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Congratulations on your decision to apply to the National Educator Program for the designation of NEP School of 
Promise.  The NEP offers this as a service to the great schools of our nation for two reasons.  First, to honor you for 
the hard work you do in making the teaching and learning experience more powerful and meaningful to the 
students.  Second, to shine a light on your institution nationally so other educators know your school is both a model 
and a resource.

An NEP School of Promise is one that has met proficiency with at least two of the 5 Keys for Successful Career 
Academies.  (If you are not implementing career academies, the 5 Keys are easily adaptable to other forms of small 
learning communities, or SLCs.)  Schools of Promise are schools who are in various stages of growth and 
development. In fact, Schools of Promise are usually struggling through the implementation period with a variety of 
challenges. As with every school, there is always room for improvement but they are developing systems and have 
taken the time to lay a proper foundation for success in the near future to be able to sustain that success over a 
very long period of time.

Many times schools are held up as models after academy systems are fully developed and functioning, most of the 
challenges have been addressed and the school culture has matured.  The NEP believes catching “greatness in the 
making” is at least as important as completion, if not more so. 

“School of Promise” is a temporary designation lasting a period of up to three years.  After that, it can be renewed 
annually for another two year period.  At the end of that time it is expected the school will be able to successfully 
apply for NEP Beacon School status (the highest honor the NEP gives to a school) or the School of Promise 
designation will be removed entirely.  (Beacon Schools have mastered all 5 Keys and have a different and more 
challenging application process.)

The School of Promise application process has four parts:

1. School submits application and accompanying documentation to the NEP Denver office.
2. NEP School Designation Team conducts analysis.  (Additional documentation may be requested by NEP.)
3. NEP School Designation Team has conference call with faculty and administration team of the applicant school.
4. NEP completes analysis, issues a report to applicant school on why School of Promise designation was awarded, 
or why it was not and offer suggestions for next steps so the applicant school can reapply the next year if they so 
choose.  

A school may only apply once per calendar year.  Because the NEP offers this free of charge, only the first four 
schools to apply will be accepted as applicants (and not more than one of those can be for Beacon School status).  
All applications and supporting data must be received in the NEP Denver Office no later than January 15 of 
each school year (or the first business day following the 15th if it falls on a weekend).  

If your school achieves a designation from the NEP, the applicant will be awarded at the NEP’s annual SLC 
Success Conference in the spring of each year.  School attendance at the conference is not required to receive a 
designation.  Schools will receive an embossed certificate signed by the NEP School Designation Team, a press 
release to notify the school’s local media of their achievement, and publication of the school’s name and contact 
information on the NEP website as a national model of excellence in implementation.  (The school may purchase an 
optional 3’ x 8’ School of Promise banner for $300.  It will be customized with both the NEP and school logos.)

If you have questions about this packet, please call 888-NEP-1997 x1, or email Mark A. Thompson at 
mthompson@neponline.org.  Whether your school is awarded a designation or not, it is our hope that the 
application process will be a thought-provoking, productive and rewarding experience for the applicant school.  
Once again, congratulations on your decision to apply, and best wishes for success.
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INSTRUCTIONS: Read each of the 5 Keys listed on the following pages.  After each Key is a checklist of 
data that may be included to demonstrate proficiency.  It is not necessary to include every item listed, as 
these are suggestions for evidence you can include to show proficiency.  At the end of each list is the 
option of “Other Examples.”  Data you believe is credible and aligned with one of the 5 Keys can be just 
as valid as the items suggested.  This application should not be completed in isolation. You should 
complete this application with members of your school teams and community.

You only need to demonstrate proficiency with two of the 5 Keys to achieve School of Promise status.  
However, it is recommended you include data for as many Keys as possible because this improves your 
chances of achieving the required two-Key criteria. All evidence submitted needs to be included with your 
application form below and emailed to mthompson@neponline.org no later than January 15, 2009. You 
may also submit your application by mail, but be mindful that it is postmarked by the deadline. 

SCHOOL PROFILE

SCHOOL NAME _______________________________________________________

PRINCIPAL ________________________________

ACADEMY COORDINATOR(S)  _________________________________

 
 
 
 Use additional sheet if necessary

SCHOOL ADDRESS
 ___________________________________


 
 
 ___________________________________


 
 CITY
 _____________________   ST _______ ZIP ____________

NAME OF CONTACT PERSON FOR THIS APPLICATION ______________________

CONTACT INFORMATION FOR THIS PERSON ___________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

PEOPLE WHO HELPED PREPARE THIS APPLICATION:

NAME
 
 
 
 
 
 
 SIGNATURE

_________________________________________
 ______________________________

_________________________________________
 ______________________________

_________________________________________
 ______________________________

_________________________________________
 ______________________________

_________________________________________
 ______________________________

_________________________________________
 ______________________________
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5 Keys for Successful Career Academies
A career academy's success comes by design.  Academies and SLCs are not likely to succeed if they are yet 
another "program" to be implemented.  Where academies thrive is in schools where they are part of a whole-
school, systemic improvement initiative.

Successful career academies have five characteristics in common.  This gave birth to the 5 Keys for Successful 
Career Academies created in 1998.  They are the basis for the NEP's TINA (The Initial Needs Assessment) and 
TONYA (The Ongoing Yearly Assessment), and are the unifying element of multi-year professional development 
plans at NEP schools.

Key #1 - Faculty Ownership
Faculty and administration at the school share a common vision of what the school is 
supposed to become, agree on the value of what career academies will bring to the school, 
and work cooperatively to create and continuously improve their school environment. 

✦ The faculty members and school leaders feel compelled to implement academies to 
accomplish specific outcomes. 

✦ The adminIstration helps create faculty "ownership" of the process because the 
professionals in the classrooms will be the ones who primarily determine the success of 
the academies. 

✦ A plan is developed under expert guidance on outcomes, implementation and evaluation. 
✦ Outside funding is accepted only after Key #1 is established at the school site, or in the 

district.  Outside funding helps to facilitate a vision that already exists. 

The following types of documentation can demonstrate proficiency with this Key:

 Design Team or School Improvement Team roster
Whatever you may call your team, this is the group of educators that takes the lead in whole-
school change.  It is your core team and will ideally show a mix of academic and career 
teachers, administrators and guidance counselors or other members of your school 
community who have taken ownership in building your school culture.

 Minutes of Design Team meetings
Examples of minutes prepared upon completion of Design Team meetings will show to what 
extent the team members listed on the roster are actively involved and what they are 
typically doing.

 Faculty Meeting Presentations
Examples of multi-media slides and/or handouts of presentations to the whole faculty made 
by faculty leaders are an example of what the NEP calls “coalition building.” Coalition 
building articulates the vision so other faculty members can see the value in it, adopt it and 
further develop the vision as their own.

 Email and Blog Entries
Emails or blog entries that show faculty members offering suggestions on changes in design, 
or adaptations to implementation show that faculty members have input and are accepting 
ownership of the process.

 Outside Resources
List resources outside of your school that were consulted to assist in the development of 
your design and implementation plan.  (This may include websites, other schools, national 
experts or consultants, etc.)

 Other Examples
If you have other examples of data and documentation you believe demonstrates a common 
vision shared among a cross-section of the school faculty, and faculty ownership of the 
process, please furnish it along with a brief explanation of why it was included and what it is 
intended to show.



Key #2 - Preparation & Design
Prior to attempting implementation, the site-based educators work to articulate the vision 
and have it shared by faculty, district and appropriate feeder schools.  The design is clear 
for implementation and allows for continuous innovation.

✦ A thorough needs assessment (such as TINA) is conducted that identifies desired 
outcomes, a school's strengths and assets, areas of change, benchmarks, a timeline, 
a long-term professional development plan, and involvement in a network of schools 
for data sharing (such as the NEPwork). 

✦ Research is done into the various forms of implementation career academies can take.  
The long-term plan has ongoing improvement and innovation built into the initiative's 
life cycle. 

✦ The school determines how many academies they will implement before the 
implementation process is completed.  The school decides on the correct number of 
academies based on their enrollment.

The following types of documentation can demonstrate proficiency with this Key:

 A Needs Assessment
A copy of your school’s needs assessment as it relates to academy implementation.

 Your School’s Long Term Plan
You may call it an Action Plan, or School Improvement Plan, etc.  It shows your school’s 
long range goals and strategies for getting there, as well as where the academies fit into 
that vision and how they will be implemented over time.  It will also demonstrate if you plan 
on having single academies, and/or if your school plans to implement an all-academy 
model.

 A School Self-Evaluation
If you complete a self-evaluation as a separate instrument from your school’s long term 
plan, that may be included to show process and progress with Key #2.  If you don’t have 
one already, but would like to complete one, you may use the NEP’s Self-Assessment 
Instrument.  (It is free and available upon request.)

 Conferences and Site Visits
A listing of recent conferences and school site visits related to your academy initiative.  
Include who attended and briefly describe how each event contributed to your staff’s 
knowledge base.

 Master Schedule
A copy of your school’s master schedule will show how your academy (or academies) are 
structured with a teacher team and cohort scheduling (with the same group of students 
circulating among the same set of teachers).

 Academy Rosters
A listing of which students and teachers are assigned to which academy.

 Other Examples
If you have other examples of data and documentation you believe demonstrates a 
common vision shared among a cross-section of the school faculty, and faculty ownership 
of the process, please furnish it along with a brief explanation of why it was included and 
what it is intended to show.



Key #3 - Career Areas                                                                                                    
Career themes are chosen early in the process based on what resources the local 
community has to support instructional experiences inside and outside of the classroom, 
and which of those are most expedient for promoting student mastery of state-mandated 
content standards. 

✦ Community experts are utilized as adjunct faculty, guest speakers, and assist with real-
world learning experiences created for the classroom.  

✦ These partners also host job shadowing and formal internship programs. 

✦ Career areas are broad enough to allow teachers flexibility in creating learning 
experiences for students that are clearly understood and useful to students.                                                                                   

✦ Career partners are actively involved in planning instructional experiences.  

✦ Career partners represent both local business interests and post-secondary institutions 
of all kinds (technical schools, community colleges, four year universities, etc).  

✦ Post-secondary institutions work with high school educators to create smooth 
transitions for students from high school to post-secondary education.

The following types of documentation can demonstrate proficiency with this Key:

 Roster of School Improvement Team or Academy Advisory Councils
These rosters will show who is involved in your school’s evolutionary process.

 School Internship Program Documentation
If your school has a structured internship program in place, submit documentation of how it 
works: student requirements, business partners who host interns, how credit or pay is 
awarded, etc.

 Curriculum and Instructional Participation
Show any documentation available of business and post-secondary involvement in 
curriculum development and/or delivery of instruction. 

 Dual Enrollment
Provide a listing of any dual enrollment courses offered within each academy, along with the 
name of the credit-granting institution.

 Other Examples
If you have other examples of data and documentation you believe demonstrates a 
common vision shared among a cross-section of the school faculty, and faculty ownership of 
the process, please furnish it along with a brief explanation of why it was included and what 
it is intended to show.



Key #4 - Specific and Well-Planned Staff Development                                                                                                    
The professional development plan targets areas of specific need for academy teams and 
provides a mechanism to build capacity for future professional development that does not 
rely on an outside provider. 

✦ Successful academies outline a course of professional development based on their initial 
needs assessment (such as TINA).  

✦ Professional development includes training, consultation with an outside expert, staff-
directed follow-up via professional learning communities and/or peer coaching, 
conferences, site visits and more. 

✦ Faculty teams and administrators agree on one or two areas per year to focus on for 
professional growth.  All professional development training, follow-up, coaching, etc., is 
then focused on those specific areas to promote mastery by the staff.  

✦ Training is provided by staff with expertise or outside trainers who have proven expertise.    

✦ Outside providers are vetted for qualifications and experience.

 The following types of documentation can demonstrate proficiency with this Key:

 Professional Development Plan
If you have completed a professional development plan separate from your school’s long 
term plan, that may be included to show how your school’s focus and plan will equip your 
staff with the processes and skills necessary to realize your school vision.

 Agendas, Slides and Handouts 
Submit content of any site-based trainings related to your instructional and systemic focus.

 Curriculum and Instructional Participation
Show any documentation available of business and post-secondary involvement in 
curriculum development and/or delivery of instruction. 

 Conferences and Site Visits
A listing of recent conferences and school site visits related to your academy initiative.  
Include who attended and briefly describe how each event contributed to your staff’s 
knowledge base.

 Other Examples
If you have other examples of data and documentation you believe are evidence of your 
school’s focus with respect to vision and staff development goals, please furnish it along with 
a brief explanation of why it was included and what it is intended to show.



Key #5 - Academic Vigor                                                                                                  
Academic vigor is in place when a school combines the three elements of 1) high 
expectations (rigor and standards), 2) support structures to help students meet those 
expectations and 3) students are working hard because they want to meet the expectations. 

✦ Vigor is found in both academic and CTE classes. 

✦ Successful curriculum integration is found at all levels: Classroom Level, Partner Level 
and Team Level®.  

✦ The learning experiences relate to the student's life outside of the classroom and 
includes all of the components of Meaningful Instruction®.

✦ The curriculum is flexible to allow teachers leeway in creating and planning instruction, 
as well as giving teachers the opportunity to capitalize on learning opportunities arising 
during instruction that were not foreseen. 

✦ Teachers are given adequate planning time to create powerful learning experiences for 
students. 

The following types of documentation can demonstrate proficiency with this Key:

 Roster of School Teams that contribute to the development, systems and support 
structures of academic vigor.
These rosters will show who is involved in your school’s evolutionary process. 

 Master Schedule or Team Schedule
This schedule will show teachers have been allowed team planning time either during the 
school day (common planning period), or during the contractual day (after students have left 
but before teachers are scheduled to leave), or outside of the contractual day with stipends.

 Lesson Plans
Lesson and project plans can show how one course is integrating with another, or with 
several others on the academy team.  In addition to exciting learning experiences, 
identification of state content standards need to be included.  (These standards should be 
included either as code, or as the whole standard written out - whichever way the teacher 
normally documents standards.) 

 Student Surveys
At least 50% of students enrolled write a one to three paragraph response to the question: 
“What was your favorite school learning experience so far this year and why?” Additional 
alternatives include a student survey designed by the school that asks students questions 
related to their learning experiences or learning logs that students write for individual 
classes.

 Other Examples
If you have other data or documentation you believe demonstrates academic vigor, teacher 
planning or student achievement, please furnish it along with a brief explanation of why it 
was included and what it is intended to show.



What are they? 

Schools of Promise have established proficiency with at least two of the 5 Keys for Successful Career 
Academies and have established a firm foundation for a successful and sustainable future.  It is a 
temporary designation good for three years and may be renewed annually for two additional years 
beyond that.  By that time, a successful School of Promise should have completed its evolution into a 
Beacon School.

Beacon Schools have mastered all of the 5 Keys for Successful Career Academies.  They are in a mode of 
continual improvement, have built capacity and sustainability, and are deemed by the National Educator 
Program as worthy of emulation.  This is the highest honor the NEP can give a school.

How do we become one?                                                                                                                     
If you are working with the National Educator Program for technical assistance in high school 
transformation to academies, or if you are a NEPwork school, you are already on track to become one.  

Do we have to work with the NEP to receive designation?                                                                  
No.  Just go online to www.neponline.org for information, or call 888-NEP-1997 and ask for an 
information packet and application.

Do we have to have career academies?                                                                                               
No.  The 5 Keys for Successful Career Academies are adaptable to all forms of SLCs, career clusters, 
freshmen academies, and magnet schools.

How much does it cost?                                                                                                                
There is no cost.  You have already paid the price in your efforts to build a great school and student 
achievement.  We recognize success and want to identify you to other schools nationally as a model and 
resource for success. 

How many schools have been honored?                                                                                          
There are only eight NEP Schools of Promise nationally.  As of yet, there are no NEP Beacon Schools.      
We have very strict and demanding criteria to earn this designation.  Will your school be the first?

Schools of Promise
&

Beacon Schools

Let Your Light Shine!
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