
Learning for Life Project Abstract

Project Purpose:

State, Specific Appropriation 10 of CRHB 1835, authorizes the Office of Family and Community Outreach (OFCO) to award grant dollars to selected districts to assist schools in implementing Learning for Life.  Learning for Life, Inc. (managed locally by Gulf Stream Council, Inc.), proposes to continue the development, implementation, and evaluation of a character education program for public school students, grades K-12.  This program addresses the continuation from FY 2003 of specific collaborative efforts in Palm Beach County, Florida.  The Palm Beach County Learning for Life program provides supplementary training of mentors, presenters and instructors; curriculum packets for participants; and orientation and on-going training for participating principals, guidance counselors, and teachers.  In addition, Learning for Life uses an evaluation system to assess outcomes. The program also provides appropriate district approved recognition for participating students, teachers and administrators.  Quality outdoor field trip experiences are made available for students.  Learning for Life material also supports the “Just Read, Florida” initiative.  Character education increases the self-esteem, social skills, problem solving, critical thinking and employability skills of participating students. The program’s primary objective is to enhance the critical life skills of students through adult mentoring.

Implementation Strategies

The program is implemented by classroom teachers or guidance counselors during the course of the regular school day as a supplement to the core curricula or as a stand-alone lesson plan.  The program is designed to be flexible and operate in conjunction with the current programs (teachers as advisors, Teacher Assistance programs, social skills-building programs, peer mentoring programs and career education programs). A key feature of Learning for Life is a curriculum of sixty-one (61) character education lesson plans.  Each lesson plan is grade specific and age-appropriate, containing a family involvement component that extends the lesson into the student’s home environment.

Expected Measurable Student Achievement Outcomes

National research conducted by Syndics Research Corp. and Dr. Kevin Ryan (Boston units) on the Learning for Life program has demonstrated positive changes in students’ decision-making ability, feelings toward others and participation in class.  The Learning for Life program also impacts classroom behavior, self-worth, self-confidence, motivation, critical thinking, respect for others, responsibility for own actions, problem solving, and knowledge of skills needed to obtain a job and stay employed.  It is expected that Learning for Life will have a positive impact on measurable areas such as attendance rate, as measured by attendance records, and academic performance as measured by report cards and/or FCAT scores.

Narrative

1. Need

Children face many challenges each day, as they encounter the complexities of today’s society (including drugs, gangs, violence and dysfunctional family environments).  The ability to make good ethical decisions is critical for today’s youth.  The Learning for Life program is designed to support educators and youth-serving organizations in their efforts to prepare students to successfully handle these complex issues.  Learning for Life also helps young people develop social skills, life skills, self-confidence, self-esteem, motivation and self worth: character.

Educators need resources and programs to teach students character education.  The educators delivering the program must be trained in character education methods and receive on-going support and guidance.

Schools are selected to receive the Learning for Life program based on need, interest and school grade.   Principals request the program and then representatives of the School District Department of Safe Schools review the list.  A list of 84 prospective schools for the 2005-2006 school year is attached.

2. Project Design

Learning for Life is a program created by educators for educators, and partners with almost 16,000 schools and youth-serving organizations (serving approximately 1.5 million students) across the nation. In Palm Beach County, students of all socio-economic status will be involved in this program. 

Educators face challenges every day in determining the roles that they are to play within a given school day.  Are they teachers, mentors, role models, parents, counselors, friends, rule-makers, enforcers, or disciplinarians?  The modern educator will serve in most (if not all) of these capacities during the course of a single school day.  The Learning for Life program is designed to give these educators tools to strengthen their ability to act in these multiple roles.

The Family/Home activity is designed to involve the parents in the character education process.  By sending a mini-lesson plan home, the parents can work with their child on a similar topic as was delivered in the classroom - thus linking the home to the classroom.  Students are also encouraged to share their newly discovered skills with their families.  

Field days, guest speakers and special projects will involve mentors from a variety of backgrounds:  parents, teachers, and community leaders.  Our communities rely on schools and educators to produce productive citizens.  Employers request that the future work force be prepared to enter the workplace capable of making decisions, acting in leadership roles, communicating effectively and generally being accountable and responsible workers.  These qualities are the end results we are seeking by exposing students to the Learning for Life program.

Goals and Measurable Objectives

The goal of this proposed project is to provide an in depth character education program for the Palm Beach County School District that will strengthen values, thereby improving behavior, encouraging positive choices, increasing self esteem, life skills, and employability.  The outcome objectives of the program are as follows:

1. Increase student positive classroom behaviors and improve the learning environment;

2. Improve student life skills such as critical thinking and problem solving; and

3. Improve student character traits, such as self worth, self-confidence, motivation and ethical decision-making.

Strategies and Activities

The Learning for Life Program has seven major components that cover every grade level, and address the developmental needs of school children, kindergarten through 12th grade.  Learning for Life’s classroom-based program is an action-learning process with age-appropriate and grade-specific lesson plans to enhance and support the core curriculum. Volunteer involvement helps to formulate community links and partnerships at the local schools.

K-6 – Seekers, Discoverers and Challenger Components

The curriculum for each grade level consists of 61 lesson plans designed to reinforce social, ethical and academic skills in areas such as critical and creative thinking, ethical decision-making, inter-personal relationships, practical living skills, building self-worth, writing and other language arts, and participating citizenship. Each set of lesson plans has a list of books to assist with the “Just Read, Florida” initiative.  The lesson plans can be integrated with core curricula or as stand-alone activities as the individual school deems necessary. The recommended usage of the elementary program is at least one hour to 45 minutes once a week. The activities may be taught in units, as students complete the units they receive the appropriate recognition.  A family involvement component is available with each lesson plan, and links the lesson plan taught in the classroom to the student’s home environment.

Lesson plans feature themes such as Accepting Consequences, Conservation, Ethnic Heritage, Meeting Deadlines, Gangs, Never Give-Up, What Is Freedom?  Respecting Differences, Violence Prevention, and Sticking to What’s Right.  The themes instill in youth the importance of respecting the rights of all people, and prepare young people to participate in and give leadership to American society.

Learning for Life offers a recognition plan for elementary and special-needs students to encourage positive behavior, foster a sense of belonging in the group, assist in building self-worth and reward a positive work ethic.  For kindergarten through sixth grade, the recognition plan is an honor wall chart with spaces for student names.  There are 15 brightly colored peel-off stickers that relate to the 61 lesson plan themes in each book.  When the class completes a designated set of themes, the teacher places the appropriate sticker on the honor wall chart next to the name of each student who participated.  In addition, students receive stickers to wear on their clothing.  Kindergartners through second graders are called “Seekers”; third and fourth graders are called “Discoverers.”  Fifth and sixth graders are called “Challengers.”  

Special Needs – Champions Component

The special needs program has two sets of lesson plans that help students with disabilities achieve self-sufficiency.  Life Skills is the focus for younger students, while transitional skills to the workforce is the focus for older special needs students 

Middle School – Benefactor Component

The seventh and eighth grade lesson plans are fully developed in-class presentations with character and career focuss.

High School – Navigator Component and Exploring

The high school lesson plans are divided into three areas: character and service learning, career and ethics, and “Exploring.”  Exploring is a hands-on business based career mentoring program.

Training

Each participating school receives a two-hour orientation/training session – usually as a part of a teacher in-service day for teachers and administrators. Learning for Life has a training program that will introduce all program materials and resources to the classroom instructors.  A video presentation depicts teachers using Learning for Life as a stand-alone program and as part of the core curriculum.  Lesson plans are reviewed.  Continuing training and assistance is available through the Learning for Life staff professional.

Field Days

Field days allow opportunities for students to learn character and life skills in an out-of-door environment.  They are offered in the fall and spring.  Field Days are tailored to the specific needs of the group attending and must meet the standards as set forth by Learning for Life and the School District.

3. Project Management

Upon notification of funding approval for the Palm Beach County Learning for Life (LFL) Character Education Program, the following activities and services can be expected:

August

· In collaboration with School District, LFL submits grant application to DOE;

· The School District of Palm Beach County and Gulf Stream Council, Inc. identify new target schools and classrooms/specialty areas, using district data.

September

· Submit Grant Application and Partnership Agreement between LFL and the School District to the School Board for approval;

· Conduct Needs Assessment;

· Develop program; Order and Distribute materials;

· Conduct staff and teacher training sessions/workshops at schools selected;

· Obtain memoranda of understanding from schools;

· Submit participation roster to school district contact(s).

October – December

· Conduct Learning for Life program activities;

· Begin site visits to assist with program implementation, support teachers/mentors;

· Begin outdoor activities (field days);

· Pre-test students.

January - April 

· Continue program activities;

· Conduct on-going training, support and recognition;

· Provide additional program supplies;

· Continue Field Days;

· Continue program evaluations;

· Complete post-tests.

May 

· Provide recognition/appreciation for youth and adult participants;

· Complete program evaluation;

· Conduct outcomes surveys and summarize assessment results; 

· Set program agenda for upcoming school year;

· Recognize principals, lead teachers, top students and Board members at annual luncheon.

June

· Present “Executive Summary” Report to School Board;

· Collect attendance and academic data from school principals/designee;

· Complete summative evaluation reports for DOE/Regional LFL office;

· Meet with principals regarding future partnerships.

Ongoing Monitoring

The project will be continually monitored to determine if extra resources, training or other components are needed to improve the success of the program.  Kim Williams, Assistant Director, Prevention Center in the Department of Safe Schools, receives quarterly updates on specific results.  Learning for Life representatives will answer questions as they arise, and necessary changes requested by the School District will be implemented.  Additional ongoing formative evaluations to adjust activities may be added (by the request of the District) on an as-needed basis.

4. Coordination and Collaboration

Learning for Life is involved with the monthly Palm Beach County School District Character Education Committee meetings.  This is an excellent opportunity to talk with the Lead Instructors from each school and to share new and successful programs being used by teachers/guidance counselors in the classroom.  Learning for Life is also involved with the Character Council of Palm Beach County.  The Council’s goal is to extend the gains made in character development in the classroom to the community at large – parents, business, service clubs, and public municipalities.  Learning for Life’s “Partners in Character” program is designed to involve businesses in the financial support of character education here in Palm Beach County. 

5. Support for Reading

Learning for Life supports the “Just Read, Florida” initiative by incorporating teaching methods such as group reading, individual reading, and teacher directed stories within the Lesson Plans.  Also, Learning for Life has developed a recommended list of books for each character trait that is grade specific.

6. Dissemination and Marketing Plan

The Gulf Stream Council, as the provider for character education to both Palm Beach County and St. Lucie County, is in an excellent position to share successful methods between the two counties.  The Palm Beach County Character Education Committee is designed to support the dissemination of information within the School District.  Learning for Life is an active member of this committee as well as the Character Council of Palm Beach County.  

7. Evaluation

Students and teachers are involved in the assessment process.  Students are given a pre-test / post-test survey. Improvement in student knowledge of character traits will be determined by this survey method.  The classroom teachers implementing the program evaluates the classroom as a whole and is surveyed concerning their satisfaction with the Learning for Life program and material.  The evaluation plan is designed to address the overall behavior change in Palm Beach County students subsequent to receiving instruction from the Learning for Life program.  The plan is both formative and summative. It includes a programmatic assessment through the use of a program survey. Participating students will complete pre- and post-tests.  Principals will be asked to furnish attendance and academic data for participating students in order to measure attendance and academic improvements. The program must be evaluated, and outcomes assessed, to determine where improvements need to be made, and whether pre-set goals have been achieved.  Internal monitoring will be conducted by Gulf Stream Council, Inc., which manages LFL locally.  An annual report will be completed in June 2006.  Executive summaries will be provided to the Executive Boards of all collaborating agencies.

Summative Evaluation

A program review is conducted at the end of each school year.  Classroom pre-test/post-test evaluations and teacher/mentor survey results are compiled and a general report is prepared to identify the successes of the program, and to modify activities as necessary.  During the 2004-2005 school year, 76 school sites were served by the Learning for Life program in Palm Beach County.  Approximately 130 teachers, aides and other school personnel received Learning for Life training.  Over 4,700 students participated in the 2004-2005 assessment.  Overall a 6% increase in knowledge of character traits was achieved.  
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