STANDARD ON SCHOOL CULTURE AND LEADERSHIP

Narrative Essay

The Millennial school community  has consciously and continuously built a safe, positive, respectful, and supportive culture that fosters student responsibility for learning and results in shared ownership, pride, and high expectations for all over the years.  Student and teacher handbooks are revised each year and in the most recent revisions all new procedural and rule changes were assessed against the new core values and beliefs about learning to ensure the practices at the high school are aligned.  When the school board recently attempted to change a rule regarding student use of Web 2.0 tools, high school students effectively lobbied with school administrators and with the school board that the rule change was not in keeping with the 21st century learning expectation of “using technology appropriate and responsibly.”  The school’s leadership council and ancillary groups including students and parents examine data each year on disciplinary actions including incidences of vandalism and bullying in order to plan for program or activities that will improve the Millennial school climate and reduce the occurrence of those events.  A student mentoring program has been recognized as being useful to reducing bullying incidences and providing positive reinforcement.  Student and staff participation in a number of charity events, including relief efforts for Haiti, local fundraising for a student and his family who were severely injured in an accident, are the norm rather than the exception with large number of students taking pride in the community as well as the school.  A survey of all seniors as they leave Millennial HS illustrates every year that students report they “learned the most” from these community service efforts organized by the school. All students are challenged at MHS because the school’s learning expectations are intended for every student, and the capstone senior project requires students to illustrate what they have learned.  Recent efforts by teachers to make active student engagement a high priority are a result of new emphasis on high expectations for every student.  
Millennial High School is equitable, inclusive, and fosters heterogeneity, where every student, over the course of the high school experience is enrolled in a minimum of one heterogeneously grouped core class (English Language Arts, social studies, mathematics, science, or world language.)  In fact, every student at Millennial is enrolled in at least two heterogeneously grouped classes over the high school experience because all MHS student are required to take a ninth grade humanities course which is unleveled and heterogeneously grouped; in the senior year, all MHS students are once again grouped without levels in a civic/economics course.  Both of these courses are required for graduation.  Many students take other courses which are heterogeneously grouped or are unleveled, including a number of electives and many social studies courses.  While there are Advanced Placement courses available for students, enrollment is open to almost all of these courses as long as course prerequisites without a stipulation of specific grade or achievement level have been met.  Since the institution of this policy, enrollments in most AP courses have increased each year with a corresponding success rate of success on AP tests, thus providing more students with opportunity to earn college credit.
There is a formal, on-going program through which each student has an adult in the school, in addition to the school counselor, who knows the student well and assists the student in achieving the school’s 21st century learning expectations.   In 2005, when a team of teachers and administrators attended a national conference on personalization and returned to the school armed with the concept that no student should “fall through the cracks” and that every student should have at least one adult with whom he or she could make a formal and personal connection, the entire school community began a journey which included many conversations about the importance of such a program among students, staff, and parents.  After two years of conversations, a pilot program began with ninth and tenth grade students in the fall of 2008.  Every freshman and every sophomore was assigned to one adult in groups limited to no more than 12 students.  Twenty minutes of time was carved out for the purpose of meeting in advisory every third day in the block schedule.  The program met with so much success, to the surprise of many students and some teachers, that it was expanded to include students in grade 11 in 2009 and seniors have been added for the fall of 2010.  Training has been provided each year for teachers who are new to the program and new to the school, and a standing “advisory committee” meets regularly to hear suggestions, concerns, and to provide a program booklet with suggested grade-appropriate activities for teachers to use with their groups.  While the original concept of an advisory program at Millennial met with some resistance, the program as of the fall of 2010 has been fully implemented is an undeniable success for virtually all stakeholders. 
Because significant meeting time has been created around the idea of increased collaboration, the stage has been set for the principal and the professional staff to regularly engage in a variety of professional development efforts designed to improve student learning.  Through the use of three regularly scheduled meeting, each which includes an agenda, a protocol, and a specific purpose, teachers and leaders can be reflective, can pursue inquiry, and can analyze evidence related to teaching and learning.  English teachers have used content-based meeting time to review student work in order to establish exemplars of good writing.  Science teachers have examined lab reports to ensure that they require students to solve problems at a high level.  A particularly successful recent review of teaching practices called for teachers to share examples of their use of technology to improve student learning and to receive feedback from peers.  Most teachers reported that the collaboration resulted in ideas for integrating technology into lessons in a fashion which required higher-order thinking on the part of students rather than the development, for example of a power-point.  The result was that students were not only required to develop a power-point, but to use graphing and charting tools in the software to draw conclusions and make comparisons.

Teachers often use resources outside of the school to maintain currency with best practices.  While funds for professional development have not been as plentiful in the most recent year as in past years, teachers have still been able to access best practice information through free or low-cost webinars, through access to on-line journals, among others.  Some funding is still available for state and regional conference attendance and the school culture promotes and is designed for sharing of ideas when teachers return to Millennial with information.  The use of dedicated time for collaboration with and across the content areas as well as some time for teachers to meet across the district with subject-area teachers allows MHS teachers to focus significant time towards improving curriculum, instruction, and assessment practices.  Efforts over the past two years include curriculum mapping work in English, science, and the arts; review of assessment data to make significant changes in the mathematics curriculum; a school-wide focus on the use of essential questions for the purpose of not only integrating content areas but also engage students in higher-order thinking.  Professional development has been provided in the areas of differentiated instruction for every teacher.  Many teachers have read Marzano’s work What Really Works in Classrooms and have participated in lively discussions about some of the best practices.  While teachers always wish for more time to talk with their colleagues about improvements in student learning, they also recognized that the additional meeting time added over the past five years has contributed to a school culture which is genuinely focused on improved student learning.
School leaders regularly use research-based evaluation and supervision processes that focus on improved student learning.  In 2006 all district administrators were trained in supervision and evaluation process based on Charlotte Danielson’s work.  New administrators and new teachers are also provided with similar training to ensure that there is continuity in purpose and terminology.  Administrators are also part of a regional cooperative where the concept of supervision and evaluation is a regular topic for discussion, and administrators report this opportunity for collaboration with peers in similar roles is especially useful. Administrators focus much of their time with new teachers so that their resources are effectively used; however, veteran teachers express concern that they have not been able to receive as much feedback regarding their instructional practices as in past years due to increased work loads of administrators.  To address this concern, the principal has asked that department supervisors provide regular feedback to veteran teachers in the future.  In general teachers believe that feedback from supervisors is meant to be helpful and they attribute this to a school culture which is focused on collaboration.  
              The organization of time supports research-based instruction and the learning needs of all students; while time for teachers to collaborate is provided through early release and regularly meeting time, teachers are hopeful that the scheduling committee can carve out regular time during the school day for formal collaboration.  The block schedule which provides for 65 minutes of class time with one block dropped every day was developed to address the concept of providing flexible time for teachers to increase student engagement as well as depth of understanding.  As organized, the daily schedule can be easily adjusted for special programs without great impact to teachers and students; as well, the culture of the school promotes a collaborative spirit wherein teachers and students view learning time as extending beyond a given period during the day.   Teachers understand, as part of the culture, that they teach students, not content, and as such, they understand that a tenth grade program designed to inform students about the dangers of “texting” while driving may be more important than a content-based lesson.  The schedule also provides time for the school’s advisory program, and a standing committee which regularly examines requests for modifications to the schedule is working to find even more time for teach to collaborate.
Student load and class size enable teachers to meet the learning needs of individual students.  Despite some recent difficult economic times and a slight enrollment in enrollment over all four grades, MHS has been able to retain staff and to hire teachers when a teacher leaves the school.  Because class sizes, with a rare exception, do not exceed 24 students, teachers can personalize learning, and they have adequate time to provide feedback for all students.  A focus on school-wide writing has capped all ninth-grade classes at 20 students in an attempt to provide personal attention to students to help them adjust to grade nine and to provide multiple opportunities for students to write in all of their classes.  Based on the core value of personalized learning, the principal with the full support of the school board and the superintendent is adamant that ninth grade classes will not exceed 20 students.  Agreement was reached with all teachers that ninth grade classes should remain small so a visitor will notice that most 11th and 12th grade classes run consistently with 24 students.  Since the school holds true to the idea that teachers do not “own” a given course or grade level, almost all teachers have at least one or two sections with 9th or 10th grade students, thus reinforcing the concept that every teacher’s student load should be adequate to provide him or her with time to personalize learning.
The principal, working with other building leaders, provides instructional leadership that is rooted in the school’s core values, beliefs, and learning expectations.  When the current principal arrived at Millennial more than five years ago, he immediately began to engage teachers, parents, and students in conversations about how teaching and learning occurred at the school.  These conversations began during the summer of his arrival and they continued over the course of two years, followed with more specific conversations with the various stakeholders focused on areas of concern that had been identified in the original conversations.  Once the school’s statement of core values and beliefs about learning had been established and communicated, the principal began to ask various stakeholders reflect on some practices in light of the core values and beliefs about learning.  For example, the school had long operated with two assistant principal, one of whom was focused on student disciplinary issues and another who was focused on the school schedule, working with department leaders, and who shared responsibility for evaluating teachers with the principal.  In order to address the concept of the “whole child” and to ensure that teaching and learning became the primary focus of every professional staff member in the school, the principal reorganized administrative responsibilities so both assistant principals worked with the instructional programs and both worked with a group of students when consequences were necessary.  When new programs, course, rules, policies, or procedures are introduced, the principal insists that the developers of any of these new programs look at the intent to ensure the new program is aligned with the core values and the beliefs about learning.  If for example, a new program does not promote collaboration, most stakeholders know that the program will not be approved by the leadership team.  In the spirit of collaboration, the leadership team includes not only the three building administrators, but three department leaders and three teachers who are not department leaders, two students, and four parents.  In the past two years the school’s website has become a focal point for communication.  Relating to the core value of ensuring that parents are partners, the school booster club funded a full-time website coordinator stipend and the school’s website has since become the hub of instant communication with updates made three times per day.  Parents, teachers, and students can not only see daily events and special programs, but the connection of each of these programs to the school’s learning expectation is also highlighted.  In this way, parents and students are becoming equally knowledgeable about what the school hopes to provide for every student at Millennial.  
As a core value, the concept of parents as partners in the education of their children along with the concept of students as active participants in their education requires that teachers, students, and parents are involved in meaningful and defined roles in decision-making that promote responsibility and ownership.  There are opportunities for those participants on the leadership team to be significant involved in this way.  In addition the school often gathers information from parents and students via on-line survey tools in order to gather feedback about existing programs and to gather view about new programs and policies. For example, as the advisory program was being designed and implement surveys were often used to gather feedback from students and teachers.   However, some parents wish for more involvement in school-decision making although they suggest they are generally satisfied with the programs and decisions at the school.  When budget cuts were necessary last year, parents were queried about the programs they least wanted to lose, should any cuts be necessary.  Two students are also members of the school board although they do not have voting power regarding financial matters.  Many parents are involved in fund-raising efforts in two major booster groups – one for all co-curricular programs and another in the form of an education foundation that support one-time initiatives to improve education.  While there is some level of decision-making within each of these groups, they are not primarily sources for decision-making for parents.  

Because of the school’s focus on a culture of collaboration, teachers are expected to exercise initiative and leadership essential to the improvement of the school.  These efforts are primarily designed to increase students’ engagement in learning.   When teachers are hired at Millennial they are told that there are opportunities for career advancement in terms of teachers as leaders.  The school operates with a primary decision-making body, explained earlier, that call for four teachers who are not administrators or department leaders.  The standing committee function also offers opportunities for teachers to participate, observe leaders in action, and to exercise leadership.  Many teachers praise the mentoring from all three administrators and from their department leaders and cite this as a school-wide strength.  Teachers are provided opportunities to organize programs, to facilitate groups on professional days, and to apply leadership skills on other committees within the school district.   
The school board, superintendent, and principal are collaborative, reflective, and constructive in achieving the school’s 21st century learning expectations.  When the superintendent hired the current principal, the school board had already made clear to her that she should be looking for traits:  a reflective leader who would involved stakeholders in meaningful ways and a leader who would ensure that every focus I the school was aimed at increasing student engagement.  Thus, when the superintendent hired the principal, her process included many stakeholders to help with the decision, and these stakeholders knew what they were looking for.  Thus, the relationship of the superintendent and the principal is strong, collegial, and the boundaries are clear.  While the principal understands that the superintendent has final responsibility for all district financial decisions, he also understands that she will not permit parents, teachers, or students to bypass him with requests.  Frequent and effective communication occurs between the superintendent and all her district principals at bi-weekly meetings which the principal describes as collaborative discussion about topics.  Both the superintendent and the principal understand their roles, are good listeners, and value communication.
The school board and superintendent provide the principal with sufficient decision-making authority to lead the school.   The school board has been clear that every principal in the district is responsible for the instructional programs at their respective schools, and the policy manuals are clear that principals have decision-making authority for these programs.  The school board is regularly provided with training regarding their roles and responsibilities as new members join and leave the board.  In this way, principals are confident that stakeholders not only understand the “chain of command” but are also clear that the principal has the most in-depth understanding of the school, its students, and the programs that are necessary for students to succeed.  While the principal reports at school board meetings on local decision, school board members understand that their role is not to challenge these local decisions but to provide support for them.  School board members understanding the schools core values and beliefs about learning, and they approved these as well as the school’s learning expectations.  They also understand that a key part of their role is to provide funding for the school for staff, programs, equipment, supplies, and adequate facilities so that the school can ensure every students is able to achieve the learning expectations.  When the advisory program was introduced in recent years, the school communicated often with the school board about why the program was important, what impact it would have, what concerns might be expected, and what changes would need to be made in the schedule.  A testament to the school’s board understanding of their role as well as their trust in the principal was that the only question raised was, “How much money do you need from us each year to make this program work?”
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

SCHOOL CULTURE AND LEADERSHIP
Under the direction of a strong principal whose focus is primarily the improvement of teaching and learning, the Millennial school community has built a safe, positive, respectful, and supportive culture where shared ownership, pride, and high expectations are the norm.  Every student is enrolled in a minimum of two heterogeneously grouped core classes, illustrating an equitable culture that fosters heterogeneity.  As well, the school’s advisory program ensures every student has one adult who knows the student well and assists the student in achieving the 21st century learning expectations.  Teachers value collaborative, are provided with significant meeting time for this purpose, and they use the time wisely to improve the curriculum, their instruction, or assessment strategies.  Teachers also value and use a variety of professional resources to maintain their currency with best practices and with their content areas.  School leaders use a supervision and evaluation process that provides teachers with meaningful feedback.  The school’s schedule is designed to meet the learning needs of students although it has not necessarily been built around time for teachers to collaborate during the school day.  Teachers have reasonable class sizes and loads so that they can address the needs of individual students.  The principal focuses all aspects of the school on its core values and on key beliefs about learning, including a collaborative culture for teachers, students who are highly engaged in learning, and parents who feel engaged as partners.  Teachers are expected to be leaders and are provided opportunities to assume these roles.  The school board and superintendent fully support the principal and his decisions through their collaborative and constructive approach.  For these reasons, the rating of the Standard 5 committee is exemplary. 
STRENGTHS:

· A school culture characterized by a safe, positive, respectful, and supportive climate that fosters students responsibility

· A school culture characterized by a collaborative spirit among adults which results in shared ownership and high expectations for students

· A highly developed sense of school pride due to significant involvement of students and staff in community services and global relief efforts

· A student mentoring programs which has made great strides towards reducing bullying

·  An equitable school where heterogeneity is fostered and every student is enrolled in a minimum of two heterogeneously grouped core classes
· an advisory program with built-in systems for review and improvement which serves to personalize learning for all students and helps every student to have a personal connection with at least one adult in addition to the school counselor

· the provision of significant meeting time and the use of protocols for the purpose of teacher collaboration around curriculum, instruction, and assessment

· teachers who use a variety of resources outside of the school to maintain currency with best practices

· the provision of significant professional development for all teachers based on a school-wide goal of increasing student engagement in learning

· school leaders who regularly use research-based evaluation and supervision processes to focus on and improve student learning

· a school schedule which supports flexible instruction time

· adequate student loads and class sizes so that teachers can personalize instruction

· the  strong instructional leadership conveyed by the principal and rooted in the school’s core values and beliefs about learning

· the provision of meaningful roles for students, parents, and teachers and the decision-making process

· the strongly collaborative and constructive relationship between the principal, superintendent and school board which is focused on ensuring every student achieves the school’s learning goals

NEEDS:

· Provide collaborative meeting time that occurs during the school day, in addition to time already provided in after-school meetings

· Ensure regular and timely feedback for veteran teachers from administrators and supervisers  

· Provide opportunities to increase the number of parents and students in meaningful decision-making

Please note:  Because this sample school rated itself exemplary in its adherence to the Standard on School Culture and Leadership, there are many more “strengths” than “needs.”  
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