
Attachment 1 

Memorandum of Understanding for the Creation of Big Picture Schools 
 

 
This letter serves as a memorandum of understanding between the Big Picture Company and the San Diego 
City Schools (California) to create one new, small high school in San Diego City Schools based on the Big 
Picture philosophy and design.  The school will open in the fall of 2004.  This Memorandum is not a 
contract; rather it delineates the general material points necessary for a working relationship and would be 
followed by a contract. 
 
History 
 
The Big Picture Company has developed an innovative design for high school education that has shown 
proven results in other cities.  Big Picture Schools are created on the premise that each child has unique 
interests, needs, and abilities and that the educational program must take these qualities into account.  Big 
Picture Schools are very small (less than 150 students) and provide a personalized education while 
incorporating real world learning.  The small size, innovative education plan, and past success of Big Picture 
Schools align with San Diego City Schools’ educational plan to provide innovative high school choices 
throughout the San Diego City Schools community.   
 
Agreement between Parties 
 
The Big Picture Company and San Diego City Schools agree to the conditions set forth in the following 
items: 
 

1. Funding for Planning Year: 
Both San Diego City Schools and the Big Picture Company agree to provide funding for the planning 
semester for one new school.  San Diego City Schools agrees to pay the salary of the principal and all 
benefits beginning January 1, 2004 and continuing until the school opens in September, 2004, 
pursuant to San Diego City Schools’ pay scale.  The principal will continue to serve in her current 
assignment in addition to her responsibilities for The Big Picture Company, e.g. TYBO training and 
work to open the new school.  The Big Picture Company agrees to reimburse the district for up to 40 
days for a substitute principal during the same time period so that the principal can be released for 
training and other responsibilities related to opening the MET school. 
 
The Big Picture Company also agrees to provide extensive training, guidance, and support to the 
principal during the planning period. This includes reimbursement for travel, materials, and other 
start-up support provided by Big Picture.   

 
2. Principals: 

The principal will be an employee of San Diego City Schools.  The principal will work locally to 
prepare for his/her school’s opening by helping secure a facility, recruiting staff and students, and 
many other actions necessary to school start-up. 
 

3. Facilities: 
San Diego City Schools and the principal will put forth a good faith effort to search for appropriate 
facilities for the school.  Once a facility is approved by San Diego City Schools, San Diego City 
Schools will buy or lease that facility for the school’s use. 
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4. Agreement to Continue to Negotiate in Good Faith 
The Big Picture Company and San Diego City Schools agree in good faith to continue negotiations 
and reach resolution with respect to the following issues.  Both parties agree to move forward with 
the planning phase of the new school and work toward the resolutions of these issues throughout the 
planning year, but no later than July 1, 2004. 

 
a. Student Recruitment 

The Big Picture Company agrees that the school in San Diego City Schools will be a non-
selective enrollment school open to students at all levels of academic performance.  The 
school will be open to students throughout the city of San Diego with a special emphasis on 
serving the needs of the neighborhood in which it is located. 
 

b. Big Picture Teachers 
The Big Picture Company and San Diego City Schools agree that San Diego City Schools 
will hire teachers assigned to the school.  Teachers and staff will be employees of San Diego 
City Schools. 
 

c. Funding for the Schools 
With regard to the planning period and beyond, San Diego City Schools agrees to support the 
ongoing work of the school by committing the funding amount determined through San Diego 
City Schools’ budget formula and providing the services to which every San Diego City 
Schools’ public school is entitled. 
 
The Big Picture Company agrees to provide training, materials, and support to the principal, 
advisors, students, parents, and mentors in the planning period of the school.  Big Picture also 
agrees to provide consulting services and connection to the national network of Big Picture 
Schools.  Beyond the planning period and year one, San Diego City Schools agrees to provide 
the support necessary for the Big Picture Company to continue to be the school’s professional 
development provider. 
 

d. Local Advisory Board 
The Big Picture Company agrees that its school will have a Local Advisory Board.  Big 
Picture intends that this board will either be an elected or appointed Local Advisory Board, or 
if necessary, Big Picture will negotiate with San Diego City Schools regarding other forms of 
alternative advisory bodies. 
 

5. Statement of Principals/License: 
San Diego City Schools agrees that it will operate the school in all respects in accordance with the 
“Big Picture Schools Statement of Principals and Responsibilities” see Exhibit A.   Big Picture agrees 
that, during the term of this Agreement, San Diego City Schools shall have the right and license to 
call each school a “Big Picture School” and to otherwise use the name and trademark “Big Picture 
School” in such a manner as Big Picture shall approve in advance of any such use. 
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By signing this memorandum, we understand and agree to the above-named conditions. 
 
 
 
 
____________________________   ___________________ 
Alan Bersin 
Superintendent of Public Education    Date 
 
 
 
 
 
____________________________   ____________________ 
Elliot Washor       Date 
Co-Director, The Big Picture Company 
 
 
 
 
____________________________   _____________________ 
Dennis Littky       Date 
Co-Director, The Big Picture Company 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Attachment 1 

 
Exhibit A:  Statement of Big Picture School Principles 
 
 
A philosophy of personalization, a far-reaching vision, and a unique design 
 
 
Big Picture Schools are defined by their commitment to educate “One Student at a Time.”  Our schools are 
built around the recognition that each child has unique interests, needs, and abilities that the educational 
program must take into account.  We believe that the key to achievement lies in fostering students’ 
individual interests and encouraging their active participation in the learning process.  Big Picture Schools 
focus on authentic learning in order to develop students’ ability to apply knowledge and skills to real life 
experience and challenges.     
 
Each Big Picture School has a small student population but is connected to a greater whole, both locally and 
nationally.  Each small school is expected to grow and branch into multiple schools in a given district or 
region in two to four years. All Big Picture Schools will be electronically networked and will participate 
annually in our national conference.   
 
Because of our philosophical commitment to interest-generated, real-world, personalized learning, Big 
Picture Schools have a markedly different structure than other high schools. These differences may 
necessitate waiver language, particularly around curriculum requirements and personnel regulations.  Some 
circumstances may require the pursuit of charter status. 
 
 
Core Educational Principles 
 
Those who start Big Picture schools agree to follow the guiding philosophy of "One Student at a Time" by 
incorporating the following core principles in the school structure: 
• Small school size  
• Advisory structure 
• Personalized education  
• Real world learning 
• Authentic assessment  
• Focus on community 
• Family engagement 
• Eye on the Big Picture 
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Small School Size  

Big Picture Schools are personalized learning communities that serve students of all 
abilities and interests.  Each school may have no more than 150 students, with a student 
to teacher ratio of up to 17:1. Up to six autonomous schools may constitute a Big Picture 
School Center.  Big Picture Schools may not be a “school within a school.”    
 

Advisory Structure  
A core student group of between 10 and 17 students serves as a student's advisory and 
center of accountability. Advisories meet daily and serve as the core learning community 
for that group of students for two to four years.   
 
An advisor (teacher) facilitates the advisory for two to four years.  He/she serves as a 
teaching generalist, finding educational resources for the students, ensuring that the 
personalized learning plans target key academic learning goals, working with mentors to 
ensure the rigor of internships, and actively involving parents in their children’s 
education.   

 
Personalized Education  

Each student at a Big Picture School has a comprehensive, individualized learning plan 
that the student crafts with the guidance of the advisor, parent, and, where applicable, the 
internship mentor. The learning plan identifies the student’s particular academic and 
developmental needs, describes authentic project work to meet these goals, and outlines 
expected outcomes and timelines. It is revised as needed and updated at quarterly 
learning plan meetings. 
 
Five general learning goals provide a framework around which the student and advisor 
organize this customized plan.  The learning goals are: 

• Empirical reasoning – How do I prove it? 
• Quantitative reasoning – How do I measure, compare or represent it? 
• Social reasoning – What are other people’s perspectives on this? 
• Communication – How do I take in and express ideas? 
• Personal qualities – What do I bring to this process? 

Additionally, general grade-level expectations are incorporated into the personalized 
learning plan.  

 
 
Real World Learning  

Big Picture Schools foster learning through consequential work in the community.  
Internships provide the primary structure in the Big Picture School for engaging students 
in the real world and, thus, the school should aim to have each student spending two days 
a week engaged in meaningful project work outside the school building.  Advisors 
coordinate this work, ensuring that it is integrated with the student’s learning goals and 
school-based study.  It is important to note that such real-world work is intended to foster 
broad learning applicable to all fields, to be developmental as opposed to than vocational. 
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Authentic Assessment  
Although students take state-mandated tests, by philosophy and design, Big Picture 
Schools focus on authentic assessment and rigorously assess student learning and 
development through a variety of performances.  Each student must create a portfolio of 
his/her work; present quarterly exhibitions; receive in-depth written narrative assessments 
from advisors; and pass a gateway exhibition at the end of the second year and graduation 
requirements at the culmination of the final year.  Additionally, each Big Picture School 
must create an annual school portfolio that documents a range of qualitative as well as 
quantitative data about the students and school.  

 
 
Focus on Community 

Big Picture Schools are vibrant and inclusive learning communities that value diversity 
and respect.  Each in-house school day begins with a “Pick Me Up,” an all-school 
gathering at which students showcase their work and guests from the community give 
performances and presentations.  Whole community events for staff, students, families, 
and mentors are scheduled throughout the year as well.   
 
To promote cooperation and communication within the staff, each Big Picture School 
puts out a weekly TGIF, an informal staff newsletter that includes reflective writing as 
well as logistical updates.  Schools submit copies of their TGIFs to the Big Picture 
Company for purposes of data-collection and documentation. 

 
Family Engagement  

Big Picture Schools enroll whole families and empower parents to play an active role in 
their child’s education and in the school community.  Parents/guardians in Big Picture 
Schools must agree to take part in quarterly learning plan meetings and are expected to 
attend a number of functions throughout the year.  Each Big Picture School must hold an 
orientation for new families; organize social, cultural, and educational activities for them; 
and support parents/guardians in their role as educator. 

 
Eye on the Big Picture 

Though each Big Picture School has a small student population, the vision extends far 
beyond the building.  Big Picture Schools are literally and figuratively networked to 
promote the philosophy of “one student at a time” and share best practices.  Schools 
agree to use and contribute to development of Big Picture’s school design materials, and 
staffs from all Big Picture Schools attend an annual retreat in the summer.    

 
Organizational Design 
 
Leadership  

Each school is led by a principal whom local decision-makers select together with the Big 
Picture Company.  This principal comes on board full-time by August, one year prior to 
the school’s opening.  During the year before opening, this individual participates in Big 
Picture’s leadership training which includes consultation in Big Picture’s philosophy and 
design and start-up issues.  As part of the training, each principal develops a thorough 
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learning plan that identifies leadership development needs and timelines the 
organizational development of the school. 

 
Principals of Big Picture Schools are expected to engage stakeholders– including staff, 
students, and families– in democratic decision-making while simultaneously functioning 
as the “keeper of the vision” to ensure that decisions support the school’s philosophy.   

 
Each Big Picture Center must organize an active Advisory Board that meets four to six 
times a year, giving guidance and support to the principal(s) in the center.  This Advisory 
Board should be in addition to any district-based school board. 

 
Site-Based Decision-Making  

Each Big Picture School needs considerable autonomy to fully implement the school’s 
philosophy and design, as laid out in this document and in Big Picture’s extensive 
materials.  The principal, with board approval, must be able to hire, evaluate, and 
terminate staff as necessary and in accordance with all terms and requirements of the San 
Diego Education Association contract.  The principal must control allocation of the 
school’s budget and have direct and easy access to funds.    

 
Student Population  

Big Picture Schools are designed to serve students of all abilities, interests, aspirations, 
and socio-economic backgrounds. Because of the individualized approach, Big Picture 
Schools can successfully meet the needs of all students, from the most severely at-risk to 
the highest achieving. Students must be recruited throughout the given district and 
selected by a lottery system to ensure that the school population reflects the 
demographics of the community as a whole. 

 
Contract Language  

Two basic tenets underlie staff contracts in Big Picture Schools: 1) trust, respect, and 
open communication characterize relations between the principal, teachers, and families; 
and 2) concern for the communal good guides all decisions.  Staff members play an 
active role in site-based decision-making and must have ample opportunity for productive 
dialogue and problem-solving.  Big Picture School staff are given the same benefits as all 
bargaining unit members, including retirement and health packages, and competitive 
salaries.       
  
Advisors and other full-time staff at Big Picture Schools are considered salaried 
professionals whose responsibilities often extend beyond a traditional school day.  Staff 
may be part of the local bargaining unit, but contractual language waivers may need to be 
established to ensure that staff members have the flexibility necessary to implement the 
school’s design. 
 
 
 

 


