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Say Yes to Education, through its consultant Schoolhouse Partners, will be providing two reports to the Board of Education at its retreat 
on October 3, 2015. The reports are entitled: 1) Pathway to Postsecondary Education and Career; and 2) Strategic Budget Analysis. 
These reports, which are attached as links to this memorandum, will be critical to the work Guilford County Schools, Say Yes and our 
community will be doing over the next several years as we strive to have all of our students improve their postsecondary eligibility and 
persistence. This memorandum provides information about Say Yes, the reports, why I believe their reports are vital and next steps. 

  
BACKGROUND 

  
On September 17, 2015, Say Yes to Education publicly announced that it had selected Guilford County as its next community. That 
wonderful announcement means that Guilford County and Guilford County Schools join a select group of communities and school 
districts that seek to help their students be successful on their educational journey from pre -kindergarten through post-secondary 
opportunities.  

  
Say Yes’ powerful strategy can be traced back nearly three decades to George Weiss’ original commitment to appr oximately 112 
public school students in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Beginning as early as kindergarten, and continuing through 12th grade and 
beyond, the services now offered by Say Yes community partners to every eligible student (and their families) may include 
tutoring, after-school programming, summer camps, school-based medical care and counseling, advice on college admissions 
and financial aid, and free legal assistance. 

  
Say Yes also helps communities develop a pathway of milestones to post-secondary readiness — and to create systems for 
analyzing data to ensure that students remain on track to graduate. Those who fall behind can receive support services from a  
range of local partners, with the goal of eliminating predictable barriers to achievement.  

  
All of these efforts are intended to ensure that every eligible student in a Say Yes community can take full advantage of the  local 
partnership’s tuition promise. Eligible high school graduates in Say Yes communities are eligible to receive last dollar tuition 
scholarships, which along with other need based aid and scholarships, will cover the full cost of tuition to any in -state public 
college or university, regardless of family income. Those scholarships are paid by funds raised locally through contrib utions from 
corporations, foundations and individuals. Graduates who have their tuition fully funded through other financial aid are elig ible for 
additional scholarship funds that can be used to cover some other college expenses.  

  
  
In addition, Say Yes Scholars whose annual family income is at or below a certain threshold (typically $75,000) — and who gain 
admission to 1 of the 100 private colleges and universities in the Say Yes Higher Education Compact — are typically eligible to 
receive scholarships covering the full cost of tuition. Those admitted to a Compact institution (including the eight colleges and 
universities of the Ivy League, as well as Duke, Davidson, Stanford, Notre Dame and several local colleges and universities) 
whose family income exceeds the required amount annually qualify for an annual scholarship of up to $5,000 from Say Yes.  

  
  

Even before Say Yes formally selected Guilford County as its next community, Say Yes and Guilford County Schools engaged in 
a process of determining how we might collaborate to improve postsecondary access and persistence among GCS students. As 
part of that process, Say Yes engaged a consultant, Schoolhouse Partners, to examine student progress along a series of steps  
referred to as the Pathway for Postsecondary Education and Career (Pathway). Using data from that examination, Schoolhouse 
Partners, through its Pathway Report, makes findings and offers recommendations on several focus areas that they believe are 
most likely to improve postsecondary success for GCS’ students. The report also provides steps that GCS and Say Yes may take 
to make progress in those areas. In addition to the Pathway Report, Say Yes and GCS agreed to have Schoolhouse Partners 
analyze the financial resources GCS has deployed to support kindergarten to twelfth grade activities. In its Strategic Budget 
Analysis (Budget Analysis Report), Schoolhouse Partners outlines its analysis and identifies areas which GCS can consider for  
potential reallocation of existing resources to support activit ies centered on those focus areas.  

  
  

OVERVIEW OF PATHWAY REPORT 
  



  
The Pathway Report primarily reviews results from the 2013-14 school year. Not surprisingly, the Pathway Report confirms that 
we are doing well in certain areas, including graduation rates, college preparatory scheduling and providing access to college-
level courses. The report also confirms, not surprisingly, that we have significant room for improvement in other areas, incl uding 
the performance by certain subgroups of students on various external assessments.  

  
  

  
The report notes that “GCS’ efforts to support students to finish high school have generated very encouraging results. At 88. 5%, 
the 2014 4-year graduation rate was higher than the state average and was the highest among the 5 largest districts in North 
Carolina. Nearly 9 in 10 students who begin 9

th
 grade in GCS can expect to graduate in 4 years.” The expectation continues to 

be true, as 89.3% of the Class of 2015 graduated within four years of starting the ninth grade. This result is the best ever in GCS 
history and keeps GCS above the five largest districts in the state and the state as a whole.  

  
  
The report notes that “GCS has done a commendable job of getting many students into a schedule that prepares them to 
complete Algebra 1 and 2 by the end of 11

th
 grade, apply to a UNC campus, and graduate in four years. The widespread use of a 

college preparatory schedule, even for groups of students who are not demonstrating high levels of success on various 
assessment instruments, along with the efforts to get students back on track after slipping off schedule, is evidence of the 
district’s commitment to college access for all students. In the same vein, the District has done an excellent job of making AP, IB 
and college courses available to students. For example, almost half of the class of 2014 took an AP exam, compared to 
approximately 31% of students in North Carolina. This is one of several data points showing evidence of the District’s deep 
commitment to equity and post-secondary success, as well as the remarkable alignment of that commitment with decisions that 
impact students.” That commitment has certainly continued, with over 50% of the Class of 2015 taking a college -level course and 
37% of that class passing at least one AP or IB exam or college-level course.  

  
  

The report also signals areas for substantial improvement. It notes that “[o]verall, external tests have proven to be challenging for 
GCS students. Students who receive free or reduced-price lunch and students of color, especially boys, fare worse than white 
students. This trend extends from elementary grade subject area tests (3

rd
 grade reading, 5

th
 grade reading and math) to high 

school aptitude and achievement tests such as the SAT, ACT, and AP tests. In kindergarten, this gap between white students 
and students of color, and between students who receive free or reduced-price lunch (FRL) and those who do not, is smaller than 
it is in grades 3 and 5, and much smaller than it is in high school. By 11

th
 grade, these gaps are so wide that white students are 7 

times more likely than African-American students to reach the ACT benchmark, and non-FRL students are 10 times more likely to 
do so than FRL students.” While there have been some improvements on certain external assessments for 2014 -15, including 
the ACT and SAT, and most of our schools made or exceeded expected growth on End of Grade/End of Course (EOG/EOC) 
tests, the EOG proficiency rates for the 2014-15 school year are, unfortunately, largely unchanged. Moreover, the widening gaps 
on different assessments highlighted by Schoolhouse Partners need immediate attention, analysis and action by the school 
system and the broader community. 

  
  

  
Schoolhouse Partners noted: 

  
  

The students’ struggles on these assessments point to areas of need in the instructional core 
  

 Course content and pedagogy need to more effectively address specific student needs to prepare 
those students for the assessments that affect access to post-secondary opportunities 

  
  

 Making progress against these needs will require re-allocation of existing resources in new ways, 
after additional analysis and planning 

  
  

 K-8 instruction should be lifted up as an investment priority 
  

Schoolhouse Partners also noted in the Pathway Report: 
  

The Pathway data present opportunities for the District and Say Yes to Education to work together to increase post-
secondary preparation 

  
Together, they should establish three Task Forces, each dedicated to one of the following high priority 
areas: 

  

 Parent and Family Engagement 
  



This team should cultivate and measure post-secondary aspirations (6th grade) and students (9
th
 grade) and 

increase timely applications for college admission and financial aid (through the FAFSA) (the Free 
Application for Federal Student Aid) 

  

 Pre-K to Grade 5 
  

This team should focus on improving the instructional core, with an emphasis on literacy. The goal should be 
to increase performance on external assessments in grades 3 and 5 

  

 AP and ACT 
  

This team should develop strategies to improve student performance on these exams, with a focus on the 
needs of students of color, students living in poverty, and students who scored below grade level on earlier 
external assessments 

  
OVERVIEW OF BUDGET ANALYSIS REPORT 

  
The Schoolhouse Partners’ Budget Analysis Report reviews the district’s budget and expenses for the last several years. Not 
surprisingly, the report confirms that Guilford County Schools “runs lean” and that the “District spends nearly all of its annual revenues 
on program activities. From 2011 to the budgeted expenses for 2015, program expenses did not fall below 95.9% of total district 
spending.” Schoolhouse Partners defines program expenses as expenses generated by: teaching and providing other direct service to 
students; training or supervising teachers; general curriculum; and operating and managing school campuses (for example, school 
custodians). Schoolhouse Partners notes that “there is broad consensus that leadership has done, and is doing, what it can to get 
resources into the classroom, but also that many supports have been cut in the past few years, and that the District suffers from those 
cuts.” 

  
Within that extremely tight budget context, Schoolhouse Partners offers suggestions on how to reallocate up to around 4% or $24.6 
million of our operating budget to help us address more effectively the focus areas noted in the Pathways Report. The suggestions 
cover a number of areas, including: 

  

 reducing low-enrollment high and middle school courses 
 reducing low-enrollment elementary school classrooms 
 accelerating the move to cash-free school transactions 
 reducing the size of the Technology Services team 
 decentralizing the curriculum and instruction support 
 outsourcing roofing and painting 
 focusing the Character Development department on staff support rather than monitoring and 

compliance 
 reducing headcount in the Purchasing Department 
 reducing overpayments and collecting those that are outstanding 
 integrating the Data Manager responsibilities with school leadership positions 

  
Almost 85% of the suggestions focus on recommended changes to resources currently in our schools. In particular, over 60% of the 
proposed areas to reallocate are related to reducing low enrollment in middle and high school courses and reducing low enrollment 
elementary school classrooms. 

  
WHY I AGREED TO HAVE THESE REPORTS PREPARED 

  

  
Say Yes made the budget analysis of Guilford County Schools and an agreement to do the Pathways Report prerequisites to 
Guilford County being named a Say Yes community. While those requirements may have deterred some organizations, I decided 
to embrace those requirements for the following reasons.  

  
  

First, while our district has enjoyed many instances of remarkable student success, we also have instances where we are not 
making substantial improvement. For example, with the advent of Common Core State Standards and Essential Standards and 
the related new End of Grade and End of Course assessments, our overall grade level proficiency results for the last three ye ars 
have stagnated around 53%. Some subgroups have proficiency results well below that level. Certainly, we could argue correctly 
that we are performing in a range similar to the state and other districts with similar demographics. We could argue that the  
assessments are extremely rigorous. Indeed, they have been found to be among the most rigorous in the country. For an 
organization that is as good as we are, however, I have chosen to acknowledge that those results are simply too low and must be 
improved. Just as when we had the most low-performing schools in the state after the 2008-09 school year, we chose to openly 



acknowledge that fact and worked feverishly with our students, parents and community members to change that outcome. You 
know that we did so, as we ultimately had no low performing schools by the end of 2010-11 school year. Therefore, I believe that 
the Pathways Report can and should be used as a reflective tool and as a call to action. While the report recognizes some 
successes, it outlines, in stark fashion, our shortcomings. Let’s embrace those shortcomings, as they will give the comm unity and 
us the direction needed to make positive decisions for children. 

  
  

Second, we are in an economic environment where we have to do more with limited financial resources. As a result, the school 
district has been left with many challenges such as ballooning class sizes, shortages of textbooks and instructional supplies, 
more educators leaving their jobs, decreases in central office support services, leaky roofs and aging HVAC systems. In total , 
over the last six years, GCS has requested over $78.9 million in additional funds from the county to cover district operations. 
During that time, we have received approximately $8.2 million ($14.8 million, if compounded). As a result, the district has 
struggled to offset increases in various areas, including student enrollment in charter schools, health insurance and retirement 
costs, utilities, insurance and the addition of hundreds of thousands of square feet of classroom and school space. Unfortuna tely, 
I don’t see the economic environment changing drastica lly in the foreseeable future. To be clear, I did not agree to this analysis 
to find ways to simply reduce funding to GCS. Rather, I believed that it would be a fruitful exercise to have a third party, with no 
bias related to our budgets and expenditures, analyze them and offer suggestions on where we might be able to reallocate our 
existing resources to better serve our students.  

  
  

Third, I believed that having a third party analyze our budget would likely confirm what many of us, internally and externa lly, have 
already been saying for years, i.e., that we run a lean organization where almost all of our resources are directly related to 
educational program activities and that additional resources are needed to support the educational opportunities our st udents so 
richly deserve. It is my hope that receiving that confirmation will spur our funders to dramatically increase our funding in the 
coming years.  

  
  

  
NEXT STEPS 

  
  

  
Having a third party publicly highlight our academic achievement shortcomings can be stressful. As noted above, we shouldn’t 
allow it to be that way, particularly since we have embraced transparency as a normal way of operating. Rather, we should 
embrace these shortcomings as opportunities for all of us (community included) to dramat ically improve outcomes for students. 
Indeed, part of the reason so many of us have been so excited about Say Yes Guilford is it provides us a vehicle to deeply examine 
and address the academic and non-academic factors that impact student achievement. This process will draw upon the resources of 
the entire community in new and creative ways to help our students succeed.  

  
In addition, having a third party scrutinize our budget decisions can be difficult, particularly when they make recommendatio ns to 
eliminate or reduce positions with valued employees in them so that the resources can be used to support needed academic 
improvements. Indeed, it is particularly trying when we have adhered to the general philosophy that we are going to keep our 
employees employed because we value them and their contributions to the success of the organization. We have reached a 
point; however, when we need to take a hard look at ourselves and the way that we function. Simply, I do not believe that we can 
continue to go forward in the same, exact manner and expect to get better results, especially when our funding bodies may not 
be likely to provide significant increases to us in the foreseeable future.  

  
  

Having now received the reports, I think it is incumbent on all of us to review them carefully. As we review them, we need to  
determine whether the recommendations make sense for us to adopt. I believe some of them will. In fact, we have already 
implemented a few of them, including moving to decentralize the curriculum and instruction support. Frankly, I believe some may 
prove more challenging to accept. In all instances, however, we will spend the time to talk about all of the recommendations,  
develop work teams as appropriate to delve into the recommendations and develop a process for accepting, modifying or 
rejecting the recommendations. Your individual and collective input will be valuable to this process. More information will b e 
forthcoming on our next steps.  

  
  

In the meantime, I want to thank you all for your commitment to our children and willingness to work together to ensure that progress 
and success becomes a reality for all students in Guilford County Schools. 

  
  
C:          Say Yes Guilford Planning and Operating Committees 
Mary Anne Schmitt-Carey and Eugene Chasin, Say Yes to Education 

Mark Strickland and Dan Barcan, Schoolhouse Partners 
  

 Attachments: 
Pathway to Postsecondary Education and Career 

1. Strategic Budget Analysis 
 

  

http://www.gcsnc.com/files/_IeJ1x_/3a2364a0c262b5073745a49013852ec4/9.27.15_Pathway_Analysis.pdf
http://www.gcsnc.com/files/_IeJ3b_/fdfcc5c664db9d783745a49013852ec4/Value_Chain_GCS_09_28_15.pdf


 


