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Oversight: The Mayor’s 2007 Education Reform Initiatives
On January 25, 2007, the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Robert Jackson, will hold an oversight hearing on the education reform initiatives recently announced by Mayor Michael Bloomberg in his State of the City address on January 17th, 2007.  The Committee plans to hear from the New York City Department of Education (“DOE”), as well as union leaders, advocates and parents.

Recent School Reform History 

Reforming the New York City public school system has been a primary goal of Mayor Michael Bloomberg’s Administration since he took office in 2002.  The Mayor’s first step toward achieving such reform was to lobby the State Legislature to amend State Education Law to effectively give the Mayor control over the school system until 2009.
  Pursuant to these reforms, the Board of Education was replaced with the Panel for Educational Policy (“PEP”), the majority of whose members are appointed by the Mayor.
  In addition, the power and duties of the Chancellor (who is appointed by the Mayor) were greatly expanded to include many of the powers and duties formerly assigned to the Board.
  A third major change in the school governance structure was the abolishment of the Community School Boards (“CSBs”).
  These CSBs were replaced with Community District Education Councils (“CECs”), which consist of 11 voting members, 9 of whom must be parents of students in a district’s elementary or middle schools.
  In addition, the City created a Citywide Council for High Schools (“CCHS”) consisting of 11 members: a parent of a high school student for each of the 10 regions selected by Parent Associations/Parent Teacher Associations (PA/PTA) officers from regional high schools, and one high school student selected by the Chancellor based upon recommendation of the Chancellor’s Student Advisory Council.
  It also created the Citywide Council on Special Education (“CCSE”), consisting of 9 parents of students receiving citywide special education services selected by District 75 PA/PTA officers, 2 appointees of the Public Advocate and 1 high school senior appointed by the District 75 Superintendent.
  
Subsequent to the 2002 amendments to the school governance legislation, the Mayor introduced his “Children First” agenda, a plan to bring greater educational opportunity to every child in the New York City school system.  There have since been three phases of Children First (each of which his described in more detail below), each of which is guided by three main principals: leadership, empowerment and accountability.
  In the first phase, the Mayor made significant changes to the structure and administration of the school system by dismantling the system’s 32 semi-autonomous school districts (though, under State law, these offices cannot be entirely abolished)
 and replacing them with 10 Regions composed of three to four community school districts each (approximately 120 schools).
  Regional offices are led by regional superintendents who oversee approximately 10-12 Local Instructional Superintendents (“LIS”), who are in turn responsible for providing instructional leadership to a network of schools (approximately 10-12 schools) and their principals.
  Regional offices provide instructional leadership and assist principals and teachers with implementing new instructional initiatives to assist with improving the quality of teaching and learning throughout the schools.
  The purpose of regional restructuring, according to the DOE, was to provide each school with “greater individualized support and supervision” and to reduce administrative bureaucracy, which was intended to generate cost savings.
  

The Mayor also piloted an initiative known as the “autonomy zone” pursuant to which principals were given greater control over their programs, personnel and finances in exchange for agreeing to meet rigorous achievement targets.
  Forty-eight schools were included in the autonomy zone, which was piloted at the beginning of the 2004-2005 school year.

In his second term, the Mayor announced another major phase of reforms, expanding the “autonomy zone” initiative into the “empowerment schools” initiative, which includes 331 schools, including 10 charter schools (there are now 332).
  Similar to the autonomy zone schools, principals of empowerment schools are given greater autonomy in exchange for greater accountability.  In order to fulfill these responsibilities, empowerment schools receive an average of $100,000 in newly unrestricted funds and $150,000 in new, discretionary funds.
  

Empowerment schools are not associated with a district or region (nor are they overseen by a superintendent).  Instead, principals form networks of approximately 20 empowerment schools, which then select a network support team leader from a list of candidates provided by the DOE.
   The support team leader is responsible for hiring support members, whose roles include the following: 

· Achievement Manager: serves principals on all issues related to student achievement, including supporting the principal and school in utilizing data to identify learning needs, creating concrete plans to address such needs and identifying and disseminating best practices in the classroom; 

· Business Support Manager: assists principal with resolving issues related to such areas as facilities, labor relations, contracts/vendor relations, budget management and IT needs; 

· Special Services Manager: provides extensive expertise and support on all issues pertaining to high needs students, including students in temporary housing, over-age/under-credited students, special education students and english language learners (ELL).  Such support involves solving problems related to guidance, attendance, relationships with community-based organizations and crisis intervention.

It should be noted that the network support team will include two Achievement Managers through June 2007 and one thereafter.
  In addition, according to the DOE, principals will have significant input with regard to the evaluation of network support teams, including the decision to retain, dismiss or award bonuses.

As stated above, a significant component of the empowerment schools initiative is accountability.  In order to become an empowerment school, principals must sign “performance agreements” that define expectations and potential consequences for failing to meet performance goals.
  Empowerment schools will also to be evaluated through “Progress Reports” and “Quality Reviews”.
  Both measures are part of another Children First initiative knows as the Comprehensive Accountability Initiative, which was piloted in the second phase of reforms and expanded on in the third and most recent phase of reform.
  This initiative is discussed in more detail below.  According to DOE, empowerment schools will receive their first progress report in the summer of 2007.
  

Since the empowerment schools initiative is still in its first year of operation, it is unclear whether this initiative has been a success.  It should be noted, however, that according to the DOE, 85% of schools in the autonomy zone pilot program met their performance targets.
  In addition, autonomy zone principals have reported that the initiative allowed them to make better use of their time and resulted in network meetings that were far more productive than the regional meetings that they formerly attended.
   

Despite promising statistics and reports from principals, there still remains legitimate concern regarding empowerment schools.  Many parents fear that the some of the assistance they used to receive from regional offices will not be replaced, and some parents have already complained that they do not know who to turn to for help if they are having problems at their child’s school.
  In addition, the managerial responsibilities under this initiative are significant, and not all empowerment principals are veterans of the system. 
  It is unclear what support will be given to principals as they take on these enhanced responsibilities.  Finally, it has been suggested that the amount of funding offered might not be enough to compensate for the additional services the school must now purchase (such as staff development) on their own, and that principals may lose time that could have been spent on educational programming to deal with the business aspects of the school.
  

2007 Education Reform Initiatives

The Mayor outlined four education reform initiatives in his State of the City address on January 17th, and in subsequent briefings that the Chancellor held with the media and business community.  These four initiatives, Public School Empowerment, Accountability, Fair Student Funding and Teacher Excellence, are the third phase of the Mayor’s Children’s First reforms and are described in detail below.

Public School Empowerment 

The DOE will dismantle the 10 regions created by the first phase of Children First and will retain the 32 community school districts, whose superintendents will report directly to the Chancellor.
  In addition, starting in the 2007-2008 school year, principals, in consultation with teachers, parents and other members of their school communities, will be allowed to select a method of school support from among three different types of school support organizations (“support organizations”).
  The three types of support organizations are described below:

· Empowerment Support Organization principals can join the 332 schools that, in 2006, became empowerment schools (see above).

· Learning Support Organizations (“LSOs”): principals can join one of four networks headed by a top DOE education leader, each of which is organized around a different instructional focus.  The four support structures will replace the 10 regions created under the first phase of Children First.  These models will be developed in detail during the winter and spring of 2007.  According to press reports, the four LSOs will be led by existing regional superintendents, including Kathleen Cashin (Region 5), Judy Chin (Region 3), Marcia Lyles (Region 8) and Laura Rodriguez (Region 2).
  

· Partnership Support Organizations (“PSOs”): principals can choose a private external organization to provide support services.  The DOE will issue a Request for Proposals (“RFP”) in order to identify and evaluate external partners—like nonprofits or universities—that can take on this role.
 

A brief breakdown of roles and responsibilities under this new structure is provided below:

The DOE will: 

· Hire and fire principals;

· Set curricular and accountability standards;

· Hold schools accountable and intervene where appropriate;

· Provide non-instructional services like transportation, budgetary and legal services; and

· Allocate resources to schools, according to their student populations.

Support Organizations will: 

· Help schools use data to identify students’ learning needs;

· Identify best practices and programmatic suggestions to improve learning; and

· Support professional development.

Schools will: 

· Determine school staffing;

· Control educational scheduling and programming;

· Manage school budgets;

· Hire and fire staff school level staff other than the principal; and 

· Teach students in ways most likely to improve student achievement.

Accountability

In return for increased autonomy, flexibility and resources, the DOE will hold schools accountable for improving the academic outcomes of students.
 

Progress Reports

Starting next fall, each school will receive a “Progress Report” giving them an overall letter grade (A–F) and sub-scores that compare the school to similar schools and to the City’s best schools.
  The grade will be based on performance (numbers of students at or above proficiency on tests in reading and math), progress (how much learning has taken place since the student entered the school, what educators call “value-added”) and the school environment (attendance, safety, and parent/student/teacher satisfaction).
  Schools will also receive additional credit for big gains by poor, minority, and high needs children.
  Initially, the DOE will assign grades to groups of schools as follows: 

· “A” - Top 15% of schools based on 2004–07 averages 

· “B” - Next 40% of schools 

· “C” - Next 30% of schools 

· “D” - Next 10% of schools 

· “F” - Lowest 5% of schools
 

The DOE will evaluate and readjust this scale approximately every five years.

Quality Reviews

Starting this year, all schools will receive an annual “Quality Review” consisting of an on-site examination of schools by experienced educators.
  The DOE has hired Cambridge Education, a private British consulting firm, to design and conduct the review process, as well as to train DOE staff to conduct these Quality Reviews.
  Reviews consist of two to three full days of observations of classroom teaching, as well as interviews with school professionals and use of data to improve student achievement, among other things.
  Schools are rated in five areas and receive a “Quality Score” of “undeveloped” (0), “proficient” (√) or “well developed” (+).
  The DOE plans to expand this to a five-point scale this fall.
  A public report will detail each school’s strengths and weaknesses.
  The Quality Review process began last fall and Quality Review reports are already available online for schools in Region 6 and Region 2.

Periodic Assessments
Schools will measure student progress in reading and math in all grades four or five times a year.
  These diagnostic assessments will be used by teachers “to create action plans tailored to the needs and talents of each student.”
  This information will also be shared with parents throughout the year, to enable them to work more closely with the teacher to help their children achieve.

New Data System

The DOE also plans to give schools and families additional information about student achievement via a new data system called the Achievement Reporting and Innovation System (“ARIS”).
  This online system will enable educators to track the progress of each individual student as he or she advances through the grades and through various subjects and subsets (e.g. fractions, vocabulary, etc.).
  In addition to reporting information for individual students, data collected via ARIS can be aggregated and reported by classroom, grade, school, etc.
  ARIS is expected to be up and running in time to provide information to educators in the 2007-08 school year, and for parents in the 2008-09 school year.

Training
The DOE plans to give schools intensive hands-on training in the use of the new accountability tools (including the Progress Reports, Quality Reviews, and Periodic Assessments) to improve student learning.
  Since September 2006, DOE has provided training on the new data tools to teams of experienced educators in the empowerment schools.
  

Rewards and Consequences

Pursuant to these accountability reforms, schools will receive rewards for successfully helping students make progress, and will face serious consequences for failure. 

· “A” schools with high Quality Review scores will have the opportunity to receive bonuses for serving as demonstration sites for others.  Bonuses could amount to a 1 percent increase in the per-student allocation;

· “A” and “B” schools with high Quality Review scores will be eligible to receive bonuses ($750 to $1,500) for every student they accept from schools identified as poor performing under City and State accountability measures;

· “C” schools are not eligible for rewards and will not face consequences, although schools receiving three consecutive “C” ratings will be subject to “D” school consequences;

· “D” and “F” schools face a four-year cycle of target setting and structured planning, potential leadership changes, more target setting and ultimately school restructuring or closure if their performance does not improve.

 Fair Student Funding 

In its description of its 2007 reforms, the DOE states that the current system for funding schools is unfair and shortchanges many schools, and notes that one school can receive as much as $2,000 less per student in City tax dollars than another school with similar students.
  The DOE also maintains that its funding reforms will reduce complexity since, “New York funds schools through 90 different streams, each with its own rules for how much money schools receive and how principals may spend it.”
  Under the new system, many separate funding streams will be combined into one large “pot” (which will not include targeted federal and State programs such as “Title I” for high-poverty schools)
, and schools will receive money based on the number and type of students enrolled.

Under this scheme, funding will “follow” each student to the public school that he or she attends.
  Each student will receive the same base funding; however, some students will receive more based on their needs.
  Some factors that may be taken into account in deciding whether to allocate additional funding to a child include whether the child is poor, has special education needs, English Language Learner status or low test scores when he or she enters a school, among others.
  The DOE plans to phase-in changes in funding gradually over a period of several years.
 

Teacher Excellence

In order to increase the number of effective teachers, the DOE is seeking to change the way tenure is granted, which they claim is all but automatic after 3 years for 99% of teachers.
  According to the DOE, “[f]rom now on, principals will make affirmative decisions about teacher tenure, granting it only to teachers who have proven that they can help New York City’s students learn.”
  

As part of these changes, the DOE will train principals to work with teachers individually, and will provide them with more data about how teachers are helping to improve student achievement.
  Principals will also be provided with timetables and benchmarks for providing feedback and support to teachers during their first three years, and timely notices and reminders of the dates when teachers are scheduled to receive tenure.
  Principals will be required, 120 days from the tenure date, to certify personally that a teacher deserves tenure.
  Finally, principal tenure recommendations will be reviewed by DOE officials to ensure that tenure decisions are made “in the best interests of students.”

The DOE will also increase efforts to address poorly performing tenured teachers by working with the United Federation Teachers (UFT) to help identify and guide struggling teachers via a “peer intervention” program;
 and using retired principals to observe and assist classroom teachers.
  If remediation efforts fail, the DOE will give principals additional support to help them remove their lowest performers.
 

At today’s hearing, the Committee plans to explore the reforms discussed above in greater detail, and hear public commentary on these reforms. 
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