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On November 23, 2015, the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Daniel Dromm, will hold an oversight hearing on Efforts to Help Struggling Schools.  Representatives from the Department of Education (DOE), union leaders, advocates, educators, parents and students have been invited to testify.  
Background

According to the U.S. Department of Education, there are approximately 5,000 chronically underperforming schools across the nation, and half are located in big cities.
  The federal No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 required that states make an effort to turn around their lowest-performing schools.
  
In addition to federal mandates, New York State recently enacted a new requirement pertaining to low-performing schools.  As part of the adopted April 2015 budget bill, the State will now require schools that have performed poorly for several years to be placed under the oversight of outside “receivers” if they do not make adequate progress over one to two years.

Months before the State adopted its receivership policy, however, the de Blasio Administration announced its own plan to help low-performing schools.  In November 2014, Mayor de Blasio unveiled the School Renewal Program, a new strategy to turn around struggling schools, rather than closing or phasing them out, as was the practice under the prior administration.
  The DOE identified 94 struggling schools, 43 in the Bronx, 27 in Brooklyn, 12 in Manhattan, and 12 in Queens, to participate in the School Renewal Program.
  Each Renewal School must provide an extra hour each day of extended instruction and each is transforming into a Community School, in partnership with a community-based organization (CBO), to enable them to offer new services that support children and families, as well as their mental health and physical well-being.
  Renewal Schools will also receive supports to ensure effective school leadership; and increased oversight and accountability.
  
The mayor initially announced that the City would invest $150 million in the School Renewal Program.
  However, more recent estimates place the cost for the first three years closer to $400 million of combined City, State and federal funds.

In addition to the School Renewal Program, the DOE has undertaken a number of other reforms 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.”
  
Today’s hearing will examine DOE’s School Renewal Program and other efforts to help struggling schools improve.  The hearing will also provide an opportunity for parents, advocates and other interested stakeholders to share their concerns and recommendations about struggling schools.
Federal and State Requirements
NCLB, which is the most recent reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), required states to make an effort to turn around their lowest-performing schools.  Under NCLB, schools that had years of underachievement were labeled as “failing” and were required to implement one of the following four interventions: school closure; closure or conversion with restart using an independent operator or a charter school; replacement of the principal and 50% of school staff; or transformation with several reforms, including replacing the principal.

The ESEA was due for reauthorization in 2007, but Congress has been unable to agree on a new bill, leaving the current NCLB version in place.  While waiting for Congress to complete its next reauthorization, the U.S. Department of Education has offered states flexibility from specific requirements of NCLB “that have become barriers to state and local implementation of innovative education reforms.”
  ESEA flexibility is granted in exchange for rigorous and comprehensive State-developed plans and “moves away from top-down policies, instead supporting decisions informed by data and expertise at the state and local levels.”
  
New York State received approval from the U.S. Department of Education for its ESEA flexibility waiver request on May 29, 2012.
  New York has since received two extensions of its flexibility waiver: a one-year extension in July 2014 and a four-year renewal in June 2015 for the 2015-16 through 2018-19 school years.
  The waiver permits some key changes, such as greater flexibility in use of Federal funding and revising the timeframe by which schools and districts are expected to ensure that all students are proficient in English language arts (ELA) and mathematics and to make the goals more realistic and attainable.
  The waiver also allows the State to discontinue use of the NCLB identification of low-performing schools as Improvement, Corrective Action or Restructuring and instead identify Priority and Focus Schools.
  According to the New York State Education Department (NYSED), Priority Schools are the lowest-performing 5% of schools in the State.
  Focus Schools are those where performance of one of the ESEA subgroups (e.g. students with disabilities or limited English proficient students) placed it among the lowest performing 5% within the State for that particular subgroup.
 
As previously mentioned, in April 2015 a new section of State Education Law (§211-f) pertaining to School Receivership was created.
  To implement this new law, NYSED created §100.19 of the Commissioner's Regulations and has designated current Priority Schools that have been in the most severe accountability status since the 2006-07 school year as “Persistently Struggling Schools.”
  The superintendent of a district containing a “Persistently Struggling School” will be vested with the powers of an Independent Receiver and will be given an initial one-year period to use the enhanced authority to make demonstrable improvement in student performance or the Commissioner will direct that the school board appoint an Independent Receiver, who must be approved by the Commissioner.
  Additionally, the school will be eligible for a portion of $75 million in state aid to support and implement its turnaround efforts over a two-year period.

Schools that have been Priority Schools since the 2012-13 school year are considered "Struggling Schools," and will be given two years under a “Superintendent Receiver” to improve student performance.
  If the school fails to make demonstrable improvement in two years then the district will be required to appoint an Independent Receiver and submit the appointment for approval by the Commissioner.  Independent Receivers are appointed for up to three school years and serve under contract with the Commissioner.
  
Under the receivership law, a school receiver is granted authority to, among other things, develop a school intervention plan; convert schools to community schools providing wrap-around services; expand the school day or school year; and remove staff and/or require staff to reapply for their jobs in collaboration with a staffing committee.
  Districts with Persistently Struggling and Struggling Schools are required to notify parents of the students who attend these schools regarding the school’s receivership status and to hold a public hearing regarding receivership for each identified school.
  Affected districts are also required to establish a Community Engagement Team, composed of community stakeholders including, but not limited to, the school principal, parents, teachers and other school staff, and students attending the school.
  The Community Engagement Team is charged with developing recommendations for improvement of the school and to advise the superintendent regarding development and implementation of improvement plans.
  
In July 2015, State Education Commissioner MaryEllen Elia announced that the NYSED has identified 144 schools statewide as Struggling Schools or Persistently Struggling Schools.
  Of the schools identified, 124 were identified as Struggling Schools and 20 were identified as Persistently Struggling Schools.  New York City was cited as having 7 Persistently Struggling Schools and 55 Struggling Schools. 

New York City DOE Efforts 
In the first year of the de Blasio Administration, DOE faced a State-mandated deadline to overhaul dozens of the lowest-performing schools by the start of the 2014-15 school year.
  On September 3, 2014, just one week before the start of the school year, DOE launched an intervention plan to turn around these struggling schools in order to comply with federal requirements.
  The new three-year “School Achievement Initiative” proposed to place the 23 state-identified struggling schools in an intensive-support group that would send support teams to diagnose their needs and offer individualized coaching for teachers and other assistance.
  
Of those schools, two (Boys and Girls and Automotive high schools in Brooklyn) have been bottom-ranked for so long, at least five years, without having improvement plans in place that the State labels them “out-of-time schools,” which require more intensive interventions, such as leadership or staff changes.
  The State ordered the city to put a plan in place at both schools to reevaluate their administrators and staffers and replace any who were “unwilling or ineffective.”
  Subsequently, the City came to an agreement with the unions for both teachers and principals specifying that principals and staffs at these two schools would have to reapply for their jobs with newly formed staffing committees at each school made up of superintendents, teachers and principals union representatives, city appointees, and parents.

Just two months after launching the “School Achievement Initiative” to meet federal and State requirements and deadlines for intervention at 23 state-identified struggling schools, Mayor de Blasio unveiled the more comprehensive School Renewal Program in November 2014, which incorporated those initial 23 schools.
   
School Renewal Program
In laying out his vision for the School Renewal Program, Mayor de Blasio outlined a new strategy of providing additional support and engaging the whole school community in transforming struggling schools, in contrast with the prior approach of simply closing or phasing out schools.
  The mayor announced an initial cohort of 94 Renewal Schools and revealed that the DOE would “develop tailored implementation plans, closely track every school’s progress, and hold schools accountable to meeting strict goals over the next three years.”
  Each school was expected to develop its own School Renewal Plan by Spring 2015, in partnership with its school leadership team and school community.  The School Renewal Plan must outline the school’s approach to implementing key elements of the program and specify clear and strict benchmarks that a school must meet in its first three years under the program.  Schools that do not meet targets for each academic year would face a leadership and faculty change, as needed, and possible reorganization.

According to its website, DOE will work intensively with each Renewal School community over the next three years, setting clear goals and—with support from Central—holding each school community accountable for rapid improvement.
  DOE selected Renewal Schools from those that, at minimum, met all 3 of the following criteria:
1. Were Identified as Priority or Focus Schools by the State Department of Education 
Priority: The bottom 5% lowest-performing schools statewide 
Focus: The bottom 10% of progress in a subgroup
2. Demonstrated low academic achievement for each of the three prior years (2012-2014): 
Elementary and middle schools in the bottom 25% in Math and ELA scores 
High schools in the bottom 25% in four-year graduation rate 
3. Scored “Proficient” or below on their most recent quality review

Key elements of the School Renewal Program include:
1. Transforming Renewal Schools into Community Schools, with deepened support from and for families and community partners. Partnerships with community-based organizations will enable these schools to offer tailored whole-student supports, including mental health services and after-school programs.

2. Creating extended learning time – an extra hour added to the school day to give all students additional instructional time. 

3. Supplying resources and supports to ensure effective school leadership and rigorous instruction with collaborative teachers. 

4. Performing school needs assessments across all six elements of the Framework for Great Schools (rigorous instruction, collaborative teachers, supportive environment, effective school leadership, strong family-community ties, and trust) to identify key areas for additional resources.

5. Bringing increased oversight and accountability including strict goals and clear consequences for schools that do not meet them.

While Renewal Schools remain under the supervision of their district superintendent, DOE has appointed Aimee Horowitz as Executive Superintendent of Renewal Schools.

In September 2015, the DOE provided a new data tool to help Renewal Schools to better track student attendance and academic performance.
  While DOE collects vast amounts of data about students’ backgrounds and academic records, it’s currently kept in separate databases in old and incompatible data systems, forcing users to print out reams of reports and manually compare the printouts.  To address this, the City signed a one-year, $2 million contract with New Visions for Public Schools, a nonprofit known for providing schools with tools and training to help make sense of student data, to share its data tools with the 130 schools that are part of the Renewal and Community School programs, and to provide training in how to use them.
  The tools, which were made using Google Sheets, allow schools to view information from different parts of their data systems in single spreadsheets that can be easily sorted, unlike DOE data systems.
  So, for example, schools can use the academic-tracking tool to target students who need tutoring and the attendance tool to target students for phone calls or rewards, for example.

Other DOE Efforts
In addition to the School Renewal Program, the DOE has undertaken a number of other 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.”
  The new support structure replaced the 55 Children First Networks with 7 geographically-based Borough Field Support Centers (BFSCs) and placed responsibility for supervising and supporting schools in the offices of the district and high school superintendents to create clear lines of authority and accountability.

Among other reforms geared towards improving schools are the following:

· Adoption of the Framework for Great Schools, a research-driven tool to diagnose a school’s strengths and the areas that need improvement.

· Increased Principal and Superintendent Qualifications - Principals are now required to have at least 7 years of full-time pedagogic experience, and superintendents must have have at least 10 years of pedagogic experience, including at least 3 as a principal.

· The Learning Partners Program, which is designed to promote collaborative learning by matching a school that has demonstrated strength in a specific area of practice, known as a host school, with schools interested in strengthening practices in that area, or partner schools.

· The Showcase Schools program is designed to promote interschool collaborative learning between schools across the city in order to strengthen the practices of all participating schools and identify promising practices to share system-wide. There are 27 schools participating in Showcase for the 2015-16 school year, each of which will host three Showcase visits, focused on a specific strength for the host school, for up to 30 visiting educators from across the city. 

Issues and Concerns
Over the years, New York City has dealt with low-performing schools in a variety of ways.  Under the three terms of the Bloomberg Administration, the primary strategy was to close or phase-out underperforming schools and replace them with new district or charter schools, often co-locating multiple smaller schools in a single building.  The school closure policy often generated controversy and community opposition from parents, teachers, students and other stakeholders who felt their voices were excluded from decision-making.  

In contrast, the de Blasio Administration has chosen a strategy of providing additional support and tools to help turn around struggling schools.  While some advocates and school unions have been generally supportive of this new model, there are still many challenges and concerns.
The Independent Budget Office (IBO) identified three major areas of challenges that the School Renewal Program will have to overcome to be successful: 1) Renewal Schools have very depressed performance and funding shortfalls; 2) student enrollment has been declining in these schools; and 3) there is a short timeline for measurable success.

Renewal Schools were chosen because they are very low-performing.  They also have higher concentrations of high-needs students than most other City schools.  The table below provides a comparison of student characteristics and outcomes for Renewal Schools vs. other DOE schools.
	Student Characteristics and Outcomes 

Renewal Schools Compared With Other DOE Schools 

	Renewal Schools 
	All Other DOE Schools 

	Student Characteristics 

	English Language Learners 
	20% 
	14% 

	Students with Disabilities 
	21% 
	18% 

	Black 
	36% 
	26% 

	Hispanic 
	52% 
	40% 

	Male 
	54% 
	52% 

	U.S. Born 
	73% 
	84% 

	Primary Language English 
	57% 
	58% 

	Students in Temporary Housing 
	12% 
	7% 

	Student Outcomes: 

	Student Attendance 
	84.2% 
	90.9% 

	ELA Proficiency, Grades 3-8* 
	6.4% 
	29.4% 

	Math Proficiency, Grades 3-8* 
	5.7% 
	35.5% 

	4-Year High School Graduation Rate** 
	51.7% 
	70.3% 

	NOTES: *65 schools with students in grades 3-8. 
** 29 schools with a grade 12. 
All data is from the end of the 2013-2014 school year. 
New York City Independent Budget Office 


Renewal Schools also had considerable shortfalls in their Fair Student Funding allocations in FY 15.  According to IBO, 5 large high schools had FSF allotments more than $2 million, or 17% to 18%, below their formula amount and 2 additional schools were underfunded by more than $1 million. All but 4 of the 94 schools were underfunded, 53 of them by more than 15% of their formula amount.
  
The IBO also found that enrollment at Renewal Schools has sharply declined in the past 3 years.  In 2014-2015, slightly over 45,000 students were enrolled in these schools, down 11% from the previous year and down 21.5% or 12,327 students since 2012-2013.  Some individual schools have experienced even steeper declines, with 14 having lost more than a third of their enrollment over the 3 year period.
  As a result of these enrollment decreases, 26 Renewal Schools were left with fewer than 250 students each and, if Renewal Schools continue to be avoided by students and families, it is likely that they will consist of higher concentrations of the students most in need.

One of the biggest challenges for Renewal Schools is very tight timelines to show significant improvement.  There are 51 Renewal Schools that have also been identified by the state as Struggling or Persistently Struggling Schools.  To avoid receivership under the new State law, Struggling Schools have 2 years and Persistently Struggling Schools have just 1 year to show sufficient improvement as determined by the state.
  
There are also concerns about the effectiveness of the Community Schools model as a means of improving student achievement.  An analysis by the New York Times found that some of the community schools in Cincinnati, which is viewed as a leader in the approach, still showed poor academic results after years of implementing the model and considerable financial investment.

Class size is another area of concern for Renewal Schools.  Research has shown that reducing class size, particularly in the early grades, improves student achievement and is an effective educational intervention supported by rigorous evidence.
  DOE’s proposed Contracts for Excellence (C4E) plan for FY16 states that DOE will focus class size reduction planning efforts on the School Renewal Program.
  However, an analysis of class sizes in Renewal Schools by the advocacy organization Class Size Matters found that 56 out of the 94 schools (60%) had some classes with 30 or more students; 36 out of 94 (38%) did not reduce their average class size from the previous year; and 87 out of 94 (93%) did not cap their class sizes at levels found in the C4E class size reduction plan.
 
Finally, there are concerns about the cost of the School Renewal Program.  As previously noted, the Mayor initially announced a $150 million investment in the three-year program, but more recent estimates place the cost for the first three years closer to $400 million of combined City, State and federal funds.
  The Committee hopes to get a better understanding of the projected costs for the program.
Conclusion
Today’s hearing will examine DOE’s School Renewal Program and other efforts to help struggling schools improve.  The hearing will also provide an opportunity for parents, advocates and other interested stakeholders to share their concerns and recommendations about struggling schools.
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