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SUBJECT
Resolution calling upon the New York City Department of Education to establish a School Transformation Zone, based on the model proposed by the NYC Coalition for Educational Justice, to improve low-performing schools and prevent school closings.
On Monday, May 24, 2010, the City Council’s Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Robert Jackson, will conduct a hearing on Proposed Res. No. 157-A, a resolution calling upon the New York City Department of Education (DOE) to establish a School Transformation Zone, based on the model proposed by the NYC Coalition for Educational Justice, to improve low-performing schools and prevent school closings.  A copy of the Resolution is attached.  On April 28, 2010 a hearing was previously held on Res. No. 157.
Background

Closing schools has been one of the most controversial elements of Mayor Bloomberg’s school reform efforts.  Since the Mayor gained control of the City’s school system in 2002, the DOE has closed 91 schools, many of them large high schools, and replaced them with new small schools or charters.
  In December 2009, the DOE proposed phasing out 20 schools, the most in any single year.
  An analysis of the 20 schools slated for closure by the Independent Budget Office (IBO) found that, “Closing high schools usually had greater concentrations of high needs students, students from low-income households and students living in temporary housing compared to the medians for non-closing schools in the same borough.  The closing high schools also had more over age students than non-closing schools.”
  
Critics argue that many of the students most at-risk, including special education students and English Language Learners, will be displaced by the school closures and may drop out as a result.  A report by the Center for New York City Affairs detailed some of the “collateral damage” created by the closing of large high schools.
  They found that, as the lowest achieving large schools were closed, thousands of students, particularly new immigrants and children receiving special education services, were diverted to the remaining large schools.
 The graduation and attendance rates at these remaining large schools then declined; in some cases, barely-functioning schools became failing schools and were subsequently closed.
  This “domino effect” of school closings leading to surrounding schools becoming overcrowded with greater concentrations of high need students, then being targeted for closure themselves, was cited by many teachers, principals and parents at hearings on the proposed school closings.  
Critics question whether closing schools is sound education policy and ask what steps DOE took to help struggling schools before proposing that they be phased out.  DOE’s list of possible consequences includes school improvement measures and target setting, leadership change, restructuring, or closure.  Critics contend that closing schools should be the last resort, used only after other efforts have been made to help struggling schools.  A number of advocates point to a previous reform, the Chancellor’s District, as a possible model for improving low-performing schools.

In 1996, then Chancellor Rudy Crew created the Chancellor’s District, a virtual district in which a number of the lowest performing schools in the city were placed under a lead Superintendent.
  Schools in the Chancellor’s District received additional resources and assistance that included: reduced class sizes; extended learning time; enhanced after-school programs offering tutoring and enrichment activities; intensive professional development; as well as several curricular interventions and extensive instructional support.
  Although the Chancellor’s District was ended in 2003 by the Bloomberg Administration, a 2004 evaluation by the Institute for Education and Social Policy at New York University concluded:
[T]he Chancellor’s District took some of the city’s least well-resourced schools serving the city’s poorest and academically lowest performing students. By developing and mandating and implementing a comprehensive set of organizational, curricular, instructional and personnel changes, the Chancellor’s District significantly improved the reading outcomes of the students in those schools, in three years of focused effort.

Proposed Res. No. 157-A

Proposed Res. No. 157-A would point out that since 2002, the New York City Department of Education (DOE) has closed 91 schools with low student achievement levels.  The Resolution would note that in December 2009, the DOE proposed phasing out an additional 20 low-performing schools, the most in any single year.  Proposed Res. No. 157-A would further note that these proposed school closures generated considerable community opposition, public protests and a lawsuit filed by the United Federation of Teachers (UFT), advocacy organizations, parents and elected officials, including five members of the New York City Council.  

Proposed Res. No. 157-A would state that opponents of the DOE’s school closure policy maintain that closing schools should be the method of last resort, used only after other strategies have been attempted to turn around low-performing schools.  The Resolution would further state that critics argue that DOE has not provided adequate resources or made sufficient to help struggling schools.  Additionally, the Resolution would note that critics contend that DOE does not have a comprehensive improvement strategy or plan to assist low-performing school.  

The Resolution would point out that the NYC Coalition for Educational Justice (CEJ) has proposed a comprehensive improvement strategy, development of a School Transformation Zone, for DOE to help transform low-performing schools.  Proposed Res. No. 157-A would indicate that under CEJ’s proposal, all struggling schools would have the opportunity to join the Zone and turn themselves around before being subject to closure.  The Resolution would note that schools that join the School Transformation Zone would undergo a redesign process to improve teaching and learning.  The Resolution would further note that one of the required elements for Zone school redesign would be to add more instructional time to the school day and year.  

Proposed Res. No. 157-A would indicate that another required element for Zone schools would be reduced class sizes in conformance with state-mandated Contract for Excellence (C4E) class size targets for New York City schools, with C4E funds or other resources provided to support this requirement.  
In addition, the Resolution would state that Zone schools would be required to provide a well-rounded, enriched college preparatory curriculum for all students, including access to Regents course that would be available to middle grade students and Advanced Placement or other college-level courses for high school students. The Resolution would point out that schools in the Zone would also be required to take steps to attract, train and keep excellent teachers and principals by reducing class size, providing common planning time and extensive professional development and mentoring, among other efforts.  Additionally, the Resolution would note that Zone schools would be expected to offer strong, comprehensive support services for students, including small group and individual tutoring for struggling students, more guidance counselors and partnerships with local organizations to provide additional enrichment or services.  

The Resolution would state that the final requirement for Zone schools would be to ensure active parent and community involvement by including them in decision-making, providing translation services at all school functions and offering adult education course, for example.  Proposed Res. No. 157-A would further state that for each school in the Zone, the School Leadership Team or other body including parents, teachers, and other key stakeholders, will serve as the School Transformation Committee to lead the re-design process.  

Proposed Res. No. 157-A would state that under CEJ’s proposal, an expert educator with a track record in turning around struggling schools would be designated by DOE to lead the School Transformation Zone.  In addition, the Resolution would note that a Zone Coordinating Committee including key stakeholders would be formed to advise and monitor the initiative.  The Resolution would further note that CEJ also proposes that schools be permitted to remain in the Zone for 3 years to have an adequate opportunity to improve student achievement before being subject to closure.  
The Resolution would point out that CEJ proposes that all schools receiving federal School Improvement Grants be part of the Zone.  Proposed Res. No. 157-A would also point out that CEJ proposed that DOE apply for federal Innovation Funds to support the School Transformation Zone.  The Resolution would state that students in New York City’s public schools would benefit from implementation of the School Transformation Zone model to help turn around low-performing schools rather than closing them. Lastly, Proposed Res. No. 157-A would state that the Council of the City of New York calls upon the New York City Department of Education to establish a School Transformation Zone, based on the model proposed by the NYC Coalition for Educational Justice, to improve low-performing schools and prevent school closings.  
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