

Outside Consultants Suggest Plan for HISD Magnet Schools
Community will now weigh in on recommendations aimed at strengthening popular school choice program
January 7, 2011 – Independent education consultants hired to analyze the Houston Independent School District’s magnet school program have suggested several bold improvements aimed at helping more parents find the best schools to meet their children’s unique needs and academic interests.


The 88-page Comprehensive Magnet Program Review conducted by Magnet Schools of America (MSA) will be discussed at Monday’s 4 p.m. HISD Board of Education public workshop meeting. A series of town hall meetings will follow in the coming weeks, providing HISD administrators an opportunity to gather public feedback on MSA’s suggestions before Superintendent Terry Grier makes any formal recommendation of program changes to the school board later in the spring.


Friday, January 7, remains the deadline for students to apply for acceptance into an HISD magnet school program for the 2011-2012 academic year, and the magnet enrollment process will continue as usual.

The report comes with a call for HISD to address several issues raised by parents and documented by MSA consultants, who wrote that “change is imperative” for the magnet program. The experts concluded that HISD’s collection of 113 magnet programs lacks consistent policies when it comes to funding, student admissions screening and academic rigor. As a result, parents have difficulty navigating school choice options for their children.


School Board President Greg Meyers said the report raises critical issues, but added that no decisions have been made regarding how to address them.


“The Comprehensive Magnet Program Review provides a starting point for a community conversation about how we can strengthen HISD’s popular magnet program,” Meyers said. “Some of our magnet schools consistently rank among the top campuses not only in Texas, but in the nation. We are committed to maintaining that level of excellence while also strengthening our schools that need help.”

MSA this fall tasked a dozen education experts with visiting all HISD magnet campuses, where they observed classrooms and interviewed teachers, magnet coordinators and principals. The consulting team included experts in magnet school education, administration, curriculum and instruction, evaluation, teaching and learning, budgeting and higher education. They observed 13 community forums, which were attended by more than 900 parents and community members, and reviewed nearly 1,200 responses to HISD’s online survey seeking public opinion on magnet schools.


The HISD Board of Education’s Declaration of Beliefs and Visions, which articulates the district’s commitment to school choice and equal access for all students to strong academic programs, helped guide MSA’s review, as did the 2006 HISD Peer Committee Report on the magnet program. MSA then considered each school building’s capacity and ultimately assessed each magnet school based on five essential elements the organization’s research has shown are critical for a magnet school’s success:

· Diversity of student population

· Unique and innovative curriculum

· Improved student achievement (academic excellence)

· Professional development/specialized teaching staff (supporting the magnet theme)

· Dynamic partnerships (parent and community involvement)


MSA lauded HISD’s “strong culture of neighborhood schools and districtwide school choice,” the report said. “This culture is evident in district practices of open enrollment, variety of transfer options, transportation for eligible magnet students, site-based decision making committees, and the strong support for neighborhood schools.” While the report focuses on magnet schools, MSA experts stressed that quality neighborhood schools should be a family’s first option for their children. Theme-based magnet campuses that are designed to attract students from throughout the city are intended for children with specific interests or talents. 


HISD’s popular magnet program, which was launched decades ago as part of an effort to racially integrate schools, still operates using practices that “need to be updated to be reflective of 21st century education, economics, and communities,” wrote the study’s lead authorities, MSA Executive Director Robert Brooks and Project Site Manager Doreen Marvin.

MSA’s review cited several shortcomings in HISD’s magnet program, including:

· Randomness of decision-making regarding funding, instructional themes and feeder patterns
· Inefficient use of funds and inequity of funding
· Lack of transparency of access to magnet schools
· Lack of monitoring and oversight of beliefs and values
· Lack of accountability and no minimal standard for numbers of non-zoned students enrolled in a magnet school
· Lack of diversity across magnet schools
The MSA report concludes with more than 20 suggestions, which will guide upcoming discussions on the future of HISD’s magnet program. “In keeping with the HISD Declaration of Beliefs and Visions, and the current economics facing the district, change is imperative,” the report states. 


It is yet to be determined which suggestions will ultimately be recommended to the Board of Education for adoption. The suggested changes to HISD’s magnet program include:
· Reduce the number of magnet schools by 55, or 47 percent.  Schools that lose the “magnet” designation would receive 40 percent of their current magnet subsidy for the 2011-2012 school year and no subsidy in subsequent years.

· Remove the “magnet” designation from HISD’s Vanguard schools for gifted and talented students, but continue offering free transportation for students attending Vanguard schools. Vanguard schools, which test students to determine whether they are qualified to attend, would no longer receive extra funding set aside for magnet schools.

· Continue the audition-based student entrance criteria for secondary schools, but eliminate all other testing and screening.

· Replicate the existing districtwide Vanguard program lottery process for magnets.

· Make all elementary school magnets campuswide programs beginning with the 2012-2013 school year. Many elementary magnets that are now housed within traditional neighborhood schools would lose the “magnet” designation and magnet funding.
· Streamline and articulate magnet themes.

· Update and officially adopt existing Magnet School Standards.

· Develop a magnet program budget allocation process.

· Eliminate the use of principal transfer agreements for student acceptance into a magnet school.

The full Comprehensive Magnet Program Review is available on the HISD website at www.houstonisd.org.

The Houston Independent School District is the largest school district in Texas and the seventh-largest in the United States with 298 schools and more than 200,000 students. The 301-square-mile district is one of the largest employers in the Houston metropolitan area with nearly 30,000 employees. 
For more information, visit the HISD Web site at www.houstonisd.org.
