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Nashville Newcomer Academy graduates fifth grade students who 
learned English in one academic year  

Students started the year not knowing the English alphabet, now read on a third grade level  
 

NASHVILLE, Tenn. (May 22, 2018) — As graduation and promotion ceremonies are being held at most 
public schools this time of year, one group of students marked a milestone today unlike any other.  
 
Fifth grade students at the Nashville Newcomer Academy were celebrated during a morning ceremony 
for learning to read, write and speak English after completing only one academic year in a public school 
designed especially to serve Nashville’s newest immigrant and refugee students.  
 
The Nashville Newcomer Academy is hosted at STEM Prep Academy, a public charter school in South 
Nashville. The program is a partnership with Metro Nashville Public Schools to serve New American 
students with the most urgent educational needs. To date, the school has served 130 newcomer 
children representing 20 different countries.  
 
None of the students in this year’s fifth grade graduating class knew the English alphabet coming into 
the Newcomer Academy at the start of the school year. Remarkably, the students are now reading on a 
third grade level.  
 
Eleven-year-old Eliza Jolie spoke on behalf of her class during the graduation ceremony, which was 
attended by their families, the school faculty as well as community leaders from across Nashville. Jolie 
was born and raised in a refugee camp in eastern Africa before relocating to the United States in 2017.  
 
“I am from Tanzania. My life was not good. I was sick a lot. School was not good because if you didn’t 
come to school, the teacher would hit you. I was excited to move to Nashville because everybody in 
Tanzania was excited to come to America, so that’s why I was happy, too,” Jolie said. “I like the 
teachers, and learning, making friends, and learning English.”  
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Award-winning author and journalist Helen Thorpe also addressed the students during the ceremony. 
Thorpe’s most recently published book The Newcomers: Finding Refuge, Friendship, and Hope in an 
American Classroom chronicles the educational experiences of New American students, many arriving 
directly from refugee camps. The stories in Thorpe’s book parallel those of several families and children 
served by the Newcomer Academy. 
 
“There is no way to test for the kind of knowledge you possess. You will exceed everyone’s 
expectations because your journeys are so powerful,” Thorpe said to the fifth grade students during her 
inspirational remarks that highlighted the innate strength they’ve gained from their personal 
experiences.  
 
To be eligible to attend the Nashville Newcomer Academy, students have to have lived in the United 
States for one year or less and they have to score the lowest possible level on the school district’s 
English comprehension evaluation given to all students with non-English language backgrounds. The 
school is located in the part of Davidson County that has seen the most growth of the city’s New 
American population.  
 
The Newcomer Academy program model was created and proposed to the school district by Dr. Kristin 
McGraner, the founder and executive director of STEM Prep.  
 
“We are serving students who would otherwise spend years trying to master the English language 
enough to understand academic lessons in a general classroom setting. We provide an accelerated, 
intensive program that puts them on the path to success much quicker,” Dr. McGraner said. 
“Importantly, we also work to address the students’ social and emotional needs ‒ particularly the needs 
that originated from trauma, which many of our students have experienced.”  
 
The Newcomer Academy is now completing its second year.  
 
“When the school year started, we realized that this year’s incoming class was much further behind 
than last year’s. We had to rethink and restructure our entire curriculum. We literally started with 
teaching students the alphabet and now they’re reading on the third grade level. I am immensely proud 
of the hard work of our teachers and students that brought them to this point,” Dr. McGraner said.  
 

### 
 

About STEM Prep Academy  
STEM Preparatory Academy is a public charter school serving students in grades 5-12 in Metro 
Nashville-Davidson County. STEM Prep is dedicated to delivering a rigorous, inquiry-based education with a 
strategic focus on science, technology, engineering, and mathematics. By cultivating a community of learning and 
academic excellence, STEM Prep will bolster the number of underrepresented students who graduate from the 
most competitive postsecondary programs and universities in the country and lead the discoveries and 
innovations of the future. 

 


