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Furman Brown has spent over a decade figuring out how to design a
better school. As a first-year teacher in South Central Los Angeles in the
early 1990s, he got a taste of what was wrong with the traditional public
school model: It was not designed to serve students or teachers well.
Convinced there was a better way to organize and distribute work inside
schools, Brown joined the staff of a start-up school in Brooklyn, New
York, and slowly, over the years, pieced together the sides of what he calls
the “Rubik’s Cube” of school design. With his Generation Schools model
and its pilot, Brooklyn Generation public high school, which opened in

2007, he thinks he may have solved it.

Brown’s solution, along with the larger ideas behind

it, comes at an important moment. State and federal
policymakers, along with a wide range of philanthropists
and education leaders, have rallied around the cause of
improving the quality of teaching in the nation’s public
schools. Their proposed reforms center on two worthy
goals: recruiting more talented people into the teaching
profession, and raising the stakes and incentives for
existing teachers—particularly those in high-poverty
schools—to help students thrive and learn.

But these reforms are likely to disappoint if nothing is
done to fundamentally overhaul the way the work of
teachers is organized within schools. Better teaching,
in the long run, will come not just from attracting a
strong pool of talent and giving them boosts in pay, but
from changing the nature of the job. And the teaching
profession is in many ways defined by the way schools
are designed. Today, most teachers’ work is isolated
and fragmented, with no defined pathways for career
development, few mechanisms for feedback, and a
schedule that is disconnected from the reality of what
teachers actually do and what students actually need.
As a result, many schools are insufficiently attractive to
talented professionals, and they squander the talent of
those they manage to employ.

The Generation Schools model, at its core, is about
solving these design problems, primarily through the
strategic use of people and time. It is a combination

of several big ideas, borrowed and built, that are put
together in just the right way. While it starts with recruiting
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the best available talent, it doesn’t end there. “We get
the best teachers we can,” Brown says. “But then what
do we do with them? We combine them, build on their
differences.”

Instead of isolating teachers, the Generation Schools model
organizes them into grade- and subject-based teams,
designed to blend different types of expertise and levels of
experience. The daily schedule and calendar are designed
with time for regular and ongoing teacher collaboration and
planning, giving teachers “time to learn from each other
and to learn from their work,” Brown says. In the mornings,
all teachers teach 90-minute academic classes that
average 14 students; afternoons are divided into shorter,
larger elective courses and two hours of daily planning.
Twice a year, grade-based teaching teams get a four-
week break—three weeks to rest and one week to meet,
plan, and observe colleagues. The breaks are staggered
throughout the year, and while one group of teachers is on
break, another team of their colleagues steps in to teach
their students “intensive” monthlong literacy courses
focused on career and college planning. The result is a
school year that is extended to 200 days for students—20
more than the national average—without having to extend
work time (and pay) for teachers.

All of this happens for the same cost as a regular school.
“We do more with the same amount of resources,” says
Jonathan Spear, the nonprofit foundation’s co-founder.
“We work with the same budget; we have the same
number of teachers. But we’ve reconfigured things to
make it a school that works better for students and for
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teachers.” In this way, the model addresses the other
major shortcoming of today’s typical teacher reforms:
They are terribly expensive to scale and sustain,
particularly in a time of limited public funds.

Brown and Spear are classic reformers, eager to expand
the model in New York City and eventually build a
nationwide network of Generation Schools. The model
has already won praise, earning the Echoing Green Prize
in 2004 for being one of the “World’s Best Emerging
Social Innovations.” So far, annual progress reports and
school report cards from the New York City Department of
Education show impressive scores that surpass those of
schools serving similar populations of students.?

Generation Schools is just one model, and today, it

is determining the outcomes of only one high school.
But its design and the principles that it rests on—using
people strategically and time intentionally —represent a
new way of thinking about how to approach the teacher
quality challenge in public education. As the student
population grows increasingly diverse and the pressure
to demonstrate results at the school and district level
intensifies, teaching will only become more demanding,
increasing the urgency to not just attract a new generation
of workers, but to create more effective workplaces to
receive and develop them. With both President Barack
Obama and Secretary of Education Arne Duncan
declaring teacher quality as a top priority, education
leaders have an unprecedented opportunity to not only
expand the pipeline to teaching but also to rethink the
outdated design of teachers’ work.

THE WAY IT IS

Teacher quality is a national problem, and one that is
especially acute for poor children. Schools serving these
children struggle to attract and keep highly qualified and
effective teachers. Roughly 20 percent of the teachers who
begin in low-income urban schools this fall will leave by
the year’s end.® Well aware of the persistent shortage of
quality teachers serving poor children, and the devastating
consequences of teacher turnover for student learning,
education leaders are intent to find better ways to identify
and attract talented staff to these “hard-to-staff” schools.

Fixing the people problem is the right idea—the
consequences of the nation’s high-poverty schools
lacking and losing good teachers are devastating, both
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for student learning and for school improvement. But
recruiting more talent is just one strategy, and a limited
one, because it is hard to identify talent before a teacher
begins teaching. The few predictors of good teaching
identified by research are self-evident: Effective teachers
are well-educated, particularly in their subject area; they
can communicate this knowledge well; and generally, they
tend to be motivated and organized people. Teachers who
have had strong academic preparation and have been
certified to teach before entering the profession have been
found to be more effective.* But even these factors predict
only a small fraction of the large variance in effectiveness
teachers display once they reach the classroom.®

It’s not surprising that there is no definitive list of
prerequisites for good teaching. The job is complicated,
multifaceted, and difficult. Analyses of occupational data
from the U.S. Department of Labor repeatedly show
teaching to be one of the most complex occupations.®

A recent study of these data found teaching to be most
similar in skill set to the work of psychologists and social
workers—jobs requiring a sophisticated blend of content
expertise and people skills.”

But the typical design of teachers’ work doesn’t reflect

its complexity. Instead of content expertise and people
skills, time management is often the key decider of a
teacher’s success. Throughout the day, teachers’ work
(and student learning) is scheduled in peculiar increments
of time—a 48-minute class period, a 21-minute recess,

a 32-minute lunchtime, or a 7-minute stretch between
classes. Work rules, most defined by contracts negotiated
by unions and management, determine daily start times
(typically 30 minutes before the first bell) and stop times
(often 30 minutes after the last bell rings or bus departs).
Governed by time, teachers always have one eye on the
clock. In key ways, therefore, teaching mirrors some traits
of low-status and unskilled occupations. Consider, for
instance, the job of a retail cashier—work that is solitary,
lacks growth opportunities, and is generally measured by
time on task over quality of outcomes. The parallels with
teaching are troubling.

Studies of the modern work force, across industries, show
several markers of professional work.® For one, workers
are networked in teams—in person or virtually. Teachers,
however, typically work alone for most of the roughly 52
hours a week they spend managing, instructing, grading,
and planning for hundreds of students with a wide-range
of needs and skill levels. Even brand-new teachers,
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nearly a fifth of whom have not had a single hour of
classroom training prior to beginning, learn to navigate
this complicated world of work by themselves.®

Left alone in their classrooms, teachers are not likely to play
a major role in defining and improving the core features of
their work, another marker of professionalism. Instead, most
of a teacher’s time is concentrated on direct instruction. On
the surface, this seems like a good idea, maximizing the
number of minutes students are taught. But this limits the
time teachers have to prepare for that instruction. Among
the nation’s 100 largest districts, teachers only have an
average of 45 minutes in the formal workday to plan for
instruction.® It also limits the time teachers have to review
standards and curriculum, craft new lessons, assess results,
and consult with colleagues, students, and parents—all
essential aspects of teachers’ work that directly influence
the quality and outcomes of student learning. Teachers
know this isn’t a good design. Inadequate time for planning
tops the list of reasons for teacher dissatisfaction, with
national survey data showing more teachers citing this than
any other reason, including student behavioral problems,
large class sizes, and poor salary."

The United States stands out in concentrating teachers’
time on direct classroom instruction to this degree.
Studies of international data from the Organization

of Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)
show that U.S. teachers spend more hours per year on
instruction than any other developed nation. (Mexico is

a close second.)'? Despite fewer days of school, U.S.
teachers spend more time, and a greater proportion of
their time, in direct contact with students. In Korea, for
example, students attend school for more than 200 days
per year, and Korean teachers spend roughly 800 hours
per year on instruction. Compare this to the United States,
where the typical student is in school for 180 days and the
typical U.S. teacher spends 1,080 hours on instruction.
Indeed, teachers in many European and Asian countries
dedicate far less working time to instruction and spend
far more on preparation, planning, and grading, usually
with colleagues in content- or grade-based teams. As

a result, teachers in these countries tend to be given,

and to accept, substantial responsibility for schoolwide
outcomes. They develop standards and curricula, choose
texts and tests, and often play a major role in developing
school plans and budgets.

OECD-administered tests—the Progress in International
Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS), the Program for
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International Student Assessment (PISA), and the

Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study
(TIMSS)—suggest that our world-leading investment in
hours of direct instruction hasn’t produced commensurate
success in student learning. On the PIRLS test, which
measures reading literacy of fourth-graders, the number
of nations outscoring the United States increased from
three in 2001 to seven in 2006. Results from PISA, which
measures reading, math, and science literacy of 15-year-
olds, show the United States is in the bottom quarter of
participating nations. And while U.S. students have shown
recent improvement on TIMSS tests, at least five Asian
and European nations continue to outscore the United
States.®

Being alone and in control of one’s own classroom

can seem like a good thing, a signal of earned
independence and autonomy. Similarly, when teachers
are trusted to do good work and, in turn, trust that their
colleagues are doing the same, it feels like a mark of
true professionalism. And as teachers develop their own
strategies for motivating and managing students, they
quietly celebrate the small feats and hide the hiccups
along the way.

But the “you’re on your own” approach ultimately leads
to a career marked by no recognition of progress or
achievement. The career progression of true professional
workers, in contrast, is both expected and driven by
defined signals of performance. Without adequate ways to
measure their work, teachers know that their performance
is managed —or mismanaged —by what organizational
sociologists John Meyer and Brian Rowan once deemed
the “logic of confidence” —where no scrutiny means

no problems, and no problems mean no need for
improvement or change.' As a result, teachers tolerate
formal evaluations that are simplistic, superficial, and
infrequent.’®

Over time, teachers, therefore, can expect rewards

that tend to be modest, fleeting, and mostly arbitrary.
Outstanding teachers, if recognized, earn respect from
colleagues and “thank yous” from students and parents,
but little else. From school leaders these teachers might
get tapped to lead a special program, to serve as a
department chair, or to compete for a local or national
“teacher of the year” award. But some of the most
coveted prizes for teachers —a better classroom or a more
desirable schedule—are temporary and can sometimes
conflict with the best interests of students. Rewarding
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good teachers with “easier” assignments, for example, is
most damaging to the struggling students who need these
teachers.

This flawed reward system may be one reason why

many teachers—and both national teachers unions—are
so resistant to the current push to reform tenure laws.
Besides tenure and pay, there are few ways to distinguish
a new teacher from a 20-year veteran.'® Teachers are
protective of tenure not only because it promises them job
security but also because they are loath to risk losing their
only formal signal of professional growth.

The idea of the lone, unexamined teacher, compelled

by rule and convention to spend most of her time on
direct instruction, also contributes to the high costs of
conventional teacher reforms. Most such proposals either
pay teachers more (for working harder assignments or
working extra hours) or pay for more teachers (through
class size reduction), or both. Given the scarcity of new
resources and the exceedingly modest returns to student
learning that conventional teacher reforms have achieved,
we need to find a better way.

THE WAY IT COULD BE

Furman Brown’s work at Generation Schools shows

that teachers’ work does not have to be this way. By
using both people and time strategically, the school
design model illustrates that teaching could live up to its
complexity and become the profession it strives to be.
Teachers at the nonprofit’s pilot high school, Brooklyn
Generation, experience a setting that is very different
from the norm, one that combines talent and encourages
collaboration, promotes different roles and career
pathways, and gives teachers the chance to improve their
work by making them a part of their own management
and evaluation—all harbingers of professional work.

Combining Talent

The Generation Schools model is simple in structure.

All work and learning is organized around three kinds of
courses: foundations, which constitute core academic
learning (English, math, science, and social studies);
studios, which are electives like art, music, and foreign
language; and intensives, which are monthlong career and
college planning units.
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The model’s simplicity is bolstered by its strategic use of
people and focus on collaboration. Almost all teachers
are responsible for both foundation and studio courses,
typically teaching two 90-minute foundation courses

in the morning and then one hourlong studio course in
the afternoon. Teachers work together in a number of
teams based on grade level, subject area, and course
type. Teams are designed to recognize and maximize
the strengths of each individual, bringing together new
teachers with veteran teachers, science teachers with
humanities teachers, ninth-grade teachers with 10th-
grade teachers. The school’s teachers are “strong to
begin with, but they’re strong in different ways,” says
Spear. “Their differences are assets.”

The team approach at Generation Schools doesn’t just
pool the talents of individuals. It compels collaboration.
Terri Grey, principal of Brooklyn Generation, explains
that working together is by design, affixed to the daily
and yearly schedules. After teaching the two foundation
courses in the morning and one studio in the afternoon,
teachers have the remainder of the day—two hours
each day—for common planning and preparation. (See
Figure 1.) And twice a year, while their students are
engaged in the intensive courses, teachers get a full
week to work with grade-based teams developing and
planning curriculum and assessment across subjects and
observing colleagues at their school and other schools
throughout the city. “It’s the structure that makes the
difference,” Grey says, comparing this to her experience
in other schools.'” “All the pieces were there at my

last school, but here they are all put together and the
structures drive the teachers.”

“We are designed to be a community of teachers

and learners,” Brown says. In this way, he joins many
other efforts to reduce isolation and combine teachers
into “learning communities” and “communities of
practice.”'® The idea that teachers should work together
collaboratively in teams or “communities” is hot new but
has re-emerged recently as an unexpected way forward in
some current policy debates, including teacher evaluation
and performance pay.

Resistance to teachers being evaluated and paid
based on the performance of their students is waning,
with President Obama, among others, embracing the
idea. But many groups, particularly teachers unions,
still oppose the idea that some individual teachers in
a school would be rewarded and not others. To the
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Typical Day at Generation Schools

FOUNDATION COURSE
e 90 minutes
e 14 students

10:30 AM

FOUNDATION COURSE
e 90 minutes
e 14 students

10:30 AM

12:00 PM

STUDIO COURSE

* 60 minutes
e 24 students

COMMON PLANNING TIME

Teachers have common
planning and preparation
time with their teaching
team every day

extent that they support performance pay, unions insist

it should be schoolwide. School designs based on
teacher collaboration, like Generation Schools, are far
more compatible with politically palatable schoolwide
performance bonuses. “Teaching is not an independent
enterprise. It really is a collaborative activity,” says
Matthew Springer, director of Vanderbilt University’s
Peabody Center for Education Policy, which was recently
awarded a $10 million federal grant to study the impact of
performance pay in schools.

Recent evidence shows that peer learning among
teachers improves student achievement. Researchers

C. Kirabo Jackson and Elias Bruegmann examined

years of elementary school teacher and student data,
documenting what they call the “spillover effect” —when
teachers emulate the excellent teacher who works
alongside them—and linking this peer learning of teachers
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to student achievement gains.2® The strategic positioning
of teachers, where the best ones work among and

with the rest, may be as important as formal training or
professional development.

Using teachers’ talent effectively is just one aspect of
the Generation Schools model, which also relies on the
talent of those outside of the classroom and school.
Generation Schools teachers do a lot, but the model is
premised on the reality that they need support. Plugging
in others when and where they are needed is essential.
Generation Schools partners with the local community,
nearby colleges, and with the nonprofit organization
ReServe, which places retired professionals in schools
and other organizations. The nonprofit is already
benefiting from ReServists, one of whom, a retired
auditor, serves as its bookkeeper. ReServists are not yet
in the classrooms but Brown envisions this happening
soon. Crucially, the model’s simple design—foundations,
studios, intensives—is set up for this. “We can plug
people right into our design,” adds Spear, “to help teach
a studio course in music, or to help students with their
internships.”

Brooklyn Generation benefits even more so from its
particular location. The school shares space with six
other small high schools, all a part of New York City’s
small schools initiative, in what was once one of the city’s
largest schools.?! The location isn’t ideal—it’s close to a
mile from the nearest subway and still struggles against
nearby gang activity. But sharing space with other small
schools also means sharing resources, which fits perfectly
with the Generation Schools model. An English language
learning specialist, for example, can split time among the
schools.

Most schools, by contrast, are not designed to
accommodate the talents of those outside of traditional
educational institutions. Beyond teaching, or the
ubiquitous after-school volunteer tutor position, there

are few existing options for career-changers to work in
schools. And for most, teaching is not a real option. Deep
content knowledge and often decades of relevant subject
experience still do not meet the teaching requirements for
most states, thirty-two of which still require a major in the
subject they want to teach.??

As a result, schools are missing out on a boon of new

talent and resources. The National Commission for
Teaching and America’s Future recently released statistics
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about the number of teachers readying to retire.?
Seventeen states, according to their state-by-state
analysis of the National Center for Education Statistics’
School and Staffing Survey, have more than half of

their teachers eligible to retire within a decade. Indeed,
elementary school teachers, secondary school teachers,
and educational administrators are all among the top
occupations cited by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics
to be affected by baby boomer retirement.?* At the same
time, the employment of workers ages 65 and older has
more than doubled in the last 30 years, and surveys show
that the majority of boomers nearing retirement hope to
remain in the work force in some capacity.?® This could
mean fewer teacher retirees, but it also opens the door for
a flood of new talent into schools, if schools are ready and
willing to receive it.

Generation Schools isn’t the only organization taking
advantage of outside talent in creative ways. The Gardner
Pilot Academy, an elementary school serving the mostly
low-income Latino community of Allston, Mass., just
outside of Boston, is teeming with adults. The leadership
of Gardner includes an extended services director,

whose job is to coordinate the work of all of the various
people and programs serving students and families. The
school has more than 15 community partners, including
Young Audiences, which offers arts and enrichment;
Sports4Kids, which rounds out the physical education
program run by the school’s part-time teacher; and a local
branch of the YMCA, which serves as the fiscal agent

for Gardner’s after-school program. In all, there are more
than 40 additional people who play a variety of roles and
work a variety of schedules to support core teaching staff
inside and outside of the classroom. This kind of support,
where aides and interns are assigned to oversee recess,
lunch, and before- and after-school programs, means that
teachers’ work at Gardner can be designed almost entirely
around improving instruction. (See Sidebar “Leading and
Supporting Instruction” on page 7.)

Creating New Pathways

For Generation Schools, using people strategically starts
with acknowledging that teachers are not all the same—
they do not bring the same set of skills to the workplace.
Teachers also don’t share the same career goals. Yet,
most career models for teaching presume that teachers
enter with roughly the same set of skills and aspire to
steadily advance along the same career continuum at the
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same pace. It is an absurd presumption in a work force of
more than 3 million people. Even popular reform strategies
like “career ladders” suffer from this weakness.

On the plus side, the typical career ladder gives teachers
new opportunities for enhanced professional status by
offering new titles and responsibilities, along with more
pay, as they progress over the years from “novice” to
“mid-career” and “veteran” status. For those who have
completed their first several years and have reached the
mid-career plateau of teaching, a chance to move into

a new position can have a motivating effect. Studies of
these so-called “second-stage” teachers —those with
four to 10 years of experience—show that the challenge
of new opportunities can be particularly rewarding.?® For
newer teachers, an established ladder can provide not
only rungs to reach for but also a built-in structure to learn
from more experienced teachers.

The problem with career ladders is that they’re one-
dimensional. They assume that all teachers should
accumulate responsibility in the same way, that

the natural—and only —sequence of professional
advancement is from novice worker to management. This
ignores the fact that some educators may be ready for
management very early, while other highly effective and
experienced teachers may prefer to concentrate solely on
teaching. Overall, research on career ladders is mixed and
offers little evidence that the work of teachers, particularly
new teachers, is fundamentally improved.?”

A step beyond the traditional ladder, and what Generation
Schools appears to be working toward, is the concept

of a two-dimensional “career lattice,” a term coined by
Ellen Galinsky, who directs the National Families and
Work Institute, to challenge the notion that growth must
occur along a straight line. As Galinsky’s research shows,
the career lattice concept has become popular in other
industries, from nursing to engineering, largely in response
to a work force that now expects opportunities for lateral
as well as upward mobility.?® Designed to fit talent to
need, lattices have opened up space for workers to enter
a workplace at various points—mid-career, for instance—
and to move around in different ways, through new
combinations of part-time, shared, and dual-role work.
The concept requires flexibility at the organizational level
but also requires individual workers to play a much bigger
role in defining their own work. Studies conducted by
Harvard University professor Susan Moore Johnson show
that this is what teachers want.?®
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Leading and Supporting Instruction

'Based on National Center for Education Statistics, “2003-04 Schools and Staffing Survey Data.” See National Center for Education Statistics,
Description and Employment Criteria of Instructional Paraprofessionals (Washington, D.C.: National Center for Education Statistics, June 2007) http://
nces.ed.gov/pubs2007/2007008.pdf. Also see Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Occupational Outlook Handbook, Teacher Assistants,” http://www.bls.gov/
oco/ocos153.htm.

iINCLB requires all existing instructional paraprofessionals Title | programs to have earned at least a high school diploma.

iiSee Marga Torrence Mikulecky and Angela Baber, From Highly Qualified to Highly Competent Paraprofessionals: How NCLB Requirements Can
Catalyze Effective Program and Policy Development Guidelines From the ECS Paraprofessional Expert Panel ( Denver, CO: Education Commission of
the States, December, 2005).

vFor an overview of the national agreement and related publications, see Training and Development Agency for Schools, “The National Agreement,”
http://www.tda.gov.uk/remodelling/nationalagreement.aspx.

v Nationally, there are about 150,000 principals and assistant principals in charge of more than 3 million public school teachers and a support staff—
including teachers’ aides, counselors, librarians, and curriculum and other specialists —that exceeds one million workers, not including food service,
custodial, and security staff. Gregory A. Strizek, et al., Characteristics of Schools, Districts, Teachers, Principals, and School Libraries in the United
States: 2003-04 Schools and Staffing Survey, NCES 2006-313 Revised, U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics,
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office).

viWallace Foundation, Leadership for Learning: Making the Connections Among State, District and School Policies (New York: Wallace Foundation,
September 2006).

Vi Participating school districts agree to pay for the SAM positions over several years, and the foundation pays for training.
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The Generation Schools design meets this need. Rather
than strictly tie leadership opportunities to years in the
classroom, the design makes room for any teacher to
become a team leader, if teachers demonstrate the
motivation and the ability to do so. “You don’t always
know who will emerge as what kind of leader,” Spear
says. “You have to be open to the idea that the newest
teacher may want to take on a leadership role.” This is
different from the design of traditional teacher-leader
programs, which align different roles and responsibilities
with different experienced-based stages of a teacher’s
career.

Much of Brown’s design is premised on the principal
and teachers defining their own priorities. Under Grey’s
leadership, teachers have considerable control over and
time for not just individual and team-based planning, but
for their own professional development. “It’s a shared
process,” explains Grey, who relies on her teachers to
help evaluate the school’s work and to plan and manage
most of the school’s professional development activities.
Grey herself gets help from a coach through the city’s
principal leadership academy, and she works regularly
with the other principals in the shared school site. “It’s
an ongoing conversation where we all have to ground
each other in the reality of our work and our needs,” she
concludes.

Many other schools have found success with similar
forms of teacher-led decision making, especially around
professional development. Teachers at University Park
Campus School in Worcester, Mass., for example, spend
a lot of effort figuring out what they do well and what they
need. “That’s what teachers do at staff meetings—figure
out what we all need and then figure out how to get it,”
says Ricci Hall, director of instruction. “We believe in
professional development but only if it fits our needs. Who
knows our needs? We do. And then it’s worth the money
if it’s what’s needed.” With a single session of professional
development costing a typical public school upward of
$10,000, ensuring the relevance of these sessions for
teachers is important.3°

Using Time Intentionally

With substantial time for preparation, planning, and
evaluation, teachers at Brooklyn Generation, it would
seem, should have to spend longer hours and more days
at work. But this is not the case. Although the calendar
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year runs 200 days for students—20 more days than the
typical New York City school—it doesn’t extend work time
for teachers.

This is different than many of the extended time

models emerging across the country. For most schools,
expanding student time has meant expanding teacher
time.®" But many of these models are now grappling with
teacher burnout and the high cost of paying teachers for
extra hours. The Knowledge Is Power Program (KIPP), a
nationally praised charter school network that has shown
impressive gains with its low-income student population,
has been successful in significant part because of its
extended schedule. KIPP teachers are on the clock from
7:30 to 5:00 each day, “on-call” until late in the evening,
and expected to work half days every other Saturday.
Mostly in their 20s and 30s, these teachers are accepting,
even enthusiastic, about the KIPP schedule. Still, as KIPP
expands over time—it has grown from 66 to 82 schools
in just the last year and aspires to reach 100 schools by
2011 —it is having to confront the needs and costs of a
much larger and more varied work force of teachers. As a
result, many KIPP schools are designing work schedules
that reduce daily hours for teachers.??

Massachusetts’ Extended Learning Time (ELT) initiative,
the leading experiment in extending school time and
the driver behind the extended time efforts at more

than 25 schools in the state, has also been rethinking
teachers’ schedules as it expands. The average teacher,
nationally, costs about $400 every day.*® To extend work
for 10 teachers by 20 days would cost a typical school
nearly $80,000. Most schools and districts find this cost
prohibitive. Some, struggling with shrinking budgets,
are even considering the opposite course—cutting time
to save money. Earlier this year, for example, California
Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger proposed cutting a
week from the school year as a way to reduce staff costs
and ease the state’s budget crisis.

The Generation Schools design presents an alternative
solution, a way to reorganize time-use throughout the
day and year that increases learning for students, works
better for teachers, and costs no more than schools with
traditional calendars. At Brooklyn Generation, teachers’
schedules are staggered throughout the year, with two
four-week breaks, each made up of three weeks of
personal leave and one week of team-based planning
and professional development. Students, meanwhile,
are engaged in their monthlong intensives, experiencing
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career-based trips in ninth and 10th grade and internships
and college application training in 11th and 12th grade.
Like mini-sabbaticals, these four-week breaks are used
for teachers to rest, regroup, and get ready for the next
segment of the year. (Notably, some form of sabbatical
leave is on the books in most districts. But it is rarely
utilized by teachers, who are largely unaware of sabbatical
opportunities, nor marketed by districts as a tool for
recruiting or retaining high-quality teachers.?¥) And days
are scheduled such that the most rigorous academic
courses are scheduled early in the day, with an all-hands-
on-deck approach. All teachers are present to teach these
long blocks, reducing the student-teacher ratio to as low
as 14 to 1. Afternoon “studio” classes are larger, typically
24to1.

Brown designed the calendar knowing that the traditional
calendar, with lengthy summer and winter breaks, was not
in the best interest of students. Start and stop transitions
plague the traditional school year. The months before and
after breaks —from December to January, May to June,
and August to September—are often lost to chaos, when
everyone is transitioning in most schools. Not so for the
Generation Schools model, where smaller transitions
throughout the year means there is never a time when
everyone is in flux.

It is this very deliberate design and the intentional use

of time that makes the schedule work for Generation
Schools. As such, it has avoided falling into the trap

of some other well-intentioned designs, where there is
flexibility in everything and open systems reign. Consider
the School of the Future in Philadelphia, created in 2006
through a partnership between the city school district
and Microsoft. Designed around new technologies that
promised to ease data management and make teaching
and learning more adaptable and accommodating, the
school adopted an ever-changing schedule of classes
that varied sometimes on a daily basis for teachers and
students. The lack of continuity and structure led to
confusion and dissatisfaction among students and faculty.
By the time the school began its third year, its design
looked no different from most traditional schools.3

Facing Trials and Trade-Offs

More school days for students, more time for teacher
planning, and smaller classes for academic subjects
seem like they must be more expensive. But, according
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to Brown and Spear, the Generation Schools model can
do more for the same cost as other public schools in
New York City.%® This creates the need for trade-offs.
For instance, the school maintains a smaller roster of
specialized and support staff. Nearly 90 percent of

the full-time professional staff are teachers, most of
whom play dual roles, teaching both foundation and
studio courses. You won’t find many physical education
teachers who can’t also teach a humanities, math, or
science class. And support staff include primarily those
providing instructional support—there are few deans

of discipline or athletic directors or special program
managers.

“It would be great to have everything all the time—to add
a separate program for this and then that,” says Brown,
“but you just keep adding, and that’s a very expensive
strategy.” Karen Hawley Miles and Stephen Frank, in their
2009 book, The Strategic School, explain the cost over
time—financially and otherwise —of this add-on approach.
Huge increases in specialized teaching staff, intended to
support the work of teachers and better serve students
who had traditionally been ignored, over time led to an
unintended “cycle of specialization and isolation.”” As

a result of this cycle, where students are pulled out for
special programs that then fill up quickly and create

more demand and then more growth, the work of all
educators in the school, including teachers, becomes
more specialized and more isolated. Integrating teachers’
work, connecting subjects and grades in some cohesive
way, in turn becomes more difficult. But avoiding the add-
on approach is difficult. “We want to make it better for
everyone so we just pile on resources... It’s a train that’s
hard to stop,” says Hawley Miles. * This approach is not
only more expensive, it contributes to the teacher isolation
Brown is working to combat.

Also difficult is dealing with the downside of
collaboration—when everyone works together, it’s harder
to separate out who does what. Generation Schools still
struggles with this challenge—ensuring that its team
approach doesn’t come at the expense of individualized
growth or accountability. With collaboration comes

the managerial challenge of recognizing the specific
contributions and areas of needed improvement of each
individual teacher. “We’re getting better at this,” explains
Grey, pointing to the city’s new online Achievement
Reporting and Innovation System as an important tool
for teachers to both share information and track their
individual work.
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“Yes, there are trade-offs,” says Brown. “But we’re gaining
more than we’re giving up.” He goes on to compare

a conventional school to a crowded garage. “Take
everything out and carefully repack. Suddenly there’s
room for your car.”

THE WAY FORWARD

Brown’s is more than an innovative school design. It is a
nod to the possibility that teaching could actually become
the profession it strives to be, where the design of work

is at once more effective for teachers and more attractive
to new pools of talent. It is also a reminder that many of
the most heated debates in teacher policy—from tenure
reform to pay for performance —will remain unresolved

if they fail to address the longstanding design flaws of
teachers’ work.

The central thesis of the Generation Schools model—that
people and time can and should be used more effectively
and efficiently —represents a new way to approach the
teacher quality problem in public education. The current
focus on enticing more talent into the system—to pushing
effectiveness in—is not wrong, just incomplete. Better
designs for teachers’ work will not only draw more
effective workers into the system but will also improve
teacher effectiveness from within. These designs should
appeal to those, such as teachers unions, who are deeply
committed to elevating the status of teachers to that of
true professionals. They are also affordable at a time when
states, districts, and schools are struggling to improve
performance with limited or even declining resources.

Still, Generation Schools is just one design. And design,
by itself, is not enough. Without an effective principal like
Grey and an organization like Generation Schools, even
the most innovative designs will struggle to create the
conditions that make teachers better and make teaching
a more appealing job option. The Generation Schools
design also requires teachers who can work in teams and
teach multiple subject areas. While most teachers don’t
come ready-made to do all of this, one of the lessons of
Generation Schools is that a work force of talent is more
often made than found. By combining different skills and
expertise into teams and providing common planning
time, the design is built to maximize existing talent and to
develop new talent. Brown and Spear are also in the midst
of creating a residency-type program that will give new
teachers support in their first years and provide teachers
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with single certifications the chance to become dual-
certified.

As with any reform, context also matters. New York

City, the home of Generation Schools, is a big and
bureaucratic district, responsible for more than 1,500
schools and more than a million students. But it has also
made its mark in the last decade as an eager sponsor of
reform, encouraging the expansion of charter schools,

the creation of small high schools, and more recently in
2007 moving to a “fair-student” funding system that gives
schools more discretion over how funds can be spent.®
For Brown and Spear, this has created more space to
take their model from conceptual to operational. Still, says
Brown, operating an alternative model under the New York
City Department of Education and under a contract with
the United Federation of Teachers requires a lot of what
he and Spear call “bridge work” —building relationships
with the district and union.

“It's a lot of calling people and meeting with people and
figuring things out together,” says Spear, who shoulders
most of this work and is quick to acknowledge the
organization’s key role as an intermediary support for the
school. “We had to decide to spend our time pushing

up against everything, or trying to move with it,” says
Brown. They chose the latter, which Brown says made a
big difference. “I'd like to think we’re helping the system
become nimble,” he concludes.

Support for new designs is growing. Alternative staffing and
scheduling designs are quickly gaining ground, due in large
part to the expansion of charter schools, virtual schools,
and extended time experiments.*® The National Center

on Time and Learning, an offshoot of Massachusetts

2020, the nonprofit that began and now leads the state’s
Extended Learning Time initiative, has even developed a
database to track the growing use of alternative schedules
and calendars in schools. And unions, both locally and
nationally, have embraced many new school designs,
especially those like Generation Schools that re-allocate
rather than extend teachers’ time.*'

Reworking the work of teachers is fundamentally a local
challenge that rests on the shoulders of school leaders.
But states, districts, and unions—traditionally risk-averse
and more comfortable with inertia than change—all have
a major role to play in removing barriers to reforming the
way schools utilize their most important assets: people
and time.
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State leaders, many of whom are debating alternative
school schedules and calendars, need to ease restrictions
on when the school year must start or end. Schools in
Florida, for example, cannot by state law begin earlier
than 14 days before Labor Day without going through the
extra step of applying for a waiver.*?> Laws like this require
districts and schools to expend extra energy to do the
right thing: shorten the long summer break, which has
been shown to be a major contributor to the achievement
gap between poor and more affluent students.*®

State policymakers should also rethink how they define
minimum hours of instruction. Currently, most states
require a set number of “instructional” hours and days per
year and specifically define what type of activities count
as instruction. In Rhode Island, for example, instructional
time cannot include “pre- and post-teacher time” or any
common planning time.** Defining teachers’ work by
direct instructional minutes and hours, and restricting how
these minutes and hours can and cannot be spent, keeps
teachers in a compliance mode, where they feel neither in
control nor accountable for what they do.

States should also encourage rather than restrict local
experimentation with new design models like Generation
Schools. Right now, how states regulate school funding

is @ major barrier to this type of innovation. Researchers
at the School Finance Redesign Project at the University
of Washington’s Center for Reinventing Public Education
have documented how complicated and confusing school
finance regulations can be, and how little discretion most
schools have over how funds are spent.* Their research
found local educators hamstrung by regulations that
prevented even the most basic adjustments in staffing.
Teachers funded out of one line item, for example, were in
some cases prohibited from working, even temporarily, in
another capacity. Trade-offs like those Brown describes
are difficult, if not impossible, if funding mechanisms are
not more transparent and decisions about resource use
are not in the hands of school leaders.

States should also consider amending requirements for
licensure, many of which rely on a combination of tests
and coursework, which can be time- and cost-prohibitive
for talented career changers who might consider teaching
or paraprofessional roles. Online teaching, for example,
particularly for hard-to-staff subjects and schools, could
create an entirely new career option for some teachers or
would-be teachers—one that capitalizes on expertise over
classroom presence. (See Sidebar “Flexible Space and
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Time” on page 12.) Creating preparation programs that
lead to dual- or multiple-subject credentials, or additional
special education or English language learner credentials,
would also help schools develop more strategic and
efficient staffing combinations.

Districts also need to give principals and teachers a
greater role in defining their professional development
needs. Too many districts still require a suite of pre-
determined professional development activities that do
little to improve instructional practice, but can cost more
than $5,000 per teacher per year.*® New York City, in
contrast, devolved professional development funding to
schools in 2007 so schools can now provide their own
or purchase professional development that targets their
needs.

Contract provisions that limit school-level discretion

in hiring also have to change; school leaders cannot
create strategic teams of teachers if they have no control
over who they can hire. Most districts currently operate
under a contract, or collective bargaining agreement,
that grants seniority-based preferences in layoffs and
transfers—so decisions about where teachers stay and
go are made at the district-level with little attention to
the individual skill sets of teachers and specific needs

of schools. Partnerships between union leaders and
district management suggest a slow but growing change
in this practice, with both sides recognizing the need for
differentiated teacher roles.

Teacher quality has never seen so much attention, and
a variety of efforts to improve it from the federal level on
down are under way. The U.S. Department of Education
spends several billion each year on improving teacher
quality, and U.S. Secretary of Education Duncan has
proposed billions more to improve the effectiveness of
all teachers and to ensure that all children get access
to effective teachers. This intensity of focus offers an
extraordinary opportunity to invest in and evaluate

new designs that will lift the teaching profession to its
deserved status and reinvigorate public education.
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