










































































Inspection Visit Conducted by Class Measures on behalf of the SUNY Charter Schools hnstitute

students are dismissed at noon, and professional development is provided to teachers between

1:00 p.m. and 4:00 p.m. The school also provides two weeks of professional development every
August before the school year begins. The inspection team reviewed the school’s professional
development binder and weekly professional development agendas and conducted interviews with
teachers and administrators concerning professional development. Although the school has begun to
dovetail its professional development program with the school’s mission, curriculum, and
instructional strategies, it has not yet succeeded in this effort.

Administrators and teachers told the inspection team that the professional development offered by the
school has addressed portions of the school’s mission statement and has devoted some time to using
data to inform instruction and improve test scores in mathematics and reading. However, the
professional development agendas reviewed by the inspection team indicated that the school’s
professional development program is primarily focused on the public citizenship aspect of the
school’s mission. The professional development binder also contained a number of readings about
discipline and educating the urban student. The inspection team found no evidence that the school
systematically evaluates the professional development program to determine its effectiveness.

Teachers interviewed by the inspection team stated that the school’s current professional
development program is not meeting their needs. They indicated that the school has not administered
a formal professional development needs assessment to teachers, that the weekly professional
development meetings are administrator-led with very little input from teachers, and that their
requests for changes to the professional development program to better address teacher needs have
not been addressed. In particular, teachers told the inspection team that they needed special
education training, content-specific knowledge, and pedagogical skills and tools. They also
expressed the desire for the opportunity to observe effective teachers at other schools and to attend
content-specific training and conferences; however, they said that the school lacks a formal program
of substitute coverage and that they were reluctant to add the burden of covering classes to their
colleagues.

As previously discussed, the majority of Achievement Academy teachers are new to the school in the
current school year. The school does not offer mentoring or other types of support and training to
novice teachers or to teachers new to the school. One teacher stated that while she felt the school’s
administration was helpful, there was no content person from whom she could seek guidance in her
curriculum area or assistance with teaching strategies. As previously noted, the lack of a
comprehensive, effective professional development program designed to meet teacher needs is a
major obstacle to improving the quality of instruction delivered by Achievement Academy teachers.
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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?

o To what extent is the school faithful to its mission?

The Third-Year External Inspection team found that the school’s mission of academic excellence and
responsible public citizenship is clear to all school stakeholders: administrators, teachers, students,
parents, and board members interviewed by the inspection team individually and in focus groups
were knowledgeable about the school’s mission as reflected in its mission statement. Teachers told
the inspection team that the school’s mission statement had enticed them to teach at Achievement
Academy. The board chairperson described the school’s mission as “character developed in
academic success.” Students discussed the school’s mission in terms of the REACH values. All
parents interviewed by the inspection team cited the school’s mission to prepare students for coliege.
Stakeholders interviewed by the inspection team were knowledgeable about the key design elements
of the school’s charter relating to student behavior but were less familiar with the key academic
design elements included in the school’s charter.

As the previous sections of this report have demonstrated, Achievement Academy has fully
implemented the components of its mission statement focusing on public citizenship and the REACH
values. However, it has not implemented the components of its mission statement focusing on the
creation of a rigorous, standards-based, college-preparatory curriculum that accelerates student
learning and achievement.

* Has the school implemented the key design elements included in its charter?

Achievement Academy has not implemented all of the key design elements relating to the school’s
academic performance. One such design element is “a relentless focus on achieving dramatic,
measurable results in student academic performance; and on ensuring that all students understand and
master learning the standards.” As previously discussed, the Third-Year External Inspection team
found that classroom instruction was focused on maintaining behavioral control rather than on
ensuring that all students mastered the learning standards reflected by the aims posted in the
classrooms.

A second design element is “achievement-focused, standards-based training that fosters a belief in
and commitment to measurable outcomes.” The inspection team found that this design element is in
an early stage of implementation at Achievement Academy. Protocols and rubrics have recently
been introduced, but they have not been standardized throughout the school. The implementation of
the Lorraine Monroe Blackboard Configuration is a positive step for classroom organization around
state standards; however, the school does not provide achievement-focused, standards-based training
that uses modeling and mentoring to assist teachers.

A third design element is “the development and coaching of teachers to facilitate and lead curriculum
development.” The dean of academics does coach teachers, and they reported that they value his
input and efforts. However, the Third-Year External Inspection team saw no evidence of curriculum
development coaching, and teachers interviewed by the inspection team expressed the desire for
assistance with curriculum scope, sequence, and mapping development.
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A fourth design element is “the periodic use of standards-based assessments, given in six-week
cycles, to inform instruction around student mastery of clear standards and cumulative retention of
standards.” The school administers interval tests, which are standards-based assessments,
approximately every six weeks. These tests are used in establishing school curricular priorities and
re-teaching agendas. The dean of academics provides test results to teachers in a timely manner and
works with individual teachers to discuss whole school needs as well as the needs of individual
students.

A fifth design element is “English language arts being taught two to three hours daily, focusing on
comprehension, grammar, organization and writing; students reading more than 50 books annually;
and a corrective reading program for students behind in their progress.” The school has implemented
these measures. The school has restructured the English language arts program by expanding it to
two to three hours each day. The classroom time spent on English language arts is sufficient to have
a significant impact on student learning of the standards, although the undifferentiated teaching
observed in most classrooms is likely to reduce the effectiveness of this measure,

Textual analysis and writing classes as well as a corrective reading program are now provided
regularly. The writing classes have a rubric that has not been standardized throughout the school,
although several English language arts teachers are using the rubric. Students interviewed by the
Third-Year External Inspection team were pleased with the reading groups and felt that they were
making measurable progress. Students are encouraged to read 50 books annually.

A sixth design element is “behavioral expectations consistently explained and reinforced, with
emphasis on the observable “REACH” behaviors of Respect, Enthusiasm, Achievement, Citizenship,
and Hard Work.” Achievement Academy has made substantial progress in instituting the behavioral
components of its program. All stakeholders are cognizant of and knowledgeable about the REACH
values and the related SLANT classroom behaviors. The behavior expectation program was well
planned and implemented; it is discussed, reinforced, and monitored daily, weekly, and yearly. The
Third-Year External Inspection team saw ample evidence of the behavioral expectation program in
the day-to-day operations of the school.

A seventh design element is “morning circle time daily to affirm school values and behavior
expectations in class and to recognize student behavior and achievement through a rating and award
system.” Achievement Academy’s use of morning circle time to affirm school values and reinforce
behavioral expectancies is well established in the school and was observed on two occasions by the
Team. Teachers and administrators recognized students who have recently done well relative to the
REACH values. Morning circle time clearly affirms the importance of behavioral goals, which
reflect the school’s public citizenship mission, and positions those goals as the centerpiece of the
school.

An eighth design element is “longer school days with afternoon tutoring and summer intervention
programs necessary for struggling students.” Achievement Academy’s commitment to long school
days and afternoon tutorial and encore periods is appreciated by parents and students. The school is
committed to a 200-day school year with an additional 15 days in the summer for intervention
programs.

A ninth design element is “a Parent Leadership Council that involves parents in a structured way
with the school leadership and activities.” Achievement Academy’s Parent Leadership Council, now
called the Achievement Academy Family Association, meets monthly under the direction of the
parent coordinator, who conducts the meetings and maintains attendance, agenda, and minutes. The
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Third-Year External Inspection team viewed the minutes of several meetings. Topics included fund
raising, English language arts school performance review, and other topics of inferest to parents.

B. Are students and parents satisfied with the work of the school?

¢ To what extent are parents/guardians and students satisfied with the school?

The Third-Year External Inspection team met with two parents of Achievement Academy students
and conducted separate telephone interviews with two other parents. Two other parents who had
been scheduled to participate in the parent focus group did not appear and did not participate in a
telephone interview. Each of the four parents interviewed by the inspection team had a student in the
6" grade; two students had attended the school for two years and two entered in the fall of 2007.
None of the children of the four parents were identified as having IEPs, although one parent
described her son as having been diagnosed by a psychiatrist with Oppositional Defiant Disorder.
She said that although her son is not receiving special services from the school, the school does
“whatever they have to do” to help her son.

The four parents interviewed by the inspection team expressed satisfaction with Achievement
Academy and felt that improvements at the school over the past school year had helped to promote
student learning. All cited an observable improvement in student behavior in the current school year.
The four parents also expressed strong satisfaction with the school’s policies and procedures. One
parent noted that that the school had begun to provide individual student progress reports in a timely
manner. Another parent praised the school’s system of rewarding academic performance by posting
the student’s photograph on the bulletin board and naming the student in the school newsletter. She
noted that each homeroom is identified with a college and that students are provided with items
bearing the name of the college. However, she told the inspection team that she would prefer a more
difficult and challenging curriculum. Other aspects of the school about which parents expressed
satisfaction included its focus on citizenship and behavior, its helpful staff, the homework help
offered at the end of the school day, and the dedication and professionalism of the principal and the
dean of academics. All four parents stated that the school is responsive to their concerns, and all four
parents expressed the desire to keep their children enrolled at the school.

The four parents interviewed by the inspection team stated that they regularly received reports on
their children’s progress from teachers and were notified promptiy about problems. Two reported
that they accessed information such as test scores, attendance information, and homework
assignments through a website program called Power School and that they valued this ability to
closely monitor their children’s work.

Parent-teacher conferences are scheduled three times a year; report cards are distributed and student
progress is discussed at the conferences. Students are expected to lead the conferences and provide
information about what they have learned and accomplished during the trimester. The principal
obtains written parent feedback about the conferences.

All four parents interviewed by the Third-Year External Inspection team reported that they were in
frequent contact with their children’s teachers; three of the four parents specifically cited their access
to, and help received from, the parent coordinator as very helpful. Two parents told the inspection
team that the dean of scholars’ relationship with the students and availability to parents was very
heipful to them in monitoring of their children’s behavior and work on a daily basis.
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The Third-Year External Inspection team interviewed a focus group of eight Achievement Academy
students, including two 5" grade students, three 6™ grade students, and three 7" grade students. Two
of the 6" grade students were in their second year at the school; one was in his first year. Two of the
7™ grade students were in their third year at the school, and one was in his first year. The eight
students had seven siblings enrolled at the school. When students were asked how they learned about
the school, three students said that their parents had heard about the school from other members of
the community and liked its discipline policy. One student stated that she has three siblings attending
the school with her and that her parents like the orderliness in the school. Half the students described
their parents as being in regular communication with the school.

The students cited both positive and negative aspects of their experience at Achievement Academy.
Some students expressed enthusiasm regarding the school’s new reading program, which they
referred to as “Reading Mastery,” adding that their teachers graded them on their behavior in their
reading classes. Some students stated that they enjoyed their mathematics classes, in which they
wrote songs with mathematics terms and worked with other students in pairs. Students also reported
that they sometimes relearn material in class if most students received poor grades on a test, were
highly motivated by the school’s honor roll award system, found the homework rubrics helpful, and
enjoyed wearing uniforms.

The students also expressed some concerns regarding the school’s curriculum. One student said that
he wished the class could learn more about literature and writing, that he did not believe that the
curriculum was sufficiently challenging, and that his mother was concerned about the school’s low
test scores, Several other students also stated that they felt that the classes were not challenging and
that they were bored by having to relearn material. One student noted that teachers pay more
attention to “bad students” - students who misbehave in class — than to “good students™ and that
when a teacher argues with a student for 10 minutes, the class does not learn. Nevertheless, some
students told the inspection team that although they sometimes do not feel challenged by their
lessons, they regard their teachers as supportive of their success.

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

» Has the school board worked effectively to achieve the school’s mission and specific
goals?

The Third-Year External Inspection team interviewed five of the seven members of the Achievement
Academy board of trustees and conducted an additional interview with the board chairperson. The
board is structured for a maximum of 15 members but currently has seven members. Prospective
board members spend considerable time with the chairperson who details the history and processes
of the school with them. The board has not added new board members in the recent past.

Written reports detailing the school’s academic progress are not part of a regular dialogue
between the school leadership and the Board. However, the board receives performance
information from time to time and is informed of the school’s progress orally at the board’s monthly
meeting with the principal. The board refers to the school’s charter and Accountability Plan to
determine whether, or to what degree, deficiencies in the school’s academic performance have been
corrected.
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It was clear to the Third-Year External Inspection team that the board members interviewed
understand the core business of the school. The board members are aware of, and expressed strong
concern regarding, the school’s low scores on the New York State Testing Program assessments,
instructional inadequacies, and high teacher turnover rate; they acknowledged the need to make
immediate, drastic academic improvements. They told the inspection team that they had researched
and recommended adoption of the Saxon Math program because of the program’s use by high-
performing schools; they also pointed to the increased time devoted to English language arts program
and mathematics and the implementation of the SRA/McGraw-Hill reading placement tests as
actions taken in response to the school’s low scores, Board members expressed the belief that
Achievement Academy is positioned to make academic progress, now that an extensive behavioral
program has been implemented and the school is safe.

The board chairperson was knowledgeable about Achievement Academy’s student enrollment and
retention problems, including the fact that the school began the year with 150 students and currently
enrolled only 121 students. He indicated that the resulting deficit of approximately $240,000 would
be covered by the Brighter Choice Foundation. Board members were also aware of and supportive of
the administration’s disciplinary actions that had resulted in the expulsion of 12 students from the
school. The chairperson noted that Achievement Academy was one of three charter schools opened
in the Albany area in 2005 that received support from the Brighter Choice Foundation. He
emphasized the great need for safe and academically successful schools in the Albany area.

According to board members, the current principal was hired through a process that included a
national search, an internet search, and extensive interviews of nine applicants. Because the current
principal was newly hired for the current school year, the board had not yet evaluated her
performance at the time of the Third-Year External Inspection visit. The board chairperson told the
inspection team that previous evaluations of the former principal used a 360-degree methodology and
that the board was researching other evaluation methods.

The board chairman told the Third-Year External Inspection team that the board members are
committed to improving the school and have confidence in the newly appointed principal to work
with the board to achieve this goal. He added that their shared commitment is fueled by the
knowledge that if their efforts fail, Achievement Academy could become unviable. Even though the
school uses its charter and Accountability Plan to guide its work, in improving the weak academic
performance of the school, attaining the school’s Accountability Plan goals, and achieving the
school’s mission of academic excellence, the inspection team questioned the efficacy of such an
approach to guiding the school’s improvement efforts particularly given the short window of time
until the school must apply to renew its charter.

VI. OVERALL TRENDS REGARDING THE SCHOOL

Academic Program

Achievement Academy has not established an academic culture that focuses on clearly identified
learning goals that are assessed daily and adapted as needed by teachers who are well trained to
differentiate instruction and actively engage students in their learning. Although the school has
adapted the schedule in the current school year to allow more time for English language arts,
mathematics, writing, and reading, delivery of instruction at the school has not demonstrably
improved since the time of the school’s previous inspection visit. Thus, the school has not vet
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succeeded in Its mission to provide students with a rigorous, standards-based, college preparatory
curriculum, designed and implemented to accelerate student learning and achievement.

‘The school faces a number of challenges, including finding a way to retain teachers and develop staff
with the capacity and time to mentor, co-teach, and model academically challenging and student-
involved classrooms. Achievement Academy has allotted sufficient professional development time
to improve instructional effectiveness, but does not make effective use of this time to address the
mstructional deficiencies of the school’s teachers. Therefore, administrators and teachers are
challenged to determine the most effective way to work to develop a data stream regarding what
students know and will be able to do and to identify the most effective teaching strategies. It might
be helpful is all administrators were seen as instructional leaders, just as all administrators are now
viewed as inspectors of public citizenship through the REACH values. The same laser-like focus
that the school employs around public citizenship can be used to engage the entire school in the
challenge of achieving the school’s academic goals.

Organizational Viability

The time and effort that Achievement Academy has invested in promoting public citizenship through
the REACH values has gained the praise of the school community. However, the school’s
administrators, teachers, board members, students, and parents are all concerned about the school’s
poor academic performance.

It appears clear that Achievement Academy has not balanced the dual priorities of behavioral
excellence and academic achievement. Stakeholders interviewed by the Third-Year External
Inspection team repeatedly cited the culture as the school’s top priority. As noted in this report as
well as in the Second-Year Evaluation report, academics and behavior are closely connected goals,
both of which are necessary components of a successful school. Based on the evidence gathered and
analyzed during the third year inspection, the school’s focus on behavior may have been a key factor
in the school’s negative academic performance during the 2006-07 school year. Achievement
Academy’s mission statement continues to be a sound guide to the school’s priorities, which should
emphasize both strong academics and public citizenship as necessary aspects of the school’s culture.
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APPENDIX A:

Framework for Report Discussion

Category Report Section (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,
including the
Accountability Plan
Progress Report
Board of Trustees’ Systems (Renewal Review of documents;
Benchmark 2.C.1) Interviews; Classroom
observations
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