VIL.E.

Connecticut State Board of Education
Hartford

To Be Proposed:
March 5, 2025

Resolved, That, pursuant to Section 10-223h of the Connecticut General Statutes, the State
Board of Education approves the continued participation of Wilby High School, Waterbury, in
the Commissioner’s Network for an additional and final year commencing July 1, 2025, and
directs the Commissioner to take the necessary action, including, but not limited to, expending
such funds as may be necessary to execute and implement the foregoing.

Approved by a vote of , this fifth day of March, Two Thousand Twenty-Five.

Signed:

Charlene M. Russell-Tucker, Secretary
State Board of Education



Connecticut State Board of Education

Hartford
To: State Board of Education
From: Charlene M. Russell-Tucker, Commissioner of Education
Date: March 5, 2025
Subject: Approval of Commissioner’s Network Extension for Wilby High School,
Waterbury
Executive Summary
Introduction

Public Act 12-116, now codified as Section (§) 10-223h of the Connecticut General Statutes
(C.G.S.), established the Commissioner’s Network to provide new resources, increased
flexibilities, and greater accountability to improve student achievement in some of the state’s
lowest performing schools. The Commissioner’s Network is a commitment between local
stakeholders and the Connecticut State Department of Education (CSDE) to improve student
achievement in up to 25 schools. There are 18 schools presently participating in the
Commissioner’s Network.

The purpose of the Commissioner’s Network is to turn around chronically low-performing
schools and improve outcomes for students who attend these schools. Commissioner’s Network
Turnaround Plans must include intensive and transformative strategies that are necessary to turn
around schools that, to date, have been unsuccessful in their improvement efforts. These plans
must reach beyond surface reforms to achieve dramatic and transformative outcomes, address
past turnaround efforts, and provide an explanation as to how the proposed interventions will
succeed where previous efforts have failed.

Schools are accepted into the Commissioner’s Network for a minimum of three years,
although C.G.S.§ 10-223h(h) provides that the State Board of Education (SBE) may allow
schools to continue in the Commissioner’s Network for up to two additional years if
necessary. For the reasons set forth below, Wilby High School (WHS) is recommended to
remain in the Commissioner’s Network for an additional and final year.

Background

WHS currently serves 1,178 students in grades nine through twelve. Eighty-six percent of
students are eligible for free or reduced-price meals. Twenty-six percent of the students are
identified as needing special education services, and 17 percent are English
learners/Multilingual learners (ELs/MLs). Approximately 61 percent of the students are
Hispanic/Latino, 29 percent are Black, and 5 percent are White.



On April 13, 2020, the CSDE received an Expression of Interest Form from the Waterbury
Public Schools (WPS), volunteering WHS for participation in the Commissioner’s Network.
On June 5, 2020, the Commissioner of Education initially selected WHS for possible
participation in the Commissioner’s Network based on the following factors: (a) the
district’s expression of interest; and (b) the academic and developmental needs of the
school’s students and the capacity of the district to address those needs. The school was
approved for one year of planning to develop a turnaround plan.

Following the initial selection, WHS and the Waterbury Teachers Association appointed
members to serve on the school’s Turnaround Committee, and the CSDE conducted an
Operations and Instructional Audit on October 7 and 8, 2020. The audit revealed primarily
teacher-led lessons with low levels of rigor, differentiation, and student engagement.
Concerns arose about the lack of common schoolwide understanding of what rigorous
instruction looks like. Response to behavior was more reactive than proactive and data was
not used systematically to inform instruction and schoolwide improvement planning. In
addition, the learning environment was not welcoming or stimulating.

During the 2020-21 planning year, the school’s Turnaround Committee developed a
turnaround plan for WHS in accordance with C.G.S. Section (§) 10-223h(d). The WHS
Turnaround Plan builds on the work done during the Commissioner’s Network planning
year to strengthen instructional leadership structures and practices. This initiative assists in
retaining teachers at WHS and improving instructional practices to deliver standards-based
and differentiated instruction.

In terms of academics, the Turnaround Plan focuses on increasing academic rigor, student
engagement, and differentiation to significantly enhance student performance. Investments
aimed at improving the culture and climate of WHS include increased family and
community engagement, partnerships, and wraparound services, alongside efforts to enhance
the school environment, especially to address the high chronic absenteeism rate. Lastly,
WHS adjusted the school schedule to create more opportunities for academic support and
enrichment.

On May 5, 2021, after their plan was approved by the SBE, WHS officially entered the
Commissioner’s Network. As noted, schools are accepted into the Commissioner’s Network
for a period of three years, and pursuant to C.G.S. 10-223h(h), the SBE may allow such
schools to continue in the Commissioner’s Network for two additional years if necessary.

Since joining the Commissioner’s Network, WHS has been provided with varied supports by the
CSDE. These supports include bi-weekly walkthrough visits by CSDE consultants

with school and district leadership, the provision of professional learning sessions multiple times
per year through a Netstat Learning Series, and executive leadership coaching. Additionally,
technical support and planning meetings are provided around budget development and
implementation, including necessary revisions. Finally, a mid-year audit is conducted each year
to provide progress updates and recommendations tied to the approved turnaround plan.



Under the Commissioner’s Network Grant, WPS has shared the costs of three teachers for the
grade 9 small learning community and two attendance counselors. The school and/or district
have aligned funding and expenditures closely with school goals and student needs.

October 5, 2023, SBE members Erin Benham, Elwood Exley, Jr., and Donald Harris joined the
CSDE Turnaround Office on a site visit to WHS to observe the school’s progress and engage
in discussions around next steps.

Improvements

e The Next Generation Accountability Index score for 2023-24 increased by 2.4
percentage points, from 47.8 in 2022-23 to 50.2 in 2023-24.

e The Next Generation Accountability Report for 2023-24 demonstrates an increase of
2.1 percentage points in WHS’s performance index in science, from 35.3 percent in
2022-23 to 37.4 percent in 2023-24.

e The Next Generation Accountability Report for 2023-24 highlights a sustained
increase in College-and-Career Readiness Course-Taking. The percentage increased
from 87.7 percent in 2021-22 to 95.1 percent in 2022-23, and further to 96.2 percent
in 2023-24. This improvement reflects the school’s commitment to preparing
students for post-secondary success by increasing access to rigorous coursework.

e The Next Generation Accountability Report shows a positive three-year trend in
chronic absenteeism. WHS’ chronic absenteeism rate decreased by 28.5 percentage
points from 68.8 percent in 2021-22 to 40.3 percent in 2022-23, and further improved
to 39.2 percent in 2023-24.

e The percentage of students meeting or exceeding the “Health Fitness Zone Standard” in
all four areas of the CT Physical Fitness Assessment has increased by 26.9 percentage
points, from 14.2 percent in 2022-23 to 41.1 percent in 2023-24.

e The 6-year Graduation - High Needs rate increased 4.2 percentage points, from 79.3
percent in 2019-20 to 83.5 percent in 2020-21, the most recently released data set.

e The Next Generation Accountability Report for 2023-24 demonstrates an increase of 9.5
percentage points in WHS’ Postsecondary Entrance rate, from 28.9 in 2022-23 to 38.4 in
2023-24.

e WHS has enhanced differentiated professional development by creating tiered
professional development opportunities tailored to teachers’ years of experience and
specific performance needs, ensuring relevance and effectiveness for all staff.

e WHS has strengthened the integration of SAT and English language arts skills into
daily instruction by expanding resources and targeted strategies, including teacher
training focused on assessment-aligned practices to support improved outcomes on
key performance indicators.

e The school has built on existing efforts, such as the Learner Engagement and
Attendance Program (LEAP) and the hiring of a parent liaison to develop diverse,
culturally responsive programs that better connect with all families.

e The school has implemented strategies to improve student engagement and
instructional effectiveness within the 90-minute block periods, leading to smoother
transitions and more effective use of instructional time.



Continued Areas of Focus

e Improving chronic absenteeism by leveraging wraparound services and conducting
outreach to families on the importance of regular student attendance.

e Hiring new staff and supporting non-certified staff in achieving credentials needed to
teach in the classroom, ensuring a highly qualified staff.

e Strengthening academic rigor by designing high-quality instructional tasks and
providing professional learning focused on instructional planning, coaching, and
data-driven decision-making.

e Monitoring the implementation of professional learning and job-embedded coaching
through weekly classroom walkthroughs to ensure alignment and effectiveness.

¢ Reducing suspension rates by implementing proactive strategies, including
restorative practices and targeted interventions in response to the upward trend at
WHS. The rate increased from 30.4 percent in 2022-23 to 32.8 percent in 2023-24.

¢ Limiting schoolwide interruptions to instructional time by reducing announcements
and managing student cell phone use during class.

e Connecting the Family Liaison to statewide networking opportunities to enhance
community and family engagement initiatives.

Next Steps

During the 2025-26 school year, WHS will continue strategies that have shown steady
improvement over the past four years, abandon those that have not, and target areas requiring
further growth and development. The CSDE Turnaround Office will provide intensive
monitoring and support as WHS enters Year 5 of the Commissioner’s Network. The Year 5 plan
will prioritize the following:

e Recruiting and retaining highly qualified staff by ensuring certified staff are present in
every classroom and providing professional learning opportunities such as
instructional coaching cycles, teacher-to-teacher learning walks, and ongoing training
for Department Heads to strengthen their roles as instructional coaches.

e Building a culture of collaboration and professional growth through full-staff
professional learning on Tier 1 student-centered instruction, new staff orientation on
instructional frameworks, and identifying teacher leaders to serve as mentors and
support new staff.

e Strengthening the capacity of Professional Learning Communities (PLC) to use
Instructional Data Team (IDT) structures to collaboratively plan lessons with a focus
on differentiation, increasing rigor, and engaging students.

e Developing a 9th-grade student success model by leveraging CT RISE facilitation to
enhance progress monitoring, fostering a sense of belonging in smaller learning
communities, and providing college and career readiness experiences.

e Utilizing the CT RISE Data Dashboard system to monitor academic progress,
attendance, and discipline in real-time and proactively intervene to support student
success.

e Enhancing career and technical education and elective course offerings by revising
course descriptions, expanding programs like Advanced Technology of Math and
Science (ATOMS), Robotics, and the Electric Car team, and supporting instructional
improvement through targeted professional development.



e Creating extended learning opportunities after school by hiring staff to provide
enrichment and credit recovery interventions and revising criteria to ensure equitable
access to these programs.

¢ Increasing student attendance and engagement by employing Attendance Counselors
to provide outreach and connect families with resources while developing multi-
tiered behavior supports through the Multi-Tiered System of Supports framework
and restorative practices training.

Recommendation
The CSDE recommends that the SBE approve an additional and final year commencing July 1,
2025.

Prepared by:
Jennifer Webb, Bureau Chief, Turnaround Office

Reviewed by:
Dr. Melissa Jenkins, Chief Turnaround Officer

Approved by:
Charles E. Hewes, Ed.D.
Deputy Commissioner of Academics & Innovation
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