The policy question selected by our team is, "How can state policy support high school reform efforts that assure all students are challenged academically, understand the relevance of school to their adult lives, and graduate from high school prepared for college and/or rewarding careers?" (Group Project Guidelines, Page 1) To fulfill the requirements of this project our group was tempted to attach a cover letter to the Report of the New Commission on the Skills of the American Workforce, published by the National Center on Education and the Economy in December 2006, and call our project complete. For our presentation we would have invited Marc Tucker, president for the National Center on Education and the Economy, to speak on the topic of the New Commission Report. Those that heard his talk during the Washington Policy Seminar walked away impressed if not fully convinced about the merits of what Mr. Tucker reported on during the session titled, Globalization, Economic Competitiveness, and Education Reform. However, as will be evident in the pages to follow, we chose not to utilize such a well-written and researched document but tried instead to be truer to the intent of the project by producing this paper. Likewise, we will not have the benefit of Mr. Tucker to make our presentation, so we will muddle through it the best we are able. 

A statement in the report that resonates clearly with us is the following. "The problem is not with our educators. It is with the system in which they work."  (Executive Summary, Tough Choices or Tough Times, Page 9) Although we find this statement in conflict with the premise asserted in Step 3 of the action plan in the commission report: "Recruit from the top third of the high school graduates going on to college for the next generation of school teachers" (Executive Summary, Tough Choices or Tough Times, Page 12), we agree that no matter who we have teaching in our high schools we will not be successful with students unless we redesign how high schools operate. To that end we see in Pennsylvania that Project 720 is an attempt to impact a change on how high schools function. Therefore, we use Project 720 as a basis for our policy recommendation. 

This paper addresses the six challenges outlined in the Group Project Guidelines and is sectioned according to each challenge as number 1 through 6.

1. Key education policy issue that requires state action: Full implementation of the core 

components of Project 720 for all high schools as part of a K-16 program in Pennsylvania.

So, what is Project 720?

Named for the number of days a Pennsylvania student spends in school from 9th through 12th grades, Project 720 ensures that all students have access to college-preparatory courses in core subject areas, additional Advanced Placement courses and smaller learning environments for better one-on-one teacher-to-student interaction. 

Governor Rendell understands that today’s high school students are tomorrow’s innovators, inventors and entrepreneurs and Pennsylvania must wisely invest in programs that will inspire young Pennsylvanians to excel beyond high school.  In order to be ready for post secondary education and careers in the global economy of the 21st century, our students need to be highly skilled, better prepared and more innovative than ever before when they leave high school.  





(Pennsylvania Department of Education, Web-Site)

In the executive summary of Tough Choices or Tough Times the authors write, 

"The core problem is that our education and training systems were built for another era, an era in which most workers needed only a rudimentary education. It is not possible to get where we have to go by patching the system. There is not enough money available at any level of our intergovernmental system to fix this problem by spending more on the system we have. We can get to where we must go only by changing the system itself."



(Executive Summary, Tough Choices or Tough Times, Page 8)
2. Specific actions that would strengthen state policy: We endorse the full implementation of the core components of Project 720 in all comprehensive high schools in Pennsylvania..

The core components of Project 720 are as follows:
Creation of a rigorous college and career preparatory program for all students;
Strengthening the academic infrastructure with a focus on increasing achievement for all students;
Creation of personalized learning environments with a focus on small learning communities and school counseling;  
Providing teachers with up to date professional development in 21st Century skills, specifically targeting data driven instructional practices and meeting the needs of diverse learners.  






(Pennsylvania Department of Education, Website)

3. 
Specific state policy initiative required to answer the policy question being addressed: "Fully implement of the core components of Project 720".

A. Core Component -
Creation of rigorous college and career preparatory program for all students.


    1. Adopt recommendations from the Commission of Career and College Success.

· Recommendation 1: Require all Pennsylvania high school students to demonstrate proficiency on Pennsylvania's academic standards to graduate. Students can demonstrate proficiency by scoring proficient or advanced on the 11th grade PSSA or by passing a series of state-developed Graduation Competency Assessments.

By linking these assessments more closely to the content covered in a rigorous college and work-ready curriculum, Graduation Competency Assessments allowed in-depth assessment in each major subject area, and provide feedback to both students and teachers regarding a student's progress toward meeting state standards in these content areas. Assessments must be offered at least twice per year to maximize opportunity for students to succeed. Students should be able to take assessments as soon as they believe they have reached proficiency in the content area, even if they have yet to enter high school.

· Recommendation 2: Require all school districts to record PSSA and Graduation Competency Assessments on all student transcripts, and further recommend that postsecondary institutions and employers in the commonwealth be encouraged to use this information for admission, placement and employment.

One of the most important outcomes of increasing the rigor of Pennsylvania's high school curriculum is that a high school diploma once again becomes a meaningful credential. Given the other recommendations put in place by this Commission that serve to dramatically increase the demands on high school students, it is important that achievements of Pennsylvania students be recognized. The commonwealth must be at the forefront of ensuring that the products of its educational system - students - are backed by a meaningful credential that is used by employers as well as college admissions officers when making decisions about a student's postsecondary future.

· Recommendation 3: Accept the definitions of college and career ready in mathematics, English and science developed by the Commission for use in the review of standards, development of assessments, and development of curriculum.

With the help of Achieve, a non-profit educational policy organization, the Commission has developed subject specific definitions of college and career readiness, College and Career Essentials, that have been drafted and vetted in consultation with businesses and colleges across Pennsylvania.




(Commission for College and Career Success Report 2007)

    2. Adopt certifications based on industry standards such as the NOCTI certifications as

alternatives to the PSSA  for basing student proficiency for graduation.

· Ensure intentional engagement with students to create awareness of how school relates to work, career, etc.

· Align curriculum standards to correlate with life (career) work.

· Integrate service learning models - real world experiences.

· Collaborate and coordinate with FBO/CBO to provide awareness to students.

B. Core Component -
Strengthening the academic infrastructure with a focus on   increasing achievement for all students;
Provide uniform graduation requirements with consistent test for proficiency on standards based assessments.

Provide appropriate resources (human and fiscal) to inform students and parents about opportunities.

Develop tools that help student awareness about what is available to students who are looking for a challenge.

Development of a program of study leading to ends such as the international baccalaureate. 

C. Core Component -
Creation of personalized learning environments with a focus on small learning communities and school counseling.


Implement the recommendation of the American School Counselors Association for a ratio of 250-to-1 for students to counselors. The national average for the 2004-2005 school year was 479-to-1. 

D. Core Component -
Providing teachers with up to date professional development in 21st Century skills, specifically targeting data driven instructional practices and meeting the needs of diverse learners. 
1. Train all staff in differentiated instructional strategies. Require a set number of

training hours in undergraduate programs with hours for continuing education as well.



2. Train all staff in Response To Intervention (RTI).

4. 
Obstacles to enacting and implementing recommended policy change.


1. Financing - The 2006-07 state budget includes $8 million for Project 720 High School Reform, allowing the program to be expanded to 95 school districts, representing 113 individual high schools, plus 3 comprehensive vocational technical schools and one charter school. (PDE Website) The expansion to include all 501 school districts with full funding would increase the budget to conservatively well over $40 million. Even at that rate it does not fully fund the project in each school as there is great variance to the amounts that each school receives in this initiative.


2. 501 Separate School Districts - Without the willingness or the capacity to combine districts into consolidated units there is little chance for truly uniform graduation requirements. Additionally, without the economy of scale that is provided by combining smaller districts there is a need for districts to pick and chose priorities. Practice shows that small local units tend to pick and chose different things. Therefore, unified graduation requirements will continue to be a challenge in Pennsylvania.


3. Special Interest Groups - There are many special interest groups that have their own self-interest to preserve that will be in conflict with reform. Unless new money is allocated for high school reform the money will be taken away from someone else's program. There will be $40 million reasons for someone to fight against this distribution of funding.

5. 
How to overcome obstacles and build a critical mass of support for recommendation.

1. The objectives of Project 720 are not in conflict with the recommendations provided in the New Commission report cited previously. We could find the money if we restructured the high school to prepare students for "the first Board Exam at the end of tenth grade." (Executive Summary, Tough Choices or Tough Times, Page 10) This would move many students out of high school and into the community college system, for which this exam would demonstrate readiness. The money saved by moving students that should generally be ready for the next level out of the high school grades of 11 and 12 will show major savings that can be used to more fully fund high school reform. How do we build critical mass for this movement? We need to get the report of the New Commission on the Skills of the American Workforce into educator and lawmaker hands. They will need to be required to read it. We should ask them at every level if they have read it. We should hold them accountable to tell us what they will do with the recommendation. We should get parents involved at the secondary level and there needs to be coordination and cooperation between the K-12 system and higher education. 


2. Educators need to find ways to work across school district boundaries to develop cooperative works that are good for students. At very least there should be agreement on high school graduation requirements within Intermediate Unit divisions. Educators should be the ones championing the consolidation of districts in Pennsylvania, if only for the equity issue to be addressed.


3. We must demonstrate to special interest groups what advantage is in it for their group. Community colleges and four-year institutions should be shown that there is a great deal in this for them. At the community college level we should demonstrate that students are ready and that they are able to get out of the remediation business. Four-year institutions should expect only the best-prepared students to enter their doors. Teacher unions will need to understand that some of their legion will need to be moving to the community college level as we will need fewer teachers at the secondary level. If we can make the money work we will have no special interest groups upset with loss of funds. However, if some group loses funding as a result of the change we will need to mobilize to affect this group in a positive manner.

6. 
How we would hold state policy makers accountable for implementing our recommendations.


We need to get parent groups aligned with the restructuring and buying in early to help with building pressure on the political process. However, our most important front for taking this position forward will be with the business and industry sector of the commonwealth. We believe that if business and industry sees a real change in how the tax dollar is being utilized and that they see the product as being far better at producing a qualified, creative, and diverse workforce, this sector will be vital in the lobby to keep policy makers moving forward. Every policy maker should be held accountable to read the report from the New Commission on the Skills of the American Workforce. When a discussion about education reform is held in any community across the commonwealth we should be there to ask if they have read it. We should ask that they convene a task force with the sole purpose of  bringing higher education and secondary education together to find out the practicality of pursuing such a strategy. The starting point is pushing the envelope on Project 720 funding for all high schools in the commonwealth. The way to find the money is by following the New Commissions recommendations. We need to show the public that education funding is missing at the secondary level. The money all goes to K-6 and Higher Education with none left for the 7-12 program. We understand that money will probably not be taken from the ends of the K-16 structure so our efforts to fund reform, in this case in the form of Project 720, is to find money that is already in the 7-12 system.
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