
























































Inspection Visit Conducted by SchoolWorks on behalf of the SUNY Charter Schoois Institute

Benchmark 1D.3: The school has programs that are demonstrably effective in helping students
who are struggling academically to meet the school’s academic Accountability Plan goals
including programs for students who require additional academic supports, programs for
English Language Learners and programs for students eligible to receive special education.

The school has allocated appropriate resources, personnel, extra time and programs for students at
risk. However, neither the short term nor long-range effectiveness of these programs has yet been
determined.

Students with individualized education programs (IEPs) receive appropriate services. Victory
provides a special education consultant who visits the school monthly to provide support or
professional development for the “special progress™ staff members. Merrick Academy has two and
one half special progress teachers (one of whom is the case manager) to address the needs of students
with individual education programs and to give support to unidentified struggling students. The
special services team follows standard protocols for team mectings and the development of IEPs,
which is the responsibility of the team chair. Special progress services work in a push-in/pull-out
model depending on student instructional needs. Although they do not meet formally, special
progress teachers collaborate informally with homeroom teachers to coordinate with the lesson plans
for the class. Extra support is given to identified students during the regular education
reading/language arts block either within the classroom or in a pull-out situation using the same
materials as grade level peers. Extended support is given during enrichment time with a rotating
schedule so that students do not keep missing the same enrichment class.

Merrick has established a Pupil Personnel Committee (PPC) which serves as a pre-referral team to
support struggling students. The team is made up of the two special progress teachers, the social
worker, teachers, and parents of the students in the pre-referral process. The PPC meets once a
month or more often if there is a need. Teachers fill out a form describing the child’s strengths and
areas of weakness, and the team decides the intervention plan.

The school has an array of specialized services for at-risk students who do not qualify for special
education. The Title I program gives support to students who are struggling to reach the expected
growth of typical peers. The students are tested at the beginning of the year to identify areas of
weaknesses and are retested at the end of the year to measure growth. As mentioned previously,
however, the school did not provide an analysis of their growth. In addition, the school has assigned
grade level teaching assistants (CT) to provide extra small group and one-on-one support for students
that are struggling but do not qualify for formal intervention. Administration and special progress
personnel have also designed academic intervention service (AIS) plans for students whose test
scores do not qualify them for Title I intervention services yet they have been identified as struggling
by homeroom teachers. Teachers identify these struggling students using the results of DIBELS in
the younger grades and the Victory benchmark interim assessments and teacher observation.

The AIS written intervention plans are based on this assessment data. There is surround care at all
levels so that individual or small group attention and time is provided for any student not making
expected progress. Students on AIS plans are tutored during enrichment times and after school by
CTs assigned to their grade level.

The school provides both after-school tutoring and Saturday tutoring in both English language arts
and mathematics. Title I students and students on AIS plans are eligible for this extended support.
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Although this extra assistance is required for students, there is a struggle for the school to get some
- of the more needy students to attend. This is an issue that the school is focusing on to close the
achievement gap for these students.

Overall coordination and supervision of support services can be improved. For example, although
there is a template for an academic intervention plan (AIS), inspectors saw samples of plans that
varied in quality and clarity. One plan was quite comprehensive and had identified a student’s
strengths and areas of academic need; the proposed intervention strategies were explained; the
projected outcomes were in terms of students will be able to (SWBAT); the status of the student
performance in that area was noted at benchmark points. Another such form only included the dates
of intervention and what the student did, such as, “finished the (title) story” with no other
information. Inspectors concluded that such plans are left to individual teachers to complete with no
feedback or oversight from leadership regarding quality and expectations.

Although the support services in terms of personnel and resources at Merrick Academy are more
than adequate, there is not a clear system of oversight and accountability to monitor the quality of
these services. Teachers reported anecdotally that they are identifying struggling students more
easily and that intervention is making a difference in students’ progress. However, the review team
did not see data or other evidence that intervention has made an impact as yet in closing the gap
between students at risk and their grade level peers.

Benchmark 1E: The school’s culture allows and promotes a learning environment.

The school culture promotes learning with a rich visible display of student work. In addition, there
are proactive systems in place for motivating students such as PAWS (Positive Attitude with Style)
behavioral rewards and daily verbal messages. While teachers handle classroom management with
their own individual systems, instructional time was generally used effectively.

The majority of the school’s classroom walls and hallways reflect a culture and environment for
rigorous learning. Inspectors were impressed with the colorful, inviting displays and artwork on the
walls of the school. Student work is on view throughout the school with samples representing
content areas and from the fine arts program. Academic work seen on the walls was graded
according to rubrics, which were posted next to student work samples. Black and white photographic
images of students and staff are hung throughout the school. The physical environment is attractive
and inviting.

Within the classrooms, rules were posted and respected. Most teachers used a variety of signals and
verbal cues to get student’s attention and to monitor transitions. Inspectors found the behavior of
most students attentive and orderly in 15 out of 19 classroom observations. Nine out of ten parents
surveyed at the end of the year agreed that student behavior is generally orderly in the school.
Classrooms displayed word walls with challenging vocabulary and posters in various subject areas
that reflected expectations of rigor in learning and behavior. Samples of high quality student work
were seen in classrooms.

The school has systems for motivating students. Through the efforts of the student mentor, who
works in a role similar to a dean of students, there is a Student of the Month ceremony held at the
monthly PTA meeting. Each classroom teacher fills out a form recommending a student who excels
in behavior and work habits for that month. Parents are invited to see their children receive an award
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for this achievement. In addition, the student mentor provides teachers with PAWS tickets. When
supervising hallways and general transitions, teachers give out PAWS awards to students who exhibit
exemplary behavior during transitions. There may be a pizza party for the class who receives the
most PAWS that month. In general, the decorum of the students during transitions and in hallway
passing was orderly and respectful. Although there was chatter during these times, it was controlled
and appropriate in most circumstances.

Motivational messages also come from the staff on a daily basis as well as through a program of
giving students responsibility. The student mentor designs the daily morning message that is posted
on a white board as students enter the building. This is usually an engaging quote and is posted
along with a word problem for a particular grade level each day. A student leads the daily morning
exercises and reads the quote and the problem of the day over the public address system. Parents and
staff reported that students are delighted to have a turn participating in this and to hear their peers on
the loud-speaker in the morning.

Teachers reported that they handle discipline issues in their own classrooms for the most part. In
extreme cases of student off-task behavior, a teacher may send a child to the student mentor for
problem solving and conflict resolution. Inspectors observed students behaving according to posted
expectations in 12 out of 19 observations. Students were reinforced for positive behavior in 12 of 19
observations. Transitions and effective use of instructional time seemed appropriate in most of the
classrooms. All stakeholders spoke of the high expectations for student behavior in the school. Both
students and parents reported that the school is a safe environment for all.

Benchmark 1F: The school’s professional development program assists teachers in meeting
student academic needs and school goals by addressing identified shortcomings in student
learning and teacher pedagogical skill and content knowledge.

The school’s professional development program is marked by ample time allocation and target focus
areas requested by the teachers in surveys and by the decisions of leadership. According to teachers
and administrators in focus group discussions, the addition of the staff developer position has had a
positive effect in supporting teachers in the area of professional development. However, the overall
effectiveness of the professional development program cannot be determined, because the school has
not articulated clear and measurable outcomes. Currently, there is no systematic follow up and
evaluation of effectiveness of professional development in improving instructional practice and
student achievement has yet to be established.

There is ample time set aside each year to provide all staff with professional development. Teachers
are required to participate in two weeks of professional development training before school opens.
During the year, there are four half-day sessions where students are dismissed early so teachers can
be trained. Four Saturdays were planned for the 2007-08 school year, but there was staff resistance
to the extra time required and future Saturday sessions were cancelled.

For the past two years, teachers have had input in deciding the professional development initiatives.
They filled out surveys indicating their own professional development needs and suggested
professional development initiatives for the school. As a result of teacher and leader input,
professional development has been focused on data analysis, differentiation of instraction and on
using “accountable talk™ in the classroom to create interactive discussions. Inspectors found
evidence of these focus areas in staff focus group discussions, in review of grade level team meeting
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minutes, and in signs in the classrooms such as charts with question and sentence starters that would
© encourage “Accountable Talk.” As discussed previously, however, there is not a clearly articulated
way of measuring the implementation or effect of these initiatives.

Summer workshops had been focused on providing training on programs such as Scott Foresman and
Everyday Math where all staff, whether experienced or not, were expected to participate, Due to
teacher feedback, leadership and Victory Schools have provided more options for professional
development training. New staff attend additional training on school wide programs (two days) and
the rest of the staff are trained in the new initiatives decided for the school based on data analysis
identifying school- wide needs.

A new initiative for professional development, called PICS, was introduced by the staff developer in
the 2007-08 school year. In this lesson study model, a teacher designs a lesson to be presented to a
group of peers for feedback and critiquing. Teachers volunteer to be part of the team to review the
lesson. Teachers respond to the lesson using a protocol that calls for both “cool” and “warm”
comments (both critical and positive). The presenting teacher adjusts the lesson according to the
feedback, and the lesson then becomes a model for other teachers. Teachers reported great
enthusiasm for this new initiative.

Inspectors found that there were many strong elements of a professional development program in

place which addressed staff and school-wide instructional needs. However, a system for monitoring,
follow-through and effectiveness of new professional development initiatives is not yet in place.
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Part 2. Benchmark Analysis and Evidence of
the School’s Organizational Viability

A. Are the school’s mission and vision clear to all stakeholders?

Benchmark 2B: The school is faithful to its mission and has implemented the key design
elements included in its charter.

The mission of the Merrick Academy is to create one of the finest public schools in
America through the use of the charter school process; to serve the “at-risk” population
of Springfield Gardens and Jamaica, Queens; and to create a role model for charter
public school design that can be replicated in disadvantaged neighborhoods
everywhere,

Many of the key design elements of the charter are in place at Merrick and there are several more,
including the use of data and differentiation, which are in the beginning stages of development.

All stakeholders reported interest and enthusiasm for making Merrick Academy a top-performing
charter school. The school uses materials that are scientifically research-based in both English
language arts and mathematics. In addition to New York state assessments, DIBELS, a research
based assessment for early reading skills, has been added to assess students in Kindergarten through
2" grades. Interim assessments developed by Victory Schools are administered three times a year
and are based on New York state standards. In addition, teachers administer end-of-unit assessments
in all content areas.

The areas of teacher development are less developed, however. The school has been focusing closely
on the use of data to inform instructional practice for the last two years but at the time of the visit this
practice has yet to be fully developed. Teachers have been trained in using data to identify student
strengths and weaknesses for grouping students and developing instructional plans. Inspectors found
that they are at the beginning stages of developing consistency of practice in this area, and that the
use of data to inform instruction varied from teacher to teacher. Another professional development
focus has been on differentiation of instruction. Although evidence supports that differentiation of
instruction, too, is at the early phase of implementation. The school has yet to fully implement these
key design elements.

The school has fully implemented student support systems, however. Merrick has extended time for
both English language arts and mathematics to encourage more rigorous learning in these areas. The
school has instituted a summer program for Title I students and other struggling students to spend
additional time on English language arts and mathematics skill development, so that typical summer
regression is lessened for these students.

B. Are systems in place to monitor the effectiveness of the academic program and to
modify it as needed?

Benchmark 2C.1: The school board has worked effectively to achieve the school’s mission and
specific goals.

The current board of trustees has demonstrated a commitment to building its capacity to govern the
school and has communicated a sense of urgency. The board is made up of ten members of
committed professionals, two of them parents of children in the school, with expertise and experience
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in both public and private sectors such as law, finance and human resources. Inspectors met with
four of the ten members. The board elected a new chair last year who described a new energy on the
board in looking more closely at recent assessment data, which the board felt was disappointing, As
the new chair claimed, “we woke up... were reenergized” to look more closely at the school and its
academic performance. The board meets every six weeks, unless there is a need for additional
meetings. The board is seeking to add members to expand board expertise and fund-raising
capabilities. Board members have become much more active in looking carefully at the school’s
programs and academic growth. They have formed a new education sub-committee, which is
focused on the educational program and is examining the role of Victory Schools versus the role of
school administration in promoting student achievement.

The board chair reported that the board began to realize it should be looking more closely at data and
to examine why student academic achievement is not reaching annual goals. As the chair described,
“We would like to build capacity to work with school data and make decisions regarding this.”
Board members in the focus group recognized the importance of having the assessment data
disaggregated for their review in layman terms so that board members can immediately identify areas
of strength and weakness across the school.

To assist them in understanding aspects of education such as analyzing assessment data, the board
has hired a consultant. The board plans to look closely at the role Victory Schools plays in helping to
develop the school’s academic program. It is actively questioning the roles and responsibilities of
the management company, and it is trying to more clearly understand the services provided by
Victory.

Board members voiced their surprise at the recent teacher vote to form a union. The chair stated that
with the changes in the board’s focus, teachers are welcome to bring their issues to them as well as to
school administration.

The board members make it a point to involve themselves in school activities and to visit the school
while in session. They attend events such as those organized by the Father’s Committee, which
sponsors fund-raisers while providing food and entertainment for the community. The board chair,
as well as other board members, spends time in the school observing classrooms and talking to staff
and students. Inspectors found that the board of trustees is committed and dedicated to providing
governance and support to Merrick Academy and that it recognized the challenge of the recent
decline in student performance.

C. Are students and parents satisfied with the work of the school?
Benchmark 2D: Parents/guardians and students are satisfied with the school.

Parent/gnardians and student satisfaction is a strength of Merrick Academy. Inspectors heard only
positive responses concerning stakeholder satisfaction with Merrick Academy during interviews with
both parents and students. Parent survey results show that 90% of the parents are satisfied with the
school. Parents in a focus group (four parents present) reported that their children feel safe in school
and are developing self-confidence in themselves as learners. As one parent described, students
develop a “sense of somebodyness” in this school.

Parents confirmed the principal’s report that there is high parent involvement in many areas of the
school. Parents are offered several opportunities during the year to volunteer and to become part of
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an on-going Parent Task Force, which gives suggestions on improving the school culture. The PTA
president, who is also a member of the board of trustees, reported that 75-100 parents attend the
monthly PTA meetings. Parents come to all events and willingly volunteer as they are needed.
There is a Father’s Group of 12 fathers who run family-centered fund-raising events. The funds from
these family get-togethers allow families to participate in end of the year trips such as to a history
museum in Baltimore. Parents reported that communication between the school and home is very
strong, particularly through the use of the voice mail system reaching all families.

There is a waiting list of over 700 students for entry into the school, with potential families
encouraged by the word-of-mouth of the parents involved in the school. The principal spends a great
deal of time marketing the school in the community and inviting potential families to visit the school.
The school ends at grade six making it difficult to attract and keep students who are approaching
middle school years, yet the school’s reputation in the community helps fill these early middle school
classrooms.

In focus group discussions, students reported that they love the school and that teachers support them
in every way. Students feel challenged and find the curriculum interesting. As one student stated, *1
feel the work is challenging and just right.” They reported that teachers help them when they need it.
Another student described work assignments this way, “Its hard when they introduce it ...my teacher
helps me when I need it....my teacher helps with strategies.” Students reported that they really
needed to study in order to do well in the school.

In a recent parent survey with a high number of returns (348), parents had mostly positive comments

about the school. The review team concluded that both parent and student satisfaction with the
school is above average in all areas.
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VL. OVERALL TRENDS REGARDING THE SCHOOL

Academic Program

Inspectors found evidence that Merrick Academy is moving toward developing the areas that will
increase student academic achievement. At present, however, there is not a clear system of oversight
and accountability to ensure that all elements needed in this process are developing with quality and
consistency.

There is evidence of a positive school climate and many aspects of standards-based best practice in
the classrooms in Merrick Academy. There is adequate support for struggling students in terms of
personnel, extra time and resources to provide additional help to close the gap between their
academic performance and that of their peers. Yet, at present, there is no system for ensuring the
effectiveness and the quality of these services. There is also evidence through focus groups that
teachers are eager (o continue to grow professionally. Professional development has recently been
fine-tuned to reflect teacher needs for training and to focus on specific school-wide initiatives. The
recent addition of a staff developer position has helped to support teachers.

At the same time, there is little evidence of effective systems of instructional supervision and
support. Although there is observation and evaluation of staff members, for both experienced and
new staff, formative supervision and feedback with follow-through are at a minimum level. The
check list evaluation has not changed over time and does not adequately address teachers’ needs.
The school has focused on developing the key design elements of differentiating instruction and the
use of data in the past two years. There is evidence of emerging differentiation of instruction and
some examples of encouraging higher order thinking and discussion through “accountable talk.”
Although all teachers are involved in these initiatives at some level, they are in the beginning stages
to ensure school-wide implementation. Oversight and accountability are lacking in monitoring
instructional practice and the implementation of professional development initiatives.

Organizational Viability

There is high parent and community support for Merrick Academy, with parents involved in many
aspects of supporting and maintaining the school culture. Both parents and students described the
school as having a safe and welcoming environment, and there is a large waiting list of families who
want their children to attend the school.

In response to disappointing assessment results the school’s board of trustees has made a renewed
commitment to issues of governance, with a specific focus on understanding and using student
assessment data to improve achievement. The board reports that it is asking tough questions and
evaluating the role of its management company to determine the effectiveness of provided supports
such as professional development. The board will need to adjust to potentially working with a
teachers union, and has hired a consultant to help guide its work. The board is clear that there are
significant challenges ahead.

At the time of the visit, there was a lack of systematic evaluation and processes to ensure results. The
review team found no evidence of a system or tool to measure the effectiveness of school-wide
initiatives such as professional development. There was no evidence that there is a single point of
accountability for results in each area of attention. The roles of the board, of Victory Schools and the
school administration are not clearly defined. With better tools and systems of measurement in
place, the board might be better able to anticipate the school’s academic needs and/or other issues.
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APPENDIX A:

Framework for Report Discussion

Category Report Secfion {(Relevant Benchmark(s)) Evidence Sources
Academic Program School Performance Review (Renewal Developed by Institute
Benchmark 1.A)
School Educational Program Review Classroom observations;
(Renewal Benchmarks 1.B ~ 1.F) Interviews; Review of
documents and student
work
Organizational School’s Mission and Vision (Renewal Review of documents;
Viability Benchmark 2.B) Interviews; Classroom
observations
Student and Parent Satisfaction (Renewal Interviews; Review of
Benchmark 2.D.1) school documents,
inchuding the
Accountability Plan
Progress Report
Board of Trustees’ Systems (Renewal Review of documents;
Benchmark 2.C.1) Interviews; Classroom
observations
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