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Leading Change:  Taking the lead in local high school redesign 
by Pamela Miller, Ph.D., MBEA Legislative Committee Chair

H
igh school redesign.  Depending upon your perspective, these three little words will either strike fear in your heart or they will challenge and motivate you to become involved in leading local change.  Business Education and Career & Technical Education (CTE) in general will be significantly impacted by Michigan’s high school redesign initiative.  How Business educators respond to the challenge is not only critical to the continued viability of business programs throughout the State but also, more importantly, to the success of the redesign effort as a whole.  
High school redesign, often referred to as high school reform, is a decidedly economic issue.  The primary goal of high school reform is to prepare students for entry into post-secondary education programs and, ultimately, successful employment in a global economy.  The world of work has changed dramatically since the publication of A Nation At Risk in 1983, and the time has finally come to implement the recommendations of this report and those that followed, including that of The Cherry Commission on Higher Education and Economic Growth (2004), to redesign the high school experience into one of academic rigor and real-world relevance.  
On April 20, 2006, Governor Granholm signed Public Act 123 into law, establishing new graduation requirements for high schools in Michigan beginning with the class of 2011.  The new Michigan Merit Curriculum (MMC) framework includes an online course or learning experience and 16 required credits – 4 credits in both English Language Arts (ELA) and Mathematics, 3 credits in both Science and Social Studies, and 1 credit in both Health/PE and the Arts.  Beginning with the class of 2016, an additional 2 credits of World Languages will also be required.  The legislation also calls for the development of “content expectations” for each of the required credits, which will replace the benchmarks in the existing Michigan Curriculum Framework, as well as “model credit units” and “end-of-course exams”.  The Michigan Department of Education (MDE) has developed the High School Content Expectations for English Language Arts (ELA) and Mathematics, which are available on the MDE website, and introduced them to teachers and administrators in overview sessions held in June and July.  The MDE will conduct “Phase II” sessions across the State during August, September, and October to introduce the model credit units developed for the ELA and Mathematics Content Expectations (these model credit units will be available on the MDE website on August 1 at www.michigan.gov/highschool).
One of the challenges for Business educators and for CTE teachers in general is to identify the academic content expectations that are currently embedded in their courses and demonstrate the academic rigor and real-world relevance of the curriculum to their academic counterparts as well as building and district leaders.  Collaboration is the key to successful local implementation efforts.  The Phase II sessions offered by the MDE provide an opportunity for districts to begin to develop a local implementation strategy by assembling a team of teachers (academic and CTE) and building and district leaders to attend a session.  (The dates and locations of these sessions are available online at www.michigan.gov/documents/HSCE_Information_Session_164627_7.pdf .)  Many districts already have academic and CTE teachers working together.  Career centers may have academic content specialists on staff, comprehensive high schools may provide common planning time for CTE and academic teachers, and others may utilize a team-teaching approach to demonstrate relevance in academic courses and introduce academic content in CTE courses.  These districts should be encouraged to share their experiences during the MDE sessions and can use the opportunity to engage in further dialogue to expand their local efforts.  How each local district approaches this important aspect of high school redesign – ongoing collaboration between academic and CTE teachers and district leadership – is too frequently limited by finite resources and the structure of the school day.  Local teams must work creatively to develop solutions to these problems.
A second challenge for CTE teachers is to work within their local districts to make the shift from the traditional course-based curriculum framework to one that is truly standards-based, which is the intent of the new Michigan Merit Curriculum (MMC) framework.  This is particularly crucial considering that the MMC framework includes 16 required credits, which will increase to 18 required credits for the class of 2016.  If a local district fails to make the important shift to a standards-based curriculum, the focus of their efforts will be on the revision of individual courses to meet the new content expectations.  Since many CTE courses, taken individually, would not meet a significant number of academic content expectations, the tendency would be to eliminate them in favor of more academic courses.  Given that most high schools already offer Algebra I, Algebra II, and Geometry classes, the inclination would be to simply add an additional “math course” rather than consider how a CTE program can be designed to meet these expectations.  Using the Mathematics content expectations as an example, a local district suffering from paradigm paralysis – only able to envision course-based credit rather than competency- or standards-based credit – would eliminate its Business Math course in favor of a Calculus course.  It may seem more expedient to “rework or revamp” the curriculum by adding and removing courses, but it is the intent of the new requirements that the curriculum be viewed much more holistically.  Business educators that are able to meet the first challenge – identify the academic content expectations that are currently embedded in their courses and demonstrate the academic rigor and real-world relevance of the curriculum to their academic counterparts as well as building and district leaders – will be prepared to tackle this challenge as well.  
