
Nationally the focus to improve 
education in the United States 

has been standards based, with all 
schools being held accountable 
for students attaining minimum 
competencies.  Virginia is recognized 
as a leader in public education based 
on rigorous Standards of Learning, 
a computerized assessment system, 
and noted success with all sub-
groups of children.  Yet the challenge 
remains to move beyond minimum 
competencies and prepare students 
in advanced studies such as creative 
writing, calculus, statistics, foreign 
languages and culture, chemistry, 
physics, and biology.   Are Virginia 
students participating in challeng-
ing classes beyond the minimum 
requirements for a high school 
diploma in order to be prepared for 
life-long learning and a competitive 
career?

Developing a Climate 
of Advanced Studies 
in a School Division

Nationwide there are three 
programs that are seen as mov-

ing students beyond the minimum 
requirements of the No Child Left Be-
hind Act:  The Advanced Placement 
(AP) program, the Dual Enrollment 
(DE) program, and the International 
Baccalaureate (IB) program.  The 
Advanced Placement program was 
established by the College Board 
and is recognized nationally for its 
rigor in the core subject areas, thus 
preparing students for post second-
ary education. Dual Enrollment 
courses between local community 
colleges or universities and high 
schools allow students to accumu-
late college credit while completing 
their high school requirements for 
graduation. 

America’s future as the world’s foremost 
economic superpower is threatened. 

Modern technology has created careers 
driven by cooperation, creativity, and mental 
innovation more than competition, physi-
cal labor, and assembly lines. It has opened 
the door for billions of people in formerly 
underdeveloped nations to participate in 
an immediate economy as both consumers 
and producers. This makes the competition 
for jobs tougher, for there are more people 
globally to compete against, and stronger 
demand for the development of higher order 
thinking skills.   

Recent international research on 
student preparation   reveals 

that American students are falling 
behind in critical areas such as 
math and science. American com-
panies are reporting that less than 
30% of prospective scientists, engi-
neers, and technicians recruited are 
American born. America is poised 
to lose its position as a world leader 
in innovation, industrial and eco-
nomic development if this pattern 
continues.  

The Need for Advanced 
Studies Options in Virginia

Advanced Study Strategies 
An Advanced Placement Initiative for the Commonwealth of Virginia



In the spring of 2007, several U.S. 
based international companies 

noticed the dwindling number of 
American students available for jobs as 
scientists, engineers, and technicians 
and funded the creation of the Nation-
al Math and Science Initiative (NMSI), 
a non-profit organization to support 
the promotion of advanced English, 
math, and science programs in high 
schools and colleges. One of these 
companies, Exxon-Mobil, contributed 
125 million dollars, the largest private 
donation ever given to education in 
history. NMSI, (http://www.national-
mathandscience.org/,) is focusing on 
recommendations put forth by the 
National Academies of Science in their 
2005 blue-ribbon panel report “Rising 
Above the Gathering Storm.” They 
found in this document reference to 
Texas based AP Strategies, a company 
that has a successful history of part-

nering with schools to create school com-
munities supporting advanced studies.  
In an effort to replicate the success of AP 
Strategies, NMSI made monetary grants 
available to all states, through an RFP pro-
cess, to fund non-profit programs similar 
to AP Strategies. Virginia applied for one 
of these grants through the Southern 
Virginia Higher Education Center (http://

 The Virginia Advanced Study Strategies Program

International Baccalaureate is a pre-
scriptive course of study, determined 

by the International Baccalaureate 
Organization based in Switzerland, 
for college preparation.  Each of these 
programs has their own strengths. 
Many schools in Virginia have taken 
advantage of opportunities available 
through one or more of these three 
programs.  Schools with large numbers 
of students that are first generation 
college students have developed close 
relationships with local community col-
leges and offer Dual Enrollment classes 
in career and technical programs which 
lead to credentials or an Associate 
of Applied Science degree. However 
these core academic courses require an 
instructor with a Masters Degree and 
18 graduate hours in the content area 
they are teaching. Teachers with these 
credentials are difficult to find in many 
high schools. Advanced Placement 
classes do not require a teacher to have 
an advanced degree, but do require 
a curriculum audit of content plus 
rigorous reading, writing, research, and 
laboratory interaction for the students 

 

 

Texas AP results for minority students in Math, 
Science and English. 

 

Virginia’s Governor Tim 
Kaine accepts the $13.2 
Million Dollar Check from 
NMSI to begin Virginia 
Advanced Study Strate-
gies on Aug. 29, 2007. 
“This will help us move 
Virginia’s students from  
competence to excel-
lence to prepare them for 
solid careers in this global 
economy.” he said.

that is evaluated by a difficult end-of-
course exam.  

Most school divisions have been 
focused on preparing students for 

Standards of Learning tests, securing state 
accreditation and achieving adequate 
yearly progress under NCLB. Consequently 
the teaching of advanced studies courses 

has suffered.  If Virginia is going to create a 
climate of economic development in the global 
economy there is need for a deliberate focus in 
each school to move beyond minimum stan-
dards and create a culture of advanced studies. 
Governor Kaine described this emphasis as 
“moving Virginia’s students from competence to 
excellence.” 

www.svhed.org/) and was one of seven states 
awarded a grant. 

On August 29, 2007 Virginia’s Governor Tim 
Kaine, accepted a check from NMSI in 

the amount of 13.3 million dollars to fund the 
Virginia Advanced Study Strategies (VASS).
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This grant provides money for 
the next six years and must be 

matched by local and state busi-
nesses to establish and support 
Advanced Placement programs 
in local high schools throughout 
Virginia. The Halifax Educational 
Foundation, Dominion Power, and 
Old Dominion Electric Coopera-
tive have made large donations 
toward this endeavor.  Additionally, 
the Virginia Tobacco Commission 
has provided 2.5 million dollars in 
matching funds for school divisions 
that apply and meet expectations 
within the commission’s service 
region of Southside and Southwest 
Virginia. 

Guidance in the development 
of business partnerships, as 

well as overall direction of the VASS 
program is provided by a Board of 
Directors. Board members are listed 
on our website, http://www.virgin-
iaadvancedstudystrategies.org. 

The VASS Program in Virginia

The Virginia Advanced Study Strategies 
program is based on the best practices 

for success with AP classes that have been 
established over the last ten years. These 
strategies will be put into practice with the 
guidance and support of a number of Vir-
ginia partners. Partners include the College 
Board, The Advanced Placement Summer 
Training Program at William and Mary, The 
Virginia Department of Education’s Virtual 
AP Program, and an Advisory Board of 
Virginia College and University Admissions 
Representatives. 

The focus over the five-year grant period 
includes:  

a) Developing an Advanced Placement 
community of support, b) Unpacking the 
Advanced Placement Program, and  c) Cre-
ating an Advanced 
Study Strategies 
culture.

The first schools selected to participate in the 
project will primarily be “launch” schools, or 

schools that have demonstrated little to no success 
in AP math, science, and English courses.  These 
schools will receive incentives for both students and 
teachers. Incentives for students include paying for 
test registration fees and a financial reward for a 
qualifying score of 3 or higher on AP Tests. Incen-
tives for teachers include bonus money for meeting 
benchmark goals during the school year and finan-
cial rewards for each student who earns a qualifying 
score on an exam.  Some early participants will be 
“gain” schools, or schools that have demonstrated 
significant success in AP math, science, and English 
courses.  Gain schools will receive training for teach-
ers but will not be eligible for all incentives available 
to launch schools.  

 

Virginia is ranked 4th nationally in AP participation. This map shows the 
school divisions that participate in AP as identified by College Board. 
The darker the area, the more AP participation. White areas had no 
participation in 2006. The darkest areas had less than 30% of students 
participate in Advanced Placement programs. 

  

All research on professional 
development shows that the 

best training must be followed 
up by continuous interaction and 
support during the school year. The 
Advanced Placement curriculum 
is very rigorous and demanding of 
the teacher as well as the student.  
The VASS program is set to provide 
each teacher that works with AP 
students the training, resources 
and ongoing support that they will 
need. To do this, AP specialists in 
English, math, and science, with 
proven records of success in teach-
ing AP classes and experience in 
training other teachers or develop-
ing successful AP programs, have 
been employed.  Each specialist 
will receive extensive training from 
NMSI on how to develop a strong 
state program. 

They will par-
ticipate in the 

summer AP training 
programs for teach-
ers, and then give 
intensive follow-up 
support throughout 
the year to all the AP 
lead teachers and teachers in each partner 
school.  Support will be provided through 
direct contact during the year when needed, 
and by continuous interaction using inter-
active video that has been developed by 
Virginia Department of Education’s Virtual 
AP. This includes opportunities for threaded 
discussion boards, online resources, weekly 
virtual meetings, and 2-way video com-
munication. Participating schools will be 
grouped together by geographic proximity 
to form projects of 1 to 5 high schools.  

Each project will have a local lead teacher 
who is an experienced and success-

ful AP teacher.  VASS will provide funding to the 
school division to support the lead teacher.  The lead 
teacher will be responsible for providing guidance 
and support for the AP and Pre-AP teachers in that 
project. Finally, Virginia Advanced Study Strategies 
will have a counseling specialist who will work with 
local administrators, guidance counselors, parents, 
and students in creating a culture of recruitment and 
support for students participating in advanced place-
ments classes. This specialist will be responsible for 
working with colleges, universities and businesses to 
develop community awareness of AP programs and 
their relevance to the future success of youth.

Developing an Advanced Placement  
Community of Support
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The second focus of the VASS 
program is to assist each 

school in gaining a thorough 
understanding of curriculum, 
instruction and assessment, often 
referred to as “unpacking the 
AP program.”  Identifying the es-
sential skills and concepts of each 
course and resources necessary 
to successfully teach the course 
is the first step.  Each teacher will 
have to submit their curriculum 
and lesson plans to College Board 
for approval. VASS specialists will 
help each teacher through this 
process.  Alignment of the curricu-
lum with the AP exam, develop-
ing the appropriate pacing guides 
to ensure all skills are taught and 
determining what resources are 
needed for laboratories are criti-
cal for students to be successful.  
VASS will match local funds to 
cover the cost of these resources.  
“AP experts” will monitor student 
success throughout the school 
year. 

Unpacking the AP 
Program

Grade Level Math Class  Science Class English Class
    

    8th                     Algebra  1                         Earth Science                          Pre AP English 8
    9th                     Geometry                         Pre AP Biology       Pre AP English 9
   10th                             Algebra 2                        AP Biology, Pre AP Chemistry                  Pre AP English 10
   11th                     Pre-AP Calculus  AP Chemistry                          AP English Language
   12th                     AP Calculus  AP Physics                AP English Literature

Creating an 
Advanced Study 

Strategies Culture

Advanced Placement classes are 
academically challenging. They 

are designed to prepare students to 
be successful in upper level univer-
sity work. The classes will broaden 
student exposure to research, the 
development of creative solutions 
to difficult problems, mastery of 
writing skills, and exposure to 
lengthy comprehensive exams. 
Most students are not prepared 
for the intensity of the AP class 
if they have not been prepared 
through Pre- AP classes that may 
begin as early as 9th grade.  VASS 
will provide opportunities for Pre 
AP teachers to participate in all AP 
class training, and special sessions 
will be designed to strengthen 
and align the curriculum that is 
taught in the Pre-AP class with the 

curriculum taught in the AP class.  Additionally, 
schedules are set up so that there is not a gap 
between Pre AP preparation courses and the 
AP course.  The Texas AP Strategies Program 
contributes the long term success of their 
program to the development of such a culture. 
Their recommendation for a strong science 
and math centered AP program, based on ten 
years of experience, looks like the chart below. 
This chart assumes that students will be taking 
Algebra 1 at 8th grade.

If they begin as soon as 7th grade, which many 
do, then it will put them in a position to get 

both Calculus AB and Calculus BC. This would 
also put them in a position to get Physics B and 
Physics C. There is also the option of adding AP 
Statistics, AP Computer Math, and AP Environ-
mental Science. This chart does not include AP 
classes in Social Studies and Foreign Language. 
Most schools work to develop these classes on 
their own while VASS will be supporting the 
English, Math, and Science AP programs. Many 
schools in Texas developed strong AP classes in 

social science and foreign language areas while 
being supported by the AP Strategies program. 
Their students had equal gains in these pro-
grams as they did in English, math, and science.  
It is very important to understand that this chart 
is not suggesting that students are locked into 
this pathway. Virginia Advanced Study Strategies 
focus is to get as many students as possible to 
buy into the academic challenge of AP courses. 
A student who matures more slowly would join 
the program at the point when they are com-

mitted to the challenge of courses that will best 
prepare him/her for a career.  A school does not 
typically begin by implementing this program as 
outlined the first year, but will typically start by 
adding one to three AP classes for juniors and 
seniors and work to build the program over a 
5 year period.  Texas is finding that 40% to 60% 
of the students in each high school they have 
worked with are now accepting the challenge 
of the AP program and are finding success. 
This includes rural, suburban, and urban school 
systems with at least 80% minority and low 
socio-economic backgrounds.  

Many schools throughout Virginia have de-
veloped partnerships with community col-

leges and other institutions of higher education 
to build Dual Enrollment options for students. 
These classes have significant impact on those 
who take advantage of them because they get 
a head start on their college career while in high 
school. For some this is a psychological victory 
proving to the student and their family that they 
can be successful in college classes and want 
to pursue further education. For others it is a 
financial boost to get one or two years of college 
expense out of their way as they work toward 
their high school diploma. There are some who 
even complete an Associate Degree while in high 
school. 

Virginia Advanced Study Strategies recognizes 
the importance of Dual Enrollment as an 

advanced study option and seeks to develop 
partnerships with higher education institutions 
and combine advanced placement and dual 

enrollment programs. The curriculum of the 
college course is closely aligned to the content 
of the AP class. With the primary difference be-
ing the rigorous reading, writing, research, and 
laboratory work, evaluated by a difficult end-of-
course exam, that are AP requirements.  

In the past adjustments were made to adapt 
the college courses with SOL expectations. 

The same can be done for AP requirements. The 
VASS specialists will assist college curriculum 
leaders to develop an alignment of dual enroll-
ment courses and advanced placement courses 
to ensure that all content is covered. Students 
will get the college credit if they pass the class.  
In this scenario the students have the full advan-
tage of both programs.In addition, students will 
have AP courses on their transcript for college 
admission, something more and more universi-
ties throughout the United States have deter-
mined to be an important component for the 
application process.   

Advanced Placement and Dual Enrollment
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Virginia Advanced Study Strategies 
is limited to the number of school 

divisions that it can partner with each 
year. The goal is to develop geographi-
cally appropriate “projects,” consisting 
of 1 to 5 high schools each year, and 
work with the schools in those projects 
for a period of 5 years.

Each year in late summer Virginia Ad-
vanced Study Strategies will put out 

a Request for Proposal (RFP) for schools 
to apply to participate the following 
year.  Applications will be received 
through mid October. Selection of 
schools that have the desire to develop 
an Advanced Strategies program will 
be made based on data requested in 

the RFP.  School divisions must agree to the 
following:

Give release time for teachers to be •	
trained
Provide substitute teachers during •	
training 
Test all 10th graders with the PSAT •	
(at no cost to students)
Work with VASS to identify and pro-•	

vide required laboratory resources

VASS staff will visit schools from October 
through mid January to conduct inter-

views of school and central office adminis-
tration, counselors, and teachers. From these 
interviews a determination will be made of 
schools to partner with the following year. 
There is a local financial commitment that 
must be made by business to support the 

development of the Advanced Strategies 
program, and assist with the cost of training 
and incentives for teachers and students. The 
Virginia Tobacco Commission has partnered 
with VASS to cover these costs for school divi-
sions in the geographic area of Southside and 
Southwest Virginia for the next 5 years. 

VASS will work with school divisions outside 
this area to recruit local business support. 

Virginia Advanced Study Strategies is a 501C3 
Tax Exempt non-profit organization set up for 
business to work through to support the AP 
programs in their local schools. The goal of 
VASS is to create business partnerships that 
will support the development of an Advanced 
Studies program and develop in each school 
division in Virginia over the next decade. 

How Schools Get Involved With Virginia Advanced Study Strategies

To create an advanced study pro-
gram and culture that will move 

students from minimum competency to 
excellence and better prepare students 
for a career in the global economy is a 
priority.  Some large school divisions 
in areas where local financial support 
is available will find a way to move in 
this direction without outside support. 
Many schools, particularly in rural or 
high poverty areas, will not. As Virginia 
Advanced Study Strategies cannot work 
with more than 10 projects each year 
there must be other options available 
for these school systems. 

One option is the Virginia Depart-
ment of Education’s Virtual AP 

program. This program provides ad-
vanced placement classes to individual 
students through the internet. With this 
program the school division does not 
have to provide a teacher. School divi-
sions choosing this option should plan 
to work with class proctors and pre-AP 
teachers to create a culture of support 

needed for success. More information can 
be found on this program at http://www.
virtualvirginia.org.

Another option that has been proposed 
for Virginia is a 2-way video AP pro-

gram that will make use of the technology 
infrastructure at the Southern Virginia 
Higher Education Center in South Boston. 
This program, yet to be funded, would 
provide advanced placement classes in AP 
English, Math, or Science through a high 
definition 2-way video connection. Local 
schools would have to have the high-
definition 2 way video equipment in a lab 
environment, and a proctor to participate. 
This would be for schools that have a small 
numbers of students who are prepared to 
take AP class but have no instructor. 

VASS will work with these school sys-
tems to partner them with the closest 

Virginia Advanced Study Strategies project 
so that the students would have the ad-
vantage of participating in the extra study 
sessions and benchmark assessments. 

Other Advanced Study Options

If you have questions or comments 
about this program, please feel free to 

contact:

Paul Nichols, President
Virginia Advanced Study

 Strategies (VASS)
 

820 Bruce Street
South Boston, VA 24592

Office - 434-572-5474
Mobile - 434-579-0904

Skype video phone ID: Va.advstudies

paulnichols@svhed.org 

www.virginiaadvancedstudystrategies.org

VASS would also work with the school to 
plan for future growth in teacher training 
and support to build an Advanced Study 
Climate. 
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