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Background

During the 2008-2009 school year, City Schools launched Expanding Great Options to create more and better school options for all students over time. City Schools has 201 schools and programs across 19 geographic subareas of Baltimore City. Ensuring that all students in each of those areas have access to school options that meet their interests and needs requires a range of programs, a set of coordinated efforts among multiple departments and an overarching plan.

Through this initiative, City Schools began to link school performance and parent choice to facilities improvements and new school creation strategies, and set about ensuring the emergence of a system of great schools.

Expanding Great Options continues to be driven by City Schools’ commitment to providing great school options to all students. The focus of this year’s recommendations was on the transformation—and in some cases— the closure of the lowest-performing schools with secondary (middle and high school) grades. City Schools proposed accomplishing this through a range of recommendations, including expansion of pre-K-8 programs and middle school choice.
In the fall of 2009, City Schools analyzed data for schools with the lowest state test scores in 2008-2009. The initial analysis reviewed 60 schools on the following measures: student achievement and enrollment trends; previous intervention strategies, such as changes in leadership or actions under last year’s Expanding Great Options process; fiscal sustainability; building utilization rate and condition; geographic location and school options in the area; and rubric scores on the five characteristics of a successful school developed by City Schools in partnership with Education Resource Strategies, a nonprofit consulting firm specializing in urban education reform.

School Improvement Grant

Expanding Great Options brought with it another unique thrust this year — a chance to leverage federal stimulus dollars under the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA).

Under ARRA, school systems are eligible to receive “School Improvement Grants” to transform their lowest-performing schools. These grants present new opportunities for transforming low performing schools, allowing City Schools to advance its Expanding Great Options goals more broadly and strategically. City Schools will receive more than $25 million in federal School Improvement Grant funds.

City Schools identified transformation strategies that made the most sense for each identified school. City Schools referenced the School Improvement Grant guidelines under ARRA, which reflect national best practices in school intervention. These options include changing a school’s leadership and staff, using reform principles to improve a school (e.g.: extended learning time, embedded professional development, etc.), closing a school and re-opening it under the management of a new operator and closing a school altogether and transferring its students to a higher performing school.

ARRA also makes available stimulus dollars to strengthen instructional capacity at schools that are not proposed for replacement or closure, and City Schools also incorporated these opportunities into its Expanding Great Options 2010-2011 recommendations for transforming and closing its lowest-performing secondary schools. Five schools were chosen for “restart,” meaning that an external partner was selected to work intensely with the school on climate, attendance, and academic measures. Those five schools are Calverton, William C. March, Commodore John Rodgers, Garrison, and Chinquapin/Baltimore IT Academy. Two schools were chosen for “turnaround” and those schools are Booker T. Washington and Augusta Fells Savage.
Overview of Schools

Calverton Elementary/Middle School

Calverton is partnered with Friendship Schools, which brings extensive experience in school management in Washington, DC and Baltimore, with a focus on Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) and academic rigor. Teachers were asked to reapply for their jobs and a third of the teachers have been replaced with new staff. Friendship will focus on the professional development of staff, student supports and climate, and the academic offerings of the school, making Calverton into a STEM themed school in which kids are challenged and thrive. Finally, Friendship has established a partnership with the Urban teacher Center, to create a pathway that brings only highly effective teachers into the school system.
Commodore John Rodgers Elementary/Middle School

Commodore Jon Rodgers is partnered with the Living Classrooms Foundation (LCF), which operators The Crossroads School, a successful charter middle school in the same community. Commodore John Rogers will have a new principal this year and teachers were asked to reapply for their jobs. Under the leadership of LCF, this school has been identified as a site for National Board Certification by the Maryland State Department of Education and teachers will receive tremendous amounts of coaching, mentoring and professional development. The school will have an extended day in SY 2010-11. Other hallmarks of the school will include: Technology will be infused into the classroom; a Dean of Students will be responsible for extensive community outreach; and students will begin to develop portfolios, which are presented to the community three times per year.
Chinquapin Middle School

The school program at Chinquapin closed at the end of the 2009 – 10 school year. The Baltimore IT Academy (BIT) will replace Chinquapin for the 2010-11 school year. BIT is operated by the same non-profit that operates Chesapeake Science Point, a high performing charter school in Anne Arundel County. BIT will open with grades 6 - 8, and grow to serve grades 9 – 12 as well. The rising 7th and 8th graders at Chinquapin were given the option to enroll at BIT and all the other seats will be open citywide to students interested in a technology infused curriculum that will prepare student for IT careers at the high school level.
Garrison Middle School

Garrison is partnered with Global Partnership Schools, a new national turnaround company working in several states and districts. Garrison will have a new principal this year and teachers were asked to reapply for their jobs. More than half of the teachers at Garrison will be new for the 2010-11 school year. GSP is actively recruiting and marketing the school, in order to create citywide excitement about this new initiative. GSP will implement a new rigorous curriculum and assessment program at Garrison, and provide intensive coaching and support on site. The school will devote significant resources to parent engagement, work with community partners, and raising the profile of garrison around the city.
William C. March Middle School

March is partnered with Johns Hopkins University Talent Development. March will have a new principal this year and teachers were asked to reapply for their jobs. March will implement the Talent Development model, nationally recognized for its success at improving student outcomes, and enhance the International Baccalaureate program at the school – Baltimore’s only middle school IB program. Talent Development brings intensive support and coaching for teachers, the implementation of a new rigorous curriculum and assessment system, intensive student supports, and extended learning time for students, with homework support and tutoring.
Augusta Fells Savage Institute of Visual Arts High School

Augusta Fells Savage was created as a visual/graphic arts themed school in 2006. This transformation includes the investment of significant resources to strengthen their burgeoning arts program, with new partnerships, additional arts course offerings, and the implementation of the state’s Career and Technological Education (CTE) Arts, Media and Communication Cluster (courses offered in sequences of three that connect students with the world of work and post secondary schooling). This cluster includes courses in Communications and Broadcast Technology, Interactive Media Production, Architectural Drafting and Design (with a brand new state of the art CADD lab), and Information Technology. A new principal and new teaching staff will lead the school. Teachers will be supported through mentoring and intensive professional development, academic coursework will be ramped up 
Booker T. Washington Middle School

City Schools led a planning process in fall 2009 that involved families, community stakeholders, and elected officials, and resulted in the recommendation to transform Booker T. Washington into a citywide performing arts themed school. Its proximity to (and support from) many cultural institutions, such as the Eubie Blake Center the Baltimore Symphony Orchestra, and the Maryland Institute College of Art, and the school’s long history with the arts, makes Booker T. a strong candidate to become a feeder school for our world class high school, Baltimore School for the Arts. A new principal and new teaching staff will lead Booker T. Washington into a new era, with more rigorous arts infused course offerings, and the addition of a ceramics program, a dance studio, and a black box theater.

