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GOV. EASLEY UNVEILS AGENDA TO IMPROVE LOW-PERFORMING HIGH SCHOOOLS

Schools required to undergo restructuring to advance student performance; build skilled workforce

RALEIGH – Gov. Easley today announced a comprehensive plan to improve low-performing high schools across the state.  As a part of Easley’s plan, school districts with high schools where less than 60 percent of students did not 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.  Easley is also expanding the turnaround team effort to schools where less than 70 percent of students are not meeting state proficiency standards.

“The turnaround teams have done their work and reported back,” said Easley.  “Nipping around the edges is not getting the job done and major changes are needed to improve performance.
“In high schools that are not making the grade, we must take action to improve student performance,” said Easley.  “It is clear that these schools must go beyond traditional approaches and that significant restructuring is required.  By overhauling the system, we will ensure that our students get an education that will prepare them for the 21st century workforce.

“Each school faces unique and individual challenges,” said Easley.  “There is not a simple solution that will fix everything.  By providing several restructuring options, each school can find the model that works best for its teachers and students.”

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.  The teams started with 10 schools in the Charlotte-Mecklenburg system and completed visits to the remaining 34 this spring.

Reviews of the schools found significant leadership, instructional, and organizational challenges.  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, intensive training for teachers and principals.    

In addition to the findings of the turnaround teams, responses from 40 of the 44 high schools to the 2006 Governor’s Teacher Working Conditions Survey underline the need for an overhaul of school structure and culture to improve student achievement. 
- MORE -

An analysis by the Center for Teaching Quality found less time for planning, less trust among teachers and administrators, and fewer opportunities and responsibilities for teachers to have a positive impact on school organization and instruction in these low-performing high schools than in other high schools.  The Center’s report suggests that any restructuring effort must address these roadblocks to comprehensive reform. 

All 44 schools were required to develop detailed improvement plans with the turnaround teams.  However, any of the 44 schools that remain below 60 percent proficiency on this year’s end-of-grade tests will be required by the State Board to either:  1) implement a research-based high school restructuring model or;  2) the school will be reconstituted and redesigned through the state’s New Schools Project.  Further, the State Board will require districts to decide whether to replace the principals or recommend that current principals should remain on the job with intensive training.  

In addition, the State Board of Education will work with school districts and the New Schools Project to ensure that the districts are taking advantage of the Learn and Earn early college high school program in collaboration with local community colleges or universities.

While restructuring plans are implemented, teachers in the low-performing schools will be required to participate in content-specific professional development based on the schools’ needs.  Principals in these schools will also be required to participate in an intensive leadership program for principals in conjunction with the N.C. Principal’s Executive Program and the UNC-Chapel Hill School of Business.

In addition to the restructuring work with these 44 high schools, the State Board of Education and the Department of Public Instruction will expand efforts to monitor additional high schools that performed below 70 percent proficiency on 2005-06 exams.  These schools will receive turnaround team visits in the fall of 2006-07 to review student achievement, school leadership, classroom instruction, the use of resources, and school organization, and make recommendations for improvement.  If these schools fall below 70 percent again in 2006-07, then they would be required to begin a restructuring effort in the fall of 2007.  The list of research-based restructuring models is being developed by the State Board in conjunction with the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. 
Learn and Earn schools 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.  Under Easley’s high school reform efforts, North Carolina has opened 11 redesigned high schools and 13 Learn and Earn early college high schools.  By fall 2006, up to 60 redesigned and Learn and Earn early college high schools will be open throughout the state.  Easley has set a goal to have one redesigned or Learn and Earn early college high school in every county in North Carolina by 2008.  

The New Schools Project redesigns conventional high schools into a series of autonomous, thematically-focused and rigorous new schools with no more than 400 students each.  Each school has its own principal and school faculty and adopts a theme such as biotechnology, health care, information technology, or pre-engineering.  Faculty is trained in interdisciplinary, project-based learning that makes connections between courses and the world of work. All students complete a college preparatory curriculum. 
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