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Kaylah Brantley, a Smedley Elementary student.

This story on Mastery's emerging national role in
the school turnaround movement was produced
in partnership with The Hechinger ReporW and
was published on the website Politics Daily.

On the first day of school last fall at Smedley
Elementary in Philadelphia, Principal Brian
McLaughlin assembled students in the sweltering
cafeteria and pointed to a picture of a giant eraser projected onto a screen.

"I want you to think of all the things from last year that you may not have liked,"
McLaughlin said. "We're going to erase those right now."

At a school as troubled as Smedley, erasing the past isn't easy. Last year, more
kids got suspended -- one in five -- than scored proficient on the state reading
exam. An independent review found instruction sorely lacking.

But this year, some families of the school's 588 students in grades K-5 who tried to
remove their children last year are petitioning to add another grade. Smedley is no
longer run by the School District of Philadelphia. Instead, it is being "restarted" by
Mastery Charter Schools, a Philadelphia-based nonprofit hailed by President
Barack Obama as proof that failing public schools can be quickly resuscitated.

Mastery operates just seven schools, all in Philadelphia, but has ascended to the
national stage by inspiring other groups to take on a challenge once considered
too daunting. The U.S. Department of Education, the Bill & Melinda Gates
Foundation, and even Oprah Winfrey are giving the group millions to help spread
its model. (Disclosure: The Gates Foundation is among the many funders of The
Hechinger ReporW, which produced this article.)

As part of a loose network of so-called "No Excuses" schools, Mastery enforces
strict discipline. Walls are plastered with college pennants and inspirational quotes.
Standardized test results are used to guide instruction, even in the earliest grades.

"Our plan is to get large enough to make a difference in an entire region and
connect with other quality providers both to learn and to share," says Mastery CEO
Scott Gordon.

HOME ª BLOGS ª BENJAMIN HEROLD'S BLOG
ABOUT OUR BLOG

BLOG TOPICS

OUR CURRENT BLOGGERS

OUR RETIRED BLOGGERS

The NoWebook blog is a place for the
exchange of ideas about education in
Philadelphia. The ideas expressed on
the blog are solely the opinions of the
author(s) and do not necessarily
represent the opinions of the NoWebook
or organizations affiliated with the
author(s).

Blogger commentar\

Bo\le's law

Class notes

Communit\ voices

Education law corner

EduPhanatic

E\e on the budget

High schools

In case \ou missed it

Latest news

Notes from the news

Parent perspectives

Social justice in education

Social justice unionism

Student voices

Benjamin Herold

Dale Mezzacappa

Deborah Russell...

Erika Ow ens

Frank Murphy

Guest blogger

Helen Gym

Len Rieser

Marcus Sean Hall

Paul Socolar

Peak Johnson

Ron Whitehorne

Ryan Bow ers

Samuel Reed III

Timothy Boyle
 

LOGIN / REGISTER

Username:*

Passw ord:*

Log in using
OpenID

Join our
community of users

Request new password

G5AB 7HE LA7E67 EDI7ION

Pick up a copy near you.

JOIN US ON

8PCOMING E9EN76

Education events
coming up in Philly

 Search

For Parents For Teachers For Students

Home Current Edition Past Editions Blog Latest news HS Guide School closings School turnaround Resources

RSS About Us Advertise Donate Become a member Take action Sitemap



1/19/12 Mastery ascends to national stage _ Philadelphia Public School Notebook

2/6www.thenotebook.org/blog/113377/mastery-ascends-national-stage

The success of models like Mastery's is helping fuel a push to convert more
struggling schools into charters, says Frederick M. Hess, director of education
policy studies at the American Enterprise Institute. Hess worries, though, that
policymakers might be embracing the "restart" model for turning around schools
too quickly -- before key questions about oversight and accountability are
answered, and before it's clear the model can work in the long run.

"The federal government is urging states to adopt policies that may or may not
make sense three or four years out," says Hess. "It makes sense to try, but how do
we pull the rip-cord if we need to?"

The UeVWaUW challenge

Restarts are widely regarded as the most difficult of the four school reform models
-- the other three are "turnaround," "transformation," and "closure" -- that the
Obama administration is employing to raise graduation rates and ensure students
leave high school ready for college or careers. After the U.S. Department of
Education set aside $1.4 billion in School Improvement Grants last summer, just 31
schools elected to go the restart route out of more than 700 slated for turnaround
nationally. President Obama has asked for an additional $600 million for this grant
program in the FY 2012 budget.

For years, most charter operators -- including the highly celebrated KIPP network,
which operates 99 schools in 20 states and the District of Columbia -- have
preferred building schools from scratch, adding one grade level per year, over
trying to turn around existing schools.

Under the "restart" model, a
district outsources management of
an existing public school to an
outside provider, often a charter-
school operator like Mastery. The
new management is then
expected to overhaul school staff,
renovate often-woeful facilities,
revamp a dysfunctional school
culture, win over disillusioned
parents, and dramatically improve
student test scores -- all while
serving the same kids as the year
before.

Restarts are also controversial
and politically sensitive, in part
because they involve the use of
public money to support privately
managed schools. Unionized staff
may be supplanted by non-union
replacements, just like at charter
schools.

"It's an unbelievable opportunity to
take a desperate situation and
turn the whole thing around,"

Mastery's Gordon says.

U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan said on Feb. 14 that some 1,000
schools across the United States are being turned around, and their progress is
being closely watched. He expects preliminary data by summer about everything
from test scores to attendance and graduation rates.
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"GRLQJ IRUZDUG, ZH'OO VHH ZKLFK PRGHOV ZRUNHG EHVW," DXQFDQ VDLG, DGGLQJ WKDW
KH'V WKDQNIXO IRU "OHDGHUVKLS DQG FRXUDJH" DW WKH ORFDO OHYHO, DV ZHOO DV "D VHQVH RI
XUJHQF\ [IRU WUDQVIRUPLQJ VFKRROV] WKDW IUDQNO\ ZH'YH QHYHU VHHQ LQ WKLV FRXQWU\."

MDVWHU\ VWDUWHG EXLOGLQJ LWV UHSXWDWLRQ LQ 2005, ZKHQ WKH SFKRRO DLVWULFW RI
PKLODGHOSKLD KDQGHG RYHU WKH ILUVW RI WKUHH WRXJK PLGGOH VFKRROV WR MDVWHU\. THVW
VFRUHV TXLFNO\ LPSURYHG DW DOO WKUHH.

AW PLFNHWW MLGGOH SFKRRO, IRU H[DPSOH, MXVW 14 SHUFHQW RI VWXGHQWV VFRUHG SURILFLHQW
LQ PDWK EHIRUH MDVWHU\ DUULYHG LQ 2007. AIWHU MDVWHU\ EURXJKW LQ QHZ WHDFKHUV DQG
SXVKHG WKHP WR ZRUN WRJHWKHU, DOPRVW 70 SHUFHQW RI VWXGHQWV VFRUHG SURILFLHQW LQ
PDWK ODVW \HDU -- D JDLQ RI 500 SHUFHQW LQ MXVW WKUHH \HDUV.

SRPH FULWLFV FRQWHQG WKDW WKH GUDPDWLF LPSURYHPHQWV DUH WKH UHVXOW RI D QDUURZ
IRFXV RQ VWDQGDUGL]HG WHVWV, DV ZHOO DV VWHHULQJ WKH PRVW GLVUXSWLYH NLGV HOVHZKHUH.
BXW VXFK FULWLFLVP KDV EHHQ PRVWO\ PXWHG, HVSHFLDOO\ LQ FRPSDULVRQ WR WKH KLJK-
SURILOH SUDLVH WKH JURXS KDV UHFHLYHG.

PUHVLGHQW OEDPD KLJKOLJKWHG MDVWHU\ ODVW JXO\ LQ D VSHHFK WR WKH NDWLRQDO UUEDQ
LHDJXH, VD\LQJ, "II PLFNHWW FDQ GR LW, HYHU\ WURXEOHG VFKRRO FDQ GR LW"-- UHPDUNV WKDW
KDYH VSXUUHG VRPH HGXFDWRUV WR HPEUDFH WKH UHVWDUW PRGHO.

"I OLNHQ WKLV WR WKH HDUOLHVW GD\V RI WKH FKDUWHU-VFKRRO PRYHPHQW," VDLG JXVWLQ
CRKHQ, SUHVLGHQW RI WKH "VFKRRO WXUQDURXQG JURXS" DW MDVV IQVLJKW, D QRQSURILW WKDW
SURPRWHV VWUDWHJLHV WR FORVH DFKLHYHPHQW JDSV. "WH DUH VHHLQJ WKH HPHUJHQFH RI
VWURQJ RUJDQL]DWLRQV. MDVWHU\ LV SURYLQJ WR FKDUWHU RSHUDWRUV WKDW [UHVWDUWLQJ] LV D
YLDEOH RSWLRQ."

'Not a minute to waste'

LDVW OFWREHU, MXVW D IHZ PRQWKV LQWR SPHGOH\ EOHPHQWDU\'V QHZ OLIH DV D MDVWHU\
FKDUWHU VFKRRO, FKDRV KDG EHHQ UHSODFHG E\ DFWLRQ.

DXULQJ DQ DVVHPEO\, PULQFLSDO MFLDXJKOLQ OHG KLV NLQGHUJDUWQHUV DQG ILUVW-JUDGHUV
LQ VRQJV DERXW FROOHJH, WKHQ SUHDFKHG KLV FRUH PHVVDJH.

"TKHUH LV QRW D PLQXWH WR ZDVWH," MFLDXJKOLQ WROG WKH ZLGH-H\HG 5- DQG 6-\HDU
ROGV. "TKH FORFN LV WLFNLQJ."

BDFN LQ WKHLU FODVVURRP, ILUVW-JUDGH WHDFKHU KDOOLH TXUQHU UHLQIRUFHG WKDW PHVVDJH.
WKHQ WKH FKLOGUHQ PRYHG IURP WKHLU VHDWV WR WKH FDUSHW, TXUQHU WLPHG WKHP -- D
MDVWHU\ VWUDWHJ\ IRU UHGXFLQJ ZDVWHG FODVV WLPH.

LDWHU, TXUQHU DQG D UHDGLQJ VSHFLDOLVW NHSW WKH VWXGHQWV RQ-WDVN IRU RYHU WZR
KRXUV, URWDWLQJ JURXSV WKURXJK OHDUQLQJ VWDWLRQV VR VWUXJJOLQJ UHDGHUV FRXOG OHDUQ
OHWWHU-VRXQGV ZKLOH PRUH DGYDQFHG VWXGHQWV SUDFWLFHG UHDGLQJ DORXG.

EYHQ DIWHU WKH ILQDO EHOO UDQJ, TXUQHU SXVKHG WKH FKLOGUHQ.

"I GRQ'W VHH DQ\RQH PDNLQJ D UHDOO\ VPDUW FKRLFH WR UHDG D ERRN ZKLOH WKH\ ZDLW,"
VKH VDLG.

AQ\RQH H[SHFWLQJ ILUVW-JUDGH FODVVURRPV WR IHDWXUH WRXFK\-IHHO\ OHVVRQV RQ
VKDULQJ, MFLDXJKOLQ VDLG, GRHVQ'W JUDVS MXVW KRZ GLUH WKH VLWXDWLRQ LV DW D VFKRRO
OLNH SPHGOH\.

"WH UHDOO\ FDQ'W EH ZDVWHIXO RI RXU VWXGHQWV' WLPH," KH H[SODLQHG. "WH KDYH
VWXGHQWV ZKR HQWHU VFKRRO incredibl\ EHKLQG."

TKLV \HDU DW MDVWHU\-SPHGOH\, MXVW WZR RU WKUHH LQFRPLQJ ILUVW-JUDGHUV FRXOG UHDG
RQ JUDGH OHYHO. NLQHW\-IRXU SHUFHQW DUH SRRU.

MDVWHU\'V SURPLVLQJ VWDUW LV VSXUULQJ VLPLODU JURXSV HDJHU WR WU\ WKHLU KDQGV DW
UHVWDUW, LQFOXGLQJ BRVWRQ-EDVHG UQORFNLQJ PRWHQWLDO, IRXQGHG E\ SFRWW GLYHQ, D 30-
\HDU-ROG IRUPHU FKDUWHU SULQFLSDO. BHIRUH KH HYHQ RSHQHG XS D VFKRRO, GLYHQ KDG
LQWHUHVW IURP 23 VFKRRO GLVWULFWV, LQFOXGLQJ WKRVH LQ NHZ YRUN, WDVKLQJWRQ, D.C.,
CKLFDJR, PKLODGHOSKLD, BDOWLPRUH, DQG NHZ HDYHQ, CRQQ. TKLV IDOO, KH'OO XQGHUWDNH
WKH ILUVW UHVWDUW LQ MDVVDFKXVHWWV' KLVWRU\.

The Master\ plan

TKH NH\ WR MDVWHU\'V VXFFHVV, VD\V GRUGRQ, LV QRW D SDUWLFXODU HGXFDWLRQDO
SKLORVRSK\, EXW JRRG PDQDJHPHQW SUDFWLFHV -- ZKDW KH FDOOV "WKH FRPPRQVHQVH
WKLQJV WKDW DOO KLJK-SHUIRUPLQJ RUJDQL]DWLRQV GR."

TKDW LQFOXGHV WKH DELOLW\ WR LGHQWLI\ DQG UHZDUG WDOHQWHG HPSOR\HHV ZKLOH ILJXULQJ
RXW KRZ WR TXLFNO\ LPSURYH RU JHW ULG RI VXEVWDQGDUG RQHV. "I ZDV VKRFNHG ZKHQ I
UHFRJQL]HG WKDW VFKRRO GLVWULFWV GRQ'W KDYH WKH IXQGDPHQWDOV RI D WDOHQW-
GHYHORSPHQW SURFHVV," VD\V GRUGRQ. "TKDW LV MXVW WKH PRVW HVVHQWLDO WKLQJ WR SUHWW\
PXFK DQ\ RWKHU RUJDQL]DWLRQ, SURILW RU QRQSURILW, LQ WKH HFRQRP\."
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