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“Oversight: Empowerment Schools: What Have We Learned So Far?”
On March 5, 2007, the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Robert Jackson, will hold an oversight hearing on the New York City Department of Education’s (“DOE”) empowerment schools initiative.  The Committee plans to hear from the DOE, as well as union leaders, educators, advocates and parents.

Background


On January 17, 2007, Mayor Michael Bloomberg announced four initiatives, which comprise the third phase of the Mayor’s Children’s First Reforms: Public School Empowerment, Accountability, Fair Student Funding and Teacher Excellence.  As part of the public school empowerment initiative, the DOE will dismantle the 10 regions created by the first phase of Children First and 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.
  The three types of support organizations are the empowerment support organization, the learning support organization and the partnership support organization.  


The empowerment support organization has had some prior history within New York City schools, first through the “autonomy zone” initiative, which was expanded to the “empowerment schools” initiative in September 2006.  Since the empowerment schools are still in their first year of operation, and it is unclear as to whether they have been adequately evaluated, the results, including successes and shortcomings, are unknown.

Empowerment Schools Initiative 

As previously mentioned, at the start of the 2004-2005 school year, the Mayor 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.
  Such achievement targets include: higher attendance rates, graduation rates, college acceptance rates and success on state exams.
  Forty-eight schools were included in the two-year autonomy zone pilot program.

In his second term, the Mayor announced another major phase of reforms, expanding the “autonomy zone” initiative into the “empowerment schools” initiative, which included 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.  According to the “Empowerment Schools Reference Guide,” empowerment school principals are given greater autonomy in the following four areas: educational programming, resource management, administrative exemptions and staffing management. 

Educational Programming


Educational programming encompasses, but is not limited to, increased decision making within the areas of professional development, curriculum, periodic student assessment,
 school day and school year scheduling, instructional support services for special education students and English language learners (ELL), other programs, including Saturday Prep or student intervention, and new teacher mentoring.
 Empowerment school principals are given the discretion to purchase services in these program areas based upon the needs of their schools from DOE or an external vendor, such as a university.
  All decisions must be made within the constraints of applicable laws, regulations and collective bargaining agreements.
   

Resource Management and Administrative Exemptions

Empowerment schools receive an average of $100,000 in newly unrestricted funds and $150,000 in new, discretionary funds.
  It should be noted, however, that each empowerment school receives a fixed amount of new funding ($75,000) and a per student allocation based on enrollment.
  The DOE anticipates the per student allocation to equal $150,000.
  In addition, according to the DOE, the procurement process for empowerment school principals has been simplified.  For example, the “procurement card” limit will be increased from $2,500 to $5,000 for empowerment schools.
 Procurement cards work like credit cards and are used to purchase products from vendors when issuing a purchase order is not efficient.
  Empowerment schools will also be able to purchase up to $25,000 worth of services from providers who may not have contracts registered with the City.

Empowerment school principals are also exempt from various administrative requirements (unless required by law), including attendance at DOE meetings, pre-approval requirements for purchasing of instructional material and some DOE reporting requirements and Chancellor’s Regulations.

Staffing Management

With regards to staffing management, empowerment school principals have the ability to determine school staffing, including hiring and firing of staff.
  Such principals are also able to select and evaluate network support team leaders and members (described below), and make decisions with respect to retaining, dismissing or awarding bonuses.
  Since empowerment schools are not associated with a district or region (nor are they overseen by a superintendent), 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.

The network support team interacts with DOE and the Integrated Service Center (“ISC”), which functions as a “solution call center responsible for managing successful intake, execution and closure of the network team’s needs and requests.”  The ISC provides the following services:

· Operations Support: provides expertise regarding school budgets, grants, contracts, human services and information technology; 

· Compliance Support: provides expertise regarding special education and ELL regulations, etc.; 

· Academic Intervention Support: provides expertise in special education placement expertise, health support and suspension support; 

· Requested Services Support: provides expertise within the fields of teaching and learning and youth development;

· Market Team: provides service delivery support and quality assurance.
  

Evaluating the Empowerment Schools Initiative 
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 are also 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.
  According to DOE, empowerment schools will receive their first progress report in the summer of 2007.
  

As previously mentioned, since the empowerment schools initiative is still in its first year of operation, it is unclear whether this initiative has been successful, and in what areas improvements may be needed.  It should be noted, however, that according to the DOE, autonomy zone pilot schools outperformed citywide averages in their first year (2004-2005), and further improved upon their past performance before entering the pilot program.
  In addition, according to the DOE, 85% of schools (22 out of 26 participating schools) in the autonomy zone pilot program met their performance targets.
  Since it seems as though this statistic only takes into account 26 of the autonomy zone schools (rather than the 48 listed in DOE literature), it is unclear how the remaining 22 autonomy zone schools faired in evaluations.  

Autonomy zone principals have also 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.
   
Issues and Concerns 

Despite promising statistics and reports from principals, there still remain legitimate concerns regarding empowerment schools.  First, aside from the autonomy zone schools, there seems to be a lack of sufficient data regarding the educational impact of empowerment schools.  While the results from autonomy zone schools seem encouraging, concerns arise when the results of a handful of schools, most of which were nominated by Regional Superintendents or are one of DOE’s new small schools, are applied to the entire school system.  Even the 331 empowerment schools were invited to become such a school, and were admitted by the Chancellor’s Senior Leadership Team based on past performance, attendance, compliance data and principal responses.
 At this time, it is unclear as to whether or not this initiative has enhanced student achievement or improved school communities. 

In addition, the managerial responsibilities under this initiative are significant, and not all empowerment principals are veterans of the system. 
  In fact, during the 2003-2004 and 2004-2005 school years, 1,400 of the City’s principals, assistant principals and administrators retired, compared to 375 during the previous two school years.
   Currently, it is estimated that half of the City’s principals have less than three years experience in their current role.
  It is unclear what support will be given to principals who may be struggling to take on these enhanced responsibilities. In addition, there is concern that principals may lose time that could have been spent on educational programming to deal with the business aspects of the school.
   

The accountability piece of the empowerment school initiative has also raised concern.  It seems as though principals and the schools will be evaluated primarily on standardized test scores, which make up approximately 85% of a given school’s grade, while factors such as parent and teacher satisfaction or safety account for the remaining 15 percent.
 Critics are concerned that too much emphasis has been placed on standardized test scores, not allowing for an accurate picture of accomplishments a school and its principal may make. 

It has also been suggested that the amount of funding offered to empowerment school principals might not be enough to compensate for the additional services the school must now purchase (such as staff development).
 Issues around how funds are being spent have also been raised.  In particular, there is concern that funds once earmarked for arts programs may be used for academic programs that may help raise test scores.

Finally, many parents have also voiced general concern regarding the empowerment school initiative.   It is feared 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.
  

Conclusion


Today’s hearing seeks to gather information regarding the strengths and weaknesses of the current empowerment school initiative.  The Committee also hopes to foster discussion as the Mayor’s reforms move forward in order to ensure that the education of New York City public schoolchildren is not placed at risk.
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