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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE: 

 

HWHSD ‘Academy’ Pilot Program Demonstrates Significant 

Academic Success in First Year 
 

Helena, Arkansas (August 21, 2017) – According to preliminary results released by the 

Arkansas Department of Education, those third through six-grade students participating in the 

pilot of the Helena-West Helena School District (HWHSD) “Academy of Excellence” program 

achieved scores on the English portion of the ACT Aspire – the standard statewide measure of 

academic achievement – that outpaced both the national and state averages, as well as those of 

nearly every other school district – traditional or charter – in Phillips County. Rates of 

proficiency in English were 75% or higher across grades 3-6, including a 90.9% proficiency 

score in grade 6. Scores in the math portion were slightly below the national and state averages, 

but on average also exceeded those of every school district in the county. [NOTE: Comparison 

data and source information is at bottom of this release] 

 

“Our mission in the Helena-West Helena School District is to produce graduates who are fully 

prepared for life after school as productive, responsible and caring citizens,” said HWHSD 

Superintendent John Hoy. “We are committed to doing everything possible to see that the 

children we serve reach their full potential. It was that commitment which inspired us to innovate 

by creating the Academy program.”  

 

The “Academy of Excellence” (or “Academy” program for short) is a college preparatory 

program designed to offer students a more rigorous and rich educational experience. While 

Academy participants follow the same statewide educational standards as other students, their 

education also includes a minimum of four field-trips (compared to a minimum of two for non-

Academy participants) and an emphasis on project-based learning aligned with science and 

social studies standards. In addition, significant parental involvement is required, including a 

minimum of six mandatory sit-down parent-child-teacher conferences each year (as compared to 

the two required by the district for all students). The goal of the program – which was offered 

last year in one classroom per grade K-6 – is to ensure that students are fully prepared to be 

enrolled in a Pre-AP/AP (Advanced Placement) sequence by the time they reach the 7
th

 grade. 

 

“The enrollment application makes clear that there is an expectation of a serious commitment on 

behalf of not only the students, but also the parents,” said Jewel Hamilton, Principal of JF Wahl 

Elementary where the Academy pilot took place last school year. “Rigorous instruction plus 

complete parental involvement is a powerful combination.” 
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“The Academy program was designed to provide an option within our school district for those 

parents who want an enhanced college-prep curriculum for their children,” said Hoy. “We had 

been losing students to schools that touted those kinds of programs and we realized it was 

something we could absolutely offer ourselves.”  

 

In preparation for developing the program, school and district leaders visited schools that had 

high achievement including the local KIPP Delta Elementary Literacy Academy.  

 

Students in the program stand out not only academically, but also in their dress: While the school 

uniform for non-Academy students includes either a navy blue or red polo shirt, Academy 

participants wear light blue polo shirts instead. This distinct uniform not only instills pride in 

Academy participants, but also stokes the curiosity of non-Academy students.  

 

“I am delighted when non-Academy students see the Academy uniforms or hear about the field 

trips and ask how they can get in on the Academy program,” said Hamilton. “It’s vital that 

students develop a sincere desire in themselves to be a part of the program. It must be a 

voluntary commitment about which they are excited. That’s when it really works.”   

 

Fortunately, excitement is not in short supply among students in the Academy program.  

 

“I liked the Academy and wanted to keep going,” said Landyn Denson who participated in the 

Academy program as a second grader last year. “In the regular classes, we didn’t do as much as 

we do in the Academy. Sometimes in a regular class, you didn’t get homework, but in the 

Academy you get it all the time.” 

 

“I could see why my daughter wanted to be in the Academy,” said Landyn’s mother Cheryl. 

“The learning environment is structured such that the more my daughter learned, the more she 

wanted to learn… which is quite extraordinary. Beyond that, as a parent, I appreciated that the 

teacher was very involved, had an open door policy, and the lines of communication were always 

open.” 

 

Other parents / guardians of Academy participants echoed that enthusiasm.  

 

“The experience for my granddaughter was great,” said Willie Jackson. “My granddaughter 

loves learning. She really enjoyed the hands-on nature of the class, but more important, she was 

really challenged by her teacher in the Academy to develop her critical thinking abilities. That 

was very important to me and I think she realizes how this will help her realize her dream of 

becoming a doctor.”  

 

“My grandson Malachi was in the third grade last year and he was very excited about being in 

the Academy,” said Cassandra Ward. “They did a great job keeping parents involved, including 

sending home newsletters every week telling us exactly what the children were going to be 

studying in the coming week in each subject area. But probably the thing that stood out to me the 

most was when I asked my grandson every day how school was, he would consistently say 

things like ‘awesome, ‘ ‘amazing’, and ‘fabulous.’  He seemed to be developing a love of 

learning that I hope stays with him throughout his life.” 
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“The significance of these results is that you can get a top quality, college-preparatory education 

in Helena, Arkansas and you can get it at the Helena-West Helena School District,” said 

HWHSD School Board President Andrew Bagley. “As both a parent in this district and a 

policymaker, I am thrilled with this program. The numbers leave no doubt that the Helena-West 

Helena School District is doing the best job with those students and families that are seeking this 

kind of educational experience.” 

 

“My three children decided to try the KIPP Delta Charter school last year, but this year all three 

are back at the Helena-West Helena School District,” said parent April Casey. “Each system has 

its own unique character. What my children like about the Helena-West Helena School District is 

the wider array of extracurricular experiences which gives them a more well-rounded education 

and helps with their social development. We tried KIPP because we also wanted the strong 

academics they were known for offering. Now that the Academy program is here, I feel we can 

get the best of both worlds at the Helena-West Helena School District, which is really great for 

myself and my children.”  

 

Critics of the program have suggested that the program’s superlative results are the result of 

“cherry picking” the best students from the school district for the program.  

 

“We absolutely understand that concern but it is simply not the case,” said Hamilton. “The 

Academy program is open to all students regardless of past academic performance. As with the 

local charter school, parents must opt to enroll their child in the Academy and make a 

commitment to support their child throughout the year. That is all.”   

 

Given the positive results, the Academy pilot has been expanded from one class per grade to two 

classes per grade for the current academic year.  

 

“Our vision is to eventually be able to offer the Academy program to all students for whom the 

program is right for them and their families,” concluded Hamilton. 

 

About ACT Aspire (www.discoveractaspire.org): The product of the same organization that 

developed and administers the ACT college readiness exam, ACT Aspire is a standards-based 

system of assessments to monitor progress toward college and career readiness from grade 3 

through early high school, anchored to the scoring system of the ACT. The assessments cover 

English and Math at the younger grades and add Reading, Writing, and Science in later grades. 

The Arkansas State Board of Education adopted the ACT Aspire summative assessment for use 

starting in the 2015-16 school year as the means of assessing the academic growth of all 

Arkansas public school students in grades 3-10.    

 

About the Helena-West Helena School District [www.hwhschools.org] 

The Helena-West Helena School District (HWHSD) is a Pre-K through 12
th

 grade public school system 

centered in Helena-West Helena, AR whose mission is to produce graduates who are fully prepared for 

life after school as productive, responsible and caring citizens. Although primarily a traditional public 

school, HWHSD was granted by the State Board of Education in 2016 several of the same waivers from 

state regulations granted to charter schools in order to foster innovation.  
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Comparison Data 

 

ENGLISH % of students in each grade that met or exceeded readiness benchmark 

Grade HWH (Academy) National State HWH (All) Barton-Lexa Marvell-Elaine KIPP Delta 

3 85.70% 72.00% 73.17% 59.60% 67.20% 33.30% 72.70% 

4 75.00% 70.00% 69.67% 47.90% 77.40% 73.30% 56.90% 

5 87.50% 73.00% 72.45% 50.50% 66.00% 50.00% 54.50% 

6 90.90% 73.00% 73.99% 57.60% 60.40% 37.00% 63.20% 

Avg 84.78% 72.00% 72.32% 53.90% 67.75% 48.40% 61.83% 

        

MATH % of students in each grade that met or exceeded readiness benchmark 

Grade HWH (Academy) National State HWH (All) Barton-Lexa Marvell-Elaine KIPP Delta 

3 60.70% 60.00% 58.52% 34.30% 50.70% 37.50% 46.80% 

4 46.30% 55.00% 55.15% 19.50% 54.80% 35.50% 27.50% 

5 37.50% 51.00% 52.15% 17.50% 37.70% 37.50% 30.10% 

6 59.10% 57.00% 62.05% 35.30% 47.20% 51.90% 39.60% 

Avg 50.90% 55.75% 56.97% 26.65% 47.60% 40.60% 36.00% 

 

KEY FOR COLOR CODING 

  Highest Score for Grade (or District, if average) 

  2nd Highest Score for Grade (or District, if average) 

 

Data Sources:  
1. National, State, and District Data (all columns except HWH (Academy): Arkansas 

Department of Education 

a. Main Test Results Page: http://www.arkansased.gov/divisions/learning-

services/student-assessment/test-scores/year?y=2017  

b. Direct Link to District-by-District Test Results: 

http://www.arkansased.gov/public/userfiles/Learning_Services/Student%20Asses

sment/2017/Preliminary_Scores_ACT_Aspire_Summary_2017.xlsx  

2. HWH (Academy) results are derived by data provided from Arkansas Department of 

Education to HWHSD of scores on every exam for each student. The % meeting or 

exceeding the readiness benchmark for the subset of HWH students that were Academy 

participants was calculated based on this. As it against the law to provide results with 

personally identifiable information, we have created a version of these results with 

personally identifiable student information removed. This analysis spreadsheet is 

available any time upon request.  

 

Other Media Resources 

- HWHSD Website: www.hwhschools.org  

- HWHSD Facebook Page:  www.facebook.com/hwhsd  

- Approved photos for press use: Please see Approved Photos on next page.. 

 

[continued on next page]
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Other Media Resources (cont.) 

- Relevant Print Media Coverage (archived versions are available upon request): 

1. Nelson, Rex. "Getting schooled in Helena." Editorial. Arkansas Democrat-Gazette, 

August 13, 2017 – Link to article: 

http://www.arkansasonline.com/news/2017/aug/13/getting-schooled-in-helena-20170813  

2. Heard, Kenneth. “Helena's voters OK 9.75-mill increase.” Arkansas Democrat-Gazette, 

March 15, 2017 – Link to article: http://www.arkansasonline.com/news/2017/mar/15/helena-s-

voters-ok-9-75-mill-increase-2 
 

Approved Photos for Press Use: Academy Program at HWHSD 

(full-size and full-resolution versions of the images below available up on request) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Academy program students – all of whom are 

equipped with Google Chromebooks – in class. 

Photo credit:  Andrew Bagley 

Academy program students pose for a photo in their 

distinctive light blue polo shirts.  

Photo credit: JF Wahl Elementary School Staff 

Academy students on a field trip to the Delta Cultural 

Center to museum to learn about the rich musical  

heritage of their community and the region 

Photo credits: JF Wahl Elementary School Staff 


