FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

OF THE

HISD MAGNET PEER REVIEW COMMITTEE

(5/1/2006 FINAL)

The HISD Magnet PEER Review Committee was charged with making recommendations regarding a fair and equitable system for determining Magnet 118 budget allocations, providing transportation for Magnet students, establishing standards to evaluate Magnet Programs, procedures for establishing and modifying Magnet Programs and procedures for sun setting Magnet Programs.



Chair: Alice Valdez - MECA, Executive Director



Edward Benyon -  Director of Development-The Ensemble Theater

Brenda Blackwood - Parent

Mary Martha Lappe - Friends of HSPVA

Linda Lykos - V.P. of Education and Child Care, YMCA of the Greater Houston Area

Dr. Juan Carlos Reina - Houston Community College

Nancy Sims - Pierpont Communications 

Rosie Zamora - Houston Wilderness

In addition, the committee was ably staffed by HISD Assistant Superintendent Sharon Koonce and Chief Academic Officer Dr. Karen Soehnge with additional support from Dottie Bonner, Mark Smith, Josephine Rice, Georgia McGlasson, Laurie Zimmerman, James LaVois, Boon Chew, Phillip Smith and Aric Taylor.


The scope of work of the Committee included the following:

· Conduct a thorough analysis of the effectiveness of District Magnet Programs including performance of participating students, participation rates, and attrition of students in the various programs;

· Review and make recommendations regarding policy and procedures related to how Magnet Programs are funded;

· Review and make recommendations regarding the current policy relative to providing HISD transportation to the newest Magnet Programs;

· Recommend standards by which Magnet Programs may be evaluated;

· Review and make recommendations regarding the process by which Magnet Programs are created and modified;

· Review current practice and make recommendations regarding how Magnet Programs may be closed; and

· Review the types of Magnet Programs that are in place, evaluate and make specific recommendations related to the current need and variety of programs that exist.


In addressing the Scope of Work, the Committee met regularly for four months.  Included in the Committee’s evaluation effort was:

· A review of a Report Comparing Magnet and Non-Magnet Students, Spring 2005;

· A review of HISD Guidelines for Establishing a Magnet Program;
· A review of HISD Program Definitions;

· A review of HISD Magnet Programs 1971-2004 Report;

· A review of the Implementation Timeline for Magnet Programs In Houston ISD 1971-2006;

· A review of Magnet Enrollment by Ethnicity Report;

· A review of Research Assessment of Student Performance in Magnet Programs 2004-2005;

· A review of Accreditation Standards, Policies, and Procedures-Southern Association of Colleges and Schools; and 

· Transportation - Mileage Studies

Magnet Programs are an important historical marker in HISD.  First conceived as a response to desegregation, Magnet Programs have evolved to become a core component of curricululum and an outstanding example of enriched, focused learning for thousands of students in HISD.  Most, if not all, of HISD’s most successful schools carry the Magnet label. Magnet Programs lead the District in academic performance and attract a wide range of ethnically diverse students.  A great deal of the District’s positive perception in the community can be traced to outstanding student achievement results in Magnet Programs.  Magnet Programs are embedded in the culture of the District. Some have attained state and national recognition for innovation in program design.

Despite this recognition, achievement and honor, the committee was troubled by a lack of acknowledgment of Magnet Programs in the District core mission, vision, beliefs and strategic intent.  The Magnet Peer Committee believes HISD should clearly articulate its philosophy and its commitment to Magnet Programs.  Further, the committee believes the District’s philosophy regarding Magnet Programs should be an integral part of all District goals.   The committee did not uncover any concrete, overt endorsement of Magnet Programs in the District’s literature and did not find an indication of the District’s intent to support the growth and development of these Magnet programs in the future.

The recommendations contained in this report reflect the committee’s desire to ensure that all Magnet Programs are “worthy of the name Magnet,” that they continue to provide high quality, focused learning opportunities, and continue to be schools of choice for Houston’s families. The committee viewed proven success over time as a key element of successful program design.  The committee agreed with a statement contained in the National Study of School Evaluation that stated, “It is not enough for schools to stand on their history or past standing in the community.”  Likewise, the committee wishes to see Magnet Programs evolve.  The committee’s vision is that Magnet programs will “examine how they look ahead and how they plan for change. Magnet Programs should be as concerned with how they are moving forward as they are with where they have been or presently are.” The committee therefore strongly recommends that HISD immediately develop an evaluation tool to examine the effectiveness and efficiency of all Magnet Programs using both qualitative and quantitative measures. 

The committee believes fervently that one of the strengths of the Magnet program is providing a desegregated, multicultural, multiethnic educational environment for HISD’s students.  Through the committee’s research we discovered budget cuts have occurred in the Transportation Department as in other HISD departments.  The committee was impressed with the innovative responses to assure continued bus service in the face of budget cuts.  The Transportation Department has worked with schools to identify and implement strategies such as the tiered bell schedule and the fixed bus stop system in order to continue to meet the needs of students and families.  The committee reviewed charts and graphs showing numbers of bus riders, per rider cost, and per rider net cost.  HISD provides transportation for many programs other than Magnet.  District transportation representatives stated it is difficult to sort out Magnet transportation costs from other program costs.  However, they estimated the district logs over 6,262 miles per year in Magnet (including Vanguard) specialty program miles. The committee recognizes transportation is one of the district’s desegregation solutions even though HISD is no longer under a court order regarding desegregation. Without transportation, many students would be unable to attend their schools of choice unless we created a valid Magnet Program close to home, thus keeping students within walking distance of their zoned school.  Therefore, transportation is a critical issue in the continuation, growth and development of Magnet programs.  Transportation is a factor in the equity equation for many of our students.


The specific recommendations of the committee, which are interconnected and should be considered as a whole and not in part, are as follows:

1. The District should provide HISD bus transportation to all qualified, enrolled Magnet students in all approved Magnet programs.

2. The District should articulate its commitment to Magnet Programs by providing the funding and resources to support all successful programs.  
3. The District should provide the resources and support to sustain each Board approved Magnet Program consistent with the district’s Magnet Program philosophy and goals. 

4. The District should conduct an in depth analysis of what it costs to operate a Magnet Program and what is currently being spent on same type Magnet programs.

5. The District should establish a budget model for each type of Magnet Program.  The model should include an equitable cost range for administering a program.
6. The District should standardize the basic budget allocation for schools, determine additional Magnet costs, and fund the program on top of the standard funding.

7. The District should examine whether some schools are receiving double and triple funding, and adopt a standard funding guideline that determines whether such “multiple-source” funding is appropriate
8. The District should standardize and make public the process for establishing a Magnet Program.  
9. The District should standardize the primary components of all Magnet Programs.

10. The District should identify the critical attributes and standards of a quality Magnet Program.

11. The District should require that all Magnet Programs establish partnerships or meaningful contacts with community organizations that can support their Magnet focus area.  The partnership should also include a Magnet Advisory Board.

12. The District should require that all recommended and approved Magnet Programs include a formulation contract that includes critical attributes and specific goals.  Magnet Program goals should be explicitly tied to District goals.  

13. The District should establish an evaluation process to determine efficiency and effectiveness in Magnet Programs that includes multiple tiers or levels of evaluation and be explicitly tied to the District’s Magnet Program philosophy, goals, Magnet program components and to the specific Magnet program’s formulation contract used to establish the Magnet Program. 

14. The District should modify the job description of the Magnet Coordinator to specifically include responsibility for program evaluation (qualitative and quantitative) including the self-study.

15. The District should use the results of the evaluation tool as a basis for reviewing new program requests and evaluating future programs

16. The District should develop a meaningful, manageable tool to be used by schools to assess the quality of their work in a self-study. Results of the self-study should stimulate growth and continuous improvement.  

17. The District should use the results of program evaluations to provide the basis for making decisions related to continuing, modifying or sun setting individual Magnet Programs. 

TRANSPORTATION

1.  The District should provide HISD bus transportation to all qualified, enrolled Magnet students in all approved Magnet programs.

The Magnet Peer Committee recommends that HISD provide transportation to all qualified, enrolled Magnet students.  Transportation is a factor in ensuring equitable in access to all programs.  Transportation is also one of HISD’s desegregation solutions.  Transportation must be provided. 

The committee did not find justification for the District’s decision to approve four Magnet Programs (Scarborough HS, Marshall MS, Deady MS and Herrera ES) without providing transportation.  HISD cannot sustain quality programs without providing adequate resources

FISCAL MANAGEMENT

2.  The District should articulate its commitment to Magnet Programs by providing the funding and resources to support all successful programs.  
3.  The District should provide the resources and support to sustain each Board approved Magnet Program consistent with the District’s Magnet Program philosophy and goals. 

4.  The District should conduct an in depth analysis of what it costs to operate a Magnet Program and what is currently being spent on same type Magnet programs.

5.  The District should establish a budget model for each type of Magnet Program.  The model should include an equitable cost range for administering a program.
6.  The District should standardize the basic budget allocation for schools, determine additional Magnet costs, and fund the program on top of the standard funding.

7.  The District should examine whether some schools are receiving double and triple funding, and adopt a standard funding guideline that determines whether such “multiple-source” funding is appropriate.
The availability of resources for staff, supplies, equipment, etc. is a key factor that impacts the quality of teaching and learning. Under the HISD funding formula, Magnet Programs receive 118 budget funds as an additional allocation over and above what a school receives from its per pupil allocation.  The committee found neither rhyme nor reason to justify current funding patterns in Magnet Programs:The

Some money intended to be used in support of the Magnet Pro

· Some programs are funded at or near their original funding level, without regard for whether they are successful or not;
· Some Magnet Programs are funded at high levels but serve few students;

· Some Magnet Programs are funded at low levels but serve a large number of students;

· Some Magnet Programs content foci are questionable (example: after school extended day)
· Some Magnet Program content foci are replicated dozens of times in like programs, sometimes in the same geographic areas.

In conducting its analysis HISD should consider these questions regarding fiscal management:

· What is the cost/student ratio?

· Should the district spend over $1,000 per student in any school?  (HISD currently spends over $1000 per student in 11 schools).

· How much should a Fine Arts Magnet Program cost?  There are 30 Fine Arts programs. Is there a reasonable range for spending?

· How much should a Vanguard Program cost? (There are currently 18 Vanguard Programs.  Is there a reasonable range for spending?

· How much should a Mathematics/Science Magnet Program cost?  There are 24 Mathematics/Science Magnet Programs.  Is there a reasonable range for spending?
· Should the district spend over $700 per student in any school?  (HISD currently spends over $700 per student in 12 schools).

HISD should also examine whether some schools are receiving double and triple funding, and adopt a standard funding guideline that determines whether such “multiple-source” funding is appropriate.  For example, some schools receive Vanguard, Magnet and CATE (Career and Technical Education) funding.

EFFECTIVENESS AND EVALUATION
8.  The District should standardize and make public the process for establishing a Magnet Programs.  
9.  The District should standardize the primary components of all Magnet Programs.

10.  The District should identify the critical attributes and standards of a quality Magnet Program.

11.  The District should require that all Magnet Programs establish partnerships or meaningful contacts with community organizations that can support their Magnet focus area.  The partnership should also include a Magnet Advisory Board.

12.  The District should require that all recommended and approved Magnet Programs include a formulation contract that includes critical attributes and specific goals.  Magnet Program goals should be explicitly tied to District goals.  

13.  The District should establish an evaluation process to determine efficiency and effectiveness in Magnet Programs that includes multiple tiers or levels of evaluation and be explicitly tied to the District’s Magnet Program philosophy, goals, Magnet program components and to the specific Magnet program’s formulation contract used to establish the Magnet Program. 

14.  The District should modify the job description of the Magnet Coordinator to specifically include responsibility for program evaluation (qualitative and quantitative) including the self-study.

15.  The District should use the results of the evaluation tool as a basis for reviewing new program requests and evaluating future programs

16.  The District should develop a meaningful, manageable tool to be used by schools to assess the quality of their work in a self-study. Results of the self-study should stimulate growth and continuous improvement.  

 17.  The District should use the results of program evaluations to provide the      basis for making decisions related to continuing, modifying or sunsetting individual Magnet Programs. 
The Magnet Peer Committee strongly believes the district should study success.  Strong Magnet programs have developed and have thrived.    The committee believes the District should not only study success, but should aggressively replicate programs that work.  Regarding effectiveness, the committee found that although a process for establishing Magnet Programs exists, the process can, and does change, depending on who administers the Magnet Program. Additionally, some policies regarding Magnet Programs are simply not followed.  The Magnet Program Intervention policy is an example.  We loose many students who find they cannot compete when they transition from school to school. This happens especially at the secondary level.  Policy enforcement is imperative both as a measure of program validity and effectiveness and also as a support for student success.

Recommended indices to gauge Magnet Program effectiveness:

· Total Magnet students compared to the goal stated in the original program proposal

· Total Magnet students compared to total school enrollment

· Attrition rate

· Cost per student

· Size of Magnet Program compare to school capacity

Additional questions to be considered when regarding effectiveness:

· What percentage of the school’s students is Magnet?  Find the percentage of Magnet students/school.  Has this figure changed over the years?  What is the capacity of available students to available spaces in the school?

· Does the Magnet Program improve student achievement?  What do TAKS scores indicate?  What do Stanford scores indicate?

· How well are students performing in Magnet concentration areas?

· Should schools that show a growth percentage in attracting more Magnet students be rewarded with more funding?

The committee recommends that HISD adapt an evaluation process to determine efficiency and effectiveness in Magnet Programs.  Members of the committee studied the Southern Association for Colleges and Schools (SACS) evaluation tool.  The committee believes the SACs model can be used a framework for establishing an evaluation tool.  The SACS model is already used in HISD’s high schools and is therefore already familiar to the school community. 

The committee further recommends that the evaluation model should contain multiple tiers or levels of evaluation.  The evaluation process should include one major, full program review at least once during the period of a student’s attendance at the school.  Additional reviews may be done on a smaller sale.  Utilize smaller scale external reviews on a more frequent basis, and internal self-assessments every year when the program is 

not involved in another more significant review process.  Programs in targeted HISD schools should be reviewed first. 

	Example: 8 year cycle
Year 1: Major, full program review.

Year 2-4: Internal, self-reported review.

Year 5: Significant external review. 

 Year 7-8: Internal, self-reported review. 

Cycle renews


The committee believes the evaluation tool should be explicitly tied to the District’s Magnet Program philosophy, goals and program components and to the Magnet program formulation contract used to establish the Magnet Program.  The review evaluation tool must be extensive enough to serve as a basis for reviewing new program requests and evaluating future programs

The District should develop a meaningful, manageable tool to be used by schools to assess the quality of their work in a self-study. Results of the self-study should stimulate growth and continuous improvement.  The self-study tool should include guidelines and resources for helping the schools use the tool effectively.

Additionally, the evaluation model should include the following components:

· An established grading scale.  Programs should meet a certain score on priority items in order to remain open and receive funding.

· An established, minimum requirement for program performance that reflects the District’s Magnet Program philosophy and goals.

· Criteria that may be weighted according to how it meets/addresses the goals of the district.

· Opportunity for qualitative and quantitative feedback.

· An evaluation team that will consist of individuals who have expertise in the focus areas for school programs and are not employed by the District.  

The same review process should apply to all schools/programs, and Magnet programs should conduct annual self-evaluations.

Past evaluations and assessments of Magnet programs focused on whether the District was meeting court ordered desegregation standards.  Future assessments and evaluations must measure the quality of Magnet programs as they relate to meeting the goals of individual programs, improving student learning and working on behalf of students. 

Additionally, Magnet Programs appear to be a viable vehicle for relieving overcrowded schools and filling underserved schools.

The Magnet Programs that seem to be either obsolete, duplications, or stagnant concerned the committee.  If implemented, the results of program evaluations will provide the basis for making decisions related to continuing, modifying or sunsetting these types of Magnet Programs. We see evidence that some of the Magnet Programs opened years ago may be neither effective nor efficient.  Yet, they continue to exist and receive maximum funding, while newer programs are opening with less than full funding.  


The Magnet PEER Review Committee congratulates the Houston Independent School District for leading the nation in innovative program planning.  The various Magnet Program designs, School-within-A-School (SWAS), Add on Programs (AOP), Separate and the Unique Schools (SUS) all provide choices for students.  The programs have helped the district draw (like magnets) students from neighborhoods throughout the greater Houston area.  We believe the success of the Magnet Program is one of the keys to the success of HISD.  While we are supportive of what has been accomplished in the past, we seek assurances that the District will support future program planning and implementation around focused curriculum areas.  

Additionally, we pray that the District will look closely at the attrition rates of all students and student groups as they transition from neighborhood Magnet Programs to the more popular and academically rigorous specialty programs.  We believe creative achievement can be balanced with student achievement.  These Magnet Programs must continue to enrich the lives of our students.  Our vision is that academics plus enriched learning will lead to success for students.  

The committee wishes to thank Dr. Abelardo Saavedra for giving us the opportunity to delve deeply into the District’s operations and learn more about how our schools work.  It has been our pleasure to serve in this capacity as members of the Magnet PEER Review Committee.  We look forward to broadening and deepening our relationship with Houston ISD.

Resources

(NSSE Indicators of Schools of Quality, p. 6)
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