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Abstract
	 The goal of the Michigan Reading and Math (STEM) 
Performance, MI-RAMP, program is to uplift marginal-
ized children—ages 4 to 12—both educationally and 
socially.  The wide age range emphasizes a purpose to 
invest early for the highest rate of return, according to 
Nobel Laureate James Heckman.  MI-RAMP has designed 
and implemented a free, interstate, 3-person, distance-
learning program with 12 weekend sessions. Interactions 
involving one student and a parent are led by a teacher-
tutor (TT).  The two-way virtual exchanges are custom-
ized, addressing foundational needs in reading, math, and 
critical thinking. We have demonstrated vital learning via 
our individualized virtual modes, e.g., a 5-year-old male 
learning to read after 8 weeks.  The MI-RAMP model is 
replicable to reach countless children.
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Introduction
	 Education and formal learning provide the founda-
tion for the development of skills and capabilities.  James 
Heckman (Heckman, 2008; Heckman, 2006; Heckman, 
2016), an economist and Nobel Laureate, emphasizes the 
skills-to-capabilities connection and relates it to moneti-
zation.   His studies span ages from prenatal care through 
retirement.  Significant attention has been given to the 
Heckman Curve, illustrated in Figure 1, where “Rate of Re-
turn to Investment (ROI) in Human Capital” versus “Time” 
is charted.  According to Heckman, skills are produced 
from learning and later translated as human capital; ROI is 
optimized by investment in people starting with prenatal 
care, which is critical to his conclusions.
	 Researchers (Heckman, 2008: Heckman, 2006: Heck-
man, 2016) purport that investing in children’s develop-
ment from prenatal care through early childhood (ages 0-7) 
reaps the most benefits.  Those benefits are exhibited by: 
•	 Minimized birth defects and better health.   
•	 Improved parental guidance.   
•	 Better fundamentals in reading, math, and critical 	
	 thinking. 

	 Other studies show that long-lasting excellence is 
achievable when strong reading and math skills are de-

veloped, and high achievement is expected (Brown, 2020; 
Bryant, 2021; Creative Learning, 2016; Gilmer, 2007).  Ac-
ademic success—at the beginning of new phases, such 
as kindergarten, high school, or college—promotes mo-
mentum and perpetuates success.  Recent research (Shi, 
2020) emphasizes the positive influence that parent type 
has on students’ math performance.  Shi’s work typecasts 
parents into three groups: 

a.	 incredibly involved, commanding/demanding. 
b.	 somewhat involved.  
c.	 less involved. 

	 Shi’s research showed that as parents’ academic 
commands/demands increased, students’ mathematical 
performance increased as well. Other studies (Adelman, 
2006; Gilmer, 2007) support the importance of math 
principles, as they show that students who perform better 
in math are more likely to attend college and have higher 
graduation rates.
	 Reading starts early.  Children “learn to read” from 
pre-K to grade 2, then “read to learn” from grade 3 and be-
yond (Loveless, 2021).  That sequence can vary depending 

on teaching/learning styles, but regardless, long-term, 
effective, comprehensive reading should begin at a young 
age, 4-8 years old, or before.  The importance of reading, 
quantitative/problem solving skills, and critical thinking 
should be stressed during early childhood.  
           Often, there is little success without a strong founda-
tion in reading/literacy.  Our motto “Education, not Incar-
ceration!” is meaningful considering the ‘school-to -prison 
pipeline’ is a direct result of one’s reading comprehension 
and persistence to high school completion (Meijia, 2020; 
Brown, 2020; Levin, 2017). 
	 Numerous investigators have pursued ways to halt and 
reverse the growing separation in education and earnings 
between the upper class/middle class and the underclass 
(Gilmer, 2007; Meijia, 2020; Wisely, 2020; Brown, 2020; 
Levin, 2017).  Some approaches involve providing more 
educational and social equity.  Key separations are based 
on race/ethnicity and gender differences.  There is an un-
fortunate gap in reading skills between African American 
(and Hispanic) boys versus girls.  For example, 75% of 
black males in California are behind in reading, which is 

Figure 1.   The earlier the investment, the greater the return

I n v i t e d  P a p e r - N o n  R e f e r e e d
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substantially more than black girls (Levin, 2017).  This gap 
also exists between sets of kids from other ethnic groups.  
These shortcomings in reading and education among 
American black and Hispanic boys are ubiquitous.     
     	 Chasms in education affect relative socioeconomic 
status, health, and lifestyle (Heckman, 2008; Wiley, 2020; 
Levin, 2017; Creative Learning, 2016; Ravitch, 2020; Bry-
ant, 2021; Leonhardt, 2018; Henderson 2002).  In the 
United States these gaps are clearly indicated by: 
•	 A permanent underclass, primarily, of people of 	
	 color.
•	 A preponderance of unwed mothers in lower in	
	 come households.
•	 Increasing numbers of high school dropouts.
•	 More crime and imprisonment.
•	 Early failure of K-4 students.  
•	 Inadequate support of many parents of their 
	 children.     
                                                           

       	Work proposed here will address these issues by im-
plementing a supplemental, basic educational program 
(MI-RAMP) that facilitates joint learning/teaching with 
students-parents-teachers in a novel 3-person arrange-
ment.  The virtual distance-learning program in the trian-
gular arrangement has completed its pilot program with 
7 students from greater Detroit, MI and a second cohort 
with 12 students.  Ten children hailed from Michigan and 
2 were from other states: one from greater Chicago, IL and 
another from Los Angeles, CA.  The third cohort had 10 
young scholars from Michigan.   

Methods
	 As the targeted populations for enhanced learning are 
young, underserved boys and girls, our initial challenge 
was selecting and recruiting youth most in need.  In de-
veloping a consistent application, we included key queries 
and requirements:

	 • 	 Age range for children: 4-12 years
	 •	 Child eligibility for the federal USDA free/reduced 	
		  school meals program
	 •	 Parents must attend and participate in all 
		  “classes”/meetings: virtual and/or in-person.    

  	 We aimed to consider all youth and had a firm commit-
ment to have each cohort contain inclusion of children from 
any community, but one-half or more, would be impover-
ished.  MI-RAMP followed the federal definition for impover-
ished: qualifying for USDA free/reduced school meal plans.
	 President Biden and the Chicago Public Schools and 
Florida Schools Systems (Bryant, 2021; Kim, 2012; Al Mahdi, 
2019; Leonhardt, 2018; Leonhardt, 2021; Henderson, 2002) 
have been stressing the positive influence that parental in-
volvement, community involvement, community schools 
and mandatory preschools have on the overall educational 
system and economic security.  Those goals are in line with 
MI-RAMP’s mission.

 
A.  Initial Proposed In-person Model
 	 At the conception of the MI-RAMP community char-
ity, central to its program were in-person teaching-learn-
ing experiences in a triangular manner with:           
                                                        

1.	 Students;
2.	 Parents;
3.	 Teachers(tutors).

            See Figure 2 for the design of that in-person model 
with three groups corresponding to grades: 

A.  Pre-K to 2, B. 3 to 4 and C. 5 to 6.  As shown, the 	
	 teach	 er to student ratio was high, 1 to 3.  

	 Parents would also attend each 90-minute Saturday 	
class (which was slated for Saturday for 20 weeks).  
        
The focus would be fundamentals in:
•	 Reading 
•	 Math
•	 Critical thinking
•	 Respect for self and others
•	 Accepting those who are different. 

	 To assist with the recruiting and learning, we equipped 
each student with a backpack and age-appropriate learn-
ing tools.  A typical package for a pre-K student is shown 
in Figure 3 with learning tools such as sight words, num-
bers table, books, etc. 
As part of the initial in-person program, scheduled to 
start July 2020 with its first cohort of 18, learning would 
continually be monitored, results would be collected and 
reported during the 20-week session.  Suggestions, as 

post-analysis information, would be incorporated into the 
subsequent offering.  Due to the emergence of COVID-19 
in the spring of 2020, the MI-RAMP in-person programs 
were postponed, and MI-RAMP redirected efforts to a 
distance-learning program.

B.  The Active Distance-Learning Model 
	 Program
	 Figure 4 illustrates the structure of the current MI-
RAMP distance-learning program, where the interactions 
assure a trialogue between one student, one parent, and 
one teacher (teacher-tutor, TT).  

Figure 2.   MI-RAMP Class-Related Structure

   	  Figure 3.   Backpack with Age-Appropriate 	
		          Learning Tools
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Figure 5 shows an active virtual session with student-
parent viewing a monitor with the TT leading a weekend 
30-minute session. 
	 This arrangement allows for ongoing dynamic ex-
changes where the TT is the lead person but accepts input 
and suggestions from the parent to reach learning targets 
for the child.  Each 30-minute weekend “class” of a set of 
twelve meetings is conducted virtually (ZOOM, Google 
DUO, FaceTime, etc.).  Normally each “class” has 15 min-
utes devoted to reading and 15 minutes to math.  There 
are learning targets for each time which have been di-
rected by the TT with some input from the parent, and/or 
child.  These learning-teaching moments are customized 
to reach the student’s needs and at his/her level.  Progres-
sions from week to week are monitored.  Outcomes are 
recorded and reported to the Instructional Coordinator.
	 Pre-onset of the virtual program, parents and children 
were surveyed to determine their perceived needs and 
expectations from MI-RAMP.  At the end of the 12-week 
session, the parents and students were more thoroughly 
surveyed with a questionnaire to obtain explicit feedback 
as to the strengths and potential areas of improvement of 
the program.  See Appendix A for the 10-question survey.  
Conclusions from the survey are discussed in the following 
sections. 

Results
	 MI-RAMP designed and has successfully implement-
ed a unique distance-learning program for young chil-
dren, ages 4 to 12.  It is guided by talented teachers-tutors 
and assisted by the children’s parents.  The unique tri-
person structure is pictured in Figure 4, showing 12 sets 
of separate interactions, but our model set contains three 
people:  one child, one parent, and one TT.   Each 30-min-
ute “class” produced some learning on the part of each 
child and some learning by the parent.  The child’s learn-
ing is both qualitative and quantitative in the focus areas 
of expanding the fundamentals in reading and math with 
critical thinking occurring.  The parents’ learning is often 
demonstrated through teaching techniques— with pro-
vided learning tools—to assist in improving their child’s 
reading and math acumen.  The parents’ learnings can be 
used beyond this virtual setting and time.  For example, 
they can be used with follow-up studies and work in math 
and reading with that young scholar or another child that 
the parent is raising, as shared with the MI-RAMP staff.
	  As Table I shows, after 8 weeks, one 5-year-old (Pre-
K) learned to read for the first time.  The TT started by ex-
posing young children to various sight words.  
 The cumulative numbers of sight words recognized from 
week to week were tracked.  The upward pattern is de-
picted in Figure 6.   
 	 During the 8th “class,” the words “Where is mom?” 
were projected via Google Duo for the child and parent 
to see.  The child verbalized them and responded with-

Figure 4.   Distance Learning Schematic - Cohort #2

Figure 5.   Seven-year-old in Virtual Sessions
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out being prompted, “Here is mom,” as he looked toward 
his mother and touched her.  This 5-year-old had read and 
comprehended for the first time.  He read one more 3-word 
sentence and responded, “Reading is fun.  Let’s not stop.” 
	 This example illustrates a reality and challenge for the 
disadvantaged.  Many underserved children from single-
family homes do not get early exposure to academic fun-
damentals.  Many children at age 3 or 4 who have early 
exposure are readers.
	 Another example was demonstrated by a 5-year 
old’s late exposure and delayed understanding of math 
concepts: simple counting from 1 to 100.  As Figure 7 and 
Table II show, he was only able to count to 13 at the start 
of the term.  
 	 Most weeks (Saturdays) he would practice counting 
during the 15-minute math period and later during the 
week the mother would follow up with counting routines 
and other math building exercises.  In general, he was un-
able to proceed from decade to decade where he would 
show hesitation in progressing beyond 29 or 39 or 49.  The 
concept of skip counting by 2’s, 5’s and, most importantly, 
10’s was reviewed and practiced.  He was able to skip count 
by 10’s to 100, but still not fluidly and consistently count be-
yond 49.  During and at the end of his first 12-week term, 
he counted to 49 though he apparently knew that the next 
decade was 50.  See Table II where 49 is the maximum num-
ber counted to.  Our learning target was 100.  
	 The two studies above illustrate the importance of 
learning the basics which should help prepare young chil-
dren for the demands of more advanced reading and math.
	 Cohorts 1, 2 and 3 had 29 total children (18 males and 
11 females).  Among the 29 (26 Black and 3 Hispanic), 
26 of 29 were from single-parent households: the moth-
er—with one exception—being head of household.  
Undoubtedly, this profile matches those most in need 
and poorest.  We observed that these single parents had 
several demands on their time, which negatively affected 
their weekend attendance with MI-RAMP. 
	 Those personal challenges, such as working two jobs, 
looking for work, lacking an effective support network, 
etc., hindered attendance.  Due to these personal chal-
lenges and as explicitly stated by 3 mothers, they with-
drew their 4 boys which lowered our retention as shown 
in Table III where we retained 71.4% (5 of 7) in cohort #1, 
83.3% (10 of 12) in cohort #2, and 80.0% (8 of 10) in 
cohort #3 for an overall average retention of 78.3% (23 
of 29).  Table III displays these retention values for cohorts 
1-3, along with the numbers of students accepted.  Pro-
jections for future cohorts 4-6 are also shown where we 
should have 14-18 young scholars per cohort.

Discussion
	 As described above, three general achievements are 
covered:
•	 The design/implementation of the inaugural 12- Figure 7.   # Count versus Weeks for Pre-K Child

Figure 6.   Word Progression of Pre-K Scholar in Cohort #1

Table I.   Sight-Word Progression Toward Reading
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week, 3-person virtual learning program. 
•	 Completion of expanded second and third cohorts for 
distance learning.
•	 Early learning of youth from ages 4-12 with parental 
involvement.       
        Much thought was put into which students to re-
cruit and admit into our inaugural program, which 
launched December 2020.  Even more thought 
was put into 1.) what important fundamentals to                                                                       
teach, 2.) how to retain the admits for 12 weeks, and 3.) 
how to encourage them to return to future offerings.  Pro-
gram acceptance was based on age range (4-12), socio-
economic status for at least half of the admits (½ or more 
must be underserved) and parents must participate in all 
weekend meetings.  The learning-teaching sessions or 
“classes” were customized to the needs of each child with 
input from the parent.  Without exception all the parents 
agreed with the action plan for their child as described on 
day one of the programs and further clarified by the sec-
ond meeting.  These plans were our learning targets which 
had 3 classifications:
1.	 Learning targets for the day in reading and math.
2.	 Learning targets for the week (or from current Satur	
	 day class to next Saturday), per agreement, the par	
	 ent is to follow up at least 2-3 times on weekdays 	
	 with the key areas  covered the past Saturday.
3.	 Learning targets for the entire 12-week term.
           

 	 In category #1 above, for example for a 5th grader, 
the first learning target in math could be determining 
which multiplication facts the child has command of by 
memory. The child, parent, and TT would simultaneously 
learn the level of command of the 12 by 12 matrix for the 
multiplication table.  If total command were shown, the 
progression and customized teaching would proceed to 
something more needed, appropriate, and timely, e.g., 
long division, percentage, decimals, fractions, exponents, 
algebraic expressions, etc.
	 During the first session, the student would have re-
ceived a backpack with learning tools, including two age-
appropriate books.  The child and parent would decide 
which of those two books to read initially and proceed with 
their choice or agree upon any other book they preferred. A 
typical target would be to read that book and agree on a few 
books to read during our 12-week term, or at least number 
of minutes to read each week (Monday through Friday, be-
fore the next weekend MI-RAMP “class”).
	 As observed by and recorded by the TT’s, all 19 young 
scholars learned some aspects of reading and math fun-
damentals, e.g., their vocabularies grew, or their com-
mand of multiplication/division facts improved.  While a 
few did not reach the learning targets, most met or sur-
passed mutually set goals.
	 Appendix A shows the questionnaire that parents re-
turned to a survey coordinator who compiled their objec-
tive ratings and subjective comments.  In summary, the 

parents expressed extreme satisfaction with the MI-RAMP 
distance-learning program and rated several questions 
with their level of agreement on a 0-4 scale: 0 denotes 
high disagreement, while 4 denotes very high agreement. 
	 Fourteen of nineteen, 73.1%, of the parents who had 
children in cohorts 1, 2, and/or 3 returned the optional 
anonymous 10-question survey shown in the Appendix.  
Questions were graded on a 0 to 4 scale.  The average 
scores for each question ranged from 2.9 to 3.9, or from 
“B” to “A,”  with an average score of 3.6.  The 2.9 indicates 
for question #5 (“my child’s reading improved”) that some 
improvement should be planned in the next session or 
cohort #4.  Those efforts will be undertaken with more 
explicit outcomes for reading, such as assuring that each 
child has interest in the selected books and reading-relat-

ed approaches, and accordingly should read more/learn 
more/comprehend more.
	  Four questions earned parental ratings at the 3.9 level 
(“A; those being questions #2, #4, #7 and #8:
•	 TT was knowledgeable about subject matters.
•	 MI-RAMP staff was helpful in communicating and as-
sisting in my needs.
•	 I am satisfied with the assistance received from MI-
RAMP.
•	 I would recommend MI-RAMP to other families.

	 The MI-RAMP distance-learning program has been 
implemented.  It is in a third iteration to optimize student 
learning, parental involvement to bolster learning.  The 
virtual program has demonstrated its utility as a model 
and can be replicated for further outreach.                                                                                

Table II.   Learning To Count, Pre-K Mi-Ramp Young  Scholar

Table III.   Mi-Ramp Cohorts, Current and Projected  (10/25/2021)
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and Terra Nova. Most recently, he has served as an interim and assistant principal of Scarlett middle, interim principal 
of Carpenter elementary and assistant principal of the Ann Arbor Science Technology Arts and Mathematics schools.  
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Appendix A:
               Parent Questionnaire of MI-RAMP Virtual Programs

___________________________________________
MI-RAMP Evaluation Survey Questionnaire
Dear Parents/ Caregiver of MI-RAMP Young Scholars,
We need your help!  MI-RAMP is conducting a survey to determine the value of what we do for Young Scholars across the board. 
Please return no later than TBD, to Ms. Staci Newton, pooh1tchr@gmail.com
 Please Begin Here: ______________________________________________________
Cohort: 1 n (December 20, 2020 - March 24, 2021)
Cohort: 2 n (April 3, 2021 - June 26, 2021)
Cohort: 3 n (July 24, 2021 -Oct. 23, 2021)
Young Scholar’s Age: __________ Gender:  M n   F n
Teacher-Tutor:     Dr. Carter Gilmer  n     	 Ms. Phyllis Gilmer n    	
  	                Ms. Ryan Swanson n     Ms. Victoria Washington n
		  Ms. Rhena Holmes n
                                             	 (Circle One for each statement)
4(Strongly Agree) 	 3(Agree) 	    2(Neutral)        1(Disagree)         0(Strongly Disagree)

1.	  TT helped improve my child’s                    	 4      	 3      	 2        	 1      	 0
     	  overall skill set
 2.	  TT was knowledgeable about                     	 4      	 3      	 2        	 1      	 0
      	 the subjects
 3.	 TT’s method of assistance was                     	 4      	 3      	 2        	 1      	 0
     	 effective
4.	 The quality of tutoring met my                    	 4      	 3      	 2        	 1      	 0
      	 child’s needs
5.	 The sessions were available                   	 4      	 3      	 2        	 1      	 0
    	  at times I needed
6.	 MI-RAMP staff was helpful in                     	 4      	 3      	 2        	 1      	 0
     	 communicating and meeting my needs
7.	 I am satisfied with the assistance               	 4      	 3      	 2        	 1      	 0
   	  received from MI-RAMP
8.	 I would recommend MI-RAMP                   	 4      	 3      	 2        	 1      	 0
      	 to other families
 9.	 My child’s reading improved                      	 4      	 3      	 2        	 1      	 0
10.	 My child’s mathematical skills                    	 4      	 3      	 2        	 1      	 0
     	  improved
 
Comments: Use the space below to make comments
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________
 

Thank you for your time!


