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GOV. EASLEY ORDERS FINANCIAL PERFORMANCE AUDITS OF HIGH SCHOOLS

Will Ensure Accountability for Resources and Identify Proven Strategies to Improve Education

RALEIGH – Gov. Mike Easley today launched a statewide effort to conduct performance audits in all 115 school districts to ensure accountability and the smart, targeted use of resources in the state’s public high schools.   At Easley’s request, the State Board of Education and the N.C. Department of Public Instruction will work with the UNC-Chapel Hill School of Education to examine student achievement data and spending patterns from high schools across the state.  The information will be used to contrast the use of resources in low-performing high schools with higher performing schools that educate similar populations of students.  Researchers will then conduct site visits in districts with low-performing high schools to identify how they can better use resources to increase student achievement.

“In North Carolina, we know strong accountability measures yield strong student achievement,” Easley said.  “These audits will help us learn about spending strategies that work in our high schools and avoid those that do not.  We need the best returns on our investments to ensure every high school is preparing students for college and a career in the 21st century.” 

To conduct the audit, researchers from UNC-CH and a team of school finance experts will use an existing database that includes student achievement, financial information and other data from every school district.  Researchers will examine this data to determine if districts are using their money to improve the low-performing high schools.  They will identify spending patterns and uses of resources that are most common among the schools with highest student achievement to determine areas in which changes in the resource allocation in the failing schools could help improve their performance. 

In the second part of the audit, researchers will focus their efforts on the districts with high schools that scored below 60 percent proficiency on end-of-course tests that Gov. Easley will require to be restructured this year.  During this phase, members of the audit team will conduct site visits to talk to leaders from each district.  They will use the interviews to examine how budget decisions were made and if resources are being used for strategies proven to increase student achievement.  Members of the audit team will provide recommendations to districts on how to better use funds to increase student achievement.

“Each school in this state faces different challenges and there is not a simple solution that will fix everything,” Easley said.  “We want to help schools that are struggling learn from those that are doing well so every district is using its money in the best ways possible.”

-More-

The first phase of the audit will begin immediately.  Site visits to low-performing schools will begin this fall.  A report on the first portion of the audit will be complete by January 2007 and the full report on the audit, including detailed analysis and recommendations, will be available by May 2007.  Estimated costs for the audit are $300,000 and will be supported by the State Board of Education’s school and district assistance program.  When the audits are complete, school officials and government leaders will use findings to help ensure school districts make low-performing high schools a budget priority and that low-performing high schools allocate dollars in ways proven to increase student achievement.

In August 2005, Easley directed the State Board of Education to send “turnaround teams” to 44 high schools that had below 60 percent proficiency on end-of-grade tests for the 2004-05 school year.  Reviews of the schools found significant leadership, instructional and organizational challenges and poor teacher working conditions.  The turnaround teams found that more fundamental, structural change was necessary to support dramatic improvements in the achievement of all students.  Teams also identified the need for ongoing, customized, intensive training for teachers and principals.    

In June 2006, Easley announced a comprehensive plan to improve these low-performing high schools.  As a part of the plan, districts with high schools where less than 60 percent of students meet proficiency on end-of-grade tests for the past two years will be required to select from a menu of proven, long-term restructuring options or the school will be reconstituted and redesigned through the state’s New Schools Project.  

The New Schools Project was announced by the governor in August 2003 and launched with the support of an $11 million grant from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation to develop new, smaller high schools in North Carolina.  The New Schools Project currently administers funding to 33 Learn and Earn schools that provide students with an opportunity to graduate in five years with a high school diploma and either an associate’s degree or two years of college credit.  Twenty new Learn and Earn school sites are planned to open in 2007.  Easley has also opened 25 smaller, economic development-themed schools and plans to open 10 more in 2007.  These schools have no more than 400 students and a theme that enables students to make the connection between the courses they take and their desired career fields.  
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