New Haven Public Schools

Proposal Narrative

1. Provide a description of your current and emerging vision for educational change in your district, specifically at the high school level.

The NHPS School Change Initiative provides a conceptual and implementation framework for the district’s vision for educational change. This initiative seeks to design educational processes which ensure that students learn “through meaningful and coherent experiences in individual classrooms, among different classrooms, and in the rest of their lives.” All elements of the plan flow from student learning needs, giving teachers, administrators and other involved adults the professional freedom to guide learning experiences specific to individuals, their schools, and their communities. The entire initiative provides structure to student-centered learning, with a vision encapsulated in three goals:

1. Students learning through meaningful and coherent learning experiences that support their intellectual, emotional and physical development.  These experiences will be created in individual classrooms, within the school as a whole, and beyond the school in students’ lives.

2. Schools as the focal point for learning in the City, where teams of adults take collective and empowered responsibility for students, working separately and together to move students from wherever they start to their highest performance levels.

3. The district, at all levels and in all things, encouraging both collaboration without fault and continuous improvement through growth, adaptation, and innovation.

Since launching the School Change Initiative in 2009, NHPS has made significant progress toward its ambitious goals:

	Five-year goal (as of 2009)
	Progress to date (as of 2012)

	· Closing the achievement gap with the state of Connecticut
	· Across all subjects, improved outcomes at twice the rate of the state: gains of 10% vs. 4% in 3rd-8th grade and 2% vs. -1% (decline) in 10th grade

· Greatest progress on reading and writing: closed the gap by 20-25% across all grades 

	· Cutting the drop-out rate in half, from 27% to 13.5%
	· 7 percentage point improvement over the last two years 

	· Achieving a 75.5% graduation rate, up from <60% 
	· 6 percentage point increase to 64%, on track to meet goal

	· Ensuring that every graduating student has the academic ability and the financial resources to attend and succeed in college
	· Strengthening college readiness indicators to be better predictors of success

· Implemented New Haven Promise, providing qualifying students with full scholarships to public, in-state colleges and subsidies for private, in-state colleges


The School Change Initiative has laid the groundwork for significant progress in the district. We recognize, however, that we must reimagine fundamentally the student experience and develop strategies to create engaging and personalized strategies for students. Only when students are fully engaged in learning will their educational experience deepen.

Our Engage New Haven program is the next level—an initiative to transform learning by developing the culture and equipping all stakeholders with the capacity (systems, tools, and skills) to deepen instructional practices and enable coherent, meaningful AND personalized learning experiences purposeful, supportive and meaningful learning  for each individual student, based on his/her interests and needs. 

Engage New Haven has four components:

1. Engage students in a mastery-based learning environment.

2. Engage students, families, educators, administrators, and community partners in the coherent and meaningful tracking of students and their needs through a multi-dimensional Student Success Profile for every child.  

3. Engage our students, families, educators, and community partners in coherent and meaningful support for student’s readiness to learn by building capacity and accountability for systematic wraparound services in every school.

4.  Engage our schools in a cycle of technology-forward innovation.

 All four components are necessary, and the district is making progress on each. At our high schools, there is an emerging focus on implementation of mastery-based learning (Component 1) as well as wraparound services (Component 3) which support them.

Implementing a mastery-based learning system requires three foundational efforts:

1. Redefining standards—we will transform our district’s learning goals. NHPS students should work towards individualized goals based on 21st Century Competencies and integrating content standards (CCSS) and performance skills into subject and grade-level standards.

2. Redefining assessments—we will create rubrics and implement software tools for quarterly, mastery-based assessments to be included in each student’s individualized profile.

3. Strengthening capstone projects—we will expand the capstone model, based on 21st Century Competencies, so that each student’s portfolio functions not only as an exit project, but also a monitor of progress in several grades. In the high schools, students would present their mastery-based portfolios to educators, parents and the community in, for example, the 10th grade and prior to graduation.

In addition, we will expand systematic wraparound services to ensure that ensure that every student is ready to engage in learning, and to ensure that the district provides a backbone to support community- driven support of our students.  

Our drive to establish a mastery-based learning environment seeks to redefine our learning systems. High standards and scaled learning tools should not translate into standardized and static learning experiences for students. We will instead afford students and teachers the time, resources, flexibility, and responsibility to delve deeply and individually into the pursuit of mastery standards.  Mastery-based learning is student-centered learning. Students understand how what they learn relates to their own success by making connections between school experiences and college, career and life.
NHPS has designed and implemented the High School Tracker, a tool for monitoring student progress against graduation requirements. 

a. What changes need to occur in Culture and Leadership, Teaching and Learning, and Public Understanding and Support to achieve your emerging direction?

NHPS must establish a mastery-based learning environment. This requires changing school structures to accommodate students learning at different rates and speeds. Leaders must learn to coordinate district learning goals and mastery-based objectives, as well as design new ways of assessing student achievement against competencies and capstones. Teachers need training, coaching and support in instructional design based on competencies and in assessing mastery-based student work. Public support—from parents/families and community partnerships—is required to address all students’ social and emotional needs in preparation for classroom learning.

b. How does the science of learning and research about youth development serve as a foundation for redesign efforts?

Our redesign efforts, particular those around mastery-based learning, have a strong research basis. Research has shown that students in mastery learning programs show increased gains in achievement over those in traditional instruction programs,  retain what they learned longer and require less remediation over time, and develop more positive attitudes about learning and their ability to learn.

New Haven’s conception of mastery-based learning emphasizes important competencies that engage students in mastering performance skills instead of accumulating static knowledge. Mastery learning means explicit, measurable, and transferable learning outcomes that students understand and can use to track their progress toward personal goals of success. Our program follows the recommendations of the Connecticut Association of Public School Superintendents, the MILE guide from the Partnership for 21st Century Skills, and the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSO).

2. Describe any recent school, district, and governance level self-assessments you have completed.

NHPS has engaged with Cambridge Education to provide ongoing assessment of its schools and the district. The assessment process consists of walk-throughs, debriefing, analysis and strategic goal setting. NHPS also conducts a series of annual surveys covering school climate, the central office and parents. 

a. Describe how the assessments met your needs and what assessments are still needed to inform your evolving direction.

NHPS allows substantial flexibility at the school level through its Portfolio of Schools approach. These assessments allow the district to group the schools into three tiers, based on student performance and the schools’ learning environments. Data from the assessments also informs each school’s annual School Improvement Plan. Adjusting existing assessments to match up with competency-based instruction will be part of the district’s transition to mastery-based learning. The district needs student assessments in 21st Century competencies and career readiness to fully inform a student-centered plan. 
3. Describe actions or plans currently underway to bring all high school students to high levels of proficiency and college or career readiness. Identify actions or plans that embody the Foundation’s SCL Principles and Attributes.

NHPS is currently piloting many aspects of mastery-based learning. High School in the Community (HSC) is the district’s leading school in this area. HSC has a two-tiered curriculum enveloping both Common Core skills and 21st Century Competencies. Learning is designed around individualized programs and experiences to bridge the gap between high school and college and career, such as exposure to college classes and internships. At the end of each mastery “stage”, students are expected to compile portfolios of their work, and move on only when their comprehensive body of work has indicated mastery.

Elements of mastery-based learning such as student portfolios and competency-based instruction are being implemented in other high schools, including the Metropolitan Business Academy and the New Haven Academy (two more high schools are adding the district’s 21st Century portfolio system during the 2012-13 school year, and two more will do so in 2013-14).  In terms of college and career readiness, the district’s curriculum is aligned with college readiness benchmarks (as well as state standards), and NHPS is in the process of implementing the Common Core State Standards. As noted above, the School Change Initiative includes 21st Century Competencies and portfolios. The district has a tracking tool for monitoring each student’s progress toward graduation, and students in grades 6-12 establish Student Success Plans to help them focus on college and career readiness. Finally, the district partners with several community organizations to provide additional, substantial wraparound support for college and career planning to students. Notably, students have access to New Haven Promise, which motivates students by providing scholarships and subsidies to in-state colleges and universities. Additionally, NHPS and Gateway Community College are embarking on a bold new initiative to bring Career and Technical Education experiences to a broader student audience from middle school through high school. They will establish Gateway Technical Institute (GTI). GTI will serve as a resource center in technical career pathways where students can earn dual credit, earn industry certificates and move toward an Associate’s Degree. This initiative offers students a broader menu of choices based upon their interests and talents.

The district’s approach embodies all of the Foundation’s SCL Principles and Attributes. Mastery-based education ensures that all students have equal access to skills and knowledge and puts the individual student at the center of instructional decisions. The combination of the 21st century portfolio system, increased career pathway offerings and extensive wraparound support allows students to design their own educational paths amid high expectations, while empowering adults to provide necessary guidance and encouragement. The mastery-based, competency-driven system being implemented embraces college and career preparation, engages community assets, and allows students flexibility in learning time while pursuing skill proficiency. 

4. Describe in detail the work this grant would fund. Include the school(s), grade(s) subject area(s), and the individuals involved. Additionally, how will the work impact all three domains—Culture and Leadership, Teaching and Learning, and Public Understanding and Support?

This grant would fund planning and pilot projects to develop a process for establishing a mastery-based learning environment in NHPS schools and at the district level. The project would build on existing work in the schools piloting key aspects of Engage New Haven and on initiatives funded in part by a previous Nellie Mae grant. 

The schools involved would be the New Haven Academy, the Metropolitan Business Academy, Sound School, Cooperative Arts and Humanities High School and Wilbur Cross High School. These schools serve grades 9-12. Implementation of mastery-based learning will affect all subject areas, but initial efforts under this grant will focus on Language Arts, Math and Science so as to align with the CCSS. This project will directly affect over 2,800 students and 279 teachers in those schools while ultimately establishing the groundwork for district-wide mastery-based learning.

Our strategy is to allow each participating school to “champion” the component that aligns best with its focus and mission.  For example, New Haven Academy has taken the lead with capstone projects, Metropolitan Business Academy has focused on student support systems and High School in the Community has developed rubrics which accommodate the array of 21st century competencies, state standards and the CCSS. The grant will support these schools in sharing their lead component with the other partner schools. Sharing developed components becomes the framework for disseminating the evolving, changed practice within the district.

Our work with schools moving towards mastery-based learning has taught us that three things are necessary to make the transformation:

· The school must have a culture supportive of mastery-based learning in general, and must provide wraparound support centered on students’ individual needs.

· The school must have a capacity—both infrastructure and knowledge—to implement key components have mastery-based learning.

· The district must reinforce the transition by providing needed resources and incorporating key components of competency based instruction into its talent development system.

Funds from this grant would support further progress in four ways:

· At New Haven Academy and Metropolitan Business Academy, we would fill in the gaps to implement Engage New Haven and synthesize what we have learned during the first phase.

· At Sound School, Cooperative Arts and Humanities High School and Wilbur Cross High School, we would begin initial application of the second phase of Engage New Haven. This process would follow the path of the first two schools, with each school launching a “lead component” then transitioning to full implementation of Engage New Haven.

· At the district level, these experiences would drive development of a process for establishing Engage New Haven and its mastery-based learning environment in other schools. This process would include determining what support the school needs from the district. NHPS would also create a protocol for establishing internal work teams for each school’s leading components and building linkages between experienced “champions” of key components from the established schools and administrators/teachers at the new schools.

· NHPS would also allocate funds to the Gateway Technical Institute (GTI) for building the district’s capacity to accelerate mastery-based learning. GTI is a district initiative focused on technical education with a career orientation. It is designed to capture students less engaged by traditional instruction but interested in technical career pathways by providing 21st century simulated workplace experiences directly related to their choice of college or career preparation. 

The work will address culture and leadership by challenging conventional practice and by instituting a process involving the district office, building administrators and teachers in the establishment of student-centered, mastery-based learning environments in NHPS schools, beginning with high schools. Consistent with our Portfolio of Schools approach, the process will offer autonomy to schools based on the needs and achievements of their students. This work will also be aligned with research-based standards on competency-based learning.

This work is a necessary step in the transformation of teaching and learning throughout NHPS. The schools involved will demonstrate how Engage New Haven creates a mastery-based learning environment and participate in the creation of a district process for replication.

This work will lay the groundwork for significantly improved parent and community understanding of student achievement. Letter grades and standardized test scores provide some measure of student performance, but competencies tell adults what students actually know how to do. Competency-based assessments will enable parents to provide more directed support for their own children and community organizations to assist the schools/district in targeting resources to student learning needs. Additionally, portfolios and competency-based measures are embraced by industry and employers in accessing the capabilities of prospective employees.

a. What short-term (20-month) outcomes do you anticipate in each domain?

· At New Haven Academy and Metropolitan Business Academy:  a complete implementation of Engage New Haven’s mastery-based learning.

· At Sound School, Cooperative Arts and Humanities High School and Wilbur Cross High School: initial application of leading components and a plan for complete implementation of mastery-based learning in each school

· At the district level: a documented process for establishing mastery-based learning in schools. The process will assist schools in each key step—designing rubrics, developing student support systems, determining and meeting professional development needs—with resources from the district and from administrators/teachers who have successfully implemented mastery-based learning components. 

By the end of the 20-month period, NHPS anticipates the following outcomes:

Culture and Leadership: all participating high schools will have a cadre of teachers/administrators implementing mastery-based learning. The cadres will have processes in place for sharing components of the mastery-based learning environment, and the district will have the mechanisms in place to support transfer of the key components between schools (the five participating in this project and others).

Teaching and Learning: the instructional model for the five high schools will transition to competency-based teaching and learning. Each school will have implemented its lead component(s) and documented them for duplication in other schools.

Public Awareness and Support:  key stakeholders community-wide will be engaged in the district’s transition to mastery-based learning. Parents and students at the five high schools will understand the benefits of competency-based learning and assessment, and community partners will work with the district to offer appropriate wraparound services.

b. How will your work impact learners? Give particular focus to high school students who lack enough credits to graduate and/or have other factors that put them at risk of not completing high school.

Our work will impact learners by bringing mastery-based learning to scale in the New Haven Public Schools.  Students will discover that their teacher will stay with them until they show mastery. The focus will shift from seat-time to demonstrated competency. For learners it will mean increased opportunity to master difficult subjects by providing more time and support. Students will feel more empowered and failure will be reduced. For students lacking credits or at risk, mastery-based learning provides multiple opportunities for becoming engaged in learning and/or catching up on credits. Mastery-based learning facilitates an “anywhere, anytime” approach to instruction, in which learners get credit for demonstrating their competencies. Our program supports blended learning through labs—students use instructional software to pace themselves, but have a teacher nearby extracting information on progress and guiding learning when necessary. Extended days and community projects offer learning opportunities beyond the traditional “afterschool” or “summer school” models.

NHPS will also allocate funds from this grant to Gateway Technical Institute for building the district’s capacity to serve overage, under-credit students that learn best in an applied project-based format and have specific interest in technical subjects. The district’s view is that blended learning is a way of creating a space for students to work at their own rates to master the curriculum. This is a change in the traditional instructor’s mindset, in which time is fixed, and students must learn within that time. Blended learning means that a subset of students will learn within the standard school day, but another subset will need an extended day, or a way to work at home.

Teachers will need to see effective models of the blended approach to pedagogy in action. We have including in our request funding for two of the most successful. Odyssey is blended-learning software with specific applicability to credit recovery, and Project Lead-the-Way is a project-based, hands-on learning model. All five high schools will have access to both models, along with support from GTI in their use and in adapting the models to other instructional purposes.
c. Who will manage the grant? How will they work with (communicate, support, etc.) the high schools?

Steven Pynn, former principal of The Sound School and current designer of GTI, will administer the grant. As a veteran administrator in the district, Mr. Pynn has worked closely with each of the participating principals and is an active member of the district reform team. He has been an outspoken advocate for student-centered learning and is current in his understanding of mastery-learning, student engagement, and best practice. He will bring energy and passion to the support of this grant.

d. How was the high school (or high schools) selected and involved in your proposal development?

Four of the high schools involved in this proposal have implemented or are launching their leading components of mastery-based learning. It makes sense to provide them with the resources to complete either their installation of mastery-based learning or their leading component (while planning for the full installation). The fifth high school, Wilbur Cross, is involved because it is a comprehensive high school with administrators and teachers philosophically committed to building a mastery-based environment. From the district’s perspective, it is essential that the implementation process be effective in comprehensive high schools, and Wilbur Cross is best suited to launch a pilot. Staff from all five schools had input into the elements of this proposal, including the budget. They have also made a commitment to prioritize this work.

e. How will the work become systemic and sustained?

As noted above, the mastery-based learning described in this proposal is an essential component of our Engage New Haven strategy. This grant would provide funding to allow each participating high school to develop their particular component and serve as a laboratory for change of practice.  Our work in those high schools will be the foundation of the district’s process for expanding mastery-based learning to its other schools. Grant funds will support the dissemination of those practices that each school had “championed.” The district is designing professional development to capitalize on those best practices and plans to record the presentations for ongoing and future use. NHPS has committed its own resources, and those obtained through other grants (including our recently submitted RTT-D proposal, should it be funded) to sustaining this work.

5. Describe your district’s high school-level professional development and learning communities and who participates, i.e., administrators, teachers, board members.

High school professional development at NHPS is driven by the needs of teachers in each school, along with the mission and vision of the school. Our Portfolio of Schools approach gives high schools three tiers of autonomy in designing their professional development programs. The central office provides professional development for district-wide initiatives. Building administrators, however, combine data from TEVAL (the teacher evaluation element of our talent development system), student performance assessments, and other sources to determine the school’s professional development needs. The talent development system includes teachers in the creation of their own personal professional development plans, based on their own strengths and weaknesses, as well as their students’ needs and the schools’ improvement plans. As NHPS further implements mastery-based learning in its high schools, it is understood that teachers and administrators will require more professional development in competency-driven instruction and how it translates into classroom and school practices.

With regard to learning communities, administrators and teachers from grades 7-12 participate in monthly Curriculum, Instruction and Assessment (CIA) meetings organized by content/subject area. In addition, administrators attend monthly Director’s Meetings organized by topics—for example, the academic directors might organize meetings on the Common Core or Behavioral Management.  In addition, the district has a long-standing history of staff- generated learning communities in the form of discussion groups, book studies, email blogs and mentoring. The voluntary teacher group EPIC has been in existence for two years and meets on evenings and weekends to discuss issues of school transformation and best practice 

a. Describe any learning networks you are currently participating in.

NHPS participates in multiple learning networks and partnerships. As noted above, Cambridge Education works in the district’s schools via walk-throughs and other assessments to identify and implement best practices in instruction and administration. NHPS belongs to the New England Secondary School Consortium’s League of Innovative Schools, also for the purpose of identifying “global best practices” and developing action plans for effective reform strategies. The district also participates in the Curriculum Consortium run by Area Cooperative Educational Services, the Regional Education Service Center for south-central Connecticut, and works closely with the Schlechty Center. The NHPS talent development system includes a leadership pipeline in conjunction with the New York City Leadership Academy.

b. Describe topics you would like to address through cross-district learning.

The topic of “designing for learning as the constant and time being the variable” is the challenge of mastery-based learning and demands changes in how schools are structured. Much discussion and cross-district capacity building is necessary to accomplish our goals. In addition, continuing work around beliefs and values regarding learning and the roles of adults are ongoing topics when a district embraces change as New Haven has.

6. How are you planning to or currently preparing to implement the CCSS? How would this grant support your efforts?

NHPS is already implementing CCSS. We have adopted CCSS and the district is part of the governing coalition in the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium. The district has already begun to transition to Common Core standards and aligned curriculum through a grade-staggered implementation across content areas.  

At the school level, we have piloted a variety of learning opportunities that test mastery of critical academic content and develop skills and traits not developed through traditional models.  For 12th grade students, high schools such as New Haven Academy, Metropolitan Business Academy, The Sound School and Cooperative Arts and Humanities have launched The Capstone Experience, engaging students through an integrative, hands-on experience that links classroom study and real world perspective.

This grant will support the district’s efforts to weave together mastery-based culture and systems with CCSS and 21st Century Competencies. As NHPS combines these rigorous standards with the mastery-based learning environment, we will give students more opportunities to demonstrate mastery of standards and introduce even more choice into the assessment process, and ultimately into learning opportunities.

7. Describe how your district currently informs and involves the community in its strategic decisions. How would you use a 20-month grant to promote awareness, understanding, and support for SCL exemplars and the higher expectations of CCSS?

NHPS has, throughout the School Change Initiative, consulted extensively with community stakeholders from the Mayor’s Office to parent organizations to nonprofit agencies serving New Haven. The four components of the district’s Alliance District application grow out of the School Change Initiative. Specific sources of input were:

•
Parents, with feedback gathered from open meetings throughout the district

•
Teachers, including union stewards and members, also through open meetings

•
Administrators, through the SAA Executive Board and principals’ meetings

•
Students, through Student Council Meetings

•
Nonprofits, via meetings and networking coordinated through the Community Foundation for Greater New Haven

The district also worked with several committees to develop the School Change Initiative and make recommendations during the process:

•
Reform Committee: required by the AFT contract, this committee recommends student performance metrics and provides input on overall reform

•
Teacher Evaluation Committee: makes recommendations regarding the teacher evaluation system and metrics

•
Survey Committee: develops annual School Climate Surveys

•
Principal Evaluation and Development Committee: defines the principal evaluation system by adjusting the NHPS leadership competency rubric as related to student achievement, school climate and principal’s goals.

Community groups which monitor and provide ongoing consultation to the School Change Initiative include the Board’s Reform Committee and the Citywide Parent Teacher Organization. The district maintains regular engagement with its administrators, the union’s stewards, and the student councils. In 2012-13, the district is also launching a Parent University.

Throughout the 20-month grant period, NHPS would use the channels described above to communicate its efforts to engage students through mastery-based learning in the context of SCL exemplars and CCSS implementation. Understanding that this initiative is an enormous paradigm shift from the industrial model of education to a 21st century model, the district will need to enlist all stakeholders will need to be enlisted in the urgency of changing practice. Parents, teachers, administrators and students will be asked to step outside of their comfort zone in pursuit of a different and better outcome. Consequently, the fundamental principles of mastery-based learning will need to be promulgated with all members of our community. Grant funds will support a campaign to raise the level of understanding among all stakeholders. As school leaders, administrators will be introduced to best practice in their professional development forums and will be essential agents in the advancement of these practices. The grant will also support school-based learning communities. NHPS staff will plan and deliver presentations to parents on the value of competency-based models and the differences from the model of school they experienced.  The guidance department will lead schools in the development of Student Success Plans and what that means in a mastery-based model.
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