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Executive Summary 

 
The Identification of Issues 

Currently, the district’s capacity to improve student performance is directly related to the 
following: 
 
• the high volume of students classified as First Language not English (FLNE), 
• the high frequency of transience and mobility, 
• the lack of consistency of curriculum across grade levels, 
• the highly diverse student populations and varying degrees of capacity among 

professional staff, 
• the equity and adequacy in the provisioning of educational resources. 
 
 

Findings by Domain 
 
Leadership and Governance 
• The Holyoke School Committee and the District Leadership Conference act as 

facilitators for federal and state policy by translating, interpreting, supporting the 
schools within the district. 
 

• The district, as a whole, lacks the ability to interpret and use data to deal with second 
language acquisition, the alignment of curriculum and instruction to provide 
consistency both horizontally and vertically within the system, and to develop 
interventions targeted to improve low-performing student performance, especially 
with limited English Proficiency (LEP) students. 
 

• Shared responsibility is an evolving characteristic throughout the district among all 
professional staff and related labor unions and/or associations. However, it is too 
early to date (2004) to result in any significant improved student achievement.  
 

• In individual school improvement plans, there was some variance in the quality, 
specificity, and accountability measures that would be used to determine if principals 
were meeting improvement targets. 

 
Curriculum and Instruction 
• The district has identified the importance of teacher observations and evaluations as a 

means to effect change within classrooms. However, the district has not established 
the linkage between the current performance evaluation process for teachers and 
improved student performance.  
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• The district lacks the capacity to create and sustain on-going professional 
development that is determined through a careful analysis of student achievement 
data and teacher evaluation data. 
 

• The district lacks district-wide curricula for grades 9-12 for math and 6-12 for 
English language arts (ELA) that are aligned with the state curriculum frameworks. 

 
Assessment and Evaluation 
• Although the district has implemented a number of procedures to establish equitable 

assessment for student performance and program effectiveness, this practice is not 
systemic throughout the district.   

 
Student Academic Support Services 
• The district lacks a comprehensive district curriculum accommodation plan (DCAP) 

that is integrated with the process used for developing school improvement plans and 
aligning them with the district’s strategic goals. 
 

• The district provides an initial outreach to parents of its English language learners 
(ELL); however, it does not have a manageable process or procedure in plan to 
facilitate on-going communication. 
 

• The district leadership has been successful in implementing the initial phase of 
monitoring programs through its walkthrough concept; however, it places an 
additional challenge on the current level of capacity that the district has to sustain it.   

 
Business and Finance 
• The district has taken some major strides in establishing some generally accepted 

accounting procedures within the business office of the school system.   
 

• The manual with documented procedures is well in progress and is expected to be 
fully implemented within the district and municipal counterparts beginning in 
September 2005.   
 

• The school committee budget is challenged by the same issues of transience/mobility 
affecting the district. 
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Introduction 
A seven-member team from the Massachusetts Office of Educational Quality and 

Accountability (EQA) visited the Holyoke Public Schools to conduct a Tier III fact-

finding review subsequent to the Massachusetts State Board of Education’s (BOE) 

declaration of underperformance based on an earlier Tier II report from April 7, 2003. In 

preparation of the fact-finding review, the team examined 17 standards and determined 

which of those standards would provide the focus of the interviews and observations for 

the fact-finding review. As a result of this preparatory process, the team identified four 

standards under Curriculum and Instruction; three standards under Student Academic 

Support Services; four standards under Leadership, Governance, and Organization; and 

four standards under Business and Financial Management. The team decided that it 

would review the Mid-Cycle 2003 Report as a benchmark in dealing with processes of 

assessment that have been put in place since the district received the declaration of 

underperformance. Although members of the fact-finding team had the responsibility to 

focus on a specific area(s), collectively, all members dealt with the areas of Assessment 

and Evaluation; Curriculum and Instruction; Student Academic Support Services; 

Leadership and Governance; and Business and Financial Management.    

 

The team interviewed the members of the Holyoke School Committee chaired by the 

Mayor of the City of Holyoke, the superintendent of schools, all members of the District 

Leadership Conference, conducted two focus groups of building administrators at all 

levels, including the McHugh Alternative School, the Early Childhood Center (ECC), and 

the Dean Vocational-Technical High School. In addition, the team conducted four focus 

groups: three with teachers and one with a representative cross section of school councils 

within the district. The team was scheduled to visit the two high schools, the alternative 

school, the early childhood center, and six of the seven elementary schools. The Donahue 

Elementary School was not visited at the request of the district, because it had been 

recently visited by the Massachusetts DOE’s school panel review process. The principal 

of the Donahue Elementary School, however, did participate in the focus group interview 
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with the district’s elementary principals. The fact-finding team conducted over 100 

classroom observations with the sole focus of observations being the use of academic 

time.   

 

The Identification of Issues 
The Massachusetts Office of Educational Quality and Accountability conducted a Tier II 

examination in the Holyoke Public Schools in January 2003. The Massachusetts State 

Board of Education issued a declaration of underperformance later in that same year.  

Subsequently, the EQA returned to the district to conduct a Tier III fact-finding process 

in January 2004.  The team found much of what existed in discussion during Tier II to be 

in the beginning stages of implementation in Tier III. Changes included but were not 

limited to documentation in the areas of finance, the enhancement of the district and 

school improvement plans, the development of a district curriculum accommodation plan, 

and an improved district-wide professional development plan. However, in general, the 

team found the pervasive issue in the district was one of building and sustaining 

educational capacity. The reasons for the lack of educational capacity are multifaceted 

and have influenced the productivity of the educational programs over time through very 

low student performance. Currently, the district’s ability to improve student performance 

is directly related to the following: 

 

• the high volume of students classified as First Language not English (FLNE), 

• the high frequency of transience and mobility, 

• the lack of consistency of curriculum across grade levels, 

• the highly diverse student populations and varying degrees of capacity among 

professional staff, 

• the equity and adequacy in the provisioning of educational resources. 

 

In the early 1990s, the failure of the Holyoke Public Schools to provide English language 

instruction to Hispanic-American students who did not speak English, or to provide them 
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with other adequate instructional procedures denied them a meaningful opportunity to 

participate in the public educational program. The district was issued a ruling from the 

federal court based on the United States Supreme Court ruling of Lau et al. v. Nichols et. 

al (414 U.S. 563.) to develop a desegregation plan, which would eliminate discrimination 

based on the grounds of race, ethnicity, or national origin. The district submitted the 

desegregation plan for approval to the Massachusetts Department of Education (DOE). 

The intent of the plan, at least in part, was for the district to begin to develop and 

subsequently sustain the capacity of all teachers to effectively deal with language 

acquisition issues for English language learners. As the system moved forward under the 

desegregation ruling, previous administrators in leadership positions did not create the 

capacity within the system to seek relief against unequal educational opportunities 

through the appropriate professional development. A series of interviews with 

professional staff that were employed by the district within this timeframe indicated that 

the district had never mandated the annual professional development for all teachers in 

language acquisition as required under the plan. A major hurdle for the district is that the 

current administration is attempting to build capacity to train teachers to deal with the 

original intent of the ruling, as well as respond to the current state mandate to create and 

implement a Sheltered English Immersion (SEI) program.  

 

Holyoke experiences a significant change of student enrollment over the course of any 

given year. In a report dated January 6, 2004, provided by the district for the visiting 

team, the grade 1-8 transience/mobility statistics indicated an enrollment increase of 

approximately 262 students in regular education and approximately 121 students in ELL 

program. At the same time, there were approximately 149 students in regular education 

mainstream who withdrew from the district, and approximately 63 students from the ELL 

program who withdrew. The net increase of students entering the regular education 

mainstream was approximately 120 students as compared to 56 students into the ELL 

program. When compared to the total population of the district, this net increase 

represents a .6% increase in regular education, and a 0.12% in the ELL program.  
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However, the impact on the instructional environment in the classroom cannot be 

quantified.  

 

The district’s Secondary Level (9-12) Transience Report for 2002-2003 indicates that 

between October and June, 114 students were enrolled, and 345 students withdrew. The 

population decreased by approximately 231 students within grades 9-12. These figures 

represent a significant number of students exiting the schools. The cause for withdrawals 

is not clearly identified in the report; however, interviewees indicated to the visiting team 

that there were multiple reasons: delayed and/or inability to assimilate into a new 

environment, lack of year-round employment, and low socio-economics.  

 

A similar trend appears in grade K-8 when examining the Tracking District Transfer 

Report, dated October 2003. A significant number of new students entered, withdrew, 

and/or transferred out of the district during the course of any given year. The rate of 

mobility has been averaging approximately 23%. Even though the change is evenly 

distributed among various schools, the impact on attempting to maintain consistency in 

the delivery of curriculum and instruction is interrupted and has a negative impact of 

student learning in the classroom, as indicated by the 2003 MCAS test results. The 

pattern of distribution is more noticeable in grades 1-8. In these grades, Hispanic-

Americans students represent 83% of the transfer requests, as compared to 17% for White 

students.     

 

When the reorganization plan was implemented (fall 2003), schools that gained approved 

transfers were Lynch Middle School, the Donahue, Kelly, and Sullivan Elementary 

Schools with 12, 8, 7, and 7 students, respectively. With the exception of the Sullivan 

Elementary School, the remaining schools received the most requests for transfers. The 

Kelly Elementary School had the highest number of requests to enter.  Seventy percent of 

the requests were for middle-level slots. Further, the number of students withdrawing 

from Kelly was approximately equal to the number of students entering. Therefore, for 
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every middle-level age student trying to enroll into Kelly Elementary School, there was 

an elementary-aged student requesting to leave. There are similar patterns, although not 

as pronounced as the pattern at the Kelly Elementary School, in other elementary and 

middle schools that reflect the circular mobility. Approximately, 22% of the total 

numbers of transfer requests for the 2003-2004 school year were granted. Of those 

students transferred, 80% were Hispanic-American, and 18% were White students. The 

circular mobility may reflect a negligible increase in the total enrollment in the school, 

but it does not reflect the negative impact on the interruption of the consistency of 

instruction in the classroom. In addition, it has placed a burden on the capacity of the 

district to respond in a timely manner to the needs for placement, programs, assessments, 

and evaluation of students. Further, the situation has affected the stability within the 

district and cultural environment of schools.   

 
 
An examination and analysis of the district’s 2003 MCAS test results indicate the lack of 

a strong coherence within the district’s curriculum in English language arts (ELA) and 

math. The Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) in ELA and math 

was based on learning standards in the state curriculum frameworks. 

 

 In math, the frameworks (released in 2000) establish guiding principles to articulate a set 

of beliefs about teaching, learning, and assessing math in Massachusetts. Five strands 

organize the math content: (1) number sense and operations, patterns, (2) relations, and 

algebra, (3) geometry, (4) measurement, and (5) data analysis, statistics, and probability. 

Each strand is further defined into learning standards, which are organized by two-year 

grade spans or for single-year courses (PreKindergarten-12: Algebra I, Geometry, 

Algebra II, and Pre-calculus). Standards are linked to grade level and strands. Each 

standard is presented as grade appropriate which further requires varied instructional 

approaches and activities to assist students in acquiring the level of concept and skills 

expected for the grade span.  
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The guiding principles for ELA (released in 2001) are a set of beliefs about teaching, 

learning, assessing of speaking, viewing, listening, reading, and writing. These beliefs are 

developed through four strands: language, reading and literature, composition, and 

media. Following the same grade-span design as math, the twenty-seven (27) general 

standards are separated into learning standards. As with math, each learning standard is 

presented as grade appropriate, which further requires varied instructional approaches 

and activities to assist students in acquiring the level of concept and skills expected for 

the grade span.  

 

The MCAS tests are administered in the Holyoke Public Schools in grades 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 

and 10. The total population of the system is approximately 7,250 (PreKindergarten-12). 

It is noted that the ratio of Hispanic-American students to majority students is 

approximately 3:1.   

 

Using the MCAS test data (2003) reported by the DOE, the EQA fact-finding team 

compared the performance of Grade 10 students in the Holyoke Public Schools on both 

the math and ELA sections of the MCAS test with performance of Grade 8 (2001) 

students. A similar examination was conducted for performance results of students in 

Grade 8 (2003) and Grade 6 (2001). These examinations revealed that students under 

comparison did not experience a change in performance category between Grades 6 and 8 

in math. However, there was a change in their MCAS test performance between Grades 8 

and 10 for the same students. Although there was a variance in the number of students 

from Grade 8 to Grade 10 of 85 in ELA and 56 in math, student performance in the 

‘Advanced’ and ‘Proficient’ categories increased by 2% in ELA and by 5% in math. In 

the category of ‘Needs Improvement,’ student performance increased slightly in math, 

and increased in ELA by 3%. Notably, but not substantial, the number of students in the 

‘Warning/Failing’ category declined.  Refer to Figure 1. 
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Students who were in Grade 8 for the 2003 testing cycle did not demonstrate any notable 

change in performance from their participation in Grade 6. The variance in the number of 

students who participated in Grade 6 to Grade 8 is less than the variance of the number of 

students Grade 8 to Grade 10 (33 students).  Refer to Figure 2. 

Figure 1: 
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Given the results of the comparisons reflected earlier in this report, the consistency of 

curriculum and instruction among all grades and classroom is not supporting the level of 

productivity that the school committee and district leadership seek to achieve. Under 

Chapter 71, Section 38Q.5 of the Massachusetts General Laws (MGL), it requires that a 

school district “adopt and implement a curriculum accommodation plan to assist 

principals in ensuring that all efforts have been made to meet students’ needs in regular 

education. The plan shall be designed to assist the regular classroom teacher in analyzing 

and accommodating diverse learning styles of all children in the regular education 

program including, but not limited to, direct and systematic instruction in reading and 

provision of services to address the needs of children whose behavior may interfere with 

learning, or who do not qualify for special education service….” Through a number of 

interviews with the District Leadership Conference, teachers, and other support 

personnel, it was clear that the district does have a district curriculum accommodation 

plan; however, it is does not provide the guidance that is specified in the statute. An 

examination of the 2003 Mid-Cycle Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) report indicted that 
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there was large disparity among the Hispanic-American and White subgroups. This 

disparity was consistent with the data that was examined relative to transience/mobility 

and the influence of federal court’s desegregation ruling. Based on the premise that 

instruction influences annual yearly performance, the discrepancies that exist between the 

proficiency indexes for the subgroups are reflective of the diversity existing within the 

classrooms.   

 

A comparison of the number of students assessed, as reported on the 2003 Mid–Cycle 

AYP Report, in Grade 10 between Holyoke High School a) and Dean Vocational-

Technical High School b) reveals that more students participated at the high school than 

the vocational-technical school. There were more Hispanic-American students who 

participated at the vocational-technical school than the high school, and there were more 

majority students who participated at the high school than at the vocational-technical 

school. This pattern of participation is similar for participation of subgroups in ELA and 

math. Refer to Figures 3-6. 

 

Figure 3: 
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Dean Vocational-Technical High School provides programs for students in grades 8-12. 

During 2002-2003, there were approximately 40 Grade 8 students participating in an 

alternative program under the jurisdiction of the McHugh Educational Center Alternative 

School. The ratio of Hispanic-American students to White students is approximately 1:1 

at Holyoke High School. The ratio of Hispanic-American students to White students at 

the vocational-technical school is approximately 7:1.  

 

The 2003 Mid-Cycle AYP Report revealed that 100% of the Hispanic-American students 

in Grade 10 at Dean Vocational-Technical participated in the ELA MCAS test, with 57% 

earning a Competency Determination (CD); compared to 95% at the Holyoke High 

School, with 81% earning a CD. The same report revealed that 94% of Hispanic-

American students in Grade 10 at Dean Vocational-Technical participated in math 

MCAS test, compared to 96% at the comprehensive high school. 

Figure 4: 
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Dean Vocational-Technical High School (B) witnessed substantial proportions of their 

students performing lower than students at Holyoke High School (A) on either the ELA 

or math the MCAS tests. The performance of the Hispanic-American students who attend 

Holyoke High School did not substantially affect the Combined Proficiency Index (CPI) 

in either ELA or math. Refer to Figure 4 and 5. Although neither Hispanic-American 

subgroup at either school met the performance target indicated on the 2003 Mid-Cycle 

AYP Report, the variance between the composite proficiency indexes was 8.2 in ELA 

and 8.0 in math. 

 

When examining the Proficiency Index (PI) for the subgroups of Hispanic-America and 

White students in both ELA and math, it becomes clearer that the diversity of students 

influences the productivity within the classroom, as measured through student 

performance.   

 

Figure 5: 
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Figure 6: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Performance Rating Grade 10 
Holyoke High School & Dean Voc Tech High School 

Mathematics

0 20 40 60 80 100

Aggregate

Latino

White

Su
b-

G
ro

up
s

Composite Proficiency Index

V.T.H.S.

H.S.

 

 

Similar to the secondary level, the same pattern of diversity and influence on instruction 

appears at the elementary level. The participation of Hispanic-American and non-

Hispanic-American students reflects the diversity that exists within the elementary 

classrooms. Refer to Figures 7-8. The Proficiency Index reflects the influence the 

diversity has on instruction among the elementary schools.  Refer to Figures 9-10. 
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Figure 7: 
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Figure 10: 
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The district’s professional development plan for 2003-2004 addresses the educational 

equity for diverse learners and supports the need for teachers to understand and 

implement a variety of methodologies to meet the needs of these students. Chapter 71, 

Section 38Q of the MGL requires that each school district “adopt and implement a 

professional development plan for all principals, teachers, other professional staff, 

paraprofessional and teacher assistant. However, the nature of the district’s plan is 

predicated on the voluntary participation on the part of the professional staff.  

 

Given the issues that are associated with the federal court decision on desegregation, the 

influence of transience/mobility on the classroom, the capacity to maintain consistency of 

curriculum and instruction within the environment of a diverse population with mobility, 
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there is a further influence on the provisioning of resources, both human and material.  

Although principals have stated that there are adequate materials and there is equitable 

distribution among grades, the practice of purchasing materials is inconsistent with the 

forecasting of a student enrollment that may change from month to month.   

 
Summary by Domains 

 
Leadership and Governance 
A key component in establishing a standards-based program within the Holyoke Public 

Schools was the development of an accountability and management system that supports 

the efforts of the principals to ensure that all students perform at high academic levels.  

The system currently in place is a process that expands the mission, values, and vision of 

the district into strategic goals that serve as the foundation for the district improvement 

plan. Through a collaborative effort with the Regional Educational Business Alliance 

(REBA), an accountability and management system has been established to track, 

specify, and monitor progress in reaching desired teaching and learning goals identified 

in the school improvement plans.   

 

The district leadership recognizes that effective accountability processes rely on more 

than one measure of student learning and more than just standardized measures. The 

district has adopted the DOE’s Performance Improvement Process (PIM), a twelve-step 

process that requires key stakeholders within the district to analyze data relative to each 

school to determine the priorities of student needs, set student performance goals, and 

student learning objectives. Once this analysis, self assessment, and reflection have been 

accomplished, a school improvement plan is written to reflect annual objectives that are 

aligned with the district goals and classroom plans, performance measures, and program 

benchmarks that are aligned with the strategies set for each goal. Part of the reason for 

adopting the PIMs process as an accountability tool was to require principals to develop 

the internal strategies aimed at building the capacity to achieve the district goals.  
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Although at different stages and levels of implementation in different buildings, it is 

hoped by the district that this process will drive consistency and build the capacity 

necessary to achieve the district goals and the objectives for each school. This attempt to 

build capacity has caused principals to work more collaboratively with each other and 

with other groups within the broader community. Essentially, it has brought the 

stakeholders from the various levels (elementary, middle, and the comprehensive and 

vocational-technical high school) to the table in a focused attempt to identify common 

objectives and expectations for teaching and learning that directly relate to the state’s 

expectations for learners and the district’s vision for itself. Further, this initiative has 

deepened the principals’ understanding of student assessment. Although at different 

stages of proficiency and the understanding for the uses of data collection and analysis, 

collectively, all principals are aware of the need to improve the proficiency of teachers in 

data collection, analyses, and use. Principals recognize that they need to work with 

teachers individually and collectively to clarify desired instructional outcomes and 

identify multiple strategies by which student progress towards learning objectives can be 

determined and measured. At all levels, district interviewees agreed that continued, 

focused professional development and on-going training are needed in order to result in 

curricula and instruction that are shaped and adjusted in response to data on student 

performance.   

 

Interviews and a review of the district’s individual school improvement plans indicated 

that the district is focusing on using data to define improvement initiatives; however, 

many of the plans contain a multitude of initiatives, all of which may be valid needs. In 

some case, however, there were not sufficient accountability measures to determine the 

progress and/or status of the implementation. For example, at Dean Vocational-Technical 

High School, the school’s vision and direction is presented in a comprehensive, extensive 

school improvement plan. The content of the plan covers a number of initiatives; 

however, it does not establish clear benchmarks for accountability.   
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The Holyoke Public Schools has submitted its No Child Left Behind (NCLB) consolidated 

planning grant. The district is presently working with the Massachusetts Department of 

Education to finalize the process. Although the teacher turnover in the district is not high, 

the director of human resources maintains the standards of hiring new staff as defined by 

NCLB for highly qualified teachers and properly trained paraprofessionals. Of the 731 

teachers currently employed by the district in January, 2004, 682 have their certification; 

49 teachers are not licensed at all. Based on information from the business office, there 

are 25 additional teachers who will retire by June 30, 2004. The director of human 

resources indicated that the district is currently implementing the personnel modular of 

the MUNIS accounting system to effectively track certification, professional growths 

plans, and forecasting future personnel needs. 

 

In order to satisfy the new requirements set forth by the Massachusetts DOE for English 

language fluency, the Holyoke Public Schools has put in place a support program to 

assist teachers to meet the new requirements. At the time of the Tier III on-site review, 

the district reports that there are approximately 24 bilingual teachers who have not 

reached the acceptable levels outlined by the Massachusetts DOE. Through the Language 

Institute Organization (LIO), a three-week summer program was designed for those 

teachers not at acceptable proficiency. The seminar was designed for the level of 

proficiency held by the district’s teachers at the time of enrollment. At the time of the 

Tier III on-site visit, follow-up in-service was being provided. This group of teachers will 

have their last opportunity to take the fluency examination, but they must meet the 

acceptable level of proficiency by June 30, 2004.   

 

Further, the district is finding it difficult to find and maintain qualified secondary level 

math and science teachers. The human resource department makes use of job fairs, 

college visits, on-line resources to persuade potential candidates with proper credentials 

to consider the district as a place to teach. Interviewees indicated that there are many 

inaccurate perceptions held by potential candidates. District leadership has placed an 
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emphasis on the human resources department to remove perception and replace it with 

the reality of why Holyoke may be a good community in which to teach. To entice 

potential applicants to teach in the Holyoke Public Schools, the district leadership 

emphasizes the city’s affordable housing, tuition reimbursement, local colleges, and the 

general culture of the community at-large. 

 

Under the definition of ‘highly qualified’ paraprofessional under NCLB, 36 support staff 

in the Holyoke Public Schools have a certificate resulting from a formalized training 

program or a degree. There are 164 paraprofessionals who do not meet the federal 

definition of ‘highly qualified.’ 

 

There are 55 administrators reported by the district as employed in various positions.  

Twenty-one of these administrators are not certified. The superintendent of schools and 

the director of human resources have stated it has become difficult to attract 

administrators to the district because of its geographic location and the level of 

responsibility necessary to provide leadership within a school that is under-performing.    

The superintendent has been successful in filling approximately two thirds of the 

principals’ positions in the elementary schools with new personnel. The district has a 

collaborative partnership with the University of Massachusetts-Amherst to provide 

teachers who are employed in the district with the coursework and internship for 

certification. There are approximately twenty professionals employed in the district who 

are in the program. Each principal serves as a mentor for a participant in the program. If a 

position is offered to any participant, there is an agreement to provide one year of service 

as an administrator for every year in the graduate-level program. The participants of the 

program interviewed indicated that a high degree of comfort has been established and are 

ready to enter the field of public school administration. 

 

The Holyoke School Committee and the superintendent of schools place a high value on 

clear communication, collaboration and community engagement. The current 
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reorganization plan is a significant example of the impact clear, consistent and two-way 

communication had on developing a plan that represents input from professional staff, 

parents, and community at large. An advisory task force was established by the school 

committee and superintendent of schools to seek input, examine all issues impacting the 

education of children in the City of Holyoke as it pertained to facilities, and arrive at a 

recommendation that addressed the targeted issues and report this recommendation to the 

school committee. The issues were comprehensive and complex to resolve. 

 

Condition of facilities was carefully investigated and examined. Although the enrollment 

projections of the district did not forecast the need for new construction, the extensive 

amount of refurbishing of a number of school facilities became a significant priority.  The 

New England School Development Council (NESDEC) conducted an initial facilities 

assessment in 1997 and an update to the original assessment in 2002. This report served 

as the technical source document for each school building. It also served as the source of 

information in determining the value added status of each of the schools. 

 

One part of the recommendation of the advisory task force was to close the magnet 

school as a middle school facility and relocate its students to appropriate schools within 

the district. The recommendation of the task force called for parental involvement in the 

school placement of their student. Several options were available: enrollment into Peck, 

Lynch, a newly organized K-8 school, or a combination of K-5 school and a middle 

school. 

 

The advisory task force recommendation emphasized the incorporation of small learning 

communities. The goal was to have small class sizes and small learning communities to 

support students and teachers in forming strong, trusting relationships, and the ability of 

teachers to respond to the diverse environment of classrooms throughout the district. The 

student population at Peck Middle School was targeted to be reduced. Through a phase-in 

timetable, the number of each incoming Grade 6 students would be capped at 
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approximately 220 students, with the total population of the school ultimately being 

within the magnitude of 600-650 compared to the pre-organization enrollment (2002-

2003) of 925 students. The plan called for Peck Middle School to retain its house plan 

concept but as a one-school concept, while continuing the fine arts program. 

 

Equally important within the reorganization plan was the cooperation and establishment 

of clear communication with the teachers’ association, as well as other labor unions 

within the district. The superintendent was able to come to a negotiated agreement that 

the association would bring to him any problems that would be surfacing among staff as 

the reorganization was evolving. An agreement was reached that decided when issues 

arose, the teachers’ association leadership would work with the superintendent to remedy 

the concern without proceeding to the grievance process.   

 

The advisory task force recommended that four elementary schools be converted to a K-8 

grade configuration. A variety of criteria were used to determine if each of the schools 

would be adequate to support a K-8 school model. The criteria included: building age, 

size and physical layout, enrollment capacity, classroom adaptability, location, 

accessibility to athletic field, neighborhood impact on enrollment, administration, staff 

and special education programs. 

 

The final recommendation was to convert the Kelly Elementary School to a K-8 grade 

configuration and to have it ready for occupancy in September 2003. The Donahue, 

Sullivan and White Elementary Schools would be phased in over a three-year period, 

starting with Grade 6, in September 2003, Grade 7, in September 2004, and Grade 8 in 

September of 2005. The appropriate renovations to accommodate the older children were 

to be completed with all selected schools prior to occupancy. Each of the four elementary 

schools was placed in priority order based on adequacy and ease of conversion to the new 

configuration. The priority order of schools was Kelly, Sullivan, Donahue, and White 

Elementary Schools. The advisory task force’s recommendation of the K-8 configuration 
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provided a family with fewer school and grade transitions, an option for continuous small 

learning communities, and a culture of personalization between teacher and students at all 

middle and elementary schools. The superintendent of schools viewed the option as a 

means to service the diverse student population by giving the parents options. Those 

parents who sought a K-8 sequence could have their option, as well as parents who 

sought a combination of K-5 and the traditional middle school (grades 6-8) were also 

accommodated. 

 

The school committee, superintendent of schools, and the District Leadership Conference 

(DLC) recognize that the curriculum scope and sequence for core programs such as ELA 

and math must be consistent within the various grades as well as among the different 

schools. The school district still maintained the policy of school choice within the city.  

The school committee unanimously approved the reorganization plan on March 17, 2003.  

The Holyoke Teachers’ Association also agreed to support the district’s reorganization 

process.  

 

Communication will continue to be a critical factor throughout the evolution of the 

reorganization. The school committee expressed this as well as representatives of school 

council members interviewed by members of the visiting team.   

 

Representatives of school councils indicated that communication must be continued as 

the reorganization evolves. They expressed a concern that the original clarity of 

understanding must be a value, which created the clear understanding of the plan and 

what it was able to provide and accomplished and must continue to be clear as the 

implementation process and facility preparations proceed within all four K-8 schools. 

 
Finding(s): 
• The Holyoke School Committee and the District Leadership Conference act as 

facilitators for federal and state policy by translating, interpreting, supporting the 

schools within the district. 
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• The district, as a whole, lacks the ability to interpret and use data to deal with second 

language acquisition, the alignment of curriculum and instruction to provide 

consistency both horizontally and vertically within the system, and to develop 

interventions targeted to improve low-performing student performance, especially 

with LEP students. 

 

• Shared responsibility is an evolving characteristic throughout the district among all 

professional staff and related labor unions and/or associations. However, it is too 

early to date (2004) to result in any significant improved student achievement.  

 

• In individual school improvement plans, there was some variance in the quality, 

specificity, and accountability measures that would be used to determine if principals 

were meeting improvement targets. 

 
Curriculum and Instruction 
An Early Childhood curriculum committee meets monthly. The ELA curriculum for 

PreKindergarten and Kindergarten has been revised and are now aligned with state 

standards. 

 

The district, once engaged in the DOE’s Performance Improvement Mapping (PIM) 

process in only schools that had been declared under-performing, has adopted the 

planning process for all of their schools. In addition, the district is engaged in a pilot 

program with the DOE in the Consolidated Planning Grant (CPG) process that requires 

specific focus on the achievement of student performance, an alignment of the efforts of 

teachers and administrators toward common improvement goals, and maximizing the use 

of available resources, both financial resources and human resources. The combination of 

the two processes, both focused on data-driven decision-making, has resulted in two 

positive initial steps. First, a review of the district’s documentation and interviews with 

central office and building-level administrators indicated that the district, once 
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fragmented in its efforts to improve the quality of teaching and learning, is now better 

focused on a plan to improve student achievement that is based on data analysis. Second, 

the very processes themselves, both of which have components of data collection, review 

and analyses that involves a team approach, have served to provide district stakeholders 

with the opportunity to engage in focused, meaningful dialogue that identifies issues that 

are specific to this particular district and its schools. This said, one major hindrance to the 

district’s ability to move forward in its initiative to improve the student performance for 

all populations is the district’s current dilemma surrounding the decision to satisfy the 

federal court or the mandates of the state regarding Sheltered English Immersion (SEI) 

law. It was reported at all levels that the district, at the time of the Tier III review, is 

trying to satisfy both the federal court and the state mandate. According to a number of 

interviewees, there is essentially no clear direction from central office regarding which 

direction to follow. This has caused inconsistency in the implementation of curriculum 

and instruction as supervisors have no clear direction to provide to staff, so teachers are 

told to do whatever they believe is best. Compounding the problem is the fact that the 

district never fully implemented the part of its desegregation plan that required ongoing 

professional development for regular, mainstream classroom teachers in understanding 

the issues connected with language acquisition. 

 

Further, in September 2003, the district provided screening for their bilingual population 

at the district level using the Bilingual Syntax Measure (BSM) and the MELA-0 at the 

Enrollment Center. Currently, that screening takes place at the building level and 

reportedly presents little problem in the administering of the MELA-0, because the 

district has historically had a number of teachers formally trained in its administration.  

However, according to interviewees, teachers formally trained in the administration of 

the BSM are not represented in every building. Complicating matters is the fact that the 

bilingual staff was cut this year (2003-2004) by 50%, from 160 staff to 80 staff. The 

district’s new model uses one teacher certified in the content area and one teacher 

certified in English as a Second Language (ESL) or Transitional Bilingual Education 

 29



(TBE). While many of those teachers reassigned as mainstream teachers strengthened the 

pool of teachers who have been formally trained to deal with students with language 

acquisition issues, this left a noticeable void in the number of staff in the bilingual 

department. The following table represents the TBE, ESL, or bilingual special education 

certified teachers (and excludes administrative staff) as of fiscal year 2004. 

 

TBE, ESL, or Bilingual Special Education Certified Teachers 

Description 2004 2003 

ELL support teachers K-12 65 0 

Sheltered English Immersion (SEI) 25 4 

Mainstream 19 2 

Special Education 11 14 

Title I 6 8 

Transitional Bilingual Education (TBE) 0 38 

Total  136 66 

 

At the time of the EQA’s Tier III fact-finding process, the district had no formal, current 

curriculum document for grades K-12 in ELA or math that was aligned to the state 

curriculum frameworks. According to district and building-level administrators, teachers 

are provided with copies of the state curriculum frameworks and are expected to develop 

lesson plans that are aligned with the state curriculum frameworks. However, at the time 

of the on-site Tier III fact-finding process, the district did not have a formal process to 

monitor the implementation of its ELA curriculum for current curriculum for grades 6-12 

or for math curriculum in grades 9-12. Given the district’s most recent 2003 Cycle II 

AYP Report that cites that in the aggregate the district did not meet its improvement 

targets for ELA or math. The lack of progress in student academic performance may be 

hindered by the fact that the district does not have a current, standards-based curriculum 

document for ELA and math for grades K-12.   
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Interviews and a review of documentation indicated that the district is implementing an 

Aligned Implementation Management (AIM) process to build a connection between the 

district improvement plan (DIP) and strategic goals with the individual school 

improvement plans. Interviewees at all levels indicated that the district is in the midst of 

arriving at a cultural change throughout the schools. A number of interviewees at the 

district and school levels indicated that because building leaders are at different levels of 

growth and proficiency with the process, school leaders need assistance to implement 

improvement strategies. The strategies in building capacity as reflected in the AIM 

process include: building a learning community, focusing on results, making professional 

development ongoing and continuous, building a coherent instructional program, making 

activities in the school data-driven, promoting student centered dialogue, and aligning 

professional development to curriculum. 

 

On the one hand, evidence that the culture of the district is changing is apparent through 

conversations and observations. Individual schools are no longer isolated, and principals 

and teachers reported that they feel more a part of the whole than isolated pieces. The 

recently negotiated agreements on “walkthroughs” allow principals and designated 

administrators to regularly monitor classrooms for the implementation of the district’s 

programs. On the other hand, teacher and support administrators, such as the academic 

coordinators, indicate that more work has to occur on the identification of clear goals for 

instructional development to guide ongoing work throughout the year.  

 

The professional development plan has a clear purpose related to improving practice, but 

professional development is not evaluated in terms of its impact on student learning. The 

district effectively uses education and university partners to develop a climate of ongoing 

dialogue and activity around instructional improvement. The collaborative partnership 

with University of Massachusetts-Amherst, Boston College, and the Language Institute 

are among the examples. Districts leaders and teachers have indicated that learning how 

to use appropriate assessment strategies is critical to improve the use of academic time in 
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the classroom. The level diversity and rates of mobility in classrooms require that 

teachers have an understanding of research-based methodologies, the skills to implement 

those methodologies in the classroom, and knowledge of children’s cultural assets and 

needs. At present, there is a heavy reliance on commercially purchased programs to 

provide these understandings.    

 

The examiners conducted an average of approximately 5 observations per school, 

including the McHugh Alternative School, the Early Childhood Center, and the Dean 

Vocational-Technical High School. Examiners focused on trends and patterns not the 

evaluation of individual teachers. In order to facilitate a consistency among all 

observations, examiners agreed to use a common benchmark based on the use of 

academic learning time of students and teachers. Examiners also took into account the 

contributory factors provided by the classroom environment. Climate was clearly a strong 

contributor at all levels. However, when examiners discussed the results of their 

observations, it was clear that at the elementary level the use of academic time was more 

effective and consistent from classroom to classroom. The middle level observations 

reflected the same consistency with some slight variance. Observations and interviews at 

both the high school and the vocational-technical high school revealed that academic 

instructional practices provide a variety of instructional methods and strategies.  

However, there was a wide variance of the use of academic time among classrooms.  

Generally, teachers displayed a good grasp of the students’ ability in classroom. The 

degree of differentiated methodology and student-teacher interaction was an inconsistent 

characteristic, especially at the middle school level and high school level, including the 

vocational-technical high school. Generally, the engagement between teachers and 

students was higher at the elementary level than at the secondary level.   

 

Discussions with members of the District Leadership Conference indicated that there 

must be a stronger connection between the strategic goals of the district and the effective 

use of academic time in the classroom in order to see improvement in student 
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performance. Although not identified by district leaders as a factor, in 2001-2002 school 

year, data provided by the district indicated that teachers averaged 10.3 days per year of 

absences discounting professional development days.  This represented a rate of 5.5% in 

absenteeism. In the 2002-2003 school year, teachers averaged 12.03 days per year of 

absences discounting professional development days. This represented a rate of 6.7% in 

absenteeism.   

 

The district reported that there are 49 teachers who are not licensed in the areas that they 

are teaching.  Further examination of this data provided by the district for those presently 

teaching their current assigned subject(s) or grade level(s), or providing a specialized 

service (i.e., special education, ESL), indicates the specific number of teachers by school 

who are on waivers. 

 School(s) On Waivers 20% Rule 
Holyoke High School and 
Dean Vocational-Tech. 
High School 

7 4 

McHugh Alternative 
Program 

2 3 

Metcalf Early Childhood 
Center 

0 1 

Lynch Middle School 2 0 
Peck 6 3 
Kelly Elementary School 2 1 
Donahue Elementary 
School 

1 2 

Lawrence Elementary 
School 

1 0 

McMahon Elementary 
School 

0 0 

Morgan Elementary School 0 2 
Sullivan Elementary School 0 0 
White Elementary School 1 0 
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Based on the information provided by the district, there are 27 teachers who are assigned 

to a classroom but are not licensed and do not hold waivers. There are 22 who hold 

waivers. 

 

An examination of the chronology of events that took place at Holyoke High School and 

Dean Vocational-Technical High School by the New England Association of Schools and 

Colleges (NEASC), the respective commissions recognized the need for each school to 

align curriculum. The following chronology reflects the concern of the two NEASC 

commissions. 

 

In response to the visit of NEASC (November 1998), it reveals that Dean Vocational-

Technical High School had issues dealing with the teaching and learning with the overall 

curriculum as it related to the electronic infrastructure. Integration strategies have been 

implemented over the past two years that include English integration and math 

integration It also reveals that the commission had a concern that the school adopt an 

assessment model designed to provide feedback and to improve the effectiveness of 

teaching and learning at the school. Two alternative assessment initiatives with 

integration aspects are under implementation: the senior project and portfolios. The 

vocational-technical school recently had a focused visiting committee in November 2003, 

but there was no evidence of a response to that NEASC Commission. As a result of the 

NEASC visit by the Commission of Public Secondary Schools in September 1996, the 

commission placed Holyoke High School on ‘Warning’ and identified a number of 

concerns that included curriculum, advanced-level courses, assessment of the needs of a 

diverse student population. A special report was required to be submitted by August 

1997; the response to that report indicted that the Commission sought more information 

regarding curriculum, student assessment data, types of instructional strategies used 

within courses and programs at the high school. In response to the special progress report, 

in October 1999, the Commission identified the progress made by the high school staff 

with the Massachusetts Common Core of Learning and Curriculum Frameworks. In 
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response to the two-year report, in March 1999, the commission commended the work of 

the faculty to align curriculum and assessment practices to the state curriculum 

frameworks. It further commended the district for the professional development 

opportunities provided on a variety of assessment strategies.  

 

 In response to the Five-Year Progress Report in August 2001, the Commission expressed 

that there was positive progress in increasing the use of a variety of instructional 

strategies, professional development to promote standards-based instruction, 

multiculturalism and bilingual education but requested a special progress report by April 

2003 which was to focus on, among things, the description of local assessment that the 

school plans to use to determine the level of achievement by all students in the school by 

each of the academic expectations. The commission responded to the special progress 

report in 2003; it was pleased to learn of the comprehensive progress used to review and 

revise the school’s mission and expectations for student learning, the use of data-driven 

school improvement plans.    

 

At the time of the Tier III on-site review, the district was implementing the Literacy 

Collaborative (LC), an initiative developed in collaboration with Leslie College, in 

grades K-5; Math Investigations in grades K-5 and the Connected Math Program (CMP) 

in grades 6-8. According to district and building-level administrators, all three programs 

have are aligned with the state curriculum frameworks. The district has designed a tool to 

monitor the implementation of the ELA program for grades K-5 and the math programs 

for grades K-8.   

 

The structure of ELL programs is not clearly defined. Legal requirements and policy 

implications are not stated. The federal provisions and the new bilingual state law are not 

present as a foundation in the description and structure of the program. 
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The placements of students based on language acquisition levels range from beginning, 

intermediate, and advance. These benchmarks are established by acceptable measurable 

tool to assess language acquisition i.e. bilingual syntax measurement (BSM), language 

assessment scales (LAS R/W), (Massachusetts English Language Acquisition (MELA-

O). Curriculum benchmarks and outcomes for ELLs are not clearly defined. Therefore 

there is not connection with the curriculum and instruction offered to regular education 

students. This creates disengagement and irregular expectations with what is being taught 

to monolingual English students and English Language Learners (ELLs). Little evidence 

was presented about district-wide mandatory professional development initiatives. 

 

Elementary school principals have little or no training in the areas of language 

acquisition, curriculum modification for ELLs, effective instructional practices for ELL, 

and assessment and evaluation of ELLs. The only specific training they (elementary 

principals) received a few years ago was around multicultural education. This is 

particularly important due to the fact that many of the new administrators did not have 

the opportunity to participate in those trainings. Furthermore, little evidence was 

presented about mandatory professional development for teacher in the areas named 

above. However the district is making efforts to bring consultants and ELL specialists to 

improve future professional development offerings. Event though this is a good start it 

hasn’t been establish if this professional development will be voluntary or mandatory for 

teachers and if it will be required for principals and other school personnel. 

 

Every school in the district has an Instructional Technology Specialist (ITS) on staff.  

These specialists work with cluster teachers to plan, align and integrate technology into 

all subject areas. Schools are outfitted with computer laboratories and libraries with 

computers.  Some schools use the Read 180 Intervention Program for Struggling Readers 

as a remedial reading program. At Dean Vocational-Technical High School, Read 180 

has been implemented as part of their instruction to improve reading.  
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The assistive technology facilitator receives student referrals, conducts an assistive 

technology screening, and makes recommendations based upon the individual needs of 

the student. After a team decision is made and the IEP or 504 Plan is fully developed, the 

assistive technology tool and service is put in place for the student. In addition, the 

assistive technology facilitator is responsible for training teachers and paraprofessionals, 

and students in the uses of assistive technology. An individual one-hour follow-up is 

required after completing professional development classes given by the assistive 

technology facilitator as a means to support and coach teachers and paraprofessionals. In 

fiscal years 2002 and 2003 the Holyoke Public Schools spent $206,903 and $73,031 on 

library expenditures, respectively. Eight certified librarians have been hired to replace 

paraprofessionals, previously staffing the libraries. 

 

Finding(s): 
• The district has identified the importance of teacher observation and evaluations as a 

means to effect change within classrooms. However, the district has not established 

the linkage between the current performance evaluation process for teachers and 

improved student performance.  

 

• The district lacks the capacity to create and sustain on-going professional 

development that is determined through a careful analysis of student achievement 

data and teacher evaluation data. 

 

• The district lacks a district-wide curriculum for grades 9-12 for math and grades 6-12 

for ELA that are aligned with the state curriculum frameworks. 

 
Assessment and Evaluation 
The annual district improvement (DIP) plan report to the Holyoke School Committee is 

organized to reflect the five major organization division established by the superintendent 

of schools. The divisions are curriculum and testing, business operations, general 

operations (i.e., human resources, facilities, and health and safety, etc.), education 
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technology, and student services.  Assessments and outcomes as discussed in the report 

are aligned to the strategic goals for the district.    

 

The report reveals literacy and math instruction PreKindergarten-12, including Dean 

Vocational-Technical High School and McHugh Alternative School continue to be 

system initiatives. The Literacy Collaborative of Lesley University is moving forward in 

K-5. A number of reading initiatives are in place in grades 6-12, especially Read 180 

Intervention Program for Struggling Readers, Soar to Success, Phonics Fluency, High 

Point, Content Reading, and LINKS. Math Investigations (K-5) and Connected Math 

Program (6-8) continue to move forward.   

 

The use of the Massachusetts DOE PIM process as an assessment tool has caused 

principals to focus on data. Although it appeared in some observations, setting common 

student performance standards to give teachers a clearer understanding of teaching 

targets, to be more consistent in evaluating student learning against academic standards 

was not addressed in the annual report. However, this concern surfaced in discussions 

with teachers during focus group interviews. The walk-through tools developed by the 

district to monitor the implementation of math and the Sheltered English Immersion 

programs is a beginning step to provide internal program assessment and improvement. 

However, there is no evidence of a systemic evaluative process to determine the 

effectiveness of programs and services. 

 

From the number of classroom observations, made by examiners, the setting of 

performance standards was present in some classroom but not all. There was evidence 

that some teachers were very capable of incorporating strategies of re-teaching of 

concepts to students who did not meet performance standards, and identify strength and 

weaknesses in instructional and programmatic practice. However, for those observed, 

these teachers were the exception not the rule.   
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The annual report does indicate that the federal desegregation ruling was revised to 

conform to mandates of the new state law governing bilingual education. Based on the 

information derived from interviews, they revealed adequate placement of ELLs is not 

consistent across the system. Enter and exit criteria are not clearly defined, especially 

when the students are at different levels in their second language acquisition process. 

 

School administrators appear to be relying primarily on the Parent Information Center 

(PIC) to determine adequate placement of ELL students. The placement within the school 

is not clearly articulated and often inconsistent. Along with this, school principals 

(elementary) appear to have limited knowledge of the different stages and benchmarks 

according to the BSM and MELA-O. This creates inconsistencies in placement and 

inappropriate placement of ELL students in the different schools. The current placement 

procedures appear to be difficult to follow, especially when only few people know how to 

assess ELL students accurately. However, the district is making efforts to correct this by 

providing training in the administration of these language assessment tools. 

 

To support a need expressed by members of the District Leadership Conference, the 

district has begun discussions with Boston College’s Data Analyses/ Strategic Planning 

Project (DASPP). This collaboration enables principals to receive the analysis of data in a 

form that allows their energy to focus working with curriculum specialists and teachers 

on the interpretation of results and implementation. The report format of the DASPP has 

a wealth of information on how students’ performances on specific MCAS test items in 

ELA and math, as well suggestions/recommendations to reinforce and/or re-teach in the 

classroom. Dean Vocational-Technical High School was selected as the first school to 

use the process.  
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Finding(s): 

• Although the district has implemented a number of procedures to establish equitable 

assessment for student performance and program effectiveness, this practice is not 

systemic throughout the district.   

 
Student Academic Support Services 
Early Intervention services begin when children reach the age of 2.5 years. The district’s 

outreach consists of information posted in the local newspaper, radio announcements, a 

connection with the faith-based community, work with the Department of Social Services 

(DSS), and local pediatricians. The district has focused on providing a seamless transition 

from the Head Start and Early Intervention programs into Kindergarten and uses a team 

approach that includes the team leader, an occupational therapist, a physical therapist, a 

speech therapist, and an academic tester. 

 

The district has submitted the necessary paperwork for the National Association for the 

Education of Young Children (NEAYC) of their kindergarten program and is waiting to 

be notified regarding the date of the site visit.  There was a process in place to formally 

track the progress of students at the elementary and early childhood levels that included 

attendance. 

 

Pre-Kindergarten and Kindergarten are conducting an internal evaluation that includes a 

school culture survey, and they will finish a self-study next spring (2004). There is an 

external evaluation connected with the University of Massachusetts-Amherst. 

Administrators of the Early Childhood Center (ECC) believe they are getting positive 

feedback from the surveys, but they have found that transportation is a concern for 

parents. They also said they lose some of their students for five weeks during the winter 

because their families relocate temporarily. 
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All children three or above who enter Holyoke at anytime of the year must register with 

the Parent Information Center (PIC). This process is advertised in local papers, on the 

radio, with faith-based communities, pediatricians, and the Department of Social Services 

(DSS). There is screening and an academic assessment for pre-school, and all students 

with any special needs are referred. Kindergarten assessments are done at the Education 

Information Center (EIC). Individualized Educational Plans (IEPs) are written, signed by 

parents and then the student is placed. After registration and screening the child is 

assessed and either passes, fails, or gets a re-screen (somewhat of a pass but has to be re-

screened within 6 weeks). The academic screener sends results to the school.  Some of 

the students simply need speech, and not special education. The principal gets the 

information and along with the school nurse, places the students in English dominant, 

Spanish dominant, or bi-lingual programs. Reassignments are done informally.  Of all the 

instructional sites observed, the Early Childhood Center was the school most closely 

aligned to the evolving process of data-driven school improvement plans.   

  

The district curriculum accommodation plan (DCAP) is broadly defined. Although 

schools are using the plan to identify available services within the district, it does not 

provide the guidance to teachers in implementing curriculum aligned to state frameworks 

through appropriate instructional practices. The PIM process used in the development of 

data-driven school improvement plans is not viewed as connected to the district 

curriculum accommodation plan. Generally, principals viewed the DCAP as a resource of 

services available in the district and further translates those services into opportunities 

available in their own individual schools. Schools within the district issue Individual 

Student Success Plans (ISSPs) to any students who have scored in the ‘Warning/Failing’ 

category on the MCAS test. Some teachers have received training in writing ISSPs.  

 

There is no formal evaluation process to determine the success of ISSPs on student 

achievement. An examination of the current DCAP does not reflect the impact that the 
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rate of transience/mobility has on the consistency of instruction and the consistency of 

the implementation of curriculum. 

 

Although not indicated in the DCAP, it is expected that general education teachers make 

accommodations for all learners in the classroom. It is also recognized that classrooms 

may have a wide range of diversity. Not withstanding children with special disabilities, 

the ELL program has approximately 34% of the total student body mainstreamed. This 

represents approximately 2,500 students within the district. Students designated as 

English as a Second Language (ESL) and limited English proficient (LEP) represent 22% 

of students, approximately 1,500 students. Coupled with high rates of mobility and low 

socio-economics, this places major challenges on the concept of providing differentiated 

instruction with this inclusive environment of the classroom. Teachers have been 

provided the opportunity to take a series of eight workshops presented by Dr. Virginia 

Rojas on academic services, which can be provided for ELL students in an inclusive 

setting. Teachers who are participating have been selected on the basis of their ability to 

implement what they have learned to establish an effective inclusive environment and 

their ability to serve as models for other teachers within their respective schools and the 

district at large. To monitor the accountability of all teachers dealing with ELL students, 

the district leadership has negotiated a walk through instrument with the teachers’ 

association. The Sheltered English Immersion walkthrough tool will be implemented as a 

pilot in 2004.  Its purpose is to collect data to inform the district where to target areas of 

professional development and to promote discussion among ELL staff. Connected with 

the intent of the SEI walk-through tool is the availability of time for teachers to engage in 

meaningful discussions in arriving at solutions. District leadership has identified time 

overall is a critical issue, including time to meet with teachers and each other. However, 

there was no evidence that district has built in in-service time for professional dialogue.  

The following charts illustrate the depth of the challenge that is influencing the 

consistency of instruction within classrooms.  
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Figure12: 
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Figure13:

ELL Program 
Percent of Total Population
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Administrators and teachers believe that class size is a concern in the district.  

Interviewees expressed the conviction that they need the smallest possible class size to 

narrow the teacher/student ratio, so that more nurturing and personal interaction can 

occur.  In addition to some large student to teacher ratios at some levels, the district deals 

with the overall issues of low socio-economics and a percentage of parents for whom 

English is not their native language across all levels. The Holyoke School Committee 

supported this value and reasons for smaller size. 

 

Communication between Spanish speaking families and individual schools is facilitated 

through parent liaisons. Support administrators within the district expressed the concern 
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that on-going contact is not established, due, at least in part to the size of the population 

Spanish speaking population. The standard procedure of the district is to translate 

documents to inform parent of schools activities, events and opportunities. Guidance 

services are, for the most part, provided by bilingual staff (seven out of the eight 

elementary schools have bilingual guidance counselors). As an entity unto itself, there is 

no evidence that the district has a comprehensive, system-wide process in place to deal 

with academic issues presented by the large number of transient students. 

 

Some district leaders indicated that the Consolidated District Grant Process (CDGP) 

revealed gaps that existed in resources allocated between regular education, special 

education, and ELL students. Special education students, for example, did have access to 

the services that were specified in their respective Individual Education Plans. However, 

access to the regular education curriculum was limited because of the time spent in other 

services. The district has introduced a new inclusion program in response to this issue.  In 

addition, work completed on the CDGP led the district to see that professional 

development money needed to be redirected.  It is needed to support staff training in the 

use of data to drive decision making in order to deal with the gaps in achievement within 

the student population. 

 
Finding(s): 

• The district lacks a comprehensive district curriculum accommodation plan that is 

integrated with the process used for developing school improvement plans and 

aligning them with the district’s strategic goals. 

 

• The district provides an initial outreach to parents of its ELL students; however, it 

does not have a manageable process or procedure in plan to facilitate on-going 

communication. 

 

 45



• The district leadership has been successful in implementing the initial phase of 

monitoring programs through its walkthrough concept; however, it places an 

additional challenge on the current level of capacity that the district has to sustain it.   

 

Business and Finance 
The FY2004 budget provided by the district is a clear, concise document, which includes 

a detailed narrative for each cost center identifying funding sources for salaries and 

expenses. Holyoke’s Chapter 70 aid was reduced in FY2004 by approximately $3 million 

dollars in addition to a reduction of the minimum local contribution. The reduction in the 

local minimum contribution was offset by an approximate additional appropriation of 

$900,000 in the mayor’s budget. This action taken by the mayor was the first time the 

City has taken the initiative to increase the minimum local contribution required 

according to not only municipal officials but also school personnel and the school 

committee. The reduction, coupled with increased health and unemployment insurance 

costs, as well as the funding of unit raises necessitated reductions in staff and services.  

Among the reductions were the elimination of the middle school language program, the 

elimination of freshmen sports, reduction of programs at Dean Vocational-Technical 

High School, as well as the elimination of ESL positions through the district. 

 

Having assumed his responsibilities in January 2002, the superintendent had time 

constraints impacting his contribution to the preparation of the FY2003 budget. Using a 

zero base budget approach, the superintendent provided the leadership in the FY2004 

budget preparation.  He analyzed the areas of expenditures that had occurred in FY2003.  

With input from the principals, the superintendent used district initiatives to build the 

FY2004 budget.  Cognizant also of available grant funds, the superintendent gave priority 

to such items as maintaining the current student/teacher ratio which at the elementary 

level is 25:1, implementing the Read 180 program at the middle school level and 

expanding its use into the upper grades, continuing the implementation of the Literacy 

Collaborative at the elementary level, continuing the implementation of Math 
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Investigations at the elementary level, and the Connected Math Program curriculum at 

the middle school level, supporting the school improvement plans for which the business 

manager provided assistance to the principals in allocating costs for implementation, and 

implementing the Sheltered English Immersion instruction legislation promulgated by the 

Commonwealth. Frustration was voiced not only by central office administrators but also 

by school committee members that the federally mandated ruling has made the delivery 

of services a challenge. 

 

Expenses in the FY2004 are minimal since books and instructional materials were pre-

purchased in FY2003 utilizing a cost allocation per student/per building method devised 

by the superintendent. Prior to the end of the fiscal year, the business manager analyzes 

payroll savings. The school committee is notified of the savings amount and what 

projects the superintendent sees as requiring attention (i.e., parking lot paving, computer 

needs, etc.). The amount remaining is divided by the number of students per building 

enrolled in March/April.  

 

The district has had the practice of purchasing textbooks, testing, and instructional 

materials based on a timetable that does not take into account the transience/mobility 

issue that exists within the district. Although the process is under the jurisdiction of a 

building principal, forecasting needs that are effected by transience/mobility is lacking. 

Principals do not have the flexibility to respond as quickly as the need arises. This creates 

a number of instructional problems in the classroom.   

 

All funding for professional development activities in FY2004 were included in grant 

funding; no local funds were appropriated. Principals interviewed in focus groups 

indicated books and instructional needs were more than adequate. However, teachers 

commented on the hardship that is created when provisioning texts and consumable 

materials to students after the purchasing has occurred.   
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The business manager is developing a procedures manual that is expected to be available 

for distribution to all principals and directors by the beginning of the next fiscal year 

(2005). Included in the manual will be such items as bidding procedures and budget 

transfer procedures. 

 

According to both municipal officials and central office administrators, indirect charges 

are well documented, fair, and consistent. Communication between municipal officials 

and central office administrators is open. Both sides stated how communications have 

improved dramatically. They acknowledge the presence of respect and they used the 

example of the additional appropriation of approximately $920,000 from the mayor’s 

budget as unprecedented. 

 

As chief procurement officer, the city purchasing agent adheres to the guidelines 

established by Chapter 30B and Chapter 149. Purchase requisitions are still entered by 

this office; however, the school department is working cooperatively with this department 

to reduce the workload. With both the school department and the municipal offices 

utilizing MUNIS financial accounting system, operations have been streamlined.  

Because of reporting requirements, the school department has a more complex MUNIS 

system. Systems have been put in place to facilitate the processing of expense and payroll 

warrants. 

 

According to municipal officials, the City of Holyoke is on sound financial ground.  

There is approximately $8.4 million in the stabilization fund and approximately $5.7 in 

free cash. Both municipal officials and central office administrators are concerned about 

the potential charter school and the negative financial impact it will have. 

 

According to information submitted to the DOE in the FY2003 End-of-Year Pupil and 

Financial Report, the district received $13,376,864 in federal, state, and private grants.  

According to central office personnel interviewed, grants management was virtually non-
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existent prior to the recent addition of a director of grants. Grants had been severely 

under spent; individuals wrote and submitted grants without notifying the business office.  

Ledger entries were not detailed and often confusing with many incorrect grant entries.  

Working with the business manager, the grants accountant and MUNIS system clerk 

developed a fiscal report that represents the status of all grants. Forms were developed by 

the grant department to create a better paper trail of accountability for all grant 

transactions throughout the life of the grants. Duties of clerks in the business office were 

realigned to improve the operation of the grants department in order to process the grant 

requisitions received from the individual schools in a timely fashion. The position of 

director of grants was established with the latter responsibilities.   

 

As a measure to eliminate the past practice of large remaining balances, reminder memos 

or e-mails are sent to grant contact persons to ensure spending patterns are adequate and 

grant balances are appropriate. The superintendent has sought funding from Avansa, a 

Hispanic-American support organization. The district, which was unsuccessful in its first 

attempt, is reapplying for the Reading First grant. Teachers are encouraged to submit 

only grants to support what is going on in the classroom. The business manager is 

providing assistance to the school committee’s finance sub-committee to form a 

community group similar to the Springfield volunteers and to file tax-exempt status that 

would make it eligible to receive additional funding. 

 

The district buildings have been maintained by an in-house maintenance department that 

includes craftsmen, an electrician, a groundskeeper, and a painter.  In a realignment of 

duties, the superintendent created an operations manager position to oversee the 

department.  In an attempt to standardize operations, the district is compiling a manual to 

be used by the custodial and maintenance staff. A work order module is planned for 

implementation by the beginning of FY2005, which will operate on the MUNIS system 

and track not only work orders but also time and cost for each task. 
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According to central office administrators, the buildings are adequately staffed.  

Custodians are assigned based on the square footage and number of classes contained in 

the building. Custodians meet with the operations manager monthly. 

 

In April 2002, the district received a Long-Range School Facilities and Capital 

Assessment plan, which it had contracted with the New England School Development 

Council (NESDEC). According to central office administrator, costs included in the 

report will be used to develop a long-range capital plan for budget purposes.  Earlier 

reports prepared in 1997 and 1998 were not implemented; however, the condition of 

school roofs precipitated the need for action. The DOE School Building Assistance 

(SBA) bureau has approved, at 90% reimbursement, projects at Holyoke High School, 

Dean Vocational-Technical School, and the McHugh Alternative School. The roof 

replacement at Peck Middle School has also been approved and bids are being solicited 

for work to be completed this year. Bonding has been approved for the roof project to be 

completed, as well authorizations for bonding for other renovations and upgrades to the 

high school facility. 

 

The City and the school department have implemented GASBE 34. An outside vendor 

was contracted by the City to complete the inventory. The FY2004 budget reflects an 

increase in utilities. In an effort to reduce expenditures, representatives from the school 

department and municipal offices are seeking alternatives. Working with the utility 

company, investigations are being made into converting Peck Middle School, which is 

heated by electricity, and Holyoke High School, which is heated by gas, to the steam line.  

Application will be made to the SBA for reimbursement. As noted by the municipal 

officials interviewed during an interview, the City will need to bond any projects and 

bear the cost, since it is estimated that reimbursement will not be realized for at least ten 

years.  
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Finding(s): 

• The district has taken some major strides in establishing some generally accepted 

accounting procedures within the business office of the school system.   

 

• The manual with documented procedures is well in progress and is expected to be 

fully implemented within the district and municipal counterparts beginning in 

September 2005.   

 

• The school committee budget is challenged by the same issues of transience/mobility 

affecting the district. 
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