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Reaching

new milestones

I
4

n August, I will have the honor of beginning my sixth year of serving as
Superintendent and CEO of Life School. Since I began in my current role
in 2010, Life School has seen a great deal of growth and change that has positively
impacted the district.
Life School achieved record enrollment to begin the school year, with more than
5,000 students attending the six Life School locations in Dallas and Ellis Counties.
In Red Oak, a 7th grade center opened for students while the new high school and
remodeled middle school are being completed. These students will transition to the
middle school in August.

LETTER FROM SUPERINTENDENT

In 2014, Life School earned the highest rating of five stars from
the Texas Comptroller Financial Allocation Study for Texas (FAST),
which recognizes school districts and campuses for excellence in
resource allocations that contribute to high academic achievement
and cost-effective operations.

Br ent Wils on

Superintendent

We continue to see our students rise to the challenge of reaching
their full potential. Over the last 11 years, Life School has had a
graduation rate of over 99%, with 76% of Life School graduates
attending college within the first two years after high school graduation.
2015-2016 is already looking to be another record-breaking year

Scot t Fuller

Chief of Staff

for Life School. Growth projections show us serving over 5,500
students. We will open our newest campus, a high school, in
Waxahachie in August. The existing campus in Waxahachie will
transition into a middle school, serving 7th and 8th graders. Our entire

Barry West

Chief Operations Officer

team has made this dream a reality and we couldn’t be more proud to
open this campus for the start of the 2015-2016 school year.
It is an honor to lead the district during such an exciting time where
we continue to expand our reach both in the community and across the
state of Texas. We couldn’t achieve our successes without our backbone

Charles Pulli a m

Chief Development Officer

– the students, parents, teachers and staff who are at the heart of what
Life School is. There is no greater privilege than serving the students
and families of our school system.
Sincerely,

Jennifer Wils on*

Chief Financial Officer

Brent Wilson

Superintendent

T r oy Mooney

Chief Academic Officer
*No relation to Superintendent
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Feel
the need
the need for speed
Zeke DeZeeuw, 6th Grade
Red Oak Elementary

6

STUDENT SUCCESSES

O

n the outside you see a 6th
grader who loves video games
and gets great grades. But dig deeper
and you’ll find Zeke DeZeeuw has a
really cool hobby: he takes motorcycles
that were once someone’s junk and
turns them into racing treasures.
At just 12-years-old, Zeke already
has a vision for his future. He wants
to open his own shop where people
can buy a membership, use his tools
and learn from him how to restore
motorcycles. “I want to keep this field
moving and growing into the future.
I don’t want it to die,” Zeke says.
Three years ago, Zeke was at a
motorcycle show when he saw
custom bikes from builders across
the U.S. He mentioned to his dad,
Patrick, how he would like to try
restoring bikes. “My dad picked
me up from school one day and said
he found a bike.”
Zeke and his dad started
restoring bikes, not knowing what
they were getting into. They learned
together through online forums like
dotheton.com and hondatwins.net.
“The first bike I built was Lucky. I
want to be buried with Lucky,” Zeke
says. He’s not joking.
After bringing a bike he built to
the Barber Motorcycle Festival, The
Discovery Channel came calling.
“They thought it was so cool that a
10-year old built a bike. They just shot
a little video of me and I didn’t think
much of it. A year later, they emailed
my dad wanting to do a show on me,”
Zeke continues.
It normally takes one year to
build a bike. But Zeke, along with his
dad, got it done in just 16 weeks.
“We were working in shifts to get it
done in time,” Zeke explains.

Two Champion Motorcycle
Racers took the completed bike down
to the Circuit of the Americas in
Austin and raced it. The bike clocked
in at 99 miles per hour.
“I’m very proud of him. To ask
him to do what he did … most kids
wouldn’t have done it. He had to
persevere and he did it,” said Patrick.
Zeke is currently working on
restoring his third motorcycle. One
quality Zeke has learned at Life
School is responsibility and he has
applied that to doing what he loves.

“Life School has taught me there
are consequences for not being
responsible. I get all A’s. One time
I didn’t turn in an assignment and
I got an 89 in the class and missed
A Honor Roll. When I was doing the
show, there were times I wanted to
quit. But I knew I couldn’t. I said yes,
and I had to follow through.”
After all the hard work, the
countless hours Zeke and his dad
have spent together, they tease each
other and laugh and joke about the
memories they have made working
together. “Are you still having fun?”
Patrick asks. “I’m still having fun. I
want to go faster,” Zeke replies.

Three years ago,
Zeke was at a
motorcycle show
when he saw
custom bikes from
builders across the
U.S. He mentioned
to his dad, Patrick,
how he would like to
try restoring bikes.
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Building

good chemistry
Melissa Brown
K-6 Elementary Science Coordinator, Life School

M

elissa Brown started her career in
education teaching elementary science
and has progressed to developing elementary science
curriculum for the district. Melissa’s philosophy: “It
all comes back to the kids.”

Tell us about your background.

After graduating from Texas A&M with a Bachelor’s
of Science in Biomedical Science, I attended
Texas Woman’s University where I completed the
alternative certification program. I taught 5th and
6th grade science for eight years, then had the
opportunity to join Life School. In my first
year, I taught in the first dedicated science
lab on a Life School campus. In my current role,

8

I provide guidance and support throughout Life
School’s elementary campuses. We’re teaching the
kids how to learn “critical thinking skills” like a true
scientist beginning in Kindergarten.

At what point in your life did you
want to go into the education field?

I decided two years after I graduated college. I come
from a long line of educators so it’s truly in my blood.
I was searching for what I wanted to do and it all
fell into place. Immediately after my first year of
teaching, I knew that I had found a career I was
passionate about and what I wanted to do for the rest
of my life.
(continued on page 16)

INSPIRING TEACHERS
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Oak Cliff
Elementary

New principal, big results

E

lmer Avellaneda is the principal of the Oak Cliff Secondary
campus. In his first year, he had four goals in mind: achieve a 100%
graduation rate, have an increase in staff and student participation in school
or volunteer activities, have students reach their full academic potential, and
achieve a positive campus culture. With a great team in place, he is already well
on his way to achieving these goals.
“I’ve learned so much in my first year as a principal. I’m able to take
initiatives that I think will best benefit the students and implement them
immediately. The support I’ve received from parents, teachers and students has
been phenomenal. They have really bought into our system and we are seeing
the results,” said Elmer.
Elmer says the students all achieved the first goal of 100% graduation.
He has seen student involvement increase with new clubs being created and
students getting out into the community to volunteer. His teachers have
really stepped up by offering extra tutoring and even home visits to ensure
students get the help they need.
Next year, over 92% of his teachers are returning, a retention rate that
is almost unheard of in any school. He is already thinking of the next school
year and is putting systems in place to make sure the campus makes even
bigger strides.

n

Kindergarten hallway renovation

Through a grant, every classroom in
grades 1st – 4th received a Smartboard
interactive solution

n

n

Auditorium renovation

Received a $4,700 grant for
STEMscopes – classroom tools which
provide for a hands on science learning
experience for students

n

Through grants, added 86
Chromebooks and three Chromebook
carts for student use

n

Lancaster
Elementary
Mountain Creek
Elementary
n

Implemented guided reading library

“Donuts with Dad” and “Muffins with Mom”
events were a soaring success

n

Introduced 120 additional iPad minis
for classroom use

n

Received a $4,700 grant for
STEMscopes – classroom tools
which provide for a hands on science
learning experience for students

n

Participated in toy and canned food
drives along with volunteering at the
Hope Mansion in Cedar Hill

n
n

New 2nd grade hall complete

Two laptops placed in each classroom for
work station use

n

Architect/construction plans designed by
landlord to expand up to 6th grade

n
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6th graders exhibiting excellent
behavior and attaining high academic
standards earned a trip to Waco to tour
Baylor University

n

LIFE AT LIFE SCHOOL

Oak Cliff
Secondary

Offering of advanced placement
courses grows each year

n

Year over year increase in students taking AP
tests increased sevenfold

n

100% of seniors accepted to
2 or 4 year college/university

n

Boys soccer wins school’s first-ever District
Championship and advances
five rounds in the UIL State Playoffs

n

Turf athletic and softball field
renovation completed

n

100% graduation rate for the
2014/2015 school year

n

Red Oak
Elementary
Each classroom is now equipped with
projectors and Mimio Teach devices

n

Each classroom received two iPads to use in
workstations

n

Cedar Hill
Elementary

Students participated in various service
projects this school year: collected and sorted
canned food items for North Ellis County
Outreach, collected toys during a toy drive
in December, made blankets for distribution
to active-duty soldiers through the Wounded
Warrior Project

n

Participated in the Canned Food Drive
for Cedar Hill Food Pantry, Volunteer
Month with Tri City Animal Shelter, and
Cedar Hill Spring Clean Up Day

n

Students were able to participate in
Robotics, Spanish, Cougars Care, NEHS
and Drama clubs

n

n

n

UIL Academic Team placed first in district

Won “Keep Cedar Hill Beautiful” award

Addition of classroom leveled libraries
and guided reading libraries

n

Red Oak Secondary

n

Offering of advanced placement courses
grows each year

n

Year over year increase in students
taking AP tests doubled

n

n

n

Football team qualified for the playoffs for the
first time in school history

n

Seniors worked with Red Oak Elementary
each Friday helping teachers where needed

n

Participated in community events like canned
food drives
New state-of-the-art science labs coming
next school year
New campus will have athletic practice
fields, gym, cafeteria and new computer labs
for students
13 students awarded scholarships to pursue
playing their respective sports in college

n
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Teaching: A never-ending journey

H

Dr. Kathryn Barnes, 12th Grade Science Teacher,
Life High School Waxahachie

aving worked at Life School for eight years,
		 Dr. Barnes has seen a lot of growth and change.
Her own kids growing up in the Life School system, a
move from modular buildings into a real science lab, the
continued expansion of the science program. The biggest
change though will come in August when she moves from
Red Oak Secondary, where she’s been since she started her
career at Life School, to Life High School Waxahachie.

12

“During my first year at Life School, I taught 9th
grade science. At the time, there was no biology program at
the school. We were just trying to make due with what we
had. But over the last several years, we’ve received so much
equipment and supplies to fill out the lab. As you move
into the campus, you see the mindset of the kids change.
You see them grow.”
Dr. Barnes said she’s looking forward to her new,
upgraded classroom, which will be even bigger than her
current one and will have a separation between the
classroom setting and the lab setting. Another thing
she’s looking forward to: having her two daughters with
her at the new campus.
“I’ve been able to find a true balance of work and
being with my girls. I fell in love with teaching and with
the students. You can’t help but fall in love with them.
You have such an opportunity to teach and mold them
and show them that life goes beyond high school. I like to
tell them: ‘It’s ok to mess up and fall on your face. But the
most important thing is to keep going.’”

LIFE AT LIFE SCHOOL

Building

the future

I

“I am excited that Life School continues to
grow and has invested in the construction of
its new high school campus in Waxahachie.
Quality schools like Life School enhance
the educational opportunities for students and families
in Ellis County. I appreciate the Life School staff and
administration whose hard work and leadership have
made the new high school campus a reality.”
State Representative John Wray
District 10

n August 2015, Life School will kick
off the school year by opening its
seventh campus, Life High School
Waxahachie, in Waxahachie, Texas. The
new 131,000 sq. ft. campus will serve
approximately 1,000 9th through 12th
graders. Students attending Red Oak
Secondary will move to the new campus,
and Red Oak Secondary will become Life
Middle School Waxahachie, serving 7th and
8th graders. The new campus will house
state-of-the-art science labs, computer
labs, an audiovisual lab, and will have
extracurricular activities and athletic practice
fields.
The construction of the high school
campus was made possible through Life
School becoming the first charter school
in Texas to access the backing of the
Permanent School Fund (PSF) guarantee.
The PSF is a state-run pool of money that
guarantees bonds sold by public schools.
In 2011 and 2013, the Texas Legislature
allowed access for charters to the PSF
bond guarantee and in January 2014, the
State Board of Education, who oversees the
fund, finalized the legislative action to back
bonds for charter schools, which receive
public money and operate independently of
traditional public schools.
Access to the PSF has truly been
a game changer for Life School and in the
end, will give all charter schools broader
access to investors which will lower
borrowing costs.
13
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“

The amount of
cooperation evident on
this project is amazing.
A project of this magnitude
would normally take
16-17 months, however the
teamwork displayed
throughout has allowed
Beck to approach substantial
completion in just 14 months.
This is crucial to achieve
move-in and opening for
the fall semester.

“

The Beck Group
Jim Talkington

Life School, and the new Life High School
Waxahachie campus, were recently highlighted
in the Wall Street Journal in an article discussing
how charter schools are finding smarter ways to
borrow. To see the full article, please visit:
http://tinyurl.com/SmartBorrowing.

LEED AP
Senior Project Manager

Making Life

W
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Shawn Thomas
Director of Operations

School look good

hen you drive up to one of Life School’s campuses and notice a clean
building, new features or recent renovations, you may not realize that there’s
a person behind each and every one of these details, responsible for making sure each
campus is kept up to Life School’s high standards. And one of his largest projects this
year has been overseeing the day-to-day tasks during the construction of Life High
School Waxahachie.
Construction began on the campus in April 2014 and was complete in July 2015.
This is normally a 16 to 17 month project that was finished in just 14 months. Staff and
administration were able to give their opinion on every square foot of the final design
and operations of this campus. This process will be the standard for any future “from
the ground up” projects.
Shawn has seen the results and says the results speak for themselves. The end
users, the students, are having success at a very high rate. He’s just proud that his team
is allowed to be a small part of that success.

Be true to
your school
Macy Fuller, 9th Grade,
Life High School Waxahachie

M

acy Fuller will be in 9th grade in August and will be part of the first
class to go through all four years of high school at the new campus.
“I play volleyball so I’m really looking forward to the new gym we’ll have.
There’s also going to be so much more space. Everything is different and new
and it all looks amazing.”
Macy has been at Life School since Kindergarten.

She met many of her friends in elementary school and has

grown up with them. She loves the teachers and the people
she has gotten to know during her time here. One of her
favorite teachers is Mr. Stanmore who she says is very
inspirational and motivates everyone to be better.

“My whole life is Life School. I love track, the

friends I’ve made here and the teachers, too. I can’t wait to
go to high school next year.”

Macy is excited to be among the first to walk the

halls of Life High School Waxahachie. “I have friends in
other grades, so we definitely have some bragging rights
now,” she says with a smile.
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(continued from page 8)

What are some of your biggest accomplishments?

Developing plans that led to the successful growth of my
students. When I was teaching 5th grade science, through
hands-on experiences and targeted interventions, the students
were able to improve their state test scores by 26% (65% to
91%). I could clearly see the work I was doing had a significant
impact and I believe that the success of the students led me to
be the 2010 Elementary Teacher of the Year for DISD.
What are some of the highlights of your career
up to this point?

It’s really impacting the kids who are struggling. My first
year of teaching 5th grade science, I had a student who was
having trouble. After working with her in the classroom and
in tutoring she was able to pass the science part of the state test
that year. I have kept her picture on my calendar as a reminder
that each student needs to be met at his or her own level in
order to achieve success.

W

hen my children first
started school, I wanted
a better school system for my
three kids, Danny, Dane and
Nolan. I decided at that point
we were either going to move
or go to private school. I heard
at the time that Life School
Red Oak was about to open so I
went to visit. I decided after that
first visit this would be a great
place to send my kids.

What is your favorite part of your job?

The culture at Life School. If we have an innovative idea
we think would improve education standards we are free to
research it and implement it. I believe this not only makes
Life School a great place for students to have success but also
for educators to thrive.
What is your advice to someone going into the
education field?

My advice is to always keep the kids in mind because
everything we do in this field is for them. Teaching certainly is
not easy, but it is very rewarding when you see the difference
you have made in the lives of your students.
16

I’ve seen my kids become more confident because
of what their teachers have pushed them to achieve.
My son Dane has really grown so much. He is
graduating this year and from the very first year
until now, the teachers have stood behind him and
have helped him develop the skills he can use with
his disability. They have truly been outstanding.
Everyone from the administrators to the
teachers have the kids’ best interests at heart. It’s
not just a business – they really care. And, they truly
welcome parent involvement, which is huge for me.

PROUD PARENTS

A school
with heart
Evelin de los Santos, Parent

When I walk into school, I feel like I’m welcome.
My oldest son, Danny, is currently at
Mississippi Gulf Coast Community College on a
golf scholarship. Coach Michael Hirtzel was
instrumental in getting coaches down here to recruit
my son to play golf. Because of his help, Danny got
a full ride scholarship to school. He wanted to be
closer to home and Coach Hirtzel helped him get
another golf scholarship to St. Gregory’s University in
Shawnee, Oklahoma, where he will start in the Fall
and finish his last two years of college.

Coach Hirtzel didn’t have to do this for Danny, but he
went above and beyond.
I can honestly say I was skeptical at first about
going to a charter school, but Life School has proven
me wrong and has been such a blessing. If you’re on
the fence about a charter school like I was, go to the
school – go visit, talk to the teachers, go to the campus
and see what they stand for. If it’s anything like how I
felt the first time I saw Life School, you’ll change your
mind quickly.
To learn more about Evelin’s son Danny and his
post-Life School success, continue to page 20.
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Juggling

grades
and goals
Jose Rodriguez, 10th Grade, Oak Cliff Secondary

{
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When Jose’s not in class, you are most likely
going to find him on the soccer field where he is the
top scorer for Oak Cliff Secondary’s soccer team.

Jose has been playing soccer since he was just three years
old. “I feel free when I play soccer. If I feel sad or stressed
it’s my release,” Jose said.
When Jose was in middle school, he would practice
with the high school team as they were closer matched to
his skill level. In his second year playing with the team, Oak
Cliff had an almost undefeated soccer season. Their record
was 23-1, losing in the regional finals round. The team
they lost to advanced to state and said Oak Cliff was the
toughest team they played all season.

}

“It’s a family here. We have each others’ backs and
have a connection that we all share,” Jose explained.
Jose plays for not one, but two soccer teams. In
addition to Oak Cliff, he also plays for a club team, which
is also seeing success. They only need to win one more
game to move up to Division I, the highest division.
Jose isn’t just a standout soccer star. He is also an
honor roll student. He credits the tight schedule he keeps
for himself and planning ahead to how he’s able to juggle
school and soccer.

STUDENT SU CCESSES

His favorite class right now is chemistry because
of the math involved, and he’s learning new things in
chemistry that he never knew before. He has been at
the Oak Cliff campus since Kindergarten. In fact, his
older sister recently graduated from Oak Cliff and was the
salutatorian of her class.			
“I like how Life School is always trying to improve
and move forward. They want to get bigger and better.
The teachers also always have your best interest in mind
and will go out of their way for you.”
It’s no surprise that when Jose grows up he wants
to be a professional soccer player. He knows in order to
achieve this he has to keep his grades up so he can get
scholarships to play soccer in college. He already has
scouts looking to recruit him. “My mom sees them at my
soccer games and makes me nervous. But I stay
focused and do what I do best,” says Jose.

Life School’s soccer season will start up again in
December. With the talent the team has, going to state is a
real possibility and a goal Jose hopes they can achieve.
“I was really proud of my team. We’re ready for next
year. As soon as we lost, we said we were ready. We got a
taste of the competition and we want to get better,” Jose
explained.
19

Lining up

for the future

Danny de los Santos, Life School Alumnus

D

anny de los Santos recently earned his Associate
degree from Mississippi Gulf Coast Community
College, where he had a full ride golf scholarship. In
August, he transferred to St. Gregory’s University in
Shawnee, Oklahoma to be closer to home and earn his
Bachelor’s degree. Danny says Life School helped mold
his golf game and also inspired him to one day coach
the sport while helping kids in the process.
Danny played golf at Life School under Coach
Michael Hirtzel. “He was such a great coach who inspired
me every day to be better. It’s still unbelievable to me how
much love and support I had from Life School. Every
single tournament I played in, there was someone from
Life School there cheering me on,” says Danny.
Danny says he’s looking forward to the next step in
his college career where he’ll major in health and fitness
so he can become a coach. He hopes to coach golf at the
high school level and also help with the special education
program at the school where he ends up coaching.
“When I was in high school, people told me I
wouldn’t go to college but I ignored that negativity,
stayed focused and played hard. The teachers at Life

Photos by Rich Kopp MGCCC Photographer
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School really care about you and want you to have a good
life. My parents, family, friends and God helped put me
on the right path and Life School did too. Without Life
School, I wouldn’t be here,” Danny added.

LIFE AT LIFE SCHOOL

Each Life School secondary campus has won
numerous district championships and regularly advances
teams to the UIL Regional and State competitions. Life
School has won state championships in Track & Field
and Power Lifting.
Life School Red Oak and Oak Cliff played each
other in football this year, which brought together these
two campuses for a friendly rivalry game where both choirs
and bands performed as one.
In 2014-2015, 10 Life School students were
awarded athletic scholarships to pursue their playing careers
in college and many others continue their respective sports
into their post Life School years. Currently participating
in UIL Conference 3A, Life School competes against
traditional ISD’s of similar size from surrounding
communities and other charter schools in the Dallas area.

“

The UIL gives our
students the opportunity to
measure their accomplishments
against those of others
in an environment
of friendly competition.

“

L

ife School offers 16 interscholastic sports for middle
and high school boys and girls and has more than
1,000 students participating district-wide. Life School’s
teams are known statewide for their competitive play and
good sportsmanship.
Being a member of the University Interscholastic
League (UIL) for over 10 years, Life School embodies the
UIL’s purpose of “preparing students for citizenship by
providing healthy, character building, educational activities
carried out under rules providing for good sportsmanship
and fair play for all participants.”
“As the largest organization of its kind in the
country, membership in UIL is an integral part of Life
School’s athletic program,” said Athletic Director Andy
Chester. “The UIL gives our students the opportunity to
measure their accomplishments against those of others
in an environment of friendly competition.”
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Taking it to
the top
C
Chontiquah White
Life School Alumna

D

hontiquah White played women’s
basketball for West Texas A&M
University. Their team made it to the Elite
8 in the 2015 women’s college basketball
tournament. Chon graduated from college
in May 2015 and is looking for a job as a
paralegal while she applies for law school.
As a graduate of Oak Cliff Secondary, she
says Life School helped prepare her for
college, both in the classroom and on the
court.
In 2009 while she was at Life School,
she was offered the opportunity to take the
ACCUPLACER test, which determines
if she would be eligible to become a
dual credit student. After passing the test,
she attended a college campus while still in
high school. Along with being a student, she
was also an athlete, so she learned how to
balance schoolwork, practices and games.
Experiencing a little of the collegiate
student athlete life in high school was very
beneficial for her. She says she was one of a
few students who didn’t go to college unsure
of what she would face.
“I am grateful for the dual credit
program at LSOC because it helped me
get ahead in my general classes. Because of
my experience in high school, I was able to
understand the dedication, commitment
and hard work it would take to be successful
in college,” said Chon.

“

Photo: Sean Steffen/Amarillo Globe-News

“
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Life School
helped prepare me
for college, both in
the classroom and
on the court.

LIFE AT LIFE SCHOOL

2014-15
P ost -S eason
Hi gh l i gh t s:
Life Oak Cliff and Life Red Oak Cross Country
teams both advanced to the Region II-AAA Meet.
Lady Mustang Jordan Barnes became Life Red
Oak’s first-ever state qualifier in Cross Country.
n

In volleyball, the Lady Mustangs advanced
to the state playoffs, falling to Brock in the
Bi-District round.
n

In football, the Life Red Oak Mustangs had a
history-making season, finishing 9-2 and
qualifying for the state playoffs for the first
time ever.
n

In basketball, the Life Oak Cliff Lions and Lady
Lions finished runner-up in the district and were
joined by the Mustangs in the state playoffs.
The Lions advanced to the second round before
falling to Bowie in the area round.
n

n In power lifting, Life Oak Cliff’s Charva Harris
won the Regional Championship and was joined
by Life Red Oak’s Kenya Ivey at the State Meet in
Corpus Christi.

The Life Oak Cliff Lions soccer team, competing
in UIL Conference 4A for the first time, won the
District 7-4A Championship and advanced five
rounds into the state playoffs before falling in the
Regional Final to eventual state champion San
Elizario. The Lions finished 23-1 on season.
n

In golf, Life Oak Cliff’s Breanna Taylor and Life
Red Oak’s Lexi Hanson advanced to the Region
II-AAA Tournament.
n

n In track and field, Life School advanced
more than 35 students to the Area Meet and
32 students advanced to the Regional Meet.
Three Life School students advanced to the
UIL State Track and Field Meet in Austin. Red
Oak’s Kylah Smith (100m hurdles) and Chauncey
Rich (shot put) were Regional Champions and
were joined by Jalen Crawford who qualified in
the triple jump. Kylah became Life School Red
Oak’s second state champion, winning gold in the
100m hurdles.
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INSPIRING TEACHERS

greater heights

F

Quanesha Stovall, 2nd Grade Teacher, Oak Cliff Elementary
2015 Life School District Elementary Teacher of the Year

rom a young age, Quanesha knew she
wanted to be a teacher. She grew up
playing teacher in her room and working at
daycare in church, and quickly realized she had
the passion and desire to work with kids. After
being named “Rookie of the Year” in her first year
teaching, she was recently named “Teacher of the
Year” at the Oak Cliff Elementary campus in just
her second year as a teacher.
Where did you grow up?

I am from the Dallas area and actually grew
up right down the street from this campus.
I remember when the campus was still a church.
I went to a private school until I was in 8th grade
and then went to Carter High School before
attending the University of North Texas.
How did you get your start at Life School?

My son has been here since Kindergarten. I got
laid off from work and became very active on
campus because I had extra time. I was already
going through the teacher certification program
and knew this was God’s plan. I went to the
administration and expressed my interest in
becoming a teacher here at Life School and I was
given the opportunity. And I am so thankful for it!

“

Some kids may
have had a bad
experience in school.
But I want to reach those
kids and build a
relationship with them.

“

What does it mean to you

What does it mean to you to be named
Teacher of the Year?

It means everything to me. It’s only my second
year teaching so it shows me what everyone else
sees in me. It’s very humbling that out of all the
teachers in the school, my peers and campus
leadership voted for me to have this honor.
What’s the best part of your job?

Building relationships with the kids and
seeing them grow. Some kids have had a bad
experience in school. But I want to reach
those kids and build a relationship with them.
When they are learning and you see tears in their
eyes because they finally understand, it brings
tears to my eyes.
What do you like best about Life School?

The culture here reminds me of what I grew up
around. I can really relate to our kids. I also
see a real opportunity for growth here that excites
me. My parents, students and my peers are all
wonderful. It makes my job that much easier.
Where do you see yourself in the future?

My ultimate goal is to one day be an administrator.
I was chosen last year to be part of the school’s
first Leadership Academy. Being picked for that
program has been very rewarding. I am also going
back to school to get my Master’s degree at UNT
Dallas to help me achieve my ultimate goal.
What is the best part of your day?

Seeing the smiles on the students’ faces as they
walk down the hallway in the morning, the hugs
and the “Good morning, Mrs. Stovall!” just brings
joy to my heart and helps me as I go through
the day.
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From Acceptance
to Degree:
n

Preparing Life School Students to be

successful beyond high school
n

Dual Credit College Courses for grades 9-12

n

Twelve different College Board Advanced

Placement Course offerings
n

Online access to training and preparation

for the critical college entrance exams such
as the PSAT, SAT, ACT and TSI for all students
grades 7-12
n

Advancement via Individual Determination

Program (AVID), a nationally recognized
program to prepare all students for college
readiness and success, available in grades 7-12
n

Leadership credit graduation requirement

for all students
n

College Transitions course for 11th and

12th graders
n

100% of students from Oak Cliff Secondary

were accepted into a 2 or 4-year college for the
2014-2015 academic year
n

76% of students attend college within first two

years of graduation
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LIFE AT LIFE SCHOOL
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Life School
changed my life
Raymond Parker,
Teacher & Coach,
Oak Cliff Secondary

R

aymond’s mother enrolled
him at Life School Oak Cliff
when he was in 8th grade. Just before
his freshman year, his mother
passed away. Soon after, Raymond
met Coach Scott Thrush, his football
and basketball coach. “I could see
Raymond was troubled but I could
also see the unlimited amount of
talent and heart he had both
academically and athletically,”
Coach Thrush said.
At the time, Coach Thrush and
his wife Rebecca decided to take
Raymond under their wing and make
sure his mom’s wishes were granted
by ensuring he succeeded in school.
“Coach Thrush and his wife never
left my side after I lost my parents at
an early age. If it wasn’t for him, I
28

don’t know where I would be,” said
Raymond.
Raymond had an exceptional
athletic talent, becoming a four-year
varsity starter in football, basketball,
cross-country and track. He helped
put Life School on the map in
basketball. Raymond went on to
lead Life School to over 80 wins in
four years and multiple playoff
victories. He was a leader on the
team, encouraging his teammates
and never giving up.
Raymond graduated from
Life School in 2007 and attended
SFA before transferring to Barclay
College to play basketball. However,
his struggles weren’t over yet.
Because of finances, he was forced to
take time off from college and get a
job driving a truck.

He knew he needed to
complete school so Raymond sat
down with Coach Thrush and
Rebecca and came up with a game
plan to finish college. His neverending determination kicked back in
and he saved up enough money to go
back to school to achieve his goal of
becoming a teacher. In August of
2014, Raymond graduated college.
Raymond’s story comes back
to where it all began. Soon after
graduating, Raymond was offered a
part-time job back at his Alma mater
as a PE aide, working alongside
Coach Thrush. He enrolled at
Texas A&M University Commerce
to pursue his Master’s degree and
recently completed his first semester.
Next year, Raymond has been hired
full time as a Texas History teacher
and will also coach middle school
football and high school basketball,
while continuing in school. His fiancé
has been hired as a 7th grade teacher
at the campus as well.
“I hope I can change kids’ lives
and be a positive influence like
Life School has been in my life. I
never thought about college before
Life School. They taught me college
was a possibility. I want to thank
Coach Thrush, Rebecca and Mr.
Avellaneda for believing in me. This
place has truly changed my life.”

ALUMNI ACHIEVEMENTS

The student becomes the teacher

M

Megan Ross, 5th Grade Teacher, Lancaster Elementary

egan Ross attended Life School’s Oak Cliff
campus for six years. Not only was she a
straight-A student, but she graduated as valedictorian.
Now, just five short years later, she’s home. “It’s amazing.
I’m coming full circle and am here now as a teacher
getting to make a difference.”
Megan is in her first year of teaching. She attended
college at Tarleton State University and earned an
English degree as well as her certification to teach English.
After graduating college, Megan would work with kids
needing help after school. The more and more she worked
with them she realized teaching is where her heart is.
She decided to go to Life School and apply for a
teaching position. In her first year, she already has lessons
she has learned.

“I wanted to come back to Life School because I had
such a great experience here. I’ve learned so much from
the kids and it’s amazing to see them learn and grow. It
humbles me as a person and I get emotional talking about
it. Having the opportunity to teach them and guide them
through who they are as a person has been incredible,”
Megan says.
Megan sees herself being at Life School for the long
run. “It’s been an amazing learning experience so far. I love
seeing the students so excited; it really keeps me going. You
don’t realize the impact you make on students. I try to give
my best each and every day because you never know what
student is watching that day.”
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Going for
Kolbi Coleman, 6th Grade
Red Oak Elementary

Juggling

grades
and goals
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STUDENT SUCCESSES

gold
K

olbi’s day starts by waking up
at 6 a.m. to finish her
homework from the night before. She
heads to school, then goes to either
her gymnastics gym for three hours
if it’s Tuesday, Thursday or Friday, or
goes to soccer practice if it’s Monday
or Wednesday. She comes home to do
homework and goes to bed to get an
early start the next day. She’s a Junior
Olympian and plays select soccer but
also manages to make honor roll.
“My mom is really strict about
balancing school and sports. If I do
make bad grades, I have to stop doing
my sports or get my phone taken
away,” Kolbi says.
Kolbi is modest when she says
she’s good at gymnastics. She started
gymnastics in the “mommy and me”
classes when she was just 15 months
old. A Junior Olympian, she has
won nationals in her age group for
double mini and tumbling three
years in a row. She has already
qualified for nationals this year in
three events: tumbling, trampoline
and double mini. Kolbi is also the
Texas state champion four times in a
row for overall gymnastics, meaning
she is the number one gymnast in the
state. The first year she started
trampoline and tumbling, she made it
to nationals. Her next goal:

World Championships. She hopes
to accomplish this next year for
tumbling.
“I love the sport. Tumbling is my
favorite. I have a lot of power and it
comes easy to me. I love the fact that
I get to show my talents in different
ways and I thank God for the gift
He’s given me,” Kolbi continues.
Her soccer team is ramping
up too. This is the team’s first year
playing together but they already
have the State Cup coming up.
Kolbi has played soccer since she
was four years old and currently
plays the forward position and loves
the running involved in the sport.
When she was younger, Kolbi’s
dad was in the military so she moved
around often. He’s now a reservist so
they have settled here locally and she
has been attending Life School

Red Oak Elementary since 4th grade.
For the 2015-2016 school year, she’ll
attend the Life Middle School
Waxahachie campus.
Kolbi said she’s learned so much
from the teachers and has great
friends that she has met at Life
School. She loves that everyone gets
along so well. Her favorite class is
math and she hopes to one day be an
athletic coach when she grows up.
At just 12-years-old, Kolbi has a
determination and drive that many
adults don’t have. She acknowledges
both sports she plays “require a lot of
hard work and effort,” but her passion
shines through.
Keep an eye on the podium
at nationals – chances are you’ll see
Kolbi standing front and center.
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Turning struggles into
harlene Bartley is in her 11th year
teaching. In August, she will become the
reading specialist at the Lancaster campus, where
for the first time in Life School history, there will
be a reading specialist at each campus. Charlene is
taking her own challenging experiences as a student
and is turning them into a passion for making sure
her students don’t struggle like she once did.
What was school like for you?

I struggled in elementary school, especially in
reading. Looking back, I know it helped me be the
teacher I am today. My dad always taught me the
value of hard work and perseverance. I was the first
person in my family to graduate college. I graduated
from UTA and recently just completed my Master’s
degree in Reading at Sam Houston State University.
What is a lesson you hope to teach your kids?

I needed a teacher in my life to help me when I was
struggling and I want to be that teacher now for my
students. I want to make learning fun for the kids
and teach them through hard work that they can
achieve anything. I’m living proof of that.
When did you decide to become a teacher?

I actually started off as a nursing major. We had a
church that was next door to our house that had an
afterschool care program so I got a job there. One
of my responsibilities was to help the kids with their
homework and I fell in love with it and switched
majors immediately. I pursued education from that
moment on and knew it was my calling.
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Is there a certain student you’ve
impacted in your career?

We received a student who experienced a
life-altering event when he was four years old.
He came to my classroom with extreme emotional
issues, but by the end of 1st grade he was in control
of his behavior and became a straight-A student.
He’s still with Life School today and is still a
straight-A student. It’s always the challenging
students that I have the opportunity to impact
the most and they impact me the most, too.
What is your favorite thing about
being a teacher?

My favorite part of teaching is building the
unspoken trust and bond with the kids. We are
like a little family. It’s a job that you can’t turn
off at the end of each work day. My students are
always on my mind and I enjoy that.
What keeps you motivated?

As teachers we have good days and bad days. But I
do feel like teaching is a special calling. I don’t want
to take this job for granted. I never lose sight from
where I came from and how hard it was for me to be
where I am today. Learning doesn’t come easy to me
and I want my kids to know it may not come easy to
them either, but through hard work they can achieve
their dreams.

“

“

C

Charlene Bartley
1st Grade Teacher, Lancaster Elementary

My students
are always on my mind
and I enjoy that.

INSPIRING TEACHERS

success
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PROUD PARENTS

A prayer answered
Keri Lehmann, Parent

I

have two children who attend Life School’s Cedar Hill campus: Soloman
who is in 2nd grade, and Wilson who is in 5th grade. My daughter Amelia
also attended this campus through 6th grade and now I home school her.
I can truly say that I love Life School, especially the Cedar Hill campus.
I love this campus so much that I want the district to open a secondary campus
at Cedar Hill so I never have to leave!
Our time at Life School started when Amelia was in Pre-K. I was
home-schooling her during that time and my sister happened to tell me about
Life School. I liked what they had to offer so we started at Lancaster. We
were there for two years until they opened the Cedar Hill campus that was
closer to home.
I’m a person of faith, so when we started at Life School I prayed and
asked God to put my kids in a classroom where the teachers understood their
personalities. Each year we’ve been placed in a class where this has happened.
We are a laid back family and they run Life School very orderly so it’s really a
great balance for our kids.
My kids love the teachers at the Cedar Hill campus. In my experience,
the teachers are very kind and show patience when teaching students what they
need to learn. They push the kids really hard to do better and hold them
accountable.
One of the best parts about the Cedar Hill campus is Mrs. Shepherd.
When she was a teacher at Red Oak, my niece was in her class. My niece was
having problems at the time and Mrs. Shepherd showed no judgment, just
compassion. When she came over to this campus to become the principal, we
were thrilled. She’s very level-headed and the kids love her.
I love the school and its foundation. The values Life School holds true,
academics, character, leadership and parent involvement are values close to my
heart. I believe students, parents and staff that have these like-minded values are
attracted to what Life School offers. I am so happy with Life School;
I couldn’t imagine my kids being anywhere else.

“

“

I couldn’t
imagine my kids being
anywhere else.
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Join us in
our mission

HOW YOU CAN HELP

Will you be the difference?

L

ife School is a non-profit 501(c)(3) organization that provides high
quality K-12 education along with character and leadership training
to thousands of students annually. As a tuition-free public charter school
system, Life School depends upon the partnership and generosity of the
community to fulfill its mission. We need monetary and in-kind support
to sustain, grow and improve positive outcomes. Our goal is to ensure the
continued success of our students and staff and to positively impact the
education industry. We hope you will consider Life School a part of your
future charitable giving plans and will tell others about this tremendous
opportunity to support both Texas and American education.
Although Life School receives state funding for general operations
of the school system, it lacks access to funds generated by local tax revenues
for its capital expenditures. As a result, the organization must make capital
investments for continuous improvement, sustainability, and growth from
its general operating budget.
Life School has won numerous awards for fiscal efficiency and
outstanding academic return on investment. We believe the stewardship
shown by Life School will bolster community confidence in the school’s
sound fiscal practices, and hope donors will respond with the needed
support to sustain and facilitate further positive outcomes.
Please consider helping Life School continue to provide excellent
educational results by making a donation today. Your financial support will
help Life School expand its role as an education thought leader and will
support the school’s efforts to improve the education industry.
To inquire or donate, contact the Life School Development
Group by dialing 972-274-7900. Online donations can also be made at
www.lifeschools.net by clicking on the “Donate” button. We thank you in
advance for your support of our school and our mission.

Make the dream
of college a reality
Dr. Tom Wilson established Life School
in 1998 as a tuition free school. Since its
inception, the Life School mission has been
to train leaders with life skills for the 21st
century by establishing strong academics,
character training and a parenting program.
Dr. Wilson believed in the pursuit of
excellence in all areas, especially
academics. Dr. Wilson’s remarkable vision,
coupled with the dedication and
professionalism of Life School faculty and
staff, are impacting a new generation of
successful leaders. His commitment to
create a tuition-free school has become a
reality and Life School strives to continue the
legacy of excellence that he established.
To continue his impact with future
students, the Dr. Wilson Scholarship was
created. This scholarship is presented
annually by Life School in honor of its
founder, Dr. Wilson, and is given to the
graduating senior or seniors who have
attained the highest academic average and
have shown outstanding leadership skills.
Each recipient receives a contribution to
his or her college tuition.
The Dr. Wilson Scholarship is funded
solely by private donations. We need your
support to assist deserving students in
achieving their dream of attending college.
The students that receive this scholarship
have accomplished near perfect grades
while also participating in extracurricular
activities and giving back to the community.
Even with their accomplishments, many
need help in making their dream of college
a reality.
To make a donation to the Dr. Wilson
Scholarship, please visit www.lifeschools.net
click “Donate,” then “Scholarship Fund.”

Danielle Smith and Armon’i Smith are the 2015 recipients of the Dr. Wilson Scholarship.
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Sound Money Management
In 2014, Life School earned the highest rating of five stars from the Texas Comptroller Financial Allocation Study for
Texas (FAST) for the third year in a row. Life School is one of 14 school districts on the list that have received five stars
for three or more consecutive years.
Life School is one of just 46 districts to be named to this year’s Texas Honors Circle out of over 1,400 districts and
charters in the state. The award recognizes school districts and campuses for excellence in resource allocations that
contribute to high academic achievement and cost-effective operations. Life School was one of only 27 districts to also
achieve this ranking last year.
A five-star rating indicates the district is in the top 20 percent of the state in student academic growth and has a
spending index of “very low.” Each Texas school district is assigned a FAST rating of one to five stars. The Comptroller’s
FAST study also identifies and shares cost-effective practices that could benefit campuses and districts across the state.

Life School Financial Information
Statement of Activities Summary
					8/31/2014 		8/31/2013		

8/31/2012		

8/31/2011

Students 					4,644 			4,206 			3,940 			3,693
Revenues per Student
Local Revenue 				

$ 314		

$ 194 			

$ 205 			

$ 106

State Revenue 				

$ 8,006 			

$ 7,587 			

$ 7,738 			

$ 7,919

Federal Revenue 				

$ 693 			

$ 578 			

$ 733 			

$ 774

Total Revenue 				

$ 9,013 			

$ 8,358 			

$ 8,677 			

$ 8,799

Instruction and Instructional Related Services

$ 4,270 			

$ 3,978 			

$ 4,009 			

$ 4,079

Instructional and School Leadership 		

$ 564			

$ 543 			

$ 558 			

$ 543

Administrative Support Services 		

$ 735 			

$ 664 			

$ 604 			

$ 563

Support Services - Non‐Student Based 		

$ 1,574 			

$ 1,511			

$ 1,530 			

$ 1,731

Support Services - Student Based		

$ 789 			

$ 737 			

$ 714 			

$ 647

Ancillary Services 				

$ 0 			

$ 1 			

$ 16 			

$ 45

Expenses per Student

Debt Service				$ 972 			$ 707 			$ 731 			$ 713
Fundraising 				$ 7 			$ 0 			$ 6 			$ 0
Total Expenses 				$ 8,912 			$ 8,142 			$ 8,169 			$ 8,321
*All monetary amounts are in thousands

Board Members

B r en t Wils on

Superintendent
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ACADEMIC RESULTS

Investing in Leaders
At Life School, collaboration is critical to our fiscal success, but even
more so in fulfilling our mission to prepare leaders with life skills for the
21st century through strong academics, character training and partnering
with parents. Our collaboration efforts include growing leaders through
their unique strengths and talents. Using the 5:1 process, leaders in the
organization set personal leadership goals. The process requires each of us
to reflect individually on what 5 leadership qualities we want others to see
in us, as well as 1 area we believe we could improve on as a leader. This
self-reflection allows us to be intentional in our actions to enhance our
strengths and manage areas of improvement.
In order to have a full understanding of the influence we have as
leaders, we seek feedback from others in the organization. We reach out
to people with differing perspectives; staff, peers and leaders within the
organization. We ask what 5 leadership qualities each person sees in us
and what specifically we do that causes them to see that trait. The specific
feedback provides valuable insight into actions that produce positive
outcomes. We then ask for 1 thing we could improve to help us reach our
full leadership potential. The feedback has been so powerful. Through this
collaboration, we are reaffirmed in our strengths as well as challenged
beyond the limits we set for ourselves. One staff member said, “5:1 is one
of the most meaningful things, on a deeply personal level, that I’ve ever
been a part of in a work setting.”
We received such positive results with staff that we introduced this
concept to parents at our Parent Leadership Breakfasts. We believe parents
hold one of the most important leadership roles in our organization. We
asked parents to self-reflect on the 5 leadership qualities they hope their
kids recognize in them. The 5 qualities are foundational to who they are
and how they lead those around them. They do not change. As a district
we want to be known for safety and integrity; and, that we are professional,
data informed and innovative. The decisions we make as a district reflect
these quality standards. The same applies to each of us as leaders. We each
have individualized quality standards that influence the decisions we make
every day.
We then asked parents to reflect on 1 area they could improve on as
a leader of their kids. The area for improvement could be something they
already do well and want to enhance, or an area outside of their comfort
zone that they are ready to overcome. The 1 thing will change over time as
they continue to grow and develop. After establishing their leadership goals,
we challenged parents to reach out to their family and friends, especially
their kids, to get 5:1 feedback.
As individuals we all bring different qualities and strengths to the
team; at work, home and in the community. The best teams recognize and
appreciate diverse strengths, while sharing one unified vision. We believe it
takes a community to raise a leader. I am thankful for the support system
I had growing up and the one I now have at home and at Life School that
encourage me to grow and meet new challenges every day.
Jennifer Wilson
Life School Chief Financial Officer

Academic results
for the 2014-2015
school year
n

All campuses earned the Texas Education

Agency (TEA) highest rating of “Met Standard”

n

All campuses earned at least one TEA

“Advanced Academic Distinction Award”

n

Life School Oak Cliff earned distinctions for

advanced achievement in mathematics, science
and social studies

n

Life School Red Oak earned distinctions for

advanced achievement in reading/English,
language arts, mathematics and science

n

Life School Lancaster earned distinctions for

mathematics and closing performance gaps

n

Life School Cedar Hill earned distinctions for

advanced achievement in reading/English and
language arts

n

Life School earned the highest rating of 5 Stars

on the Financial Allocation Study of Texas (FAST)

n

Life School expanded Dual Credit offerings for

students in grades 9th-12th

n

Life School expanded the Advancement Via

Individual Determination program (AVID) to include
grades 7th-11th

n

Life School supplemented our robust academics

team by adding an additional Gifted and Talented
teacher, a College Dual-Credit Coordinator,
various campus instructional specialists, and an
additional science lab teacher for elementary
campuses to better help meet our student
success and learning goals.
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Life School Quality Standards

Safety Integrity
Professional
Data Informed
Innovative
950 S. I-35 E, LANCASTER, TEXAS 75146
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