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How do school districts support Essential schools? School

district case studies from Boston, Massachusetts, Humble,

Texas, Mapleton Public Schools, Colorado, and Indianapolis,

Indiana demonstrate compelling contrasts and similarities in

the attempt to bring small schools - small schools that take
advantage of their smallness to create academic engagement
and achievement - to scale.
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Embrace Resistance ®
The Journey to schools that are thoroughly restructured for

maximum personalization and relevant, challenging teaching
and learning has, of course, had its frustrations, such as Hum-
ble's 2001 refusal to pass the school funding bond measure.
Some also may see the district's commitment to small learn-
ing communities for most students - rather than small schools
like Quest district-wide - as a compromise to the necessary
demands of economies of scale. But the district has commit-

ted to using its challenges to evolve and inform its vision of
what its schools should and can be. "I have a big sign in my
office that says, 'Embrace resistance.' That philosophy,"

reflects Paula Almond, "has helped us get where we are." m

The Coalition of Essential Schools

Dissertation Scholars Program Grants
CALL FOR PROPOSALS

The Coalition of Essential Schools announces its new CES Dissertation Scholars Program.
The program's goals are:

1: To stimulate research on CES schools and practice

2: To increase our understanding of the effectiveness of the Common Principles and CES practice
3: To encourage a new generation of scholars and educational researchers examining the CES philosophy.

CES invites dissertation proposals that examine the implementation and effectiveness of CES practices and CES schools.
Dissertation Grants are available for doctoral students writing their dissertation proposal or before conducting their
research. Applicants must be candidates for the doctoral degree at a graduate school within the United States. CES
will provide up to five awards of $2,000 to $4,000 each. In addition to the grant, award winners will receive a stipend
to attend and present their research at the Fall Forum, CES' Annual Conference. Researchers of color are strongly
encouraged to apply

Proposals for CES Dissertation Scholar Grants will be reviewed twice a year. Upcoming deadlines for proposals are
December 1, 2005 and April 20,2006. .
For more information, vkit www.essentialschools.org or contact Jay Feldman (jfeldman@essentialschools.org) if you
have questions regarding the application or submission process.



Horace Talks with Ted Sizer: The

History, Limitations, and Possibilities
of School Districts

Ted Slzer, founder of the Coalition of Essential Schools and now
its Chair Ementus, discussed his frustrations with school districts

as they typically operate with Jill Davidson, Horace's editor.

Horace: Do you believe that schools work better within systems
than as dand%?

Ted Sizer: Schools came before districts Formal education in

this country started In somebody's kitchen, then somebody's
church, then a s.choolhouse was built. Schooling was highly

localized, familial, and, in many communities, closely associ-
ated with comparable emerging organizations One has to
ponder why these collections of schools started and at what
point people (or some people, usually m government) felt that
cltien% needed to think more broadly, beyond merely a neigh-
borhood school.

RELATED RESOURCE

Report from the National
Commission on Govern

ing America's Schools

"Governing America's
Schools: Changing the
Rules"
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inghouse/11/72/11 72.pdt

now, say, "Really? Who says
hcri to be 'systematically' m

This is why Horace Mann is

so important. He saw edu-

cation, In part, as a state

responsibility, transcending

a local worthy end; and, in
time, Mann had counter-

parts across the country,

thereby, by the mid to late

nineteenth century, trans-

forming schooling from

something that any and

every family might desire
to an institution that would

serve democracy writ large.

"System" as the One Best

Way, however, is a modern
concept And some of us,

that schooling in a democracy

anaged, wholly, uniformly so?"

Horace: So you don't necessarily believe that schools work

better within systems. Given your experience with Charter
schools, what light does their existence shed on the workings
of municipal or regional districts?

Sizer: In (Irdfting our Charters here in Massachusetts, the law
rillows us to Ignorr the exi4tence of districtf. This :s important,

as. rn.Iny Mws„di hilwit% district% reprE?ient scicioeconornic and

raci.il en(Idves. At Pdrker [Charter Es,ential Schooll and North

C ential [Charter 1%,ential Schooll, wr draw kids from every
qu,irter, not JuR Iniide a p,irtlcular city's or town's limits
North Central i; likely Fitchburg's inost ethnically and racially

"integrate.d" public chool Parker kids corie from over 40

townf ,ind !,m,ill cities, representing thi. zonomic (if not the

ethnic) divenity ol the region. What Charters have the ability
to provide are public school opportunities available regardless

of where kids live. And we Charter administrators cannot con-

trol the process of student selection in any way, under the law.

Some of us believe that state systems should change to reflect
this. [in 1999], the Education Commission of the States'

National Commission on Governing America's Schools, of

which I was a member, issued a report, "Governing America's

Schools- Changing the Rules." Frank Newman, then head of

ECS, had organized a very diverse commission, representing a

broad sweep of political and educational points of view. The

Commission recommended two "model systems," one of pub-

licly authorized, publicly funded and publicly operated schools

- which is what we generally find in this country - and the

second of publicly authorized, publicly funded, and independ-

ently operated schools. The fact that this politically djverse

commission put forward both models as politically reasonable

and educationally defensible notions suggested that there are

far more reservations among political leaders about the status

quo than generally is believed.

Horace: What would the second system, that of publicly

authorized, publicly funded and independently operated
schools, look like?

Sizer: let's start with "standards," and assert that there must

be high standard schools, no two of which necessarily look

alike. There is danger in such diversity, but there is greater
danger in autocratically imposed uniformity

Yet - as you and I know - we can go from one terrific school

to another terrific school and realize that in many ways that
these places - whatever "system" they represent - are often
quite different. Of course, what central authorities say must

happen may often morph in application. Most successful prin-

cipals and teachers are magnificent breakers of the rules. They

are wonderfully creative in the ways they choose to apologize

when they get caught. These people are loath to spend their

time fiddling what is - alas - all too often, an impossible,
even mindless, system, however well intentioned.

In a free democracy, within a broad framework of the com-

mon good, appropriate, democratically inspired differences
am *Ys,Atial

Horace: Schools now are under tremendous pressure to
"produce results: What can districts do to shelter schools,
to allow them to develop their cultures. practices, standards,
and habits?

Sizer: District leaders should demand of each school clear

goals, these within a broad district (and state) framework,

and a sensible means to assure these goals. And districts (and

state authorities) should sersitively inspect these schools on
the basis of these goals. Again: there is strength in the
nevitable tensions that arise from diversity m
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The Sta rs Aligned: A
Study of System Change
in Colorado's Mapleton
Public Schools

by Jill Davidson
5.kpiew E*pf.de,ir ·,11 1.edrning School student

1 By 2007 Skyview High School, which educates
IIL..d nearly all secondary students in Mapleton

Public Schools, a 5,700 student district serving

several communities on the northern urban fringe of Denver,

Colorado, will no longer exist And by 2007, the district will

offer its students the choice of seven distinctly different small

high schools. But this is not, despite what it may seem, a high

school conversion effort. It's one aspect of district-wide rein-

vention that also includes eliminating middle schools,

extending the grade range of several current elementary

school% through 8th grade, starting some secondary schools

at 6th grade, and transforming a middle school to a K-12

school Across grade ranges and neighborhoods, the district

will divide large fchools to create smaller schools. increasing

from eight schools in 2002 to sixteen in 2006.

In 2006-2007, the redesigned Mapleton Public Schools small
secondary schools will be:

Opened 2004-5:

Skyview Expeditionary Learning School (6-12)

Skyview Big Picture High School (9-12)

Opening 2005-6:

Skyview learning Through the Arts School (6-12)

Skyview Academy High School (9-12)

Skyview New Technology High School (9-12)

Skyview Early College High School (9-13)

In 2006·7, after both Mapleton middle schools are closed:

York thool building will houw K- 12

2·*LS+,1 **«:·\.

Charlotte Ciancio, the district's superintendent fince 2001

born, raised, and a longtime teacher and administrator tri the
Mapleton district - says that the urgent need for high school
improvement sparked this wholesale restructuring. But, Ciancio
notes, "You can't do high school reform without reforming a

school district. The kids won't be ready if you don't adjust

what's happening at middle, elementary, and preschool levels.
When we asked, 'What's the effect on the rest of the system,'

we created a district reinvention roadmap that has changed
everyone's work throughout the district."

Impetus for Change

In large part, the district decided to create an "enticing menu

of learning opportunities," as Ciancio says, in order make the

district's schools more compelling in the face of competing

alternatives, including other school districts, to which Colorado
students are entitled to transfer. In 2001, such was the case;

the district suffered from long-term declining enrollment - it

had already closed one of its high schools in 1988 -and faced

disappointing test scores and other academic indicators,

among them the fact that Skyview High School enrolled 400

9th graders and graduated fewer than 200 seniors annually.

"The situation was frightening," remembers Mapleton School
Board member Norma Frank - herself a graduate of Mapleton,
along with her grandfather, parents, husband, and children.
"It was pretty overwhelming."

"We'd dry up as a school district if this continued," says Cian-

cio, who credits the first steps toward assessing the district's

challenges and identifying solutions to her predecessors, Dr.
Mike Severino and Tom Maes, together with exhaustive strate-

gic planning sessions led by nationally known planning guru,
Dr. Bill Cook. Ciancio continued the district's work toward

improvement by instituting a listening campaign shortly after

her arrival in 2001, surveying 800 district voters and parents

to find out what the community thought of its schools' work.

Ciancio and her colleagues discovered that while most partici
pants had a favorable view of Mapleton Public Schools, there

were calls for smaller high school class sizes, more mentoring

for students, and hands-on high school options. The district



was also serving an increasingly heterogeneous student popu-
lation; once a primarily Italian, farming, and workjng class
communrty, Mapleton Public Schools were becoming more
Latino and more economically diverse. This demographic
change also prompted the district and community to think
about how its schools were doing business.

To gather ideas for next steps, Clancio convened a planning
process in January 2002. gathering 150 people to identify the
strategic direction, mission, and characteristics of an environ-
ment that would allow them to achieve the district's goals.
Ciancio remembers, "We started hearing the mantra In the
community that what we're doing today isn't working. We
knew we had to do something different " Something differ-
ent, the group realized. meant creating a variety of small,
perwnalized secondary learning environments that challenged
and engaged students, wpporting high standards for all
within a variety of learning environments. Jamie Kane, long-
time Skyview High School principal, recalls, "What we did
had to bi· very significant. It couldn't be rearranging the deck
chairs It couldn't be a pilot It had to be something big that
we really believed would make a difference to every student
in the district It is not okay to have some good schools and
some not so good Our khool board was adamant that we
change the way we were doing our work but that we not
experiment with our children."

In order to investigate possible programs and partners for the
new small Mapleton high schools, the district turned to the

1 Colorado small Schools Initiative (CSSI) for a planning grant
Irom the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation for travel and pro-
lessional development. CSSI Executive Director Van Schoales,
knowledgeable about what was happening in the American
high Khool reform scene, served as a connector and advisor,
pointing district and school staff, students, families, school
board, union, and community members to potentially reso-
nant *:hool sites rind educational programs around the
country Cianclo and others in the district describe these trips
to Oakland, Chicago, Boston, Providence, New York, and else-
where a, a tipping point. -We saw amazing things/' recalls
Ciancio. "We were compelled to change; it would be unethical
to continue with the practices we were engaged in knowing
there was a better way"

CES Legacy

Though the district eventually connected with a number of
partners with which it ha '3 created its new small high schools,
it had the advantage of prior connection with the Coalition of
Essential Schools. Mapleton was, in the 19805 and early 19905,
one of the earliest adopters of CES principles and practices.
Billy Hufford, a 36-year district veteran, former high school
principal and district administrator, and current Mapleton
wform coach, de,cribev how the Initial CES affiliation pro·
duced a proposal to wit)divide Skyview High School that the
tlwn·superintendent and high school principal rejected. The
1)ropos.11 didn't burvive, and initiative and passion among a
group of CES inspired te. chers faded away. "This time, the
%tari,iligned for w,. It w,is undone work that we are now
having tiN' ch.ince to do," says Hufford. "It'+ fuch a pleasure."
rhi; time, one of the district's new small hugh schools, Skyview

...

Academy High School, is an Essential school, a participant
and grant recipient in CES National's Small Schools Project.

Considering Mapleton's prior CES history of structuring chat-
lenging. personalized small high schools that run counter to
prior district practice, Jamie Kane doubts the success of making
change within a system without all stakeholders committed,

commenting "We've talked with lots of individual high schools
that are fascinated with what we're doing, but unless they
chartered, I don't know how they could do it. It's crucial to
have everybody - the school board, the superintendent, central
administration, high school foiks, the teachers' association -
in the same reform mindset before you do something as 211
encompassing as what we're doing."

Reflecting on the district's CES legacy, Ciancto says, ·'The prin-
cjples of the Coalition provide a proven path for getting to
student achievement. They match our beliefs about how kids
learn, about choice options, and about what we're trying to
become as a community. The complexity of the principles
causes a school district to change; you have to be willing to
have difficult conversations and change practices. You can't
go down the path successfully without adjusting the way you
do your work. Most importantly, you can no longer lead from
the top. It becomes the district responsibility and superintend-
ent role to engage everyone. You have to adopt the belief
of 'student as worker, teacher as coach'In a district context.

My job as superintendent Is to facilitate the system, not direct
the system."

Agency and Autonomy

Although the new small school and district leaders draw on
their CES legacy, they're cautious about the term "autonomy,"
often associated with Essential schools and a tenet of agree-
ments with districts in which they are thriving. Ciancio says,
"We have been trying the words 'agency' or 'autonomy plus.'
You can't really be autonomous and also be part of a school
district. Conversations about autonomy divide us into us and
them. We are one system, one organism." While many deci-
sions are still in process, the district doesn't see each small
school as a completely free agent; it is committing to a suite
of services that the schools automatically receive - among
these, secretarial support, transportation, janitorial and main-
tenance services. And while the district still has a hand in its


