
[image: image2.png]Pittsfield




Case Study: Redesign at Pittsfield Middle High School
Community Context.  The Pittsfield School District is located in east-central New Hampshire, within a reasonable commute to Concord, the state’s capital.  The town’s population is currently about 4,400 residents.  Pittsfield is a former mill town that was once known as the gem of the Suncook Valley.  The look of the downtown area is similar to the many former mill towns of New England, with some empty storefronts, some local businesses, and large older homes divided into apartments.
In educational attainment, Pittsfield falls below New Hampshire averages, according to recent data provided by the Carsey Institute; 77.1% of Pittsfield adults have earned a high school diploma or higher compared with 90.5% of the state; and 16.2% of Pittsfield adults have earned a bachelor’s degree or higher compared with 32.4% of the state.  In income, Pittsfield also falls below New Hampshire averages; the average household income in Pittsfield is $56,463 compared with $60,734 statewide.

The school district has been experiencing declining enrollment; the current school population is about 580 students, PS-12.  At 93.6%, the average daily attendance rate is close to the state average of 94.8%.  The 2010-2011 dropout rate was 8.75% compared with the state rate of 1.19%.  A significant shift in high school population occurred nearly ten years ago when a neighboring town that had been sending almost all of its high school students to Pittsfield aligned with another community in the construction of a new high school.  This caused a nearly 40% drop in the high school’s enrollment.

The educational levels of the staff, according to the New Hampshire Department of Education website, also reflect a sharp difference from state averages, with 65.0% of Pittsfield teachers holding a bachelors degree, 35% of Pittsfield teachers holding a masters degree, and 0.0% of Pittsfield teachers holding a degree beyond the masters level; this compares with 44.5% of New Hampshire teachers holding a bachelors degree, 54.1% a masters degree, and 0.9% a degree beyond the masters level.  The average teacher salary in Pittsfield is $38,505 compared with $53,702 in the state; the minimum starting salary in Pittsfield is $28,942, compared with $34,023 in the state. This ranks Pittsfield as #150 out of 158 school districts in New Hampshire for starting salaries.  These data reflect the 2011-2012 school year.

Pittsfield is burdened with one of the highest property tax rates in New Hampshire.  This is significant because property taxes serve as the basis for school district support in the state.  At the same time, the per pupil costs in Pittsfield exceed state average costs.  The high school per pupil cost for Pittsfield in 2010-2011 was $20,215.58, while the state cost was $12,649.66.  The overall average per pupil cost for Pittsfield in 2010-2011 was $17,214.81, compared with $12,775.12 for the state.
Independence, Transition, and Tough Decisions.  School Administrative Unit #51 (S.A.U. #51) provides central office services for the Pittsfield School District.  At present, Pittsfield is the only district member of S.A.U. #51.  Nearby towns that were once part of S.A.U. #51 have seceded to form their own single-district administrative units.  The last district to separate did so effective July 2008.  Although this situation was not at the choosing of the Pittsfield School Board due to its adverse fiscal impact, the Board eventually embraced its new circumstance and directed the administration to change the previously disjointed approach to PS-12 education in Pittsfield to one that was more coherent and systematic.

Coinciding with this event was a significant shift in the district’s administrative leadership.  The former superintendent left the district to remain with the seceding district, and the elementary school principal was appointed as superintendent.  The high school principal resigned at the eleventh hour and an interim principal was appointed.  A high school teacher was appointed as elementary school principal.  One year earlier, the district’s special education leadership was shifted as well; the high school special education director retired and the elementary school special education director was elevated to a district-level position.  A high school teacher was appointed as special education coordinator, under the supervision of the now district-level director. 

During summer 2008, the district organized the teacher leaders and administrators from both buildings into the District Leadership Team  (DLT), which began its work by reading Wiggins and McTighe’s Schooling by Design.  The DLT established a multi-year schedule for district development that began with the mission and vision development and would eventually include a statement of learning principles / beliefs, teacher role definition, and revision of the teacher evaluation system to reflect the newly-designed role.

Essential to meeting the charge of the Board to developing greater coherence, and with the support of the DLT, the district organized to articulate its mission and vision.  Brainstorming / information gathering sessions were held with the district’s staff in August and with the community through a series of open community forums through the winter of 2008-2009.  A draft was completed by late spring 2009. (The current version, which had been revised several times over the years, was adopted by the School Board in January 2013

The launch of this foundational work also coincided with the economic downturn that would impact Pittsfield as it had impacted districts and government entities across the nation.  The Board recognized that district spending must be controlled if the Board expected to get its budget passed at Town Meeting in March.  The fact that Pittsfield has one of the highest property tax rates in the state and a per-pupil cost that exceeds the state average strengthened the Board’s resolve.  The direction to the administration in this and subsequent budget years was to deliver a budget that contained no spending increase and no tax rate increase.

The Board also realized that although the district’s staffing had remained stable for more than ten years, the high school had experienced a 40% reduction in enrollment due to the withdrawal of another community’s students approximately six to eight years earlier.  It became clear in the Board’s eyes that the district – particularly the high school – was overstaffed and that significant changes were in order.  The budget that developed over the course of the year, and was approved by the voters in March 2009, included deep cuts in staffing.  However, in the long term, the Board was not interested simply in eliminating programs; rather, the Board charged the administration with helping the community develop a viable small high school for its students.  The Board asked what can and should Pittsfield Middle High School become to best serve the interests of its students and community in the early twenty-first century.

Early Redesign Planning.  In fall of 2009, Joe DiMartino of the Center for Secondary School Redesign (CSSR) agreed to work with the district in planning for redesign of the middle high school.  He began with a mixed group of community members and school staff in a visioning session designed to stimulate thinking about student centered learning, a holistic approach that was showing promise in other districts across the country.  A step in preparation for the planned session was scheduled observations in selected schools that included Urban Academy in Manhattan and Parker Essential Charter School in Devens, Massachusetts, among others.  During the all day visioning session, visitors reported out on their visits, chronicling elements that could work in Pittsfield.  Participants also learned about critical elements in student centered learning environments, again prioritizing elements that may also be a fit for Pittsfield.

Critical next steps identified by the group in the visioning session and in one follow-up session included organizing teachers into teams, altering the school schedule to allow for team meeting time, expanding the fledgling extended learning opportunity (ELO) program, further developing the lackluster advisory program, creating a student-majority site council, and initiating project based learning that would complement the school’s move toward competency-based crediting of student learning.  A January session with the administrators created the teacher teams around grade-level groupings--7-8, 9-10, 11-12, Unified Arts--and redesigned the schedule to include daily common planning time for each team and an additional ninety minutes per week for faculty time known as late start Wednesdays.

Current data underscored the need for school development relative to student centered learning:

· A sense of disengagement among students was observed as evidenced by attendance patterns, historical dropout data, and survey results. For example, in a survey of students and teachers:

· 35% of students and 97% of teachers stated that they believed that “teachers adjust their teaching styles based on my (student) needs and interests;”

· 37% of students stated that they believed that “I feel excited about many of the things I am learning in school.”

· Low levels of student achievement as evidenced by standardized test results. For example, in 2009 NECAP testing, the following percentages of eleventh grade students achieved proficient or proficient with distinction:

· Reading:  55% for Pittsfield v. 72% for the state;

· Writing:  36% for Pittsfield v. 50% for the state;

· Math:  27% for Pittsfield v. 33% for the state. 

· Significant learning gaps – between low SES students and special needs identified students and the general population – were also evidenced by NECAP results.

Data such as these were shared with the community in a variety of forums, such as the elementary school’s PTO, Town Select Board, Town Budget Committee, and the Rotary Club, among others.  To supplement the previously accepted broad view of the school as underachieving, additional facts were provided that painted a more objective, complete picture for members of the community.  However, for the first time in memory, solutions to the persistent problems were offered.  Many of the elements identified by the visioning group and supported by the School Board as critical to moving the system forward would be addressed most thoroughly through student-centered approaches to learning.

Plans were made and executed for professional development that occurred during the summer 2009.  This professional development was provided by CSSR in the areas of advisories and project-based learning at an institute held at Pittsfield.  Though the work toward redesign continued in the 2009-2010 school year, several factors served as significant roadblocks to quicker progress.  These included a fragmented approach to professional development, staff resistance, building level leadership (the Board had rehired the interim principal for a second year), inadequate resources, and inadequate staffing and systems to support the redesign.

Then, in spring 2010, the New Hampshire Department of Education announced that both Pittsfield High School and Pittsfield Middle School – the Department classifies the school as two – were eligible for the first of New Hampshire’s School Improvement Grants (SIG).  The DLT accepted the responsibility for drafting a grant application that identified three goal areas:  student achievement, school climate, and preparation for post-secondary college and career.  The grant was submitted in the spring.

Also in spring 2010, Pittsfield was invited to join the Investing in Innovation Fund (i3) working group of thirteen high schools in New England to focus work on mastery performance and assessment.  Organized by CSSR, the five-year grant was awarded and work soon began with Pittsfield’s i3 team participating in training and planning.  Finally in spring 2010, the Nellie Mae Education Foundation offered the opportunity for a one-year planning grant to support student centered learning; Pittsfield submitted a letter of interest.  Both opportunities held the promise of resources to support the early redesign work.

Pittsfield’s SIG.  The SIG, approximately $2.1 million over three years, was awarded to the district for the period 2010-2013.  Funding supports goal attainment in the three areas – student achievement, school climate, preparation for post-secondary college and career – through two primary funding strategies:  personnel and professional development.

For example, SIG funds or partially funds a number of district positions:

· ELO coordinator – partially SIG-funded, partially funded by district funds;

· Literacy coach – partially SIG-funded, partially funded by other grants;

· Math coach – partially SIG-funded; partially funded by other grants;

· Math intervention teacher – fully SIG-funded; 

· School social worker – fully SIG-funded, previously funded by another grant.

SIG also funds a number of T.A. providers who provide a range of services:

· CSSR – change leadership, performance management, systems development;

· WestEd – instructional practices;

· Literacy and Math Coaches – content area coaching and across-the-curriculum strategies;

· Others. 

Because Pittsfield Middle High School is designated as two schools by the state, and because both schools qualified as SIG schools, the district received funding for two schools.  While the resources represented a significant supplement to local funds, the requirement that the funds be expended within the three-year grant term meant that the school would experience the initiation of a significant number of project components within a short period of time.  Staff and administration were justifiably concerned about feeling overwhelmed; they wanted all of the efforts to be coordinated to ensure coherence in approaches and impact.

SIG requires that strategies be identified to address four key components:

· Teacher and leader effectiveness, including performance assessment;

· Comprehensive instructional reform strategies;

· Increased learning time and the creation of a community-oriented school;

· Provision of operational flexibility and sustained support for the project.

Strategies funded to address the first goal area, student achievement, included work on school and district needs related to curriculum, instruction, and assessment:

· Assessment:  increased use of formalized assessment tools;

· Books:  increased support for non-fiction reading;

· Curriculum articulation and mapping:  a part-time curriculum coordinator who would support first-time articulation of district curriculum including competencies for middle and high school courses;

· Data integration and support:  creation of data teams and systems for scheduled data reviews and support for teachers in data analysis;

· Extended learning opportunities:  creation of position to support and coordinate  ELOs;

· Increased learning time:  extended school day, dramatic redesign of summer programs, and increased access to online learning opportunities;

· Literacy program development including literacy across the curriculum:  professional development and coaching;

· Math program development including math across the curriculum:  professional development and coaching;

· Performance assessment:  support for competency as basis for awarding of credit;

· School visits:  observations of model programs by students, staff, and community members;

· Secondary school redesign:  leadership coaching, advisory development, project-based learning strategies, schedule revision, use of team common planning time, and use of weekly late start Wednesday staff professional development time;

· Schedule / staffing redesign:  team focus, advisories, late start Wednesdays;

· Teacher evaluation and principal performance evaluation / role description articulation:  collaboration in development of new systems that include student results as required by SIG;

· Technology:  planning for one-to-one environment.

Strategies funded to address the second goal area, school culture and climate, included work on school and district needs that focused on the creation of a collaborative, respectful, and safe school environment:

· Expanded program of extra-curricular activities;

· Parent involvement strategies that included student-led conferences and the chartering of the Pittsfield Parent Connection;

· Positive Behavioral and Intervention Supports (PBIS) renewal and support;

· Regular consultation with school climate coach;

· School social worker;

· Student leadership for school climate development;

· Two-year program of Courage to Teach retreats for teachers.

Strategies funded to address the third goal area, college and career preparedness, included work on school and district needs that focused on student planning for informed decision making:

· College visits and discussions beginning in elementary school and extending through each year of middle and high school;

· College visits, at least one per year, for all students in grades six through twelve;

· Job shadowing;

· Personalized interest and aptitude assessment;

· Post-secondary follow-up surveys and focus groups;

· Strengthened service learning graduation requirement.

The strategies selected represented a broad array of practices that aimed at (1) short term school reform that would create quick results for gains of current student and political support within the school and community, and (2) enhancement of the early redesign work that began in the previous years for the long-term development of a redesigned school system.  Because of the size of the school, these many initiatives strained the staff; clearly, long-term success required the involvement of teachers in the day-to-day and week-to-week monitoring and adjustment system.

To maximize involvement of teacher leaders, weekly meetings of our SIG Steering Team were held to allow teacher leaders and administrators to check in on the impact of the strategies, assess the effectiveness of T.A. providers, raise concerns, and preview coming events.  The result included periodic re-prioritization of initiatives that included dropping some initiatives based on perceived impact on goals, dismissal of T.A. providers, and nearly-immediate addressing of teacher needs relative to the demands of the change.  Halfway through the second year, the meetings were moved to a bi-weekly schedule.

Further, to coordinate the services of the array of T.A. providers, provider meetings were held at approximately six week intervals.  Although teacher leaders were asked to attend, attendance was sporadic due to the timing of the meetings (two hours after school hours) which we could not adjust.  The provider meetings featured high level conversations, both about individual provider issues as well as big picture issues.  What started as a highly territorial group of independent T.A. providers has evolved into a collaborative group of consultants and coaches.

A partial listing of significant outcomes of the first two years of the SIG included:

· Administrator Feedback System Development:  superintendent and principal feedback systems that include input from critical contact groups;

· Extended Learning Opportunities:  expansion of fledgling ELO program; for example,more than 35 ELOs were scheduled during  summer 2012;

· Faculty Focus Groups:  regular meetings – during late start Wednesdays – of faculty study groups; several groups have requested time to continue work during the summer on topics such as personal learning plan development, student-led conference development, literacy strategy development, and 21st century learning skill development;

· Pittsfield Parent Connection:  establishment of new support and advocacy group of parents, led by parents; in spring 2012 the group administered an all-district survey of high school students, parents, and faculty members to determine family needs and to establish its short- and long-term agenda
. Another survey will be administered in spring 2013;

· Role Analysis:  analysis of all district roles, including students, conducted by students, faculty, administrators, and community members;

· Structured Reflections:  focus groups of students and staff to gain qualitative data for program development;

· Student-Led Conferences:  an increase of parent participation from less than 20% once a year to more than 90% twice a year;

· Teacher Evaluation and Growth System Development:  collaborative development of a new system with the cooperation of the local teacher union that establishes performance levels based on competencies rather than years of service.

i3 and Pittsfield.  In 2010, the Investing in Innovation (i3) grant was awarded to CSSR and the network of thirteen schools comprising the New England Network for Personalization and Performance.  The five-year grant supports schools in the redesign process to better prepare students for post-secondary success by supporting the demonstration of learning through rigorous performance assessments.  In an environment of anywhere, anytime learning, adult roles are shifted from the traditional model to becoming facilitators and coaches of learning.

As participants in this Network, Pittsfield has formed a team of teachers from the different disciplines to provide leadership within the school for performance task and assessment development, to participate in professional development with Network colleagues, and to visit model sites to learn more.  This process involvement will continue for the period 2010-2015.
Nellie Mae in Pittsfield.  As the SIG application was being completed, the Nellie Mae Education Foundation solicited letters of interest for its new District Level Systems Change (DLSC) grant program.  Because the goal of this program – the embrace of student centered learning approaches in relatively high poverty high schools in New England – aligned with Pittsfield’s mission and vision, the early redesign planning, and long-term aspects of the SIG work, the district made the decision to submit a letter of interest for the Foundation’s one year planning grant that was to lead to submission of a full grant proposal.

Beyond the initial letter, several layers of response to questions and documentation were required to move the district forward in the process.  In the end, after about eight months, the district was awarded one of seven one-year planning grants in preparation to submit the DLSC proposal.  The newly formed Community Advisory Council (CAC), which consisted of students, parents, community members, community and business leaders from out of town and region, faculty, and administrators, agreed to take on the task of completing and submitting the proposal.

To do so, the CAC divided itself into six sub-teams, each of which expanded to include additional members of the school community.  More than sixty individuals became a part of the immediate work of the six sub-teams:  best practices, communications, data, logic model, performance management, and policy.  Each of the teams conducted research that contributed to the eventual logic model that outlined school development in the district – with emphasis on the middle high school – over the next seven to ten years.

In doing so, the CAC and the district embraced the three elements of Nellie Mae’s theory of change:  change in instructional practices that support student centered learning, change in policies to support student centered learning, and community demand for change to support student centered learning.  The latter element required a new collaboration for the school:  the identification of and collaboration with a lead community partner who would support greater community engagement.

The district was fortunate to align with the Pittsfield Youth Workshop (PYW), a local youth services center with a twenty-five year history of outstanding service to the youth of Pittsfield.  With technical assistance from the Carsey Institute at the University of New Hampshire, the PYW formed a new entity – Pittsfield Listens – to facilitate engagement and give voice to those who have been or who have felt disenfranchised.  Carsey provided facilitation to support planning as well as training for both students and adult community members to assist in the facilitation process.

Pittsfield Listens then utilized a variety of strategies to gain community input into the planning process.  The range of strategies featured a series of listening sessions held at various non-school locations at various times to hear what community members felt was needed in the schools, with emphasis on the middle high school.  Several of the leading “needs” were already being addressed – improved communications between school and home, reinstatement of previously eliminated programs, better food in the cafeteria – and others found their way into the plan.

Coinciding with this work was the work of the six sub-teams in the development of the logic model and work plan.  For example, members of the best practices sub-team reviewed current school practices, researched effective and promising student centered practices, and visited schools that were implementing key practices.  The work of the sub-teams fed the logic model team, which organized the data and drafted the plan.

The logic model was organized around five critical areas for school development:  student achievement, student ownership for learning, 21st century skills, changes to adult roles, and community engagement.  Each of the five logic model areas were developed to include problem statements, strategies, performance indicators, and vision statements that described long term outcomes.  The logic model and work plan was shared with a range of community groups, including the participants in the Pittsfield Listens focus groups and the community at large in open community forums, along with the community leadership groups such as the Town’s Select Board.

The work of the CAC, sub-teams, and many community members – it is estimated that more than two hundred Pittsfield citizens and district employees had a direct hand in developing the plan – was rewarded by the announcement that the Foundation would give one of its four DLSC grants to Pittsfield.  Funding was guaranteed for three years with the possibility of a three-year renewal.  Early in 2012, the district began implementation with the assignment of two project managers who would direct the implementation process.

Immediate key aspects of the implementation included continuing and focusing the professional development initiated under SIG, the creation of systems for monitoring progress, the collaborative development of a long-term technology plan, and the creation of several new district positions, including a community liaison, dual enrollment and online learning coordinator, and technology integrator.  Funds would also support significant technology upgrades in the high school.

Because of the support that SIG provided, the district was able to get an early start on several aspects of the plan.  These included technology planning (for upgrades and a one-to-one environment), professional development for project based learning, and performance management strategies that importantly included role analysis of all district positions, including students.  This aspect of the work strongly supports role redefinition and sustainability.  School Board strategic planning is also supported in this context
.

At present, we have one SIG year remaining and expect to have more than four DLSC years ahead of us.  In the midst of this change, we are also challenged by the implementation of the nationally-driven Common Core State Standards and the Smarter Balanced Assessment Program.  The technology upgrade is bringing new challenges to all involved, as will the shift to competency-based grading and reporting, scheduled for fall 2013.

Of course, our local fiscal status remains a challenge.  We can fully expect to be tightening our belts once again in the upcoming budget season, so sustaining the current basic level of services will continue to be a challenge.  The small size of our district regularly prompts some community members to wonder aloud if the town would be better off financially by sending students out to neighboring school districts.

Our faculty has maintained a high level of commitment to student centered learning principles over recent years.  Much has been asked of them; the demands have been intensified because of our small size.  The need to take care of our people while we continue to push ahead with instructional and system changes will demand that a delicate balance be maintained as we move ahead.

We can take immense pride in the fact that we have successfully and creatively leveraged federal, regional and state dollars to move our schools into the 21st century.  As we continue to remodel our educational system, we are already seeing meaningful shifts in every aspect of the work, a shift that places students in the center of all that is done in the district.

�When did the survey go out?  Is this the same as the school climate survey?  If so, Ross says that it went out in May of 2012 MAY BE THE SAME ONE; IT MAY HAVE BEEN A BIT EARLIER THAN MAY; TOBI’D KNOW.


�I took out this paragraph, made some adaptations to it, and made it the conclusion of the case study.  Please see below.
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