



























































inspection Visit Conducted by SchoolWorks on behalf of the SUNY Charter Schools Institute

Last summer (2007), 30 students at risk for not passing the state tests were provided with
mathematics, English language arts and physical education instruction. The four-week program met
for four hours each day, four days a week. For other students, a packet of summer work was sent
home. The inspection team could not determine the overall effectiveness of this program because no
analysis was provided. Another program was planned for the summer of 2008.

The guality of activities and effective use of time in advisory periods varies across the school. Daily
(except Wednesdays) advisory periods take place at the secondary academy. In these same-sex
advisories, according to students, discussions take place about life skills, solutions to problems,
issues at school, grades and ways to improve. The topic at an advisory period observed by a member
of the inspection team during the visit was communication through body language. Another group
was discussing the pillars of learning, which include factors that appear on student report cards (such
as persistence, collective responsibility and self-discipline). Another group of boys was talking about
racial and gender implication of rap music lyrics. The advisory program is managed by the school
community and culture director who also suggests themes for the sessions (e.g., decision-making,
self-esteem and violence prevention). Staff members volunteer to run an advisory period and are free
to plan advisory sessions as desired. Lesson plans for advisory periods are not required nor are
advisors evaluated as such.

There were no English language learners requiring services at the time of the inspection visit.
Therefore, there were no programs for students at risk based on language acquisition issues.

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

The school’s written documents, while thoughtful and intentional in terms of designing a learning
environment and school culture, were not consistently implemented across the two campuses. There
is a framework, but implementation is uneven. For example, although there is a school-wide
behavior code and discipline policy, with rules that are posted in most teachers’ classrooms, it is not
enforced with standardized procedures. Classroom rules are not consistent across the two buildings,
nor are they necessarily consistent among classrooms in one building.

Classroom management was mentioned by teachers in several focus groups at each academy as the
greatest challenge at the school. With respect to consistent implementation of the code, one item on a
teacher survey recently conducted was: A written code of conduct and consequences, which regulates
student behavior, is supported and adhered to. Of the 19 responses in the elementary academy, 12
either tended to disagree or strongly disagreed. At the secondary academy, 6 out of 10 teachers
responding to this item tended to disagree or strongly disagreed.

The inspection team noted limited consequences for misbehavior. Low-level misbehavior and
disengagement was not addressed and students buzzed and chattered during many classes observed.
For example, behavioral expectations were clearly displayed/posted in 18 of the 25 (72 percent) of
the classes observed, but students behaved according to posted expectations in only 64 percent of
those classes. Consequences were evident for misbehavior in only six (24 percent) instances.
Reward/reinforcement for positive behavior was seen in eleven instances (44 percent). The team
noted several examples of reinforcement of the CREST guidelines (Community, Responsibility,
Excellence, Scholarship, Trustworthiness), when a student showed responsibility or trustworthiness.
The team did not, however, see any specific examples and references to excellence or scholarship.

Although not always consistently implemented, the CREST culture is basically in place. Teachers do
praise appropriate classroom behavior, thus giving children opportunities to earn CREST chips,
which are used to reward students for proper demeanor. One parent said, “Kids live the CREST.”
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Students at the secondary academy can explain the values and the systems to encourage CREST. At
each of the school’s two buildings, a daily community gathering (called town hall, at the secondary
level) is held, in which CREST is reinforced. Students recite the code and the Pledge of Allegiance.
There are shout-outs (compliments about student achievements, attendance or behavior), a quote of
the day and general announcements.

In the secondary academy, the inspection team perceived an overall fack of student engagement and
respect at the town hall. Students were noted to be chatting and buzzing among themselves, rather
than attending to the program. The team noted that the program is well-planned and could be more
powerful as a culture builder, if a more effective behavior management system were in place.
Teachers are not required to participate in the town hall, and thus there is a Jack of supervision.

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.

Professional development is well-resourced and addresses a variety of school and teacher needs,
although overall effectiveness has not been determined. The UFT Charter School’s professional
development program provides a Teacher Center at both the elementary and secondary buildings
along with a Teacher Center specialist {TCS) who coaches, mentors and provides training and
support to teachers in the development and implementation of curricutum and instruction. There are
seven new teachers at the school’s elementary site, and eight first-year teachers at the secondary site
who receive one-on-one mentoring by the TCS.

Coaching for new teachers is provided for two hours each week at both sites. The teacher is
observed by the TCS for one hour. This is followed by a one-on-one session for feedback and
debriefing regarding practices, such as lesson development, use of data, pace of instruction,
assessment, flexible grouping, differentiated instruction, student management and self-reflection.
New elementary teachers also participate in a two-week intensive summer institute in which they
learn about the school, build community and review curriculum. The agenda for the 2007 Summer
Institute (elementary) indicated that teachers received an orientation regarding the school mission,
CREST, Habits of Critical Thinking, and participated in teambuilding activities. Summer training at
the secondary academy consisted of working through the Understanding by Design model to
determine essential questions and instructional plans for curriculum. Teachers developed six- and
nine-week instructional units in content areas.

At the elementary academy, teachers were scheduled for professional development for 100 minutes
every other Monday after school, and a full day every other month. Mathematics and writing had
been a focus for some of these sessions. The inspection team noted that some of the professional
development in writing conformed to best practice in that it was sustained over four sessions as
opposed to being a one-time event. Teachers also had two hours weekly to develop curriculum
(lesson planning) and had grade-level common planning time weekly. Notes from these meetings
showed that teachers discussed topics such as science and social studies lessons, assessments, writing
genres and expectations for students. There is a site-based professional development committee that
includes a teacher representative from each grade level.

Professional development at the secondary level may be organized for new teachers, for departmental
staff by subject, for the entire staff or self-selected. The full staff meets monthly. According to the
professional development calendar, three workshops dealt with data analysis. Another session was
held on rubric development as teachers came to agreement as to what, for example, a “3” ora “4”
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should look like. The secondary staff meets for one hour on Wednesday afternoons. Sometimes
groups break out for departmental meetings. According to leadership, one focus for these meetings is
to address curriculum and for teachers to develop plans for the use of data to drive instruction. Based
on the state assessment, for example, English language arts teachers revised their cwrriculum to
include a focus on genre. One self-selected study group at the secondary level is studying classroom
management. Another is focusing on performance learning and assessment.

In focus group interviews, one area in which some elementary teachers indicated a need for further
training was in more fully developing the co-teaching model in their classrooms. Secondary teachers
expressed the need for professional development in collaborative teaching on a recent teacher survey.
In the survey, teachers at both levels expressed a need for further training in behavior/classroom
management. A professional development committee at the elementary academy, in consultation
with the rest of the staff, helps determine topics for training.

In summary, the program of professional development at the UFT Charter School, guided by
leadership and the Teacher Center specialist, addresses a variety of school and teacher needs and
offers a comprehensive mentoring component. To date, however, the school has not deliberately
evaluated the effectiveness of implementation to determine the impact on instruction and student
achievement.

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 inchuded in its charter.

The mission of the UFT Charter School is:

The UFT Charter School will prepare all students to achieve academic and personal
excellence. The Elementary Academy of the UFT Charter School will graduate students
Jully prepared for a demanding secondary education. The Secondary Academy of the
UFT Charter School will graduate students fully prepared for a demanding college
education. Both academies will help to prepare students for meaningful lives as full
democratic citizens in a free society.

All stakeholders, when asked the mission of the school, are able to articulate key elements, such as
preparation for a rigorous education and for college, democracy and being active participants in the
community. Students mentioned, “getting better educated and learning more,” as well as “strict
rules.” Others articulated elements of the CREST code (community, responsibility, excellence,
scholarship and trustworthiness). Parents said that the academic program, preparing children for the
outside world, and CREST are the main mission.

This school’s charter includes an array of design elements, many of which appear to be in place. The
school has a democratic governance structure with participation from all constituents. There is an
emphasis on professional development at each of the school’s sites (the elementary and secondary).
A dress code and CREST core values are in evidence and there is an academic-based after school
program at the elementary and secondary levels.
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While hampered by classroom management and poor behavior in transition (especially in the
secondary academy), there is evidence of high aspirations. A majority of teachers reported in their
focus groups that they have high expectations for their students but this was not typically observed in
instruction across the two academies. Classes are named for noted colleges, e.g., Princeton, Harvard,
Yale and Brown. Banners from colleges such as Dartmouth, New York University, Stanford and
Yale hang in the hallways. While these college banners are important symbols, the inspection team
did not find that there was a consistent culture of excellence and scholarship in the classrooms.
Similarly, the implementation of “Habits for Thought” was not evident to the inspection team in
lesson plans, student work, focus groups or classroom observations. There is no obvious connection
in the lesson plans reviewed that instruction is actually fostering Habits of Life and Thought outlined
in the mission. This element of the mission is also referred to as the ABCs of Critical Thinking
(analysis, breadth of perspective, connection, discourse and evidence).

The school has incorporated most design elements from its charter, although there is an inconsistent
level of implementation in areas such as CREST values and high academic expectations.

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

Parents and students interviewed by the inspection team expressed satisfaction with the school. The
seven elementary parents interviewed were all very positive. Some hold leadership roles: one is
president of the parent organization and another is a representative on the board. Parents interviewed
are pleased with communication from the elementary academy. They have multiple opportunities to
learn about their children’s progress in the form of the report cards issued six times a year. They
receive a Best of CREST report weekly, describing their children’s adherence to the CREST code.
They feel welcome to contact teachers who return calls and notes. Finally, the homework schedule is
sent home for the whole week. As one parent put it, “Teachers are good at communicating with
parents.” They also expressed the belief that their children have made more progress than they
would have in the regular public schools. The three secondary parents interviewed appreciate the
safe environment and discipline.

Parents of elementary students learn about the curriculum through a curriculum walk at the start of
the school year that previews what students will be learning. Other family events inchude a workshop
on the state English language arts assessment and a planned family day. Elementary parents were
very positive about the fact that there are two teachers in the kindergarten through 3™ grade
classrooms and that the school is run by the UFT. One called it ““a teachers’ school with teachers in
charge.” Other features mentioned positively by parents were small groups for instruction, a sense of
community, the intervention program, pull-out services for reading, the counselors, frequent
diagnostic testing, the after-school program and safety. There is an active parent-teacher association
(PTA) that attracts 20-25 parents to monthly meetings, with speakers on topics such as employment
and daycare.

When asked about a wish list for the school, one parent mentioned the need to educate teachers
regarding the community demographics. One parent said that teachers come from other
neighborhoods and some are not aware of the dynamics of inner city culture and may lack sensitivity
to students. Another mentioned the need for more technology and a computer lab. One felt that the
school is too strict and sets too many limits on children.

Elementary students interviewed said that they like the school. They reported that they do a lot of
writing and that they help each other with work. A letter to the inspection team from a third grade
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student indicated that he thinks the school is special because there are two teachers in each classroom
and because the “school leader cares for us.”

Secondary students indicated that the school is challenging; “teachers are always helpful” and keep
students apprised of their grades. They mentioned various learning opportunities, such as extended
day classes and summer school. They said that the purpose of the school is “a chance for people to
learn things™ and “there is more than one way to learn.” They noted that the school leader is
frequently in classes, that they can always go to him and that “he cares.” When asked what was
different about this school, they indicated that it is more challenging with more homework. There is
new technology and the “teachers work well with you.” When asked what they would change, they
mentioned that lunch is too early and that the uniforms are “dull and depressing.” At the secondary
academy, students have opportunities for leadership and community service through participation in
the reading buddies project. They leave the building on Wednesday afternoons to go to the
elementary academy and other schools to read with younger children.

A family survey conducted at the secondary academy in June 2007 had 116 out of 116 family
responses, an incredible return rate. The parents’ responses showed that they either strongly agreed
or tended to agree with most indicators such as: “The ...School has high academic standards for my
child.” The indicator with the strongest agreement was “I feel welcome at the...School.” Next
highest was “My child’s teacher is knowledgeable about the subject matter.” The area with the
lowest rating was, “The...School provides necessary academic support for my child.”

Board minutes indicated that, as of February 7, 2008, elementary enrollment was 309 out of an
anticipated 325, At the secondary academy, enrollment on that date was 236 — 14 short of the goal of
250. Leadership indicated that transience reflects patterns in District 19, the surrounding
neighborhood. Board members reported that families who move are generally leaving the state,
rather than transferring children to other local schools because of dissatisfaction with the UFT
Charter School. The waitlist is extensive at the elementary level. There were more than 400
applications for 100 kindergarten slots for September 2007.

C. 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 school board is comprised of 13 members who meet four times per year. The board’s thirteen
members consist of four community representatives (external trustees); two parents (elementary and
secondary): two teachers (elementary and secondary); the two school leaders; and, three members of
the UFT, including the president as chair of the board. Outside of the UFT seats, all other trustees
have three-year terms. Board members articulated the goals of the school as closing the achievement
gap and meeting high academic standards. Committees of the board include a recently-formed
ad-hoc tenure committee, a standing financial committee, a persennel committee (which has not met
recently) and the elementary and secondary committees,

At the academy level, governance consists of a committee with parent and teacher representatives
from this committee to the board. Each academy also has a personnel committee for teacher hiring.
The academy committees, which generally meet monthly, also meet two weeks before the quarterly
board meetings to determine what issues need to be presented to the board. The board agenda, which
is developed collaboratively by email among the members, is posted in the office at each of the two
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sites. Some examples of issues addressed by the board have been the policy for promotion, summer
programming and the effectiveness of the extended school day. Board minutes record the basics of
attendance, whether there was a quorum, approval of minutes, and the school leaders’ reports.

The governance structure of the UFT Charter School presents certain challenges. The board of
trustees of the UFT Charter School has a membership structure that includes some of the school’s
employees (e.g., the leaders of the two academies and two teachers, who are hired by and report to
the board) as voting members. The degree to which workers in the school have voting rights and
governance responsibilities for the school is unusual. For example, if a school leader places a
proposal before the board to fund a summer school, that leader has a vote in the decision-making
process, as does his/her fellow leader at the other campus. On most boards decisions are made by
people who will not carry out the motion or are not directly affected by the decision. Board members
present during the focus group session did reference a conflict of interest policy but could not explain
it nor give an example of when it had been used. The inspection team notes that there were only five
members of the board present during the focus group interview due to a miscommunication about
scheduling.

The inspection team also noted other board challenges. For example, the board had not evaluated the
academy leaders and, yet, were traditionally responsible for hiring and supervision of academy
leadership. Board members interviewed were not aware of performance goals for school leaders,
which are usually set by a board and upon which annual evaluations are based. Moreover, with the
recent resignation of the elementary school leader at the end of the 2007-08 school year, board
members interviewed indicated that they were not aware of the process to replace her. They were
unable to comment on whether the board or UFT will find the replacement. The likely scenario,
according to one board member, is that UFT will conduct the search process and present candidates
for the board to review.

The board had also not conducted a self-evaluation nor had it provided training to its members in
beard governance. The role of UFT as a provider of services to the board had not been evaluated.
On one occasion when the chair was absent, the meeting was chaired by the UFT charter school
coordinator, who is not a board member. The board also lacks a formal grievance procedure.
Grievances go through the UFT.

While the board provides oversight of the two school sites, there is a general lack of clarity (evident
in the focus group of five members) as to membership, decision-making authority and generally
accepted governance practices. The board and the school community might benefit from additional
clarity regarding UFT’s role as “partner organization.”

VI.  OVERALL TRENDS REGARDING THE SCHOOL

Academic Program

The UFT Charter School has created an academic program with a solid curriculum, a variety of
assessments and a high level of support for teachers. While at the time of the inspection visit the
school had not yet developed a fully refined culture of using data to continually inform instruction
and support individua! students, the elements of systematic review were emerging. The school has
made great efforts to support struggling students and new teachers.

The Teacher Center was active and highly visible at each academy and both supported and
encouraged best practices. The dedicated staff member of the Teacher Center spends two hours per
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week with each new teacher (seven at the elementary site and eight at the secondary site). While this
level of support is crucial in the early development of the school, leaders also recognized the need to
atiract and retain experienced teachers.

There was not yet, however, a pervasive culture of high expectations and excellence. The level of
rigor was inconsistent from classroom to classroom. The majority of classrooms observed included
teacher-led instruction, and there was little evidence of students engaged in higher-order thinking
skills. Instructional quality and transition management was an issue in the newer secondary
academy. The school’s written documents, while thoughtful and intentional in terms of designing a
learning environment and school culture, were not consistently implemented across the school’s two
sites,

The academic program at UFT is documented and supported but needs more consistency in
instruction and classroom management across classrooms and across campuses.

Organizational Viability

Stakeholders in the UFT community were clear on the overall college mission of the school and they
felt that they have a voice in governance with the school’s unique governance structure. From the
high return of the family survey and from the positive results, there is evidence that families are very
satisfied with the school. School leaders worked together on initiatives, such as planning and
funding a summer school for each campus. School leaders also recognized the work ahead to
transition students from the elementary to the secondary campus.

There is evidence of many functioning committees at the UFT Charter School, ranging from the
academy committees that are liaisons to the board, as well as the ad hoc committees that teachers
generate at each academy. Leadership of the academies is intentionally decentralized and while these
committees meet weekly or monthly, the board meets once a quarter.

The board has an inclusive make-up, which it appears the school community would benefit from
better understanding in terms of its roles and decision-making authority. With the caveat that only
five board members were present for the focus group interview due to miscommunication, the board
members attending the focus group could not fully articulate the board’s role in governance.
Currently, there is a lack of decision-making transparency between the UFT as partner and the board
as governing body of the school. While this may be understood by some members, there are board
members, as well as community members, who are unclear about this refationship. The inspection
team questioned some of the governance practices at the school.

The school is aware of the issues that it faces and recognizes that there is much work ahead to fully
develop the structure to manage two school campuses, as well as the challenges of a school in its
very early phases.
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APPENDIX A:

Framework for Report Discussion

Category Report Section (Relevant Benchmark(s))

Evidence Sources

Academic Program School Performance Review (Renewal
Benchmark 1.A)

Developed by Institute

School Educational Program Review
(Renewal Benchmarks 1.B — 1.F)

Classroom observations;
Interviews; Review of
documents and student
work

Organizational School’s Mission and Vision (Renewal
Viability Benchmark 2.B)

Review of documents;
Interviews; Classroom
observations

Student and Parent Satisfaction (Renewal
Benchmark 2.D.1)

Interviews; Review of
school documents,
including the
Accountability Plan
Progress Report

Board of Trustees” Systems (Renewal
Benchmark 2.C.1)

Review of documents;
Interviews; Classroom
observations
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