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Tool 2.5: Reentry Into The Pipeline

This tool is designed to assess a district’s policies and practices regarding reentry  
of youth who have prematurely exited—or stopped out of—high school. It contains  
five sections: 

Mapping the Options:I.	  Collecting information on all options available and  
ensuring that youth and families understand those options 

Easing Reentry:II.	  Making sure there are multiple, youth-friendly sites available  
for youth who want to go back to school, with staff prepared to engage them

Transition Process:III.	  Assessing returning students’ learning needs and preparing  
schools for reentering youth

Transfer/Sharing Records:IV.	  Sharing records on credits earned and students’  
skill levels between external placements and the district 

Tracking Demand and Outcomes:V.	  Collecting data on returning youth and  
using data inform the district’s school-development efforts

Directions

For each section, consider what exists in your community, then identify steps you can 
take to strengthen your system for reentry of out-of-school youth. 

©2005 David Binder
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Tool 2.5: Reentry Into The Pipeline (cont.)

I. Mapping the Options

Has the district mapped its learning options (schools and programs offering a pathway to a diploma) for returning dropouts?

Yes•	

No•	

If no, what steps will the district need to take to collect information on all the options—both community-based and district-
run—available for returning dropouts?

If yes, what type of information is available about options for returning dropouts?

Whether the school/program is district-operated or community-based•	

Population served in each program•	

Primary goals of each program•	

Entry/admissions criteria•	

Availability of seats•	

What forms of media are used to communicate this information?

Guidebook•	

Web site•	

Other•	



Expanding the Options  67

BRINGING OFF-TRACK YOUTH INTO THE CENTER OF HIGH SCHOOL REFORM
LESSONS AND TOOLS FROM LEADING COMMUNITIES

expanding  
the options2

Tool 2.5: Reentry Into The Pipeline (cont.)

II. Easing Reentry

Multiple Reentry Points

How many and what types of locations 
(e.g., Web-based, community-based, 
district/school) do you maintain for youth 
who want to reengage in school? 

What steps have been taken to ensure 
that these are convenient, youth-friendly 
locations likely to be utilized by out-of-
school youth?

What steps could you take to expand  
sites and make the current sites more 
youth-friendly?

Communicating and Clarifying Options

What staff, if any, are responsible for 
communicating to youth and families 
seeking reenrollment?

What has the district done to ensure  
that these staff are knowledgeable  
about the range of options available  
and understand the issues facing  
youth seeking to reenroll?

What steps might the district take to  
better prepare staff for this responsibility 
and to increase staff knowledge about 
options and issues?
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Tool 2.5: Reentry Into The Pipeline (cont.)

II. Easing Reentry (cont.)

Reaching Out to Youth

What, if any, kind of outreach does the 
district conduct to tell the community 
about options for reentry? How often is 
this done?

What, if any, outreach is specifically  
targeted to those places (malls, youth 
centers, etc.) where youth might  
congregate? How are language issues 
addressed?

What steps might the district take to 
improve its outreach in terms of content, 
frequency, location, and language?

Smoothing Reentry for Youth in Public Care

What, if any, specific strategies are in 
place to support the reentry of youth 
in foster care and those returning from 
adjudication?

What, if any, partnerships has the  
district developed with social services 
and/or juvenile justice to support reentry?

What steps might the district take to 
ensure that youth in public care make  
a smooth transition into school?
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Tool 2.5: Reentry Into The Pipeline (cont.)

III. Transition Process

Reassessing Learning Needs

What kind of process, if any, is there  
to reassess the learning needs of  
returning students who may have been 
out of school for an extended period? 

Does the assessment process include  
a full academic assessment, a reassess-
ment of a student’s individual learning 
plan (IEP), and an assessment of credits 
earned? Are transcripts readily available? 
Does it include an assessment of social/
emotional needs as well?

What steps could the district take to 
ensure that the assessment yields  
complete information about a returning 
youth’s skill and credit levels, and  
social-emotional needs? 

Preparing Schools for Reentering Youth

What process, if any, is in place to  
prepare receiving schools for reentering 
students? 

Does this process include close case 
management for returning students and 
careful placement in classes suited to 
academic needs?

What steps can the district take to  
ensure that schools are prepared  
and youth are supported through the 
transition back into school?
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Tool 2.5: Reentry Into The Pipeline (cont.)

IV. Transfer/Sharing Records

Sharing Information with External Providers

What process, if any, is in place for  
sharing information with external  
providers about students’ skill levels, 
previous coursework, and credits? 

What are the barriers to complete and 
timely information-sharing? 

What steps can the district take to  
guarantee that information on students’ 
skill levels, previous coursework, and 
credits is shared with external providers 
(e.g., electronic data systems)?

Sharing External Information with District

Is there a process for external providers 
to share information about students’  
skill levels, coursework, and credits  
with the district if a student returns to  
a district school?

What are the barriers to complete and 
timely information-sharing? 

What steps (e.g., electronic data  
sharing) can the district take to establish 
that information on students’ coursework 
and credits earned in external settings 
is shared with the district if a student 
returns?

Credit Transfer

What is the process for transferring  
credit earned in external placements, 
including detention/juvenile justice? 
Is credit granted centrally through an 
agreed-on protocol for credit transfer,  
or is the decision about credit transfer 
made at individual schools?

What steps have you taken to make  
certain that students receive credit  
for coursework completed in external 
placements?

What steps can the district take to  
ensure that students receive credit 
according to an agreed-on protocol?
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Tool 2.5: Reentry Into The Pipeline (cont.)

V. Tracking Demand and Outcomes

Tracking Demand for Options

What process, if any, is in place for  
tracking demand for options, including 
the numbers and academic profile of 
young people returning to the system? 

What steps have you taken to verify that 
supply meets the demand, including the 
demand for specific options that meet 
the profile of returning youth? 

What steps might you take to check that 
data on returning students informs the 
district’s school-development efforts? 

Tracking Outcomes of Returning Youth

What process, if any, is in place to track 
the outcomes for youth returning to the 
system? 

What steps have you taken to make  
certain that this data is tracked  
regularly? 

What steps can the district take to  
ensure that data on outcomes for  
returning youth are monitored and  
used to influence systemic practices  
in serving them?
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A n emerging challenge for school districts and their partners is to ensure that 
the new and existing school options available to struggling, off-track students 

and returning dropouts are able to grow, improve, and sustain positive academic and 
social outcomes for this group of young people. This will require an appropriate  
balance of accountability and autonomy for these schools and programs, and it will 
require that oversight, infrastructure, and support systems help these schools  
overcome the considerable challenges they face.

Youth and parents often speak highly of alternative schools and programs, especially 
those that are grounded in the community. Students often describe these programs 
as valuable and transformative: in the best programs, classes are small, the pace  
of instruction is adjusted as needed, teachers know and care about students, and 
students are treated respectfully. Some refer to these schools as “life saving,” and 
say that without this second chance they would likely be “dead or in jail.” 

At the same time, these schools are often off the district’s radar screen and suffer 
from too little systemic attention to equity and quality. More often than not, they  
are operating under unfavorable conditions: unstable or inequitable financing; 
assignment of teachers with little regard to their capacity to work with an off-track 
population; little access to high-quality curriculum or professional development;  
and even facilities of poor quality. Far from having access to a “system” of options,  
in most cases, these schools and programs, particularly if they are operated by  
community-based organizations, have not been connected to the school district in 
ways that would allow for transparency of data (on student tracking, outcomes,  
program quality), focused and effective technical assistance, capacity building and 
scale up, or even widespread recognition and replication of effective practice.

How can districts take advantage of the best of alternative programming, with a 
steady focus on both quality improvement and expansion, to meet the demand? 
School districts undertaking efforts on behalf of struggling students and dropouts 
quickly find themselves faced with a number of key decisions: Where should the 
office of alternative education/expanded options/multiple pathways sit? How are 
community-based organizations leveraged to bring their expertise and resources to 
bear? How can existing alternative high schools—especially those developed before 
the recent emphasis on high standards—be helped to improve and offer additional 
academic challenge? What are the systemic challenges to building their capacity?

Both Boston and Portland, Oregon, have integrated their office of alternative educa-
tion with their office of high schools as a first step toward building capacity and  
quality. Portland has taken advantage of this realignment to launch a quality review 
of all programs, incorporate the district’s core curriculum into all programs, and 
connect alternative programs to professional-development offerings. Through 
School Quality Reviews, Boston has assessed the quality of alternative schools that 
are operated under contract by outside vendors, and, in addition to giving feedback 
to the schools, it is using the results to develop a plan to improve the quality of those 
schools and address systemic challenges to increasing their capacity.
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Tool 3.1: Strategies for Organizing Your System of Options

Tool 3.1 presents governance and accountability models from a number of front- 
runner cities that are building a full and inclusive system of options for all high-
school-age youth. The tool first offers a framework for how alternative schools  
could be organized, taking into consideration the advantages and disadvantages 
of each. It then provides city-specific examples of the approaches outlined in the 
framework, including a range of strategies employed by frontrunner cities to 
improve accountability, quality, and support. Mining these approaches, school and 
community partners can think through what exists in their community and determine 
strategies for expanding and improving options for their off-track and out-of-school 
youth. Materials in this tool are based on the work of Courtney Collins-Shapiro of the 
Philadelphia School District, Sheila Venson and Margaret Steinz of the Youth Connection 
Charter School, and Jenni Villano of the Portland Public Schools. 

Tool 3.2: Profiles of Improved Support and Accountability for Alternatives

Tool 3.2 provides detailed case studies of two of these frontrunner cities, along  
with guiding questions. These questions and subsequent discussion can help  
partners to think through the infrastructure that is needed to build and support an 
accountable, high-quality network of schools and programs. Materials in this tool  
are based on the work of Sheila Venson and Margaret Steinz of the Youth Connection 
Charter School, Jenni Villano of the Portland Public Schools, and Leslie Rennie-Hill,  
formerly of the Portland Public Schools.  

Tool 3.3: Assessing the Quality and Capacity of Schools for Off-Track Youth

Tool 3.4 focuses on assessing and improving the quality of current programming.  
It includes a sample rubric for use as the guiding document for a formal school-
quality review. It then guides districts and schools through a process of selecting 
review teams, preparing for and organizing the reviews, and devising recommenda-
tions for both the individual school/program and the district itself. Materials in this 
tool are based on the work of Kathi Mullin and Larry Myatt of the Boston Public Schools.  

Notes On The Tools
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Directions

With your team, review Tool 3.1A: Framework for Organizing Options. Once  
your team has reviewed the framework, turn to Tool 3.1B, which provides city- 
specific examples of the approaches outlined in it. The city charts present a range 
of strategies exercised by frontrunner cities to improve the supply, quality, and  
oversight of options for off-track and out-of-school youth. 

Drawing on the city charts, use Tool 3.1C: Assessing What Exists in Our Community 
to examine the strategies for developing leadership, providing instructional and  
curriculum support, aligning funding streams, and building partnerships for alternative 
programming that are currently in place in your community. 

Finally, turn to Tool 3.1D: Strategies for Improving Quantity and Quality of 
Programming in Our Community. To complete this tool, consider the range and 
diversity of activities described in the city chart, mixing and matching strategies  
that seem most useful for expanding and strengthening schools for off-track and 
out-of-school youth in your community.

©2008 David Binder

Tool 3.1: Strategies for organizing your system of options
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Tool 3.1A: Framework For Organizing Options 

Inside Approach

District funds, supports, and provides oversight for alternative schools as part of an overall portfolio. In this approach, 
the school system develops and supports internal options (e.g., school-within-school programs; small schools explicitly 
designed to serve youth who are off track for graduation). The district may also contract with outside providers to develop 
and operate options (as in Philadelphia). Regardless of what entity develops and operates the programs, all are considered 
part of the district’s portfolio of options. Both district-run and contracted programs have access to the same professional 
development, managerial, and leadership-development opportunities offered to other high schools within the district. In 
addition, the principals and directors leading the alternative schools are involved in informing systemwide initiatives, such  
as core-curriculum efforts or changes in graduation requirements. Finally, with this approach, districts often conduct or 
contract for evaluations or quality reviews of the schools or programs in order to guide a school-improvement process.  

Key conditions needed to support the approach: School system committed to improving outcomes for off-track populations; 
a dedicated high school reform office within the district with entrepreneurial staff; an adequate supply of options or capacity 
to develop and support new options for struggling students and dropouts.

Outside Approach

A Charter Management Organization develops, supports, and provides oversight and accountability for alternative 
schools. This approach uses an outside Charter Management organization (CMO) to develop, grow, and support a network 
of alternative schools. This organization may grow from an already established local school-development entity or be newly 
created and staffed “from the ground up.” Once in operation and in receipt of a state charter, the CMO can provide fiscal and 
administrative support for a group of alternative programs that operate as charter schools (as in Chicago). These schools 
may be entirely new operations or existing programs that are being reconstituted or converted to diploma-granting entities. 
The CMO provides oversight and support, developing and managing an ongoing accountability system and providing a range 
of technical support. 

Key conditions needed to support the approach: Strong, effective state charter legislation; local school-development  
capacity; entrepreneurial staff with school development expertise and in fundraising to support and sustain the CMO. 

Blended Approach

Outside partners form a network; the network works with the district on all aspects of support and oversight. In this 
approach, an outside network is formed to provide support and advocacy for community-based, alternative education, and/
or GED programs in the city or locality. In some communities, this work has positioned the network to become part of the 
school’s overall high school portfolio (Portland, Oregon), thereby opening up opportunities for improved technical and pro-
fessional support. Networks that exist as independent entities can advocate for the youth they serve and for the overall value 
of their programming. Networks can also share resources and referrals, craft joint professional development offerings, and  
collaboratively raise funds for various school improvement ventures. 

Key conditions needed to support the approach: Enough programs with some track record of quality and sustainability; 
entrepreneurial CBO or program directors who can develop and sustain a network model; outside programs that are open  
to and see the value of a continual improvement model and some transparency with relation to their practices and outcomes; 
local school district committed to serving this population; inside advocates who are knowledgeable about the CBO system.
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Tool 3.1B: Inside Approach–School District of Philadelphia

What approach is used to  
develop/organize options?

What policies and funding enable 
development of education options?

What policy and supports give 
direction on curriculum and 
assessment?

How do schools/programs access 
relevant professional-develop-
ment services?

School District of Philadelphia 
(SDP) employs a diverse-provider 
model. Contracted schools are 
considered part of district but are 
run by for-profit and nonprofit 
providers.

These Accelerated Schools serve 
youth 16 and up who have 0–8 
credits.

School system also funds edu-
cation options (EOP) programs 
(formerly Twilight Schools) for 
credit recovery for older youth. 
The city also has a Gateway to 
College (Early College) program 
with the Community College of 
Philadelphia.

School system dollars and grant 
dollars fund Accelerated Schools 
and Education-Options programs. 

CBOs helped design RFP for 
Accelerated Schools.

City uses WIA funds to provide 
wraparound services for students 
in Accelerated Schools.

Programs must base instruction 
on the district’s core curriculum 
and align courses to state assess-
ments. 

Schools have flexibility to  
customize curricula to meet  
student needs.

Programs vary in instructional 
approaches. Many use software for 
credit recovery or skill develop-
ment. As of 2009–10, contracted 
schools will use common set of 
instructional approaches.

District is exploring the use  
of proficiency-based advancement, 
which would enable competency-
based programming.

District has created curriculum 
modules focusing less on seat time 
and more on mastery, to be piloted 
in EOP and Accelerated Schools 
in fall 2008. Exploring use of the 
modules in state juvenile justice 
facilities for credit alignment upon 
return.

District provides limited pro-
fessional development, mostly 
through the system’s designated 
professional-development days. 
A PD stream just for Accelerated 
providers is in planning for FY 09. 

Center for Literacy developed 
literacy toolkit for EOP and GED 
programs and provides literacy 
training for teachers in EOP  
programs. 

Schools can determine own pro-
fessional-development needs, and 
funds are built into budgets.	

How are leaders identified and 
supported?

What organization provides over-
sight for alternatives? What part-
nerships provide key support?

What systems are in place to 
ensure quality, accountability, and 
adequate supply?

Sites recruit and hire principals 
according to specifications 
stipulated in the contract with  
the school district.

Philadelphia Youth Network 
(youth-based intermediary)  
convenes leaders of Accelerated 
Schools and is exploring some 
shared PD for staff and/or  
principals in conjunction with  
the district. 

SDP Chief Academic Officer and 
Director of Multiple Pathways con-
vene principals monthly for  
primarily administrative issues.

Office of Multiple Pathways to 
Graduation (OMPG) is part of  
the Office of High Schools and 
oversees Alternative Education.  

Philadelphia Youth Network  
partners with OMPG on policy 
development, funding, research, 
and program development. PYN 
assists with all issues related to 
the development of full portfolio  
of options.

PYN hosts Project U-Turn, a 
cross-sector collaborative (as an 
outgrowth of the original YTFG 
work) that conducts research and 
advocacy regarding struggling 
students and out-of-school youth 
and coordinates programming for 
returning youth. 

Accelerated Schools use same 
system of data reporting and  
management as other SDP 
schools.

Agencies supported by the  
OMPG agree to certain contracted 
outcomes.

OMPG and PYN have contracted  
for a third-party evaluation, which 
will compare student performance 
before and after placement in 
Accelerated Schools and will 
inform improvement priorities and 
school support needs. 
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Tool 3.1B: Outside Approach–Chicago’s Youth Connection Charter School* 

What approach is used to  
develop/organize options?

What policies and funding enable  
development of education options?

What policy and supports give 
direction on curriculum and 
assessment?

How do schools/programs access  
relevant professional-develop-
ment services?

City has a Charter Management 
Organization—Youth Connection 
Charter School (YCCS)—that  
provides oversight for a network  
of 22 alternative education  
campuses that deliberately target 
dropouts and “at-risk” youth. 

YCCS has grown from serving 
1,000 youth to serving 3,000 youth 
(school size has increased).

Chicago Public Schools District 
299 also operates a range of  
noncharter programs for off-track 
youth. 

State charter legislation provides 
vehicle for these schools.

School district contributes $7,000 
per student, and the YCCS system 
leverages $2,000 to $4,000 per 
student from outside sources (e.g., 
Dept. of Children/ Family Services, 
DOL/WIA). 

Contracted vendors (community-
based organizations) deliver  
educational services for at-risk 
youth through YCCS.

The administrative share of public 
dollars (10% over the past five 
years) supports the central YCCS 
operation.	

Contracted vendors develop  
curricula, using centralized key 
elements and principles, and  
common frameworks. Main tenets 
are emphasis on basics, relevant 
and student-centered learning, 
active engagement. All curricula 
incorporate state learning  
standards. 

Some contracted vendors are 
private, others are nonprofits. 
Many of the 22 vendor campuses 
are GED programs that have been 
restructured as YCCS diploma-
granting institutions under the 
YCCS charter school umbrella. 
Since 1998, nearly 8,000 YCCS 
diplomas have been earned by 
graduates from the campuses.

YCCS provides professional devel-
opment for teachers. PD is focused 
on improving student learning. 

Charter Management Organization 
is building faculty capacity to look 
critically at teacher work. YCCS 
facilitates common planning time, 
involves teachers in governance 
and performance-based assess-
ment practices, and recognizes  
exemplary staff.

How are leaders identified and 
supported?

What organization provides over-
sight for alternatives? What part-
nerships provide key support?

What systems are in place to 
ensure quality, accountability,  
and adequate supply?

YCCS supports principals as 
instructional leaders. Assistance 
focuses on capacity building for 
school improvement, such as 
strategies to analyze data. 

YCCS encourages leaders/staff to 
build more flexible programming 
around the needs and potential of 
youth. 

YCCS encourages leaders and  
staff to use policy flexibilities to 
redesign schools so they better 
meet the needs and potential of 
youth, such as through competency 
or standards-based system.

YCCS provides fiscal support,  
student records, and development 
and oversight of standard policies 
and procedures. YCCS has devel-
oped a system for collection of 
student data. 

YCCS ensures that schools teach 
essential skills and follow state 
standards across all campuses.

YCCS works in partnership with 
CPS and a variety of human- 
service agencies and universities.

With institution of a common data 
system, schools are now held 
accountable for same outcomes  
as all charters in state.

Programs count reading/math 
gains and attendance; YCCS added 
retention as a key data element. 
YCCS is in the process of adding 
fiscal reporting and operational 
indicators (e.g., numbers of highly 
qualified teachers, staff turnover, 
support from governance  
structures). 

Since 1998, five programs  
have been cut because of lack  
of performance.	

* The Chicago Public Schools operates schools and programs for off-track and out-of-school youth as well.
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Tool 3.1B: Blended Approach–Portland Public Schools 

What approach is used to  
develop/organize options?

What policies and funding enable  
development of education options?

What policy and supports give 
direction on curriculum and 
assessment?

How do schools/programs access  
relevant professional-develop-
ment services?

School system contracts with  
outside community-based  
education providers, which  
are organized into a provider  
network.

School system also operates  
in-district alternatives.

Some alternatives serve special-
ized populations—teen parents, 
homeless youth, and youth  
returning from juvenile-justice 
system. 

Oregon school districts are 
required by statute to maintain 
learning alternatives for students 
who are not achieving in  
traditional school environments. 
Options must be flexible with 
regard to environment, time, 
structure, and pedagogy.

By statute, 80% of state per-pupil 
dollars follow students to outside 
providers, with school system 
retaining 20% for admin. costs.

Community-based programs  
supplement ADA funding with  
additional private, city, and  
federal dollars (e.g., WIA). 

High school diploma-granting  
programs are responsible for 
delivering core Portland Public 
Schools (PPS) curriculum aligned 
to state standards.

Alternative providers are  
advising PPS on pedagogies  
and credit attainment/recovery  
methodologies (e.g., credit  
for proficiency) needed for  
alternative programs as district 
implements core curriculum  
for all high schools. 

Alternative network members 
meet monthly and devote some 
meeting time to professional 
development. 

Network uses standing profes-
sional-development committee to 
determine PD priorities and use 
of the 3 days that PPS sets aside 
for professional development for 
all high schools, including those 
operated by community-based 
organizations.

Current focus is on effective 
instructional strategies. 

How are leaders identified and 
supported?

What organization provides over-
sight for alternatives? What part-
nerships provide key support?

What systems are in place to 
ensure quality, accountability,  
and adequate supply?

PPS, in collaboration with CBOs, 
hired a manager to provide  
mentorship and direct support  
to CBO leaders. 

Outside schools/programs are 
invited and included in all  
leadership forums provided by 
the school district. Leaders are 
involved in shaping and giving 
input into relevant high school 
reform work. 

Providers network positioned 
programs to become part of the 
school system’s portfolio of high 
schools.

PPS Office of Education Options 
now part of office of high schools 
(OHS). Office of Education Options 
has oversight for contracting, 
evaluation and improvement of 
alternative programs, and launch-
ing new options.

Two outside programs have  
partnered with Portland high 
schools and offer intervention ser-
vices (e.g., support for  
incoming ninth graders, academic 
tutoring). 

Partners work with district to iden-
tify, contact, and reengage early 
leavers throughout the school year. 

Office of High Schools contracted 
with outside firm for independent 
evaluation of alt. ed. programs.

Office of Ed. Options specifies 
annual performance objectives 
that drive school-improvement 
planning for all CBO-directed pro-
grams in the city.

Each provider has a contract for 
a number of “slots.” If slots are 
not filled, then district reallocates 
funds to ensure students are 
served. 	
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Tool 3.1C: Assessing What Exists In Our Community

How are your current  
alternative-education 
options organized? Of the 
three approaches—inside, 
outside, or blended—which 
one best describes what 
exists in your community? 

What policies and funding 
enable and support current  
alternative-education 
options in your community?

What policy and supports 
give direction on curricu-
lum and assessment?

How do alternative schools/
programs access relevant  
professional development 
services?

How are leaders identified 
and supported?

What organization provides 
oversight for alternatives? 
What partnerships provide 
key support?

What systems are in  
place to ensure quality, 
accountability, and  
adequate supply?
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Tool 3.1D: Strategies For Improving The Quality And Quantity Of  
Alternative Programming In Our Community

How will you adapt/ 
improve your current 
approach for developing 
and organizing alterna-
tive options? Which of the 
three approaches—Inside, 
Outside, Blended–will you 
adopt?

What policies and funding 
can you leverage or put in 
place to enable develop-
ment of education options? 

What new or additional  
policies and supports  
will give direction on  
curriculum and  
assessment?

What steps will you take  
to improve schools’/ 
programs’ access to  
relevant professional- 
development services?

How will leaders be  
identified and supported?

What organization provides 
oversight for alternatives? 
If it’s the current organiza-
tion, how might you improve 
its effectiveness? What new 
or additional partnerships 
will you put into place?

How will you improve 
the systems that are in 
place for ensuring quality, 
accountability and adequate 
supply? 
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Tool 3.2: Profiles Of Improved Support And Accountability  
For Alternatives

Building on the charts in Tool 3.1, the profiles on pages 85–88 dig deeper into how 
two communities use different approaches to expand and improve their alternative-
education options. They show how districts and/or their partners have improved 
accountability and support for alternative-education programs in order to improve 
the quality and outcomes of these options and, over time, grow the supply of  
programming to better meet the actual need. 

As you read through each of the profiles, consider the questions outlined in the first 
column in Tool 3.2A: Learning from the City’s Experiences. When you have finished 
reading, return to Tool 3.2A and discuss and answer the questions. Next, turn to and 
complete Tool 3.2B: Adapting the Lessons for Our Community and discuss how you 
might apply the lessons from the profile to your community in order to expand and 
improve your alternative education options. 
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Tool 3.2A: Learning From The City’s Experiences

Key Question Portland Chicago

What are the key strengths and 
trade-offs in this city’s approach? 
For example, regarding alterna-
tive education’s relationship with 
the district, leadership, and quality 
control?

What are the main issues the city 
is struggling with? What strategies 
are leaders using to address these 
challenges?

How has this city taken advantage 
of local/state conditions to develop 
an effective approach to expanding 
and improving alternative education 
options?



84  Jobs for the Future

BRINGING OFF-TRACK YOUTH INTO THE CENTER OF HIGH SCHOOL REFORM
LESSONS AND TOOLS FROM LEADING COMMUNITIES3improving and  

supporting options

Tool 3.2B: Adapting The Lessons For Our Community

1. �	 What challenges/issues are common to both cities? What can you learn from the strategies they use to address/resolve 
these issues?

2. �	Given the strengths and trade-offs in each city’s approach, what aspects of their models are most applicable to your local 
conditions?

3. �	How might your city adapt strategies used by these two cities to expand and improve alternative education options in your 
community?
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Tool 3.2B: Adapting The Lessons For Our Community (cont.)

Portand, Oregon

This profile illustrates how a network of community-based alternative-education programs built visibility for their program-
ming, strengthened their practices and outcomes, and ultimately demonstrated the “value add” of their programming to a 
school system. With new leadership at the district, the network’s efforts resulted in their becoming fully incorporated into 
the school system’s overall portfolio of high school options. 

Historical Context

Portland is renowned among American cities for its work in developing alternative programming for struggling students  
and dropouts, enabling these youth to return to and/or successfully complete high school. This vigorous programming is 
substantially enabled by innovative state legislation that explicitly requires all districts to provide alternative-learning  
environments for young people who do not flourish in traditional schools. School districts must establish alternative- 
education options either within their systems or through contracts with outside providers. Money follows the students into 
these programs through an 80/20 formula (school system retains 20 percent for reenrollment processing; 80 percent goes 
directly to programs to cover the education and support needs of participants).

A Growing Partnership Between a Network of Community-based Programs and the School District

As in many other cities, alternative schools were historically seen as marginalized enterprises in Portland. Portland’s  
providers decided they needed to articulate and address this issue directly. In 2000, an entrepreneurial group of program 
directors came together and formed a peer-led network. The key activities of the network were to explore ways to document 
the quality of programs, develop and provide support for a continual improvement model, and then gather reliable evidence 
that could demonstrate the value of their programming to the Portland school system.

This network—known as the Coalition of Metropolitan Area Community-based Schools (CMAC)—is comprised of 19  
community-based programs. They include high school diploma-granting, GED, and community college programs. Some  
local programs also serve specialized populations, such as homeless youth, teen parents, and children of recent immigrants. 
Once CMAC was firmly established, members secured funding for a third-party evaluation of the community-based  
alternative programs. The evaluation was designed to provide formative data to raise the visibility of this programming for 
city and school district policymakers. Once the evaluation was under way, CMAC began to work on improving data collection 
and providing more professional development for schools and programs in the network.

Over time, the information was effective in helping the network position itself to advocate for greater support from the 
school system. With support from the school system, CMAC began to use more consistent and accessible data to demonstrate 
that a stronger partnership would help the city recover its dropouts and ultimately raise graduation rates. The evaluation 
findings served as the basis for a set of powerful graphics that proved these very points. 
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Tool 3.2B: Adapting The Lessons For Our Community (cont.) 

Portland, Oregon (cont.)

The graphics showed that retention and graduation rates of the community-based programs did indeed lower school dropout 
and raise the district’s graduation rates. In fact, 2003–04 data illustrate that without the external programs, Portland Public 
Schools’ (PPS) dropout rates would increase from 5.10 percent annually to 7.25 percent.

Data also revealed that programs had better outcomes with youth if they recruited “near dropouts” coming right out of high 
school (as opposed to having been out of school for an extended period of time). These data made the case for a closer  
partnership between the school system and outside providers so that youth didn’t fall through the cracks of a fragmented 
delivery system. With these compelling data in hand, the network made a series of formal presentations to school leaders. 
At about this same time, the school system hired a new superintendent with a special interest in high school reform.

The timing was right for a new approach. As a first step, the superintendent brought the leader of CMAC (also the executive 
director of the well-regarded and community-based Open Meadow Alternative Schools) into the system as director of the 
Office of Educational Options, with oversight of a large portfolio of  
education options.

The superintendent moved the Office of Education Options into the Office of High Schools, thereby consolidating infrastruc-
ture and leadership for high school reform within the district. After this move, PPS took additional steps to make the full 
inclusion of alternative schools within the system’s portfolio an operational reality. The Office of Education Options launched 
a recontracting process for the external programs that increased accountability and also supported a new evaluation that 
showed improved numbers on holding power and graduation rates. Later, OHS launched a school-quality review of all  
programs in order to identify and document priorities for school improvement. 

The system also began to connect the alternative-education programs to all PPS professional-development offerings.  
This enabled alternative-education directors to be involved in ongoing leadership development with peers in the school  
system and to participate as partners in all new and ongoing system-sponsored initiatives. It also enabled teachers to  
more easily access professional-development offerings and get direct support for instructional improvement. 

Currently, community-based directors are involved with school district colleagues in rolling out a new core curriculum for 
all high schools and alternative schools. Community-based leaders are directly involved with peers in deciding how best 
to involve and support their teachers so that staff can respond to new content and delivery demands. They are also utilized 
as peer consultants to help the system learn from their pedagogies and strategies, such as granting credit for proficiency 
(rather than for seat time).   

Most recently, the PPS has contracted with the Bridgespan Group for data analysis that will help to further reveal needs for 
system development. The study will serve as a launching pad for the transformation of the city’s secondary-school system, 
incorporating all high schools and alternative schools.  
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Tool 3.2B: Adapting The Lessons For Our Community (cont.) 

Chicago, Illinois

This profile presents the story of how a charter-management organization oversees the majority of diploma-granting 
schools serving off-track and out-of-school youth in one city. The case also describes how this centralized Charter 
Management Organization has led the reconstitution of a set of GED programs for diploma-granting entities while working  
to improve both program quality and scale.   

Description of Model/Approach

The mission of Youth Connection Charter School (YCCS) is to provide quality education opportunities targeting at-risk  
students and high school dropouts. YCCS, an umbrella organization, contracts with 22 vendor campuses that now serve 
nearly 3,000 students per year. Under charter legislation, the school district provides approximately $7,000 per student  
per year. YCCS leverages an additional $2,000 to $4,000 per student per year from government and/or private sources.  
Since YCCS’s inception, more than 8,000 youths have earned a high school diploma through its programs.

History/Context

Illinois’s state charter legislation, passed in 1996, is designed to promote new education options within the public system, 
improve learning, encourage new teaching methods, and open up new learning opportunities, especially for struggling  
students.

In 1997, YCCS applied for and received a charter to set up alternative-education services for “at-risk” youth. With receipt of 
its charter, YCCS reached out to current providers of alternative-education services. Most programs at the time were small, 
Job Training Partnership Act (JTPA)-funded enterprises, many offering only the GED. YCCS began to build relationships with 
the programs and ascertain their interest in converting to diploma-granting charter-school campuses. Conversion to charter 
status would give programs a much improved and sustainable funding source. As added incentive, YCCS offered campuses 
technical support for conversion and facilities upgrades and help with fiscal and administrative operations. 

As a result, YCCS has functioned for the past several years as the umbrella for a network of contracted campuses that  
now provide an essential skills-based curriculum that leads to a YCCS diploma for struggling students and dropouts. As a 
first step in building this capacity, YCCS developed a contracting process that would yield a group of education providers 
committed to constituting or reconstituting their programs as diploma-granting campuses under the YCCS charter. Once  
the contracted vendor campuses were in place, YCCS provided a common set of essential skills aligned with state standards 
and “back office” support—fiscal management, student-record information, and development and oversight of standard  
policies and procedures for the contracted schools. YCCS also provided coordinated support in working with the Chicago 
Public Schools, as well as help in developing and brokering partnerships with a variety of human-service agencies, businesses, 
community colleges, and universities. YCCS’s varied operations are supported by the administrative share (10 percent) of 
state charter dollars, as well as with additional funding from private sources. 
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Tool 3.2B: Adapting The Lessons For Our Community (cont.) 

Chicago, Illinois (cont.)

Work of the Charter Organization to Improve Quality and Outcomes

To support programs in making the transition from GED- to diploma-granting entities, YCCS provided technical assistance 
on program design and curriculum development. All schools now develop their own unique curriculum, based on a common 
set of essential skills and state standards. The schools place a common emphasis on relevant and self-directed learning, 
individualized instruction, and active student engagement. Programs also make wide use of experiential learning methods, 
including student-run enterprises, peer tutoring, and student-produced publications. 

As contracted campuses got up and running under charter management, YCCS developed a common data system and 
began to move programs from the performance measures they had reported under JTPA to school-performance measures 
required under state charter-school legislation. YCCS next mounted a full-scale professional-development effort, supporting 
school leaders in becoming instructional leaders, fluent in the use of data and effective in helping teachers make data- 
driven decisions, including looking at student work and using performance-based assessment practices. 

An increasing focus on outcomes and accountability in recent years has resulted in the closing of a number of vendor  
campuses. Those vendor campuses remaining under YCCS have grown, so that each has reached a scale of operations  
considered sustainable by YCCS. Overall capacity has also grown: the contracted education providers now serve 3,000  
young people a year (up from 1,000 in the first years of operation). While this growth is heartening, the YCCS campuses 
have waiting lists that range from 800 to 1,200 students at any given time.

Current Work and Challenges

The work of growing and supporting a quality charter-school operation for this population is challenging and absorbing. 
YCCS staff say that quality and accountability are ongoing challenges, and they describe the recent move to close out  
contracts with underperforming campuses of the school as controversial within the larger community. Still, the home  
organization has tried to keep a consistent focus on raising the quality of these campuses and helping them design creative 
and effective programming that meets the needs and potential of the students they serve. 

Currently, school leaders and staff are involved in a school-redesign initiative that encourages them to take a deep look at 
their vendor campuses to ascertain what’s working and what’s not. School leaders are urged to take a bold school-improve-
ment approach, working from a set of common design principles articulated by YCCS. YCCS is supporting campus leaders in 
moving beyond restrictive ways of thinking about schooling, using the operating and policy flexibilities they enjoy to push the 
envelope with regard to new school designs. Understanding that the “skills gap” is more important for future work and life 
than the “credit gap,” staff focus on the issue of moving from a strictly seat-time and credit-recovery approach to one that 
emphasizes skill development and the demonstration of key competencies that move young people more dramatically toward 
work and college-ready standards.



Improving and Supporting Options  89

BRINGING OFF-TRACK YOUTH INTO THE CENTER OF HIGH SCHOOL REFORM
LESSONS AND TOOLS FROM LEADING COMMUNITIES

improving and  
supporting options3

Tool 3.3: Assessing The Quality And Capacity Of Schools  
For Off-Track Youth

A School Quality Review (SQR) is a process that enables a district and its partners to  
assess both district-operated and contracted schools or programs based on a set of 
benchmarks of quality and capacity. School Quality Reviews can serve several functions: 

Inform a school district about the capacity and quality of alternative schools •	
(contracted and in-district) within their portfolio

Provide evidence-based feedback to a school or set of schools on their strengths  •	
and need for improvement 

Offer specific recommendations to guide improvement in individual schools  •	
and programs  

Offer specific recommendations on how a district can support and strengthen  •	
the quality and capacity of schools for better outcomes  

The School Quality Review process has three steps:

STEP 1:	 A self-assessment by the school, using the SQR tool, on school strengths,  
challenges, and areas needing improvement.

STEP 2:	 An assessment conducted by an external team, on school strengths,  
challenges, and areas needing improvement. This team reviews the results 
from the school’s internal review, and then conducts its own review, using 
the same SQR tool. It visits the school for interviews and focus groups with 
school staff, students, and stakeholders.

STEP 3:	 Development of a set of recommendations by the external team that  
identifies what both the school and the district need to do to build quality 
and capacity.

An individual school or network of schools can also use the School Quality Review 
assessment tool to conduct internal reviews of programming to guide professional 
development and capacity building.  

This tool has five sections:

A School Quality Review Assessment Tool (•	 Tool 3.3A)

A tool to guide selection of internal and external teams (•	 Tools 3.3B, 3.3C)

A tool to help a school conduct a self-study using the SQR tool (•	 Tool 3.3D)

A tool to guide development of an agenda for the external review team’s site visit •	
and identification of artifacts to convey the school’s work to the team (Tool 3.3E)

A tool to guide development of a final report (•	 Tool 3.3F)
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Tool 3.3: Assessing The Quality And Capacity Of Schools  
For Off-Track Youth (cont.)

Directions

School Self-Assessment Team 
First, school representatives should review Tool 3.3A: School Quality Review 
Assessment Tool, so that everyone is familiar with the topics to be considered and 
the benchmarks of quality in the overall School Quality Review process. 

Second, use Tool 3.3B: SQR Team Selection: School Team for Self-Assessment to 
select the team that will conduct the self-assessment. 

Third, use Tool 3.3D: Conducting a Self-Study to design and conduct your internal 
review before the external-review-team visit.

Fourth, use Tool 3.3E: Conveying a School’s Work to an External Team to determine 
the agenda for the review-team visit and to identify the artifacts you will use to  
convey the school’s work.

External Review Team 
First, district representatives should review Tool 3.3A: School Quality Review 
Assessment Tool, so that everyone is familiar with the topics to be considered and 
the benchmarks of quality in the overall School Quality Review process. 

Second, use Tool 3.3C: SQR Team Selection: External Review Team to select the 
team that will conduct the external review.

Third, review the school’s completed School Quality Review Assessment (Tool 
3.3A). Then conduct your own review, using the same SQR tool, through a visit to the 
school for interviews and focus groups with school staff, students, and stakeholders 
(such as parents, community partners, and advisory board members) and for review 
and discussion of selected school artifacts (see Tool 3.3C). 

Finally, use Tool 3.3F: Developing a Final Report as a guide to summarizing findings 
from the review, both for the district and for the school itself, to improve quality and 
capacity.
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Tool 3.3a: School Quality Review Assessment Tool

Directions

For each of the 15 areas comprising the SQR tool, determine the extent to which the  
school has put in place the core feature (in gray) by assessing whether it has met 
each of the bulleted benchmarks for that area. Use the tool to record evidence of 
the benchmarks including promising practices and areas of concern. After you have 
examined the evidence, rate the school in that area using a four-point rating scale:

Little to no development1.	

In active development 2.	

Well-developed 3.	

Fully implemented and sustainable4.	

Once you have assessed all the areas, turn to the chart at the end of the tool: 
Summing It Up: The Next Steps. Drawing on the completed School Quality Review 
Assessment Tool, summarize the promising practices and areas of concern and  
then identify possible next steps for the district and the school.

I. �Mission and Vision: School has a well-developed 
mission and vision that are shared and integrated 
across school’s activities and operations 
 
Overall Ranking for this Area:

Evidence

Vision/mission are included in all written or  •	
Web-based materials.
Staff, students, parents, and community members •	
understand and can articulate the vision/mission 
and understand the unique aspects of the program.
Structures of the school day support the  •	
achievement of the school’s mission and vision.

II. �Outreach/Recruitment/Orientation: School has  
a clear and transparent outreach, intake, and  
orientation process to ensure smooth entry of  
students into school  
 
Overall Ranking for this Area:

Evidence

Outreach mechanisms provide timely information  •	
to potential students about offerings of the school, 
and process for entry is transparent and equitable. 
School’s intake process is designed to determine •	
whether school can meet the student’s needs.
School gets timely and adequate documentation •	
from previous schools/programs.
School has formal and consistent orientation  •	
processes for students and parents to help them 
understand the school’s mission, practices, and 
unique aspects.
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Tool 3.3A: School Quality Review Assessment Tool (cont.)

III. �Governance: School has well-defined and  
transparent governance structures

Overall Ranking for this Area:
Evidence

New members of the governance and management •	
teams are oriented and supported in a timely  
fashion.
Staff, students, and families understand processes •	
for bringing issues for resolution to the governance 
or leadership of the school.
Leadership has formal mechanisms to involve  •	
stakeholders in and communicate about key  
decisions that impact the school.

IV. �Leadership: School leadership demonstrates 
strong and consistent management, instructional 
leadership, and organization skills 

Overall Ranking for this Area: 

Evidence

School has leaders who are representative of the •	
community and with the relevant experience and 
credentials to support the school’s vision and  
mission.
The school’s leadership models the school’s vision •	
and mission and keeps instructional quality at the 
center of the school’s priorities.
School leaders have the authority and expertise to •	
hire quality teachers and staff and supervise all 
staff.
Leadership is active in fundraising to support •	
school’s goals.

V. �Operations: School has operational processes  
that support effective teaching and learning and 
promote improved outcomes for young people

Overall Ranking for this Area:

Evidence

School has clear process for hiring, and criteria for •	
staff selection and formal job descriptions that are 
aligned to the school’s vision and mission.
Structures of school promote an orderly and focused •	
environment and provide personalized learning and 
strong adult-youth and peer-to-peer relationships.
Funds are aligned with the school’s mission and •	
improvement priorities.
The facility is clean and well organized, with  •	
appropriate space to meet the school’s needs. 
Staff are paid equitably.•	
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Tool 3.3A: School Quality Review Assessment Tool (cont.)

VI. �Standards: School has set high standards for  
student learning that are articulated throughout 
the school

Overall Ranking for this Area:

Evidence

School has clearly articulated and high standards •	
for what students should know and be able to do to 
progress and earn a credential.
Students understand and can articulate these  •	
standards and what they need to do to achieve them.
High standards and expectation are clearly visible in •	
both student work and teacher assignments.

VII. �Curriculum: School curriculum promotes  
acceleration to college-ready graduation

Overall Ranking for this Area:
Evidence

The school has adopted an evidence-based  •	
schoolwide literacy approach. Effective literacy-
development efforts are apparent across content 
areas.
The school has adopted an evidence-based  •	
schoolwide approach to teaching math. Effective 
practices (e.g., reading charts and graphs, solving 
mathematical problems) are in evidence across  
content areas.
Curriculum is relevant and engaging and connects •	
learning experiences to the community and cultural 
lives of students.
Curriculum is documented as it is developed and •	
archived for use and adaptation.

VIII. �Assessment: Assessment mechanisms are  
transparent and use multiple measures

Overall Ranking for this Area:
Evidence

Student learning is regularly assessed using  •	
multiple measures (state assessments, standard-
ized or classroom-based tests, performance- 
based assessments, portfolios, etc.)
Rubrics outlining assessment criteria are  •	
developed and shared with students and parents.
Student progress toward graduation and  •	
postsecondary readiness is regularly captured  
and reported to students and parents.
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Tool 3.3A: School Quality Review Assessment Tool (cont.)

IX. �Data-driven Decision Making: School uses data  
strategically to drive improvement

Overall Ranking for this Area:
Evidence

The school has a process for collecting and  •	
analyzing student performance and outcome data 
including a process to examine data using multiple 
measures (race, gender, etc.).   
The school uses the data to implement annual  •	
plans to improve student achievement.
Assessment data are used to improve teaching  •	
and learning in the school.
The school closely tracks outcomes for off-track  •	
or out-of-school youth in areas of retention, 
attendance, achievement, graduation, and  
post-program outcomes. 

X. �Instruction: Effective, diverse instruction is  
evident in all classrooms

Overall Ranking for this Area:
Evidence

Teachers use effective lesson designs that  •	
differentiate instruction, engage students, and  
maximize instructional time.
Varied, flexible approaches are evident in  •	
classrooms, including adaptation of styles and  
pace, use of interdisciplinary connections or units, 
inquiry or project-based learning, independent or 
self-directed study, integrated literacy, and critical 
thinking or study skills.
Opportunities exist for students to apply their  •	
learning to real life problems or experiences.
Students have a variety of opportunities (tutoring, •	
double-block instruction, small-group work,  
software programming, study skills integrated  
with content) to succeed in core subjects and  
recover credits when needed.
Students use computers and other electronic  •	
technologies regularly for research and for  
preparing, organizing, and revising their work.
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Tool 3.3A: School Quality Review Assessment Tool (cont.)

XI. �Professional Development: The school has  
clear processes to support every individual’s  
professional development

Overall Ranking for this Area:

Evidence

Annual professional-development plans are aligned •	
with the improvement priorities of the school.
Every staff member has a personal professional-•	
growth plan that is informed by supervision and 
evaluation.
New staff receive coaching and mentoring from •	
experienced staff, an instructional team, or the 
school leader.  
School has collaborative structures (team teaching, •	
peer supervision, classroom observations,  
looking at student work) that allow staff to form 
a professional learning culture and continually 
improve practice.
School has a formal and regular feedback process. •	
Feedback is timely and helps staff improve practice. 

XII. �School Culture and Climate and Family/ 
Community Involvement

Overall Ranking for this Area:
Evidence

The school provides a safe environment for learning.•	
The school is always welcoming, nurturing, and •	
reflective of youths’ cultures and interests.
The school is physically accessible to all students •	
and parents.
The school has explicit structures and rituals to •	
enable staff, students, and peers to know each  
other well and support each other’s learning.
Students and families have clearly defined,  •	
meaningful opportunities to be actively involved in 
the life of the school.

XIII.� �Equity: All students have equal access to  
high-quality learning opportunities

Overall Ranking for this Area:
Evidence

Students from all races, classes, cultures, and  •	
genders take a common core of courses that lead  
to college readiness. 
Data on student performance indicate no  •	
significant achievement gap between students of  
different races, classes, cultures, and genders.
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Tool 3.3A: School Quality Review Assessment Tool (cont.)

XIV. �Student Support: Students receive personalized 
support to graduate college ready

Overall Ranking for this Area:
Evidence

All students have individual educational plans that •	
guide their experiences while in the school.
All students participate in individual counseling and •	
advisories to support their engagement in school 
and progress toward graduation.
Procedures exist to identify young people’s assets •	
and support needs and connect them to outside 
resources to access both additional support and 
enrichment.
Strong partnerships exist to help provide academic •	
and support services, enrichment, and transition 
experiences for youths.
The school reaches out to parents, guardians or •	
other significant adults when necessary to support 
students.

XV. �Transitions to Adulthood

Overall Ranking for this Area: Evidence

There are clear transition processes that include •	
exposure to education and career options and  
students have consistent guidance and assistance  
in transitioning to life after high school.
Partnerships with postsecondary institutions offer •	
opportunities for youths to try out college courses 
(i.e., for dual credit) and have other on-campus  
college experiences. 
The school provides some follow-up services to  •	
students for up to six months after they leave the 
program, and keeps track of their progress.
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Tool 3.3A: School Quality Review Assessment Tool (cont.)

Summing It Up: The Next Steps

Area Promising Practices Areas of Concern Next Steps for District Next Steps for School

Mission/Vision

Outreach, Recruitment,  
Orientation

Governance, Leadership,  
Operations

Standards, Curriculum,  
Assessment

Instruction, Data-Driven  
Decision Making, Professional 
Development

Culture, Climate, Family/ 
Community Involvement 

Student Support 

Transitions to Adulthood
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Tool 3.3B: SQR Team Selection: School Team  
For Self Assessment

Directions

After reviewing the School Assessment Tool, use this chart to identify people to  
conduct the self-assessment. Consider internal staff, community partners, board  
or advisory members, students, and parents.  

Area Staff and Students with 
Knowledge/Expertise

School Partners with Knowledge and 
Expertise (e.g., Parents, Board Members, 
CBO Partners)

Mission/Vision

Outreach, Recruitment, Orientation

Governance, Leadership, Operations

Standards, Curriculum, Assessment

Instruction, Data-Driven Decision 
Making, Professional Development

Culture, Climate, Family/Community 
Involvement 

Student Support 

Transitions to Adulthood
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Tool 3.3C: SQR Team Selection: External Review Team

External review teams should be led by individuals with both the expertise to conduct  
a review of schools serving off-track/out-of-school youth and the authority to enact  
recommendations.

The team may be made up of the following:

Staff from other alternative schools•	

Local school-system staff from relevant departments (i.e., curriculum and •	
instruction, student support, English Language Learning, special education)

Community leaders with interest in off-track/out-of-school youth•	

Staff from a local education fund, school-development organization, or educational- •	
reform organization

Higher education partners•	

Directions 

Use the chart below to ensure that your team collectively can address the areas  
studied in the review.  

Area Potential Team Members

Mission/Vision

Outreach, Recruitment, Orientation

Governance, Leadership, Operations

Standards, Curriculum, Assessment

Instruction, Data-Driven Decision Making, 
Professional Development

Culture, Climate, Family/Community 
Involvement 

Student Support 

Transitions to Adulthood



100  Jobs for the Future

BRINGING OFF-TRACK YOUTH INTO THE CENTER OF HIGH SCHOOL REFORM
LESSONS AND TOOLS FROM LEADING COMMUNITIES3improving and  

supporting options

Tool 3.3D: Conducting A Self-Study 

Communicate with all staff, students, and parents about the purpose and time line for the self-study and overall review υυ
process. 

Determine who on staff will be primary organizer(s) for self-study.υυ

Assemble a team to conduct the self-study, using υυ Tool 3.3B and Tool 3.3C.

With the team, review the School Quality Assessment tool.υυ

Identify subgroups, if necessary, to conduct specific portions of the self-study.  υυ

Determine a schedule and time line for dedicated meeting time to facilitate the self-study.υυ

Conduct the assessment and come to consensus on ratings for all areas.υυ

Communicate findings from self-study to school community. υυ

Use υυ Tool 3.3E to develop a plan for the external review.    

Directions

Use this checklist to make sure you take the necessary steps to conduct  
a self-study.  
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Tool 3.3D: Conducting A Self-Study Tool 3.3E: Conveying A School’s Work

Directions

Use Chart 1 to determine what materials, interviews, and classroom visits will  
best convey the school’s work. Examples are included to guide your thinking.  
Chart 2 gives a sample schedule for the visit; you can use this as a starting point  
for developing a schedule that suits your needs.  

Chart 1: Understanding a School

Area What Visitors Should See What Artifacts Visitors Should 
Review

Who Visitors Need to Talk To

Mission/Vision (e.g., school schedule and staffing 
patterns)

(e.g., school leader, board  
members, students)

Outreach, 
Recruitment, 
Orientation

(e.g., outreach and recruitment 
materials, intake forms)

(e.g., intake staff, students)

Governance, 
Leadership, 
Operations

(e.g., board meeting) (e.g., school leader, board  
members, staff)

Standards, 
Curriculum, 
Assessment

(e.g., core-content classrooms) (e.g., curriculum guides,  
lesson plans across content  
areas, assessment tools)

(e.g., teachers, students)
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Tool 3.3E: Conveying A School’s Work (cont.)

Chart 1: Understanding a School (cont.)

Area What Visitors Should See What Artifacts Visitors Should 
Review

Who Visitors Need  
to Talk To

Instruction,  
Data-driven Decision 
Making, Professional 
Development

(e.g., school schedule and  
staffing patterns)

Culture, Climate, 
Family/Community 
Involvement

(e.g., parents, community  
partners)

Student Support (e.g., school schedule and  
staffing patterns)

(e.g., students)

Transitions to Adulthood (e.g., college/career counseling 
sessions, advisory meetings)

(e.g., individual postsecondary  
transition plans)

(e.g., postsecondary  
and business partners)
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Tool 3.3E: Conveying A School’s Work (cont.)

This schedule assumes that team members have reviewed the School Quality 
Review Assessment Tool and have been assigned to subgroups to complete specific 
sections of the tool before the visit. The schedule is designed so that members of 
the team do different activities depending on their subgroup assignment (e.g., team 
members completing section on Student Support meet with student-support staff). 
The schedule also assumes that the leader of the SQR will complete a formal written 
report for both the school and the district.

Chart 2: Sample Schedule for a School Quality Review

Day 1

Time Activity - Group A Activity - Group B

8:00 am Welcome from school leaders, overview of school, walk-through of  
agenda, walk-through of school portfolio (all team members)

8:30 am Classroom visits Meeting with school recruitment staff

9:30 am Subgroup work on Assessment Tool Classroom visits

10:30 am Student roundtable Classroom visits

11:30 am Portfolio review/note taking Portfolio review/note taking

12:00 pm Lunch/note taking Lunch/note taking

12:30 pm Classroom visits Interview with school leader

1:30 pm Meeting with CBO and other school  
partners

Classroom visits

2:30 pm Parent roundtable Teacher roundtable

3:30 pm Portfolio review/note taking Portfolio review/note taking

4:00 pm Adjourn Adjourn
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Tool 3.3E: Conveying A School’s Work (cont.)

Chart 2: Sample Schedule for a School Quality Review (Cont.)

Day 2

Time Activity - Group A Activity - Group B

8:00 am Roundtable with school leader(s)

9:00 am Subgroup work on Assessment Tool Meeting with school recruitment staff

9:30 am Student roundtable Classroom visits

10:30 am Classroom visits Classroom visits

11:30 am Subgroup work on Assessment Tool Portfolio review/note taking

12:30 pm Lunch/Meeting of team to complete tool: subgroups complete work and share with 
full team; team consolidates major findings and recommendations for school and for 
system/policy

2:30 pm Meeting with school staff to debrief visit and present initial findings, gain feedback on 
findings and process

4:00 pm Adjourn
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Tool 3.3F: Developing A Final Report

Directions 

The external review team can use or adapt the chart below to develop recommen-
dations for the school and for the district, separating out those that are within the  
control of the school and those that are systemic or policy recommendations. The 
tool can also be adapted for use by a school or network of schools that is using the 
SQR process for self-assessment to summarize findings and develop a plan for 
improvement.

Area Commendations: 
What the school 
does especially well

Concerns: Within 
control of school

Concerns: Outside 
control of school

Recommendations 
for the school

Systemic or policy  
recommendations

Mission/Vision

Outreach,  
Recruitment,  
Orientation

Governance,  
Leadership, 
Operations

Standards,  
Curriculum,  
Assessment

Instruction,  
Data-driven  
Decision Making, 
Professional  
Development

Culture, Climate,  
Family/
Community 
Involvement

Student Support

Transitions to 
Adulthood
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