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Our high school system is dangerously out of step with our values and
our needs as a society. Our country promises our children they can go as
far as their commitment to their education takes them — regardless of the
color of their skin, regardless of their family’s resources. Yet, our rhetoric
doesn’t reflect reality. Instead of helping children defy the limitations they
face at birth, our high schools usually perpetuate those limitations. And
that’s a sad fact of the U.S. education system.

That’s in part because our large comprehensive high schools were built
for the Industrial Age, not the Information Age. Fifty years ago, we
mistakenly thought that only select students could do serious academic
work. So young people were separated like machine parts on different
tracks. Some learned to work with their heads; others with their hands.
National reports touting the benefits of these large sprawling schools led
to policies mandating them. It made some sense then. But it makes
absolutely no sense now.

— Melinda French Gates
Co-chair, The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation
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FOREWORD
During the past decade implementing content standards and high stakes

accountability measures has dominated the educational policy arena at the national, state
and district levels. While these policies have ignited a great debate about what standards
should be taught and which measurable outcomes are most useful, there is growing
understanding that high schools are grossly deficient in preparing all students for
knowledge work — getting them ready for challenging jobs in today’s information
economy. Simply raising the bar for results without changing the nature and structure of
schooling will not be effective in achieving our goal of meeting the learning demands of
the 21st century for all students. As School Redesign Network (SRN) Co-Executive
Director Linda Darling-Hammond observes, “Every organization is perfectly structured
to get the results it gets.” In other words, just working harder will not dramatically alter
outcomes.

The factory model for high schools was designed to cream off a small number of
students for advanced courses that offer rigorous content and require higher-level
thinking. All other students are batch processed and taught rote skills. This model
mirrored the needs of the Industrial Era’s workforce. Today’s schools, however, must
prepare virtually all students to acquire and manage complex information and to
problem solve. And they must do this for a much more diverse population than has ever
been served in American schools. The new imperative for our nation’s schools is to
succeed with all students rather than perpetuating a system in which language, culture
and economic backgrounds become predictors of academic success. 

There is a growing consensus that business as usual won’t produce the results we
need. Schools must change in fundamental ways. Federal and state policies are just
beginning to be formulated to support the rethinking of America’s high schools.
Fortunately, pioneering educators have not waited for public policy to change but have
begun retooling large, comprehensive high schools into smaller learning communities
(SLCs) and small schools that are personal, collaborative, equitable, and academically
rigorous. To sustain these pioneering efforts, philanthropic organizations have made a
significant investment during the past decade to support and grow new images and
designs for high schools. Emerging from these “breaking the mold” schools are a range
of school designs that span a wide spectrum from charter schools to independent small
schools to conversions of large, comprehensive high schools into multiple SLCs. While
these various approaches to redesign are all difficult and complex in their own right, the
process of redesigning an existing school with existing staff is particularly daunting. 

v
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Because most high schools do not have the resources to develop charters and “start
up,” they need practical and economically sound models to show them how other
schools have re-invented themselves to meet current educational demands. One of the
purposes of our work at SRN is to find, document and film schools that are engaged in
the conversion process and have demonstrated success (proof positives). Of the more
than 150 schools across the nation that were identified and considered for inclusion in
this project, four emerged:

(1) Hillsdale High School in San Mateo, California; 
(2) The School of the Arts at South Shore in Chicago, Illinois;
(3) Noble High School in North Berwick, Maine; and 
(4) Clover Park High School in Lakewood, Washington.

We selected these schools both because they had converted into smaller learning
communities and because they represent critical design features of good small schools. In
addition, they have taken approaches that fit the different contexts in which they work
— urban, suburban and rural. While all of these schools are still in the process of
implementing their reforms, collectively they represent many aspects of what leading
researchers consider critical organizational and instructional changes that help all
students succeed at high levels. Among these common features are:

• Small learning communities that serve about 300 to 400 students each;
• Smaller class sizes and reduced pupil loads for teachers, which are achieved by 

rethinking staffing and redesigning schedules;
• Teaching teams that plan together, share students and sometimes stay with the 

same pupils for more than one year;
• Advisory systems that assign a small number of students to adults who serve as 

their primary advocates;
• A core academic curriculum offering college preparatory courses for all students;
• Project-based learning that actively engages students and connects what they are

learning to other subjects and to the real world and 
• Performance-based assessment that challenges students to apply their knowledge 

in tasks that resemble what they will need to do outside of school.

This case features the School of the Arts in the South Shore Multiplex. Community
activism and teacher initiative led to the dividing of South Shore High School, a failing
comprehensive high school in Chicago, into four autonomous small schools. One of
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