Proposal for Cooperative Literacy Initiative in Low Performing Schools
Background.  In its June 24, 2003 “Abbott X” order, the N.J. Supreme Court ordered a special effort be launched this year in those elementary schools where more than half the students failed the 2002 ESPA LAL subtest.  The Commissioner is to initiate and assemble the effort under the order, but he understands that no quickly-organized program by the NJDOE will have the intended results without a partnership with each district and school affected by this order.  Cognizant of the sense of urgency expressed by the Court,  it is expected  that we will act together to gauge and assist in carefully assessing the needs in each of the 42 schools.  This is not another “plan;” it is the first step in the analysis of the current status and the  instructional quality of the existing program, with the goal of offering  effective measures this school year if indicated.
Proposal.  NJDOE purposes to work collaboratively with districts with low performing schools (LPS) to outline an approach to the 2003-4 schools year that forms the foundation for a long-term effort to improve instruction and student achievement in the LPS.  Attached you will find initial assessment and planning procedures.  This effort must meet the following principles:

· Collaborative:  While the terms of the mediation agreement are directive and prescriptive, NJDOE understands and agrees that unless the LEA administration sees real value in the initiative and wants to cooperate, that effort will fail;
· Focus:  The schools were selected because half of their fourth graders have not met the standard for proficient as measured by the 2002 ESPA and, therefore, the first priority will be given to assessing each school’s early literacy program.  The second priority will be on math instruction;
· Point Person:  There must be designation of the responsible leadership by NJDOE and the LEA;
· Evidence:  While the proposed NJDOE standards for early literacy will provide the framework for the approach, the needs of each school as determined in part by the evidence of their students’ work should drive the approach.
Process.  Fred Carrigg, Special Assistant to the Commissioner for Urban Literacy and Director of the Reading First office, will lead this initial effort.  He is in the process of establishing small groups of practitioners who have recent and practical experience in high performing urban schools.  The composition of each team will depend upon the individual needs of the identified schools.  Special attention will be given to early literacy, SPED, and LEP needs of the schools.  As a part of the assessment we will assess the connections with preschool programs that feed into each school’s kindergarten. These teams will work in concert with school and district representatives to fashion a plan that will ensure that the school is on a path which includes the implementation of the Intensive Early Literacy requirements, NCLB requirements, and the components of Abbott Phase II.
This work will begin by conducting meetings with each LEA to collect data and to learn what plans might already be in place at the school or district to improve student achievement.  Protocols have been designed to include conversations with various stakeholders: parents, SMIT members, teachers, and students.  The instruments draw from the standards, which have been set forth in the needs assessment process and this year’s school three-year operational plans.  We hope that both the school and district three-year plans will provide a helpful starting place for both data and assessments of instructional difficulties. These instruments are being field tested and will be refined based on input from participating schools.  It is anticipated that approximately a day and a half will be necessary to review documents and conduct interviews and observations.  
After the initial the interviews and classroom observations, team members will summarize their findings and begin to explore what resources and technical assistance are necessary to address them.  In collaboration with the schools, the team will develop a plan to improve student literacy that is aligned with district, state, and federal requirements.
The LEA has the responsibility in partnering with the NJDOE to establish the school- level performance assessment teams, each of which should include an appropriate central office member.  The teams shall include, but not be limited to a highly skilled teacher, an administrator, and a parent.  The Team, in collaboration with the School Management and Improvement Team (SMIT), shall review and assess obstacles to improved performance, including quality of instruction and school leadership; effectiveness of the SMIT; level of parent participation, WSR implementation, support from the NJDOE and the district central office; the adequacy of supplemental programs and services to meet student needs; and such other areas of inquiry as the Commissioner shall deem appropriate.  
The teams shall be assembled jointly by the district and NJDOE and, where appropriate, with the schools designated for review.  The team, the district and the School Leadership Council (formerly the “School Management and Improvement Team” and the “School Management Team”) will develop an agreement based on the findings of the team as to the strategies and objectives for improving student achievement, implementing those strategies, and the responsibilities of the various individuals involved.  This agreement shall include either continued or modified implementation of the selected WSR model; the selection of another NJDOE-approved WSR model; or an alternative school improvement design.
Our primary focus is improving student achievement.  Together, we will solicit input from members of the school community in order to create a school improvement process that is rigorous, comprehensive, and focuses on meeting the needs of students, parents, and teachers of that community.  All participants should recognize that this effort will be adjusted periodically to meet local conditions and to address the needs of the students.  It is anticipated that after the initial implementation phase, the process will be duplicated in other urban schools and districts.

