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On October 1, 2015, the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Daniel Dromm, will hold an oversight hearing on the Restructured School Support System.  Representatives from the Department of Education (DOE), union leaders, advocates, educators, parents and students have been invited to testify.  
Background

The Committee on Education previously held a hearing on the school support system, “DOE’s Networks for School Support” on October 25, 2012.
  
Under the de Blasio Administration, the DOE has undertaken a number of reforms, collectively called “Strong Schools, Strong Communities,” to improve performance of City schools, particularly struggling schools.
  As part of these reforms, in January 2015, Chancellor Fariña announced a new streamlined school support system, designed to “lift struggling schools and increase accountability.”
  
According to DOE, the new structure, which takes effect for the 2015-16 school year, will align the responsibilities of supervising and supporting schools in the offices of the district and high school superintendents and create clear lines of authority and accountability.
  School principals will retain control over their budgets and hiring processes and will retain independence across the system, except in cases of struggling schools.
 

The reforms to the structure also will include the replacement of the 55 Children First Networks, instituted by the Bloomberg Administration, with 7 geographically-based Borough Field Support Centers (BFSCs).
  The new BFSCs, which opened in July 2015, house the full range of school support personnel, including experts on instruction, operations, student services, supporting English Language Learners and students with special needs, and each is led by a Borough Field Service Center Director.
 
This new structure also continues relationships with some of the Partnership Support Organizations (PSOs) that operated some of the former networks.  These non-profit organizations and university partners, now called Affinity Groups, will continue to give resources and guidance to schools; however they will be brought under a superintendent and held accountable.

According to DOE, these changes to the support structure were based on a qualitative and quantitative analysis of past support models and a review of other urban districts nationally.
  Today’s hearing will provide a better understanding of the restructured school support system and how it compares and contrasts with previous support structures.  The hearing will also provide an opportunity for parents, advocates and other interested stakeholders to share their concerns and recommendations about the new support system.
Previous Support Structures for New York City Schools

According to DOE’s analysis, after the passage of mayoral control in 2002, the Bloomberg Administration introduced three major shifts in support delivery, each of which re-organized the way that instructional, operational, and student services supports were provided to schools.
  These changes in support service delivery and timespan for each are as follows:
Regional Model (2003-2007)
The DOE re-organized 32 separately governed community school districts and centrally managed high school districts into 10 K-12 Regions (each with a Regional Superintendent), a special education district (District 75), and a district for alternative schools (District 79). Geographically-based Regional Operations Centers (ROCs) and Student Placement and Youth and Family Services (SPYFS) offices provided operational and student services support to schools.
  

In 2004, the DOE launched the Autonomy Zone pilot, which offered principals flexibility in curriculum, professional development, budget and hiring in exchange for higher levels of accountability. The Autonomy Zone began with approximately 30 schools in 2004 and grew to roughly 330 schools in 2006, when it was renamed the Empowerment Zone.

School Support Organizations (SSOs) and Integrated Service Centers (ISCs) (2007-2010)
School Support Organizations (SSOs) were created to replace instructional support provided through Regions. Schools could select one of 11 SSOs, regardless of their geography, spread across three categories:
1. Learning Support Organizations (LSOs) managed by DOE staff, including many former Regional Superintendents;

2. Empowerment Support Organizations (ESOs) modeled after Autonomy Zone/ Empowerment Zone pilots launched in 2004; and

3. Partnership Support Organizations (PSOs) run by external partners, including non-profits and universities (e.g., CUNY, New Visions).
Integrated Service Centers (ISCs) provided operational and student services support to schools in their geographic area, across SSOs. Superintendents, separate from non-geographic SSOs, retained official principal evaluation responsibilities.

Children First Networks (CFNs) (2010 -2014)
Since 2010, the school support system has consisted of roughly 55 Children First Networks (CFNs), which were managed by 5 to 6 cluster teams. Each network provided a full range of instructional, operational, and student services supports to 18 to 35 schools and employed 14 to 16 staff members. Each year, principals could select which CFN to belong to, and they could choose any network, regardless of geographic location.

Some networks were led by DOE staff, and others were managed by Partnership Support Organizations (PSOs), external organizations contracted by the DOE to provide support services to several hundred schools. These non-profit organizations and university partners provided support, coaching, and guidance on school program management, planning, and enhancement, and received additional staffing and resource support from the DOE.

New Support Structure 
The new school support structure consists of four major parts:
1. Superintendents’ Offices: each of the Community and High School Superintendents will be responsible for providing schools with the resources they need to succeed and hold school leaders accountable for results, specifically by:
· Supervising and functioning as the rating officer for principals
· Targeting supports to schools based on their respective assessments aligned to the Framework for Great Schools
· Working with their respective geographically based Borough Field Support Center (BFSC) and Central Teams to ensure this support is cohesive and comprehensive. There are 7 BFSC’s each led by a Borough Field Service Center Director, and they house the full range of school support personnel, including experts on: instruction, operations, student services, health resources and counseling, and supporting English Language Learners and students with special needs
· Facilitating the implementation of the broader DOE vision for instruction within the district (e.g., Common Core Learning Standards, Citywide Instructional Expectations)

2. Borough Field Support Centers (BFSCs): each of the 7 geographically located BFSCs will utilize a BOCES model (Board of Collaborative Educational Services) in the provision of support to schools and will:
· Provide high-quality, differentiated support in instruction, operations, and student services such as safety, health, and wellness, as well as support for English Language Learners and students with special needs
· Responsible for the local administration of policies set by central divisions

3. Central Teams, under the leadership of the Chancellor, will:
· Work with both the BFSCs and the superintendents to guide the policy implementation for their portfolios

4. Affinity Groups, formerly called Partnership Support Organizations, will continue to play a role is this new support structure:
· These Affinity Groups will report to superintendents and be held accountable for school performance
· The Department will facilitate the opportunity for schools to collaborate across the city through professional learning communities, such as the Learning Partners Program

Staffing for superintendents’ offices has expanded this year from 2 to 6, reflecting their new responsibilities.  The superintendents’ teams will include an administrative assistant, two family engagement officers, a field support liaison, a Renewal School liaison, and a principal‎ leadership facilitator.
  Further, all district and high school superintendents had to reapply for their positions last year in accordance with new criteria to ensure that all new superintendents had at least 10 years of pedagogic experience, including at least three as a principal, and a demonstrated ability to raise student achievement as well as engage families.

Staffing levels for the 7 BFSCs (two in Brooklyn and Queens, and one in each of the other boroughs) varies considerably, though each is led by a Borough Field Service Center Director.  According to press reports, the centers range in size from 150 staffers in the Bronx to 50 on Staten Island, depending on the number of schools they will serve and those schools’ needs.
  While BFSC directors hired some personnel from schools or outside the education department, most came from the previous support networks and “clusters.”

Issues and Concerns
Many parents and advocates were critical of the prior network structure, which was perceived as confusing and not accessible to parents.  Further, a February 2015 analysis by the Annenberg Institute for School Reform found that networks had very little effect on student academic performance, which was affected far more by school-level student demographics.

According to DOE’s analysis, the new school support structure builds on positive aspects from the prior system of networks and clusters, while addressing aspects that were previously problematic, including the following:
· It could not be established that student achievement improved as a result of the network school support structure. In fact, the system saw its most rapid improvement under previous structures from 2002 to 2009, when the New York City graduation rate increased from 50.8% to 68.1%, an increase of 34%.
· In this structure, school support and supervision were split. While superintendents, separate from the networks, retained formal principal evaluation responsibilities, they had limited authority and minimal staff. The networks, which were tasked with providing support and spending time in the schools, had no formal authority to fire or rate principals. This meant that those with authority did not have resources they needed, and those with resources did not have authority.
· The distribution of support resources was inequitable; networks had the same number of staff, whether they served 25 schools with 7,000 students or 25 schools with 40,000 students, and whether most of the schools were high-performing or low-performing.
· The system was often perceived as confusing to school communities and families, because the network they belonged to could be far away, and did not have a clear role in resolving family issues. Parents and families expressed that they did not know what resources were available and how to access them, or where to call if an issue was not resolved at the school level.
· Because networks were not rooted in geography, they could not approach issues efficiently at a neighborhood level. In some cases, several networks worked with schools in the same building, and many networks had schools across three or four boroughs.

· Because each network was independent, it was challenging to staff every network equitably with the talent and expertise necessary to meet all the needs of the schools in that network. In some cases, higher-performing schools attracted the best talent to their networks over time, while the networks serving schools in greatest need did not.
· The system provided little information or accountability to the central office.

In contrast, the new support structure is designed to achieve the following:

1. Clear lines of authority and accountability so all schools improve. 
2. Families have one place to call if they cannot resolve problems at the school.
3. School leaders maintain the critical independence over budget and human resources they have had, so they can continue to drive improvement.
4. Provide customized support so school leaders can focus on those improvement efforts most likely to boost achievement.
5. Provide one-stop support to school leaders.
6. Create equity in the system by providing more intensive support to schools that need it most.

While it’s far too early to know whether the new support structure will achieve these goals, some questions have been raised by the press and other stakeholders.  
It is expected that BFSCs, with more staff and resources than the prior networks, will be able to offer more specialized and robust support. However, there are concerns whether principals will find it as easy to access the centers’ resources as they could the networks’ as principals’ route to the support will be less direct, since superintendents will act as go-betweens connecting the schools and centers.
  
There are also concerns about how well struggling schools will fare under the new system.  Most principals won’t lose any control of their budgets or hiring under the reorganization, unless they’re in charge of struggling schools, which will face added oversight from superintendents.  Each superintendent will have one staffer devoted to troubled schools, a Renewal School liaison, and will have a say in those principals’ hiring and budgetary decisions.
 
Chancellor Fariña has also said that one of the goals of the reorganization is to bring more consistency across the school system, so that “you don’t go into a school in one part of the city and a school in a different part of the city and see a very different focus.”
  Under this new model, all BFSCs will receive instruction and training from central DOE headquarters, which they will then disseminate to schools.  There are some concerns that this may turn into a one-size fits-all approach.
Another area of concern is parent engagement, which DOE hopes to improve under the new, streamlined structure.  Families that cannot resolve problems at the school level are supposed to go directly to the office of the superintendent, who will now have 2 staffers to address parent concerns.  However, not every issue can be resolved at the superintendent level and the DOE is doing some restructuring of the Division of Family and Community Engagement (FACE) and recently announced the appointment of Yolanda Torres as Executive Superintendent of FACE.  It is unclear how the restructured FACE will interact or support the new district parent engagement staff.

Finally, it is unclear what the budgetary impact of this new support structure will be.  Under the prior system, all schools paid a flat fee for their CFN support.  This approach did not account for the fact that schools varied tremendously in size and needs.  The Committee hopes to get a better understanding of the funding for the new support system.
Conclusion
Today’s hearing will provide an opportunity for the Committee to learn more about the DOE’s restructured school support system.  The hearing will also provide an opportunity for parents, advocates and other interested stakeholders to share their concerns and recommendations about the new support structure.
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