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Information about the district 
 
The Norwalk Public School District provides for the education of almost 11,000 students, representing 
86.7 percent of the total student population in the city of Norwalk.  There are 19 schools in total, including 
12 elementary schools, one of which, Columbus Elementary School, is designated as a magnet school, 
four middle schools and three high schools.  Of the three high schools, two are large schools, one of 
which has an inter-district magnet school, The Center for Global Studies.  This Center allows for the 
intensive study of Japanese, Chinese and Arab language, culture and history.  The third high school, the 
Richard Briggs High School, is a small high school catering for the needs of students who have had 
difficulty performing in large high schools.  It provides a range of alternative education programs for these 
students. 
 
The school district serves a diverse student population.  Thirty-one percent of its students are eligible for 
free/reduced price meals, compared with an average of 40 percent in similar communities and the state 
average of 27 percent.  Students come from a wide range of ethnic and cultural backgrounds, including 4 
percent Asian American, 24 percent Black, 31 percent Hispanic, 0.1 percent American Indian, and 41 
percent White.  Fifty-four different languages are spoken by Norwalk public school students.  Thirty-five 
and one half percent of students are English language learners (ELL) with a non-English home language, 
compared with the state average of 12.6 percent.  The number of ELL students has been increasing in 
recent years, mainly from the Hispanic communities.  Eleven point two percent of students are identified 
as needing special education services, compared with an average of 11.9 percent in similar communities 
and the state average of 11.8 percent.   
 
The local community contains a large number of organizations that are willing to support efforts to 
improve student achievement, particularly for students from minority communities. 
 
The city has recently been successful in attracting a number of high performing private sector companies 
to establish a presence in the area.  
 

Part 1: The District Context 
 



 
Norwalk Public Schools: September 17, 2007  

4 

 
 
 
 

 
What the district does well 

 
• Instructional specialists provide good support to kindergarten through grade 12 school programs, 

particularly in mathematics, language arts and science.  Instructional specialists are highly 
regarded by schools, and are frequently mentioned as the strength of the district. 

• There has been some progress in raising levels of achievement in recent years, although not for 
all students in all grades.  In order to meet the requirements of No Child Left Behind (NCLB), 
improvement needs to be faster, particularly for socio-economically disadvantaged students. 

• The district has a good department of Information and Instructional Technology with a positive 
culture, instructional focus and well-constructed, phased program to schools.  This department is 
doing its best, with limited resources, to improve the level of technology to support student 
learning in schools. 

• There is a well-managed and efficient school transportation system, focused on student 
achievement and welfare, which makes effective use of its resources. 

• In recent years, there has been a high level of investment in school buildings, facilities and 
resources, resulting in an attractive physical learning environment in most schools. 

• The district has recently started to provide high quality student assessment data to schools to 
enable them to evaluate issues and identify priorities more effectively.   

• There is a high quality teacher evaluation process which is rigorous and focused on student 
achievement.  
 

 
What the district needs to improve 

 
• Improve communication with schools, parents and the wider community.  This should include more 

opportunities for: listening to the views of stakeholders, encouraging participation in decision 
making, and ensuring the district’s values and policies are clearly and consistently communicated 
to, and embraced by, all stakeholders. 

• Improve the district culture and climate which is regarded by many people in schools, central 
office, and the community (including parents) as lacking in openness and authenticity.  Many staff 
and parents feel undervalued, disempowered, and isolated.  District senior leaders need to take 
action to improve the district’s culture, in part by improving communication as noted above. 

• Focus greater attention on closing the achievement gaps between socially and economically 
disadvantaged students, including African-American, Hispanic and ELL students, and more 
advantaged students. This focus should include more differentiated programs to meet the specific 
needs of those students. 

• Ensure that the pace, range and implementation of curriculum and instructional change meets the 
requirements of all students and schools. 

• Commission a full program and fiscal audit of the pupil services department conducted by an 
appropriate external agency to determine key priorities for improvement.  This will assist the newly 
appointed director of pupil personnel services in operating more effectively and equitably in 
supporting pupils with special educational needs. It will also bring benefits to schools and improve 
the quality of advice available to the district’s senior leaders.  

• The board of education and the superintendent should develop more effective and transparent 
processes for evaluating and making senior district staff more accountable for district 
performance.  This relates both to student performance and the annual budget process. 
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Overall Evaluation: the district’s overall performance 
 
The Norwalk Public School District has several strengths, but many areas that are in need of 
improvement.  Its main strengths lie in some of the operational systems such as information technology, 
provision of assessment data, facilities management and purchasing, and capital investment in school 
buildings.  
 
The superintendent, supported by the board of education, has concentrated on curriculum development 
and instructional leadership since his appointment in 2001.  This was necessary in order to improve the 
previous situation in which decisions about curriculum and instruction were made entirely at the individual 
school level.  However, the concentration on this area, no matter how important and central it is, has 
resulted in the district being slow to develop and deliver other necessary aspects of its work.  The district 
has, at considerable expense, tried various curricular approaches over the years and not until 2006-07, 
did it make real progress in its aim of providing a curriculum aligned with standards in mathematics and 
language arts.  Schools have complained about too many changes and a ‘flavor of the month’ approach.  
Curriculum developments have been based on theoretical approaches that have not, so far, been 
translated into practical solutions that impact directly on all children’s learning in the classroom. 
   
There has also been a tendency to seek ‘one size fits all’ solutions which do not adequately meet the 
differing needs of individuals and sub-groups within the student population.  District documentation for 
schools and teachers, such as ‘A Guide to our Instructional Work’ (December 2006), tends to be 
theoretical and written in academic style and gives little practical help to teachers in their daily work.  A 
differentiated approach to curriculum and instruction that recognizes and addresses the needs of minority 
groups including socio- and economically-disadvantaged, Black, Hispanic and ELL students should be 
enhanced.  Failure to address the issues concerning sub-groups of students has resulted in the district 
being identified as being in the fourth year as a district in need of improvement because of the low 
achievement of students in these groups.  Recognition of the need to address this issue has come too 
late and major efforts are now required to improve the situation.  The pupil personnel services department 
has not been operating effectively for some time and requires urgent review in order to address the many 
complex issues facing the newly appointed director. 
 
Poor communication of the district’s values and objectives to schools, teachers, parents, students and the 
wider community is a major issue.  The district does not get its messages across in a clear and consistent 
way to all stakeholders.  It does not pay sufficient attention to the views of its constituents.  Many 
stakeholders who could make a useful contribution to district improvement are disenfranchised.   There 
are no formal processes for gauging their views in a systematic way.  As a result, stakeholders pursue 
their own agendas and have little commitment to a consistent, unified approach to improving student 
achievement.  There is a lack of understanding about what the district is trying to do, although the written 
priorities contained in district publications are very clear.  Strong, but inclusive and sensitive, leadership is 
required from the district in order to utilize the undoubted strengths that exist in schools and the wider 
community.   
 
While there are links between the district and many community organizations, these are generally at a 
strategic level only and do not impact sufficiently at the school and student levels.  The current dispute 
with the teachers’ union combined with the lack of visibility of cabinet members in schools, means that 
there is a lack of communication between the district and its teaching staff.  In several cases this also 
includes school principals.  There is a lack of coherence in how the district goes about its work, for 
example in linking human resources, financial management, instructional leadership and professional 
development to achieve maximum impact on student learning.   
 
The lack of clear, consistent two-way communication contributes to the negative culture and climate that 
exists in the district.  Many stakeholders view decision-making in the district as the preserve of the district 
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superintendent and the chief operating officer who operate in a closed, exclusive, rather than an open, 
inclusive manner.  As a result, some, including some principals, circumvent normal processes and 
procedures in order to influence decisions for their own benefit.  This applies to a range of situations, 
including curriculum and instruction matters and financial decisions.  As a result, those who follow the 
rules do not always receive the benefits to which they are entitled – for their schools and their students.  
While budget information following acceptance of the annual budget by the board is clear, the processes 
by which the budget is decided are not.  This leads to a lack of transparency and inconsistency in funding 
allocations and, not surprisingly, some suspicion and skepticism in schools.   
 
Cabinet meetings focus on matters relating to instructional problems and issues related to student 
achievement.  They are effective and useful for the central office staff who have direct responsibilities in 
those areas and who attend the meetings.  Beyond the curriculum/instructional group, however, the 
district central office is compartmentalized with little connectivity across the various functions for which it 
is responsible.  Staff members are not encouraged to discuss issues beyond their own area of operation 
even though many of the issues are common and can only be resolved by cooperation and a collegial 
approach.  The district does not make best use of the high levels of skills and experience that exists within 
the central office staff.  There is no schedule of regular meetings of all departmental managers where 
strategic and operational matters are discussed.  The administrative council, comprising administrators 
from central office and all schools, meets rarely.  Meetings of elementary and middle/high school 
principals are held separately and are not always attended by the superintendent, resulting in a lack of 
consistency and connectivity between the three levels of schools and between schools and central office. 
 
 
Domain 1: Attainment, Learning, Teaching, Curriculum and Assessment 
 
This area of the district’s work is below basic level and needs substantial improvement.  
 
Attainment 
 

The performance of students in Norwalk schools, as measured by their attainment in the Connecticut 
Mastery Test (CMT) and the Connecticut Annual Performance Test (CAPT) presents a complex picture.  
In 2007, the district met its overall AYP CMT target across grades 3 through 8 for mathematics (74 
percent of students at or above proficient), but the only sub-groups to meet their targets were White and 
Asian-American students. The economically disadvantaged, English language learners (ELL), Black, 
Hispanic and students with disabilities sub-groups all failed to meet the overall target, grades 3 through 8.  
In reading, the district did not meet its overall AYP target of 68 percent, the only sub-groups that managed 
to do so were the White and Asian American sub-groups.  As a result, Norwalk was identified under the 
NCLB legislation as being in the fourth year as a district identified as in need of improvement.  Of the 16 
elementary and middle public schools, nine are in need of improvement in mathematics and 10 in reading. 
 

In CAPT, in 2007, the district met its overall AYP target in both mathematics (69 percent) and reading (72 
percent), but in mathematics the economically disadvantaged, ELL, Black, Hispanic and students with 
disabilities sub-groups did not reach the target.   
 
In reading, the picture was better, with the White, Black, Hispanic, and economically disadvantaged sub-
groups all meeting the AYP target.  The sub-groups that did not meet the target were ELL and students 
with disabilities.  The Asian American sub-group was too small to be included in the statistics. One of the 
three high schools, the alternative high school, was identified as in need of improvement in both 
mathematics and reading. 
 
These basic statistics do not, however, tell the full story.  In CMT mathematics, from 2006 to 2007, the 
performance of the economically disadvantaged sub-group rose by 8 percentage points (from 57 percent 
to 65 percent), the Black sub-group by 7 percentage points (from 54 percent to 61 percent), the Hispanic 
sub-group by 6 percentage points (from 67 percent to 73 percent), the ELL sub-group by 7 percentage 
points (from 54 percent to 61 percent), and the students with disabilities sub-group by 4 percentage points 
(from 33 percent to 37 percent).  These improvements could be the beginning of a positive trend for these 
students.  However, too much should not be read into one year’s improvement – the trend will not become 



 
Norwalk Public Schools: September 17, 2007  

7 

obvious until at least one more year’s statistics are available.  For each of the sub-groups that showed 
improvement from 2006 to 2007, the actual numbers of students taking the tests declined.  
 
In CMT reading, the figures were either static as in the case of the Black sub-group (51 percent in both 
years, with 105 fewer students in 2007), or declined – from 50 percent to 48 percent for the economically 
disadvantaged sub-group (while numbers taking the test fell from 1,767 to 1,469), from 62 percent to 58 
percent for the Hispanic sub-group, from 42 percent to 40 percent for the ELL sub-group, and from 24 
percent to 23 percent for students with disabilities.  As a result, the district, which met its overall CMT 
reading target for all students in 2006 failed to do so in 2007. 
 
In CAPT, the only significant changes from 2006 to 2007 were that the ELL sub-group met its AYP target 
in 2006, but failed to do so in 2007, and the students with disabilities sub-group fell from 62 percent to 49 
percent. 
 
Taking a longer view of the performance statistics, it is clear that between 2002 and 2006 the numbers of 
students in various sub-groups sitting the CMT mathematics test rose quite considerably (but with a 
decrease in 2006-07) – from 658 to 1,771 in the economically disadvantaged sub-group, from 118 to 591 
in the ELL sub-group, from 688 to 1,258 in the Black sub-group, from 526 to 1,457 in the Hispanic sub-
group, and from 180 to 629 in the students with disabilities sub-group.  Similar figures were recorded for 
these sub-groups taking the CMT reading test.  These figures are positive in that they show increasing 
absolute numbers of students from these sub-groups achieving success in the tests.  While the 2002 and 
2006/7 CMT tests are not directly comparable, they show, however, a relatively flat picture of progress, 
albeit for larger numbers of students. Using the best available figures for each sub-group, analysis of the 
trend data from 2002 to 2007, shows that the gaps between the sub-groups and the highest performing 
students may have widened over the six years.  In the CAPT the performance of the Hispanic and 
African-American sub-groups in reading showed similar rates of progress.  
 

Provision of Curriculum and Instruction 
 

The development of a common curriculum has been a major undertaking for the district in recent years.  A 
great deal of time and energy has been spent rectifying the problems faced by the district when the 
superintendent was appointed in 2001.  In the current school year, instructional programs for mathematics 
and language arts have been revised and modified in order to bring the district into alignment with new 
state frameworks and to deliver instruction more effectively and efficiently.  The centrally-based 
instructional specialists in mathematics, English language arts, science and, more recently, social studies, 
are well respected across the district.  They have worked hard to produce instructional programs which 
are relevant to the student population and which are focused on ensuring improvements in student 
achievement.  There is, however, a need to focus more on differentiation in delivery in order to meet the 
needs of different groups of students.  
 
Instructional specialists provide a range of high quality professional development opportunities for school 
staff and are often in schools working with staff.  Each elementary school has an administrator at the vice 
principal level responsible for the quality of delivery of instructional programs at the school level.  These 
staff members meet regularly with the instructional specialists in making the link between classroom 
practice and district policy on curriculum and instruction.  This is an effective, if expensive, process.  
Literacy coaches also play an effective role in schools throughout the district. 
 
The assistant superintendent (curriculum and instruction) has overall responsibility for this aspect of the 
district’s work.  She has worked hard with the instructional specialists to change a system where, in the 
past, students moving from school to school within the district were faced with different curricula.  This 
group has also driven the focus on improvement, under the direction of the superintendent.  The roles of 
the directors of elementary and secondary education are less clear.  Their job descriptions suggest a 
pivotal role in implementing and monitoring the curriculum and instructional practice across the schools.  
The reality is that this does not happen.  While the directors work hard to support schools, their time is 
taken up with administrative tasks that impede their primary role at the center of curriculum and 
instructional development.  Tasks such as dealing with school choice, out of district transfers, and after-
school programs have to be done, but not by staff at such a senior level.     
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The assistant superintendent and the superintendent rarely visit schools, and when they do, seldom 
speak with teachers to gauge their views on the progress of curriculum and instruction changes.  A 
number of schools complain that there has been too much change in the past few years and that changes 
are not given sufficient time to impact before other changes are introduced.  It is only in 2007-08 when the 
district is in its fourth year of being in need of improvement that the impact of these changes is beginning 
to be seen across the school system.  This is largely as a result of the focus on curriculum and instruction 
and the related professional development. 
 
Assessments Aligned with Curriculum and Instruction 
 

Assessment instruments and processes, closely aligned with curriculum and instruction, have been in 
place for mathematics since 2006-07.  They are being developed and introduced for language arts in the 
current school year.  Assessments for science and social studies are also being fully implemented in 
2007-08.  Again, the instructional specialists have been central to this work, but are spread very thinly 
across the 19 schools.   
 

Instructional Leadership and Capacity Building  
 

The work of the instructional leaders is a clear strength in the district.  Under the direction of the assistant 
superintendent (curriculum and instruction), they work closely with the schools, including literacy coaches 
and vice principals.  The focus for district led professional development (PD) in elementary and middle 
schools in 2007-08 is on closer integration of the core subjects. The focus and content of other 
professional development days is determined by principals and is supposed to be aligned to the district 
improvement plan and school growth plans. The instructional leaders work hard to ensure coverage of 
professional development in their respective curriculum areas, but together with their other duties are 
stretched in the monitoring and evaluative aspects.  There does not appear to be a consistent role for the 
human resources department in collecting and collating PD monitoring information with a view to 
informing and influencing future PD programs. 
 

 

Domain 2: Leadership, Culture and Accountability 
 
This area of the district’s work needs substantial improvement. 
 
Vision and Action 
 

The district has a clear, well-documented vision.  It was developed by the superintendent and the board of 
education on the superintendent’s appointment in 2001, and reaffirmed three years later.  The district’s 
mission statement and five goals are clear and appear in a range of documents for staff at all levels to 
access. The five goals appropriately cover instruction, community participation, communication, finance, 
and long range planning.  The overall aim is to develop a learning community across all of the district’s 
schools, and the superintendent has personally taken the leading role in communicating this to staff and 
the local community.  While district and school staff would recognize and support the mission, vision and 
goals of the district, there is considerable disagreement across the schools regarding the path taken to 
achieve the vision.  The culture of the district is such that there is a substantial amount of skepticism 
within the school system and the community about whether what is written is put into practice.   This is a 
key element to address if the district is to move successfully to the next stage of its improvement drive.  
Explicit action to encourage open and transparent processes and avenues to enable stakeholders to 
contribute to decision-making are required to dispel this skepticism and bring the community fully on 
board with the vision. 
 
Culture 
 

The superintendent, the assistant superintendent (curriculum and instruction), and the chief operations 
officer, work together as a closely-knit group.  They control decision-making in the district.  Other senior 
staff, including central office and school-based administrators, are concerned that there is a lack of 
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openness in the decision-making processes in the district.  One example, frequently repeated, is that the 
budget-setting process is one that they cannot contribute effectively to since it is so tightly held in the 
hands of this small group of the most senior staff.  The perception of many principals and centrally-based 
staff is that financial decision-making is very tightly controlled, with little sense of collaborative planning 
across central office departments or between central office and schools. 
 
Strategic and Action Planning 
 

Prior to 2007 the district did not have an improvement plan. Each school had a growth plan. The district 
improvement plan has been in place since February 2007.  It was constructed in a very short period of 
time in order to meet the requirements of the state Department of Education.  As a result, the involvement 
of stakeholders, particularly teachers, was not as comprehensive as the district would have liked.  It is 
intended that there should be wider involvement of stakeholders in producing a revised plan.  The plan is 
very detailed and indicates the district’s strategic priorities very clearly.  The process of developing action 
plans was started in the summer of 2007.  Further work is needed to indicate to schools how strategies 
will be implemented, rather than what strategies will be implemented. 
 
The use of data, including data disaggregated by student sub-groups, to inform planning has been in 
place since the beginning of the second generation of the CMT (1993).  The district has a skilled testing 
administrator, but the analysis and interpretation of data is an area which needs further strengthening in 
order to increase capacity.  Senior managers in the district need to pay more attention to the analysis and 
interpretation of a wide range of data to inform decision making than they have done in the past.  The 
district’s testing and evaluation specialist has been an active member of the teams that have worked with 
schools in examining student data and the development of school growth plans during the last few years.  
The district needs to continue to develop its expertise in analyzing student data and using it to inform 
instructional decision-making at school and district levels. 
 
Governance 
 

The superintendent and board members promote the district vision in order to guide policy and practice 
across the district.  The goals and objectives are clearly stated in many documents and have been 
reiterated publicly many times.  However, the communication problems referred to earlier mean that there 
is not a consistent understanding among stakeholders of the goals or a belief that they are implemented 
in practice.  The culture of the district is such that there is a mistrust of the board and cabinet that leads to 
many stakeholders believing that actions do not meet the stated intentions.  A wide range of stakeholders 
do not view the district as one that is moving toward being ‘an exemplary district characterized by a 
cohesive and coordinated academic system with a set of clearly defined performance based outcomes for 
all students’.  Nor do they believe that the district actively seeks ‘the input and involvement of staff, 
parents, students, and the community, when making educational decisions necessary to ensure every 
student’s success.  Many stakeholders conclude that the district’s actions, or in some situations inaction, 
do not meet the district’s stated intentions. 
 
The perceived lack of accountability of the district’s leadership to the board, the opaqueness of the budget 
process, and the failure to meet the needs of many students, all contribute to the feelings of mistrust that 
exist in the district.  There is concern that the board’s standing committees, particularly the finance 
committee, do not meet regularly to scrutinize decisions and hold district officers to account. The recent 
changes in membership of the board have resulted in more open discussion and debate, but some board 
members have not welcomed this change. 
 
Overall, the board appears to have operated with good intentions, but has been insufficiently rigorous in 
calling the district to account for its decisions and actions. Too often, it has been ready to accept 
information at face value.  
 
Site Management and Coherence 
 

In spite of recent efforts by the district leadership to secure the commitment of principals to the district 
improvement plan and align their school growth plans to take account of its vision and strategic priorities, 
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this has not yet happened consistently across the district.  In some cases, principals feel cut off from 
district decision-making, in others they feel powerless to influence the direction in which the district is 
developing.  Many, therefore, concentrate entirely on what is happening in their own building and feel 
under-valued.  They have a large degree of autonomy, but this is largely because the accountability 
systems in the district do not function effectively.  They operate as 19 independent contractors when the 
circumstances suit them, and there is no sense of a united, coherent effort to improve student 
achievement across the district.  When circumstances allow, some use personal influence to get their own 
way in amending or overturning decisions that affect their schools.   Performance management of 
principals is not conducted effectively or efficiently.  New principals are supported by the district and have 
an induction program that is informative and well focused, but ongoing evaluation and accountability lacks 
rigor. 
 

The district has not established clear processes and procedures for holding all schools accountable, on 
an annual basis, for their efficiency and effectiveness.  The assistant superintendent evaluates all the 
centrally based administrators and the effectiveness of consultants who provide services to the 
department through the instructional specialists.  While the teacher evaluation process works well at 
school level, the administrator evaluation process is less effective.  The district does not have robust 
systems for monitoring, evaluating, reviewing and revising the impact of all policies and plans on school 
and student achievement.  The two directors who should be central to this process are overwhelmed with 
other, administrative duties, which make the task impossible.  The district collects data from schools, but 
does not translate this into management information that can be used to inform decision-making.  It is 
hoped that the new IT system will facilitate this in future, but it does not happen at present.  The 
Administrators’ Evaluation Plan should be implemented in a comprehensive, consistent and systematic 
manner. 
 
 

Domain 3:  Management of Human and Fiscal resources 
 
This area of the district’s work needs substantial improvement. 
 
Human Resources 
 

The human resources (HR) function is very limited in its scope and responsibilities.  The district contracts 
out for recruitment advertising to an advertising agency.  The HR department is not involved in screening 
applications to ensure applicants’ appropriate credentials before making them available to principals.  
Principals are responsible for all aspects of the process, including screening and arranging appointments.  
One consequence of this is that it is difficult for the HR department to ensure that recruitment practices 
are equity-based and aligned with district goals and strategies, particularly those related to recruitment of 
staff from ethnic minorities.  HR was previously involved with Title VII and Title IX grant funding to the 
district, but this ceased some years ago. The IT department has assisted in implementing an online 
application process and web posting of applications.  The assistant superintendent and the two directors 
(elementary and middle/secondary) have overall responsibility for hiring administrative staff, leadership 
development and capacity building.  The HR function is restricted to basic administration of the process. 
 
The HR department does not track evaluations and assessments of teacher performance, and these are 
not linked with professional development needs.  There is no evidence of an integrated approach to 
human resource management, and no aggregation or collection of data to inform professional 
development needs.  Tracking is inconsistent and does not include site-based professional development.  
Principals control on-site professional development, but any special requests by individual staff are 
approved by the assistant superintendent, rather than principals or the two directors.  The HR department 
encourages retention of staff in the district by trying to connect them to the local community, but there is 
no exit interview process to inform the district why the staff members leave.  There is an 8-10 percent 
annual turnover of teachers in the district. The district has great difficulty in recruiting and retaining staff 
with special education qualifications.  
 
Overall, the HR department does not function effectively at the strategic, policy-making level, and is 
under-utilized by the district’s leadership. 
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Fiscal Management 
 

The district does not have a chief financial officer.  The chief operating officer (COO), reporting to the 
superintendent, has responsibility for fiscal management.  He is supported by a dedicated, service 
oriented team that manages finance, transportation, technology, food services, human resources and 
facilities.  Financial systems are fiscally sound.  Budget documents are clear and well presented.  The 
budget guidelines document issued to central office directors and school principals provides clear advice 
about the purpose of the budget, linked to the board goals and the district’s instructional plan, and 
important information about budget responsibilities.  It contains a detailed calendar for the preparation of 
each year’s operating budget and guidelines for recipients to complete their budget requests.  
 
Of its total 2007-08 operating budget of $142,518,197, the district spends 66.4 percent on instruction, 
18.3 percent on finance/benefits, 4.9 percent on human resources, 4.6 percent on facilities, 3.8 percent 
on transportation, 1.1 percent on information technology, and smaller proportions on other central office 
functions amounting to 0.9 percent of the total.  These proportions have remained relatively stable over a 
number of years.  The budget document shows these figures broken down into salaries, employee 
benefits, professional and technical services, property services, and supplies and materials.  Overall there 
is a wide range of financial information, openly available and with accompanying descriptions of spending 
categories.  
 

Given the clarity of the budget documents, it would be expected that stakeholders be well informed and 
content with the level of transparency.  The opposite is the case.  With few exceptions, principals 
identified the district’s management of fiscal resources as being in need of improvement.  Some of their 
concerns were expressed as follows: 
 

• not knowing from day to day what resources are available  
• severely limited resources  
• unable to buy necessary supplies  
• lack of communication between district and school   
• decisions on class sizes not based on educational needs 
• loading of classes to contract maximum – for fiscal reasons, not based on student needs 
• constant trouble in getting [district] budgets passed 
• budget development not collaborative 
• cuts in professional development money have had a significant impact 
• very little input from principals into the district budget, and 
• need better equity in distribution of funds. 

 
These views were supported by a range of stakeholders across the community who regarded this year’s 
budget reduction negotiations as damaging.  This disconnect between the district, which believes the 
budget process has served the district well, and principals who believe otherwise, is symptomatic of the 
breakdown in communication and trust in the district.  The budget process needs to be more transparent, 
involve stakeholders more directly at an earlier stage, and communicate about fiscal matters to schools 
more consistently and regularly.  
 

The escalating budget for special education is a major concern for the district.  The high costs associated 
with transportation of students with special education needs, aides in classrooms, and out of district 
placements, are common to all districts.  This issue should be part of the review of special education in 
order to clarify and consider all alternatives in relation to ensuring appropriate funding of this important 
area of the district’s work. 
 

Facilities management is well organized and efficient.  A comprehensive facilities audit and priority needs 
assessment carried out by the director of facilities and others in 2002, provides a sound basis for making 
decisions regarding spending in this area.  Principals were involved in identifying the priorities.  The 
director recognizes that it is now time to update this audit to take account of changes over the last five 
years and increases in costs.  The city budget has assisted in the upgrading of school buildings by 
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investing $100 million to support the district’s efforts.  The facilities management team has a difficult task 
in balancing the compliance requirements identified by the state, the need to refurbish and rebuild 
schools, and the need to replace outdated systems, while carrying out maintenance works on buildings.  
They manage the priorities well in the face of ever-increasing costs.  Similarly, the purchasing process, 
which has recently been upgraded and computerized, is well managed and aligned to schools’ needs.  A 
number of schools have already benefited from the lower prices that bulk purchasing by the district has 
achieved.  A private contractor manages the schools’ cafeteria service, but the employees are district 
employees.  Norwalk is included in the state’s Healthy Food Initiative, and a management team containing 
district and contractor representatives regularly monitors the quality of the service.  Any complaints are 
dealt with promptly. 
 

In addition to its operating budget, the district also receives a number of entitlement grants.  Title I funds 
are managed by the grants administrator (Title I fund manager) who works with the instructional 
specialists to allocate them to schools.  In 2006-07, the Title I grant provided funding for nine elementary 
schools, but this reduced to seven schools in 2007-08.  All funds are distributed to schools in accordance 
with the regulations.  Each school submits a budget plan to the grants office for review and approval.  
Principals develop and submit spending plans that are within federal guidelines, along with a signed 
verification of compliance.  Budgets for individual schools are then monitored by the finance department 
and the grants office is tasked with reviewing all purchase orders submitted against approved budgets.  It 
is, however, sometimes difficult for the grants office to obtain the necessary information from the finance 
department in order to enable it to close the loop before submitting purchase orders to the director of 
elementary education.   Principals and the director of elementary education prioritize and determine the 
best use of funds.   The chief operating officer ultimately monitors all funding to schools.  There is no 
tracking of the use of funds and the director is sometimes by-passed by principals going direct to the 
superintendent to agree on the use of Title I funds in their schools.  The district should focus on 
establishing a systematic monitoring system, backed up by documentation, to ensure that Title I funds are 
used as effectively and efficiently as possible. 
 
The manager of ELL education department has been in the position for approximately one year.  She is 
responsible for the allocation of Title III grant funds.  Title III funding amounted to $198,978 in 2006-07.  A 
further $121,818 was provided to meet the needs of students in bilingual programs (Bilingual State Grant), 
and $41,882 was provided to meet the needs of immigrant children and youth (Immigrant Children and 
Youth Grant).  The funding appears to have been used appropriately in general terms to provide services 
and staff in line with regulations, and there is an overall strategy/ plan in place to meet the needs of ELL 
students.  An independent consultant reviewed the district’s programs for English language learners (ELL) 
in 2006/07. This resulted in a report containing a number of major recommendations, delivered in June 
2007.  Action to implement some of the major recommendations has been taken, but further work in this 
area is required and is scheduled to take place in the fall.  
 
The use of funds to provide services is determined by the ELL instructional specialist, with monitoring by 
the assistant superintendent.  Principals have input regarding the various program models used at their 
schools, taking into consideration the school’s overall instructional delivery and student needs.  ELL 
students are assessed at the start and end of each year, but this is not yet aligned to the curriculum.  ELL 
teachers are provided with the CMT and CAPT results in the fall of each year.  They use the results of 
these assessments to plan and target instruction.  The district should, however, explore ways to collect 
and use data throughout the school year in order to further improve instruction for ELL students. 
 
There is evidence of connectivity between the amount of Title III funding received by the district and a 
plan, designed to meet ELL student needs and for the spending of the money.  However, arrangements 
for monitoring to ensure its effective use needs to be improved.  The consultant’s report from 2006-07 is a 
good start strengthening the ELL education department, but needs to be related also to fiscal 
management.  
 

The overall impression is that, while the operational and capital budgets are clearly documented, many 
stakeholders are confused about the budget setting process and its transparency.  The Title I and Title III 
grant funding is less transparent in terms of its being used to meet effectively the purposes for which it is 
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intended.  There is no evidence of a comprehensive view of all the finance available to the district in order 
to ensure equitable distribution of available funds to all schools.      
 
 

Domain 4: Operational Systems 
 
This area of the district’s work needs improvement. 
 
IT & Data Support 
 

The district has a clear and comprehensive educational technology plan, based on its educational goals, 
and approved by the board of education in June 2006.  The plan aims to ensure that the most appropriate 
technologies are used in schools’ instructional and administrative programs.  Teachers are involved in the 
roll out of the plan.  The director of information and instructional technology has shared his plans for 
expenditure to implement the plan over the period 2006-09.  The plan and associated budget documents 
show the various competing priorities between instruction, administration, maintenance and replacement 
of older technology, and the need for professional development, and indicate how these will be 
addressed.  A capital projections document shows how anticipated funding will be spent up to 2011-12.  
This document shows which schools will receive funding, and when.  The technology plan is ambitious 
and is well constructed, although inevitably some schools believe they should be more of a priority than 
others.  Nevertheless, the plan, the funding, and the commitment of the director and his team to delivering 
it are all satisfactory, although they are over-stretched in meeting the IT maintenance needs identified by 
schools. 
 

The testing and evaluation specialist provides high quality, well presented, data to schools and is skilled in 
assisting schools to analyze and interpret the data they receive.  Schools, however, do not always 
appreciate the quality of what they receive and do not always take appropriate action to link the data to 
their own knowledge of the school and its students in order to prioritize aspects of instruction in the 
classroom.  The role of the testing and evaluation specialist has been, until very recently, rather limited 
across the district, and greater use could be made of her skills to inform decision-making at both central 
office and school levels. 
 
A student database for the district has been established.  The district works with teachers and principals 
and provides 1:1 and group training on the use of the database.  The high schools and middle schools 
access the database more than the elementary schools.  There are some difficulties with the accuracy of 
the elementary schools’ data and in persuading school secretaries of the importance of the database.  
Elementary school report cards will be going online this year and training will be provided for staff.  The 
data on attendance is unreliable and is not regularly monitored by the district.  This part of the district’s 
services to schools appears to be under heavy pressure as a result of staffing levels.  
 
Communication 
 

This is a major problem for the district.  The director of public relations, who previously was a member of 
the cabinet, is no longer a member of this senior management group.  She, along with the human 
relations officer, was removed from the cabinet so that the remaining members could focus on the 
development of curriculum and instruction.  Their input was considered to be no longer relevant to the 
core business of the district.  Given the issues around communications and the needs of minority 
communities in the district, this has meant that two members of staff who could have provided sound 
advice and counsel in these areas to the cabinet are no longer part of the decision-making process in 
central office.  The director of public relations now carries out routine tasks related to communication. 
 
The human relations officer, whose main job is to engage with minority communities to assure equity and 
opportunity for all students, especially the most vulnerable, operates with a small budget.  He works as 
best he can with scarce resources to support the Black community and act as mediator between parents 
and principals.  The contacts with large numbers of parents from minority communities that used to be a 
part of his work have become less effective in recent years.  The number of outreach workers has been 
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reduced from five to three.  The officer now puts much of his energy into the Parent Leadership Training 
Institute (PLTI) which offers a 20 week program aimed at empowering mainly Black and Hispanic parents. 
 
Operations 
 

School transportation is well managed and is focused on getting students to school, safely and on time, to 
maximize their educational opportunities.  The transportation manager has a clear and accurate view of 
the priorities and has a good, overall command of all the issues relating to school transportation.  Like all 
other managers and staff in the team headed by the director of instructional technology, she has a clear 
understanding of the connection between her work and students’ ability to succeed in their educational 
experience. 
 

The management and provision of services for students with disabilities by the district are in urgent need 
of review. The budget allocation for supporting these students shows that some schools are under-funded 
to meet their needs.  The number, duties and time-allocations of aides have been an issue in some 
schools. The organization of resources across the schools is difficult because of schools operating 
different schedules.  There are 17 social workers whose jobs are made more difficult because they are 
shared across the 19 schools.  A number of educational psychologist positions are unfilled and, although 
there are a number of part-time speech pathologists, there is no full time speech pathologist in the district. 
The district budget appears to show that grant money that was intended to last until 2009 has already 
been spent.  The special education budget in general is not clear.  There appear to be 19 sets of criteria 
for determining the eligibility of students for special education support and some evidence of irregularities 
in procedures to place students out of district.  There is also evidence that the district as a whole places a 
high proportion of students out of district, although some of this may be accounted for by a high level of 
court-directed placements.  Documentation, including individual education programs, is missing in some 
cases.  This highly unsatisfactory picture requires urgent attention, but this review did not have the 
capacity to further investigate the situation.  In order to give the newly appointed director of pupil services 
the opportunity to address the issues, a full program and fiscal audit should be conducted by an 
appropriate external agency.    
 
Service Culture 
 

A positive service culture exists throughout most of the district’s operations. It is particularly obvious in IT 
and data support, transportation, facilities management and purchasing, and student services. 
Department managers are very aware of the importance of the roles they play in supporting the efforts of 
curriculum and instruction staff to raise levels of achievement across the district.  In some cases, 
however, they are not given the opportunity to demonstrate their capabilities. 
 
 
Domain 5: Stakeholder Engagement and Satisfaction 
 
This area of the district’s work needs substantial improvement. 
 

Internal Stakeholder Engagement 
 
The district has no formal processes for collecting and listening to the views and perceptions of students, 
teachers and parents.  There is no student council at the district level, although students were involved in 
the recent appointments of two high school principals.  There is a perception among principals that only 
those with the loudest voices will be listened to and others are ignored.  The perception is that this results 
in an inequitable allocation of resources to schools, and, therefore, to students.  Some principals appear 
to have more direct access to the central office than others, and use this as a means to have decisions 
and agreements with central office staff amended or overturned. Many principals are critical of the budget 
process, believe they have little influence until too late, and view the process as secretive and not based 
on the educational needs of students. 
 

The relationship between board members and the superintendent is very close.  While this is positive in 
that they are united in their aims and objectives of achieving improvement for students, there is a 
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perception among some groups in the community that the board has not been sufficiently rigorous in its 
monitoring of the district’s performance.  The budget negotiation process is one example of this.  Another 
is the process for negotiating and extending contracts for some senior district staff.  Recent changes in 
the membership of the board have resulted in more desire for transparency and more questioning of 
decisions than previously.  However, there needs to be a balance between what is regarded by the district 
as micro-management by some board members and the need for the policy-making and governance role 
of the board to be implemented effectively.  
 

The breakdown in the relationship between the Norwalk Federation of Teachers (NFT) and the district is a 
major impediment to progress in the district.  The discontinuing of the monthly meetings which previously 
took place between the union president and the superintendent means that there is no direct contact 
between management and union at district level.  This is an extremely unhealthy situation that impacts on 
the district’s improvement efforts.  Teachers now have no voice at the district level.  The union leadership 
needs to recognize, that whatever the reasons for the breakdown, it is important that the teachers’ voice is 
heard during a period of considerable change.  Similarly, the district should make every effort to engage 
the union in meaningful discussion to resolve the difficulties.  The superintendent and other senior staff 
need at least to be visible in schools in order to listen to teachers’ views even if there is no willingness to 
re-establish the relationship with the union.  Management cannot function effectively without taking 
account of the views of the most important group of staff who impact on student learning in schools.   
 

External Stakeholder Engagement  
 

Many parents are engaged at the school level but, unless they are Parent Teacher Organization (PTO) 
members or members of other organized school groups, believe there is a lack of communication from the 
school district.  Some parents report that they have to search for district information and do not find it 
readily accessible.  They perceive the district culture as one which shows lack of respect for parents, in 
which they are largely discounted and marginalized.  Some parents believe that the major focus of PTO is 
fund raising and that PTO members do not regard themselves as having a locus in supporting the school 
in its efforts to raise achievement.  Some parents describe the PTO as exclusive rather than inclusive, 
and not engaging or serving the needs of the minority communities.  Some parents of children from 
minority communities do not feel encouraged to participate. They do not perceive the district as working 
collaboratively to improve student achievement.  Rather, they regard it as ineffectual, inconsistent and 
lacking in vision, resulting in schools acting separately and principals determining what schools get – 
strong principals get major resources, others get little or nothing.  Some parents describe their own 
feelings as disconnected, isolated, angry and frustrated. 
 

One very effective link with the community is in the area of early childhood education.  Recent 
collaborative efforts to produce an Early Childhood Action Plan are commendable.  Some 80 percent of 
pre-school children in the district now have an educational experience before entering elementary school.  
While there are issues about the consistency of the quality of this experience, the pre-kindergarten 
summer program which accommodated 168 children in summer 2007 and the appointment of a well-
qualified instructional specialist in early childhood education to bridge the gap between pre-kindergarten 
providers and schools are indicators of positive progress in this area.  This should have a positive impact 
on future levels of achievement across the district. 
 

The district has many links with community groups and organizations across Norwalk, including the 
Norwalk Education Foundation, the Norwalk Children’s Foundation, Norwalk ACTS, Norwalk Community 
College, and the Greater Norwalk Chamber of Commerce.  The community is rich in the number of 
organizations willing to work with the district and its schools in order to raise achievement.  Most of the 
links, however, are at a strategic level with the superintendent, and few at the operational level with 
teachers and principals where they can have a real impact.  The district should be more pro-active in 
utilizing the availability of such a wide range of organizations to support efforts to raise achievement in 
schools.  There is a need, for example, to increase existing links and work more closely with the 
Community College to meet the needs of students wishing to access vocational courses.  The After 
School Alliance, a collaborative of over 40 organizations that provide or support after-school programs for 
Norwalk children has expressed a wish to align its programs more closely to school programs so that it 
can more effectively complement the work of schools and meet student needs.  This offer, made in the fall 
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of 2006, needs to be vigorously followed up.  One result of the district missing opportunities to tap into 
wider community resources is that there is a perception among some community representatives that 
there is a lack of district leadership and direction to ensure that students get maximum benefit from what 
is available.  However, although much has been achieved in developing relationships with the community 
in recent years, there is a great deal of work still to do.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


