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13 Boston Schools Awarded $190,000 for Pilot School Planning Grants

Boston – The Boston Foundation has announced that it has selected 13 schools in the Boston Public School system to receive planning grants of up to $15,000 apiece to explore conversion to pilot school status.  The selected schools are Another Course to College, Blackstone Elementary School, Burke School, East Boston Early Education Center, Gardner School, Hernandez School, Kenny School, Lee School, Lyon School, Manning School, Marshall School, Mason School, and the North Zone Early Learning Center (locations and contact numbers listed at end).

“One of the most important contributions the Boston Foundation can make to our community is to promote the bold ideas and innovations that will give Boston parents, students, faculties and school administrators a wide range of options so that every student can be successful,” said Paul Grogan, President and CEO of the Boston Foundation.  “Based on our experience of working with public schools over the years, we believe that they need more independence from central controls and regulations to function optimally in an increasingly demanding and competitive environment.  We hope that pilot schools, with their increased flexibility and autonomy, will be another important way to stimulate better practices.” 

“We know we have smart children at the Marshall School,” said Teresa Harvey-Jackson, Principal of the John Marshall Elementary School in Dorchester.  “Through this grant opportunity, we want to explore how to capitalize on their strengths, and ours.  We look forward to exploring ways to give our students the essentials they need in literacy and math, while providing deeper enrichment through the arts.”

When the Boston Foundation launched its pilot school initiative last Fall, it anticipated that five to seven schools would request planning grants.  However, representatives from more than 30 schools attended a preliminary informational meeting at the Foundation, causing the Foundation to extend its original deadline to give schools enough time to acquaint themselves with the pilot school model.  In addition, various individual donors to the Boston Foundation stepped forward to donate an additional $100,000 to ensure that every school that put forward a solid and comprehensive proposal would be funded.

“This initiative has clearly hit a responsive chord among our donors, as well as with the educational community, “ Grogan noted.  “We’re encouraged that so many of our donors share our view that the pilot school model can make a substantial contribution to an improved school climate and, eventually, to superior educational results.”  

The Boston Foundation is also sponsoring a series of technical assistance sessions to support the development of the thirteen schools’ proposals to become Boston pilot schools.  In partnership with the Center for Collaborative Education, a renowned Boston-based education reform group, the Foundation is providing five sessions on the development and management of effective pilot schools.  Experienced facilitators as well as current pilot practitioners will work with each school’s team on how to manage the autonomies that are inherent in the pilot school structure.   

Pilot schools were created by agreement of the Boston Teachers Union and the Boston Public Schools through collective bargaining in 1994, primarily in response to the loss of Boston students to charter schools.  They are similar to charter schools in that they have flexibility in hiring, scheduling, work rules, and budgeting.  However, unlike charter schools, they are part of the Boston School System.  They are staffed by union members, and they are accountable to the Boston School Committee, but not directly to the state Department of Education.  As with all public schools, including charter schools, they are subject to state curriculum standards, teacher qualification requirements, and all their students are required to take the MCAS tests.  The superintendent may close a pilot school for poor performance.

Janet Palmer Owens, principal at the Samuel W. Mason Elementary School in Dorchester, plans to use this grant to conduct a serious exploration of the pilot school model, and to decide whether or not it’s right for them.  “As the Mason School moves forward in its planning, we are looking at our options to enhance our college and university collaborations as an urban lab-type school.” 

Pilot schools may be established in two ways: by creation of a new school organized as a pilot, or through conversion of an existing district school by a vote of two-thirds of its faculty.  In both cases, the application must be approved by a Boston Public Schools/Boston Teachers Union Steering Committee, and by the Boston School Committee.  Of the 13 pilot schools currently operating in Boston, most are new schools, like the Boston Arts Academy, and only two are the result of conversion of an existing school.

When the Boston Foundation issued a Request for Proposals to all Boston public schools interested in converting from regular to pilot status last Fall, applying schools were required to put forward evidence that they are both seriously interested in exploring the option of pilot status, and that they have sufficient faculty, principal and parent support to convince the Foundation that they have a reasonable chance of securing the two-thirds approval of the faculty that is required.  

“We were very impressed by the intense level of faculty interest in this RFP. In fact, in two schools, every member of the faculty signed the proposal,” Grogan noted.  “These planning grants will allow the schools to conduct a full exploration of the pros and cons of adopting the pilot school model, and come to an informed decision.” 

It is anticipated that grantee schools will complete their plans for conversion to pilot status by this Spring.  They must then go through the faculty vote and the approval process.  For those schools that make it through this process, the Foundation expects to make much larger grants to help cover start-up and implementation costs. 

The Boston Foundation has a longstanding and deep commitment to education reform.  It helped to launch the Boston Plan for Excellence in the Public Schools in 1982 and already has provided funds for the first year costs of two new pilot schools, the Boston Leadership Academy and TechBoston Academy.  One of the nation’s oldest and largest community foundations, the Boston Foundation has an endowment of more than $550 million and made grants of  $53.7 million to nonprofit organizations last year. For more information about the Boston Foundation and its grantmaking, visit www.tbf.org, or call 617-338-1700.  
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