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July 15, 2010

Dear Colleagues:

I hope that this message finds you well.  I am writing to provide an update about the Innovation Schools initiative, and to share exciting news about two Innovation Schools that will open in September.

When Governor Patrick and I first discussed the creation of in-district public schools that would use one of the best elements of charter schools – greater freedom and autonomy – to increase student achievement, we wanted to create a model that would give educators and other partners the chance to think differently about how to operate public schools.  We hoped that teachers, principals, and administrators would welcome the opportunity to implement creative and inventive strategies that would best meet the needs of their students.  We also hoped that educators, parents, union leaders, institutions of higher education, and other community partners would share expertise, combine resources, and channel newfound energy into creating more effective schools.  

As a result of the recent enactment of An Act Relative to the Achievement Gap, our vision for the next phase of education reform is becoming a reality.  In communities across the state, people are excited about exploring new possibilities, and are having new conversations about curricula, staffing, professional development, budgets, schedules and calendars, and district policies.  Teachers are talking about taking on different instructional and leadership responsibilities and increasing their ownership over the operation of their schools.  School and district administrators are talking to community partners about revitalizing existing relationships or building new ones.  Most importantly, people are talking about how they can use the Innovation School model to reduce persistent achievement gaps, provide targeted services to students, and boost student achievement.

I am especially pleased to share information about the two Innovation Schools that will formally open in September.  The Paul Revere Innovation School, a conversion school and the first Innovation School in Massachusetts, was established by unanimous approval of the Revere School Committee in late May and will continue to serve 350 students in grades K-5.  The school will use greater autonomy and flexibility to: 1) increase time for student learning; 2) implement differentiated instructional strategies for English language learners and students with special needs; 3) better address the social and emotional needs of students; 4) create new assessments and data systems to monitor student progress; and 5) implement a more effective professional development model for teachers.  

In May, U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan visited the school and spoke with teachers, school and district leaders, union leaders, and community members about the innovation plan.  He praised them for their willingness to push the boundaries of public education to benefit students, and expressed confidence that working together, the community would achieve its ambitious goals.  The collaboration among educators and community members has been particularly impressive, and I congratulate Mayor Thomas Ambrosino and the members of the school committee, Superintendent Paul Dakin, Principal Barbara Kelly, Revere Teachers Association President Susan Lanza, and the members of the school design team for their efforts to date.  The press release announcing the establishment of this school is available at the following website: http://www.mass.gov/?pageID=eoepressrelease&L=1&L0=Home&sid=Eeoe&b=pressrelease&f=20100527_revere_votes_innovation_school&csid=Eeoe.  

The Pathways Early College Innovation School was established by unanimous approval of the Ralph C. Mahar School Committee in late June; this new school will be located on the Mount Wachusett Community College (MWCC) campus, and serve an initial cohort of 20 students from the Mahar Regional School District as well as approximately 20 other districts in the region.  The school will use greater autonomy and flexibility to provide 11th grade students with an alternate pathway to higher education; these students will take classes at MWCC but also earn credits toward their high school diplomas.  In addition to having access to all the resources provided by MWCC, they will receive ongoing and individualized academic, personal, and career support.  

The successful and longstanding partnership between the Mahar district and MWCC is the foundation for this school, and I congratulate Maureen Donelan and the members of the school committee, Superintendent Michael Baldassarre, and Vice President of Access and Transition Patricia Gregson and Director Deb Bibeau from MWCC for their efforts to date.  The press release announcing the establishment of this school is available at the following website: http://www.mass.gov/?pageID=eoepressrelease&L=1&L0=Home&sid=Eeoe&b=pressrelease&f=20100712_mahar_innovation&csid=Eeoe. 

Over the past year, the Executive Office of Education (EOE) and the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (ESE) worked together to provide information about the Innovation School model and the locally-based approval process, as well as statewide and site-based technical assistance to different communities.  We have also developed a variety of guidance documents that are available at the following website:  http://www.mass.gov/edu/innovationschools.  In June, the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education approved supplementary regulations for the Innovation Schools, and we will continue to update our guidance documents as necessary.

During the coming year, the EOE and ESE will continue to provide updated information about the Innovation Schools initiative, and as resources permit, technical assistance to interested applicants.  Several partners have provided incredibly valuable support to districts and schools, and I would like to take this opportunity to thank Dan French, Dania Vazquez, Meenakshi Khanna, and other staff members at the Center for Collaborative Education; David Roach; and Joan Connolly for their expertise and commitment to this work.

Our office has received inquiries about planning grants and other types of assistance to support local efforts, and we are working hard to secure funding to support this initiative.  I am pleased to inform you that the EOE has received gifts from The Nellie Mae Foundation and The Boston Foundation, two longstanding contributors to education reform efforts, and I thank them for their continued commitment to students across Massachusetts.  As you know, Massachusetts submitted a Phase 2 Race to the Top proposal in June, and awards will be announced in late August.  Our proposed budget includes funding to support the Innovation Schools work for the next four years, and we hope to receive good news later this summer.  This combination of funding may be used to support planning and implementation grants and technical assistance to new applicants, and the EOE and ESE will provide additional information in the near future.

If you have any questions or need additional information about this work, please contact Saeyun Lee (saeyun.lee@state.ma.us, 617.979.8351) or Nick Martinelli (nicholas.martinelli@state.ma.us, 617.979.8345) in the EOE and Cliff Chuang (cliff.w.chuang@state.ma.us, 781.338.3588) or Sarah McLaughlin (sarah.l.mclaughlin@state.ma.us, 781.338.3589) at ESE.

It has been an incredibly exciting year, and I greatly appreciate your commitment to this initiative.  The coming year is even more promising, and I look forward to working with you to support the establishment of Innovation Schools across Massachusetts.  

Sincerely,


Paul Reville

Secretary of Education
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