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CONTRACTS FOR EXCELLENCE APPROVED FOR 55 SCHOOL DISTRICTS

Contracts for Excellence between the State and 55 school districts, including the Big Five, have been approved. The announcement was made today at an event featuring Governor Eliot Spitzer, Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver, Chancellor of the New York Board of Regents Robert M. Bennett, Vice Chancellor of the Board of Regents Merryl H. Tisch, and State Education Commissioner Richard Mills.
All of these districts have schools in need of improvement and received enough State Foundation Aid to be eligible to enter into a Contract by which they pledge to improve the achievement of their students.

These districts distributed their $428 million in Contract funds to 1,547 schools that have an enrollment of almost 1.1 million students. 

“The Regents have made closing the achievement gap our highest priority,” Regents Chancellor Robert M. Bennett said. “More money than ever is now going to help the students in greatest need, and these Contracts tie some of that funding to student achievement and accountability. Now schools must implement what they have promised to do.”  

“These Contracts are commitments to a million students in more than 1500 schools,” State Education Commissioner Richard Mills said. “New York has promised them a better education.”

In the approved Contracts, the 55 districts committed to:

· Direct 75 percent of the funds to the neediest students. 

· Use what works. They have chosen proven programs. These include: 
· Class size reduction
· Increased time on task - more time in school and more focused instruction to help individual students
· Better recruiting and professional development for teachers
· Restructuring of middle and high schools
· Prekindergarten or kindergarten.

· Set targets showing the improvement they expect to achieve for students. This includes targets for all students in need and also for groups of students, such as students with disabilities or English Language Learners, who need more help to meet the standards.

· Use the money in proportion to the need in low-performing schools before spending dollars on other schools.

· Publicly report results and have a complaint process in preparation for public hearings that will be required.

The initial drafts of the Contracts were submitted by the school districts to the State Education Department by July 31. SED reviewed the Contracts by August 15 and requested changes as needed. Many of the Contracts have improved since they were first submitted:

· Some districts reallocated funds to ensure 75 percent flowed to the students who are most in need. 
· Some reallocated funds to ensure that the amount of money was commensurate with need.
· All districts were asked to set performance targets for each school. 

Examples of programs that school districts chose:

Class Size Reduction

Research has shown that reductions in class size, particularly in the early grades can improve student academic achievement.  More than three-quarters of Contract for Excellence districts are using at least part of their fund allocations to support these efforts.  

· The Tarrytowns will be targeting their efforts on the early grades, achieving a 15% reduction in class size for kindergarten and 1st grade. 

· The Rochester City School District will also target to the early grades with the intent to effect the greatest reductions in the core subject areas. 
· The Newburgh City School District will build 14 new classrooms in two schools, resulting in a reduced class size across the district over three years to 20 students per class.   
Increased Time on Task

· One-fourth of Buffalo’s neediest schools – the lowest performing, SURR schools – will lengthen their school days by one hour from 6 1/2  to 7 1/2 hours of instruction per day. 
· East Irondequoit’s C4E included evening hour accessibility for computer rooms and libraries in the district to provide access to these needed resources to both students and their parents
· Rochester will extend the school day in some schools and the school week (with Saturday classes) in other schools.

Middle and High School Restructuring

· In Rochester a gateway program will enable high school dropouts to enroll in a dual credit program to earn both a high school diploma and college credits.  

· The Arlington school district is using C4E funds in part to establish Project Lead the Way, an innovative program to introduce high school students to science, technology and engineering topics and careers.  

· Yonkers has created a new school, the Riverside High School of Engineering and Design, which will have an increased focus on mathematics and its relevance to the environment and engineering.  

· Newburgh will be establishing a construction careers academy. Other districts, including Carthage, will be creating small learning communities and 9th grade academies to ease the transition to high school and prepare these pupils for the rigor of a challenging pre-college academic program. 

Teacher and Principal Quality Initiatives

· The research shows that improving teacher preparation is one of the strongest policy levers that schools have to improve achievement and a number of districts are making significant efforts in this regard.  

· The plan of South Colonie is illustrative: their new teacher orientation ensures a common teaching methodology across all subjects and grade levels. A strong peer mentor program affords new teachers the opportunity to work with seasoned veterans, who provide ongoing support as new teachers develop in the early years of the profession. 
Full-day Pre-K and Kindergarten

· C4E funds allowed districts to expand or continue efforts already underway in this regard.  
· For example, in White Plains the C4E funds allowed an existing half-day pre-kindergarten program to expand to a full day program for those students most in need.                 

In addition, there are several innovative activities for English Language Learners that the Contract is supporting.  For example, Yonkers has created a new bilingual component in an existing International Baccalaureate High School in order to increase the graduation rate as well as instructional opportunities and college preparatory curriculum for bilingual students.  In addition, Dunkirk will hire a bilingual aide in the elementary grades for Spanish speaking pupils.  

Several school districts - Buffalo and South Colonie among them - are using Contract funds to support response-to-intervention (RTI) approach programs to improve academic achievement among students with disabilities.  In such programs, one or more research-validated interventions are introduced to students and those students’ academic progress is monitored frequently to see if the interventions are sufficient or require changes to help the student to catch up with his or her peers.          

Other Initiatives

Technology and data analysis is an important and inherent part of a number of districts’ Contract for Excellence plans.  For example, Hyde Park is creating a research and development committee which will conduct action research projects and share their results with staff in order to drive instructional practices based on their effectiveness in the classroom.  

Fulton will create the position of district data administrator with C4E funds, to provide data analysis, evaluation and professional development so that data-based decision making supports learning and instruction. 

Finally some of the more innovative uses of C4E funds relate to making those investments which will treat the social, behavioral and emotional growth of pupils. For example, in Rochester, an on-campus intervention program in a number of schools intends to reduce suspensions by referring students to an academic and counseling program to help address their educational, social and emotional needs.  

New York City

New York City received $258 million in Contract funds.

The New York City Department of Education made several important improvements in the Contract they initially submitted. They:

· Redirected funds to ensure 75 percent of funds will go to students who need help the most.
· Reallocated Contract for Excellence funds so money that goes to low-performing schools is at least in proportion to the need in those schools.
· Provided baseline class size data for every school so that any change can be judged from this point.
· Provided an overall 5-year class size reduction plan for the entire City.

· Set class size targets for the most severely overcrowded and low-performing schools – those with class sizes of 29 or above – that will reduce class sizes to the citywide average.

· Set performance targets for all Contract for Excellence schools.

In addition the NYCDOE made a commitment to amend and extend the class size reduction plan. Commissioner Mills announced he will appoint a panel that will “thoughtfully consider and recommend targets and procedures” to establish a comprehensive class size reduction plan for the City. The panel will examine the research, hear from experts on class size and its effect on achievement, and seek the advice of parents, teachers, and school  leaders. 

Commissioner Mills said he will review their work and make a decision, as the law requires, so that New York City's current plan can and will be amended in time for the next school year.

Next Steps

The State Education Department will take a number of major actions during this next year. Throughout the next year, the Department will work with all 56 districts receiving Contracts for Excellence funds. The Department will pay close attention to:
· How  funding is being spent on students in need,

· Whether schools are carrying out the programs specified in the Contract,

· What happens to performance of students in each school,

· Whether the school district has created a way for parents to file complaints with the principal or superintendent,

· Whether the district has created a public process to review next year’s proposed Contract before it is submitted to the Education Department. 

If schools do not meet their performance targets, then school quality review teams, school intervention teams, or Distinguished Educators will be appointed to review their use of the funds.  Those teams will make recommendations about improving the use of the funding.
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