Madison’s AVID/TOPS Gets Positive
Evaluation from WISCAPE:

Proven Effectiveness

By Jonathan Gramling
Earlier this month, the Madison Metropolitan
School District released the results of a study by
the Wisconsin Center for Adv ancement of
Postsecondary Education (WISCAPE) that show ed
the AVID/TOPS Program, a collaborativ e program
of the district and the Boys & Girls Club, w as
hav ing a positiv e impact on the academic
performance of African American and Latino high
school students including higher GPAs,
enrollment in more adv anced courses and low er
behav ior referrals.
This new s w as receiv ed enthusiastically, yet
cautiously by Michael Johnson, the president/CEO
of the Boys & Girls Club.
“I think it is the inv estment and the time,”
Johnson attributed to AVID/TOPS success. “We
hav e a steering board that is made up of local

Boys & Girls Club President/CEO Michael Johnson (center back) and 2010 graduates
of the AVID/TOPS program at East High School.

community leaders, w hether it is the Burke Foundation or the Great Lakes Higher Education Corp. or the CEO from WPS. We meet w ith them
on a quarterly basis and get feedback from them. What I lov e about our program is that it isn’t a cookie-cutter program. We’re alw ays
tw eaking it and changing it. And so, this year w e did a career exploration program. This year, w e assigned mentors to some of the students
in the program. I think the real success of it is the indiv idual teachers w ho are in the classroom w ho are supported by the tutors w ho come
in tw ice a w eek.”
Johnson also attributed its success to the outside-the-classroom activ ities the students must participate in that enhance w hat they learn
and giv e them insights into their ow n academic and career futures.
“When I w as a kid grow ing up in public housing, the first time that I left the community w as w hen I w ent to Indiana State Univ ersity,”
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Johnson recalled. “You’v e seen all of the v ans that w e got donated to the club. So w e take our kids on field trips in the schools during the
school day once per month. We think that experience is v ery, v ery important. And our kids keep binders. They hav e to take Cornell Notes to
keep track of w hat they do. We hav e a coordinator w ho is assigned to each one of our kids. And w e the school district AVID/TOPS
coordinator once per w eek so that w e are constantly communicating and looking at the indiv idual success of ev ery single child. Our
student coordinators are responsible for that. I think the inv estment, the tutors, the teachers and the field trips hav e all played a maj or role
in this program.”
While Johnson is pleased w ith the effectiv eness, he also emphasizes that the study w as for only for a one-year period and there are some
aspects of the program that he feels need to be improv ed such as its retention rate.
“I think retention at most schools is around 30 percent,” Johnson said. “I think on av erage, w e’re around 40 percent. We w ant to make sure
that mov ing forw ard, w e can retain students in the program. At the same time, this is a rigorous program w ith rigorous courses. Our
expectations are high. And our students hav e to maintain a certain GPA.”
Johnson dismisses suggestions that AVID/TOPS is the cure all for the achiev ement gap for students of color. Right now the program is
w orking w ith 250 kids and he sees the program topping out at 800 kids unless they receiv e a dramatic increase in funding. In Johnson’s
v iew , AVID/TOPS serv es a niche of students of color in Madison’s schools.
“When you look at the number of students of color in Madison, I’m only going to be able to serv e so many,” Johnson said. “Kaleem Caire’s
program w ith Madison Prep is only going to be able to serv e so many. The PEOPLE Program is only going to be able to serv e so many. So
w e believ e that you need a multitude of different approaches to help close the achiev ement gap. When w e saw in the press that w e should
j ust sit fast w ith the AVID/TOPS Program, that is not necessary. Ev en if folks gav e us a ton of resources, I j ust don’t think you should put all
of your eggs in one basket. Let the results speak for themselv es and then people can determine options. When you go to a restaurant, you
can decide to go to Perkins or you can go to McDonalds. Our school system and programs should be the same w ay.”
To underline that belief, the Boys & Girls Club board passed a resolution last w eek in support of Madison Prep.
And for now , MMSD and Boys & Girls Club hav e their franchise for academic success humming.
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