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across the country are recognizing the value of starting 

with a blank slate in the design and operation of a school.  

       These districts are finding that new schools can 

accelerate their efforts to produce high-level academic 

results among a wide range of students. Going far be-

yond standards-based reforms and other “fixing” strat-

egies, schools built anew – under dramatically different 

arrangements – are fulfilling the promise of lasting sys-

temic change being called for by from families, students, 

educators and civic and political leaders. 

 Schools built new are also proving successful in 

responding to the rich diversity among public school 

students.  This diversity is partly reflected in the growing 

number of languages and cultures and ethnic and racial 

backgrounds represented in schools.  It is also observed 

in the diversity of students’ aptitude, interest, motivation, 

maturity, mobility, income, home support and other 

factors that influence learning. 

 

How districts are creating the 
space to build schools new 
 Nationally, school districts are applying the new 

school strategy as they plan for new construction, 

reconstitute low performing schools, design magnet and 

schools-within-schools programs, collaborate on 

community schools, establish contracts for alternative 

schools, and authorize chartered schools. Even if a 

school existed before, districts are changing their policies 

and granting more autonomy to school administrators, 

parents and community-based organizations to introduce 

new approaches and to inspire new school cultures. 

 While districts are using varied approaches to cre-

ating space for new schools, there are a number of com-

mon threads. Case examples from a number of different 

communities that are supporting the new schools strategy 

(profiled beginning on page 6) illuminate both the dif-

ferences and prevailing elements in their approaches. 

 Among the districts cited, the community context 

drove the differences in how district leaders chose to 

implement the strategy. In some cities, the district 

superintendent emerged as an ardent advocate for the 

new schools strategy, making it central to the district’s 

reform agenda. In other cities, business leaders were first 

to champion the cause and invest in the strategy. Parents 

and community-based organizations have also been 

powerful forces in pushing to the forefront the need and 

the models for creating schools new.  

 In many communities, the emergence of chartered 

schools and other non-district choices have prompted 

district leaders to reexamine their ideas about schooling. 

Some districts have opted for a slower, incremental pace, 

while others have adopted a more aggressive agenda for 

creating multiple new schools. No matter the path or 

pace, districts are recognizing that the creation, prolif-

eration and longevity of new schools are playing a vital 

role in changing the educational landscape and en-

hancing the range of schooling options for students. 

 Differences in how districts approached the new 

schools strategy include: 

• Source of impetus (e.g., vision of district officials, 

pressure from the business community, and expressed 

desires of parents and community members). 

• Legal / institutional vehicles (e.g., chartered 

schools, magnet schools, and pilot schools). 

• Use of start-ups vs. conversions (e.g., creating 

wholly new schools and reinventing existing schools). 

• Pace / scale of effort (e.g., granting autonomy to 

one or a few selected schools and initiating large-scale 

reform in a cluster of schools). 

 
  

3 
 
 

 

• Degree to which a district requires schools to 

include certain design characteristics (e.g., 

instructional program, assessment processes, 

collaborative relationships). 







http://www.educationevolving.org/
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doing, to make an enormous difference in the lives of 

students attending said schools and their families.”  

 The school board established contracts with selected 

applicants and gave the schools five years to show 

significant progress towards meeting state standards and 

individually established performance standards. Opera-

tors of New Schools vary and include community-based 

organizations, local and national education reformers, an 

organization serving adjudicated youth and a college.  

 Baltimore’s New Schools are monitored for atten-

dance, parent involvement, special education compli-

ance, and test scores (Comprehensive Test of Basic 

Skills, Maryland School Performance Assessment 

Program, and Maryland Functional Tests). At the end of 

five years, each New School will be evaluated, and the 

school board will decide whether to renew its contract.  

 These schools receive funding through the same 

budget allocation process used for other Baltimore City 

Public Schools. New Schools housed in buildings not 

owned by BCPSS are held responsible for maintenance 

and upkeep of the buildings and receive no funds from 

the City related to their space. 
 

 
District investments and leadership 
 BCPSS collaborated with a community-based 

advisory board to create the Office of the New Schools 

Initiative and hire the program coordinator. The office 

and staff for the initiative were first funded through a 

local grant and later received permanent district funding. 

The coordinator of the New Schools Initiative is a district 

employee and serves as the liaison between the 10 New 

Schools and the school system. The coordinator works 

closely with schools to troubleshoot and advocate on 

their behalf and monitors the implementation of the New 

Schools plans and the contracts with BCPSS. 
 
Community partnerships and collaboration 
 The advisory board that leads The New Schools 

Initiative includes representatives from the Maryland 

State Department of Education, the Maryland Disability 

Law Center, the Baltimore Urban League, Citizens Plan-

ning and Housing Association, the Abell Foundation, the 

Baltimore Teachers Union, the Mayor's office and the 

New Baltimore City Board of School Commissioners.  

 The advisory board’s role is “to provide a vehicle 

for leadership and vision around the creation and 

conversion of schools as part of an effort to identify 

innovations – in instruction, in curriculum, in 

management and structure – that positively impact 

student achievement.” 

 The New Schools Advisory Board developed the 

process and timeline to solicit and evaluate proposals for 

New Schools and then provide assistance and support to 

the New Schools during implementation. The advisory 

board recommended that the school board issue a request 

for proposals, to seek non-profit operators interested in 

operating an existing public school or starting a new 

public school. 

 The Annie E. Casey Foundation, based in Baltimore, 

lent its financial support to help New Song Urban Minis-

tries create one of the city’s New Schools. New Song Ur-

ban Ministries, which leads a community revitalization 

effort, operates New Song Academy, a K-8 school cre-

ated anew in a low-income West Baltimore neighbor-

hood.  Implementing the Expeditionary Learning/Out-

ward Bound curriculum, the small school focuses on 

helping neighborhood children and their parents achieve 

self-sufficiency and serve in community leadership roles. 

 
Outcomes and impact 
 Program Coordinator Laura Weeldreyer has observ-

ed that the initiative serves a “pressure release valve for 

the system.”  
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 “There will be parents, teachers and students you’ll 

lose if you don’t do something different. Some don’t be-
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lieve in uniform, centralized models; they want options 

in approaches,” says Weeldreyer.   

 When a district offers a broad selection of schools, it 

is not just about the schools and schooling, but also about 

the health and future of communities. Weeldreyer 

believes the Baltimore New Schools Initiative has 

introduced a new way to keep good teachers and vital 

parental support in the system, which otherwise might 

have lost the talent of innovative educators and the 

involvement of families, communities and organizations.  

 
 

 

BALTIMORE’S ‘NEW SCHOOLS’ FOR 2002-03 
 
 

Wholly New Schools 
 
Midtown Academy #321  (K-8) 
Operator: Midtown Academy, Inc.  
Curriculum Focus: Core Knowledge, Civic 
Responsibility, Arts 
 
New Song Academy #322 (K-8) 
Operator: New Song Community Learning 
Center, Inc. 
Curriculum Focus: Calvert Curriculum, 
Expeditionary Learning, year-round school 
 
The Crossroads School #323 (Grade 6) 
Operator: The Living Classroom Found. 
Curriculum Focus: interdisciplinary, 
Expeditionary Learning  
 
KIPP Ujima Village Acad #324 (Grade 5) 
Operator: KIPP Baltimore, Inc.  
Curriculum Focus: college preparatory, 
extended day and year 
 
School: ConneXions Community 
Leadership Academy #325 (Grade 6) 
Operator: Baltimore Teacher Network, Inc. 

Curriculum Focus: Expeditionary Learning, 
Community leadership development 
 
Conversion schools 
 
Rosemont Elementary #63 (PreK-5) 
Operator: Coppin State College 
Curriculum Focus: Baltimore City’s 
Curriculum/Thinking Skills Curriculum 
 
City Springs Elementary #8 (Pre K – 5) 
Operator: Baltimore Curriculum Project 
Curriculum Focus: Direct Instruction  
 
Barclay School #54 (K-8) 
Operator: Baltimore Curriculum Project 
Curriculum Focus: Calvert Curriculum 
 
Collington Square Elem School #97 (K-6) 
Operator: Baltimore Curriculum Project 
Curriculum Focus: Direct Instruction 
 
Hampstead Hill Elementary School  #47 
(K-5) 
Operator: Baltimore Curriculum Project 
Curriculum Focus: Direct Instruction 

 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

  

CHULA VISTA, CA 
Educational climate and rationale 
 The Chula Vista Elementary School District 

(CVESD) is located between San Diego and Tijuana, 

Mexico. The growing district currently enrolls approx-

imately 25,000 students across 40 public schools.  

 Student demographics reflect the community’s 

social, cultural, economic diversity. Roughly 60 percent 

of students are Hispanic, and many students are English-

Language Learners. Nearly half of students have in-

comes that make them eligible for a subsidized lunch. 
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 In the mid-1990s, local education stakeholders re-

converted 



                                How District Leaders Can Support the New Schools Strategy 

                      

the district into a more decentralized system, with a 

focus on instituting a variety of school reform models to 

address the diversity of student needs. The CVESD 

premise for its reform strategy was simple: The goals for 

student learning are non-negotiable, but how schools 

achieve those goals is negotiable.  

 While CVESD held fast to its high expectations for 

learning and literacy among students, individual schools 

gained the flexibility to choose their own strategies to 

meet district expectations. The strategies they chose were 

aimed at meeting the schooling needs of their students 

and the community.  

New school strategy and descriptions 
 The new school strategy in CVESD was founded on 

the belief that ownership in schools is linked to having 

both autonomy and responsibility for achieving goals. 

The district encouraged schools to look at different 

models, such as Accelerated and Comer Schools and 

other whole school models. A natural extension of the 

district’s philosophy was the creation of chartered 

schools and building schools anew. As each school 

engaged in the process of choosing or creating a model, 

teachers and parents played critical roles in deciding the 

school’s new direction. 

 The result of CVESD’s district-wide strategy was 

the evolution of a continuum of educational choice for 

students, families and educators. School choices include 

magnet schools, chartered schools and other schools with 

their own themes and distinctive models. The district has 

also established five schools with “wrap-around” ser-

vices that provide a range of resources for families, in-

cluding healthcare, social services and English language 

instruction.  

 Supporting chartered schools as a vehicle for 

system-wide change, CVESD opened its first chartered 

school in the mid-1990s and now has partnerships with 

five others.  Chartered schools serve as test sites for hy-

potheses on freedom to design the learning environment 

in exchange for producing higher student outcomes. Five 

of the district’s six charters converted from conventional 

schools, to what could be called, new school status. 

Many of these conversion schools were among the dis-

trict’s largest schools. As a result the chartered schools 

serve a large share of the district’s students – now ap- 

proximately 22 percent.  

District investments and leadership 

 In 1993, the school board hired Superintendent Libia 

Gil as part of its move to site-based decision making 

schools and decentralization. The board was united in its 

search for a “facilitator” who could collaborate with 

school staff, parents and community members to make 

significant changes and improvements in schools. Gil 

had come from Seattle Public Schools, which was well 

known for its restructuring and decentralized decision-

making models.  

 During its reorganization, CVESD was a pioneer in 

creating a process of oversight and delineating roles and 

responsibility for school board and the district’s central 

office. 

Community partnerships and collaboration 
 With the solid support of school board members, 

Superintendent Gil led the district and community 

through an 18-month process of community engagement 

as an integral part of the educational change process. 

While the district took the lead, the process was inclusive 

and collaborative. Gil organized a series of listening 

forums to engage community members in discussions 

about their vision and desires for changes in schools.  
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 Participants in the process included parents, senior 

citizens, faith-based organizations, political groups and 

former students.  They all helped write vision statements, 

identify shared values and goals, and ultimately create a 

belief system under which the district and schools would 

operate. Gil states that while the process was lengthy – 
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even longer than expected – it was crucial and well 

worth the time and effort. 

 Building schools anew has underscored the impor-

tance of collaboration and the use of inclusive processes 

to improve public education. Chartered schools in Chula 

Vista have been a strong vehicle for creating family 

involvement and empowerment. Opportunities to design 

school programs and have a powerful voice in the educa-

tional process have been appealing for many parents. 

Charters have also created choice for staff.  All CVESD 

chartered schools include options for teachers and ad-

ministrators to transfer to and from chartered schools and 

the district’s other schools. 
 

Outcomes and impact 
 Leaving her position as superintendent in Chula 

Vista to become chief academic officer for New 

American Schools, Gil states that instituting the new 

schools strategy has had lots of implications for CVESD. 

Overall, the district has made gains in student achieve-

ment and sustained them.  Community-wide customer 

satisfaction surveys indicate a high level of satisfaction 

among teachers, students, and parents. To sustain conti-

nuous improvement, the district regularly collects,  anal-

yzes and looks for patterns in longitudinal data. 

 Gil believes that chartered schools brought public 

accountability to the district. While the district had 

moved in that direction, chartered schools advanced the 

concept, and the heightened accountability is now having 

an impact on all schools in the district. Impressed by the 

chartered schools’ annual data presentations to the school 

board – a legislative requirement – school board mem-

bers now ask all schools to make PowerPoint presenta-

tions with a team of school staff, parents and students. 

“This is not a dog-and-pony show but data-driven. They 

present what the school is doing well, where there are 

gaps and what needs to be done next,” Gil emphasizes.  

“It’s about accountability to the public.” 

 The agreements negotiated between charters and the 

district gave the district reason to reflect on its opera-

tional practices and consider implications for the system 

wide changes. CVESD began to challenge the value of 

centralized services offered to its schools.  Gil adds that 

it was “not just from fiscal services, but from other 

practices, as well.”  

 

MILWAUKEE, WI 
Educational climate and rationale 
 For over two decades, educators, parents and civic 

leaders in Milwaukee have continually challenged the 

notion of “one best system” and broadened the definition 

of public education by creating an extensive range of 

school options for the diverse needs of students, families 

and educators.  Two public agencies other than the 

school system — the city council and a state university 

—  issue charters for new public schools within Mil-

waukee.  And low-income parents can receive publicly 

funded vouchers to attend private “choice schools.” 

 The school district has responded to this new and 

highly competitive environment by creating space for the 

development of new schools under its own jurisdiction, 

as well.  Today Milwaukee Public Schools (MPS) 

includes an assortment of innovative new school models 

including chartered schools and community-based part-

nership schools. Many Milwaukee schools blur educa-

tion’s traditional lines between the district and the com-

munity and between public and private ownership and 

governance.  
 

New school strategy and descriptions 
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 As part of its mix of approaches to creating new 

schools, MPS is presently introducing innovative high 

school models. This change is part of the “New Vision 
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for Secondary Education in Milwaukee,” a community 

collaboration to improve learning outcomes for nearly 15 

percent of the district’s 105,000 students.  

 A five-year multi-million dollar grant from the Bill 

and Melinda Gates Foundation, announced July 2003, 

will support a district and community-wide effort to 

redesign seven large high schools and create 40 new 

small high schools. The large-scale initiative seeks “to 

improve achievement and graduation rates, and increase 

the percentage of graduates who are prepared for college 

by creating stronger, more personalized schools.” 

 Thirty of the 40 planned new schools will be 

operated by MPS or in partnership with MPS. Chartered 

school authorizers and private school operators will have 

the opportunity to create 10 additional schools, outside of 

MPS operations. 

 MPS plans to convert seven existing district high 

schools to multiplexes, where district facilities will each 

house several new small, autonomous schools. While co-

habitating with other small high schools, each school will 

offer a distinctive educational option that meets the 

expressed needs of students, teachers and parents in the 

community. The multiplex model is based on the Julia 

Richmond Complex in New York City, where academic 

results have significantly improved since new, smaller 

schools were first opened. 

District investments and leadership 

 Dismayed by a dropout rate approaching 50 percent 

and persuaded by compelling research on small schools, 

MPS Superintendent William Andrekopoulos began his 

tenure by advocating for the reorganization of high 

schools. He soon assembled a school re-design team 

comprised of community residents and civic 

powerbrokers to build broad-based support for his vision. 

 Andrekopoulos has clearly articulated his plans for 

improving graduation rates. He states that high schools 

created under the New Vision initiative will be designed 

to give “students personal attention, rigorous courses, 

and close relationships with their teachers and fellow 

students.” And while the grant-funded initiative will 

focus on MPS’s lowest-performing high schools, the 

superintendent expects innovations in the new schools 

will drive change in all types of schools. The school 

board has demonstrated its support of the superintend-

dent’s vision and strategies by unanimously renewing his 

contract for two additional years.  

Community partnerships/collaboration 

 Milwaukee’s New Vision initiative represents a 

shared vision and commitment to collaboration between 

MPS and a host of community organizations. The Gates 

Foundation has served a catalyst for Milwaukee’s newest 

new school strategy by facilitating connections across the 

city and awarding the multi-million dollar five-year 

grant. The Annie E. Casey Foundation, through its 

“Making Connections” initiative, has also invested 

heavily in local efforts to increase both the range and 

quality of educational options for students and families 

in Milwaukee. 

 A key community collaborator on Milwaukee’s New 

Vision is Daniel Grego, executive director of Trans-

Center for Youth, a local nonprofit that operates three 

charter schools. Years of work on the frontline of 

pioneering reforms in Milwaukee, Grego has gained 

insights on the value of the new schools strategy in 

changing the educational outcomes of youth. His initial 

conversations with Superintendent Andrekopoulos 

revealed the two men shared concerns about high school 

education in Milwaukee.  Their talks eventually helped 

lead to creation of the New Vision initiative. 
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 Other crucial partners in creating the new vision 

have been the Metropolitan Milwaukee Association of 

Commerce, the Alliance for Choices in Education and 
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the Milwaukee Partnership Academy. Together, these 

organizations have brought the collective interests, 

resources and influence of Milwaukee’s families, 

educators, business leaders, and reform advocates to 

transform high school education. 
 
Outcomes and impact 
 In Milwaukee, a proliferation of new schools – with 

a variety of founders, operators, supporters and author-

izers – has produced an educational climate where inno-

vation in schools can flourish. There is continuous, com-

petitive pressure for improvement, and MPS has been 

forced to become more responsive to public demands 

and more flexible in creating new and different options 

for delivering education. 

 Cindy Zautcke, assistant director of the Institute for 

the Transformation of Learning in Milwaukee, believes 

there has been “real change since the early days.” She 

has observed that while other districts in the state that 

could apply the new school strategy, they have failed to 

pursue it. “There’s not the pressure, as is the case in 

Milwaukee,” says Zautcke.  She notes that too many 

superintendents dismiss good ideas for creating schools 

anew with the statement that ‘it’s not part of my plan.’   

 “Communities are wed to the idea that ‘the super-

intendent knows best.’ This (mindset) fails.  They can’t 

possibly know all the options and what’s best for all 

local children.  Part of the reason I like to start schools 

new is because community people know best.  In 

Milwaukee we can do that.” 

 While some opposition to aggressive reforms still 

exists in Milwaukee, the community as a whole is 

constantly pushing for change and improvement in 

public schools. Grego believes that the New Vision 

initiative will ultimately bring the community even 

closer together.  
 

NEW YORK, NY 
Educational climate and rationale 
 Despite its huge size and reputation for stifling 

bureaucracy, the New York City public school com-

munity has a long history of supporting innovation in 

schools. For decades, community-based organizations 

throughout the city have been ardent advocates for new 

schools. And, through past large-scale school reform 

initiatives, like the Annenberg Challenge in the 1990s, 

New York has cultivated a large cadre of people who are 

passionate about public school reform and who have vast 

experience in founding new schools, organizing parents 

and mobilizing neighborhoods.  

 New York’s charter school law, which has empow-

ered multiple school authorizers, has also contributed to 

a climate that supports new school innovations. The 

city’s charter schools, approximately 20 in all, have 

expanded school choice and demonstrated how the new 

schools can significantly improve student outcomes.  
 

New school strategy and descriptions 
 The New York public schools offer a “portfolio” of 

new school products, which represent a range of inno-

vations in schooling that includes charter schools, col-

lege partnership schools, a program-to-school incubator 

model, and now the New Century High Schools 

Initiative.  
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 The New Century Initiative is a collaborative effort 

to provide greater school choice for parents and students 

and to develop small schools of excellence that promote 

supportive relationships between students and adults in 

these schools. The initiative is led by a con-sortium 

comprised of New York City Department of Ed-ucation, 

New Visions for Public Schools, Council of Supervisors 

and Administrators, United Federation of Teachers, Bill 

and Melinda Gates Foundation, Carnegie Corporation of 

NYC and the Open Society Institute.   
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 The $30 million initiative focuses on historically and 

chronically low-performing high schools and aims to 

create up to 60 new, better and smaller schools in their 

place. The initiative was rolled out in the Bronx two 

years ago and has now expanded to Brooklyn (see page 

15 for “Guiding Principles for New Small Schools in 

Brooklyn”).  

 Planning teams of educators, parents, students and 

community-based organizations in the city participate in 

a competitive process. In response to an RFP, the teams 

design each of their schools with an innovative theme 

and focus. Partnerships with educational organizations, 

higher education, business and industries, cultural 

institutions and community groups are required. 

 Under the initiative, existing high schools will not 

take in a new ninth grade class, but will begin a trans-

ition where each school facility will eventually house 

several new smaller schools.   

 Through this phased process, the newly created 

small high schools will begin serving ninth graders and 

then add subsequent grades year until they have a full 9-

12 program. Each small school will have its own class-

rooms, teachers and administrators, but can share spaces 

such as labs, libraries and gymnasiums with other small 

schools in the same building. These new high schools are 

to be marketed through high school fairs and orientations 

for students and families, who can choose from among a 

wide selection of educational themes and specialties. 

District investments and leadership 

 New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg and his  

Chancellor, Joel Klein, have supported the creation of 

new schools in New York City by instituting policies that 

contribute to an inviting educational climate.  They 

recognize that the new school strategy has the potential 

to turn around low-performing schools, attract new hu-

man and financial resources to public education and set 

dramatic examples for change desired across the district.  

 In 2003, Chancellor Klein established an Office of 

New Schools Development to coordinate coherent ap-

proaches to designing new schools and to ensure those 

approaches play an integral role in district-wide reform. 

Using a set of design characteristics supported by the 

Chancellor, the new office applies consistent, results-

based elements in requests for proposals and in assess-

ments of New Century high schools, charter schools and 

other new school models in the district’s portfolio. (See 

page 14 for a listing of New York City’s new school 

design characteristics.) 

 The Office of New Schools Development includes 

the district’s Charter Schools Program, which works to 

realize the Chancellor’s vision of authorizing a signify-

cant number of newly chartered schools. He has not only 

supported growth among district-authorized charters, but 

also schools created by the state’s two other charter 

authorizers, the State University of New York’s Charter 

Schools Institute and the State Board of Regents. As a 

result, all New York charter schools can benefit from 

district policies that provide for start-up funds, special 

education funds, and use of public buildings for school 

facilities.  

Community partnerships/collaboration 

 A significant driver of New York’s new school 

movement is New Visions for Public Schools. Founded 

in 1989 as a critical partner in education reform, New 

Visions describes itself as “the largest education reform 

organization dedicated to improving the quality of edu-

cation children receive in New York City’s public 

schools.” The organization works with both the public 

and private sectors to develop programs and policies that 

“energize teaching and learning and to raise the level of 

student achievement.”  Its board includes leading advo-

cates for school reform, neighborhood development and 



http://www.nycenet.edu/charterschools/application1-1.htm
http://www.nycenet.edu/charterschools/application1-1.htm
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GUIDING PRINCIPLES FOR NEW SMALL SCHOOLS IN BROOKLYN 

 
 
1. Structures will be put in place in every new school that ensure that every student is known well by an adult in 
order for us to teach these young men and women to use their minds well. 
 
2. School communities need to be small to allow powerful distinct cultures to emerge and take root that support 
rigorous teaching and learning. Small school communities are more flexible and more able to evolve in the face 
of a rapidly changing society, new understandings and challenges and ever increasing expectations. 
 
3. The goal of creating thoughtful, compassionate citizens is best accomplished through focused curriculum that 
utilizes meaningful, real life (authentic) contexts to deeply engage students. External learning experiences 
(internships, service learning placements, service learning projects, intergenerational exchanges and job 
shadowing) are expected. 
 
4. The famous African saying states that, “It takes a village to raise a child.” Likewise it takes multiple partners to 
educate a child. Community Based Organization’s, Institutes of Higher Education, faith-based organizations and 
private businesses will be sought as key partners to small schools. 
 
5. Parents will be collaborators and vital members of school communities. 
 
6. In return for more autonomy and flexibility, within legal parameters and principles of equity and fairness, new 
schools will have heightened expectations of accountability. 
 
7. The measurement of student achievement should use multiple forms, but it should always include perform-
ance assessments that are demonstrably valid, reliable and public, as well as quantitative measures. These 
assessments serve as diagnostic tools that enable teachers to effectively identify student’s strengths and 
weaknesses and tailor instruction accordingly. 
 
8. Leadership of the school should reflect the understanding that a ‘flattened hierarchy’ has the potential of 
involving more constituents into ownership roles, and, hence, more active involvement in the whole school 
enterprise. In new small schools, principals and other school leaders are involved in the lives of teachers and 
students. Leaders have a direct impact on improving the school culture and promoting improved teaching and 
learning. 
 
9. Student-centered, project based curriculum and authentic assessment brings learning to life and allows stu-
dents to actively investigate and construct ideas in a manner that gives them ownership over what they learn. 
The governing metaphor of the new schools is “student as worker, teacher as coach,” rather than the more 
typical, “teacher as imparter of information, student as receptacle.” 
 
10. The mission of the school should be to develop habits of mind and habits of work. The goal is to teach 
students to use their minds well, not to ‘cover’ content. 
 
11.Resource allocation for optimal student achievement needs to be re-conceptualized. These resources 
include the yearly calendar, daily schedules, staffing and budgeting. “If we always do what we’ve always done, 
we’ll always get what we’ve always got.” (Adam Urbanski, President of the Rochester Teacher’s Association.) 
 
12. The re-structuring of priority Brooklyn High Schools will be most successful if the teams of developers and 
the eventual school staff and constituents work together as a collaborative network creating synergistic energy. 
 
13. Effective small schools use on-site professional development to promote continuous assessment, reflection 
and involvement by the entire school community.  
 
14. Both professional unions, The United Federation of Teachers (UFT) and The Council for Supervisors and 
Administrators (CSA) will be full partners in all phases of this initiative. 
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SAN DIEGO, CA 
Educational climate and rationale 
 When San Diego City Schools (SDCS) introduced a 

comprehensive instructional framework in 2000, called 

the “Blueprint for Student Success,” some community 

members advocated for a few district schools to operate 

outside of the plan’s standardized approaches. Parents 

and community leaders expressed concern about 

potential negative affects of the plan for some low-

performing schools as well as the highest-performing 

schools. In one instance, a local philanthropist offered 

$50 million to support innovations, outside the Blueprint, 

that would raise student achievement in schools that 

serve low-income neighborhoods.  

 To respond to public demand, the Superintendent 

Alan Bersin invited community and education leaders to 

join district efforts to create pilot schools and other new 

schools with the freedom of being exempt from 

Blueprint requirements. The district attracted support 

from local civic leaders and national funders to 

implement the community’s new school strategy. The 

Annie E. Casey Foundation, an advocate for San Diego’s 

new school strategy, invested resources to support the 

creation of charter schools in selected neighborhoods.  

 

New school strategy and descriptions 
 SDCS offers a variety of educational options for its 

approximately 145,000 students, including 20 charter 

schools that it sponsors and six pilot schools that operate  

outside the Blueprint.  

 One of the district’s charter schools, High Tech 

High School, has garnered national attention and 

financial support because of its innovative approaches.  

Serving 400 students, the small school is the brainchild 

of San Diego’s high tech business community and the 

Business Roundtable for Education, a part of the Greater 

San Diego Chamber of Commerce. It is not a traditional 

technical school, but offers a full high school curriculum 

and emphasizes project-based learning and immersion in 

real-world experiences through academic internships in 

industry. 

District investments and leadership 

 Veteran educator Ginger Hovenic, president and 

CEO of the San Diego Regional Chamber of Commerce 

Foundation, states that Superintendent Bersin frequently 

expresses his belief in addressing the needs of students 

and that his leadership and support of new school strate-

gies demonstrate his belief. “Superintendent Bersin sees 

different models as being able to motivate change and 

address individual needs,” Hovenic says. “He strives for 

the whole (district) administration to see that education 

can look different.” 

 The school board is supportive of the district’s 

implementation of a variety of models. Hovenic observes 

that they often speak more highly of charters than some 

of their conventional district schools.  Hovenic says that, 

across the community, there is strong support for the 

superintendent’s vision and approaches. 

 

Community partnerships and collaboration 
 SDCS has relied on the active support of civic lead-

ers to help introduce new schools to the district. While 

developing its charter school policy two years ago, the 

district invited the Chamber Foundation to facilitate the 

process and collaborated with the Business Roundtable 

for Education and Charter School Consortium. Bringing 

the strong involvement of corporate CEO and businesses, 

these organizations had a reputation for being a help to 

public schools through research, communication, net-

works and programs.  

 These community partners helped the district secure 

the expertise of San Diego State University and the 

University of California-San Diego in developing 

instructional methods, curriculum and other essential 

elements for the district’s pilot schools. They also lent 
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support to the district in creating a memorandum of 

understanding regarding the financial obligations of the 

district and the new schools.  

        The Chamber Foundation has organized networking 

and support groups for charters and other new schools in 

the San Diego region. It has helped form groups such as 

the Education Roundtable, Charter School Business 

Managers Group and the Accountability Group. These 

groups address a variety of school issues, including leg-

islation, charter authorizers, fiscal management, grant 

funding, data collection and reporting.  

 The district also benefited from the involvement of 

national advocates for new schools. With assistance from 

the Annie E. Casey Foundation and the University of 

Washington’s Center on Reinventing Public Education, it 

developed a template for detailed contracts to govern 

relations with charter schools in the city. 

 
Outcomes and impact 
 Superintendent Bersin sees innovative schools, like 

High Tech High, as vehicles for informing the district’s 

school reform efforts. Exemplary new schools that are 

small and offer more personalized learning environments 

hold promise for influencing change in other district 

schools. 

 Hovenic states that San Diego’s charter school 

movement has a good reputation because of investment 

of district and community-wide resources in their early 

development and operations.  

 “There are lot of solid charter schools here,” empha-

sizes Hovenic. The school operators who are most active 

in efforts sponsored by the district and business and 

community groups have healthy schools and are not at 

risk of closure. 

       The presence of new schools, modeling best 

practices and producing results among students, has 

reorganized the business services system of San Diego’s 

schools. Hovenic says that how new schools operate has 

changed how the district’s accountability department 

looks at data. “It’s totally reorganized it. Now they are 

beginning to use longitudinal match data and success 

factors.”  

 The new schools in San Diego are putting a spotlight 

on the need to look at student data.  People inside and 

outside the community are beginning to apply the 

practice of the looking at individual student performance 

over time, rather than only examining whole school data 

annually. The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation has 

awarded a multi-million dollar grant to expand the High 

Tech High model to additional schools in San Diego and 

other communities. 

 Hovenic says that both new schools and conven-

tional schools in San Diego are becoming empowered to 

be financially and academically accountable. 
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HIGHLIGHTS FROM TWO OTHER DISTRICTS    
THAT ARE CREATING NEW SCHOOLS

 
 

       Of course, the above five school districts aren’t the 

only ones in the country that are proactively creating 

new schools.  Brief highlights from two others are 

included below.  All off these examples, and others, will 

be expanded upon and updated – as new developments 

take place – on the Education|Evolving web site at – 

www.educationevolving.org.  

 

PHILADELPHIA, PA 
 In response to a state takeover and intense public 

pressure, the School District of Philadelphia has intro-

duced sweeping reforms to overhaul its 75 lowest-per-

forming schools. The School Reform Commission, 

which replaced the school board, has approved a range of 

reforms to design school anew that include establishing 

chartered schools, contracting with private Education 

Management Organizations (EMOs), restructuring 

troubled schools and partnering with area corporations 

and institutions.  

 Alice Heller, director of the district’s Office of 

Charter and EMO Schools, states that the Commission is 

committed to reform and raising the bar and that the Dis-

trict CEO Paul Vallas is a vocal proponent of experi-

menting with new approaches to recreate schools for the 

better.   (Vallas previously promoted creation of new 

charter and district schools as CEO of Chicago Public 

Schools.) 

 As a result, the district is taking strides to strengthen 

its connections with charter schools and increasing its 

support of their operations. Examples include approving 

new charters, leasing a district-owned building to char-

tered school operators and piloting a second campus for 

chartered schools that have demonstrated results. In 

addition, it is partnering with area universities, Micro-

soft, and The Franklin Institute Science Museum to 

design and open smaller, theme-oriented high schools.  

 Heller said it is Vallas’ vision of school reform and 

openness to experimentation with concurrent reform 

models that have been the impetus for broader and more 

aggressive community involvement in school reform. His 

leadership has gone a long way in bringing local institu-

tions and other groups to the table, she said.  She noted 

that, while these new partners have always had some 

kind of relationship with the district, their past roles were 

often traditional and limited in scope.   

 “These new partners have taken his vision and run to 

with it. Amazing things can happen,” says Heller. 

 Heller notes that a prime resource for implementing 

reforms in Philadelphia has been the district’s existing 

infrastructure. Internal departments, such as the capital 

planning, secondary education and legal affairs are now 

collaborating. “Philadelphia is a very exciting place to be 

if you’re an educator and I’m hopeful that our results 

will match the effort.” 

 Heller advises other districts to understand that it is 

not easy to change culture – school culture and district 

culture. “It’s hard to move that rock, it’s like a boulder. 

You can expect some flack, because it’s against human 

nature to change even when the status quo isn’t good 

enough.” 

 

OAKLAND, CA 
 Long one of California’s most troubled school dis-

tricts, Oakland is now promoting a concerted community 

effort to create what are being called New and Autono-

mous Schools (NSAS). With the leadership of its school 

http://www.educationevolving.org/
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