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SUBJECT:  DISTRICT HIGH SCHOOL RENEWAL: ALTERNATIVE EDUCATION 
THROUGH BIG PICTURE SCHOOLS 
 
  CONSENT 
 
Recommendation(s):  The Superintendent recommends that the Board of Education: (1) Direct district staff to 
implement the Big Picture Schools with the first to be named the San Diego Metropolitan Regional Career and 
Technical High School utilizing the Regional Occupational Program model; (2) Direct District staff to sign a 
Memorandum of Understanding with the Big Picture Company; (3) Direct district staff to identify a suitable 
location and facility for the Big Picture School and to negotiate a lease agreement for Board approval not to exceed 
$1.90 per square foot. 
 
Summary of Previous Board of Education Discussion and Action:  On September 9, 2003, the Board of 
Education reviewed a status report that outlined a five-pronged approach to high school reform, with schools 
adopting one of five strategies: community engagement, challenge high schools, alternative schools, redesign 
schools, and new, freestanding small high schools.  On December 9, 2003, the Board of Education approved a four-
year agreement with New American Schools to work with the district in the design of new, small high schools, 
including the alternative high schools, and to serve as the fiscal agent for a grant award from the Bill & Melinda 
Gates Foundation to support this effort.     
 
Summary of Key Issue(s):  The Big Picture Company, directed by Dr. Dennis Littky and Dr. Elliot Washor, is a 
nonprofit corporation dedicated to education reform.  They developed the Metropolitan Regional Career and 
Technical Center (known as the Met) in Providence to meet the needs of low-income, underserved urban high 
school students. The Big Picture Company’s core educational principles include: small school size, advisory 
structure, personalized education, real world learning, authentic assessment, focus on community, and family 
engagement.  Student outcomes are impressive, and the school has an exceptional college entrance and retention 
record.  Students at a Big Picture School do not meet in traditional classes.  Instead, they spend two days per week 
in internships at local businesses or community organizations.  The remainder of the week is spent in project-based 
learning.  Therefore, the academic program at the Big Picture Schools will utilize the Work Experience Education 
and Regional Occupational Program (ROP) structures and Long-Term Independent Study, individualized 
alternative education designed to teach the knowledge and skills of the core curriculum, in accordance with District 
Administrative Procedure No. 4317. 
 
Fiscal Analysis:  District staff members have developed a budget for the San Diego Big Picture Schools.  This 
budget is based on the per-pupil funding, building lease and parking costs allocated to the Y.O.U. and City as 
School programs, which are slated to close in June 2003.  Furniture, equipment, books and supplies will be shifted 
from the Y.O.U. locations to the new Big Picture School.  Price Charities has expressed interest in helping to offset 
start-up costs for the first three years through a grant for up to $1 million dollars. By year four, when the schools 
are fully enrolled, the proposed budget is cost neutral to the district. 
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