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state policy that stated that Connecticut would 
refund capital renovations. Over the last 16 years, 
approximately $1.5 billion in state funds were used 
to renovate 46 of New Haven’s 50 schools. School 
construction grants from the state covered the 
majority of the projects’ costs. Recent renovations 
focused on updating technology systems and using 
green construction materials. The district is cur-
rently working to allocate funds for the remaining 
four schools. 

The School Change Initiative was recently 
updated to reflect the district’s changing needs, 
new priorities, and updated goals (Lipps, 2015). 
Called School Change 2.0, the plan includes addi-
tional components related to student social-emo-
tional growth, analysis of data that acts as an early 
warning system for at-risk students, and expansion 
of the portfolio approach to school management 
(School Change 2.0, 2015).

School Tiers and Differentiated Supports 
A key component of the School Change Initiative 

was placing schools into tiers and providing 
differentiated supports based on those tiers. 
In 2009, with encouragement from the mayor’s 
office, the district began analyzing and identifying 
the performance level of individual schools. From 
2009 to 2013, the district assigned one of three 
ratings to all schools based on student achieve-
ment, growth, and climate data. Superintendent 
Harries reflected, “The [assignment of tiers] wasn’t 
just about the performance of schools, but it was 
about the situational context for those schools—
how were we addressing some of the needs of 
these schools? The most important outcome of 
the [assignment] process was the actions that 
came out of the ratings, such as the school’s own 
self-reflection and the board’s and district’s actions 
to support those buildings.” 

Placing schools in tiers required careful com-
munication from the district and the board with 
the local school communities about how the tiers 
were determined and what the ratings meant. 
The board and the district then needed to support 
the schools with the lowest ratings. For schools in 
Tier 3 (lowest performing and highest need), the 
district employed a range of strategies, including 
hiring new administrators; bringing in new staff as 
needed; providing additional wraparound services 
for students; and, in some cases, offering activi-
ties for students in school buildings until 5:00 p.m. 

A board member reflected on the practice, 
“[Assigning schools to tiers] allowed us to quickly 
categorize what was going on in schools, quickly 
focus on those needs, and then make decisions to 
get resources into buildings and make the person-
nel changes that were necessary.” 

In most cases, the schools in the lowest-perform-
ing tier aligned with the state-defined priority and 
focus lists. However, a district administrator noted 
that some of the schools the state identified were 
making improvements, while other schools that 
the state did not identify as priority were ranked as 
Tier 3 schools by the district and required signifi-
cant additional supports. Schools identified as 
Tier 3 by the district and as priority schools by the 
state received additional supports from the district 
and access to federal School Improvement Grant 
(SIG) dollars if they implemented one of the fed-
eral turnaround models. Some of those resources 
from the district and the SIG funding supported 
the creation of theme-based magnet programs, 
project-based learning approaches, and additional 
time for staff collaboration. 

While board members and district administra-
tors felt the tiered ratings were useful, the district 
stopped ranking the schools by tiers in 2013 and 
shifted to a balanced progress report, sometimes 
referred to as a balanced score card. A board 
member commented, “None of us planned to use 
tiers forever. We discussed how far tiers would 
take us and if there was some other approach to 
take us to the next step.” Superintendent Harries 
commented that the “ratings were becoming a 
distraction because the tool [for determining the 
rankings] was too blunt, and it didn’t address some 
of the individual needs of schools. New Haven’s 
new balanced progress report is a more nuanced 
tool that reflects the individual needs of a school, 
utilizes additional data points collected by the dis-
trict, is a more refined approach to differentiation, 
and is a central part of the recent revisions made 
to the School Change Initiative.” 

Moving forward, district administrators believe 
that the balanced progress reports will provide 
a strong foundation for identifying school needs. 
They also stress the importance of strengthening 
district support to schools, including help in 
attaining more financial resources to fund 
additional time (for extended day, extended year, 
and professional development) and innovative 
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learning approaches. Additional analysis is also 
needed to monitor improvements in the highest-
need schools (previously identified as Tier 3) and 
to compare those that received SIG funds and 
implemented the SIG program with those that 
did not. 

Suburban/Urban Exchange for Magnet Schools 

In 1996, the Connecticut Supreme Court ruled 
in Sheff v. O’Neill that the state was responsible 
for providing equal education to all students in 
the state regardless of race, ethnicity, or district 
boundaries. In response to the ruling, the state 
legislature passed new legislation encouraging 
voluntary racial integration of schools. As one 
of the more impoverished and racially isolated 
communities in the state, New Haven developed 

a number of magnet schools and a suburban/
urban exchange with the surrounding communi-
ties to increase racial integration. A board member 
estimated that currently 3,500 suburban students 
are now enrolled in New Haven’s magnet schools, 
and more suburban students are on a waitlist for 
a seat. Over 7,000 students are enrolled in over 
20 magnet programs throughout the district. 
Admission for New Haven students is granted by 
a lottery application with preference provided if 
the school is in the student’s neighborhood and 
if siblings attend the school. Some of the magnet 
programs include health and sciences, agriculture 
and aquaculture, business, performing arts, 
international, humanities, and law and justice. The 
expansion of the magnet program was part of the 
School Change Initiative. 
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really changed perceptions, and it was refresh-
ing.…This decision was a stark change from the 
past.” Board members noted that while they would 
have liked to approve the charter school partner-
ship and the organizers’ proposal to focus on 
trauma issues, concerns about the plan as well as 
questions about the proposal process led them to 
vote against the project. Board members hoped 
that decisions, such as the vote against the charter 
school project, which they indicated was based 
on facts and a desire to serve the best interests 
of students, as well as the upcoming change to an 
elected/appointed hybrid structure, will help them 
regain the community’s trust. 

Superintendent Harries acknowledged the 
board’s strengths by noting its significant and 
varied expertise. He reflected that the board 
members have a “useful mosaic of skills and 

perspectives.” In addition, he identified two factors 
that impact the board’s functionality:

[First, this board] is not a political board. 
Members are not there to make names for 
themselves. They are on the board because 
they believe in the district and making a 
change. Second, they each have independent 
connections to what’s going on in education. 
It’s not a board that starts at zero on any 
topic. Some of the members are more reform 
oriented; some are more establishment 
oriented. They have a pretty broad range 
of perspectives, but they are all part of the 
board for the right reasons. 

Superintendent Harries recognized the rarity of his 
board and understood that its strengths positively 
impact his ability to run the district and make 
improvements.
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and desired to strengthen the role the union played 
in improving education. Once the board started 
actively working with additional community stake-
holders, it also encouraged civil and productive 
contract negotiations with the teachers’ union. One 
board member reflected that, at first, the board 
“grudgingly let the union president into the fold, 
but within a few months, there were fantastic ideas 
coming from the union.” The teachers’ union took 
the lead on developing a new contract in 2010 and 
proactively worked with the district and the board 
to create a new teacher evaluation system (TEVAL), 
which became a key component of the School 
Change Initiative. In 2014, the union and board 
negotiated a second contract, which included 
altered working conditions for the district’s lowest-
performing schools, such as adjusted school time, 
modified work rules, and flexibilities in staffing. 

TEVAL includes a provision which states that if 
a teacher is identified early in the school year as 
“needs improvement,” that teacher will receive 
intensive supports and coaching in the coming 
months to help improve his or her practice. Many 
teachers have taken this opportunity to strengthen 
their classroom instruction and have ended the 
school year with a rating of effective or higher. 
However, if that teacher does not improve or does 
not show potential for improvement, he or she is 
terminated from the district. One board member 
reflected on the success of TEVAL: 

We’ve let go over 100 tenured teachers over 
four years with little controversy or media 
coverage. There’s the possibility of one per-
son protesting the ruling, but if that happens, 
it’ll be the first and only protest. The teachers 
realize that the union is not going to protect 
them, because the decisions are based on the 
instrument [the union] created. The system is 
not something that [the board] imposed on 
[the teachers] but is something [the teachers’ 
union] designed. 

Once the district started using the TEVAL process, 
additional companion evaluation systems were 
created to address other educators throughout the 
system, such as principals and administrators. 

The board and the teachers’ union maintain 
respect for each other. A board member com-
mented, “On the board, we’ve bent over back-
wards to make sure that we’ve complied with what 
we promised [we would do], and the [teachers’] 

union has done the same.” The teachers’ union 
mostly communicates with the board via the 
superintendent and provides statements (as 
needed) during the public comment section of 
board meetings, but, as stated by the president of 
the teachers’ union, there is a desire for the union 
to work more closely with the board—helping to 
think through some of the big issues the district 
still needs to address.
Expanding Community Engagement

While launching the School Change Initiative, the 
board led the community engagement efforts to 
communicate the plan and what it meant for the 
schools and the community. One board member 
reflected, “One of the things that we learned is 
that you can’t shove anything down anyone’s 
throat, even if you know what you’re doing is 
right. There will be a standoff, and it’ll be a down-
ward spiral if you start off on the wrong foot. We 
did [community engagement] in such a way that 
the board, the unions, parents, community, and 
district could all ask, ‘What are the things that we 
really need to do, and how do we do it together?’” 

Close collaboration with the teachers’ union on 
the contracts and evaluation system demonstrated 
to other stakeholders that the board and the dis-
trict wanted to work together to identify issues and 
solve problems. Superintendent Harries identified 
that this approach of “no-fault problem solving” 
was one of the board’s and the district’s core 
beliefs and values. He commented, “The board 
enables the conditions for what we know is politi-
cal and volatile work, and they do it collaboratively. 
They [find ways now] and will continue to find ways 
to have constructive conversations without getting 
paralyzed by context, politics, or personal agendas.”
Establishing a Strong Relationship with 
the Superintendent

All board members interviewed noted their 
close relationship with the current and former 
superintendent as crucial to their success. One 
board member reflected, “We hired the current 
superintendent, so we feel responsible for his suc-
cess.…We appointed him; it’s our failure if he fails.” 
Several communication mechanisms are in place 
to connect the board members to the superinten-
dent, including the following: 

•	Superintendent Harries and Board President 
Torre speak two to three times a week to 
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discuss issues at hand and to set the agenda 
for the board meetings. 

•	District administrators have input into the 
board agenda by alerting Superintendent 
Harries to upcoming issues that may require 
the board’s involvement.

•	Superintendent Harries meets in person or 
speaks via phone with each board member 
regularly (i.e., once every two weeks) to check 
in, keep them abreast of issues, and answer 
their questions.

•	Board President Torre meets with and com-
municates regularly with each board member 
to keep tabs on their questions or issues that 
they may be concerned about. 

•	The district provides extensive materials to 
board members in preparation for the board 
meetings and presents information on rel-
evant topics at the twice-monthly board 
meetings. 

Supporting Implementation via Policy
New Haven Public Schools strives to create 

structures to support the schools identified as 
low performing and not to perpetuate a cycle of 
blame. The district leadership team and board 
members recognize that they must work together 
to improve their schools. The district provides 
the supports and services, but the board sets the 
policies that govern those supports, and schools 
have a great deal of flexibility in how they imple-
ment policies at the building level. District admin-
istrators work with the board to sort through the 
various local, state, and federal identifications and 
funding sources (e.g., Commissioner’s Network, 
School Improvement Grants) to develop meaning-
ful supports and interventions for the schools. 
Superintendent Harries commented, “I’m a great 
believer that school turnaround is in the magic of 
implementation. The board creates urgency and 
flexible tools for implementation. Together, we 
need to figure out what’s needed in New Haven 
and then adapt the federal and state programs and 
requirements to meet our needs.”
Enhancing the Role of Monitoring and 
Acting as Critical Friends

The board not only sets the policies but also 
monitors school progress and offers feedback to 
the district. To create a formal progress monitoring 
mechanism, once the district started identifying 

schools via tiers, district administrators worked 
with schools identified as Tier 3 to prepare infor-
mation for the board on a regular basis. Each 
school’s leadership team presentation would 
include an overview of what the school’s plan was, 
what progress had been made on the plan, and the 
next steps to continue efforts or make midcourse 
corrections. A district administrator reflected, “The 
board knows the schools well and what’s going on 
in buildings. They are aware of the processes and 
supports the district provides. They are heavily 
involved in everything we’re doing.” 
Several New Haven board members articulated 
that they act as critical friends to the district. 
District administrators and the superintendent 
also noted that a board member at a recent board 
meeting stated, “It’s our job to push you.” The 
district administrator added, “With this board, you 
never feel like it’s an ‘I gotcha.’ It’s more about 
how can the board support us at the district, and 
how can they gather community support. You 
don’t want all the members to agree all the time, 
but you want the board members to support the 
district, and [you don’t want to] feel that they are 
out to get you or penalize you.” 
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Key Takeaways
Several key takeaways emerged from the inter-

views, site visit, and research on New Haven Public 
Schools. These key takeaways are described in 
this section and may be used by other local school 
boards to inform their practices and relationships 
with the districts. 

•	Recruit qualified members. If the board is 
appointed, the mayor should recruit and 
appoint community members who not only 
bring a variety of skills to the board but also 
believe in serving the district. 

•	Maintain a priority on students. The board 
needs to make the right decisions for stu-
dents. If board members are appointed, the 
decision-making process should be transpar-
ent and show that due diligence is followed. 
Decisions should always reflect the district’s 
needs. 

•	Remain politically neutral. Political parties 
are irrelevant to the ability of a school board 
member to do his or her job. Political beliefs 
and party conflicts should be kept away from 
board decisions. 

•	Hire competent district staff. The board needs 
to hire good district- and school-level admin-
istrators and ensure that there are competent 
staff to step in when vacancies occur. Making 

good hires is one of the primary roles of a 
board and is imperative to a district’s success.

•	Design flexible policies. The board can set 
policies and standards, but it should allow 
schools flexibility in implementing policies 
to meet their individual needs and closely 
monitor the actions to ensure fidelity of 
implementation. 

•	Understand roles. A board should hire a 
strong superintendent and let him or her 
lead the district. In addition, if something is 
working well in the district, the board should 
leave it alone. If something is not working, the 
board and the district are responsible for find-
ing out why it is not working and how to make 
changes. Implementing clear structures and 
having clear communication processes enable 
the district and the board to problem solve 
quickly and efficiently. 

•	Keep improving. Just as schools and districts 
change over time, the board must be willing to 
reflect on its own practices and processes and 
to make changes to better serve the district. 
The board should bring in external consul-
tants, hold workshops, evaluate its functions, 
and change processes and structures. 
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