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Description of the Boston Pilot Schools Network, March 2006

What Are Pilot Schools and What Is Their Purpose?
The result of a unique partnership among the Boston Mayor, School Committee, Superintendent, and Teachers Union (BTU), the Boston Pilot Schools were opened in 1995 to promote increased choice options within the school district, largely in response to 1994 state legislation creating first-time charter schools and the subsequent and potential loss of Boston students to area charter schools. The Pilot Schools were explicitly created to be models of educational innovation and to serve as research and development sites for effective urban public schools. 
The Pilot Schools are a network of public schools unique in the nation in that they have autonomy over budget, staffing, governance, curriculum/assessment, and the school calendar to provide increased flexibility to organize schools and staffing to best meet students’ needs, while operating within the economy of scale of a large urban public school district.  These conditions have been found to be critical in creating successful urban schools, and in particular, in improving the achievement of low-income students and students of color.  As one Pilot School director stated in a 2000 evaluation report, “What every principal or headmaster should have are the kind of conditions Pilots have.  That’s everything from size and scale to hiring their own staff to instructional flexibility to governance, the works.”
  Or, as stated in a recent Boston Globe lead editorial (4/27/05), “Pilot schools represent the best that public education has to offer in Boston.”

The Center for Collaborative Education, a non-profit education organization, provides the Pilot schools with coordination support and assistance, including coaching services, professional development, advocacy, and research and evaluation.

How Do Pilot Schools Work?

Pilot Schools represent an innovative partnership between the Boston Public Schools and BTU, one that is unique in the country.  Each partner has agreed to allow approved Pilot Schools to be free from constraints in order to be more innovative.  Pilot Schools are exempt from district policies and mandates.  Teachers who work in Pilot Schools are exempt from teacher union contract work rules, while still receiving union salary, benefits, and accrual of seniority within the district.  Teachers voluntarily choose to work at Pilot Schools; when hired, they sign what is called an “election-to-work agreement,” which stipulates the work conditions for the school for the coming school year.  This agreement is revisited and revised annually with teacher input.  

Pilot Schools’ governing boards have increased authority over traditional school councils.  The governing boards set the school’s vision, hire and annually evaluate the principal (with the superintendent having final authority), determine the annual election-to-work terms for BTU members, and approve the annual budget.  Pilot School governing boards consist of the principal, faculty (at least four) and parent representatives, community members (higher education, business, and community agencies), and for high schools, students.  Faculty, parent, and student representatives are elected by their peers, while community members are selected by the overall governing board.

What Are The Defining Characteristics of Pilot Schools?

Pilot Schools have the following defining characteristics that enable them to successfully educate Boston students:

· Autonomous.  The defining philosophy of Pilot Schools is that if schools are provided maximum control over their resources to create an innovative education program, in exchange for increased accountability, student engagement and performance will improve.  Pilot Schools have autonomy over budget, staffing, curriculum/assessment, governance/policies, and the schedule.  At the same time, these schools benefit from the economies of scale from being a member of a large urban district.  Under a new agreement between the district and teacher union, Pilot teachers receive compensation for those hours worked that exceed a limit of 100 hours above and beyond required contract hours.

· Accountable.  Every school is held to high standards of performance through a school quality review process using a set of benchmarks that articulate the criteria for high-performing schools.

· Personalized. Pilot Schools place great emphasis on creating a nurturing school culture in which teachers attend closely to each student’s learning needs.  Only two of 19 Pilot Schools have more than 500 students, and both of them are organized into multiple small academies.  

· Vision-Driven.  Every Pilot School has created a vision focused on equity and the fundamental belief in every child’s potential.  This vision shapes the teaching and the work of every member of the school community.  Pilot Schools have the power then to hire teachers and staff who support this vision.

How Many Pilot Schools Are There and Who Do They Serve?

Pilot Schools have grown in number considerably since their first year, when there were five Pilot Schools enrolling about 1.5% of the Boston Public Schools (BPS) student population.  At a time of declining district enrollment, Pilot Schools’ enrollment has experienced a steady increase.  Currently, there are 17 Boston Pilot Schools and two Horace Mann charter schools (which have dual Pilot status) spanning grades K-12 and serving approximately 6,100 students, or over 10% of the total BPS enrollment. Of these schools, five are recent conversion schools, with faculty voting by two-thirds or greater margin to adopt Pilot status.  Overall, the Pilot School enrollment matches that of the Boston Public Schools by race, gender, income status, and increasingly, special education status.  Having an overall student enrollment that is representative of the larger district student body is a critical factor in demonstrating that small, personalized schools that have control over their resources are more successful in raising student achievement and in engaging families than larger, impersonalized urban schools.  Recently, a new agreement signed by the district and teacher union will lead to at least seven new Pilot Schools over the next three years.

Why Do Families and Students Choose Pilot Schools?

A 2003 study by the Center for Collaborative Education
 found that students choose Pilot Schools for three primary reasons:

· Academic Challenge:  Regardless of current achievement level, race/ethnicity, and income status, families and students choose Pilot Schools because they offer academic challenge.
· Personalization and Support:  Pilot Schools are small, personalized, and safe, places in which teachers know students well and in which students receive ample support. 
· Specialized Curriculum:  Many Pilot Schools offer a specialized or theme-based curriculum, such as arts or health, which contributes to the Pilots’ attractiveness as a choice option.
There is also ample anecdotal data that Pilot Schools draw families and students back into the BPS system.  For example, in its first year, one-third of TechBoston Academy’s entering freshman class consisted of students who were enrolled in charter, private, or parochial schools the prior year.

Are The Pilot Schools Effectively Educating Boston Students?

A 2006 CCE report found that, when analyzing student-level data, that Pilot Schools are outperforming the district average on virtually every indicator of student engagement and achievement.  While serving students who are generally representative of the Boston Public Schools, and operating with the same per pupil expenditure, these small, autonomous, mission-driven schools:

· Are attractive to Boston families, having high waiting lists for student enrollment.

· Have high holding power, having high student attendance and the low in-district and out-of-district transfer rates and low dropout rates.

· Are safe, having low suspension rates.

· Successfully educate their students, with Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) scores that outpace the district average in all grades (3-10) tested, in both English and math, and at both the passing and advanced/proficient levels.

· Provide students with increased opportunities for life after graduation, having high college-going rates, particularly to four-year colleges. 
In 2004, only one of 57 BPS schools (over 45% of BPS non-Pilot schools), identified as not meeting Adequate Yearly Progress under the federal No Child Left Behind Act, was a Pilot School.

What Are Pilot School Practices That Contribute To These Results?

Pilot Schools use their autonomy to create curriculum, assessment, and a school culture that supports high expectations and achievement.  With the same per pupil budget as BPS schools, Pilot Schools as compared to the district average have: 

· Low class sizes: Elementary schools average 20 students per class, and secondary schools average 19 per class.

· Low overall student-teacher loads: In secondary schools, Pilot Schools average of 55 students per teacher.

· Long instructional periods: Longer blocks of learning time enable increased project-based and hands-on learning.

· Significant collaborative faculty planning time: Increased common planning time is a key correlate to increased student achievement. 

· A nurturing culture: Pilot Schools feature a variety of ways of personalization, including advisories, learning centers, and student support teams.

· Graduation by demonstrating competency or mastery: In almost all Pilot Schools, in order to graduate (from eighth or twelfth grades), students must demonstrate mastery of a defined set of skills and content knowledge through a series of assessments. This approach stands in contrast to the traditional standard of qualifying for graduation by course completion and adequate performance on standardized tests.

How Are Pilot Schools Influencing District Practices?

Pilot Schools have influenced district practices in several ways, especially in recent years as they have matured and have demonstrated positive student outcomes:

· Pilot Schools have collaborated with the BPS Budget Office to develop a model for lump sum per pupil budgeting, a practice now being considered for extension to other BPS schools, particularly the new small high schools.  

· Pilot Schools are a model for the district’s High School Renewal initiative to create more small high schools.  In particular, four large, comprehensive district high schools have been converted to multiple small high schools sharing a common facility.

· The district’s new graduation policy allows all BPS high schools to select a pathway in which, if the school creates a set of standards or competencies that are equal or greater in rigor to the district’s standards, they can create their own set of courses and graduation requirements, which include portfolios and exhibitions.  This process is patterned after many Pilot high schools.

· Many BPS schools, particularly the new small high schools, visit Pilot Schools to observe and learn about their practices; Pilot schools have provided some of these schools with follow-up technical assistance

· Pilot Schools have participated in and presented at district professional development events on effective instructional practices; as well, each year, BPS schools are invited to send teachers to attend the annual Pilot Schools Teacher Sharing Conference, in which teachers present and share effective instructional practices.

How Does A School Become A Pilot School?

The School Committee approved the creation of free-standing Pilot Schools in over several application periods.  In 2003, two newly constructed neighborhood schools, New Boston Pilot Middle School and Orchard Gardens K-8 Pilot School, were started with Pilot status.  In addition, all existing Boston regular public schools may convert to Pilot status if a minimum of two-thirds of the faculty vote to become a Pilot school.  The school then submits a proposal for consideration to the Boston Public Schools/Boston Teachers Union Steering Committee, which recommends approval to the Superintendent and School Committee.  The School Committee approves all successful Pilot School proposals.  In recent years, the Boston Foundation has supported this conversion process through awarding planning and implementation grants to BPS schools interested in converting to Pilot status.  

BOSTON PILOT SCHOOLS

FIVE PILOT SCHOOL AREAS OF AUTONOMY

1.  
Staffing:  Pilot schools have the freedom to hire and excess their staff in order to create a unified school community (the one area of staffing that Pilots are still subject to the contract is that in times of layoff they are subject to bumping by seniority).  This includes:
· Deciding on staffing patterns which best meet the academic, social, and emotional needs of students

· Hiring staff that best fit the needs of the school, regardless of their current status (member of the district or not, although every teacher hired becomes a member of the local teachers union)
· Excessing staff that do not fulfill the needs of the school
2. Budget:  Pilot schools have a lump sum per pupil budget in which the school has total discretion to spend in the manner that provides the best programs and services to students and their families.  This includes:
· A lump sum per pupil budget, the sum of which is equal to other BPS schools within that grade span

· The district has moved toward itemizing all central office costs, and allows Pilot schools to choose to purchase identified discretionary district services or to not purchase them and include them in the school’s lump sum per pupil budget

3. Curriculum and Assessment:  Pilot schools have the freedom to structure their curriculum and assessment practices to best meet students’ learning needs.  While acknowledging that all Pilot schools are expected to administer any state- and district-required test, these schools are given the flexibility to best determine the school-based curriculum and assessment practices that will prepare students for state and district assessments.  This includes:
· Schools are freed from local district curriculum requirements

· Graduation requirements are set by the school, not by the district, with an emphasis on competency-based, performance-based assessment

4. Governance and Policies:  Pilot schools have the freedom to create their own governance structure that has increased decision making powers over budget approval, principal selection and firing, and programs and policies, while being mindful of state requirements on school councils.  This includes:

· The school’s site council takes on increased governing responsibilities, including the following: principal selection, supervision, and firing, with final approval by the superintendent in all cases; budget approval; and setting of school policies

· The school has flexibility to be freed from all district policies, and set its own policies that the school community feels will best help students to be successful.  This includes policies such as promotion, graduation, attendance, and discipline policies

5. School Calendar:  Pilot schools have the freedom to set longer school days and calendar years for both students and faculty.  In particular, research supports a correlation between faculty planning time spent on teaching and learning and increased student achievement.  Scheduling which allows for summer and school year faculty planning time contributes to a more unified school community and educational program.   This includes:
· Increasing planning and professional development time for faculty
· Increasing learning time for students

· Organizing the school schedule in ways that maximize learning time for students and planning time for faculty (e.g., longer days Monday through Thursday in order to have half-days for students on Fridays, enabling faculty to have a significant planning and professional development block every Friday afternoon)
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