Children First
Mayor Bloomberg has defined the Children First reforms:

Our mission over the next four years will be: To create—from pre-school through high school—a public education system second to none. We will strengthen the three pillars of our school reform: Leadership, Empowerment, and Accountability, putting resources and authority where they belong: in the schools of our city. And because the eyes of the nation are on our efforts, our successes hold the promise of hope for schools across the land. What a wonderful gift for New York to share with the rest of our country. 

-- Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg, January 1, 2006 
The Children First reforms are all about student achievement. Everything we are doing is a means to an end, and our end goal is ensuring our students learn. Each of the 1.1 million school children in this City deserves the kind of education they need so they can go to college, get good jobs and lead productive, successful lives.

The reforms are called Children First for a reason. Children First means putting students’ interests first — ahead of bureaucrats and special interests — and creating a school system designed to serve students and families.

Background
Before the State Legislature granted Mayor Bloomberg control of the New York City school system, there was little standardization or coordination across the City, and generations of students were leaving school without the skills and knowledge they needed to succeed.

The Mayor and Schools Chancellor Joel Klein saw school reform as a two-step process. To create adequate schools, they needed to bring stability and coherence to the system. To elevate schools from adequate to outstanding, they would need to take a second step: empowering principals by giving them decision-making power and holding them accountable for their students’ results.


At the beginning, even when the focus of Children First reforms was stability, the Chancellor started training great leaders, empowering them to make decisions, and holding them accountable for results. These core principles—leadership, empowerment, and accountability—would run throughout the length of the administration’s reforms.
Stabilizing the System
When the State Legislature gave the New York City mayor control of the schools in 2002, Mayor Bloomberg and Schools Chancellor Klein inherited a system that, since 1968, was carved into 32 local community school districts, each controlled by a local community school board. The system was wrought with favoritism, outright corruption, inequality, and low performance. 

The Mayor and the Chancellor first created a new governance structure, under which all schools were organized into 10 regions. The leaders of the regions, the regional superintendents, reported to the Deputy Chancellor for Teaching and Learning, who reported to the Chancellor, who in turn reported to the Mayor. The system was intentionally top-down. The Mayor and the Chancellor believed that the necessary first step in reforming the schools was taming the system and bringing all of the teachers, principals, and administrators onto the same page. They implemented a new, core curriculum, created interventions for struggling students, ended the “social promotion” of failing students who were unprepared for the next grade, negotiated substantial reforms to the teachers’ contract, and reallocated resources originally supporting the bureaucracy to allow further decision making at the school level. They also created a “Leadership Academy” to train strong leaders capable of making those decisions effectively. 
The first four years of reform (from 2002 to 2006) brought improvement to the City’s schools. Schools and students across New York City performed at a higher level. The percent of fourth-graders who passed state reading exams, for example, increased by 12.4 percentage points, compared to 3.5 points in the rest of New York State. And the percent of fourth-graders who passed state math exams increased by 18.9 percentage points, compared to 5.4 points for students throughout New York State.

The Mayor and the Chancellor believed the management structure they had implemented was strong enough to stabilize the system, to begin improving the system’s culture, and to help improve student academic gains. But they did not believe the top-down structure was powerful enough to fundamentally transform the system. A full transformation of results would require changing the culture of the system from one that had for decades maintained low expectations and made excuses to a system demanding high expectations—for students and for educators—and a system focused on outcomes for students. The Mayor and the Chancellor believed they could create the necessary culture change by infusing the system with leadership, empowerment, and accountability  In other words, schools needed strong leaders who were empowered to make decisions and accountable for results. Leaders who were empowered but who were not held accountable would not produce results and neither would leaders who were accountable but did not have the authority to make decisions. All three elements: leadership, empowerment, and accountability are required to trigger and sustain breakthrough change.

Leadership
Principals
Effective school leadership is a central pillar in the reform efforts. The Administration launched the Leadership Academy in 2002 to prepare school leaders for the unique challenges they would encounter at the helm of New York City public schools. Between 2002 and 2006, almost 200 aspiring principals graduated from the Leadership Academy; many of are them serving high-needs students, helping to turn around traditionally underperforming schools.
The approach the Academy has taken to leadership development is unprecedented in the public sector. The Academy was modeled after successful private sector initiatives such as General Electric’s John F. Welch Leadership Center and the Ameritech Institute. The Academy is actively working on building a team of 1,400 great principals who are true instructional leaders, and who can consistently inspire and lead teachers, students, and parents in their school community. The Leadership Academy also provides high-quality, practical training, along with experienced mentors, to hundreds of new and veteran principals. The NYC Leadership Academy’s training focuses on setting a clear plan for increasing student achievement by developing the instructional leadership and management expertise of the City’s public school principals.

Teachers
Great teachers are essential to every great education. Research shows that students with high-quality teachers learn more and generally outperform students with low-quality teachers. To help support New York City teachers, the Department of Education started a new teacher mentoring program in the 2004-2005 school year, which provides comprehensive instruction and mentoring for all first-year teachers. 
The DOE also worked with the United Federation of Teachers to reach a historic agreement that benefits teachers, principals, and students. The new contract increases starting teachers’ salaries by 43% over the course of the Bloomberg administration, allowing the Department to recruit and retain the high-quality teachers that our students need. The contract also gives the DOE the ability to create Lead Teacher positions, with a $10,000 salary differential, giving principals a powerful tool to recruit experienced and talented teachers to high-need schools. More recently, the DOE and UFT agreed to create a $15,000 housing incentive for experienced math, science, and special education teachers who come to the DOE and agree to teach for at least three years in high-needs schools. The agreement provides struggling students an additional 150 minutes every week (37 ½ minutes each day) of small-group instruction so they get the help they need to catch up during the school year. The contract also gives principals the power to make final decisions regarding hiring for all vacancies. There will be no more “bumping” by more senior teachers and no more involuntary placements of teachers in any school.  This means that, for the first time, principals are able to choose the teams they think are best for their unique student populations. 

Parents

Parents need to be partners in their children’s education and the Mayor and the Chancellor sought to empower them to be leaders, too. To accomplish this, the Department created a position in every single school called the “parent coordinator.” This is a person equipped with a cell phone, whose full time job is to give parents information, help answer their questions, and help them become full partners in their children’s education. The DOE has also taken other steps to work with parents. During the 2003-2004 school year, for example, the DOE implemented a campaign to recruit parents for the new Community Education Councils (CECs), which were created to replace the 32 Community School Boards. And in 2007, the DOE hired its first Chief Family Engagement Officer to coordinate and facilitate all outreach to parents.
Empowerment
Good leaders want to be – and should be – empowered so they are able to make the decisions about programming, staffing, and budgeting that enable them to accomplish their goals.

Decades of decentralized, top-down control had failed to produce results in New York City. Empowerment—the idea that school-level educators would be able to make decisions about their schools—represented a re-imagining of school governance. The Empowerment Schools initiative, first called the “Autonomy Zone,” gave control directly to principals, changing a system accustomed to excuse-making and compliance into a system focused intently on accountability and performance. In exchange for increased freedom and control, principals were required to sign performance agreements, pledging to meet data-driven targets for student achievement and to reduce the achievement gap among students.

The Autonomy Zone included 26 schools when it started in the 2004-2005 school year. Over the past three years, it has grown to more than 330 schools. In the first year, 85% of the schools in the program met their performance targets. In the pilot’s second year, the autonomy zone grew to 42 schools, and 93% met their targets. On the whole, these schools were performing at a higher level than other schools in the City, even though they were serving similar populations. The Zone schools reported a graduation rate of 79.3%, 21 percentage points higher than the citywide average of 58.2%, and a dropout rate of 1.1%, 5.5 percentage points lower than the citywide average of 6.6%. The key variable in their successes was that the schools and their leaders were infused with new decision-making power and were held responsible for outcomes. In 2006-2007, these schools were renamed “Empowerment Schools.” There are 332 of these schools, which continue to show strong results with students. 
Accountability
The Department of Education is responsible for both school-based accountability and system-wide structural accountability. In complex organizations, accountability for progress—whether it is moving the entire system forward or moving one student from failing to proficient—is critical. Clearly defined roles with unambiguous indicators of success will drive organizations forward. The Mayor and the Chancellor are pursuing true accountability, not setting arbitrary benchmarks for the sake of “compliance,” which was common under previous administrations. 

Accountability must be systemic and system-wide accountability starts with recognizing what is working and what is not. Starting in 2002, the Department of Education assessed its portfolio of schools to determine which schools were serving students well, which ones were not, and what types of schools could be created to better meet the demands of New Yorkers. Among the DOE’s first steps in bringing accountability to the system of schools was beginning to phase out large, comprehensive high schools that had failed generations of students and creating new, small schools in their place. The DOE also began creating new high-quality options, including charter schools and more effective schools and programs for struggling students, to serve high-needs populations that traditionally had few options.
In September 2002, Chancellor Klein began phasing out the lowest performing high schools throughout the city and, that same year, opened 16 new small schools in these buildings to give families better choices for their children. Using these schools as a model for systemic change, Chancellor Klein created the Office of New Schools (ONS) in early 2003 with a mission to open 200 new small secondary schools, including 50 charter schools.  Today, the Office of New Schools has surpassed these goals, opening 231 new secondary schools, 10 new elementary schools and 60 charter schools, which quadruples the number of charter schools in the City.  In September 2007, 60 charter schools in all five boroughs will serve more than 15,000 students, and the demand for these schools is even larger, with more than 13,000 students on charter school waitlists. Last year, the success of the ONS was marked by a graduation rate of 77% at the 12 new schools residing on phase-out campuses, where in these very same buildings the 2002 graduation rate was 35%, well below the citywide average of 51%. 
The Department has also built a number of new schools and programs that have proven to work for students who are struggling in traditional high school settings. Through the "Multiple Pathways" initiative the Department has researched and developed new models for Young Adult Borough Centers (YABCs), Transfer Schools and GED programs.  Since 2002, the Department has created 18 new YABCs, 7 new Transfer Schools and 8 new full and part-time GED programs based on these models.  In fall 2007 an additional 5 Transfer Schools, 2 YABCs and 2 full-time GED programs will be launched.  These schools and programs help overage and under-credited students who are struggling in traditional high schools to succeed.
District-level accountability helped the Department achieve a number of successes: the number of schools identified as “Schools Under Registration Review” dropped to 35 from 97 four years earlier; making schools safer and more conducive to effective teaching and learning. 

The DOE has also given schools new tools and is holding educators increasingly accountable for ensuring that schools help all students learn. In the 2005-2006 school year, the Chancellor announced that the district would adopt a powerful set of accountability tools and metrics, all aiming to improve outcomes for students and information for schools and families. These tools include: Progress Reports that will grade schools A to F based on school environment, student performance, and student progress; Quality Reviews, annual on-site reviews by experienced educators; Periodic Assessments designed to provide timely and detailed information on students strengths, weaknesses and progress over time; Children First Intensive, hands-on training for principals and teachers in using the new accountability tools; and, ARIS, the Achievement Reporting and Innovation System that will provide detailed information on performance and progress to educators and families. The Department is also adopting a “value-added” approach to test scores – looking at year-to-year improvement of individual students rather than comparing one cohort of students to the next. Schools will no longer be able to skate by because they are doing well on the aggregate. They will no longer be able to hide problem-areas behind their strengths.
Where We are Today

In January, Mayor Bloomberg and Chancellor Klein announced the next phase of the Children First school reforms. The City is continuing to pursue the three main strategies—Leadership, Empowerment, Accountability. To do this, the Department is implementing new initiatives that build on the successes of these three pillars. These reforms will take the progress of the past five years to the next level, creating the conditions necessary to produce breakthrough change so that every child receives a quality education. 
 

School Support Structures
Starting in the 2007-2008 school year, the Department will build on the success of the Empowerment model—granting all schools the power of choice. Whereas in the past, schools received support based on where they were physically located, schools will be able to choose the type of support that is best suited to their needs and their students’ needs. As of July 1, 2007, the DOE will eliminate the regions and allow principals to choose (and pay for) their own support structures. This spring, principals and their teams selected from among 14 types of School Support Organizations, all designed to aide schools as they work to meet the high standards that the New York City Department of Education has set for them. The Chancellor and his team will continue to provide vital, system-wide services, such as setting academic learning standards, placing students, distributing funds to schools, and recruiting teachers. The Chancellor will also remain responsible for ensuring that all schools and SSOs are meeting the DOE’s high standards and that all relevant laws, regulations, and requirements are met. The DOE will also support schools through Integrated Service Centers, which will offer all schools one-stop assistance with mandated and operational services related to human resources, payroll, budget and procurement, transportation, food services, grant management, health, suspensions, youth development, some elements of special education, among other central services.
 

Accountability
The new accountability tools will ensure that as schools are given more decision-making power, they are also held accountable for results. Schools will be provided what they need to gain information on students’ progress, allowing them to tailor instruction to individual students. This spring, the DOE launched the first-ever Learning Environment Surveys of parents, teachers, and secondary school students. The DOE also began working with IBM to design ARIS— a one of its kind data management system that will make timely data available to principals, teachers and parents to drive instructional change throughout the year. By June 2007, each school in the system will have received a thorough onsite Quality Review. Schools will receive their first progress reports – with letter grades – by fall 2007.
 
Fair Student Funding
As schools are given increased freedom and flexibility, they are also being held increasingly accountable for results. The Department is ensuring that as schools are being held accountable they are on an even financial playing field – so they can all be expected to reach the same high standards. The DOE cut an additional $170 million from the bureaucracy this spring, which it sent directly to schools. It also launched a brand new, improved Web site where parents and principals can go to find easy-to-understand funding information for every New York City public school. 

 

Teacher Excellence
Finally, the DOE is taking steps to ensure that all teachers who receive tenure have proven they are able to help students make progress. The DOE is telling principals when their teachers are up for tenure so that this most important decision does not occur automatically without serious reflection and by developing clear guidelines for granting tenure. The Department is also reviewing its tenure standards and plans to provide further guidance and tools for principals for the 2007-2008 school year.

Together, these reforms will create the conditions necessary for true systemic change in New York City public schools and which will give all students access to the kind of education they need to make academic progress, graduate from high school, and lead successful, productive lives. These reforms will help the Mayor and the Chancellor fulfill the goals they articulated in 2002 when they first launched Children First.

To read more about the current reforms, please visit http://schools.nyc.gov/offices/ChildrenFirst.
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