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Introductory Statement 
 
In 1996, the San Diego Unified School District (SDUSD) and the San Diego Community 
College District (SDCCD) entered into an agreement whereby SDUSD built Garfield High 
School and a parking garage on property leased from SDCCD (at San Diego City College).  In 
lieu of lease payments by SDUSD, both entities use the parking garage, and SDCCD uses the 
high school facilities when not in use by SDUSD.  The shared facilities and education resources 
have proved to be long-term benefits to both SDUSD and SDCCD. 
 
San Diego Mesa College is severely impacted in terms of parking availability, causing problems 
for both students and the surrounding community.  To help address this problem, SDCCD 
approached SDUSD about leasing space on the Muir Alternative School’s playground (which is 
adjacent to Mesa College) for temporary parking lots during the most highly impacted months of 
the year (September and February).   While negotiating this agreement, SDCCD and SDUSD 
began discussing the possibility of creating a high school on the San Diego Mesa College 
campus that would serve as a bridge to college for at-risk students, as Garfield High School has 
done with San Diego City College.   
 
San Diego Mesa College has an impressive range of programs and services to support a 
collaborative venture with SDUSD.  The College presently offers almost 100 major programs 
leading to the associate degree, almost 60 vocational certificate programs, and a large range of 
general education courses that are articulated for transfer to universities and four-year colleges.  
Mesa College offers comprehensive programs of student support, including counseling, tutoring, 
financial aid, and special services for disadvantaged students.  The college also has a full 
program of athletic and performance-based co-curricular programs for additional student 
enrichment.  Mesa College has an excellent record of partnerships with high schools, middle 
schools and elementary schools, and was one of the first community colleges in California to 
develop a teacher education program.  The College is strongly supportive of a joint venture that 
will benefit students and the entire community of San Diego. 
 
This report summarizes the planning to date for the development of a high school on the San 
Diego Mesa College campus. 
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Background 
 
Many students across the U.S. are moving through high school without developing the 
knowledge and skills they need to succeed in college or in a job.  This is also the case for many 
SDUSD high school students. Low levels of student engagement and achievement in high school 
(both nationally and locally) have led to an increasing focus on student assessment and more 
rigorous graduation requirements.  A primary focus of the past few years has been to align 
curriculum, assessments and teaching strategies to state standards.  However, these strategies 
have had limited impact in most urban high schools.  By the time they reach high school, many 
young people are so disaffected that higher expectations and more challenging curricula – the 
primary tools of standards-based reform – are not enough to engage or motivate them (Steinberg 
& Allen, 2002).  
 
These results have led many urban school districts to look for new ideas and opportunities in 
high school reform.  Excellence in instruction – as indicated by high standards, authentic 
curriculum that focuses on active learning in real-world contexts, and performance-based 
assessment – is key to academic achievement (School Redesign Network, 2003).  Research also 
indicates that, all else being equal, small high schools generally have higher achievement levels, 
higher graduation rates, lower dropout rates, lower levels of substance abuse, and better safety 
records than larger high schools (Raywid, 1996; U.S. Department of Education, 2001).  Small 
schools create an environment that contributes to positive student outcomes (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2001), and have been found to make the greatest difference for low-income and 
minority students (Howley, Strange & Bickel, 2000).  These findings have led SDUSD to 
develop a high school reform program that will “personalize” the district’s high schools by 
creating small schools and breaking larger schools into smaller learning communities.   
 
SDUSD High School Reform Program.  The ultimate vision of the district, as established by the 
Board, is to improve achievement for all students.  As stressed in the Blueprint for Student 
Success, emphasis on instruction has been and will continue to be central to this vision.  Data 
indicates, however, that the district still has a long way to go in improving student achievement 
in literacy, math and science.  Therefore, SDUSD remains focused on its Blueprint strategies in 
Grades 9 to 12, which have the dual purposes of (a) enabling all students to read and do 
mathematics with facility and purpose and (b) meeting the requirements for graduation and 
entrance to post-secondary education.  These strategies include comprehensive literacy and 
mathematics frameworks, peer coach/staff developers, site content administrators (in literacy, 
math and science), teacher professional development, a summer school bridging program, and 
extended blocks of learning time during the school day and after school for students significantly 
below grade level in reading and math. 
 
In addition, SDUSD has reformed its high school science program to help foster student 
achievement and preparation for college.  The district has increased the high school graduation 
requirement to three years of laboratory science, and has changed the sequence of science 
courses, so that all ninth grade students take physics, then chemistry, and then biology 
(beginning with the class of 2006).  Biology and chemistry build on concepts and terms from 
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physics.  The most concrete of the sciences, physics therefore serves as a foundation for the 
successful study of chemistry and biology.   
 
While excellence in instruction is paramount in high school achievement, student engagement 
also is critical to academic achievement. As students enter their teen years, they become much 
more attuned to how the subject matter they are learning about relates to the world around them.  
They are concerned about who they are and what they will become.  At the high school level, 
student motivation and engagement is as important to student achievement as is excellent 
instruction.  Therefore, there is a critical need in a number of district high schools to reshape 
school structure and culture to facilitate both the improvement of instruction and enhancement of 
student engagement in learning.  The district’s high school reform implementation plan includes 
(a) leadership for high school reform at the district level, (b) a five-pronged implementation 
strategy for high school reform that allows each school to address structural, personalization and 
engagement issues according to its individual needs; and (c) a governance structure that 
strengthens the collaborative working relationships among schools, the district and external 
partners in school reform.  A fundamental component of the high school reform plan is student 
choice: a wide range of small schools, each with its own academic theme and focus, enables 
students to choose a school that addresses their interests and goals.  
 
SDUSD has identified several research-based strategies to support the initial launch, continuous 
improvement, and long-term sustainability of new small high schools.  These strategies are based 
on analysis of what has and has not worked at other schools (see Steinberg & Allen, 2002; 
Wallach & Lear, 2003), and include: 
 
• Strong leadership. Strong, engaged, and positive principal leadership is critical to 

successful school change. The principal must be thoughtful and inclusive, respect both 
the fears and legitimate concerns of their staff, and lead the change process through 
effective application of support and guidance.  He or she must recruit, retain and develop 
a quality leadership team to coach and promote excellence in both academic (literacy, 
mathematics and science) and operational areas. 

 
• Develop and communicate a clear vision and mission for the reform work. The school 

will need to state clearly how it will accomplish its core mission of increased student 
achievement and equity.  

 
• Balance instructional and structural issues. Balancing teaching and learning issues with 

design and structure issues is critical.  Although the two areas are interdependent, the 
design and structural issues can seem all-consuming, and can support or confound 
teaching and learning. The new small school will maintain its primary focus on 
improving the quality of instruction to increase student accomplishment, with the 
mechanics of running the school coming second. 

 
• Develop staff ownership of the plan through inclusion and transparency. The school will 

create an inclusive process for staff involvement, engaging them early and substantively 
in the study and planning process, and sharing design authority among the staff members.  
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Transparent decision-making will help build trust; the process must be known, 
understood, and accepted as reasonable. 

 
• Begin planning with the data.  Looking at data on student achievement will help build 

staff commitment to serving all students.  Starting with a review of the data will help the 
small school design team develop a school design that is directly connected to student 
needs and organized to help all students succeed.   

 
• Engage the unions in the process of reforming the high school.  The school will work 

with the unions to determine the contract waivers that may be necessary to support the 
successful development of a small school to meet student needs.  The unions (teacher, 
classified staff, and administrators) will be encouraged to be partners in the school 
development.   

 
• Engage the district central office in the process of reforming the high school.  The new 

small school will work with the district to determine the resources available to support 
the successful development of the small school to meet student needs.  The district will 
develop a cross-functional support team, with representatives from multiple district 
departments, to align district and school plans as the small school is implemented.  

 
• Build community support/mobilize community resources.  Parents, community leaders 

and school business and post-secondary partners have been and will continue to be 
involved in the small school development process, and their ongoing support will be 
critical to the success of the school.  Parents and community leaders also will help the 
schools leverage learning resources in the wider community through internships and 
other learning opportunities.  

 
• Tackle the difficult issues of school flexibility.  The new small school will have flexibility 

in budgetary, curricular, hiring and governance decisions, to the full extent practicable 
under state law, Board of Education and employee contractual requirements.  SDUSD has 
begun the process of identifying the district’s structural limits to school flexibility (such 
as financial allocation systems) and preparing to negotiate the flexibility necessary to 
offer the school the freedom of action it needs to implement its development plans within 
the framework of federal, state and district accountability.  

 
• Address English language learners and special education.  The district will carefully 

consider and support the school in providing student choice and deploying staff in ways 
that meet equity and excellence goals for English language learners and special education 
students, while meeting their specific needs.  

 
• Create a school schedule that supports the goals of personalization for students and 

increased collaboration for teachers.  The small school development process will re-
orient the scheduling process so that a group of teachers can get to know a group of 
students well.  Student schedules will be developed to ensure that students are first 
scheduled into their key learning-community courses with their core group of teachers.  
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In addition, the school schedule will have the flexibility to accommodate internships and 
learning within community settings.  

 
• Develop a process for continuous improvement.  In the implementation plan, school 

design team will identify their expected changes in student behavior and outcomes and 
the targeted pace for that change.  They will track these changes using the data sources 
they identified during the initial data-based design phase, keeping in mind that 
implementing the planned small school environment will take time.  Two to five years 
will be required before change is both broad and deep, but students should be expected to 
experience significant benefits from the outset.  

 
A Program Model: Garfield High School.  The collaborative relationship between SDUSD and 
SDCCD has been fully expressed in the development of a permanent home for Garfield High 
School (SDUSD’s oldest continuation high school) at San Diego City College.  In 1996, SDCCD 
entered into an agreement with SDUSD to make a city block-sized parcel on the San Diego City 
College campus available to permanently house Garfield High, which has moved three times in 
its 82-year history.  In 1998, Garfield High moved to a new, 55,000 square foot facility on the 
campus of San Diego City College.  In addition to 17 classrooms, two science labs and 
occupational technology classrooms equipped with a comprehensive computer network, the 
facility offers dedicated areas for child daycare, for a pregnant minor program, and for 
independent study.  Three collaborative academic programs have been developed as part of this 
partnership: 
 
Joint Diploma Program. In 1994, City College and Garfield High created a Joint Diploma 
Program (JDP), which offers high potential, low achievement older students (17-19 yr.) who still 
have vast credit deficiencies with the opportunity to earn a high school diploma.  The JDP 
program offers a combination of high school classes, a personal growth class, testing, and 
college courses.  The program also provides counseling and tutoring along with career services. 
As part of this cooperative arrangement, City College provides classrooms, a tutoring center and 
math center for use by Garfield High students, priority enrollment in practical arts programs, 
financial aid services and student support services. Records from Garfield High School show that 
approximately 80% of the JDP students who attend courses at San Diego City College 
successfully complete the program.  During the 1998-99 fiscal year, 168 SDUSD students 
completed their high school diploma through the JDP.  
 
Middle College Program: An Academic Focus.  Close proximity has allowed Garfield High and 
San Diego City College to strengthen their collaborative partnership.  In 2000, they formed the 
City Middle College Program.  The Middle College program offers at-risk youth (who are 17 
years old or older but have only half the number of credits they need to earn a high school 
diploma) the opportunity to gain work experience and begin taking college courses while they 
are in high school.  The goal of the Middle College program is to prepare students to enter a 
baccalaureate degree program.  
 
The Tech Prep Demonstration Program: An Employment Preparation Focus.  In 2003 SDCCD 
and SDUSD received funding to develop a Tech Prep Demonstration Program, which builds on 
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the Joint Diploma program and the academically focused Middle College program to implement 
an integrated educational program that will lead to an associate degree and employment in a 
targeted field.  The Tech-Prep Demonstration Project will offer programs in three fields – 
information technology, small business management, and Mecomtronics – that offer the promise 
of jobs paying a livable wage and opportunities for career growth. 
 
New School Design Process.  A design team will be identified to design and develop the 
comprehensive implementation plan for the new small school to be built on the Mesa College 
campus.  The design team will include key teachers, staff, parents, students, San Diego Mesa 
College and SDCCD representatives, and community members.  Once selected, the small school 
principal will serve as the instructional leader for the small school, lead the development of the 
school’s curriculum, plan and coordinate professional development for that school’s teachers and 
staff, and supervise the implementation of the small school and its performance-based 
curriculum.   
 
Teachers will work on the design team to develop the school’s implementation plan.  They will 
then work together in teams to design the school’s curriculum and integrated lesson plans.  
School support staff will work closely with teacher teams to support the implementation of the 
small school and its curriculum and student services. 
 
District staff will provide district-level support for the development and implementation of the 
new small schools.  Key district staff from the finance office, personnel, facilities office, 
instruction office and Superintendent’s office will help small schools identify and address key 
issues concerning flexibility, facilities, personnel, assessment and testing, and professional 
development.  They also will work at the district level to develop and modify the policies needed 
to support the development of the new small schools. 
 
The design team will create a small school implementation plan will address the following five 
key design principles for small schools: 
 
• Personalization:  Schools will be small and independent, offer advisory groups for 

students, and develop a personal learning plan for each student.  Learning projects will be 
designed to allow students to pursue their passion and interests. Students will have adult 
mentors (teachers and other adults).  Support services will be provided for students with 
special needs.   

  
• Common Intellectual Mission:  Each school will develop a rigorous, performance-based 

curriculum that meets state standards and promotes students to the next instructional level 
only when they have achieved identified competencies.   Teachers will identify common 
core goals across the curriculum and in each small school, integrate the curriculum 
among disciplines, and connect course work with field experiences.  A project-based 
instructional strategy will focus on standards, with assessment focusing on what students 
should know and be able to do.  All students will take courses that qualify them for entry 
to a four-year college.  This design principle will give the school’s performance-based 
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curriculum a common focus that incorporates high expectations, a key attribute of high 
achievement schools.  

 
• Rigorous Curriculum: The standards-based curriculum will be intellectually challenging, 

stress problem solving and communication skills, and will be relevant to students’ lives.  
It will stress essential skills (“less is more”), focus on respect and responsibility, and use 
technology as a tool, thereby incorporating two key attributes of high achievement 
schools.  Rigorous technical education and internships will prepare students for the world 
of work as well as for success in college. 

 
• Adult World Immersion:  Schools will offer flexible schedules to accommodate 

internships, field studies and other community-based learning experiences related to the 
small school theme.   Through adult relationships, students will see the close connection 
between fieldwork and academic learning.  All students will gain hands-on experience 
with technology. 

 
• Pedagogy:  Teachers will work in teams, with the school schedule providing time to 

collaborate.  Teachers will use a variety of instructional strategies, focusing their 
attention on learning as much as on teaching.  The project-based pedagogy will be 
centered on themes that provide cross-disciplinary connections, scaffold learning, and 
incorporate authentic assessment.  Plenty of extra support will be built in to ensure that 
all students can succeed. 

 
The New School Curriculum. The school implementation plan will identify specific joint 
diploma/middle college programs that students can pursue to earn both a high school diploma 
and a college degree.  Potential programs include: 
 
• Allied Health 

o Health Information Technician 
o Physical Therapy Assistant 
o Medical Assisting 
o Dental Assisting 
o Animal Health Technology 
o Radiological Technology 

• Architecture and Environmental Design 
• Chemical Technician  
• Computer Information Sciences 
• Engineering 
• Fashion Design 
• Geographic Information Systems 
• Interior Design 
• Landscape Design 
• Microsoft Certification 
• Multimedia 
• Teacher Education 
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The program design will be based on student development of a common core of basic and 
technical knowledge and skills in the 9th and 10th grades.  Students will develop a foundation in 
math, science and communications, acquiring the skills they will need for advanced education 
and employment.  In 11th and 12th grade, students also will learn study skills, communications 
skills, and how to work together in collaborative groups.  The importance of teamwork and 
group interaction will be emphasized throughout the program of studies.     
    
In their senior year of high school, participants may enroll in a series of community-college level 
courses that will culminate in an industry internship. These courses will strengthen participation 
in learning communities and allow students to earn associate degree credit.   Depending upon the 
program developed by the school design team, students who successfully complete this course 
sequence may be awarded a certificate of completion upon their graduation from high school.  
  
Whatever the final program design, it is generally understood that SDUSD will be responsible 
for instruction at the 9th and 10th grade levels, and that SDUSD and Mesa College will be jointly 
responsible for the 11th and 12th grade levels.  All requirements for high school graduation and 
college entrance will be met.  The program will most likely consist of classroom-based classes 
and AVID programs at the joint site, and specialty classes utilizing other facilities at Mesa 
College. 
 
 
Instructional Implications 
 
Successful high school reform is based on several key principles: 
 
• High expectations: Students are engaged in an ambitious and rigorous course of study, 

developed by staff members who are dedicated to helping students achieve state and local 
standards and leave school prepared for success in work and in further education.  

 
• Personalization: The school is designed to promote sustained student relationships with 

adults, where every student has an adult advocate and a personal plan for progress.  
 
• Performance-based promotion: Students are promoted to the next instructional level only 

when they have achieved competency, and receive the additional time and assistance they 
need to achieve this competency. 

 
• Time to collaborate: Teachers have time to collaborate to develop their own skills and 

plans to meet the needs of all students.  They partner with parents, businesses and 
institutions of higher education to meet these goals. 

 
These key principles of high school reform have implications for instruction.  The primary 
implication is that each school’s instructional leaders and teachers must be responsible for the 
content and structure of the learning environment.  Within the structures outlined through the 
Blueprint for Student Success, teachers and instructional leaders need to work together to 
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develop the curriculum materials and plans that will best address the needs of their students and 
utilize the skills and abilities of the school’s staff.  This requires excellent professional 
development to help them develop their skills, and the patience to allow them to develop the 
personalized, contextual curriculum that has been shown to improve student engagement and 
academic achievement.   
 
Facilities Implications 
 
This proposal has significant facilities implications for both SDUSD and SDCCD.  A five-part 
agreement governing the use of facilities and development of the new school has been 
developed. This agreement includes: 
 

1. SDUSD will lease the Muir site to SDCCD.  The October 1999 appraisal of the site will 
be updated, with both SDUSD and SDCCD sharing the costs of the new appraisal.  The 
lease will be conditional on: 

a. SDCCD taking responsibility for funding the construction of a new building to 
house a middle college. 

b. The Muir K-12 program relocating to a satisfactory facility. 
 

2. SDCCD will build a new school/middle college on SDCCD land. 
a. SDCCD will hire a licensed architect, subject to SDUSD approval, to design the 

new building, which will be located on SDCCD property adjacent to the current 
Child Development Center on Armstrong Street. 

b. The building will be designed so that some spaces (classrooms, common areas) 
can be used by SDCCD when not being used by the new high school. 

 
3. SDCCD will lease the school/middle college building to SDUSD as a long-term 

lease. 
a. Consideration will be reduced by the appraised value of the SDUSD Muir site.  
b. Consideration will be adjusted for joint use by SDUSD/SDCCD. 
c. Cost of the new school/middle college building, lease term and costs will be 

agreed upon prior to lease of the property and construction of the new building. 
 

4. Muir (K-12) program will remain and operate from existing facilities, at no rent, until 
relocated.  SDUSD will be responsible for maintenance, cleaning and operations of 
the facility during this period of time. 

 
 

The tentative timeline for the development of the new school/middle college is as follows: 
 
January/March 2004:   Define program, project budget 
 
March/May 2004:   Development of architectural plans 
 
June 2004/June 2005:   Approval of plans by Division of State Architect (DSA) 
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July/September 2005:   Bid/Board award/Start construction of new facility 
 
September 2005/August 2006:   Groundbreaking, Construction of facility 
 
August 2006    Furniture/Fixtures and equipment/Commissioning  
 
September 2006:     Occupancy/School Opens 
 
 
Budget Implications 
 
The intent of this agreement is to be revenue neutral from a facilities and real estate standpoint.   
 
SDUSD and SDCCD will share the cost for an appraisal of the Muir Alternative site.   
 
SDCCD will fund the design and construction of a new building on SDCCD property.  The cost 
of the new SDCCD building and lease terms and costs, as well as the appraisal value of the Muir 
site will be agreed upon prior to the lease of the property and construction of the building, and 
will be submitted to the Board of Education for approval.   
 
SDUSD will incur costs of new small school development, including staff, school furnishings, 
and educational materials and supplies.  SDUSD is currently developing budget projections for 
the costs of opening and operation of a new small school.  These budget projections will be 
presented to the Board of Education in a separate report on high school reform. 
 
 
Public Support and Engagement Implications 
 
The district has undertaken an extensive research and planning process to develop its high school 
reform program, with extensive input from teachers, students, parents and the community.  
Facilitators from UCSD/CREATE worked with San Diego Dialogue staff to convene two 
community focus groups in March 2002.  These focus groups included community-based 
organizations that serve high school-age youth, and agencies and private sector firms with a 
stake in the development of the region’s workforce development. Additional vehicles for 
community engagement have included town council meetings, Superintendent meetings, high 
school reform study groups, a teacher dialogue and a public forum on high school reform.  
Individual high schools have established site leadership teams that include teachers and other 
stakeholders.  Students, parents, teachers and community members have been engaged in the 
conversations about high school reform since they began.   
 
All stakeholders will continue to be engaged at the district and school levels as we commence the 
process of planning the new school.  At the district level, external stakeholders will serve on high 
school reform governance committees, including the High School Reform Coordinating Council 
and school Community Advisory Groups. The district is now planning for the development of a 
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more formal partnership compact to strengthen the partnerships between local businesses and our 
high schools.   At the school level, the design team will include representatives of both internal 
an external stakeholders, including teachers, staff, students, parents, community members, and 
representatives of San Diego Mesa College and SDCCD. 
 
SDUSD will create communications resources for the school to use in its community outreach 
efforts, including a website for high school reform, information sheets to distribute to the 
community, and assistance in planning and conducting community meetings. 
 
 
Policy Implications 
 
The new small school to be created on the San Diego Mesa College campus will operate as a 
school under district governance, in collaboration with an Advisory Committee that includes the 
Mesa College President, key Mesa College/SDCCD staff members, and community members. 
 
We anticipate that additional policy implications and recommendations will come from the 
development of the new small school at the Mesa College campus.  Policy recommendations will 
be submitted to the Board of Education for review and approval as they arise during the reform 
process.   
 
 
Recommendations 
 
The Superintendent recommends that the Board of Education: 
 
Direct staff to create a joint design team with San Diego Mesa College to develop a school 
implementation plan, which will be presented to the Board of Education at a later date. 
 
 
Prepared by:  Mary Hopper, Chief Academic Officer, Office of Instructional Support 
 
 
MH:pes 


