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Preliminary Information:

Before describing the development of the Stellar Schools Development Corporation it should be understood that we have not as yet formed the corporation. But since we intend to use the word “Corporation” in our organization’s title, we shall introduce its name now with the understanding that the title is prospective. It should also be understood that at the present time the organization has no board, no staff, and no members. The formation of a board will be the first task to be undertaken. Once a board is in place, we can draft the appropriate founding documents and then incorporate the organization. At about the same time we’ll also seek 501(c)(3) status from the IRS and similar tax relief from state authorities.

Mission Statement:

The Stellar Schools Development Corporation seeks to develop an alternative educational format for K-12 education that can subsequently benefit both public and private schools. By employing best methods, best technologies, and best organizational structures, we plan to develop model “brick & mortar” schools that can serve as prototypes for other school operators. Our efforts will focus on the use of online instructional services to provide a self-paced learning format that we believe can be made superior to other approaches. Given the significant fixed costs of maintaining an online network, we also include in our mission the development of school networks wherein economies of scale can bring down unit costs.

The Stellar Schools Development Corporation (SSDC) will fund its operations by seeking grants, by soliciting donations, by collecting membership dues, and by charging tuition fees in the school(s) it plans to operate. Its funds will be used to establish and operate one or more schools, to create instructional materials, to purchase instructional services/materials, to provide scholarships for a number of its students, and to communicate its successes (and failures) to the outside world.

The “target” demographic in the recruitment of students will be diverse, including those who learn rapidly, those who are slower, as well as those more average in learning skills.

SSDC will serve society in several ways. It aims to support educational advances, it aims to provide charitable support by providing scholarships to some of the students attending its schools, and it aims to conduct scientific research in the areas of educational methodology and instructional technologies. SSDC also intends to be open about its ideas, plans, and structures. Except for protecting the intellectual property of its authors, producers, and instructors, SSDC will freely share its methods and technologies for others to consider. 

Given these characteristics we believe that SSDC will both meet the requirements of and succeed in obtaining 501(c)(3) non-profit status from the IRS. Also, we are planning to incorporate SSDC in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.

Objectives:

Our goal, simply put, is to develop schools with unparalleled quality- that are truly stellar schools. We intend to provide a superior learning environment as compared to contemporary K-12 public and private schools.

These schools will employ a self-paced instructional format in which all of the course content of the core curriculum will be provided on-line. The delivery of this instruction will be facilitated by on-site teachers and others who will function as tutors.

To accomplish our mission, a number of component developments need to be realized. Among them are:

1. The acquisition, integration, and production of courseware that will provide the on-line instructional content. Approximately 80 one-year courses will be required for the various K-12 levels. Our preference will be to use third party courseware to the extent that it matches our requirements. However, when such instructional software falls short of our needs, we will augment, revise or replace it with internally generated content. Given our current knowledge of the courseware marketplace, we believe that nearly every course will require augmented content and perhaps one-fourth of them will be generated entirely in-house.

2. The establishment of a central service facility, called the Hub, that is intended to provide those services that benefit from economies of scale. This would include the various on-line services, training, system management, and provision of common supplies including books. This Hub facility will, in time, serve several school sites.

3. The training of classroom teachers in the tutoring methods to be used and in the content to be mastered.

4. The establishment of a small number of schools in which we can apply and test our methods and technologies.

5. The development of tuition policies and scholarship arrangements.

6. The ongoing operation of the schools. Particular attention will be paid to student performance under the Stellar Schools instructional programs and the correction of any deficiencies we find.

7. The establishment and operation of a small formal network of schools. From the experience thus gained we’ll develop the metrics upon which we can predict the “economics” of large-scale networks. 

8. Depending on external needs, we may develop a licensing network( of schools either by expanding our own network or through collaboration with other non-profit or public school organizations.

9. The communication of our progress to the external world.

Specific Activities:

The work of SSDC will change as its enterprise matures. Consequently, in describing its planned activities, we present them in chronological order.

Acquisition, integration, and production of courseware

Before any instruction can be provided to students, the on-line courseware must be obtained. An instructional “package” must be created for each of the 80 or so courses that are to be offered within the core curriculum. To the extent possible we shall look to third party supplier to provide the courseware components. Where modules are lacking we will create them internally. 

Elective subjects, outside of the core curriculum, need to be developed as well but will not be restricted to the on-line format. In fact, some of them will be taught by means of traditional group instruction.

To grasp the concept of “courseware” it’s useful to define what it includes. First let’s describe what might be called “traditional” courseware. It consists of:

· Textbooks

· Workbooks

· Tests (practice & official)

In such a traditional setting, the teacher provides the balance of the instruction.

It is also worth noting that the traditional courseware is nearly always the product of publishing companies.

In our plans for the Stellar Schools format, the concept of courseware is extended well beyond the list just given. In the new environment the courseware consists of:

· Hardcopy textbooks

· Digital (on-line) versions thereof

· Hardcopy workbooks

· Digital versions thereof

· Video multimedia lectures

· Supplementary lectures (to help with the more difficult concepts/content)

· Hardcopy lecture notes

· Digital versions of lecture notes

· Instructional computer games

· Scanning software (to enable grading of paper exercises)

· Practice tests

· Official tests

· Links between the digital versions

Additional modes of instruction may be implemented later, including:

· Remotely controlled robotic laboratory experiments

· Hub based “visiting” instructors

· Hub based video “conferenced” tutoring.

In the Stellar Schools setting the teachers in the local school will act as tutors to their students. They’ll focus on those seeking/needing additional help. We also intend to hire teaching assistants and to utilize student tutors to augment the tutoring function and to provide ample human resources in the classroom.

Here, in analogy to the traditional case, all of these courseware components can be produced by a publishing company. In fact, many modern publishers already produce many of these products in our evolving multimedia world of content.

Central service hub

We recognize that the Stellar Schools instructional format has large fixed costs inherent in its use of online instruction, which requires large upfront investments in courseware. For Stellar Schools to become cost effective, the costs will need to be spread over several “user” schools. Those assets, supplies and services that can be shared among schools are best housed in a separate facility and we call that place the Central Service Hub.

However, it will be convenient in the early stages of development to co-locate the Hub at one of the school sites.

The responsibilities of the Hub organization are many and include:

· Acquisition, integration and production of courseware

· Operations of a computer facility that houses the web servers used to provide the online instruction.

· Distribution of hardcopy components of courseware

· Distribution, maintenance, and repair of student laptop computers

· Management of the assessment systems

· Training of tutoring personnel including student tutors

· Purchasing and/or leasing function- to obtain products and services from third parties and suppliers

· Oversight and management of local schools 

One way to think about the Hub organization is to understand that it can be regarded as a publisher of multimedia content as well as the operator of one or more schools. We believe that, over time, the Hub organization will be able to outsource more and more of its publishing function. After all, the core activity and competency of Stellar Schools should be the operation of schools. Yet it the early stages of development during which publishers will not have produced the needed courseware, some of that production will need to be done in-house. We hope that publishers will soon fill these voids but we have no estimate as to how rapidly they will “come to our rescue.”

The training of classroom tutors

Having automated most of the traditional teacher’s chores, the teaching personnel are now able to devote nearly all of their time to tutoring and a small amount to classroom management.

Teachers, teaching assistants, and student tutors will all be required to master the courses they cover at a higher score level of 98% as compared to the 95% score level required of the Stellar School students. All these instructional personnel will train themselves on the same online instructional systems used by the pupils. Other Hub personnel will provide further training about classroom management, tutoring techniques, and act as tutors to the tutors to help them master the content.

As each tutor demonstrates the 98% mastery level for any given course, they will receive a certification document attesting to that attainment. While not every member of the instructional team at a local school will be certified in every course, we expect that among all of the instructors that each of the courses will be covered by at least one person who is certified to tutor in that course.

Establishing schools

Our plans retain considerable flexibility as to how we create a school “setting” in which our instructional format can be tested and developed. Depending on many factors, such as our funding situation and the availability of willing collaborators outside of the Stellar Schools Development Corporation, we may need to choose among alternatives, including:

· Creation of one or more new private schools

· Purchase of one or more existing private schools

· Establishment of one or more charter schools

· Collaboration with an existing school or system

· Combinations of the preceding options

Soliciting students

For each school we operate, we may not “inherit” a full complement of students to fill the school. Depending on our financial resources, we may need to charge tuition. Yet, we may not be able to attract enough students unless some are offered scholarships or other attractions. One of our organization’s component activities will be the management of a scholarship fund to assist and attract students. This is the function that qualifies SSDC as a charitable organization.

Development scenarios

The question arises as to how the Stellar Schools instructional format will be introduced to the schools operated by SSDC. The precise sequence of steps to be taken will depend, in part, on the level of financial resources available to the SSDC. A prudent assumption uses a low estimate on the funding. That suggests that we will not likely be able to develop all of the 80-odd courses in parallel all at once. Rather we foresee developing the courses in sequence and then use them in a school or schools that is/are gradually transitioning from a traditional format to the Stellar Schools mode of operation.

Our strategy for prioritizing the sequence of courseware production projects is based on playing to the weakest instructional areas- that, on average, pertain to target schools: mathematics and physics. We also base it on our own strengths given our own expertise in these two areas. They tend to be the most difficult to provide in contemporary schools, largely for reasons of shortages of sufficiently skilled teachers in these areas. Thus we would most likely produce courses in mathematics and the physical sciences as our first offerings. And given the role that mathematics plays in physics and related sciences, our curriculum will tailor the math courses to provide all the needed prerequisite knowledge at each level of the science curriculum.

Even with this first-round restriction of producing only mathematics and physical science courses, we’d ideally develop the entire 13 levels of math instruction (K through 12) in parallel and then soon after build the physical science courses. This might have us developing almost 20 courses in parallel out of the 80. We fear that this might also require more resources than what we would have available.

We could narrow our initial steps still further by simply starting with a physics course. Then, as a second step, we would produce a mathematics course that’s prerequisite to the physics course. We’d then build outward from this curricular “territory” to create related courses such as AP physics, chemistry, and introductory physical science courses. Then in time, depending on the resources available, we’d complete the 80-course curriculum envisaged for Stellar Schools.

Ongoing operations not yet addressed

The foregoing discussion presented many of the steps that must be taken to launch these Stellar Schools and also described many activities that are ongoing but did not fully depict all of the operations to be managed.

We described the self-paced instructional format but did not depict how the local schools’ schedules will be arranged. We foresee the instruction being provided during formal periods during the school day with other periods being devoted to “breaks” such as recess, lunch, snack, assemblies, etc. During the instructional periods, students will work alone from their laptops but will have the roving instructional staff available for “on the spot” tutoring.

The concept of grade level will be replaced by awarding to each student certification of his or her levels of mastery of the various subjects. Moreover, almost by definition, the scourge of social promotion cannot exist in the Stellar Schools environment.

An important function of the Hub service center, that we touched on above, will be the provision of course examinations (assessments) that will be administered online. Our courseware, which includes the assessment systems, will have the test questions tightly aligned with the curricular content of each course. Each course will likely have thousands of testable items from its curriculum, but any given examination will use a small representative subset that is generated through a random selection process. Each test administered will thereby be different from all others (both given on the same day and over time) making cheating or teaching to a specific test nearly impossible. Thus our school system will have a need to employ one or more experts in test management systems or alternatively may need to contract with an external supplier of such services.

The passing grade, to which we alluded earlier, will be 95% or better on a course examination. We don’t expect students to pass on their first attempt. Rather, after further review and study we believe most students will pass on a subsequent attempt.

As in other educational settings, the assessment system has a purpose beyond grading the students. It will allow us to detect problem areas in our courseware and may allow us to discern areas in which our teaching personnel need further training. For example, we might discover through analysis of test results that some of our instruction materials are confusing or require supplemental presentations. By means of this feedback, the courseware content and training policies may be revised.

Then as our developments demonstrate success we will want to communicate our progress to the wider community by means of various publicity mechanisms. We envision a newsletter, a quarterly email update, and a website as means by which we’ll spread our news.

Finally, as SSDC acquires a “track record” and demonstrates success, we will publicize our progress and provide public access to our methods, technologies, and formats.

Strategic Analysis:

Our proposals for reforming aspects of K-12 education are strong, are based on solid research, and have been welcomed by many analysts of American education. This is not to say that most educators are supportive. They are not. Many of them are beholden to an educational establishment with pecuniary interests in maintaining the status quo that outweigh their perceived risks of reform. Still, some educators have been quite complimentary about our approach. Where we see the strongest support is from the professions of economics and business.

We have not decided whether our organization will have members beyond the trustees. We currently have no paid staff. We have no financial resources. As an informal organization we shall raise the funds necessary to proceed with incorporation and the filing for 501(c)(3) tax status with the IRS. Once we are incorporated we shall simultaneously raise more funds and develop a staff commensurate with our funding and our programmatic needs. Major fundraising and grant seeking will begin once we receive a favorable tax status.

We think our project can help fill a void in our systems of K-12 education. It is not just the public systems that have deficiencies to be corrected, it is also the private schools that need help. Thus, opportunities abound in an environment where needs are ubiquitous. Whether we can find financial resources to fill these unmet needs is a question we intend to pursue until we can answer it affirmatively.

Are there threats to the survival of SSDC? Surely there are. On the “mixed blessing” side, there is the possibility that similar efforts elsewhere might supplant our efforts wherein SSDC would lose out to a rival. This would not be a favorable outcome for the collaborators of SSDC but would still represent progress in school reform. A worse scenario is one in which apathy or political intervention by opponents thwarts the growth and possibly the existence of SSDC. We know that some of our reforms will result in a reduction of labor costs- a development that will not likely please organized labor. Though we expect opposition, we believe that our status as an organization primarily operating among private schools will insulate us from any serious political interference.

On balance we are optimistic. Our project does not need government support- though it might be helpful. We do not need approval from teachers’ unions- though we expect many teachers to be supportive. Given that our plans are business friendly we expect support from commercial interests- if for no other reason than that good schools develop good future employees.

Disclosure

The primary initial developer of SSDC (David Anderson) is also wearing another hat in a related for-profit enterprise, Asora Education Enterprises, that at some point in the future is planning to offer educational services similar to those of SSDC. To ensure an appropriate “arms length” relationship between SSDC and this other business effort the board and staff of SSDC will be structured to limit his control and influence in SSDC. Thus he will not serve on the SSDC board but could be an employee of SSDC in the near term. At the current time Asora does not operate schools but provides education consulting services. However, to avoid conflicts of interest, he will remove himself from SSDC activities at such time Asora would begin to offer similar services. In doing this, his role will be limited by the laws and regulations governing SSDC’s tax-exempt status.





































































































































( This kind of licensing network would be structured much like a franchising network, but cannot use that terminology because all of its members are non-profit entities. 
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