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Executive Summary 
Education reform efforts typically are stymied by flat budgets and institutional resistance. Reformers 

struggle with how to reduce student-teacher ratios, present more diverse and relevant curricula, and add 

learning time—all without requiring more funding and asking for more hours from teachers. In this zero-

sum situation, the answer may lie in reinventing the entire K-12 experience—creating a new format, not 

just making changes to the existing one.  

Generation Schools Network™ has done precisely that. The GSN Model is more than a theory. It has been 

substantially implemented in two urban turnaround schools—in Brooklyn, NY at Brooklyn Generation 

School (grades 9-12) and in Denver, CO at West Generation Academy (grades 6-12). Cost-effective 

extended learning time has been achieved and positive results are significant and documented. 

The GSN Model has been largely tested within the bounds of existing resources while increasing learning 

opportunities through reduced class size, integrated curriculum, additional learning time, and a significant 

focus on college and career preparation. 

For teachers, there is no increase in the number of hours worked; however, those hours are used differently 

and will arguably be more fulfilling. Teachers are still accountable for every student they are assigned, but 

receive much more support through professional development, coaching, student achievement monitoring, 

and daily collaborative planning time.  All of these efforts are focused on ensuring that teachers can deliver 

their best instruction every day maximizing the GSN Model benefits. 

This paper describes the cost-effective GSN Model along with the most significant lessons learned as GSN 

has worked with stakeholders in both cities to put this bold plan into place to benefit students, families, 

teachers, and districts. 
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Background  
Education reformers have long recognized the 

value of extended learning time and expanded 

opportunities for students – especially for those 

struggling to achieve academic and personal 

success. Historically, reform efforts have focused 

on garnering additional learning time through 

afterschool and summer programs. As the “more 

and better learning time” (MBLT) movement 

evolved, attention shifted to increasing class time 

by extending the school day and year. However, 

the challenge was, and continues to be, creating 

programs that do not require additional 

operating revenue.   

Experience with the U.S. Department of Education’s School Improvement Grants (SIG) program illustrates 

this challenge. SIG funding has supported a variety of promising programs. Unfortunately, many were not 

sustainable when the three years of funding expired. A study conducted by the Center on Reinventing 

Public Education found that: 

“According to their SIG proposals, schools planned to use nearly 90 cents of every SIG dollar for additional 

administrators and teachers to provide student behavioral support, electives, and lower class sizes; extra 

staff time for the extended day; and teacher time for professional development.... No school appeared to 

have a strategy for paying for the extra staff, extended days, and other expenditures once the SIG funds run 

out in three years.... Most principals were simply punting the sustainability issue to a later date.”i 

In order for school reforms to be meaningful, it is essential that new programs are sustainable or 

can be modified to fit within existing funding. In other words, current funding must be utilized to 

drive long-term change.  

Public schools and public school systems are complex with many interrelated and interdependent 

components. Each element must stand on its own and complement the others to create an optimal 

educational experience for students. It should come as no surprise then that addressing one program 

element at a school or within a school system will inevitably impact others.  

Unfortunately, many reform efforts simplistically address one or several components without regard for 

the impact on the whole. For example, a reform that addresses only class size will require more teachers or 

fewer students. Financial realties make both of those consequences untenable.    
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The traditional model of public schools is built on long-held assumptions and practices related to allocating 

time, organizing classes, distributing administrative duties, delivering instruction, and measuring 

achievement. The model was developed for an economy in which roughly half of students could find work 

that supported their families even if they did not complete high school, let alone obtain postsecondary 

education. 

That economy no longer exists, but the old education model remains largely unchanged. The existing 

public education system is not “broken,” it is doing what it was designed to do—prepare roughly half of all 

students for higher education. As Harvard Innovation Education Fellow Tony Wagner states bluntly, 

“Schools haven’t changed; the world has.”ii   

This paper explores the strategies that the Generation Schools Network™ (GSN) is putting in place to 

reinvent K-12 education. It is a cost-effective approach that accounts for all components of the education 

experience as it substantially extends learning time and expands opportunities. 
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The Generation Schools Network Model 
The GSN Model significantly reinvents the K-12 education 

experience for students and teachers, delivering 30 percent 

more learning time through a longer school year and longer 

school day. The traditional daily and year-long schedule is 

significantly redesigned. In fact, all major elements of the 

education experience are broken down and then reconstructed 

in a way that not only devotes more time to Humanities and 

STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics) 

subjects, but offers an education experience that encompasses 

in-depth and sustained college and career guidance efforts, 

wrap-around health and wellness services, and teacher 

professional development. The total annual working time  

for teachers is the same as in a traditional school setting. 

Further, outside of transition and start-up expenses, it is 

possible for the program as designed to run at no additional 

cost to districts.  

To accomplish this, the Model assigns new roles to teachers and administrators and implements new 

programs and practices—all with the goal of more effectively serving every student and supporting every 

teacher. This cost-effective alternative delivers more learning time, used in more targeted ways, to improve 

achievement (especially among those students who have long been underserved) and increase every 

teacher’s opportunity for personal development, professional collaboration, and, hopefully, job satisfaction 

and longevity.  This is critical in a system where nationally the students that struggle most are served by the 

least experienced teachers.iii 

Origins of the Model and early successes 
The GSN Model had its origins in 1990 when founder Furman Brown began teaching in South Central  

Los Angeles in the first-ever corps of Teach for America. He received only a few weeks of training before 

entering the classroom and, although he was talented and motivated, he struggled to reach all of the 

students in his multilingual classroom. He was frustrated by the limited opportunity to develop 

professionally and learn and collaborate with other teachers. In time, Brown observed the inevitable high 

levels of teacher dissatisfaction, the resulting turnover, and many other consequences of a system that 

failed to provide students with the education and resources necessary for success. The experience 

motivated him to spend more than a decade developing and testing education reform strategies in a  

variety of settings.  
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 Brown came to see the existing system as a Rubik’s Cube© in  which every action would affect the system 

in multiple and sometimes unanticipated ways. He realized that meaningful education reform required 

taking all the pieces apart and putting them back together in a way that created greater value for both 

students and teachers within existing budgets and the scope of teacher contracts. Over time, he developed a 

conceptual framework for public schools that casts off outmoded, often counterproductive practices and 

refined the strategies and practices that now define the GSN Model.  

Jonathan Spear joined Brown to launch GSN in 2004 to put the Model on the ground. In collaboration with 

the New York City Department of Education, the United Federation of Teachers (UFT), and other 

stakeholders, they launched Brooklyn Generation School in 2007 as part of the turnaround effort at the 

South Shore Educational Complex. Within the first few years, as they implemented critical elements of the 

Model, they observed significant gains in attendance, credits accumulated, and pass rates on the New York 

State Regents exams. These achievements attracted nationwide attention.iv  Remarkably, even though 80 

percent of the students entering the program in the 9th grade were behind or significantly behind, after four 

years roughly 80 percent graduated high school and were accepted into college.  

Subsequently, Generation Schools chose to pilot the program in Colorado due to the state’s bold 

steps around education innovation and the fact that schools in Colorado had a per-pupil operating 

rate similar to the majority of states in the country. Brown partnered with Wendy Loloff Piersee to 

build a Colorado-based team, and in the fall of 2012, West Generation Academy opened, serving 

students in grades 6, 8, and 9 as part of Denver Public Schools’ turnaround effort at the West High 

School campus. After just one year, data showed significant student academic growth and 

achievement, with students advancing an average of two grade levels in math. Additionally, the 

school’s 9th graders were recognized as “high growth” in reading and writing on the Transitional 

Colorado Assessment Program (TCAP). By the end of the first school year, the number of students 

who were five or more grade levels behind in math and reading was reduced by half, from 80 percent 

to 40 percent. See more detail on school implementation in Appendix I.  

Primary elements of creating cost-effective extended learning time 
The GSN Model incorporates several critical strategies that make the design cost-effective and sustainable. 

While some of these concepts have been applied in other settings, the Model is unique in the way these 

strategies complement each other, delivering significant results without additional funding. Detailed 

information on cost containment is available in Appendix II. 

1. Staggered Teacher Time  

In conventional schools, school days and years for teachers and students run contiguously. Although some 

traditional schools stagger teacher time within the course of a day to allow for an extended school day, the 

GSN Model takes this strategy further by staggering teacher schedules across the school year.   
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The Model divides teachers into grade-level teams for what are called Foundation Courses and Studio 

Courses with one additional team of teachers responsible for College and Career Intensives Courses taught 

at all levels. These three components are described more fully later in this paper. 

Throughout the extended school year, the team of teachers responsible for College and Career Intensives 

instruction rotates from grade to grade, working with each grade twice a year for one month at a time. 

During the month their students are on the Intensives rotation, the Foundation and Studio Course teachers 

from that grade level do not have any primary responsibility for students. Instead, they spend one week in 

professional development and curriculum preparation before taking a three week vacation. After the month 

is up, they rejoin their classrooms as the College and Career Intensives team rotates to the next grade level.  

In the course of the year, the College and Career Intensives staff members also have two months during 

which they are not working with students—during the first month of the year, when teachers are 

establishing routines and rituals with students, and during the month of high-stakes testing. Similarly, they 

use those two months for professional development, planning, and vacation.  All of the students, 

meanwhile, have been in school nonstop, benefitting from a 200-day school year. 
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2. Revised Staff Roles  

In the conventional school model, most instructors teach up to five classes in a day within a single 

discipline, supported by a staff of nonteaching professionals with a range of responsibilities outside of the 

classroom. Too often, in this setting, teachers compete for student time—for example, a special education 

teacher or language acquisition specialist may pull students out of other classes to provide these types of 

mandated services.   

The GSN Model reflects the fact that most teachers are well rounded professionals with a variety of skills 

and interests. The Model also recognizes that teachers have a great capacity to meet the needs of the whole 

child. Therefore, all teachers have dual roles. Their secondary, 

non-classroom roles are meaningful and purposeful and often 

involve teaching within a different context or drawing upon 

their other qualifications. The skills they bring (athletics, 

music, technology, art, debate, etc.) are essential and relevant 

to the success of the whole student. Assigning both traditional 

and non-classroom roles to each teaching professional reduces 

the need for nonteaching faculty members and allows for more 

interaction with students without increasing the staff size.   

The majority of Generation Schools instructors are hired 

as Foundation Course teachers assigned to grade-level 

teacher teams. They teach year-long core Humanities and 

STEM course sequences that provide fundamental 

content, skills, and concept instruction at each grade 

level. Priority is given to hiring Foundation Course teachers with dual certifications in Special 

Education (SPED) and English Language Learner support (ELL) so that every Foundation grade-

level team has teachers with this special training. Foundation Courses are typically clustered in the 
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morning, allowing for reduced instructional ratios. Each Foundation Course teacher has a 

secondary role to teach a Studio Course.  

Studio Course teachers provide a range of classes that meet students’ differentiated needs. These may be 

year-long elective courses (such as physical education or foreign language), special short-cycle courses 

designed to address a niche issue (such as a deficit in literacy skills among a specific group of students), or 

concurrent-enrollment college courses. Those hired as Studio Course teachers also have a secondary 

assignment related to administrative tasks traditionally performed by nonteaching personnel. 

For example, a Studio Course teacher with a SPED certification may teach Studio classes in that area and also 

manage the school’s Individualized Education Plans (IEPs) and SPED compliance. An ELL instructor may teach 

three Studio classes in the afternoon and support the ELL students in a morning Foundation class. His or her 

administrative duties might include student recruitment, event planning, or technology support. As a result, the 

Model requires fewer nonteaching professional staff members and allows for hiring more teachers. 
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The primary responsibility of College and Career Intensives instructors is to lead month-long courses to 

prepare students for life after high school—whether related to postsecondary education or the workforce. 

These teachers also fill the role of traditional college/career guidance counselors. Additionally, they plan 

and run the annual “Smart Start” orientation week for students and may support teachers and 

administrators during testing. 

In a typical day, a Foundation Course teacher will teach two sections related to his or her Humanities or 

STEM subject and one Studio Course. A Studio Course teacher will teach up to four Studio classes in the 

afternoon and also fulfill an administrative assignment in the morning. College and Career Intensives 

Course teachers focus on their classes the entire day.  

Daily, students take two extended-length Foundation Courses, an Advocacy class and up to four Studio 

Courses.  (Described in greater detail below, the Advocacy program includes informal group meetings that 

address life issues and challenges).  Twice in the course of the year, for one month at a time, each student 

participates in full day College and Career Intensives. These often include excursions outside the building 

that provide the critical links between academics and preparation for postsecondary education and the 

workforce.  

3. Integrated Curricula  

In the conventional school model, students 

must complete a minimum amount of 

classroom “seat time” distributed across 

disciplines. Thirty-six states have 

recognized that these types of requirements 

do not guarantee academic outcomes and 

have given districts and schools the 

autonomy to grant students credit based on 

academic proficiency instead of the amount 

of time spent in a classroom.v  

The GSN Model takes advantage of this in 

its Foundation Courses, offering an 

extended single Humanities subject area 

that combines English and Language Arts 

with History and Social Studies. For 

example, it is advantageous to link American History with American Literature. Teachers may choose to 

collaborate to do the same with STEM courses, linking Science and Math while incorporating technology 

and engineering principles. Generation Schools teachers use their daily collaborative planning time to work 

together to create cohesive cross-curricular units and deliver a deeper, more comprehensive learning 
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experience for their students, enabling them to reinforce standards from multiple academic perspectives. 

This type of subject matter integration offers a more relevant and holistic learning environment that 

encourages students to develop analytical and critical thinking skills. The use of integrated curricula has 

been shown to improve student achievement more than compartmentalized subject training.vi Additionally, 

integration aligns with the strategy of the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness of College and 

Careers (PARCC) assessment currently being adopted by a majority of the states.vii 

4. Designating Time for Teacher Collaboration and Professional Development 

In conventional school settings, teachers often have little time for collaborative planning during 

the day, often leading to fragmented instruction for students. There are few professional 

development days during the year and, when days are offered, schools and districts typically 

must pay for substitute teachers or pay teachers for additional time. Many extended learning 

time grants are used specifically for this purpose. 

Within the GSN Model, teachers, along with the entire school staff, begin the year with a two week Summer 

Institute that includes professional development, team building, and collaborative planning, preparing 

teachers for the launch of the school year. Summer Institute teaches and reinforces the school’s unique 

strategies, expectations, and techniques.  Sessions are often taught by experienced teachers most familiar 

with the Model and the students. During this time, administrators and teachers also work together to 

address and incorporate into practice any new district mandates.  

Teacher professional development continues throughout the school year. As described above, Foundation 

and Studio teachers have two month-long breaks from the classroom during each school year while their 

students are in College and Career Intensives Courses. Three weeks are designated as vacation time and 

one week is devoted to targeted professional development and collaborative planning. Additionally, 

teachers have up to two hours set aside each day for well-structured collaborative planning using 

established protocols to achieve defined outcomes.  

Each week, teachers review data, evaluate student work, adjust teaching strategies, expand blended 

learning practices, and prepare for their Advocacy sessions.  Additionally, teachers participate in one or 

more Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) with weekly sessions. Rather than requiring teachers to 

pursue continuing education on their own time, the PLC program schedules time for shared learning 

experiences and ensures the team is on track based on teacher observation and student achievement data.  

College and Career Intensive Course teachers have similar opportunities throughout the school year to 

participate in professional development opportunities and engage in collaborative planning. 
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5. Redesigned College and Career Guidance 

Students in too many traditional schools receive very little meaningful college and career guidance. As 

noted, it can disrupt class time and often comes too late, when students may be disengaged and deadlines 

for considering, exploring, and applying for postsecondary opportunities are imminent. In this typical high 

school setting, the ratio of guidance counselors to students can be as high as 350:1.  

The GSN Model prepares students for success in the 21st century through uniquely designed College and 

Career Intensive Courses. Twice a year, for one month at a time, students at each grade level participate in 

these classes, receiving college and career guidance while also exploring opportunities in high-growth 

career fields in their community. Students visit work sites, colleges, training centers, and laboratories 

whenever possible. They undertake project-based learning tied to both core academics and their chosen 

career field of study. During Intensives, students map out career pathways, interact with professionals, and 

practice the types of skills needed in high-paying jobs such as budgeting, negotiating, planning, presenting, 

researching, collaborating, and problem solving. This is especially critical for students from low-income 

families who are grasping the concept of preparing for a “career” versus a “job.” 

Examples of some of College and Career Intensive Courses offered include: 

• Fueling the Future: Careers in Traditional and Renewable Energy 

• Building Champions: Careers in Sports Management 

• iRobot: IT Careers for the Future 

• Home Sweet Home: Construction Careers 

• Planes, Trains, and Automobiles: Careers in Transportation and Hospitality 

• Money, Money, Money: Careers in Finance 

The College and Career Intensives program is rooted in the community. Since local industry support is 

critical, the GSN Model encourages the formation of community engagement teams that include local 

industry professionals. These community members provide invaluable guidance to the College and Career 

Intensives teachers as they develop their curricula and to students at every grade level who need this real 

world information about essential skills. 

6. Support for Health and Wellness 

Whenever students are not in College and Career Intensive Courses, they meet daily for 30-45 minutes in 

small groups of 8-12 students led by a faculty Advocate. Every Foundation and Studio teacher leads an 

Advocacy, made up of students from his or her grade level. At these sessions, the teacher-Advocate helps 

students “check in,” set goals, and learn critical life skills. When necessary, he or she provides community 

referrals and generally serves as the first line of defense for eliminating external barriers to a student’s 

academic success. The Advocate also is the school’s primary point of contact student’s families—inviting 

them to school events, keeping them informed of the student’s progress, and being involved in any needed 
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problem-solving. This helps ensure that a student’s presence and progress, or lack thereof, is recognized 

every day and steps are taken immediately to keep students on track. 

Benefits and Tradeoffs  
All education reform models have their benefits and tradeoffs; the GSN Model is no exception. The 

fundamental structural shifts embodied in the Model create room for more classroom learning time, 

enhanced personalized student support, and a dramatically higher level of pertinent college and career 

guidance. From the teachers’ perspective, the model provides an environment in which they can learn from 

one another, align teaching strategies, and work together to address challenges they may be facing in 

helping students achieve.   

The value of making better use of facilities and teacher skills and resources can be measured in the tens of 

thousands of dollars. Even more significant is the value of creating new opportunities for hundreds of 

young students who would otherwise be left behind under the old education paradigm. This benefit can be 

measured over time in terms of reduced social supports and subsidies as well as increased earning 

potential. Of course, the Model entails tradeoffs. It is important to be explicit about them even if they are 

worth making.  
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Tradeoffs to Consider 

1. Teachers must adapt to new systems. The practice of “swarming,” i.e., scheduling the majority 

of teachers for simultaneous Foundation Course sections, allows for the relatively small class sizes and 

strong focus on core subjects that are so critical to student success. However, the Model is only successful if 

the teams of teachers collaborate effectively to group and regroup students (for short-term subject matter 

support), plan lessons, integrate curricula, employ blended learning, adjust instruction in response to real 

time student performance data, and adopt a new model for SPED and ELL support.    

In contrast to teaching methods in many traditional school 

settings, Generation Schools instructors should not deliver 

the type of one-size-fits-all instruction required in 

classrooms with 30 or more students. Along with having just 

18 to 22 students in core courses comes the responsibility of 

knowing whether individual students are engaged and 

making daily academic gains. Teachers must adapt as 

conditions change and continually apply data to ensure that 

every student is moving forward.  

The multiple roles for teachers discussed here and throughout this paper are thoughtfully designed to 

empower the faculty to focus on every student and the whole student. For that reason, districts and 

administrators must think differently about recruitment, selection, induction, and ongoing professional 

development. They should strive to hire teachers who relish these new opportunities, are truly reflective 

and eager to learn, and who can thrive in this demanding, collaborative environment.  

It should be noted that today’s teacher education programs do not directly prepare teachers for the types of 

opportunities they will have at a Generation School nor for the multiple, complementary roles they will 

assume in that setting making the engagement of the external nonprofit organization critical to success.  

2. There are fewer nonteaching personnel. Since financial and staff resources are concentrated on 

the classrooms and teachers, the GSN Model has fewer resources dedicated to nonteaching personnel. 

Much of this work is strategically distributed among teachers in the form of secondary responsibilities. This 

could mean, for example, that Special Education instructors may also manage a reasonable caseload of 

Individualized Education Plans. Studio Course teachers, whose mornings are devoted to collaborative 

preparation and administrative duties, may spend an hour each day planning school events, reaching out to 

parents, supporting testing, or tracking progress of ELL students. Notably, since the Model includes a team 

of teachers focused on college and career programming and guidance, there is no need for separate full-

time college counselors. Overall, a sense of team and a commitment to support the success of every student 

and teacher is essential for all school personnel. 

Photo Placeholder 
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3. Inter-grade flexibility for course-taking may be more difficult. In a conventional high school 

setting, students have more flexibility to take classes with students in different grades since all grades are 

meeting on the same annual schedule. For example, a student with sufficient credits to be in the 11th grade 

may still need to complete a 9th grade core course, while another 11th-grader may be ready for a class that is 

usually offered to 12th-graders. It is more difficult to accommodate this with the GSN Model, since different 

grades shift into the College and Career Intensive Courses at different times throughout the year.   

However, the Model offers other ways for students in this position to receive the instruction they need. 

While all students in a grade may have the same Foundation Courses, they can be scheduled for very 

different Studio Course sequences that offer more targeted or advanced instruction. Students also are given 

the opportunity to access college courses and other community-based education offerings. It is imperative 

that students understand the consequences of falling behind. Both students and teachers must share 

responsibility for the student staying on track.     

4. Administrative coordination of the entire faculty is challenging. Throughout the year 

teacher teams cycle in and out of teaching, professional development, and vacation periods. At any given 

time, there are teams returning from vacation, renewed and reenergized, while others are finishing up their 

teaching and secondary responsibilities before taking the professional time for training and collaboration 

and the personal time to recharge. For most of the year, school administrators will not have the benefit of 

having all of the teachers together. Therefore, they must rely on a relatively complex communication 

process to reach and stay in contact with the entire teaching staff throughout the year.  

Lessons Learned in Implementation 
The GSN Model is designed to work in K-12 classrooms in a 

variety of urban settings. State and local regulations, district 

policies, employment contracts, and a suboptimal volume of 

students in the program may prevent the Model from being 

adopted in its entirety in any given location at any given time.  

However, the vast majority of its provisions have been 

incorporated into GSN’s programs in Brooklyn and Denver, 

in the context of two secondary school turnaround initiatives. 

GSN’s experience in these cities clearly demonstrates that 

outstanding results are possible if the school founders, 

leaders, and administrators think outside the box and adapt 

elements of the Model to fit specific local needs and 

circumstances. Of the many lessons learned by GSN in these implementations, the following are the most 

significant:  
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1. Teacher and Administration Buy-In is Critical.  

Although the focus of the GSN Model is on student success, a strong case can be made that the shift from a 

traditional education system to the GSN Model impacts teachers more than any other stakeholder. 

Additionally, local labor agreements, state and district policies, and even school culture can affect the 

program’s viability and scope of implementation. In both New York and Colorado, implementation of the 

GSN Model required the use of innovative, flexible solutions in scheduling teachers and rethinking job 

responsibilities. In both cases, compromises and solutions helped ensure that essential components of the 

Model were implemented. The programs benefitted from the input and cooperation of local teacher 

organizations, school and district leaders, and community partners.  

2. The Model Must be Adapted to Local Funding Models.  

School districts allocate staff and financial resources to individual schools in a variety of ways. Some are 

very transparent, using explicit formulas tied to fixed budgets for salaries and other items. Other districts 

allocate teacher lines instead of dollars for salaries; this obscures differences in education, experience, 

tenure, and other factors that affect salaries. Some districts distribute funds in lump sums while others 

allocate resources in silos with limited flexibility to shift funds across functional areas.   

GSN has developed budgeting tools that can be adjusted to accommodate local funding and budgeting 

practices. In the course of implementing the program in the two locations, GSN explored options with 

district and school officials in order to implement as much of the Model as possible within the parameters 

set by local funding guidelines and formulas. Typically, the more transparent the budget and the more 

flexible the use of the funds, the higher the degree of model fidelity will be.  

3. It May be Challenging to Reach Enrollment Targets.  

At its core, school funding is a function of enrollment. The GSN Model can most often be achieved in a 

cost-effective way at an enrollment of 300-400 students, depending on per-pupil allocations and personnel 

costs within a district.  

Since the Model allocates teachers to teams, including the College and Career Intensives team that works 

across grades, and given that teachers are assigned primary and secondary roles, the GSN Model may be 

more sensitive to under-enrollment and inconsistencies in enrollment than traditional schools.  

Both Brooklyn Generation School and West Generation Academy are turnaround projects housed in 

buildings where students previously struggled and where enrollment was low.  In Brooklyn, it took 

several years to build the community’s confidence. The school has grown steadily over its seven years 

but has yet not yet reached targeted enrollment levels. Additionally, subsequent to implementation, 

districts in both locations adjusted enrollment targets to achieve equitable enrollment across schools 

sharing facilities, without taking into account the impact on Model implementation. These new 
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targets differed from those in the initial plans that the districts approved and have made it more 

challenging to achieve full implementation.     

Thus, it has been critical to devote time and resources to promote the school and recruit students to reach 

enrollment targets and realize the full benefit of the Model. Until those targets are achieved, schools should 

thoughtfully determine how to implement as much of the Model as possible without getting boxed into 

traditional practices. The ideal scenario is for districts to invest in the Model during the start-up years and 

until the school reaches full enrollment, and encompassing the complete range of grades designated in the 

initial plan.  This allows for administrators, teachers and students alike to practice the Model and reap its 

benefits even as the school grows. 

4. Conventional Assessment Tools Can Lack Relevance. 

Both GSN schools have delivered impressive results in terms of student achievement as measured by 

interim and skillware assessments at West Generation Academy and graduation and college acceptance 

rates at Brooklyn Generation School. However, large districts tend to use relatively static measures of 

accountability. Some of these “checked-box” types of metrics are not relevant in the context of the GSN 

Model. For example, districts often require full-time college/career guidance counselors to prepare 

students for college and career success. Such a metric obviously does not recognize the arguably higher 

level of support Generation Schools students receive in this area with the College and Career Intensives 

Course instruction. 

Districts tend to evaluate teachers based on a cohort of students assigned to that teacher over the course of 

a year. However, one important feature of the GSN Model is the flexibility to group and regroup students 

among Foundation Course teachers as appropriate in order to drive individual achievement. There are 

many ways to evaluate teachers within the GSN Model, but an individual student’s achievement may not be 

indicative of any one single teacher’s performance in this environment but rather team performance.  

GSN encourages districts to consider multiple metrics allowing for a more balanced report card that 

contains some static factors that apply to all schools and also some dynamic factors that can be used to 

better evaluate the unique elements of schools and the impact on students. 

5. Districts Should Blend Funding Streams.  

The GSN Model delivers longer school days and longer school years, which often replace the need for 

afterschool activities and summer school programs that are tacked on to traditional school schedules. 

Unfortunately, districts may have different funding streams or even different departments that support 

those afterschool and summer programs.  
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The GSN Model pulls much of this extended learning time and opportunity into the school day and year 

itself. If these afterschool and summer school pools of funds cannot be tapped, a GSN Model school will be 

at a funding disadvantage. 

6. Practitioners Should be Wary of the “Rubber Band Effect.”   

The GSN Model requires teachers and administrators to embrace fundamental changes from customary 

activities and policies. This can be a difficult leap, especially in situations where piecemeal, incremental 

adjustments have been the norm. However, these types of responses undermine the Model’s ability to 

deliver on its promise of improving achievement in a cost-effective manner. 

This phenomenon has been evident at both Brooklyn Generation School and West Generation Academy. In 

spite of side agreements approved by all parties in New York and an approved Innovation Plan in Colorado, 

systems and practitioners tend to revert to what is usual and to what is known, understood, and supported 

by the larger system. It is critical that an outside partner such as GSN is in place to help maintain the 

constructive tension between the conventional ways and the Model. Such an outside partner can coach 

leaders and teachers on how to transition to the new practices and adhere to them.  

An entity such as GSN also can assist in building bridges with multiple stakeholders. There is a real danger 

that influential outsiders, policymakers, parents, and even college entrance professionals will expect the 

school to operate and appear like any other school with traditional curricula and structures. People not 

intimately involved in working within the Model undoubtedly can get sidetracked by the differences, press 

for a reversion to the norm, and not appreciate the fact that the new school must remain fundamentally 

different to achieve its goals of supporting student achievement and teacher effectiveness.  

7. Turnaround Settings and Co-Locations Present Specific Challenges.  

The “rubber band effect” is most pronounced in early years. Schools targeted for transformation to the GSN 

Model typically have high rates of absenteeism, more than their share of serious disciplinary issues, and 

majority of students with significant academic deficiencies. The natural and understandable reaction is to 

designate full-time staff to address attendance, behavior and remediation issues. However, shifting staff 

resources in this way can quickly lead away from Model implementation. The Model’s success hinges on 

putting maximum teaching resources into the classroom. Each time a teaching staff position is re-

designated for nonteaching duties, class sizes grow, attention to individual students is diminished and the 

prospects for success may be reduced. 
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Conclusion 
In a 2010 report, the Bridgespan Group explored four challenges that prevent education innovation.  The 

study’s comments on innovation’s financial models were very significant. 

“Through this financial modeling exercise, we found a range of combinations that would both 

enhance personalization and be cost-effective. On the flip side, we also found that tinkering on the 

margins—adding one block of time of online learning or one block of small group instruction—

wasn’t feasible. It was only in more holistically reconstructing the school instructional model that 

we found approaches that were cost-effective. Interestingly, some of these have strong 

resemblances to the examples cited, such as Generation Schools and Kunskapsskolan.”viii 

Elsewhere in the same report, the authors observed that “Rocketship, Generation Schools and Advance 

Path Academic, along with state virtual schools, are among the organizations we identified that have been 

able to implement a variety of innovation solutions—dealing with a range of issues—with budgets that are 

at or below prevailing public budgets.”ix   

Transforming the GSN Model into reality has been a major endeavor.  Flexible implementation within the 

context of district fixed per-pupil funding required significant consideration of the benefits and tradeoffs of 

reform.  However, the model has been validated and the effort has been rewarded through improved 

student performance and teacher satisfaction in two separate turnaround settings.  

 Thus far, GSN reform efforts have been focused at the school level. Efficiencies and benefits undoubtedly 

would be enhanced with broader district-wide or even state-wide implementation and support. At the very 

least, greater flexibility within these jurisdictions would be a welcome step. Nonetheless, real and lasting 
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change has been accomplished under some of the most challenging circumstances and continues to be 

demonstrated by Generation Schools Network. 

Early adopters of the GSN Model’s strategies for cost-effective extended learning time are paving the way 

for future adopters. For extended learning time to advance as a nationwide movement, a strategic process 

of change must be embraced, to include: 

1. Realizing that better is possible. 

2. Changing outdated structures that are preventing students and teachers from achieving. 

3. Providing coaching and technical assistance to equip leaders and teachers as they learn and 

apply new instructional practices that maximize the benefits of the new structures.  

4. Changing teacher training systems, policies affecting school governance, and education funding 

structures.   

These actions will pave the way for those who come after the early adopters—and at the same time reduce 

transitional costs and facilitate additional cost-effective implementations.  
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