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FROM: 
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SUBJECT: 
Summary of the Ad Hoc Committee’s Proposal for Secondary School Reform

The attached PowerPoint presentation is meant to serve as an outline or sketch of the State Board of Education’s secondary school reform proposal slated for implementation in school year 2011-2012.  Unlike the PowerPoint, this memo aims to offer a more in-depth analysis and explanation of all that has been proposed by the Ad Hoc Committee and what remains to be thought out and clarified.

Overview of the PowerPoint
The December 5, 2007, PowerPoint contains approximately 60 pages of graphs and observations designed to serve as the “brief” or argument for why a dramatic change in our secondary schools is badly needed.  The presentation is divided into four sections. 

Section 1: The Context Underlying the Ad Hoc Committee’s 
                 Recommendation

Section 2: The Data Supporting the Need for Statewide Action

Section 3: A Proposed Framework of Steps Needed to Effect Secondary
                 School Reform

Section 4: An Outline of the Implementation Steps Needed to Bring the 
                 Reform Proposal to the Legislature by December 2008.

A shorter version of this presentation appears in a second PowerPoint that highlights Sections 2 and 3. 

Below I offer a summary of the entire presentation, followed by a short section describing what I believe the Ad Hoc Committee’s next steps should be. 

Section 1 

Section 1 is intended to show that the SDE and the State Board of Education have already spent over three years discussing and planning to reform Connecticut’s high schools.  A monograph written by former Commissioner Sternberg in 2001 paved the way for the Department’s 2004-2005 Framework for High School Reform which, in turn, became the primary source of the Board’s third priority in its Comprehensive Five-Year Plan: A Superior Education for 21st Century Learners.  Consistent with the original 2001 monograph, the Board’s Plan outlined broad recommendations designed to change curriculum and instruction, the culture of high schools, and the leadership and scheduling changes needed to make high schools more consistent with the personal needs and interests of 21st Century students, for whom computers and technology are an integral part of daily living.  

Section 1 also shows how the work of the State Board and the Department, coupled with other state initiatives, led to the formation of the Ad Hoc Committee in July 2007.   The organization of a P16 Council, co-chaired by the Commissioner of Education and the Commissioner of Higher Education, as well as two separate pieces of legislation aimed at strengthening graduation requirements for all high schools in Connecticut, all served to focus attention on high school reform.  The P16 Council in particular wanted to know what the SDE believed the default or “core curriculum” for every student should be in the years ahead, whether a student intended to attend college or enter the workforce. The Council urged the SDE in May 2007 to produce such a statement as soon as possible, and to define how competencies in these core areas would be evaluated or assessed.

In one sense, the convergence of both the Department’s prior work and the external clamor for high school reform all but made the Ad Hoc Committee’s formation an inevitable next step. Beyond showing how many forces came together to produce the Ad Hoc Committee, Section 1 finally attempts to demonstrate how the Ad Hoc Committee’s work fits into the comprehensive Framework first brought to the Board in 2005.  

As suggested above, the 2005 Framework delineated seven different areas of “expectation” where Connecticut educators needed to focus their high school reform efforts:

1. A mission that clearly defines the essence of what the school seeks to achieve; 

2. Curriculum that is standards-based, rigorous and challenging with an emphasis on learning that is authentic, relevant and includes exploration of postsecondary opportunities; 

3. Strong educational leaders who have developed the capacity of teachers, parents and students to enable all stakeholders to achieve the school’s mission and expectations for student learning; 

4. Small, safe, personalized and positive learning communities; 

5. Embedded professional development programs with the single purpose of improving teaching and learning; 

6. The regular and purposeful use of data to form and transform teaching, learning, leadership and management practices to provide a rationale for educational decisions; and 

7. Learning opportunities for all students that extend into the community.
These expectations have subsequently been summarized in a two-sided brochure, “Connecticut Secondary School Redesign,  Essential Changes to Graduate All Students with Skills and Understandings for Success in Today’s World,” that, for easy reference, condenses the entire Framework into a single statement of philosophy and statewide direction of policy.

The Ad Hoc Committee’s recommendations focus on two very important components of this seven-fold framework: curriculum and assessment.  By delineating what every student must know and be able to do, and how these competencies are to be assessed, the Ad Hoc Committee has attempted to establish what first must be done to build a comprehensive design for middle schools and high schools alike—while linking curriculum and assessment to the components of effective high schools everywhere: small learning communities, personalized learning, effective principals and department leaders, a rich culture of learning and professional development, authentic assessments, and new forms of community involvement.  

It is important, therefore, to see the Ad Hoc Committee’s recommendations as part of a broad framework of research recommendations, core values, and philosophical underpinnings supported by advocates who, like the Board of Education, have come to regard secondary school reform as an essential next step for Connecticut’s education system.

Section 2

With this context established, Section 2 of the PowerPoint strives to argue why secondary school reform is so vital to Connecticut’s future. Section 2 offers eight compelling reasons why Connecticut residents can no longer ignore the growing signs of stagnation, if not decline, of our public high schools.

Briefly summarized, student achievement in Connecticut has remained flat since 2002. We have seen almost no significant improvement on our NAEP assessments since that time, and the achievement gaps between Whites and Blacks and Whites and Hispanics have grown rather than narrowed.  Literacy achievement in particular appears to be in decline, even within our own state-administered assessments of student achievement, CMT and CAPT.  Moreover, Connecticut’s NAEP scores show that, rather than leading the country in mathematics and reading, as it once did in the early 90s, many states have caught up with Connecticut, and others, like Massachusetts, have surpassed Connecticut.  Higher percentages of Connecticut’s high school graduates are requiring remedial coursework when they enter college; the purchasing power of a high school degree is no longer enough to support a family of four, and more high school students are dropping out and enrolling in adult education programs. Connecticut’s business community—from the Connecticut Business and Industry Association (CBIA) to the Office of Workforce Competitiveness (OWC)—has, moreover, expressed grave concern that without a significant number of skilled workers in possession of strong mathematics and science skills, Connecticut’s economy will falter in the next decade.  Demographic forecasts continue to show that the state’s workforce will largely come from Connecticut’s large urban centers, where significant numbers of high schools are failing to make adequate yearly progress (AYP), and the dominant racial and ethnic groups—African Americans and Hispanics—are falling farther behind or are dropping out of school at high rates.  
Connecticut’s achievement gap is considered by many to be the worst in the country, relative to our state’s wealth, capacity for growth and former role as one of this country’s great leaders in public education.

Section 3

With so many indicators pointing to continuing decline if steps are not taken immediately to arrest these trends, the Ad Hoc Committee worked to address its charge and reach consensus on graduation and assessment requirements necessary to guide the broad-gauged systemic reform of Connecticut’s secondary schools. 

In its simplest form, the Committee’s recommendations are best summarized by two slides “Building Blocks to Reform” and “A Matrix of New Requirements,” slides 43 and 48 respectively.  Together, these slides highlight all of the assumptions, design concepts, and major ideas that would make up a new statewide curriculum and assessment plan and a way of anchoring PK-16 instruction.
 It is important to dwell long enough on this slide to explain just how many factors have been brought together in one set of recommendations.  This matrix displays six columns and twenty-five rows that synthesize the Committee’s commitment to three major themes of the double-sided brochure: Rigor, Engagement, and 21st Century Learning.  To address the matter of Rigor, the Committee calls upon all school districts in Connecticut to adopt a core curriculum of required courses, end-of-year assessments, and a minimum of 24 credits.  As suggested by the matrix, all students will be called upon to earn three credits in mathematics, science, and history/social studies; four credits in English language arts; and two credits in world language; career and technical education and the arts; and health and wellness.   All of the required courses will be supported by state-developed model curricula that will feature the essential content, skills understandings, core concepts, and background knowledge needed to succeed in college and/or in Connecticut’s future work force.  Each of these courses will be the source of an end-of-course written assessment, or a performance task that must be passed at an acceptable level in order for a student to receive a diploma.  In addition, students must earn four credits in electives and one credit for a senior demonstration project.
To ensure student Engagement, the Committee further calls upon school districts to reshape the dynamics of the classroom instruction, and the relationships that bring students and teachers together. Instead of falling back on the anonymity of a master schedule of eight 45-minute classes of “talk and chalk,” teachers are encouraged to work more intensively with smaller groups of students and to serve as mentors or “guides” to students the moment they begin transitioning from 8th to 9th grade.  

Apart from designing smaller and more personalized learning environments, the Committee believes that three essential changes in expectation must come about: (1) incoming freshman must be charged with developing a long-range, multi-year plan of courses to be taken in pursuit of an academic or career interest following graduation; (2)  all high school teachers, not simply guidance counselors, must be held responsible for assisting students in developing these plans and guiding their students through them; and (3) the “student success plan” conceived and adjusted over time will culminate in a “senior demonstration” or project that pulls together some significant aspect of the skills and knowledge acquired over the 3-5 years needed to move through high school.  This senior demonstration will be completed in a single, year-long course that will culminate with a project, portfolio, internship, or other research task in the second 
semester of a student’s senior year.  By definition, the senior demonstration will strive to make maximum use of the human resources and opportunities made available through each community, including surrounding institutions of higher education.  It is the Committee’s belief that a capstone activity like the senior demonstration is a great way to reach all students, allowing students to steer their own course while focusing on long-range outcomes that will be both personally interesting and conceptually engaging.

Finally, to support 21st Century Learning, the Committee has taken the position that every model curriculum developed for the core curriculum must, as a matter of expectation, explicitly address different aspects of the 21st Century skills and professional habits of mind needed by college students and/or successful workers.  The model curriculum envisioned for future Connecticut classrooms will, of necessity, involve the teaching of complex content as well as essential 21st Century skills that have been embedded in units, assignments, formative assessments, and different ways of presenting problems to solve in and out of class.  As might be expected, the widespread use of technology in delivering and assessing these skills will be paramount, just as it will in the development of the senior demonstration.  If anything, the effort to infuse 21st Century skills and professional habits is as much about embedding them meaningfully into traditional content areas as it is in finding new ways to engage students through modern classroom tools like the Internet, graphing calculators, or instructional software.

There are, of course, many implications of changes of this magnitude, chief among them being the changes in attitudes and expectations at the local level needed to affect them.  For the first time in Connecticut’s history, the Ad Hoc Committee and the Board of Education itself are seriously contemplating significant changes in how secondary schools organize time, how they deploy personnel, and how middle schools and high schools must act in concert as a unified system. Similarly, the Committee is also asking how the wider community can be a partner in negotiating high school learning (particularly in the junior and senior years) and how we all must now re-conceive how diverse populations of students must be taught, given what we know about literacy, human learning and development, and the nature of learning failure.

For these reasons, the Ad Hoc Committee makes its recommendations with a full understanding that if we are to raise standards in such a dramatic way, we must also build in safety nets for those students who, for one reason or another, cannot negotiate the pathways charted and must be given more time, support or alternatives for earning a high school diploma. Such considerations will require additional supplementary or remedial instruction if not multiple opportunities for re-testing when end-of-course assessments are not passed the first time.  

Additional resources and a new role for the State Department of Education--as the central, organizing force for ensuring common standards for all school districts statewide—would invariably be needed if the proposals outlined are to be effective and sustainable. 

Section 4
The PowerPoint ends with a consideration of what must be done to implement these ideas and bring them into being by 2012.  Section 4 outlines two large strategies to present this framework to the citizens of Connecticut.  The first is to speak personally with as many stakeholder groups as possible between now and March 2008.  The second is to complete a cost analysis of the full financial implications to the state of implementing this proposal (or variants thereof) in the short- and long-term.  Such analysis would contain projected start-up and maintenance costs based on the number of high school students projected to enroll in our schools in 2012 and beyond.

Strategy 1, which I loosely describe as a “listening tour” involves taking this presentation “on the road” to explain its meaning and logic to a wide number of core constituencies throughout the state—school boards, educators, business leaders,  parents, students, editorial boards, university leaders, legislators, etc.  The thought here is to present the proposal and to receive input on how best to improve it.  These public forums will also allow us to gauge public opinion regarding the feasibility of the reform proposals resulting in the described changes.
The state legislature will convene its own Joint Committee this month to make recommendations for high school graduation to the General Assembly in 2008.   It is my hope that, with a listening tour fully engaged by January, the Ad Hoc Committee will be appropriately positioned to present the best conceptual design to the Legislature’s Joint Committee and, at the same time, to describe in depth what the electorate is saying about various aspects of the reform package.  The outcome of this exchange, I hope, will be a vote of the General Assembly to accept the outline of the proposal, approve funding for a cost study of it, and make final approval of the plan contingent on what has been learned as a result of public input and study.

The cost study envisioned will look at each and all of the various components of the Ad Hoc Committee’s proposal.  The study will analyze what it will cost to write model curricula, develop all of the assessments called for in the plan, establish what higher education must do in order to prepare a new work force capable of teaching in the core content areas outlined, and what steps must be taken to train the work force to work within a different paradigm.  The cost study, moreover, will provide the mechanism for assessing whether certain costs (like phasing out the CAPT in favor of end-of-course assessments) are ultimately in the best interests of the state.  This is especially important if other aspects of the proposal, like Student Success Plans, are unreasonable, given the number of additional hours and staff that will be needed to implement them properly.   One can actually look upon each of the “building blocks” of the proposal as discrete investments that can be phased in over time, if all cannot be introduced in the four year development cycle envisioned.  Table 1 below sketches how these costs might be projected and then analyzed.

Table 1

	Essential Reform Components
	Estimated Start Up/ Development Costs
	Estimated Long-term Maintenance Costs

	Model Curricula
	
	

	End-of-Course Exams and Retest System
	
	

	End-of-Course Performance

Tasks and Retest System
	
	

	CAPT Examinations
	
	

	Senior Demonstration
	
	

	Additional Staffing

· Mathematics Teachers

· Science Teachers

· World Language Teachers

· Guidance Counselors

· SDE
	
	

	Professional Development and Training of Teachers Statewide

· High School 

· Middle School
	
	

	Science Facilities Upgrades
	
	

	Higher Education Pre-Service Training in Critical Content Areas

	
	

	Other Areas of Cost
	
	


Next Steps, Other Issues

The foregoing strategies are certainly basic to determining a “best course of action” for the four-year period leading up to 2012.  Without them, nothing substantive can emerge. But other issues need to be considered as well, particularly if the reforms envisioned are to be linked to a comprehensive P16 system.

Below, I offer a quick sketch of what I believe are other essential issues that need to be addressed by the Ad Hoc Committee over the course of the next calendar year.

First, if this proposal is to be considered seriously, the Committee (and/or other groups to whom the task is delegated) needs to define what the safety nets will be for students who cannot pass all of the examinations called for in the plan.  Not only must a careful retesting plan be developed and analyzed for cost, but rigorous alternatives must be put into place well before any testing program begins.  The Committee needs to examine (1) what other states have done to remediate and accommodate students who are not successful test takers; (2) investigate whether all assessments must be passed in order to earn a diploma; or (3) whether some form of compensatory system might be permitted to allow students to pass, say, four of the five assessments; or to substitute grades and/or other examinations like the SAT or AP tests for state-delivered end-of-course assessments.  Having reasonable, but rigorous safety nets is essential if the public is to accept high stakes examinations as reasonable.

Second, no later than March 2008, the Committee needs to begin preparing for groups of middle school leaders and educators to come together to discuss how middle schools must adapt and integrate their programs into the comprehensive reforms planned.  If, as one superintendent explained to me (passionately), too little attention is given to middle school education, high school reform will not happen; the one depends on the other, and vice versa.

Third, a white paper describing how classroom technologies can (and must be) harnessed to the core curriculum and Senior Demonstration program, needs to be developed with an eye toward an estimate of costs associated with upgrading existing technologies with those likely to be used in 2015. 

Fourth, upon the Legislature’s endorsement of the Ad Hoc Committee’s framework, the Department of Education must begin immediately in building a multi-year strategic plan to implement the framework, and to make the necessary revisions of the framework before December 2008.

Lastly, the Committee soon needs to sort out which of all the tasks delineated above it should continue with, and which should be passed on to other groups such as the P16 Council or the SDE itself.  The importance of identifying which internal and external partners are to carry out the work cannot be stated too strongly, if for no other reason, than to eradicate the potential for redundancy and wasted energy.  Who for example, should be tasked with completing the cost analysis described above under Section 4?  Should this be done by the SDE or should an independent contractor be used?  What are the advantages and disadvantages?  These and other questions must be worked out before the start of the next fiscal year.

Conclusion

As you review this PowerPoint Presentation, please consider other ideas or questions that need to be addressed and suggest where these would be appropriately placed.  With additional revisions, I believe we will then have a common, well-conceived document to speak powerfully to the ideas and choices outlined above.  I look forward to and welcome your responses.
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