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(A year ago, Todd Nickelsen shared with us in these pages—and elsewhere!—how Foothills Education 
Charter High School was about to embark on a year-long planning process that would further ensure our 
success and result in the following: 1) the annual revision of our district improvement plan; 2) the rede-
velopment of our strategic plan; and 3) the renewal of our accreditation. He described this work, in short, 
as “Three Plans, One Process,” an integrated approach that views accreditation as closely aligned with 
strategic and district planning—something that highly effective organizations like Foothills do on an on-
going basis.  
 
A year later, I asked Todd to share a summary update of what he and the Cognia planning group have 
accomplished, and what comes next.  Here is the summary overview and update that Todd shared with 
me. KS) 

 
 

Cognia Update continued on page 2... 
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Message from the Superintendent 

This month’s issue of the CAI Newsletter features two separate but equally crucial matters for 

Foothills. Leading off is Todd Nickelsen’s summary update on the Cognia accreditation work 

he led us through—masterfully—over the past year. Through meetings, surveys, presenta-

tions, and conversations formal and informal, he has done a terrific job of assembling our Cog-

nia materials, and—more importantly—tying together our strategic and district planning.  

This month’s second item features a half-million dollar federal mental health training grant that 

Foothills has recently secured. Angela Gary provides the key details. With all of the focus giv-

en—rightly—to young people’s mental and emotional health needs in recent years, this is a 

most timely and important project for Foothills.  

—Sherrie 

Our Cognia work over the past 12 months: 
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2023 Cognia Update, continued... 
Submitted by Todd Nickelsen, Foothills Regional Instructional Specialist 

 
Task completed this fall: 
 

Surveys: Foothills combined the Cognia Stakeholder Surveys with the Federal Pro-
grams Surveys in the Fall of 2022. In total, 1,136 surveys were completed with 517 com-
pleted by students, 409 completed by staff, and 210 completed by parents. The result is a 
71.7% increase in student survey participation and a 101.9% increase in parent survey 
participation.  

 
Observations: As of mid-November 2022, site and regional leaders used Cognia’s Educa-

tional Learning Environment Observation Tool (eleot) to conduct 270 observations.  Pri-
mary areas of Strength as measured by Cognia’s eleot include the following learning envi-
ronments:  

Well-Managed Learning 
Digital Learning 
Supportive Learning  
 

Utilizing the structure that was already in place, the Foothills Data and Curriculum teams be-
gan the 2022-2023 academic year by analyzing student performance data including EOC 
performance, CCRPI, USA Test Prep and Illuminate data, and graduation and course 
completion rates. Findings were identified and prioritized and it was determined that there 
needs to be a continued focus on course completion to improve the likeliness of gradua-
tion  and an increase in EOC performance of level 3 and higher.    

 
Pillar Committees which include site and regional office staff met monthly to identify evidence 

for and complete a self-assessment of the 30 Cognia performance standards.  Each 
standard was rated by at least three different committees including site directors during 
the leadership retreat and regional leadership. Results were triangulated for a final rating.  

 
Two standards were identified as areas for improvement: 
 

STANDARD #29 Understanding learners ’ needs and interests drives the design, de-
livery, application, and evaluation of professional learning. 

STANDARD #18 Learners are immersed in an environment that fosters lifelong 
skills including creativity, curiosity, risk taking, collaboration, and design thinking.  

 
—————————— 

 
The chart on the following page includes the required tasks for Cognia and the responsible 

parties for completing the tasks.  Some existing structures and committee were used while 
others needed to be created for this process.   

 
 
Cognia Update concludes on page 3... 

The Foothills Vision 

Foothills Education Charter High School strives to be an accessi-

ble, high-quality high school option that is flexible and respon-

sive to the needs of the People of Georgia and its communities.  
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Next Steps 
 The accreditation review process will be largely virtual and to our knowledge will not include any site 

visits.   
 If interviews are needed, they likely will be few in number and they will be scheduled, not spontane-

ous.   
 In the event that additional details, resources, etc. are needed, or if there are any questions from the 

two evaluators, the lead evaluator will communicate directly with Todd Nickelsen.  We do not antici-
pate direct contact between the lead evaluator and site-based or regional staff, other than possibly 
with the superintendent.    

The Foothills Vision 

Foothills Education Charter High School strives to be an accessi-

ble, high-quality high school option that is flexible and respon-

sive to the needs of the People of Georgia and its communities.  

The chart below includes the required tasks for Cognia and the responsible parties for 
completing the tasks.  Many existing structures and committees were used while others 
needed to be created to supplement the completion of all required tasks.   
 

Required Tasks Responsible Parties 

Executive Summary, 
Assurances, Substantive 

Changes 

Existing: 
Superintendent 
 

New: 
Steering Committee Chair and Team Members  

Required Analysis: 
Stakeholder Surveys 

Student Performance 

Learning Environment  

Existing: 
Superintendent  
Data Teams 

Federal Programs Team 

Instructional Coaches and Coordinators 

Site Directors  
 

New: 
Strategic Plan Pillar Committees: College and Career 
Readiness, Supportive Culture, Organizational 
Effectiveness, & Community Collaboration  

Performance Standards 
Self-Assessment 

& 

Key Characteristics 

Existing: 
Superintendent and Regional Directors 

Site Directors  
 

New: 
Strategic Plan Pillar Committees: College and Career 
Readiness, Supportive Culture, Organizational 
Effectiveness, & Community Collaboration 

 



Foothills Education Charter  

High School 

www.foothillscharter.org 

706-395-9775  

Mental Health Training Grant 
Submitted by Angela Gary, Foothills Public Relations Coordinator 

 
Foothills has received a $488,612 Mental Health Awareness 
Training Grant. This four-year federal grant will help to support 
mental health awareness for our students.  
 
Dr. Dawn Meyers, Foothills Student Services Specialist, 
will serve as the Project Director. Two part-time Mental Health 
Coordinators have been hired.  A professor from the UGA Col-
lege of Public Health will serve as the Project Evaluator.  
 
The majority of grant funds will be used to fund the two Mental 
Health Coordinators, pay costs for certified instructor training, 
and fund the professional learning costs for Foothills staff to 
receive Youth Mental Health First Aid Training.  
 
“Multiple data sources show Foothills’ students experience 
high rates of behavioral health concerns such as anxiety and 

depression, all recently compounded by the COVID-19 pan-
demic, and their mental health needs are often unmet or under

-met due to rurality and lack of awareness and access to ser-
vices,” states Dawn Meyers. “Increased mental health support is shown to increase student academic success 
and positive life outcomes.” 

 
The grant comes from the Department of Health and Human Services, Substance Abuse and Mental Health Ser-
vices Administration and Center for Mental Health Services. The Foothills Mental Health Awareness Training 

(MHAT) Grant Project aims to increase referrals and access to mental health care for students by implementing 
training to enhance the skills of educators, establishing linkages to community-based mental health agencies and 

providing evidence-based social marketing and awareness around mental illness.  
 
The three goals of this project are: (1) to enhance the mental health awareness skills of Foothills educators and 

student services staff through Youth Mental Health First Aid (YMHFA) training; (2) to establish referral mecha-
nisms to reduce barriers to access to mental health resources and services for Foothills students; and (3) to im-
plement evidence-based social marketing and Social Awareness around mental illness specific to the needs of 

Foothills students. 
 

Educational professionals to be trained include: teachers, special education teachers, paraprofessionals, counse-
lors, social workers, graduation coaches, career specialists, site directors and assistant site directors, registrars, 
receptionists, paid mentors, and school resource officers.  

 
Collaboration with the Northeast Georgia Community Service Board, Advantage Behavioral Health Systems, will 

assist Foothills in meeting these objectives.  
 
The Mental Health Awareness Project at Foothills is aligned with the White House's focus and funding of mental 

health supports in schools and also Governor Brian Kemp's Mental Health Parity Act that he signed into law in 
April 2022. 
 

—————————— 

The Foothills Vision 

Foothills Education Charter High School strives to be an accessi-

ble, high-quality high school option that is flexible and respon-

sive to the needs of the People of Georgia and its communities.  


