
STANDARD ON CURRICULUM

Narrative Essay

The Millennial High School curriculum is currently being guided by a purposeful design to ensure that all students practice and achieve each of the school’s 21st century learning expectations.   The curriculum is designed to ensure that all students, regardless of their chosen overall course of study and their individual course selections, are exposed to a range of experiences that prepares them to meet all of the school’s five academic expectations.  For example, all curricula have at least a minimal emphasis on the use of technology and prescribe specific instructional strategies that require the use of technology in order to allow students “to be ethical, discerning, and able retrievers and users of information.”  As well, the school has identified which content areas are primarily and secondarily responsible for teaching each of the seven 21st century learning expectations.  Additionally, all curriculum documents are driven by essential questions that require students to be “critical and analytical.”  The Millennial High School curricula are living documents and are subject to review on a cyclical basis.  Not all of the documents are at the same place on the review cycle continuum and won’t be until all have gone through their review as part of the district’s five-year curriculum review cycle.  Those that have most recently benefited from revision and review since the recent adoption of the Millennial High School Core Values and Beliefs and Learning Expectations are, for instance, more reflective of the school’s commitment to the above-referenced goal of being “ethical, discerning, and able retrievers of information.”  Additionally, since its  establishment, the standing Core Values Committee reviews all proposals for changes in curriculum, instruction, assessment, policy, and procedures to ensure, among other things, that at the very least the proposals are neutral toward, and the very best strongly support, the achievement of the school’s 21st century learning expectations.  Since the establishment of that standing Committee, all curriculum proposals have first been vetted by that group before advancing for further discussion and adoption.  
The curriculum is being rewritten in a common format that includes units of study with essential questions, concepts, content, and skills; the school’s 21st century learning expectations; instructional strategies; and assessment practices that include the use of school-wide analytic and course-specific rubrics.  The school’s curriculum is under a constant review as part of the district’s five-year curriculum review cycle with two subject areas being reviewed each year.  The new district director of curriculum developed a common curriculum template that includes all of the requisite items from the indicator.  Upon the approval of the school’s new Core Values, Beliefs about Education, and Learning Expectations, a quick review of all documents was completed to ensure that the newly identified and/or newly named expectations were specifically identified in the documents.  As each of the subject areas is reviewed, activities to respond to those specific expectations are newly aligned or adjusted to reflect the new points of emphasis in the 21st century expectations.  Similarly, the documents are being updated with language regarding the new analytic rubrics and the need for the universal use by teachers of both the newly developed analytic and the traditionally used course-specific rubrics.  The district and school has completed two years of the cycle of curriculum revision and is in the midst of the third.  Teachers in those content areas who have already included essential questions and formative assessment strategies are encouraged about the focus on depth of understanding these component can provide to drill deeper into topics.   
Upon the adoption of the new 21st century learning expectations, as a starting point the various departments identified those expectations for the teaching and assessing of which they would assume responsibility at both a primary and supportive level. Since the district curriculum review cycle is based on a backwards design model, all of the curriculum deliberations then began with that identification of, and emphasis on, the relevant 21st century expectations being targeted in a particular curriculum.  The process  distilled those expectations as essential questions.  The discussion of content, skills, instructional strategies, and finally assessment strategies followed.  Each subject area pursued that same sequence: 21st century expectation working backwards to essential questions, to concepts/content/skills, to instructional strategies, and finally to assessment techniques.  That process resulted in fidelity to the Core Values and Beliefs about education as identified by the school. 
Curricula that have undergone the comprehensive revision show more suggested content and skills tied directly to the 21st century learning expectations for that subject area, more prescribed and suggested instructional activities that are related to the school’s newly developed Core Values and Beliefs.  For instance, the newly revised curricula all place greater emphasis in the appropriate subject areas on being “productive contributors to group efforts,” on being “ethical, discerning, and able retrievers of information,” and on being “globally aware.”   In a similar vein, the suggested instructional practices in the newly revised documents are much more driven by the school’s Core Values and Beliefs about Education and Learning Expectations.

The curriculum to varying degrees emphasizes depth of understanding and application of knowledge through inquiry and problem solving, higher order thinking, cross disciplinary learning, authentic learning opportunities both in and out of school, and informed and ethical use of technology.  The curriculum review cycle has highlighted these concepts as a major focus for curriculum review and revision.  In some subject areas authentic learning is and always has been the goal:   music/drama, art, technology education, and consumer and family sciences.  The goal of authentic application was targeted for a capstone project in grade 12 as a graduation requirement with a mandated component of community outreach. The curriculum displays an increased commitment to project-based units in all disciplines, with all grade 11 and 12 science classes exhibiting science projects, by the requirement for a research paper in current events in all civics and democracy course classes, and by yearly exhibitions and reading of writing from junior and senior English classes.  Cross disciplinary learning is represented in the freshman Humanities includes English, social sciences, music, and art concepts in a thematic approach.  In addition, the English and social studies departments are working jointly on adjusting the sequencing of the US History and junior English curricula to align the treatment of the historical topics with selected readings of period literature.  During the past two years, the department chairs council has developed a theme for the second semester of each year upon which it is expected that every content area will make connections:  most recently, “the greening of American and its impact” has been the topic upon which every content area has focused time.  With the recent cut in administrative staffing, the combination of the leadership positions in technology and science has had the positive outcome of bringing technology and science instructors together resulting in a proposal for a joint course offering involving the CAD instructor and the physics and physical science teachers.  The capstone project that is part of the graduation requirements mandates that students approach their project thematically to ensure that the finished product is sourced and is then applicable across multiple subject areas.   Although discussions are ongoing on a number of additional fronts, the general tightness of the schedule and the lack of opportunities for cross-disciplinary meetings have prevented the school from making further progress in this area.  
Inquiry and problem-solving, as is required in the curriculum template, and higher order thinking, are increasingly being emphasized with the district’s commitment to the reliance on essential questions in the development of the curriculum.  All textbook purchases, particularly in mathematics and science are based on their commitment to inquiry and problem-solving.  English and social studies teachers are required to address and assess student mastery of concepts through the use of higher level questioning that deals with overarching concepts.  For example, world history students explore the theme of revolution, its goals and causes, in order to move beyond simply studying dates and participants in the British, American, French, and Russian revolutions.  Additional English electives and some of the reading options in the English core curriculum are theme and concept-centered.

The school provides a number of options for students to apply learning beyond the school campus.  Millennial High School has taken advantage of the local community college’s dual enrolment program.  In any given semester, 15-20 students are taking courses for credit at the community college not only during the school day (if the student’s schedule allows) but also during the late afternoon and evening sessions.  Summer school enrichment offerings are also available at the community college.  Many of the community college options involve field experience.  The school also has a dedicated area just off the library media center for student enrollment in Virtual High School offerings.  The guidance department in concert with the local chamber of commerce has several formal job shadowing programs with local businesses and a limited number of externships.  The guidelines for the school’s capstone project require students to engage the community in their projects.  In turn, the community has been totally supportive in providing time, access, space, and guidance for students to complete their projects.  Community members have volunteered to serve on panels judging the student projects, which illustrate real-world authentic application of knowledge and skills and which meet civic and social expectation for students “to be productive contributors to group efforts in service, employment, and life experiences” and are in concert with the school’s core belief that “students learn best when the entire community fully supports their learning in all regards.” 
All departments are currently requiring the informed and ethical use of technology be part of lessons.  In  fact, the Millennial High School 21st century learning expectations requires it as well. All departments require students to demonstrate information retrieval skills and the effective use of technology as part of that process as part of their learning and research.  All departments require students to include electronic enhancements to their classroom presentations, from the simple use of graphics and PowerPoint, to the use of the Internet in class to support their work, to the development of websites, and the use of on-line survey sites for undertaking their research.  The academic expectation “to be effective communicators in…speaking” details, as does the rubric developed to assess the achievement of it, the requirement that students support their oral communication with “electronic resources.”  For instance portions of the capstone project must be presented orally with visual/technological support.  As part of the teacher supervision and evaluation process all teachers (probationary teachers yearly, professional status teachers every three years) are required to provide a self-assessment of their development/use of specific strategies  that are directly reflective of the school’s core values and belief and support the achievement by their students of the 21st century learning expectations.  Thus, the school’s core values and beliefs, the curriculum which is nearing completion of alignment with the learning expectations, and the Curriculum Standard components are highly congruent.
The school has adopted several strategies to ensure clear alignment between the written and taught curriculum, resulting in a growing level of alignment, but this is an area that requires constant monitoring.   As noted earlier, all curriculum documents now identify the relevant learning expectations from the school’s 21st century learning expectations that are the focus of that curriculum offering.  During formal, announced classroom observations, teachers present lesson plans to the observer that include the identification of the expectations upon which that lesson is focused.  Teachers are expected “prior to each unit of study” to “communicate to students the school’s applicable 21st century learning expectations…to be assessed.”  The observer expects to see that identification take place if the instructor at that point is introducing a new unit or a new element of the ongoing unit.  Departmental administrators require periodically that teachers provide copies of their self-created unit exams.  Additionally all final exams have common assessments that proportionately assess the student mastery of the curriculum and of the learning expectations identified as the focus of that course.  School personnel analyze the results of those common assessments to assess the focus of the curriculum and the efficacy of various instructional practices.  Although teachers in some departments, e.g., English language arts, can exercise latitude in assigning readings from a range of offerings, all essential questions, concepts, content, and skills must be taught.  Teachers in sequential courses, e.g., Algebra 1, foreign language, world history, meet annually at year’s end to ensure consistent coverage of concepts and content.  In addition, departmental administrators review the results gathered through the now required use of the school-wide rubrics by teachers to ensure sufficient opportunities for all students to practice and achieve these expectations.

Limited curricular coordination exists between all academic areas within the school;   communication within departments is growing; and communication with sending schools in the district exists at a higher level.  Millennial High School provides individual departments time to meet collaboratively through several modes.  The school’s meeting options allow department meetings to be held at least once a month and also allow departments to periodically schedule an additional meeting.  Specifically, the school is able to hold after school meetings three times per month.  In practice one of the three is devoted to content area or department work, another is designated as the monthly faculty meeting, while the third available time slot is scheduled on a random but somewhat equitable basis for school-wide activities under the direction of the school leadership team or is used as a second department level meeting.   Following the adoption of a model designed by the new principal, the department leaders have changed the format of department meetings considerably.  While previously department meeting times were consumed with “administrivial” and informational tasks, departmental leaders now handle all routine communication through the school’s e-mail system.  The new focus of the allotted time to engage in curriculum development or in discussions/sharing of instructional and assessment practices has also promoted greater collegiality.  In keeping with the district-wide initiative, the school recently has been devoting much of that meeting time to preparing for or engagement in the ongoing five-year curriculum review cycle.  Some departments are in the preliminary phase of curriculum development, some are in their actual year of intense work on revision, while those that have completed the actual revision are monitoring the delivery of the curriculum and assessing the quality of the new curriculum in its actual application.  Thus, department members who teach like courses are able to compare strategies and results and are able to exchange data to ensure seamless curricular transitions from year to year.  With the exception, however, of the subject areas where (due to budget limitations) department leadership positions have been consolidated, e.g., foreign language/ELL, science/technology education, music/art, there is little opportunity for formal communication across departments.  Also as noted above, this consolidation has resulted already in joint curriculum discussions between science and technology teachers, but that was less the result of a formal plan than the result of a fortuitous harmonic convergence.  The alignment that is taking place between the English language art and social studies department also referenced above was established specifically and individually at the urging of the district curriculum director and is being supported by a stipend for additional hours of work.  The departments, on those occasions when they receive the benefit of the extra monthly meeting, are usually engaged substantially in the curriculum review within their own area.  The district’s released time days on occasion provide further opportunities for collaboration but those days, although devoted to worthwhile district-identified priorities, rarely provide opportunities for free collaboration across subject areas.  For instance, a recent workshop on the development of course-specific rubrics mixed in personnel from across subject areas but the focus of the session did not allow time for cross-department conversations related specifically to curriculum.  The school’s five-year curriculum review cycle is providing a solid framework for improving both the vertical and horizontal articulation of curriculum.  As noted elsewhere the district director of curriculum has dedicated considerable time and resources to this task.  Time already available is now being used in a focused, organized fashion for curriculum development.  
Vertical articulation has additionally been much improved; the director or curriculum has dedicated several of the released time days to formal meetings between high school teachers and teachers from the two sending middle schools in the district.  Initially those meetings were devoted to the simple alignment of the two schools’ curriculum to ensure seamless transitions, but the meetings have now evolved into sophisticated discussions regarding the adoption of new sequential curricula and, even more promising, a sharing of assessment results to look at student achievement along a grade 6-12 continuum.  At the request of the principal there have been some conversations about dedicating on some regular basis that third meeting every month to the planned pairing of departments in order to increase the opportunities for curricular cross-pollenization.  Also under discussion based on a proposal from the new principal is a restructuring of the school that, while not totally eschewing the departmental model, would establish several professional learning communities that would each comprise a cross section of the school and thereby provide a somewhat organic model for increasing school curricular coherence.

The principal has also re-designed the model for the bi-weekly school leadership (departmental leaders and assistant principals) meetings and the regular monthly faculty meetings.  All routine administrivia, requests, and informational items are now handled, just as in the case of the department meetings, through the use of the school’s  e-mail system.  The leadership meetings are now focused on curriculum, instructional, and assessment sharing on a rotating basis by the department leaders, a model that is then duplicated in the department meetings.  Faculty meetings are now devoted less to discussions of school policy and procedure and more often to sharing the best practices related to curriculum, instruction, and assessment that have been culled from the department meetings and leadership meeting.  The faculty meeting is evolving into a school-wide professional learning team. 
Curriculum guides exist currently as noted above in various stages of review and revision and exist for distinct levels, K-5, 6-8 and 9-12.  While the current five-year review cycle is ongoing, the district director of curriculum anticipates eventually producing integrated K-12 documents.

The sufficiency of staffing, instructional materials, technology, equipment, supplies, facilities, and the resources of the library/media center varies in the level to which it supports the curriculum, including the co-curricular programs and other learning opportunities.  Staffing at Millennial High School is generally sufficient.  Budgetary pressures have resulted in class sizes rising marginally, but class size ranges and averages as illustrated by the data supporting this report are still within acceptable limits.  The high school enrollment has had a slight downturn so that some staff cuts have been effected through attrition and, therefore, with no negative consequences.  Projections for the next four years, however, show enrollment bottoming out in 2011 but then increasing at about a five to six percent rate for several years thereafter.  So, although staffing is sufficient presently, enrollment patterns and staffing needs require close monitoring.  The district has faithfully supplied sufficient levels of instructional materials and supplies including small annual percentage increases although at times, usually at the end of the school/fiscal years, chronic shortages of basic supplies develop, including Xerox paper, printer ink, clay for art projects, etc.  Generally, departmental administrators have learned to encumber and spend their budgets early in the fiscal year to ensure they are not victims of line item transfers later in the year to shore up departments and areas subject to shortages.  Scarcity of availability and sometimes limited access to technology is becoming a critical issue as the school revises curriculum to include deeper integration and use of technology as a tool for teaching and learning.  As more teachers see technology in that light, the demand for access either in classrooms, or by way of the school’s small number of computer labs (supplemented with one mobile computer cart), or in the library/media center, the current availability is being stretched to its absolute limit.  Additionally, the school’s push to encourage more students to pursue their education beyond high school has also taxed not only the available technology but also the science facilities.  As more students elect to take more years of science classes that are supported with labs, the school has reached its absolute scheduling limit in the science labs.  The only alternatives once the enrollment starts to increase in two years will be to ration either the amount of students who are provided access to certain courses, e.g., juniors after seniors, sophomore after juniors, AP courses with absolute priority, etc., or to ration the use of the science labs by individual classes   and thereby limit the degree of lab-based learning, or simply eliminate the multiple lab periods for some science classes.  All/any of those options are in conflict with the school’s core values and beliefs and will undermine the school’s ability to deliver a 21st century science curriculum.  A further element affecting the delivery of the curriculum is the library/media center’s ability to support the curriculum.  In addition to the increasingly overtaxed technology resources available now in the library/media center, the school lacks a clear vision on how best to support the curriculum, i.e., by equitably (50-50) rationing resources between the technology and the print needs in the library or by simply making a commitment to technology and lessening the budgetary commitment to print resources.  At present co-curricular programs are sufficiently supported and, in fact due to the generosity of the teachers, the community, local businesses, booster clubs, and  institutions of higher learning in providing additional options, co-curricular opportunities for students are increasing in number even in these tight fiscal times. 
The district has made considerable progress in providing the professional staff with sufficient personnel, time, and financial resources for ongoing and collaborative development, evaluation, and revision of curriculum using assessment results and current research.    Over the past two years the director of curriculum, a newly created position, and the new principal have forged a solid and productive working relationship.  The district director has clearly identified the lines of authority in curriculum, delineating which responsibilities fall to the high school principal and department leaders and which fall under the umbrella authority of the district director, such as the meetings between the middle and high school personnel.  The district, however, due to budget constraints, recently eliminated three department leadership positions and assigned the authority to oversee curriculum in those three areas to other department leaders who had responsibility in somewhat allied areas, technology education being assigned to the department leader in science, responsibility for ELL assigned to foreign language, and responsibility for art assigned to music.  This model is currently serving at best a custodial function and in the long term, it may not serve to advance the curriculum interests of all of those areas so affected sufficiently and equitably.   The district director designed the five-year model for curriculum review that is now in place so that each department is now subject to a top-to-bottom review every five years, with two departments under review each year.  During the year of that review the district director sets aside funding from the superintendent’s budget to support textbook purchases necessitated by revisions to the curriculum and to fund professional development and/or the purchase of ancillary materials that are available with some textbook purchase packages.  The director, additionally, is currently researching curriculum mapping software to streamline the process and to provide a standardized software-based format that includes protocols and categories beyond the district’s curriculum template.  The five-year cycle as currently designed calls for the analysis of student performance data as part of the review, but in the first year (but less so in the second year) of the implementation of the cycle, there was incomplete data to review because prior to the arrival of the new principal and the new district director of curriculum, no organized schemata existed to guide the collection and analysis of the data or to even identify the data sources that were to be mined.  Another obstacle was the lack of sufficient time for teachers dedicated to data analysis and to the discussion of best practices in curriculum.  Discussions are under way to effectively identify and designate meeting times for those purposes, whether they be the regular faculty and department meetings, the time available during the third monthly faculty meeting, the time available during the district’s release time days, or time that will be made available at stipend-supported summer workshops and/or professional development.  As noted above, at present there is a schism, if not at least a difference of opinion, between the teacher/department leaders and the library/media personnel regarding the most effective manner to ensure that library/media services supports curriculum development and library/media personnel are involved at least at a very basic level in the curriculum review/development process.  
In addition to the formal five-year curriculum review cycle, the district director of curriculum and the principal are developing a protocols to guide interested parties who wish to pursue new course offerings or to revise current offerings in the years between the department’s turn in the five-year cycle.  Those protocols when completed will outline what needs to become part of the proposal, e.g., the rationale of the proposal, the manner in which it advances the school’s core values, the manner in which it is aligned with the beliefs about learning, the research underpinning the proposal, funding requirements, etc.  Overall, the school has made great strides in providing personnel, time and financial resources for these purposes in the past two years.  Fortunately, attitudes and the level of commitment to the task remain very positive and high even as more work remains.
STANDARD ON CURRICULUM
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Millennial High School has a curriculum that is increasingly guided by a purposeful design to ensure that all students practice and achieve each of the school’s 21st century learning expectations.  The new core values and beliefs are a consistently growing influence in the development and review of the school’s curriculum.  The school’s five-year curriculum review cycle compares the entire curriculum against its ability to advance those core values and beliefs and to enhance the achievement of the school’s 21st century learning expectations.

The school has developed a common template and format to ensure that all curriculum documents include the necessary parts.   

The curriculum to varying degrees emphasizes depth over breadth and to varying degrees emphasizes inquiry and problem-solving, higher order thinking, cross-disciplinary learning, authentic learning opportunities, and informed and ethical use of technology.  There are sterling examples of the school’s emphasis on those curricular traits spread across the various disciplines but each discipline needs to work on those traits that are not sufficiently in evidence.  Two areas are receiving attention across the board: the integrated use of technology as a tool for teaching and learning and the demand for higher order thinking as a way to motivate and prepare a larger percentage of students for post-high school education.


Procedures for ensuring the clear alignment between the written and taught curriculum are in place.  This alignment will continue to improve as the various areas complete the review/revision of their respective curricula.


Vertical and horizontal curriculum articulation has improved remarkably.  The principal has adopted several processes and re-allocated the use of available time for meetings to create opportunities for closer collaboration across and within departments.  The district director of curriculum has markedly improved the level of curriculum articulation with the sending schools in the district.  More still needs to be done in identifying further times and modalities for collegial discussion about curriculum.


Budgetary support for curriculum varies in its adequacy.  For staffing, supplies, and instructional materials support is currently adequate.  However, problems do exist.  The adequacy of technology to support the delivery of the curriculum, the availability of sufficient number of science labs to support the changing enrollment pattern in science classes, the predicted increased enrollment, and the increased curricular emphasis on inquiry and problem-solving are issues that need to be addressed.


Significant progress has been made in the support provided for the evaluation of the curriculum.  The addition of the district curriculum director and the commitment by the principal to this priority are to be commended.  Simultaneously, however, several curriculum leadership positions have been eliminated, undermining the ability to provide curricular guidance and support to teachers in an equitable fashion.  Positive progress is being made in increasing time available for collegial discussions focused on curriculum and cross-disciplinary learning.


Based on the CPSS Rating Guide for the Standard on Curriculum, Millennial High School believes its compliance with the Curriculum Standard is ACCEPTABLE.   
Strengths:
· The development and adoption of a curriculum template that includes all of the requisite traits identified in Indicator two of the Standard
· The design and implementation of a curriculum review process that guarantees a comprehensive review of  all curriculum documents on a five-year cycle

· The use of elements of the Core Values and Beliefs and the 21st Century Learning Expectations to guide the identification of prescribed and suggested instructional strategies 
· The focus of authentic application evident in the school’s commitment to a capstone project as a graduation requirement 

· The development and implementation of the Humanities program as a method of encouraging cross-disciplinary learning

· The development of the world history theme of “revolutions” by the social studies department as an example of a course driven primarily by essential questions

· The broad range of available options for students to expand their learning beyond the school campus
· The adoption of a number of strategies to monitor the alignment of the written and the taught curriculum
· The restructuring of faculty and department meeting agendas and formats to provide an increase in time and opportunities for discussions about curriculum development, revision, and delivery
· The generally sufficient provision of staffing, instructional materials, equipment, and supplies to support the delivery of the curriculum and the achievement of the school’s learning expectations
· The funding by the district of the director of curriculum position to oversee the review, revision, and development of curriculum on a K-12 basis
Needs:

· Complete the five-year curriculum cycle to bring all curricula to a common level of adherence to the Standard on Curriculum and to ensure that the entire school curriculum is driven by the Core Values and Beliefs and supports the achievement of the school’s 21st century learning expectations
· Develop strategies to ensure a sufficient commitment across all subject area curricula to inquiry and problem solving, higher order thinking, cross disciplinary learning, and authentic learning opportunities both in and out of school
· Develop processes for planning and supporting a wider range of cross-disciplinary opportunities for integrated learning
· Develop processes to strengthen communication across disciplines within the school, to ensure the integration of curriculum, and to encourage the development of cross-disciplinary curricula 
· Assess the need for enhanced technology services to support the curriculum in light of the school’s growing commitment to technology use as an important element in the curriculum
· Assess the needs for updated science laboratory facilities in light of the predicted growth in enrollment, the important role in the school’s core values of inquiry-based learning, and the school’s initiative to engage more student in highly demanding curriculum
· Provide sufficient leadership personnel to ensure that curriculum initiatives are closely guided and monitored within all subject areas
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