severity of the infraction and 
another similar conversation took place. Once the letters were written, the staff member 
proofread the letters before they were sent. Once the letters were sent, the student and 
staff member spoke again in a follow up discussion about all of the consequences that 
resulted from the student’s choice. The various steps described above were time intensive, 
but created a situation where the student could examine her actions, better understand  
the effects of her actions and reflect on the various consequences that resulted, yet  
still maintain a sense that even when we make mistakes, we often can and should  
“make it right.”

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 

How does this practice empower student voice?

How does this practice promote an inclusive environment?

Is there room for a similar approach to teaching at your school? Why or why not?

How could a practice like this one improve climate in your school community?

How could a practice like this support the values of your school?
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Scenario: Social Media Discipline

Audience: Administrators

On Monday morning, three sophomore students, Nephra, Zoe and Brandon are waiting in the 
main office. They want to speak with an administrator about an incident that occurred over the 
weekend. Nephra and Zoe explain to the principal, that their friend, Brandon, was the subject  
of a malicious Twitter conversation by a group of upperclassmen. Brandon had spoken out 
against some of the slanderous comments the upperclassman were making about a group of 
sophomore students and then became the target of their conversation. There were several 
comments that were aggressive and threatening toward Brandon, including one comment that 
suggested he should not be caught in the halls alone. Brandon admitted that he was worried 
about being at school. Nephra and Zoe had taken screen shots of the Twitter feed and showed 
them to the principal, but by Monday morning, the Twitter feed had been deleted. At this point, 
the Twitter accounts of the upperclassmen are relatively anonymous, but the sophomore 
students believe they know which accounts belong to which upperclassmen.

Which of these steps would you engage in? Mark as many answers as are applicable.

o  Ask for the names of the upperclassmen and call them to the office to question them about 
their Twitter accounts.

o  Call the police to initiate an investigation.

o  Suspend the upperclassmen.

o  Call the parents of the upperclassmen.

o  Acknowledge the matter and tell the sophomores that the school will look into it, but honestly, 
there’s not much the school can do about it. 

o  Explain that it happened over the weekend and off school grounds, so there’s really nothing 
that can be done.

o  Tell Brandon that he shouldn’t have jumped into other people’s conversations and that these 
are the consequences he will have to deal with.

o  Refer to the student handbook to be sure established policy is being followed.

o  Email the staff to let them know they need to keep an eye on the three sophomore students. 

o  Email the staff to ask for any feedback they might have regarding the integrity of the three 
sophomore students, or the situation in general.
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How it worked at ACPA:

At ACPA, students are well aware of the expectation that they are accountable for their  
actions as “ACPA Students” regardless of the time or day. They know they are “ACPA Students” 
before school, after school and on the weekends, and they are expected to behave as such. 
Therefore, the administration met with the sophomore students on Monday morning to  
discuss the Twitter incident over the weekend. Over the course of the meeting, the sophomore 
students were open about their involvement in the situation, going so far as to acknowledge 
that Brandon’s initial comments were inappropriate and inciting. While Brandon’s intentions 
were good, his comments came across as confrontational and he realized that he could have 
handled the situation differently. Also, the comments of the upperclassmen, while directed  
at the group of sophomores, were not overly malicious and the sophomores realized the 
appropriate course of action was to bring the incident to the administration. After the 
administration had met with the sophomores and helped them understand their role in  
the incident, they called the upper classmen down to the office to mediate an open dialogue 
between the sophomores and upperclassmen. The sophomores and upperclassmen were 
encouraged to communicate their concerns and VOICE their thoughts about the incident.  
By the end of the conversation, the upper classmen assumed responsibility for their actions  
and openly apologized to the sophomore students. Brandon was also apologetic and 
acknowledged that his response was inappropriate. After the sophomores were dismissed  
from the meeting, the administration had a conversation with the upperclassmen and  
discussed the natural consequences of their actions.
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Scenario: Not an “ACPA” Teacher

Audience: Administrators

Mr. Smith was a first year senior Science teacher who had just finished his student-teaching 
experience during the previous spring at a local suburban high school. At the onset of the 
school year, he instituted a lengthy set of strict classroom rules to establish his authority. He 
was taught in his pedagogy classes that it’s better to be stricter in the beginning to establish 
authority. However, these rigid rules came as a surprise to the senior students who had grown 
accustomed to teachers with more open and relaxed classroom rules that they felt were 
reasonable and rational. These teachers were firm and encouraged high expectations, so the 
students saw the rules as necessary. Regardless, the students accepted Mr. Smith’s strict rules, 
but the classroom environment became tense and divisive. The students saw the rules as 
unreasonable and Mr. Smith’s unwavering stance became increasingly confrontational. This led 
to terse and abrasive tones inciting interactions between some of the more outspoken students 
and Mr. Smith. The students began to see Mr. Smith as rude and condescending and it was 
preventing him from establishing strong rapport with the students. Over the course of the first 
few weeks of the school year, several students from Mr. Smith’s classes stopped by the 
principal’s office to voice their concerns. A common sentiment that each of the students was 
expressing was Mr. Smith didn’t seem like “an ACPA teacher.” 

Which of these steps would you engage in? Mark as many answers as are applicable.

o  Encourage the students to be patient with Mr. Smith to see what happens over the course of 
the next few weeks.

o  Send Mr. Smith to relevant professional development regarding classroom management and 
setting expectations.

o  Support Mr. Smith’s classroom policies because he is a professional.

o  Review Mr. Smith’s classroom policies with him to discuss their relevancy.

o  Observe Mr. Smith’s class on a regular basis.

o  Give Mr. Smith a poor evaluation based on the negative feedback of the students.

o  Encourage Mr. Smith to review classroom policies from other teachers.

o  Suggest Mr. Smith visit other teacher’s classrooms.

o  Talk with Mr. Smith about the student complaints.

o  Encourage the students and Mr. Smith to meet about their issues.

o  Inform Mr. Smith that his contract will be terminated effective immediately.
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How it worked at ACPA:

The ACPA administration knew Mr. Smith had the potential to be a strong teacher, but the 
administration also knew that listening to his students’ concerns is a critical part of his growth. 
Given that his students felt empowered to VOICE their concerns about the classroom 
expectations, the administration took those concerns seriously and arranged a meeting with Mr. 
Smith to talk through his policies. During that conversation, Mr. Smith was encouraged to 
articulate his reasoning behind establishing certain classroom behavior expectations and as 
the conversation went on, it was evident to Mr. Smith that his policies were seemingly arbitrary. 
Based on his meeting with his administrator, Mr. Smith knew it was imperative to get input from 
his students for a management system to be appropriate for the classroom while meeting his 
students’ needs. He wanted to actively encourage his students to take responsibility for their 
behavior. After openly discussing the situation with his classes and developing new classroom 
expectations, Mr. Smith was able to foster genuine rapport with his students. This strong 
rapport was a stepping-stone for effective classroom instruction and after a rough start, Mr. 
Smith has grown to be a successful ACPA teacher. 

RESPECTING YOUR VOICE:  
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RAPPORT                      ADVOCACY COMMUNICATION “DISCIPLINE”

Adults miss 95% of the subtle but pervasive peer mistreatment that occurs daily – 
exclusions, insults, rumors, harassment, bullying and intimidation. 
(Dr. Wendy Craig, Department of Psychology, Queen’s University)

Students who engage in bullying are at elevated risk for poor school adjustment and 
delinquency. They are at increased risk for higher rates of criminal behavior and social 
maladjustment in adulthood. 
(Bender & Losel, 2011; Farrington & Ttofi, 2011) 

•  Be fair, consistent and realistic in establishing and enforcing classroom and school rules. 

•  Allow students to offer constructive feedback about teaching and administrative practices. 
Acknowledge their voices and concerns and take time to explain the meaning behind rules 
that they may see as arbitrary. 

•  Establish an anonymous student concern procedure. 

•  Invite students to contribute to daily announcements.

•  Encourage teachers to use student-led Socratic Seminars, an inquiry-based discussion format 
that stimulates critical thinking, regularly in classes.

•  Highlight community values in the student handbook, as opposed to policy violations  
and consequences. 

•  Establish relationships with students, ensuring that they will have a staff member with whom 
they are comfortable talking about problems that may arise at school or home. 

•  Attend after-school student performances, events, games, activities, etc. 

•  Give students the tools, trust and space to plan and implement school-wide  
activities and events. 

•  Allow students to form and lead extra-curricular clubs.

•  LGBTQ Students: ACPA’s policies and student handbook ensure inclusion. Although not 
mandated by the State of Ohio, ACPA’s anti-bullying, anti-harassment and anti-discrimination 
policies ensure a safe place for our LGBTQ students.

•  LGBTQ Students: ACPA’s administrators and teachers are prepared and trained to  
support the unique experiences of our LGBTQ teens, including assistance navigating  
the coming out process.

In addition, we are here to help. ACPA administrators and staff are willing to partner  
with you and your school to help you find ways in which you as an administrator or teacher 
can Respect Your VOICE and help you to encourage an environment that celebrates 
this concept. 

RESPECTING YOUR VOICE : BEST PRACTICES
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DEFINING YOUR VOICE: 

By providing a safe environment where students 

feel they can express themselves, students can 

question the norm and speak out if they feel there 

is a need for change, helping them define who 

they are and their place within the community. 

ACPA is committed to showing students how even 

the most marginalized groups influence change 

within our culture. We empower students to 

Define Your Voice through questioning, having 

initiative, being a trailblazer and hard work. 



Many of our students have a passion for the arts and have used art to express who they are or 
what they have been dealing with in their personal lives or school lives prior to coming to ACPA. 
Art and performance art have become foundational in how we help to support our students’ 
development. It is also another way that we have found to bring our students together, all 
working toward a common goal, a successful event/ performance. Outside of the core 
academic subjects, ACPA students can choose from such classes as dance, music (including 
Rock Band), theater (including Musical Theater) and visual arts. Each of these classes are used 
as a basis for an artistic outlet that is performance based. ACPA’s art and music based classes 
culminate in Student Showcases; the Fall Play, Spring Musical, Winterfest, Springfest, Advanced 
Composition Nights, Gallery Hops and events throughout the community over the course of the 
 school year.

Focus Point: Winterfest and other Arts Performances

At ACPA, we want to give our visual and performing artists many opportunities to share 
their work with our community and general audiences. We begin with performance 
opportunities as freshmen. The arts team works each year to create an original freshmen 
musical that each member of the freshmen class participates in. As students progress in 
their arts classes they can participate in Winterfest. Winterfest, an annual December event, 
is a showcase of class work that we perform at a local, professional theatre. A visual gallery 
is always included and the show consists of theatre, musical theater, percussion, rock 
bands, dance and vocal music. Beyond this one night event, ACPA has a fall play and 
spring musical, a fashion and percussion event called Drums and Dresses, two Improv 
shows, a dance concert, a vocal music concert and a rock concert. We also have a student 
run talent show and an end of year event for Juniors and Seniors called “Junior/Senior 
Showcase”. Junior/Senior Showcase is the final works of the seniors before they graduate 
and is created in their upper level features classes. 

We believe that the opportunity to perform is, of course, valuable for students planning to 
create a career in the arts, but it is also of value to all of our students. The opportunity to 
perform for audiences pushes students out of their comfort zones and lets them 
experience the thrill of performance. Through years of performance opportunities, students 
develop the ability to prioritize and monitor their preparation for projects, they gain 
confidence and ownership over their art form and they create memories for years to come. 
Even if students only ever participate in their freshmen musical, which is unlikely, arts 
events create small and large elements of community and a shared experience that unite 
the students as a class, as types of artists and as a school community.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 

How do these performances empower student voice?

How does performance promote an inclusive environment?

Is there room for students to perform at your school? Why or why not?

How could student performances improve climate in your school community?

How could student performances support the values of your school? 

DEFINING YOUR VOICE : PERFORMANCE
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We want our students to get involved. We want them to know that to succeed you have to be a 
part of the process. ACPA provides a robust after school program that encourages students to 
get involved at a higher level in their school experience.

Focus Point: M.A.P. To Success After School Program

Funded by a 21st Century Grant and other sources of revenue, The M.A.P (My Action Plan) 
To Success After School Program is an exciting opportunity for students to extend their 
school day in a creative and engaging way. Students enrolled in the program will have the 
opportunity to get extra help in their classes, take awesome arts workshops and earn 
credits through the credit flex program. 

The after school program begins with a daily community meeting. Community meetings are 
a chance for the students to check in with workshop leaders and each other. Activities that 
occur in community meetings include general announcements, student performances, 
guest speakers and other community building exercises. Students are encouraged and 
aided in designing their own plans for success in academics, the arts and other interests 
they have. They create projects and events that they design and implement independently 
or in groups. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 

How does this practice empower student voice?

How does this practice promote an inclusive environment?

Is there room for a similar approach to teaching at your school? Why or why not?

How could a practice like this one improve climate in your school community?

How could a practice like this support the values of your school?
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Our students are trailblazers and we encourage students to exhibit trailblazing attitudes and 
actions by forging new paths, displaying exemplary leadership characteristics and challenging 
those around them to do the same. A Trailblazer Mentions program has been developed to 
publicly recognize those students who have trailblazed a more positive path at ACPA. 

Focus Point: The Trailblazer Project & Trailblazer Mentions

With the same belief that change can be made in society when individuals use their voices 
to speak out about issues that they feel passionate about, the Trailblazer Project was 
created at ACPA. Students who participated in the project were asked to bring awareness 
to social issues and societal injustices that affect them and their immediate communities 
through creative expression and art. Students used the medium and discipline of their 
choosing (film, stage, music, visual art, etc.) as their “voice” to produce works that will 
speak their message. 

With guest artist, James Duke Mason (actor, LGBT rights activist, West Hollywood, CA City 
Council candidate), a team of ACPA teachers guided and mentored the students through 
the process of developing and creating their own Trailblazer Project. A week was spent 
outside of classes creating the projects, which were then put together as a live staged 
show and shared with the student body. The entire process, including the culminating 
performance, was documented. The Trailblazer Documentary was created with the intent  
of that it be used as a tool to share with other schools, giving them the means of teaching 
their students the important themes of trailblazing and using their voices to affect change 
in their communities.

As a compliment to our ACPA Mentions program, ACPA also implemented the Trailblazers 
Mentions program to recognize students who stand up and speak up about mistreatment, 
bullying and marginalization that may occur in the school community. The intention is to 
effectively acknowledge students who see a problem and address it in a positive manner. 
Students are awarded Trailblazer Mentions at three levels: 1. Reject Passivity, 2. Assume 
Responsibility and 3. Use Your Voice (Lead). 

Additionally, ACPA teachers thread the trailblazer theme into the curriculum and encourage 
students to use their voices in an honest and influential manner. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 

How do these performances empower student voice?

How does performance promote an inclusive environment?

Is there room for students to perform at your school? Why or why not?

How could student performances improve climate in your school community?

How could student performances support the values of your school? 

4.1



Our curriculum is rigorous and requires a daily commitment by our students for them to be 
successful. Our curriculum prepares students for college and education beyond high school.  
At ACPA we teach our students how to think, not what to think. We encourage Discussion – 
Debate – Discourse and allow our students to question the content. We shape experiences  
to stimulate curiosity showing all sides of a moment in history, a topic or a historical figure. 
Showing that there are multiple perspectives allows students to see where they believe they  
fit into the conversation or how the conversation/ topic has an impact on their life.

For example, the Ohio Revised Code does not mandate LGBTQ issues be included into the 
curriculum. However we try to ensure that LGBTQ issues, history, authors and significant  
events in the movement are included in our curriculum. We try to ensure that issues that are 
part of current events or current social movements are included in what we are teaching in  
the classroom. We know that these issues will have an impact on students as citizens in  
our community.

Focus Point: Academic Requirements & Upper Level Art Classes

ACPA starts all freshmen in the arts and also has all seniors end with a focus in the arts. 
Their senior year, students are asked to chose an upper level arts class. These classes are 
sometimes all named the same name. We have, in the past, called them Advanced Studio 
or Compositions classes, but the names may change from year to year depending on the 
ebb and flow of the students in the various departments. The Senior level arts classes seek 
to achieve rigorous investment in the arts. Students are often given large project work and 
are monitored by the teachers as they work to apply the skills they have learned over the 
past three years in their own, original work. Some examples of advanced work in the arts 
would be: writing and producing an album with a band and booking shows for that band, 
writing, rehearsing and performing a new play or musical, creating a portfolio of artistic 
work to present to colleges for college admittance, writing, directing and producing films, 
or designing and putting on a fashion show or designing a gallery of work for a show. Our 
students greatly benefit from this push into independent and higher stakes artistic creation, 
because it is often a first step into their careers in the arts and they use the work to 
springboard themselves to the next phase of their work as artists. 

At ACPA we insist that students complete a rigorous course of study. This includes:

• A math course every year while attending ACPA

• A science course every year while attending ACPA

• A social studies course every year while attending ACPA

• An English course every year while attending ACPA

• A foreign language requirement

• All students have requirements for arts classes at each grade level
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In addition, we discourage “short scheduling” which allows students to leave early. Study 
halls are reserved for juniors and seniors with AP or other significant workload courses. 
The academic rigor keeps students focused and invested in the challenge that school 
should be. It also acts as an agreement between the school and the students that we  
will all be working our hardest for success. Students are highly supported by all staff 
members through open and frequent communication. All students participate in an 
advisory period that allows them to connect with teachers and receive any additional 
support that is needed.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 

How do these performances empower student voice?

How does performance promote an inclusive environment?

Is there room for students to perform at your school? Why or why not?

How could student performances improve climate in your school community?

How could student performances support the values of your school? 

4.1
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Scenario: Gender Neutral Restroom

Audience: Administrators

As part of a senior class service project, three students approach the school principal with the 
idea to start a gender-neutral restroom for student use. The three students are openly gay or 
transgender, are good students with high test scores, are involved in school initiatives and are 
heavily involved in the arts. One of the students, who is out as trans (F to M) and was awarded 
the Principals’ Award for consistent display of the school values, expressed some anxiety about 
using the gender normative restrooms at school. In discussions, he talks about other students 
who are also uncomfortable using the gender normative restrooms. The students have a 
specific plan for their project in which they’ve identified the restroom they would like to change 
and some specific norms for the use of the restroom by students. They plan to visit classes to 
survey students about the need for a gender-neutral restroom and also to educate other 
students on the norms for use of the restroom. They have a project implementation deadline in 
two weeks and are passionate about the project (as well as LGBTQ activism). They will be 
graduating at the end of the year.

Which of these steps would you engage in? Mark as many answers as are applicable.

o  Tell the students that this is inappropriate for a high school and to come up with  
another project.

o  Tell the students that their project is too complicated for the time frame they have and should 
rethink the scope or come up with a completely different project. 

o  Engage the students in a discussion about why the gender-neutral restroom is needed. 

o  Tell the students they need to bring their project to a school board meeting. 

o  Tell the students that the school board would never approve this and to get rid of the project. 

o  Engage the students in a discussion about the specifics of their plan changing an existing 
restroom to a gender-neutral restroom. 

o  Ask the students for a formal outline, including a defined team, action steps and deadlines.

o  Ask the students to include some underclassmen or other interested students on the project. 

o  Research gender-neutral restroom policies in other high schools and universities and ask the 
students to do the same.

o  Do an informal study to determine how many students in the school may have need for  
this restroom. 

o  Approve and provide support for the students’ project. 

o  Issue a press release about the project.

NOTES:
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How it worked at ACPA:

The principal worked with the second group of students to establish norms for the use the 
Gender Neutral restroom. The new sign (donated by a sign company – mydoorsign.com) 
replaced a men’s restroom sign a few weeks into the school year. Many students have reported 
that the existence of the All Gender Restroom (the 2nd group preferred this term) is beneficial 
to them and makes them feel more comfortable using the restroom at school. Because ACPA’s 
student population is approximately one-third male, it was easy to change one of four men’s 
rooms to the All Gender restroom. This change helps a population (transgender and gender-
fluid students) that is often marginalized in schools feel that their VOICES are heard, making  
the school climate more accepting of them.

4.2

NOTES:
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Scenario: Dropping an Advanced Placement Class

Audience: Teachers and Administrators

Kevin, Annie and Jules each approach their teacher requesting to drop their AP course. It is  
six weeks into the school year. All three are seniors. Read their stories and choose a course  
of action for the students.

JULES 
Jules is struggling with the workload and her test scores for AP US History are low. She  
often fails to complete the assigned homework by the required date and fears that she will 
continue to fall behind. Worried about her writing ability, Jules meets with her instructor and 
requests to drop the course. She is adamant about wanting out of the class and requests to 
leave the class multiple times in the span of one month. She wishes to focus more on her other 
course work and graduation requirements. When Jules approaches you, she is seriously upset 
and frustrated. 

What arrangements should be made for Jules? Mark as many answers as are applicable.

o  Refer Jules to the administration so they can inform her of the school’s withdraw policy and 
make the schedule change. She’s a senior and is capable of making her own choices and 
should be allowed to do so with appropriate consequences.

o  Inform Jules that the rigors of college and life are far greater than that of an AP class and that 
she should focus on completing the reading and writing assignments going forward. Explain 
to her that it is best for her to stay in the class.

o  Tell Jules you have confidence in her abilities and she should stick with it! Then move on, she 
will likely adjust to the rigors of the AP class as the weeks pass.

o  Help Jules set new goals. Allow her to consider not completing all of the reading all of the 
time in order to focus on her writing practice.

o  Arrange a conference with Jules and her parents to discuss work habits outside of school. 

o  Offer to work with Jules outside of class.

o  Have a conversation with Jules to learn more about why she wants out of the class. Listen to 
her and set a “check in” time the following week. This gives you a chance to consider her 
request and reasons for making the request and also allows her time to consider her options 
and what is best for her.

o  ADD YOUR OWN SUGGESTION:
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KEVIN 
Kevin transferred into AP Calculus two weeks into the school year because he was feeling 
underwhelmed by his alternate upper level math class. He is very capable and often picks up 
the ideas fairly quickly. He seems to enjoy the class but appears to be suffering major anxiety 
due to the workload. He regularly misses class or has to leave class to manage his anxiety. 
Kevin has completed all necessary math requirements to graduate high school. His current 
grade in AP Calc is a D (which translates to a C since the course is weighted). You discover 
Kevin has an IEP for an anxiety disorder.

What arrangements should be made for Kevin? Mark as many answers as are applicable.

o  Offer to work with Kevin outside of class.

o  Offer some voiced support for Kevin but otherwise do nothing. This feeling of anxiety will 
likely pass as he gets more settled in the class.

o  Reduce Kevin’s work load in AP Calculus.

o  Suggest that Kevin return to the other, less challenging math course because of his anxiety.

o  Meet with Kevin’s parents and the Special Education Staff to find solutions to Kevin’s anxiety.

o  Explain to Kevin that AP Calculus is only a high school class and that he needs to be prepared 
for the even more challenging life lessons that are coming his way.

o  Send Kevin to the administration so they can explain the school’s withdraw policy and 
determine what is best for Kevin.

o  Meet with Kevin and the administrators to switch him back to his original upper  
level math class.

o  Ask the administration to determine if there is room in Clavin’s schedule for a  
Quiet Study period. 

o  Since Kevin is a senior, he should be allowed to make his own choices and should be allowed 
to drop the course because he has enough credits to graduate. 

o  ADD YOUR OWN SUGGESTION:
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ANNIE 
Annie is taking AP Biology. She has always loved science classes but has struggled with the 
last few years in science. She has not always dedicated the time needed to complete the 
course work. Now, with AP Bio, she feels like she is behind the rest of the class and that it is too 
hard for her. Her current grade in the class is an F (since its a weighted course, that translates to  
a D in her GPA) She wants to drop AP Biology so that she can take a less rigorous class for  
the rest of her senior year. She has already completed all necessary science credits needed  
for graduation.

What arrangements should be made for Annie? Mark as many answers as are applicable.

o  Offer Annie your support and tell her to stick with it. This is a common feeling for students 
taking AP courses and it will likely pass.

o  Refer Annie to the administration so they can explain the school’s policy of dropping a course. 
Annie is a senior, has completed her required coursework and should be allowed to choose 
her own path.

o  Encourage Annie to set short-term achievable goals for herself. 

o  Sit down with Annie and an administrator and tell her you’re not going to let her drop the 
course because she is failing. Help her decide what she wants to gain from the class and then 
encourage her to set a goal for the next few weeks.

o  Suggest some classmates that Annie can go to for tutoring.

o  Tell Annie you have confidence in her abilities and she should stick with it! Then move on,  
she will likely adjust to the rigors of the AP class as the weeks pass.

o  Meet with one or two of Annie’s classmates and tell them she is struggling and see  
if they will help her.

o   ADD YOUR OWN SUGGESTION:
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How it worked at ACPA (Jules):

Jules was encouraged to stay in AP U.S. History. After multiple conversations between the 
teacher and Jules, it became clear that Jules lacked self-confidence and had been comparing 
her own performance to that of her older brother who had taken the class the year prior. By 
pushing beyond the surface of Jules’s request, it became clear that her desire to quit the class 
was more related to her lack of self-confidence than a realistic self-assessment of her strengths 
and weaknesses. Through the conversation with the teacher, Jules was able to be heard, have 
her feelings recognized and validated, but was also presented with the teacher’s analysis of her 
strengths. In addition to speaking with Jules, the teacher called home and spoke with Jules’s 
family about Jules’s concerns and feelings, continuing to recommend she stay in the class. After 
a school break, Jules refocused, recommitted to the class, completed assignments regularly 
and ultimately earned a 4 on the AP U.S. History exam. In this situation, student VOICE allowed 
the student and educator to work collaboratively to find a solution to a challenging situation and 
for the educator to better meet the needs of the student.

How it worked at ACPA (Kevin):

Kevin was encouraged to stay in AP Calculus. A conversation between the instructor and Kevin 
was focused on the fact that Kevin likes math and wants to be challenged. Managing his anxiety 
disorder is a priority for Kevin. Although the anxiety is a serious barrier for Kevin, the two 
decided that the potential gains for Kevin were worth the challenge of remaining in the class. 
The teacher reduced Kevin’s workload despite the fact that he would be less prepared for the 
AP Exam. Kevin and the teacher set goals that would challenge Kevin in the course  
but would allow him to step out of class, or take breaks as needed when the anxiety became 
severe. The administration was able to find room in Kevin’s schedule for a Quiet Study period, 
increasing the amount of time Kevin has to work on all of his school work. Weekly check-ins 
from the teacher helped to make sure Kevin was keeping up with his course work. The teacher 
regularly adjusted the workload up or down depending on Kevin’s anxiety level. Student VOICE 
allowed the student and educator to come together to analyze solutions and for the student to 
take ownership of finding solutions.

How it worked at ACPA (Annie):

The instructor and an administrator sat down with Annie for an extensive conversation.  
They encouraged her to stay in the class rather than drop it. They explained that they had  
full confidence in her and that they would be there to support her through the year. She was 
advised to make small, short-term goals such as completing all required reading or seeking 
help from a classmate once per week. The teacher spoke with some of Annie’s classmates  
to see if they would invite Annie into their study group. As soon as Annie showed some 
renewed interest in the class, the teacher made sure to praise and encourage her further.  
The teacher agreed that if Annie could raise her grade to a C by the next grading period,  
then they would revisit the conversation of her leaving the class. Annie was able to raise her 
grade and then chose to remain in the class.

4.2
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PERFORMANCE                          INITIATIVE TRAILBLAZER RIGOR

Every day, 160,000 students stay home from school due to fear of attack or intimidation. 
(National Association of School Psychologists)

•  Allow room for alternate assessments that are student initiated and designed and help them 
develop realistic and valid parameters for completing these assessments. 

•  Allow students to develop and create their own costumes or stage attire for performances. 

•  Allow students to incorporate their own interests and influences to their creative work.

•  Through curriculum and school initiatives, encourage students to be Trailblazers, to affect 
change and speak out against injustice. Reject Passivity. Assume Responsibility. Use Your 
Voice (Lead). Recognize students who exhibit these traits. 

•  When assigning small groups for classes, ensure that you group students to reflect the 
diversity that is consistent with the diversity of the whole school. 

•  Include diverse perspectives in history, literature and arts classes that are reflective of the 
diversity of the school. 

•  Set high expectations for student performance and hold students accountable for meeting 
those expectations. Require more than the state minimum. 

•  Offer as many higher-level academic and arts classes as is feasible and ensure that all 
students have access to these classes. 

•  Conduct student performances during the school day with peer audiences. 

•  Establish a credit flexibility program. 

•  LGBTQ Students: From walking in the Columbus, Ohio PRIDE parade to the school’s Annual 
Drag Show, ACPA supports our LGBTQ students with programming that gives them an 
opportunity to participate in the larger LGBTQ community.

In addition, we are here to help. ACPA administrators and staff are willing to partner  
with you and your school to help you find ways in which you as an administrator or teacher 
can Define Your VOICE and help you to encourage an environment that celebrates  
this concept. 

NOTES:
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RESULTS: 

The results of creating an inclusive and safe environment are proven in our students’ test 
scores and the continued recognition we receive.

5.1

NOTES:

OUR VOICE : RESULTS
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SCHOOL AWARDS & RECOGNITION

2013 
 Ohio Alliance for Public Charter Schools: 
Charter High School of the Year

2011 – 2013 
Ohio Department of Education: 
High Progress School of Honor

2010 – 2013 
Ohio Department of Education: 
School of Excellence

2010 – 2013 
Ohio Department of Education: 
School of Promise

ACPA has also been featured on 
MSNBC, NPR and NBC.



DEFINING YOUR VOICE : FOCUS POINTS & DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

BIOS:  
ABOUT THE CREATORS

ANTHONY GATTO

Anthony Gatto has been at the Arts & College Preparatory Academy (ACPA) since its opening 
year and principal since 2010. Prior to stepping into the administrative role, Mr. Gatto taught 
Algebra and Geometry at ACPA and various subjects at an arts-focused middle school in 
Columbus. Born and raised in Columbus, Mr. Gatto is proud to be a school leader, especially at 
a school that caters to students who have been marginalized, bullied, or somehow do not fit in 
within a traditional school setting.  

Under Mr. Gatto’s leadership, ACPA has a bullying policy that is actually enforced, top state 
report card ratings year after year, burgeoning visual arts, music, theatre and dance programs, 
gender neutral restrooms and a student body that is encouraged to be exactly who they are, 
regardless of race, gender, class and sexuality. This is all due to Mr. Gatto’s autonomous style of 
leadership, which has created an environment where he is both approachable and deeply 
respected by students and staff alike. 

Mr. Gatto enjoys having the ability to propel children into success in its many forms, in a positive 
school climate. “I think schools have a responsibility to teach their kids the importance of 
diversity. We need to be able to understand, respect and learn from each other,” he states, with 
a smile. “I’m in a position to enact the ideas I have on how to make education better for kids and 
I take that responsibility and privilege seriously. It’s what I want to do with my life.”

RICHARD ALBEIT

If you could use one word to describe Vice Principal Richard Albeit, it would definitely be 
wonderful; he is truly a delight. Mr. Albeit is an even-tempered guy, resolute yet warm in his 
interactions, stylish yet humble in quality, with no hesitation of cracking a silly joke and being an 
all-around funny guy.

Vice Principal Albeit is a dedicated administrator at the Arts And College Preparatory Academy. 
His efforts are embodied in the integration of various academic and cultural program initiatives 
such as the ACPA VOICE grant, Volunteer Experience and the Class Challenge. Additionally, he 
collaboratively developed the mission and vision of ACPA through a shared Strategic Plan, 
which including overseeing a two-phase construction expansion. This passion and vision helps 
cultivate an award-winning school climate.

His approachable demeanor makes him a champion among the students. He has the 
experience as well, with six years of teaching, a concentration in social studies and an 
additional component of social justice service learning. He moved into administration five years 
ago and is the perfect and trustworthy accompaniment to the principal, Anthony Gatto, a 
fearless and compassionate leader of a school full of students who are given permission to 
express themselves creatively and scholastically in a safe space.

Vice Principal Albeit is a father of three and is a well-travelled political science major and those 
experiences have all but expanded is heart for education. “I’m interested in the narrative of the 
world and the way it works,” he explains. “Life itself is incredible and having the opportunity to 
leave the world in a better place by teaching a kid is second to none.”
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In the five years that Tony and Richard have been administrators, ACPA has consistently been a 
top performing high school in the state of Ohio, with steady gains in state and college readiness 
assessments. They have overseen the expansion of the program, nearly doubling enrollment 
while renovating and expanding their existing space. ACPA has received, local, state and 
national recognition for its safe and inclusive culture and climate. 
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SCHOOL CLIMATE RESOURCES: 
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UPDATED POLICIES AND LAWS

www.content.govdelivery.com

OHIO SCHOOL CLIMATE GUIDELINES

https://education.ohio.gov/Topics/Other-Resources/School-Safety/Safe-and-Supportive-
Learning/Ohio-School-Climate-Guidelines

PREVENTION OF BULLYING IN SCHOOLS, COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES, AMERICAN 
EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH ASSOCIATION, 2013.

www.aera.net 

http://www.aera.net/Portals/38/docs/News%20Release/Prevention%20of%20Bullying%20
in%20Schools,%20Colleges%20and%20Universities.pdf

Contains:

Brief 1: Looking Beyond the Traditional Definition of Bullying

Brief 2: Bullying as a Pervasive Problem

Brief 3: Bullying and Peer Victimization Among Vulnerable Populations

Brief 4: Gender-Related Bullying and Harassment: A Growing Trend

Brief 5: Legal Rights Related to Bullying and Discriminatory Harassment

Brief 6: Improving School Climate: A Critical Tool in Combating Bullying

Brief 7: Students, Teachers, Support Staff, Administrators and Parents Working Together to 
Prevent and Reduce Bullying

Brief 8: Bullying and Harassment on College Campuses: Misunderstood  
and Underaddressed

Brief 9: Evidence-Based Programs in Schools to Take on Bullying

Brief 10: Putting School safety Education at the Core of Professional Preparation Programs

Brief 11: Reinvigorated Data Collection and Analysis: A Charge for National  
and Federal Stakeholders

NOTES:
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SCHOOL CLIMATE RESOURCES: 

STOP BULLYING 

A website sponsored by the U.S. Department of Education. The website includes “Bullying, 
Harassment and Civil Rights An Overview of School Districts’ Federal Obligation to Respond” 
and Policies and Laws in each state, as well as Federal policies.

http://www.stopbullying.gov/laws/index.html 

A MIGHTY GIRL

www.amightygirl.com

YOU WILL RISE PROJECT 

The mission of the You Will Rise Project is to provide a multimedia showcase for people of all 
ages who have been bullied to share their stories through the arts. Submissions can include 
visual art (paintings, drawings, sculptures, videos, etc.) as well as poetry, song lyrics, short 
stories, or other creative expressions that best capture their personal experiences. 

The You Will Rise Project asks only that contributors be truthful and real. No corrections or 
alterations will be made to the works that are posted on the site.

By giving visitors the opportunity to view these creative works, they hope to educate, instill 
pride, generate positive feedback and provide online resources - all for the purposes of 
supporting, inspiring creative productivity, fostering respect for cultural and sexual diversity  
and improving the quality of life for those who have been or are currently being bullied.

http://youwillriseproject.blogspot.com/

GLSEN NATIONAL SCHOOL CLIMATE SURVEY

www.glsen.org/nscs

COMPENDIUM OF SCHOOL DISCIPLINE LAWS AND REGULATIONS FOR THE 50 STATES, 
WASHINGTON, D.C. AND THE U.S. TERRITORIES, CHILD TRENDS, SEPTEMBER 2014

http://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/sites/default/files/discipline-compendium/School%20
Discipline%20Laws%20and%20Regulations%20Compendium.pdf
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SCHOOL CLIMATE RESOURCES: 

NATIONAL SCHOOL CLIMATE CENTER

http://www.schoolclimate.org/

A REVIEW OF SCHOOL CLIMATE RESEARCH 

http://rer.sagepub.com/content/early/2013/04/18/0034654313483907.full.pdf+html?ijkey=lPFDti
KJJYWkE&keytype=ref&siteid=sprer

COMMENTARIES ON THE NATIONAL SCHOOL CLIMATE STANDARDS

http://files.schoolclimate.org/inbrief.pdf

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 
DIRECTORY OF FEDERAL SCHOOL CLIMATE AND DISCIPLINE RESOURCES

http://www2.ed.gov/policy/gen/guid/school-discipline/appendix-1-directory.pdf

THE NEW BULLYING: HOW SOCIAL MEDIA, SOCIAL EXCLUSION, LAWS AND SUICIDE 
CHANGED BULLYING, MICHIGAN STATE UNIVERSITY SCHOOL OF JOURNALISM

http://news.jrn.msu.edu/bullying

 

NOT IN OUR TOWN/ NOT IN OUR SCHOOL

The Not In Our Town/ Not In Our School website highlights and creates networks of schools 
working to be safe, accepting, inclusive and free of bullying and all forms of intolerance. Find 
films, lesson plans and campaign guides for your school at this website. 

www.niot.org/nios

COLUMBUS DIVISION OF POLICE “IT GETS BETTER/IT TAKES COURAGE” VIDEO 

Police Officers from Columbus, Ohio share their personal coming out journeys. This is an 
amazing, positive display of public safety officers serving as role models and working to show 
how communities can become more caring and inclusive.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HnEO4Np99ug
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CONTACT US!

If your school is facing challenges with bullying, violence or issues of  
inequality among student groups, VOICE may be able to help your school. 

The Arts & College Preparatory Academy  
4401 Hilton Corporate Drive Columbus, OH 43232 

Phone: 614-986-9974 Fax: 614-986-9976 

ACPAVOICE.org 

To get involved in our program or to become a partner school,  
please contact ACPA VOICE staff at VOICE@artcollegeprep.org.




