A.  After-School Excellence Program (ASEP)

Tenacity accomplishes its ASEP mission by including a comprehensive range of activities that promote academics/literacy, resiliency/life skills development and physical fitness/wellness. ASEP includes a major focus on high quality academic education (reading/literacy) for disadvantaged youth. At all five of our sites, students spend equal time in an academic literacy block and playing tennis.  And at one site, The Mario Umana Middle School Academy, both tennis and literacy are integrated throughout the morning and afternoon of the Extended Learning Time (ELT) school day.  Except for this site where students participate for 42 weeks a year, students spend 30 weeks a year for all three years of their middle school experience in the ASEP program. Students are split based on grade and/or skill level. Literacy block students participate in structured literacy activities utilizing our customized, age appropriate and developmentally focused literacy curriculum. This curriculum offers a thorough and complex mix of literacy applications and teaches the necessary skills for students to learn vocabulary in the context of reading.  Coordinators will evaluate the skill development through predetermined benchmarks throughout the year and work with students to uphold a certain standard of performance.  Imparting reading comprehension skills to our students is also a priority of the academic coordinators at each site.  Coordinators and tutors will teach students how to break down questions related to the text they are reading and respond to the questions in a cohesive and structured paragraph format.  We use the results of our pre-testing of students to determine the area of need in literacy and build lesson plans to strengthen the reading comprehension, vocabulary and writing skills of the students.    

The major goal of Tenacity is to help students develop positive attitudes toward reading and literacy, build communication skills, and improve grades in English Language Arts. We believe that this skill set will put our students on the path to succeed not only in their middle school years, but also through high school and into college. Tenacity’s reading program includes instruction in several modes in an inclusive environment, where students participate in small group reading, group read alouds, shared reading, journaling, and presentations to show a mastery of reading skills. Students are also encouraged to read independently. A related goal of ASEP is to promote the enjoyment of reading so that students become more enthusiastic about school work and reading, in general. Tenacity’s reading curriculum exposes young readers to a wide variety of reading materials, including acclaimed book titles, newspapers, magazines (literary, news and sports), poetry, chapter and picture books.

Subsequent to the daily literacy training, tutors are able to provide up to 30 minutes of homework help that is directly connected to each student’s schoolwork. The goals of this program component are to ensure that students understand their homework assignments and help them get started with their homework so that they can feel confident in their ability to complete it at home. If a student does not have homework assignments on a given day, he or she reads or participates in a literacy-based activity during this time.  The literacy block concludes with a journal reflection/communication session, where students are prompted to write about how they or characters from books have demonstrated targeted Life Skills and/or other topics. During homework sessions and while participating in literacy activities, students are paired with the same tutors from week to week in order to foster real mentoring relationships.

While it promotes academic achievement, ASEP is also designed to foster the development of resilience in students. Resilience is described in many ways: positive coping, persistence, adaptation and long-term success, despite adverse circumstances. (Developing Resilience in Urban Youth, NCREL Monograph; Linda Winfield).  A noted expert in development psychopathology, Sir Michael Rutter, Professor Emeritus at Kings College, London, identifies four major protective processes that foster resilience in at-risk children:

a. Reducing negative outcomes by altering the risk or child’s exposure to the risk.

b. Reducing negative chain reaction following risk exposure.

c. Establishing and maintaining self-esteem and self-efficacy.

d. Opening up opportunities.

At Tenacity, we work with students over time to: 1) provide them with a place where they are safe and can explore new opportunities; 2) build relationships between staff and students that enable students to communicate with staff about life issues and events, either orally and/or in their journals; 3) provide students with structured opportunities to build their internal strengths and abilities; and 4) to reinforce the importance of high school graduation and higher education. To attain these goals, we provide students and their parent/guardian with opportunities to obtain information and assistance regarding applications to top high schools in the area; summer internships and paid jobs in our summer program; summer tennis camp scholarships throughout New England; and support throughout their high school years through our Alumni Services Program.

During the tennis instruction/play component, students participate in a few minutes of warm-up and dynamic stretches, followed by stroke production, using a games-based approach, following the training guidelines of the United States Tennis Association’s National Junior Tennis and Learning format. Students learn through competitive and cooperative drills with five students and one instructor per court. The tennis session ends with a closing team meeting, where students reflect on the “Life Skill Quote of the Week” and how it was used on the courts. Halfway through the afternoon program, the two student groups switch activities so that those who participated in tennis first now take part in the literacy block and vice versa.  These rigorously structured ASEP program hours are complemented by several more casual educational, cultural, sporting, outdoor, and mentoring opportunities each year. Outings include field trips to museums, wilderness excursions, and Celtics and Red Sox games, among others. ASEP facilitates regular and open communication among families to give consistent messages and support to students. Toward this goal, during our 30-week ASEP program year, the ASEP coordinators conduct two home visits with each student and his or her family.  Prior to the start of each of the two 15-week sessions per school year, the ASEP Leadership Team conducts a home visit to establish family connections, enable parents to ask questions, offer input, and learn about ASEP volunteer opportunities, and discuss ways to work with Tenacity to foster student success.  Halfway through the school-year, a second home visit is conducted.  The Coordinators review the progress the Tenacity student is making in literacy and tennis, answer any questions the parents may have and reinforce their commitment to the program and state the goals for student achievement and success.  

In addition to a sustained after-school experience, ASEP students are required to participate in our STRP during the summers following 6th and 7th grade. This year-round model for ASEP students ensures that academic progress, life skills development, and tennis skills gained during the school year are not only maintained, but further enhanced during the summer months. All ASEP students are promised a paid summer job in our STRP upon graduation from Middle School.

B.  Alumni Services Program

After graduating from ASEP, participants are invited into ASEP Alumni Services, Tenacity’s newest offering that provides ASEP graduates with ongoing academic support, access to recreational and cultural field trips, college preparation assistance, and opportunities to mentor younger Tenacity students.  The goal of Alumni Services is to encourage ASEP graduates to remain connected with Tenacity through their journey into high school and college.  With the help of Alumni Services staff, each ASEP 8th grader develops an individual plan to select a high school that best suits individual needs and interests and Tenacity helps the student gain admission to the high school by working with the student and parent/s to coordinate visits to high school fairs and individual high schools, facilitate the application process and provide letters of recommendation.  It is our hope that equipping our students and their families with the resources and knowledge needed to succeed throughout high school will result in college matriculation, graduation and professional success.  

The structured high school selection program began in 2007, and the first year of accurate measurement showed that 75% of students attended “best fit” schools, determined by the amount of students who went to schools on the proposed list provided by the Tenacity Alumni Services team and the Program staff. Success of “best fit” schools is also determined by students’ satisfaction and feedback. Fatumata Kaba, ASEP Class of ’07 (Reggie Lewis Center site), Beacon Academy Class of ’08, and now a 10th grader at Dana Hall School in Wellesley said, “During my time in the After School Excellence Program (ASEP), the most important and helpful advice I received was during my eighth grade year. I was guided through the process of choosing a high school and I needed to make the best choice that I could possibly make.  This choice would determine my future. Tenacity helped me get into my current school, Beacon Academy. It’s a 14-month enrichment school year that has helped me get into a private high school next year. Without Tenacity I would have never been aware of all the positive aspects of Beacon.  Now I attend a high school that I would have never dreamed of attending.”

For most of our 8th graders, the goal is to steer them toward smaller, more supportive and competitive high schools that will provide them with the personal attention they need to keep them on the right track, academically.  In addition to the fact that attending this type of school usually positively impacts one’s academic trajectory, some of the schools also require college acceptance in order to graduate, thereby setting expectations for students, helping to make college less of an overwhelming family decision that needs to be made and more of a practical reality and a natural progression at the end of high school.

While in high school, ASEP Alumni work or volunteer in the STRP and ASEP; mentor younger ASEP students; and participate in ongoing tennis activities that promote further skill development and interest.  As Alumni participants near the end of their high school journey, Tenacity helps them take the next positive step in life (college or otherwise). Tenacity collaborates with several college preparation organizations that help our students explore college options, including the Bottom Line, College Coach, and a financial aid organization called ACCESS.

ACCESS Boston is a non-profit that works to ensure that young people in Boston have the financial information and resources necessary to achieve their dream of a higher education. Traditionally, ACCESS has served youth through partnerships with public schools.  In 2008, ACCESS formed an initiative to form five strategic partnerships with organizations serving youth ages 14 - 24.   Tenacity’s Alumni Services Program applied and was selected as one of these partners.  As part of this partnership, ACCESS will provide resources, workshops, and financial advising geared toward Tenacity alumni.  Tenacity and ACCESS will also collaborate to deliver early awareness programming to our younger students in ASEP.  Stephanie Menaker, Tenacity’s Director of Alumni Services, is very positive about the collaboration with ACCESS and believes that this partnership, along with other financial resources provided by Tenacity, will ensure that the students who want to go to college will go to college. “Though we have always worked closely with ACCESS, we are now thrilled to have a more formal partnership with such a successful and effective organization.  While most of our alumni are college-bound, financial limitations are a significant obstacle when it comes to enrolling in and being able to stay at preferred universities.  We are confident that ACCESS will help to alleviate the hardship for many of our students.”

As paying for higher education becomes more challenging and serves as a bigger obstacle to high school students, Tenacity’s Alumni Services Program has launched a Scholarship Incentive Initiative.  This program was created on the premise that Tenacity would provide alumni entering high school in or after 2008 with the opportunity and support needed to earn scholarship money (to address unmet financial needs) for continuing education beyond high school.  In order to be eligible for the program, Tenacity alumni must be in the 9th grade, permit Tenacity to access their academic records twice a year, and attend, with his or her parent/guardian, a two-day “MindBoost” study skills workshop presented by the Boston Learning Center.  

Twice each year, Tenacity checks program participants’ grades and calculates their Grade Point Averages (GPA).  Every student who has a GPA of a B- or higher at the twice-yearly “checkpoint” will have $1,000 credit added to his or her scholarship account.  Throughout high school, students will have the opportunity to earn up to $8,000 to use toward continuing education.  Tenacity’s scholarship program is unique in that it is based on individual success rather than competition with others.

New Alumni Initiatives

•
Eighth Grade High School Readiness Initiative – This component of the eighth grade curriculum will teach specific study and time management skills to students as they embark on their journey to high school.  There will also be a focus on “code-switching”, which introduces the important differences in relationships among peers versus relationships with teachers, employers and other authoritative adults.  During this year, we also hope to positively influence our students’ motivation to apply him/herself academically and to view academic success as something to embrace and be proud of.  Our goal is to banish the youth perspective that it is not “cool” to be smart.  While this is a challenging goal, we think that preparing the student for the high school years will bring a level of comfort, readiness and dedication that will ultimately foster the desire to succeed.

•
Alumni Services Coaching – This addition to Alumni Services will replace the Boston Public Library Drop-In hours.  Tenacity Alumni Coaches are tutors, mentors and role models for alumni.  Coaches meet and communicate regularly with students in order to support them academically and personally throughout their high school years.  Coaches are matched with students through Tenacity based on availability, the coach's skills, and the student's needs.  They provide individualized guidance and personal support that we are, at times, unable to give all of our 200 alumni.
•
College Visits – Alumni Service coordinators orchestrate college visits to local public and private universities for groups of our alumni in the 10th, 11th and 12th grades.  Tenacity provides transportation, plans tours, and coordinates interviews with the admissions office, if students are interested.  The purpose of these trips is to instill, in our alumni, an early awareness of college opportunities.

We anticipate 200 students will be eligible to participate in Alumni Services sponsored programs during the 2009/2010 academic year.  

C.  Summer Tennis & Reading Program (STRP)

Tenacity's STRP is a city-wide initiative that works in close partnership with the Boston Centers for Youth & Families (The Recreation Department) and the Boston Parks Department to deliver a seven-week neighborhood-based youth development program at neighborhood sites across Boston. Students participating in the 30-hour per week STRP are eligible to participate in intra- and inter-site team-based league play as well as the annual Mayor’s Cup Tennis Tournament. Tenacity also makes reading a requirement throughout the summer program.  Research has shown that students who do not participate in academically rich after-school and summer programs experience a decline in academic progress during the summer months.  Because some children lack the support system at home to encourage reading, we require daily reading and literacy activities.

Much of Tenacity’s success over the past ten years has been in offering thousands of Boston Youth, of all ages and abilities, an opportunity to participate in a daily seven-week tennis and reading program.  This has been extremely beneficial to the City of Boston, our partners, the youth of Boston, and their families. During our Era of Quality, we have decided to put a specific emphasis on improving program excellence while maintaining our significant player base of 4,300, and providing staff and interns with an enhanced work experience.  This focus, in conjunction with some changes in the structure of our program, will help us to reach the following goals for 2010:
o
To increase quality of Reading/Literacy and Tennis experience for all participants including Partner Programs.

o
To instill in our students a love of reading.

o
To shift our students’ perspective of reading away from something obligatory and forced and toward something recreational and enjoyable.

o
To maintain or increase our students’ reading level over the summer months.

o
To implement a consistent Tennis Quick Start Program for our young players.

o
To strengthen our Team Tennis Program to engage and retain older players.

o
To increase quality of work experience for summer staff – particularly interns, Junior Staff and Volunteers

o
To increase safety at all sites

o
To expand the age of youth served to include children as young as six and as old as sixteen.

In the summer of 2009, Tenacity implemented a progressive approach to tennis to help more of our anticipated 4,300 youth simultaneously playing tennis, experience greater physical fitness and enjoy personal success. A common concern in teaching the game of tennis to young people is that their bodies are not physically developed enough to play on a full sized court. Unlike soccer and baseball where a modified ball and reduced field size are used for progressive learning, tennis in the USA has traditionally been taught on a full sized court with standard tennis balls and racquets. This approach often leads to frustration on the part of a young learner and, in many cases, a dislike or disinterest in the game. 

To ensure that our students are set up for success, we decided to implement USTA’s Quick Start (QS) approach to learning the game of tennis for our 6-10 year olds, which enables more young people who are new to tennis play faster than ever.  This QS approach allows those who are younger, smaller and inexperienced to succeed in playing tennis within an hour of being introduced to the game.  The courts are smaller, the nets are lower, the balls are easier to hit and control and the racquets are smaller and lighter.  Younger and inexperienced players learn basic strokes and game strategies more quickly, allowing them to play without the aid of an instructor hitting balls to them.  This approach will significantly expand the capacity and efficiency of our Summer Tennis & Reading Program and we believe 100% of our summer program participants will be successfully playing the game on their first day.  This will allow for a higher level of physical activity and group involvement, which we find often leads to stronger self confidence and positive attitudes.  University of Illinois researchers recently found that, after a period of physical activity, children scored higher on tests measuring how well they paid attention, suggesting that physical activity increases a child’s ability to focus, even in the presence of distractions.  We have found that heightened levels of activity better prepare our students for the reading component of the summer program curriculum.  

     Our Quick Start curriculum includes a half hour warm-up, an hour of Quick Start instruction, Quick Start competition and an hour of other tennis “games”.  Reading sessions and literacy activities are spread throughout the morning.


For the 11-16 year olds, our focus is on strengthening technique, strategy and play.  The session begins with a warm up followed by stroke focus of the day, live ball focus of the day and tennis “games”.  Team Tennis is offered two times a week in the 11-16 year olds’ curriculum.  While our format of Team Tennis is dependent on transportation and finances, we hope to incorporate playoffs and end of season finals.  We also offer a Quick Start league twice a week, at limited sites.

