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Introduction

In November 2003, the Holyoke School District was one of two school districts declared “underperforming” by the Massachusetts Board of Education pursuant to the provisions of the Federal No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act. This designation triggered more intensive involvement by staff from the Massachusetts Department of Elementary & Secondary Education (DESE)
 in formulating a district improvement plan to identify and address the “root causes of their students’ low performance.” At that point, Holyoke was the lowest performing district on the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) in the state.

This was the first time that any school district in Massachusetts had received such a designation. Because NCLB was relatively new at the time, there was only limited experience in DESE or even in other state education agencies regarding appropriate responses to such state action. As such, DESE policies were still evolving when Holyoke received its designation. Nevertheless, DESE staff did have experience in working with struggling schools and school districts (including Holyoke) under the state’s own education reform initiatives, begun in the mid-1990’s. These experiences were applied by DESE in identifying appropriate strategies and developing effective practices for responding to Holyoke’s new designation.

In September 2004, the Holyoke School District completed the development of its comprehensive Turnaround Plan with the active involvement and support of DESE. At the same time, DESE decided to recruit and fund an external school improvement organization to serve as the Turnaround Partner for the Holyoke School District. 

Like all state education agencies, DESE had considerable experience in supporting the work of such organizations – either using its own or Federal education funds. Generally, this work focused on individual schools, although at times it also focused on district-wide or district-level functions. Similarly, the Holyoke School District had considerable experience over the years in working with outside education organizations around a host of specific, school-based education improvement projects. Some of these organizations had been actively sought out by the school district. Most had approached the school district themselves.

However, the role envisioned for the new Turnaround Partner appeared to be more ambitious and expansive than these previous partnerships. As such, both DESE and the Holyoke School District had little precedent and few guidelines to follow in their search for the Turnaround Partner. DESE considered institutions of higher education and non-profit organizations based in Massachusetts. Ultimately, the decision was made to choose America’s Choice (AC) as the Turnaround Partner. 

A team of administrators from Holyoke, led by the Holyoke Superintendent, met with AC leadership and visit schools working with AC. Several reported coming away impressed with the program design, the quality of staff, the reaction of the schools, and the evidence of success. However, the decision to select AC as the Turnaround Partner was made by DESE as the funding agency and negotiations with AC were led primarily by DESE officials. 

America’s Choice is a national school improvement organization. It was originally created in the late 1990’s by the National Center for Education and the Economy (NCEE). In 2004, it was re-organized as a for-profit subsidiary of NCEE and continues to function in that capacity. According to its website, the mission of AC is to produce: “students who leave high school ready to do college work without remediation; schools we would want our children to attend; and schools that get all students to high standards, no matter where they start.”

The working relationship between AC and the Holyoke Public Schools began differently than most AC-school relationships. Typically, AC was invited to work on school improvement efforts by the school rather than being imposed on the school by the state or even the district. In addition, AC primarily worked with individual schools rather than district-wide or at a district level. As such, its programmatic models were generally focused on school-level rather than district-level interventions. Both DESE and AC recognized these limitations when this partnership was formed. However, both organizations believed that the AC strategies and models were sufficiently flexible to be adapted to the district-level and that its staff was sufficiently experienced to operate at this level. AC began its work in Holyoke as the Turnaround Partner in Spring 2005.

DESE contracted with The Meristem Group, LLC (TMG), an independent consulting group based in Massachusetts, in December 2007 to conduct an evaluation of the Holyoke Turnaround Initiative. In designing and conducting this evaluation, TMG was asked to assess and document the nature and extent of its progress to ensure that all stakeholders can better understand its operation and impact over the last three plus years. In addition, TMG was asked to develop recommendations to guide the future development of the Initiative and to identify lessons learned from this experience that could inform DESE, school districts, and outside organizations for future turnaround efforts in other communities.

This report represents the results of the TMG evaluation. Section 1 describes the elements and implementation process for the Initiative. It describes the four original elements of the Initiative and the fifth element that emerged during the course of the Initiative. It also describes the major adjustments and accommodations made in each element during the course of the Initiative. Section 2 assesses the progress made by the Initiative identifying both strengths and areas of concern in its design and implementation. It also discusses the significant changes that have been made in the organizational structure of the district and schools and the initial shifts that have begun in teaching and instruction. Section 3 analyzes student results on standardized tests administered during the course of the Initiative. It describes modest preliminary evidence of positive impact on student performance associated with the early stages of program implementation. Section 4 presents our recommendations and identifies lessons learned from the Initiative. TMG has also prepared a shorter Executive Summary of this document.

Part 1 – Description of Holyoke Turnaround Initiative

Background on Holyoke School District 

Holyoke is a community of about 40,000 located in western Massachusetts near the city of Springfield. Holyoke has traditionally been a city of working-class immigrants drawn from Europe. More recently, its population has come to include a large number of Puerto Ricans and other Hispanics. 

The Holyoke School District reported a total enrollment of 6,121 during the 2007-08 school year. This represented a decline in student population of about 5.5% since the beginning of the Turnaround Initiative (in the 2005-06 school year) and about 20% over the last ten years. Its student population includes 75% Hispanic students and 20% White students. Its proportion of Hispanic students is the third largest among Massachusetts school districts. These proportions have been relatively stable for the last decade – with the Hispanic population growing only slightly during that period of time. 

Holyoke has traditionally served a very large proportion of low-income students. During the 2007-08 school year, it reported that 77% of its students were eligible for free and reduced lunch. That rate is more than twice the state average and is the fourth highest rate among all school districts in Massachusetts. 

A large proportion of its student population has significant educational needs. Just over half were reported as speaking a first language other than English and almost one-quarter were considered English Language Learners (ELL). The ELL student rate is four times the state rate and the third highest among Massachusetts school districts. It also has a special education student rate of almost 23%. This is 30% higher than the state rate and places it 10th among all Massachusetts school districts.

During the course of the Turnaround Initiative, the Holyoke School District included a total of 13 public schools: 1 preschool (Metcalf), 7 elementary schools (Donahue, Kelly, Lawrence, McMahon, Morgan, Sullivan, and White), 2 middle schools (Lynch and Peck), 2 high schools (Holyoke High and Dean Technical High School), and 1 alternative school (Holyoke Alternative Program). The Holyoke elementary schools housed different mixes of grades: from K-5 to K-8 (see Table 1 for details). 

The Holyoke School Committee voted in February 2008 to accept a major school reorganization in response to declining enrollment and district budget problems. It will shut the Lawrence and Lynch Schools, combine their populations, and move them to the Peck Middle School building. Peck students will be moved into the Morgan Elementary School. This reorganization will reduce the number of public schools in Holyoke by two, eliminate both Holyoke middle schools, and ensure that all 7 Holyoke elementary schools serve grades K to 8. This reorganization will take effect in Fall 2008.

Table 1 presents a statistical profile for the 2007-08 school year of the 11 Holyoke public schools that actively participated in the Turnaround Initiative (excluding the preschool and alternative school). It lists total enrollment, grade distribution served, low-income populations, and special need populations. According to the table, the student populations in the two middle schools are similar. However, there are distinct differences among the elementary schools and between the two high schools.

	Table 1. Statistical Profiles for Holyoke Public Schools (2007-08)

	Schools
	Enrollment
	Grades
	% of Student Enrollment

	
	
	
	ELL
	Low Income
	Special Education

	Donahue
	521
	K-8
	26
	91
	27

	Kelly
	452
	K-8
	41
	98
	24

	Lawrence
	453
	K-5
	43
	98
	19

	McMahon
	370
	K-7
	18
	52
	16

	Morgan
	495
	K-6
	43
	97
	20

	Sullivan
	620
	K-8
	17
	55
	26

	White
	497
	K-8
	20
	80
	26

	Lynch
	254
	6-8
	30
	84
	27

	Peck
	231
	7-8
	37
	82
	34

	Holyoke HS
	1,211
	9-12
	7
	60
	11

	Dean Tech
	750
	9-12
	22
	81
	30

	DISTRICT
	6,121
	
	24
	77
	23


The district reported having a high annual transiency rate for both faculty and students. DESE does not collect or report either long-term or annual transiency data for students and staff (nor do most other state education agencies). However, the evaluation team was able to use data available from DESE to calculate an annual student mobility rate for the last school year. It discovered that the rate for Holyoke was between three and four times the state average – and higher than all but one school district in Massachusetts. 

At the same time, it does appear that there was a core of students who remained in Holyoke for an extended period of time despite the relatively high mobility rate. Of the students enrolled in Holyoke Public Schools during the 2006-07 school year, 72% were enrolled in the district over the previous four school years. However, some of these students had changed the specific school in which they were enrolled during that time.

Design of the Turnaround Initiative

The three major partners involved in the Turnaround Initiative (Holyoke School District, DESE, and America’s Choice) each brought their own goals, objectives, and theories of action to this Initiative. Although these often overlapped or complemented each other, the partners did not explicitly attempt to synthesize a single set of goals and objectives for the Initiative. They each apparently perceived that there was sufficient commonality among their agendas to make this effort unnecessary. Nevertheless, the existence of somewhat different agendas on the part of each major partner without an explicit framework to synthesize them did create some problems in the design and implementation of the Turnaround Initiative.

The broad objectives for the Holyoke School District and DESE were most explicitly defined in the original Turnaround Plan developed during 2004. That plan identified six specific objectives for the turnaround activities:

· Creating aligned curricula for grades PreK to 12 in English Language Arts (ELA) and Mathematics

· Holding all Holyoke educators accountable for delivery of instruction

· Creating a centralized student data management system to house all student assessment and demographic data (including general, special education, and ELL students) so that progress in meeting state and local learning standards can be monitored

· Consistently assessing, analyzing, and monitoring student performance

· Developing and sustaining a comprehensive professional development program

· Providing a program to stabilize highly mobile students so that they will have access to high quality instruction that meets their individual needs

While DESE leadership directly involved with the Holyoke Turnaround Initiative clearly endorsed the objectives of the original Turnaround Plan, the agency also identified Ten Essential Conditions for successfully turning around chronically underperforming schools. Because these conditions focused on individual schools rather than districts, they provided another set of expectations for the Initiatives. The conditions required that:

· Principals have the authority to select and assign staff to positions in the school without regards to seniority.

· Principals have control over financial resources necessary to successfully implement the school improvement plan.

· Schools implement curricula that are aligned with state frameworks in core academic subjects.

· Schools systematically implement a program of interim assessments several times per year in ELA and Math that are aligned to the school curriculum and state frameworks.

· Schools have systems to provide detailed tracking and analysis of assessment results and use those results to inform curriculum, instruction, and individual interactions.

· School schedules for student learning provide adequate time on a daily and weekly basis for delivery of instruction and provision of individualized support as needed in ELA and Math.

· Schools provide daily after-school tutoring and homework help for students who need supplemental instruction and focused work on skill development.

· Schools have at least two full-time subject-area coaches, one each for ELA and Math, who are responsible to provide faculty at the school with consistent classroom observation and feedback on quality and effectiveness of curriculum delivery, instructional practice, and data use.

· School administrators periodically evaluate faculty, including direct evaluation of applicable content knowledge and annual evaluation of overall performance tied to solid growth in student learning and commitment to the school’s culture, educational model, and improvement strategy.

· Weekly and annual work schedules for teachers provide adequate time for regular, frequent, department and/or grade level faculty meetings to discuss individual student progress, curriculum issues, instructional practices, and school-wide improvement efforts.

Finally, the America’s Choice school change model was grounded on a set of five performance tasks that were associated with improved student academic performance. These tasks focused on (1) Standards and Assessments, (2) Aligned Instructional Systems, (3) High-Performance Management, Leadership, and Organization, (4) Professional Learning Communities, and (5) Parent, Guardian, and Community Involvement. These tasks were designed to both guide and organize the AC activities carried out in each school. Although they did not explicitly address district-level activities, they did have an indirect relationship to such activities.

Because the Turnaround Initiative as a whole sought to address the agendas of all three major partners, the evaluation team concluded that it could not use any one framework by itself in analyzing the Initiative. Instead, we identified five general elements of the Turnaround Initiative that related to the three frameworks. The first focused on curriculum development in the core academic subjects and for special populations. The second provided direct training to faculty on the use of effective instructional strategies and practices. The third supported leadership development of principals and other building-based administrators. The fourth involved implementation of AC and other intervention programs. The fifth focused on strengthening the planning, management, data use, and communication capabilities of the district. 

Year One of the Initiative (2005-06)

In May 2005, America’s Choice assigned a full-time Site Coordinator (Rochelle Herring) to coordinate and manage its role in the implementation of the Holyoke Turnaround Initiative. In addition, she served as the primary ELA trainer. To allow her to more effectively carry out this role, she was named a special assistant to the Holyoke Superintendent of Schools and re-located to Holyoke. The dual nature of her position created considerable initial confusion about her actual status within the school district and with regard to America’s Choice. Over time, that confusion appears to have diminished.

Curriculum Development. Under the Initiative, curriculum development focused primarily on the collaborative creation of curriculum maps in the core subject areas (ELA and Math). The emphasis this year was on the middle school grades (6 to 8). This collaborative effort was led by the AC Site Coordinator and involved curriculum coordinators in each subject area and Holyoke faculty. Although the curriculum mapping efforts began during the summer, they were not complete when the school year began and continued during the school year.

When the Initiative started, Holyoke already had a full-time Math Coordinator who worked across the district. There were also multiple district-level administrators who were involved in reading and literacy instruction, including coordinators for Reading First, Read 180, and kindergarten. Because each of these individuals focused only on a particular literacy program or a specific set of grades, the district chose to establish a new coordinator position for ELA to be involved in these activities.

Instructional Strategies and Practices. As with the curriculum development activities, this effort was focused on the middle school grades (i.e. the two Holyoke middle schools and the middle school programs in the other Holyoke elementary schools). Direct training began during the summer prior to the 2005-06 school year. This six-day program focused on ELA instruction. It involved a small group (about 25%) of the middle school teachers who volunteered to participate in the summer. It was led by the AC Site Coordinator. The workshops presented the teachers with key AC instructional strategies and teaching practices (i.e. rituals & routines, workshop model, review of student work). In addition, the workshops introduced the teachers to the emerging curriculum framework in ELA which was then still under development.

A second ELA training was conducted at the beginning of the school year for the other 75% of the middle school faculty who did not attend the summer workshop. This workshop took only two days and involved a necessarily abbreviated presentation of the instructional concepts, teaching practices, and new curriculum maps. This workshop was also led by the AC Site Coordinator. Training sessions continued for both groups of faculty during the school year.

Training to support math instruction was considerably more limited that year. These sessions were not conducted by the AC Site Coordinator but rather by external AC trainers. Like the ELA workshops, these sessions focused on the AC instructional strategies and teaching practices. 

To facilitate the implementation of the new instructional programs and curricula (particularly in ELA), the Initiative supported the purchase of books and distribution of other instructional materials, most provided directly by AC. However, the AC Site Coordinator discovered a limited capacity at the district level to manage this process. This contributed to substantial delays in the availability of materials which created significant frustration among school faculty. 

Leadership Development. AC staff had only a limited involvement with leadership development during the first year of the Initiative. Instead, Holyoke administrators (including all the principals, several district-level administrators, and the Superintendent) joined a few administrators from nearby districts as participants in the National Institute for School Leadership (NISL) training program (also funded and sponsored by DESE). 

Like America’s Choice, NISL was created by the National Center for Education and the Economy. Its implementation in Massachusetts was its first at the statewide level and the Holyoke cohort was the first conducted in Massachusetts. Unlike some of the later cohorts, the Holyoke cohort was trained directly by NISL staff. Although the training program was typically conducted in 18 months or more, the Holyoke cohort participated in an accelerated program that was completed in one year. 

Not surprisingly given their common origin, NISL and AC were grounded in similar research and shared many of the same concepts. However, they employed very different approaches for promoting school change. NISL focused on building the capacity of principals as the primary school designers and drivers of change. It sought to provide each school principal with the knowledge and tools to generate and implement their own school change model. On the other hand, AC saw itself as the primary school designer. It provided districts and principals with the AC model for school change. As a result, its approach focused on building the capacity of districts and principals as implementers of the AC model. Moreover, NISL did not address the relationship between district and school administrators or the appropriate role of the district in school change processes (issues that also were not addressed in the AC program). Although the AC Site Coordinator was an active participant in the NISL training (alongside the other Holyoke administrators), there was apparently no communication between the leadership and staff of NISL and AC to resolve or even discuss this potential conflict. 

The NISL training was very well-received by most Holyoke principals and several of the elementary school principals in Holyoke (who had not yet begun to participate in AC activities) began to employ strategies and approaches presented in the training. Sometimes, these efforts anticipated future plans under the AC model. At other times, these efforts threatened to conflict with the AC plans. As a result, the district leadership and the AC Site Coordinator actively discouraged some principals from continuing these efforts. They were not in a position to fully explain their positions because the AC Site Coordinator’s time was already “stretched thin” (see below) and because the sequenced implementation of AC in Holyoke meant that elementary schools weren’t scheduled to begin their participating until the following year. This lead to considerable confusion and at least short-term resentment on the part of many principals. 

Intervention Programs. During this year, AC began to implement its targeted intervention programs (Ramp Up Math and Ramp Up Literacy) in both high schools, both middle schools, and the middle school grades of all four K-8 schools. These interventions were designed to assist students performing one to two years below grade level in the subject. Separate programs were available for middle school and high school. 

Early on, the AC Site Coordinator recognized that many students in high school and middle school were more than two years below grade level in both subjects. She responded by trying to implement the middle school version of the Ramp Up Math program in the high school as well. 

From the beginning there was considerable resistance at all grade levels to these programs. Some teachers saw the programs as unnecessary duplications of programs that they already knew and used. Others considered the programs to be inappropriate or ineffective due to the severe needs of their students. Logistical problems with the AC trainers and the late arrival of some AC instructional materials further contributed to the negative reaction of faculty.

District-Level Activities. Early in the school year, the AC Site Coordinator identified substantial organizational development needs within the Holyoke School District. She concluded that some important functions were unwieldy, while others had been unnecessarily centralized, and still others were entirely non-existent. The AC Site Coordinator came to believe that these district-level issues must be addressed in order to successfully implement and sustain many of the other elements of the Initiatives in a cost-effective way (or at all). This work quickly came to occupy a substantial portion of her time. It limited her ability to continue to provide training around ELA and literacy instruction and created substantial time pressures regarding her responsibilities to oversee and coordinate other elements of the AC role in the Initiative.

It does not appear that the AC school improvement model includes strategies or activities designed to identify and address these types of district-level organizational issues. The AC Site Coordinator reported that the conditions in Holyoke were different from her previous AC school implementation experiences. As a result, the AC Site Coordinator was left to develop these strategies and activities on an ad hoc basis drawing on her own previous administrative experience and advice from other AC staff. At the same time, she was able to adapt some of the concepts and strategies successfully used in the AC school-based interventions. 

Her emphasis during this first year was on the creation of district-level administrative teams of varying sizes to focus on various issues identified. Although some of these teams were expected to be temporary in duration until new processes were created, others were seen as ongoing sources of continuing services. She generally served as a coordinator, facilitator, and technical advisor to most of these teams – assisting them in defining structured tasks designed to identify and address specific problems, participating in carrying out those tasks, and facilitating the assessment of the resulting solutions. As a result of this process, the AC Site Coordinator began to oversee and manage the overall Turnaround Initiative rather than just the AC role in that Initiative. Given the limited capacity of the school district to carry out this function, it appears that the district leadership welcomed this development. 

Year Two of the Initiative (2006-07)

Curriculum Development. The curriculum mapping effort in both ELA and Math was continued and expanded into the elementary grades (PK to 5). It remained a collaborative effort involving faculty from across the district. Although AC staff continued to be involved in these efforts, the curriculum coordinator in each subject area took on a greater leadership role. By the end of the year, the school district had completed the development of PK-8 curriculum maps in both ELA and Math. At the same time, AC emphasized that curriculum mapping was an ongoing process and that the curriculum maps should be considered “living” documents. 

During this year, AC also began to more explicitly focus on addressing the curriculum and programmatic needs of the large population of ELL students in the district. Three national AC trainers were assigned to each spend a few days working with district-level administrators and some faculty on program and curriculum development efforts. The district administrator responsible for ELL programs had advocated for greater emphasis on this population from the beginning of the Initiative. This represented an initial but limited response to this advocacy.

Instructional Strategies and Practices. Direct training activities were expanded to encompass the elementary grades in the four K-8 schools as well as the remaining three elementary schools that did not serve the middle school grades. As the scope of this element expanded (and the AC Site Coordinator continued to be focused on district-level activities), AC assigned additional national trainers to work directly with faculty in the Holyoke schools on both ELA and Math. 

Unfortunately, the delivery of services by these trainers did not go smoothly during this year. Due to apparently unexpected circumstances (i.e. illness or staff departure), AC was required to use many more trainers than originally anticipated. This affected the consistency and continuity of the training experience for the teachers. In addition, some trainers were seen as less prepared, too dogmatic or unrealistic in their suggestions, or uninformed about local conditions and needs. Logistical and management problems also occurred – leading to some trainers arriving late or not at all. These factors tended to seriously diminish the effectiveness of some of the training and the enthusiasm of some Holyoke faculty for the AC programs.

Expansion of the training and curriculum to the elementary school grades also led to some conflict with the existing Reading First Program. The instructional methodologies of that program were generally not seen as being compatible with the approach of the Readers and Writers Workshop (employed by AC for ELA instruction). As a result of this situation, faculty in grades K to 3 in elementary schools involved with Reading First had much less involvement with the training provided by AC staff. 

There were concerns expressed at the district level about the transition of students between the Reading First methodology and the AC workshop methodology during grades 3 and 4. It does not appear that any plans were developed at either the district or state level to address this issue. However, it appears that teachers in the individual schools were generally able to resolve any particular issues or problems related to this transition.

Planning began this year to implement the AC high school redesign model in Holyoke High School The first stage of this model called for team-building among 9th and 10th grade teachers. However, the high school faculty expressed very little interest in the model. Efforts to arrange for high school faculty to observe the model in action at other high schools were counter-productive because these observations resulted in diminished interest in the model. At this point, efforts to implement the AC model came to a halt.

Leadership Development. During the summer before the 2005-06 school year, AC conducted its first major leadership development activities for Holyoke administrators. The first Leadership Academy was conducted for administrators and leadership teams from all Holyoke schools. It was conducted at Dean Vocational High School. It was organized and led by the AC Site Coordinator. The Academy focused on design tasks for the leadership team in support of the implementation of AC in each school.

During the school year, the AC Site Coordinator also began to organize the monthly Principal Network meetings. This was the primary leadership development forum for principals employed by AC. It was not conducted during the previous year because principals were spending their time out of their school in the NISL training. In fact, the time spent out of their building at NISL created resistance by some principals to the Principal Network during this year. In addition, there were some concerns about the effectiveness of the Principal Network sessions. Although the design tasks and performance standards related to the implementation of the AC elements, much time was focused on school and district management issues instead. 

With the implementation of AC leadership activities and the inclusion of elementary schools in the Initiative, greater support was provided by the district and the AC Site Coordinator to efforts by the principals around two key aspects of the NISL training: leadership teams and professional learning communities. Principals reported that the Principal Network meetings did help to reinforce this process throughout the school year.

Intervention Programs. The Initiative continued to provide on-site training and technical assistance to middle and high school faculty to support their use of the Ramp Up programs in both ELA and Math. It appears that some of the logistical issues that prevented timely availability of the instructional materials were resolved this year. Nevertheless, resistance and skepticism toward the programs by some faculty remained. Progress made by one AC trainer in advancing implementation of the programs at Dean Vocational High School was later lost when AC replaced her with another trainer. By the end of the year, several of the schools had decided to discontinue use of the Ramp Up programs or to return to using an earlier program.

District-Level Activities. The AC Site Coordinator continued to have an expansive role at the district level. She continued to organize and facilitate the operation of district-level administrative teams, like the data team, to build their capacity to develop, carry out, and assess purposeful tasks that advance the objectives of the Initiative. At the same time, the AC Site Coordinator began to work collaboratively with other district-level administrators to design recruitment and retention plans to address the chronic staff turnover problem in the district, promote greater school-based budgeting, and better coordinate the wide range of community outreach efforts and community partnerships that existed within the district at various levels. However, a deficit in the district budget this year limited the progress in many of these areas and diverted the attention of district leadership.

Year Three of the Initiative (2007-08)

Curriculum Development. Beginning in the summer prior to the 2007-08 school year, the curriculum mapping process was expanded to encompass science. This process was led by the curriculum coordinator in science and carried out by Holyoke faculty with very limited assistance from AC because the organization does not focus on this subject area. 

The Initiative also continued to focus on making modifications in the ELA and Math curriculum for use with ELL student populations. This included identifying scaffolding for use by teachers with these students and adapting programs and strategies. AC national trainers continued to provide limited assistance to this effort. The Executive Director for Curriculum played an increasing role in supporting this effort while the participation of the AC Site Coordinator was intentionally phased down.

Instructional Strategies and Practices. This year, the Initiative shifted away from using AC trainers to work with Holyoke faculty and instead began to use the paid ELA and Math coaches in this capacity. The AC trainers worked with the coaches to build their knowledge and capacity to support their colleagues in the implementation of the AC programs, strategies, and practices. 

Holyoke faculty had been recruited as subject area coaches earlier in the course of the Initiative. However, the roles of the coaches were not well-defined prior to this year and they often were engaged in management and administrative tasks instead of focusing on instruction. Their roles were made much more explicit and they were provided with ongoing, high-quality training to build their capacity to carry out their roles. 

One ELA coach and one Math coach were assigned to each Holyoke school. Early in the year, there was some confusion regarding lines of authority. Some principals perceived them to be new school-based staff. Over time, it has generally been accepted that the coaches continue to report to their curriculum coordinator. At the same time, most coaches have recognized the importance of communicating regularly with the principal of their school and actively supporting the school-based initiatives. As a result, principals were uniform in their praise of the new role of the coach and of their impact with teachers in their school.

There appeared to be some variability in the way that each coach worked – reflecting their individual style and the conditions of the school to which they were assigned. Most worked intensively with one or two teachers to create model or demonstration classrooms reflecting the range of instructional strategies and teaching practices advocated by the Turnaround Initiative. At the same time, most met periodically with the grade level or vertical groups in their school to support the development of its professional learning community. Finally, some participated in walkthroughs and other classroom visits, although there was some confusion on the part of some principals about whether this was allowable under contract rules.

AC made progress in addressing some of the concerns previously expressed regarding delivery of training services. AC assigned a single ELA trainer to work with Holyoke throughout the year. She moved to the Holyoke area. After some initial problems, she was able to develop an effective working relationship with the ELA administrators and coaches in Holyoke. 

Despite attempts, AC was unable to recruit a single Math trainer to work with Holyoke throughout the year. Instead, they assigned two of their existing Math trainers and recruited a Math trainer from the region to split the training role in Holyoke. While this was not an ideal situation either for Holyoke or AC, it did lend greater stability to the effort. Nevertheless, this remains a “work in progress.”

Leadership Development. During the summer prior to the 2007-08 school year, Holyoke administrators participated in their second Leadership Academy. However, this was quite different from the Academy conducted during the previous summer. This Academy was organized by AC on a regional basis to bring together principals from the various schools in the region working with AC. The Academy was not conducted in Holyoke and participation by Holyoke principals was voluntary (and very limited). 

Monthly meetings of the Principal Network continued during this year. However, the AC Site Coordinator reduced her involved in their organization. Instead, this responsibility was rotated among different interested Holyoke district-level administrators. Unfortunately, principals continue to be somewhat dissatisfied with this forum. The activities were characterized as inconsistent and were not taken seriously by all the participants. However, the forum was acknowledged as being effective in fostering district-wide communication. Most principals reported bringing back important information received during the Principal Network to share with the other faculty and staff in their school.

Intervention Programs. The use of the AC intervention programs was substantially diminished this year. Initial discussions were held at the district level and in some schools to better identify faculty objections to the programs. However, they did not result in any concrete plans to re-introduce the programs in any school. At the same time, there were some schools and teachers that continued to use the Ramp Up programs and reported satisfaction and some success.

Efforts were begun this year to expand the use of the ELD program from beginning ELL students to include early intermediate ELL students as well. The ELD model was created by Holyoke faculty with no input or support from AC. However, the Turnaround Initiative and AC have supported its use in more classrooms and schools. In addition, AC staff was working with the ELL administrators and teachers in developing a design for the ELD II class.

District-Level Activities. During this year, the AC Site Coordinator began to transition out of an active organization and facilitation role in many of the district-level activities. In some cases, she continued to have a role as a technical and content advisor. In other cases, she withdrew from the process entirely. Given the stage of development of these various efforts, these shifts were necessary to ensure long-term sustainability of the organizational framework developed during the first two years of the Initiative. 

By the end of the year, district-level administrators had demonstrated a capacity and continuing commitment to maintain this organizational framework. At the same time, the Turnaround Initiative partners had begun to conduct strategic planning meetings to identify shared goals, explicit objectives, and a common framework for program activities. These meetings also explored the shifting roles of the district offices in supporting the schools and the Turnaround Initiative. On the other hand, little progress occurred on other district-level issues identified earlier, including greater engagement of the district’s political leadership, greater use of school-based budgeting, improved recruitment and retention of faculty, and improved coordination of community outreach and community partnership efforts. The increasing budget deficits facing the school district continued to play a role in limiting progress on these issues.

Adaptation & Accommodation in Turnaround Initiative Plan 

Adjustments have been required throughout the last three years in the design and operation of the Turnaround Initiative. In fact, it appears that the focus on district-level activities was not an original element of the AC model and emerged in response to needs observed by the AC Site Coordinator. However, changes also were observed in the other four elements of the design. In most cases, these changes were a response to the specific conditions and challenges present in Holyoke. In some cases, they reflected changing circumstances or emerging expectations by one or more major stakeholders. 

Given the emphasis of the AC school improvement model, it appears that the curriculum mapping effort originally intended to focus only on ELA and Math. However, Science was added during the last year. Curriculum development also was expanded to better address the needs of ELL students, a relatively large group in Holyoke. In both of these efforts, Holyoke administrators and staff were the driving force behind these efforts and AC staff involvement was much more limited.

Training for faculty to implement the AC instructional program and practices was originally structured around a standard school design for some schools and a more intensive design for other schools. In practice, there was greater flexibility in the delivery of these services – reflecting a variety of factors beyond the school’s original designation. Allocation of training services continued to be adjusted throughout the school year by the Executive Director for Curriculum and the relevant curriculum coordinators. In addition, the training approach changed entirely during the last year with the shift to the coaching model instead of the direct training model. This shift has linked the professional development more closely to the curriculum development efforts.

At the beginning of this Initiative, AC attempted to implement its targeted intervention programs for ELA and Math in middle and high school classes across the district. However, faculty resistance limited the effective implementation of the programs in many schools. Ultimately, the district and AC decided to suspend implementation of these programs where resistance occurred. At the same time, a new effort was begun to expand and further develop a successful intervention developed by Holyoke administrators and faculty to serve ELL students.


Part 2 – Assessment of Holyoke Turnaround Initiative

Instruction & Teaching Practices

Curriculum Development. Prior to the Turnaround Initiative, the district-wide curricula in the core subject areas were characterized as being of limited value or even nonexistent. District-wide instructional programs incorporated or promoted by the curricula were typically ignored or given only lip service by many faculty who continued to “do their own thing”. These perceptions were expressed repeatedly by teachers, building administrators, and district staff in our interviews and in a narrative survey that we reviewed as part of our evaluation. 

The Turnaround Initiative was uniformly credited with dramatically changing that situation in ELA, Math, and Science. In the case of both ELA and Math, America’s Choice provided high-quality materials, effective practices, and skilled staff that contributed to the development of consistent district-wide curriculum and teaching methodologies. Although the development process was a collaborative one – involving AC staff, district administrators, and school faculty – the powerful framework provided by America’s Choice provided the driving force behind this effort. Without this framework, the changes would simply not have occurred. 

The situation has been somewhat different in Science. AC curriculum content expertise appears focused on ELA and Math to the apparent exclusion of other subject areas. As a result, the Holyoke curriculum development effort in Science has been led and conducted entirely by Holyoke staff. Nevertheless, it appears that the AC framework did serve to catalyze and inform this effort.

The involvement of faculty was a critically important aspect of this process. Getting faculty input in the development and “fine tuning” of the curriculum resulted in products with greater authenticity because they incorporated the experiences of faculty. Of equal importance, it held greater authenticity in the eyes of most teachers because their colleagues had been involved.

The products of this process were almost uniformly praised for their high quality and enormous value. Many in the Holyoke Public Schools characterized the curricula created for ELA and Math (and more recently for Science) as one of the most important organizational results of the Turnaround Initiative. Administrators, teachers, and curriculum coaches all emphasized the importance of “having the same curriculum in every classroom in the district.” The “consistency” offered by a common curriculum in these subjects was seen as an “enormous asset” and provided a “focus and direction” for teachers and schools. 

The results from a survey conducted by DESE in March 2008 also reinforced these observations. The survey was conducted separately from our evaluation and focused on the administrators and teachers in the Commonwealth Priority Schools (5 of the 7 elementary schools) in Holyoke. In the survey, 86% of teachers responded that they “know what I need to teach and when I should teach it during the year.”

At the same time, there were some concerns expressed about the current limitations of the curriculum development process. Initially, the effort was narrowly focused on ELA and Math only. In the last year, the process has been expanded to encompass Science as well. However, several teachers expressed concerns about the “imbalance” these efforts created in student learning – because it seems to have substantially reduced attention to social studies, arts, health, and other subjects. In fact, the AC Site Coordinator agreed that future planning needed to incorporate curriculum development in these subject areas as well.

Meeting the Needs of Holyoke Students. There was a widespread perception among Holyoke faculty and administrators that AC materials and programs – although of high-quality – were not entirely appropriate for use with two major populations of students in Holyoke: ELL students and Special Education students. In some cases, teachers reported needing strategies to introduce these students to these methodologies and approaches over time. Otherwise, students would not be successful. In other cases, the programs or materials themselves needed adaptation or additional scaffolding to be suited for these populations. In either case, a greater foundation was needed before these programs could be used with many of the students in Holyoke and this foundation was not provided by AC staff when the programs were first introduced.

Some faculty ultimately rejected the AC materials and programs as “too generic” and not responsive to the specific instructional challenges that they face daily. However, most faculty have struggled to use these materials and programs with their students. AC has allocated a limited amount of staff time from three of its national trainers to work with Holyoke administrators and faculty to develop and customize programs and materials for use with ELL students. However, this effort remains at an early stage and has provided only limited support on the issues to school faculty. Moreover, little attention has been paid to the issues related to Special Education students. 

The March 2008 DESE survey reinforced these conclusions. It found that only 54% of teachers reported having the resources to teach ELL students and only 41% had the resources to teach Special Education students. School administrators were even more skeptical. Only 6% reported that their teachers had the resources to teach either ELL or Special Education.

Faculty Training by America’s Choice. There was widespread praise for the content of the training provided to Holyoke faculty by the AC staff during the first two years of the Initiative. Teachers consistently characterized the use of rituals and routines, the workshop teaching model, and the focus on student work as “very valuable.” These strategies were seen as infusing greater variety into classroom teaching practices across the district. Teachers did credit the AC training as introducing them to these strategies for the first time or in ways that made them more useful, practical, or effective.

Despite the positive perceptions of the content, Holyoke principals and faculty were decidedly mixed in their assessment of the quality and value of the training program itself. For every teacher who reported being “impressed with the training” or that the training “had worked”, there was another teacher who characterized it as “a waste of time”, “disappointing,” and “frustrating.” Principals and subject area coaches were generally more explicit in labeling the professional development provided directly by AC as being “inconsistent” and a “mixed experience with some sessions excellent while others seemed rushed and haphazard.”

Some of the problem related to the large number of trainers that AC used in Holyoke during the second year of the Initiative. The use of several different trainers with the same audience tended to interrupt the continuity and cohesiveness of the training experience. Given these circumstances, it is not surprising that some trainers assigned to work with Holyoke at the last minute may have been less knowledgeable about the local conditions and challenges. It is also not surprising under these circumstances that scheduling and logistical problems occurred that led to trainers showing up late or not at all. This resulted in negative reactions by some Holyoke administrators and faculty to the training experience.

Some of the problem also stemmed from some of the AC trainers themselves. The capacity of AC trainers to effectively engage Holyoke faculty appeared to be highly variable – some were highly skilled and others were much less so. It may be that AC trainers are not typically asked to deal with resistant or skeptical audiences because the typical school faculty participating in AC has chosen to participate. 

There were also logistical problems. School administrators and faculty consistently reported that materials were not received on time or at all. This made it particularly difficult for faculty to implement the program or the curriculum and created substantial frustration. 

Finally, some of the concerns focused on the limitations of the training content and were similar to some criticisms directed at the parallel efforts around curriculum development. Although the content had high quality, it was not always seen as practical or relevant to Holyoke faculty. The issues that they faced daily – large numbers of ELL and Special Education students, substantial poverty, and high levels of student mobility – were simply not addressed.

Taken together, these factors caused serious doubts among some Holyoke administrators and faculty regarding the quality and cohesiveness of the training program. It contributed to questions about the value and commitment of America’s Choice to the Turnaround Initiative. Ultimately, engagement of Holyoke faculty in these instructional change efforts and in the implementation of the new curricula in ELA and Math were very limited through the second year of the Initiative.

Role of Curriculum Coaches. The adoption of the coaching model during the third year of the Initiative was a crucial and very successful decision which has substantially enhanced faculty engagement in instructional change and curriculum implementation. Although many teachers remained at an early stage of implementation, understanding and acceptance of the new curriculum maps and teaching practices were much broader within the schools and the district during the third year of the Initiative. As one coach explained, 

“By the second year, there was a ‘surface’ implementation of the America’s Choice activities. I mean teachers were following the directions but they didn’t know why. This year, teachers are beginning to understand the purposes of the America’s Choice activities. So now they can begin to make decisions based on student needs, not just directions on the paper.”

The curriculum coaches appear to be directly responsible for this change.

Principals and teachers uniformly praised the work of the coaches during our interviews and in their comments on the narrative survey. The “in-depth support” provided to teachers by the coaches was characterized as “the key to implementing a common curriculum, consistent instructional practices, and high expectations for students.” 

Of equal importance was the comment by one teacher who reported that her coach “knows me and trusts me as a teacher!” It appears that coaches were more likely than external trainers to demonstrate their respect for the knowledge and perspectives of local faculty. In turn, this played a key role in building mutual trust between the coaches and the teachers they worked with.

When coaching roles changed, there was some initial confusion regarding lines of authority and the role of the coaches within the school to which they were assigned. Some principals expected to control and directly manage the work of the coaches assigned to their building. However, the intent was for the coaches to continue to report to the curriculum coordinator in their subject area. 

Generally, this issue appears to have been resolved without damaging the working relationship between principals and coaches. Although coaches report to the curriculum coordinator, they also communicate regularly and work cooperatively with the principal in the school to which they are assigned. As noted above, principals uniformly expressed satisfaction with the work of the curriculum coaches.

America’s Choice Intervention Programs. The AC intervention programs (Ramp Up Math and Ramp Up English) were originally introduced at the beginning of the initiative in the two Holyoke high schools, the two middle schools, and the middle school grades of the K-8 elementary schools. There was strong resistance to these programs almost from the beginning and their use has consistently declined throughout the course of the Initiative.

There were a range of objections to the programs raised by Holyoke administrators and teachers:

· Some believed that it was inappropriate for their class or even for Holyoke as a whole. They saw the program as serving students with less severe academic needs than were found in their classroom or in a typical Holyoke middle or high school class. 

· Some found the programs to be duplicative with programs that they already used. Because they were already familiar and comfortable with the existing program, they resented being asked to change.

· Some complained about implementation problems including errors in student placement in the programs, delays in getting assessment results, and poor training from AC staff.

· Some objected to the manner in which it was presented and implemented – with no input from school faculty and no regard for conditions in each classroom. 

Despite these objections, there are some schools and teachers who continued to use the programs. Some have even reported modest success with their use. However, one principal reported a lack of enthusiasm for the program in her school but continued to use it because “there wasn’t anything better around.”

District Intervention Programs. The Transitional Opportunity Program (TOP) was developed by Holyoke staff (with no input from AC staff) in response to the high levels of student mobility in the district. Teachers reported that the constant entrance and exit of students from their classroom was highly disruptive. Aside from changes in the classroom culture, new students force the teacher to spend considerable time reviewing the rituals and routines of the classroom, the instructional methods used, and the classroom management structures. Teachers also have to assess the new students’ strengths, interests, and needs. 

The TOP model offered a forum for beginning the orientation and assessment process outside the classroom. By managing the transition of students into the classroom and building a foundation of knowledge by and about these children, the TOP model helped to reduce the disruptions – particularly in those schools with the highest mobility level. Several schools have found this model to be particularly valuable and have embraced its continued use.

The English Language Development (ELD) classrooms were designed to better address the needs of the ELL students. As with TOP, this model was developed entirely by Holyoke staff with no input from AC staff. However in the last year, AC has provided limited staff assistance to work with Holyoke administrators and faculty to extend the model to serve early intermediate ELL students in addition to beginner ELL students. This effort is still a work in progress.

Leading & Supporting Building-Based Change

Administrator Training. Holyoke principals were very positive about their NISL training experience. They characterized the training as providing specific and effective concepts, tools, and strategies for improving their school and enabling them to become more effective instructional leaders. They particularly pointed to school leadership teams, data use, and professional learning communities as valuable strategies – and ones supported by the AC model as well. Their greatest objection to NISL was that “too much was delivered in too short a period of time.”

At the same time, some elementary school principals objected to an initial lack of support by the district and the AC Site Coordinator to their efforts to implement NISL concepts and strategies in their school. This led to some initial resentment toward the AC model, but most principals now characterize the AC model as complementary and supportive of their NISL-related efforts.

The administrator training activities (Principal Network and Leadership Academy) have received a more mixed response from Holyoke principals. These activities have been characterized as less focused than the NISL training program and their quality has been much more inconsistent. A number of principals characterized the time spent in these meetings as “a waste” as far as an administrator training experience. They reported that some of their colleagues did not take the activities “very seriously” which detracted from the learning experience for all the others. Several of the principals urged that the time might be better used for a follow-up to the NISL training.

The results of the March 2008 DESE survey suggest that Holyoke principals are implementing the instructional leadership strategies promoted in the NISL and AC training activities. More than three-quarters of the teachers reported that they were visited in the classroom by their principal separate from their formal evaluation and more than half reported that visits occurred at least three times during the year. The vast majority of teachers (86%) found the feedback they received as a result of these visits as “somewhat” or “very useful”. 

However, there were considerable differences among the schools in the degree to which principals conducted non-supervisory classroom visits. At least one principal reported that a lack of resources and support to carry out administrative tasks in the school “undermined the ability of the principal to be an instructional leadership and build a professional learning community.”

Professional Learning Communities. As a result of both NISL and AC, considerable emphasis has been placed by principals on creating teacher teams that meet regularly for professional discussions around curriculum, instructional practices, and student learning. This effort began in many schools during the first year of the Initiative but gained much more momentum during its second year (when all elementary schools became directly involved). According to the March 2008 DESE survey, 84% of the teachers reported meeting at least weekly with colleagues for professional discussions on teaching and learning. These rates were consistent across all the participating elementary schools. 

The development of professional learning community has been characterized as “very important to improving instruction” in their school. In addition, it has “improved communication in school, within grade levels, and across grade levels). This has allowed the “school to become more of a real team.” In the narrative survey, teachers were split in their assessment of the professional learning community – with a larger number characterizing the meetings as “very valuable” but a few characterizing them as a “waste of time” and a “distraction from teaching.” 

District-Level Activities

District Organizational Framework. Major emphasis has been placed throughout the course of the Initiative on strengthening the capacity of the Holyoke School District to manage and maintain building-based improvement efforts. The AC Site Coordinator worked with district leadership to successfully create and institutionalize organizational structures and routines focusing on several areas, including curriculum development, staff training, data use and analysis, instructional material acquisition, and staff recruitment/retention. 

This effort did not reflect an established AC model for organizational change at the district level. Instead, it drew upon the individual experiences and knowledge of the AC Site Coordinator and some of her advisors within America’s Choice. At the same time, the approach did adapt some concepts used by AC in promoting building-based change.

Prior to this year, the AC Site Coordinator directly managed many of these district-level structures and processes. Considerable effort was made over the last year to shift responsibility for managing these structures and routines from the AC Site Coordinator to district administrators with mixed results. Nevertheless, there were strong indications at the end of the school year that most of these structures and processes would be maintained after her departure. However the momentum to extend such structures and routines to the budget process, leadership development, and community outreach efforts could be at risk of not being sustained after her departure. 

Communication. Three structures created under the Turnaround Initiative have fostered greater communication of relevant information among district and school administrators.

· Curriculum Coordinator Meetings – These meetings were led by the Executive Director for Curriculum and included all district administrators with curriculum-related responsibilities. These meetings served as a forum for sharing information related to curriculum development and staff training.

· Principal Network – These meetings involved all principals and selected district administrators. Although its primary purpose was to foster leadership development, many principals characterized its function around information-sharing as more important. It has been used to foster multiple avenues of communication, including communication between district leadership and school principals, between district-level curriculum administrators and school principals, and between school principals themselves.

· District Data Team – This team was created to organize and systemize the collection, analysis, and reporting of relevant district information, primarily on students. It fosters communication around data needs by district-level administrators responsible for curriculum as well as those responsible for district operations and management. Unlike the other forums, it operates less as a site for information exchange. Instead, it creates products (particularly reports, charts, tables, etc.) that disseminate primarily statistical information on students, staff, schools, and the district.

Within the schools, the leadership teams and the professional learning community teams have emerged as major forums for communication. Principals reported that they explicitly used both avenues to communicate information collected formally through the Principal Network and informally through conversations with colleagues. 

At the same time, the subject areas coaches provide a more informal avenue for communicating information within the district. The coaches regularly communicate with teachers and principals in their schools on a daily basis. They also communicate with their curriculum coordinator, the AC trainers, and the other coaches at the weekly coaches meetings. Although these positions were not explicitly created to foster communication within the district and schools, their network of regular contacts allow them to function as information “crossroads” between AC, district administrators, principals, and teachers.

Despite the new avenues for fostering communication which emerged under the Turnaround Initiative, some concerns remained about the distribution of information within the school district. There were several times during the course of our evaluation when we came across relevant information that was known to district leadership but had not been circulated either to district administrators or to principals. During our interviews, teachers complained that the information flow from the district to the school remained problematic. On the narrative survey, one-third of the teachers reported that the goals of the Turnaround Initiative had not been clearly communicated to them. 

At the same time, the avenues created to foster within-school communication appear to have been relatively successful. According to the March 2008 DESE survey, 87% of teachers reported that their principal clearly communicates with staff about teaching and learning.

The real concern regarding communication in the district appeared to focus on “bottom-up” communication, rather than “top-down” communication. In particular, there were few ways for the teacher voice to be heard at the district level. One of those few ways was the curriculum development process. The widespread acceptance of the new curricula developed through the curriculum mapping process occurred, in part, because teachers across the district were directly engaged in the process. 

Other comments by teachers during our interviews, in the narrative survey, and in the March 2008 DESE survey consistently conveyed a sense of frustration regarding opportunities for “bottom-up” communication. 

· Teachers in one school were asked to review student assessment data and develop an improvement plan to address student needs. Their plan was subsequently discarded without further discussion when the Turnaround Initiative began and the AC program was adopted.

· Teachers were asked to implement a new AC program while they were continuing to use a previously-adopted program. AC trainers did not provide any guidance on how to integrate the two programs nor did they solicit the input of the teachers who had been using the previous program. Teachers were left to work out on their own how such integration could be facilitated without the opportunity to share experiences or insights.

· Teachers reported that the combined amount of student journaling required by both CMP/Investigations and the AC math program was very problematic. It took a very long time for this feedback to work its way “through the system” before the process was streamlined.

· When asked about communication on the narrative survey, one teacher responded that “This survey is the first time that anyone got teacher input on the Initiative in the last three years.”

· On the March 2008 DESE survey, only 30% of the teachers agreed that they “had a voice in decisions made by school administrators about budget, curriculum, professional development, and other key policies.”

Data Use & Analysis. By creating a district data team and establishing routines around data collection, reporting, and analysis, the Initiative was responsible for building a framework that encouraged expanded data use at a district level. At the same time, the NISL training provided principals a deeper understanding of the purposes and value of this data in instructional improvement efforts. This view was strongly reinforced during AC leadership development activities as well. Several of the principals successfully shared this perspective with the staff in their schools. During our interviews, district and school administrators and school faculty all agreed that access to and use of student assessment data expanded substantially at both district and school levels as a result of these effort.

Results from the March 2008 DESE survey further document this conclusion:

· 82% reported that principals used data to give teachers valuable feedback on teaching and instructional practices

· 85% reported that they received data promptly from district-mandated benchmark assessments

· 87% reported that the benchmark data was useful in adjusting their instruction

· 92% reported that they felt “somewhat” or “very comfortable” in using data

Despite the growth in data use, principals and teachers are still in the early stages of learning how to effectively use it. Too often, the focus remains on individual students and changes to respond to individual needs. Data is still rarely used at a class or school level to discuss the effectiveness of instructional choices or to make decisions about keeping, revising, and discarding instructional programs.

Community Outreach. Principals and district administrators reported that each Holyoke school had an array of partnerships with local social service agencies and community organizations designed to improve or better coordinate services to students and their families or to foster communication with those families. There were also district-level partnerships which focused on similar goals. In addition, there were staff at both district and school levels responsible for providing direct services to families and fostering engagement of parents and/or community organizations with the schools. 

In May 2006, the AC Site Coordinator organized a meeting including community and family outreach staff from the schools, school partners, and relevant community agencies. This meeting highlighted overlap, duplication of effort, and gaps in the work of the individuals and partnerships. It also revealed that the work of these different partnerships, programs, and staff were not always well-coordinated or effectively communicated. The intent coming out of this meeting was to create and implement a plan for promoting better coordination and communication among these efforts. 

Although this was identified as one of the five “design tasks” of the AC model, there were no specific strategies or approaches for addressing this task at a district level in the AC literature. At the same time, the AC Site Coordinator was able to devote very little time over the course of the next two years to this effort. Moreover, there was no single district or city leader or administrator with the responsibility or interest to set into this coordination role. As a result, little progress was made at the district-level in building on this initial meeting.

Part 3 – Impact on Student Academic Performance

This section of the report assesses the impact of the Holyoke Turnaround Initiative on the academic performance of Holyoke students in English Language Arts and Math – the two subject areas which have been the primary focus of the Initiative. This assessment relies on student results from two standardized assessment instruments: the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) and the Measures of Academic Progress (MAP). 

The most recent MCAS results came from May 2007. The most recent MAP results came from Fall 2007. This means that this student outcome data can only be used to measure the impact of the Turnaround Initiative through the 2006-07 school year – its second year of operation. The discussion in the previous section of this report indicated that the positive impact of the Initiative on curriculum content, teaching practice, and classroom operation was limited and somewhat isolated through this period of time. As such, we would anticipate that any impact on student academic performance would be similarly limited and inconsistent across either grades or schools. 

Our analysis of the MCAS and MAP results revealed just such a pattern. This analysis produced modest preliminary evidence of positive academic results associated with the early stages of program implementation. However, it also indicated that these gains were limited to some of the grade levels and some of the schools. The data available for analysis was also somewhat limited and these limitations may have contributed to the apparently inconsistent results that were observed. 

The discussion in the previous section of the report further indicated that the positive impact of the Initiative on teachers and classroom instruction was more consistent and widespread during the third program year (2007-08). As such, the evaluation team would anticipate more significant and consistent gains in Holyoke student academic performance for that year compared to previous years.

MCAS Results

The MCAS is the mandated state assessment system recognized under the No Child Left Behind Act. It is administered under the direction of the Massachusetts DESE in May of each school year. As noted above, the most results available for the MCAS are from its May 2007 administration. It has already been administered again in May 2008. However, these results will not become available until October-November 2008.

During 2006 and 2007, the MCAS ELA and MCAS Math tests were administered in grades 3 to 8 and 10. Prior to that time, the MCAS ELA test was administered only in grades 3, 4, 7, and 10 and the MCAS Math test was administered only in grades 4, 6, 8, and 10. This pattern of test administration prior to 2006 limited the ability of the evaluation to conduct longitudinal analyses of student academic assessment growth using this instrument. 

A longitudinal analysis is particularly valuable in assessing the impact of projects in school districts such as Holyoke with disproportionately high student turnover rates. It allows us to compare the current academic performance of students who participated in the project with their performance prior to the implementation of the project. Focusing only on the performance of students who have continually attended the Holyoke schools over the last three or four school years should not be interpreted as suggesting that educating these students is more important than educating more recent entrants to the Holyoke schools. In fact, it is more important for a district like Holyoke to develop effective strategies in serving transient students than a district with a more stable student population. 

Because the goal of the Turnaround Initiative is to increase the proportion of Holyoke students demonstrating proficiency on the MCAS, the evaluation used this as the standard for its analysis. Unlike the MCAS scaled scores, proficiency levels can be compared across the different grade level tests in each subject. As a result, the use of proficiency levels also allowed comparisons of student performance on the MCAS across grade levels. 

In this analysis, the results for Holyoke students were compared with students from five other Massachusetts school districts. The comparison districts were selected because they were of comparable size and similar demographics as the Holyoke district. Like Holyoke, they were all urban districts. However, all had higher average student performance that Holyoke on the MCAS in 2004. The Holyoke results were also compared with statewide results for each year.

The evaluation identified two student cohorts that could be tracked over the entire testing period (2004 to 2007). One cohort was in grade 3 during 2004. The other cohort was in grade 4 during 2004. The grade 3 cohort took ELA tests at each grade during each year (i.e. grade 3 in 2004, grade 4 in 2005, grade 5 in 2006, and grade 6 in 2007). The grade 4 cohort took both ELA and Math tests in grade 4 during 2004, in grade 6 during 2006, and in grade 7 during 2007 but was missing grade 5 during 2005.

The two tables on the next page reveal a relatively consistent pattern for both cohorts and on both tests. In each case, Holyoke students improved their performance relative to the comparison districts in 2007 compared to 2004. Among the grade 4 cohort, Holyoke students actually overtook their counterparts in the comparison districts on the MCAS Math test by 2007. Of even greater importance, both cohorts of Holyoke students closed the gap in performance with state-wide student populations – by 5% on the MCAS ELA test by the Grade 3 (2004) cohort, by 3% of the MCAS ELA test by the Grade 4 (2004) cohort, and by 8% on the MCAS Math test by the Grade 4 (2004) cohort. Nevertheless a substantial gap remained for each group and on each test.

	Table. 2. Percentage of Students (Grade 3 Cohort) Demonstrating Proficiency on the MCAS (2004-07)

	
	MCAS ELA Test

	
	Grade 3 2004
	Grade 4 2005
	Grade 5 2006
	Grade 6 2007

	Holyoke District
	25.5
	14.8
	23.0
	34.6

	Comparison Districts
	40.6
	30.5
	35.5
	42.0

	State-wide
	63.0
	50.0
	59.0
	67.0

	Holyoke vs. Comparison
	-15.1
	-15.7
	-12.5
	-7.4

	Holyoke vs. State-wide
	-37.5
	-35.2
	-36.0
	-32.4


	Table 3. Percentage of Students (Grade 4 Cohort) Demonstrating Proficiency on the MCAS (2004-07)

	
	MCAS ELA Test
	MCAS Math Test

	
	Grade 4 2004
	Grade 6 2006
	Grade 7 2007
	Grade 4 2004
	Grade 6 2006
	Grade 7 2007

	Holyoke District
	29.1
	37.2
	45.6
	15.5
	21.0
	27.8

	Comparison Districts
	33.9
	43.7
	48.2
	24.7
	23.2
	24.1

	State-wide
	56.0
	64.0
	69.0
	42.0
	46.0
	46.0

	Holyoke vs. Comparison
	-4.8
	-6.5
	-2.6
	-9.2
	-2.2
	+3.7

	Holyoke vs. State-wide
	-26.9
	-26.8
	-23.4
	-26.5
	-25.0
	-18.3


The evaluation team also identified three student cohorts that could be tracked over the three most recent years (2005 to 2007): in grades 3, 4, and 6 during 2005. The grade 3 cohort took only the ELA test each year, while the grade 4 and grade 6 cohorts took only the Math test each year. The three tables below reveal a somewhat different pattern for these cohorts than for the previous cohorts. Holyoke students in these cohorts closed the gap with their counterparts in the comparison districts on the MCAS Math test but not on the MCAS ELA test. Moreover, they did not close the gap with the state-wide student populations on either test.

	Table 4. Percentage of Students (Grade 3 Cohort) Demonstrating Proficiency on the MCAS (2005-07)

	
	MCAS ELA Test

	
	Grade 3 
2005
	Grade 4 
2006
	Grade 5 
2007

	Holyoke District
	24.7
	18.3
	26.5

	Comparison Districts
	40.0
	33.3
	43.6

	State-wide
	62.0
	50.0
	63.0

	Holyoke vs. Comparison
	-15.3
	-15.0
	-17.1

	Holyoke vs. State-wide
	-37.3
	-31.7
	-36.5


	Table 5. Percentage of Students (Grade 4 Cohort) Demonstrating Proficiency on the MCAS (2005-07)

	
	MCAS Math Test

	
	Grade 4 
2005
	Grade 5 
2006
	Grade 6 
2007

	Holyoke District
	11.6
	11.5
	22.2

	Comparison Districts
	21.3
	20.9
	28.1

	State-wide
	41.0
	43.0
	52.0

	Holyoke vs. Comparison
	-9.7
	-9.4
	-5.9

	Holyoke vs. State-wide
	-29.4
	-31.5
	-29.8


	Table 6. Percentage of Students (Grade 6 Cohort) Demonstrating Proficiency on the MCAS (2005-07)

	
	MCAS ELA Test

	
	Grade 6 
2005
	Grade 7 
2006
	Grade 8 
2007

	Holyoke District
	16.8
	10.6
	16.2

	Comparison Districts
	22.6
	15.7
	19.9

	State-wide
	46.0
	40.0
	45.0

	Holyoke vs. Comparison
	-5.8
	-5.1
	-3.7

	Holyoke vs. State-wide
	-29.2
	-29.4
	-28.8


In 2006 and 2007, MCAS tests were administered in both ELA and Math in grades 3 to 8. This allowed the evaluation team to compare changes in student performance at the different grade levels and among the different schools in Holyoke.

Both tables indicate that a higher proportion of Holyoke students demonstrated proficiency in almost every school cohort and grade level on both the ELA test and the Math test. However, students statewide and those in comparison districts also improved in almost every grade level on both tests. These results suggest that some of the changes observed in student performance among Holyoke students from 2006 to 2007 were part of a broader statewide trend rather than attributable specifically to the effect of the Turnaround Initiative. 

At the same time, Holyoke students in the middle school grades generally demonstrated greater gains on both the ELA and Math tests than did their counterparts in the comparison schools and state-wide. This result reflects the initial focus on middle school grades of the Turnaround Initiative and the America’s Choice intervention. 

Two of the Holyoke elementary schools (McMahon and Sullivan) had gains on both the ELA and Math tests that exceeded the gains in the comparison schools. Two other elementary schools (Donahue and White) had gains in the Math test only that exceeded the gains in the comparison schools. These schools all have relatively smaller populations of ELL students (20% or less in each school) compared to the other three Holyoke elementary schools (40% or more in each school). These results could reflect the observations discussed in the previous section of this report – that the America’s Choice programs and interventions were too “generic” and not adapted for the large ELL population in Holyoke. This was a situation that only began to change during the third year of the Turnaround Initiative (2007-08).

	Table 7. Change from 2006 to 2007 in Percentage of Students Demonstrating Proficiency for Each Grade Level Cohort

	Grade in 2006 –
	Change in ELA Test
	Change in Math Test

	
	Holyoke
	Comparison
	State
	Holyoke
	Comparison
	State

	Grade 3
	-0.3
	+2.5
	-2.0
	-1.3
	+1.5
	-8.0

	Grade 4
	+7.3
	+8.7
	+13.0
	+0.3
	+7.5
	+11.0

	Grade 5
	+10.0
	+6.2
	+8.0
	+10.0
	+7.2
	+9.0

	Grade 6
	+5.7
	+7.3
	+5.0
	+5.4
	+1.2
	0

	Grade 7
	+14.0
	+11.2
	+10.0
	+4.5
	+4.4
	+5.0


	Table 8. Change from 2006 to 2007 in Percentage of Students Demonstrating Proficiency in Holyoke Elementary and Middle School Cohort

	Schools
	Grades Served –
	Change in ELA Test
	Change in Math Test

	
	
	Holyoke
	Comparison
	Holyoke
	Comparison

	Donahue ES
	K-8
	+1.7
	+4.3
	+8.3
	+6.9

	Kelly ES
	K-8
	+1.1
	+4.3
	+3.5
	+6.9

	Lawrence ES
	K-5
	+1.5
	+6.6
	+2.6
	+5.1

	McMahon ES
	K-7
	+10.1
	+4.3
	+14.7
	+6.9

	Morgan ES
	K-6
	0
	+4.3
	+2.7
	+5.7

	Sullivan ES
	K-8
	+6.6
	+4.3
	+10.6
	+6.9

	White ES
	K-8
	+4.2
	+4.3
	+9.9
	+6.9

	Lynch MS
	6-8
	+1.8
	+2.7
	+4.6
	+9.4

	Peck MS
	7-8
	+6.0
	+2.7
	+10.9
	+9.4


MAP Results

The MAP is a computerized assessment system developed and marketed by the Northwest Evaluation Association (NWEA). It includes both ELA and Math tests. The Holyoke School purchased and administered the MAP with some of its students since Fall 2004 and with all of its students since Fall 2005. The MAP is administered three times during each school year: Fall, Winter, and Spring. 

MAP tests are scored using a continuous interval level of measurement. In theory, this means that a 5-point improvement in performance is always equivalent whether it is observed among 3rd graders or 6th graders. Thus, MAP test results are ideal for measuring growth over time and across multiple grade levels. 

The NWEA conducted a national study in 2005 of the MAP to develop new scoring norms for the test. This study also allowed the organization to determine the average point gains over the school year for each grade level. This provided the evaluation team with an external standard by which to assess the gains demonstrated by Holyoke students on the MAP.

During the first year of the Turnaround Initiative, the MAP scores of Holyoke students increased by about 105% of the grade level standard for ELA and about 95% of the grade level standard for Math. During the second year of the Turnaround Initiative, the MAP scores increased by only 66% of the grade level standard for ELA and about 80% of the grade level standard for Math. These results appear to indicate that the Turnaround Initiative did not have a positive impact on student academic gains relative to a national standard. 

However, there were serious limitations with this analysis. Due to privacy concerns, the Holyoke School District did not provide MAP results for individual students. The evaluation team was able to review only aggregate data and was not able to conduct a longitudinal analysis of these results. Given that the student turnover rate is approximately 25% to 30% in Holyoke during a single school year, the student population tested in the Spring of each year is likely to be somewhat different than the one tested the previous Fall.

Part 4 – Next Steps

Recommendations

Scope of Initiative. America’s Choice has been the source of essential expertise in driving the first stages of curriculum change and instructional improvement in Holyoke. However, AC lacks the expertise to address content areas outside ELA and Math. Nor does it possess the expertise to address other key issues which are essential to the ultimate success of the Turnaround Initiative. To address these content areas and key issues, the Turnaround Partnership should be expanded to include additional organizations with expertise in (1) instructional content areas such as Science, Social Studies, Art, and Health, (2) needs of ELL students, (3) needs of Special Education students, (4) effects of poverty and homelessness, (5) leadership development, (6) staff recruitment and retention, and (7) community engagement. 

Coordination and Continuity. Some in the Holyoke School District expressed continuing cynicism about the educational change process – having seen too many programs introduced with great fanfare only to see them discarded a few years later for a new program. They expressed frustration when asked to implement a new program from scratch instead of integrating with an existing, complementary program. The conflict between NISL and AC around leadership development was a graphic example of problems that can emerge from a failure to coordinate closely related programs. 

To counter the frustration and challenge the cynicism, DESE and the Holyoke School District should ensure that all Turnaround Partners recognize that coordinating and aligning programs and services with each other and with ongoing school district programs will be a priority. In addition, one of the Turnaround Partner organizations or an administrator within the Holyoke School District should be designated with specific responsibilities to promote, maintain, and monitor coordination and continuity within the Turnaround Initiative.

Communication: Continuing emphasis should be placed on facilitating “top-down” communication within the district and particularly from the district to the schools. Staff should be notified of district/school decisions and their rationale in a timely and explicit manner. 

At the same time, much greater emphasis should be placed on promoting meaningful “bottom-up” communication. Teacher observations, experiences, recommendations, and reactions should be communicated to the leadership to appropriately inform their decisions. When the teachers’ voice is excluded, grassroots resistance increases and implementation efforts slow down or stop entirely. Conversely, when the teachers’ voice is honored and respected, grassroots confidence in the initiative builds and the capacity to think more systematically and strategically grows.

Planning and Outcomes. The Turnaround Initiative has been guided by the broad and somewhat complementary goals of its three principal partners (DESE, Holyoke School District, and America’s Choice). However, explicit, measureable benchmarks that allow informed assessments of the Initiative’s progress have not been identified. 

In developing its future plans, the Turnaround Partnership should identify short-term outcomes that reflect realistic growth targets for student performance and operational benchmarks that allow objective assessment of organizational progress. In addition, DESE and Holyoke School District must continue to recognize that the turnaround process is a time-consuming one which requires long-term, as well as short-term, planning. Thus, future plans of the Turnaround Initiative also should encompass three to five years, be based on realistic resource estimates, and incorporate options or strategies for obtaining additional resources if necessary.

Data Use and Analysis. Effective access to and use of data, particularly student outcome data, will be essential to the long-term success of the Turnaround Initiative. This must be fostered at all levels of the Initiative – among individual teachers in the classroom, by the grade-level teams reviewing their teaching practices, by the principal and leadership team developing their improvement plans, by the district administrators assessing new instructional programs, and by the Turnaround Partners reviewing the success of their roles and services. Data and data analysis must be shared (with due consideration to individual privacy issues) to foster confidence in decisions and allow celebration of successes. 

Continued training should be provided by DESE, the Holyoke School District, and Turnaround Partners to Holyoke administrators and teachers to continue to deepen and expand their capability for analysis and using the data. Emphasis should be placed on identifying, collecting, and analyzing qualitative as well as quantitative student outcome data to ensure that a more accurate and robust picture of student growth and development is created. 

Curriculum and Instruction: Emphasis should be placed on addressing the curricular and instructional needs of ELL and Special Education students in the context of all core curriculum areas. At the same time, curriculum mapping and development work should be expanded to include social studies and other curricular areas. Successful local intervention programs (i.e. TOP and ELD classrooms) should be expanded and further developed. Finally, content area coaches should be maintained and consideration should be given to supporting them in other subject areas beyond ELA and math.

America’s Choice Roles and Services: America’s Choice should continue to support instructional change and organizational development at both district and building levels. It should maintain the current high quality of its trainers. However, it should continue to improve their assignment, logistics, and support of its trainers. In addition, it should continue to work closely with Holyoke staff to adapt its programs, tools, and materials to the needs of Holyoke students and faculty. In this regard, Holyoke should continue to examine interventions such as Ramp Up Math to determine its potential value to Holyoke students. Finally, the organization should better coordinate its services with those of other service providers in the district.

Lessons Learned for Future DESE Turnaround Initiatives

Creating a Turnaround Collaborative. In consultation with the school district, DESE should recruit a team of partners to address the range of challenges facing struggling districts and schools. No single partner has the expertise to address this entire range. A Coordinating Partner (not necessarily one of the service providers) should be designated to coordinate the key change efforts by the district, members of the collaborative, and others. 

Local Assessment. Prior to any implementation effort, key members of the Turnaround Initiative should conduct an assessment of the needs, resources, and programming of the target school district. This assessment should particularly focus on identifying the nature and continuing elements of the previous district- and building-based school change efforts. 

Initial Implementation Activities. Initial Turnaround Initiative activities and plans should allocate sufficient resources to provide effective responses to immediate individual opportunities and longer-term institutional needs. Local “early adopters” should be identified, recruited, and supported to use key instructional strategies, tools, or programs from the school change organizations. At the same time, the Initiative needs to engage the district in critically assessing the operation of the district and building necessary structures and processes to implement and sustain school change elements across the entire district in a cost-effective manner.

Supporting District Staff. Turnaround Partners and the school district should recognize and respond to the impact of the Initiative on school district staff. External designation of failure, identification of educational problems, and efforts to create substantial change can affect morale, self-confidence, and self-image of administrators, faculty, and other staff. Strategies for engaging staff and addressing their needs should be included into the Turnaround Initiative plans.

Long-Term Plan. The Turnaround Initiative implementation plan should (1) cover multiple years, (2) incorporate realistic funding and resource estimates in development of activities, (3) identify operational benchmarks for assessing progress of the initiative, and (4) define short- and long-term goals for student outcomes which reflect realistic estimates of their likely growth.

Appendix: Description of Evaluation Methodology

During the course of this evaluation, members of the evaluation team conducted an extensive set of semi-structured interviews and more informal discussions with a variety of stakeholders and project participants at DESE, the Holyoke Public Schools, and America’s Choice. A comprehensive set of interview topics and questions was generated and revised throughout the course of the evaluation. This comprehensive list was used to create written interview protocols for use in all semi-structured interviews. If the interview schedule permitted, these protocols were shared with the interview subject prior to the interview. The more informal discussions were guided by a general list of topics. 

Within the Holyoke Public Schools, interviews and discussions were conducted with more than 70 administrators, curriculum coaches, and faculty. 

· Multiple interviews were conducted with the Superintendent of Schools, the Executive Director for Curriculum & Instruction, and the principals from all 7 elementary schools, both middle schools, and both high schools. 

· Individual interviews were conducted with 10 district-level administrators responsible for English Language Arts, Math, Science, ELL Programs, Special Education Programs, and Data Management. Some also participated in a group interview. 

· Individual and small group interviews were conducted with 32 elementary, middle, and high school teachers from all Holyoke schools. 

· Group interviews or informal discussions were conducted with almost all of the English Language Arts and Math coaches. 

Members of the evaluation team conducted interviews with 10 America’s Choice representatives and staff. This included multiple interviews with the America’s Choice Site Coordinator and individual interviews with the then-current and former Regional Directors for America’s Choice, five of the America’s Choice trainers (including the current trainers), and two other America’s Choice staff directly involved with Holyoke. Finally, multiple interviews were conducted with the DESE administrator responsible for developing and overseeing the Holyoke Turnaround Initiative and with the DESE administrator and staff responsible for the implementation of NISL in Holyoke. 

In addition to the interviews, the evaluation incorporated several additional qualitative data sources. This included:

· Observational site visit to all 11 Holyoke schools

· Observations of one each of the regular day-long training sessions conducted by the America’s Choice trainers with the English Language Arts and Math coaches

· Reviews of instructional and training materials used in Holyoke by America’s Choice, as well as meeting summaries, plans, and reports prepared by Holyoke Public School or America’s Choice representatives during the course of the Holyoke Turnaround Initiative

Originally, the evaluation team planned to administer an online survey on the Holyoke Turnaround Initiative to all Holyoke Public School teachers. However during the course of the evaluation, the team discovered that Holyoke faculty had recently been asked to complete at least three major surveys on various school-related topics. As a result, the team decided that conducting an additional survey would be unduly burdensome for Holyoke school staff. The team chose to rely instead upon results from the site visits, the teacher interviews, and two of the surveys. The first survey emphasized narrative items and had a total of 56 respondents, including 4 principals, 5 literacy coaches, 41 teachers, and 6 other staff. This obviously represented only a small sample of Holyoke Public School staff. The second survey used multiple choice responses and rating scales. It received responses from 232 teachers and 16 administrators from the Commonwealth Priority schools (Kelly, Lawrence, McMahon, Morgan, and White Elementary Schools and the alternative school). This represented approximately 85% of the teachers in those schools.

In preparing the first two parts of this report, the evaluation team drew on the information collected through the interviews, the other qualitative data sources, and the internal survey. This information was summarized and organized using the comprehensive set of interview topics and questions generated by the evaluation team. These summaries were then reviewed by year, by school, curriculum area, and special program, and district-wide to identify relevant patterns, differences, and conflicts.

The evaluation team relied upon two sets of statistical data sources in preparing the third part of this report. It analyzed the results in English Language Arts and Math for individual students from the Holyoke Public Schools and five comparison school districts on the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) from 2004 to 2007. This included approximately 65,000 students. The five comparison school districts were selected based on similarities in their size and/or their student demographics to Holyoke. The availability of individual student data allowed both longitudinal and cross-sectional data analyses. 

The evaluation team also analyzed aggregate results from the Measures of Academic Progress (MAP) for Holyoke students from Fall 2005 to Fall 2007. MAP is a computerized assessment system aligned with state assessments (including the MCAS) and designed to measure student academic growth across different grade levels. A national norming study of the MAP identified expected student scores by grade level and expected growth in scores over different time intervals for each grade level. In addition, a state alignment study allowed MAP scores to link to corresponding MCAS performance levels for each grade. This provided the evaluation two independent standards for comparing the performance of Holyoke students. Due to privacy concerns, the Holyoke School District was not willing to release individual student data from the MAP to the evaluation team. As a result, the evaluation team was limited in the analyses it could perform on this data.
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� Throughout most of the time period covered by this report, the state education agency was known as the Department of Education (DOE). During the last year, its name was changed to Department of Elementary & Secondary Education (DESE). To avoid confusion, this report uses the current name of the agency throughout.






