New Tech Evolution
A Napa Valley cutting-edge
high school expands
its practices throughout
the country, including
in its own backyard
Naomi Dillon
he large panes of glass lining most of
New Tech High School’s interior hallway
offer a perfect, unobstructed view into
the classrooms—and for the dozens of
school board members peering in one
morning, an intriguing glimpse into a
world of possibilities.
To the students, the board members were just another
group of curious onlookers who’d heard about this experiment in the heart of California’s Napa Valley.
Part of Napa Valley Unified School District, New Tech
High School started 14 years ago as a partnership with district
officials and the business community. The ninth- through
12th-grade campus, which houses 400 students, features project-based learning and incorporates many elements of the
21st century skills movement, including encouraging collaboration and seamlessly integrating technology into the curriculum and classroom.
New Tech’s successes have inspired Napa Valley Unified to
incorporate some of its concepts at other district high
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schools. And a nonprofit offshoot is bringing the New Tech
model to other high schools in the country.
A national model

New Tech High began as an attempt to create a high school
that would mimic the business world, complete with individual cubicles, presentation rooms, and group work. It was a
concept that didn’t quite succeed, though school officials
refined it during the first five years. Then the Bill & Melinda
Gates Foundation came knocking with a $6 million grant and
an opportunity to expand.
Expand it did. The nonprofit New Tech Network was
formed to develop and oversee the model’s growth. In
September, it added 30 new sites to the system, which now
has 87 public high schools in 16 states.
“One of the largest challenges to growing more quickly is
how to have effective outreach, because we don’t want to be
viewed as a vendor,” says Lydia Dobyns, president of the New
Tech Network. “In education, there’s no shortage of people
trying to sell things to schools, and that’s not us.”
A former AOL vice president, Dobyns served two terms on
a California school board, learning firsthand the intricacies of
public education and the tension that exists among federal,
state, and local entities.
“I understand completely why change hasn’t happened,”
she says. “It’s a lack of awareness of failures. Often, we don’t
know what the problem is.”
New Tech’s longevity, combined with how it’s been replicated in areas as diverse as Hawaii and New York City, is a testament to its ability to adapt wisely. Early talks with prospective districts about why they want to import the model are
designed to flush out unrealistic expectations. The nonprofit
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New Tech High students use technology to
collaborate on their many projects,
a hallmark of the school.

is proud that only three of its 87 schools are charters.
“We are invited into a community. We do not impose ourselves,” Dobyns says.
Trust, respect, and responsibility

That welcoming environment has been part of the original
New Tech High since the beginning. Peter Abboud was in elementary school when New Tech opened, serving only juniors
and seniors who transferred from comprehensive high
schools in Napa Valley Unified.
“I remember going on a field trip to see the school, sitting
with the students, seeing a lot of Flash animation. I remember
it being really fun,” says Abboud, recalling the excursion years
later.
Though he was apprehensive about leaving his familiar
base school, Abboud decided to attend New Tech High. He
graduated in 2004, winning the honor of student of the year as
a senior, and now teaches biology at the school.
“The thing that really got me to buy into it was how the
school was so accepting and everyone was nice,” Abboud
says. “They worked together. You could really excel and get
involved in things.”
New Tech encourages students to be in charge of their
learning and understand that it is a shared responsibility.
Technology also plays a large role. The school was among the
first to use Promethean boards, adopt a 1:1 laptop environment, and develop a learning management system called
Echo.
But technology is only one part of the equation. More
prominent is project-based learning, which turns students
into team members, teachers into facilitators, and community
members into audiences.
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“We’re more engaged. We’re working harder and thinking
critically,” says senior Leslie Shipp. “We have a finished product that you can be proud of—or not.”
Shipp says working in teams can be challenging, but each
student signs an agreement that spells out the responsibilities
of group work. The school’s collaborative culture focuses on
three traits: trust, respect, and responsibility. More than just a
tagline on the school letterhead, it’s how students relate to
one another and are expected to act in public.
The board members who toured the Napa campus were as
impressed with the school’s new facility as the students who
led them through the building. A circa 1970s elementary
school and one-time fitness center, Napa New Tech completed a $14 million expansion and modernization effort last fall.
“We really fought for this,” senior Valeria Mattis tells a
group as she leads them through the “Cyber Café.”
The loft-style atrium is the heart of the school and features
items many administrators wouldn’t dare leave to the care of
teens: real wooden chairs, pricey presentation equipment,
and moveable tables. The space and the furniture illustrate
the type of environment and traits New Tech tries to cultivate
in ways big, like required community service hours and
internships, and small.
Young and energetic, Abboud connects easily with his students. So, when a commitment required him to be out of class
one day recently, he was surprised and disappointed to read a
laundry list of complaints from the teacher who substituted
for him.
“I got really frustrated because I’d specifically told them to
behave and I started thinking what could I do to punish them,”
says Abboud. Instead he opted to have his class create a
workshop on how to act when someone is giving a presentation.
“It was a nonpunitive way of addressing the issue ... So
many times, people think the kids coming here are a certain
type and that’s not the case,” he says. “The difference is how
we treat them and bring them into our culture.”
Partnerships are key

Culture is one piece of the puzzle. Districts interested in
implementing the New Tech model must make significant
investments in technology and staff development as well. The
current price tag runs close to a half million dollars over the
course of four years.
During those years, the New Tech Network provides technical assistance, training, coaching, and curriculum development. Community and business support are considered critical to the model’s success.
They needn’t have worried about that in Albuquerque,
which is home to the first New Tech built completely from
scratch. Sandia National Labs, a major research facility and
longtime education benefactor in Albuquerque, paid for
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school officials to travel to New Tech schools in neighboring
Texas. These visits came just as the district had won voter
approval to replace an aging high school.
“One of the neatest things about this whole experience is
it’s one of the best public-private partnerships that I know of,”
says Albuquerque Superintendent Winston Brooks.
In Albuquerque, charters make up more than a quarter of
the 136 school sites. By operating the nex+Gen Academy (as
Albuquerque calls its New Tech campus) as a magnet, Brooks
says the district “had this opportunity to really compete.”
“I thought, if I can create this magnet school that doesn’t
exist anywhere else in New Mexico, I can attract kids and
families back to the district,” he says. “Plus, it’s awfully hard
to say no to $450,000.”
With Sandia and local branches of Dell, Intel, and TIG footing the cost of implementation, and the district allocating
funds from its construction bond to build a state-of-the-art
facility, the only thing left was to find a dynamic individual to
serve as principal.
For that, officials selected Michael Stanton, a building
administrator at one of the district’s most challenging high
schools. “I knew his personality and I told him, ‘You’ve got to
sell this school like you are selling computer attachments at
Radio Shack,’” Brooks says. “There was an awful lot of pressure on him, but I knew he had the desire and the reputation
that—when he said it was a good deal—people believed him.”
Pressure? At the school’s grand opening last October, which
was attended by luminaries like U.S. Sen. Jeff Bingaman,
Brooks said he fully expected nex+Gen Academy to hit a 90
percent graduation rate and 100 percent proficiency.
Stanton seems capable of rising to the challenge. His circuitous path in and out of education led him through early
endeavors in small learning communities, school-to-career
initiatives, and original research on education organizational
theory. “This kind of model is right up my alley,” Stanton says.
His enthusiasm was obviously contagious, as 165 teachers
applied for just 14 positions and the nex+Gen’s first class of
ninth- and 10th-graders came from 50 different public and private schools from across the area, all before the building had
been erected.
Back to its roots

No one has been in a better position to study and learn from
New Tech’s evolution than the community where it was born.
Indeed, many of the same people who brainstormed and
developed the prototype remain in Napa Valley and have
joined the school district in spreading those same strategies
throughout the system.
Classified as a “Program Improvement” district since 2007,
Napa Valley Unified has struggled to shed the label and subsequent state sanctions. What Napa Valley lacks in resources,
however, it more than makes up for in innovation.
“Having New Tech in the middle of the district has had an
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influence on us,” says Joe Schunk, Napa Valley’s school board
president.
The district has tested many of New Tech’s strategies in
other schools for close to a decade. Last summer, board members made the cross-pollination of ideas official with the
Student-Centered 21st Century Initiative, or SC21. The fouryear districtwide plan emphasizes project-based learning and
21st century skills like critical thinking and collaboration.
“As we started having conversations about making learning more engaging, we kept coming back to project-based
learning,” says Schunk of the district’s efforts to improve student achievement.
SC21 reflects the belief that the district can move all students, not just those at New Tech, beyond state standards by
making learning more relevant, hands-on, and steeped in the
kind of skills needed to compete in the global economy.
“Work life today is substantially group-based,” says
Schunk, an IT executive at Wells Fargo. “More and more, you
need to be able to summarize and present your ideas, your
research, your findings, to small and large groups.”
While it makes sense to Schunk, project-based learning can be a tough concept for those whose job doesn’t
require them to regularly work in teams—most notably,
teachers. That’s one reason Napa is working with teachers like Rebecca Pollack, who is on special assignment
from New Tech. Pollack trains other Napa Valley educators on how to use problems and technology to drive
instruction and learning.
“Teachers that start doing project-based learning don’t go
back because it’s hard to imagine doing it any better,” Pollack
says. “It makes the teacher’s job so much easier because
you’re not saying we need to learn this because it’s a state
standard. Yeah, it is, but you need to learn it in order to complete this project.”
Teachers undoubtedly are critical to New Tech’s success.
But what makes the model promising is that students are
given equal billing and accountability for their own learning,
says Ann Flynn, director of NSBA’s educational technology
programs. Flynn, who has led several site visits to New Tech
High over the past eight years, says the school can serve as a
starting point for any district wanting to put these practices in
their classrooms.
“As I have watched [New Tech] evolve, the most striking
feature remains the level of student engagement, achieved
largely as a result of the project-based learning environment,”
Flynn says. “When this kind of model is introduced within a
system, it is important school leaders learn from its successes to see how the best elements can be adapted to other district programs to ensure all students have a more compelling
learning experience.” ■
Naomi Dillon (ndillon@nsba.org) is a senior editor of American
School Board Journal.
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