






















































































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

School leaders and teachers told the Third-Year External Inspection team that novice teachers and
teachers new to the school received some coaching from school leaders in the fall of 2007; however,
this support was discontinued, in part because of the school’s move to a new school facility in
January 2008. Teachers reported that they are able to request professional development and that the
school’s leadership has been responsive to their requests. In the past year, according to Albany
Prep’s business manager, six teachers were reimbursed by the school for their college-level
coursework.

The Third-Year External Inspection team saw no evidence indicating that Albany Prep systematically
evaluates its professional development program to determine its effectiveness.

Part 2: Beachmark Analysis and Evidence of
the School’s Organizational Viability

A. Are the school’s mission and vision clear to all stakeholders?
* To what extent is the school faithful to its mission?

Albany Prep’s mission statement focuses on preparing middle-school students to compete for
competitive high school admission, providing them with the necessary academic foundation to
graduate from high school with honors “and on-track to earn the renowned International
Baccalaureate degree,” preparing them for a successful college career, and alowing them “to fully
participate in our national democracy and the global community.” However, school leaders told the
Third-Year External Inspection team that Albany Prep has focused on building students’ fundamental
skill levels, improving the school culture, and moving to a new facility rather than on fulfilling the
original mission of the school as reflected in Albany Prep’s mission statement. The school director
noted that turnover in administrative positions and her philosophical differences with staff loyal to
the former school director had also interfered with the school’s ability to carry out its mission.

The two board members interviewed by the Third-Year External Inspection team confirmed this
account. They told the inspection team that Albany Prep’s original charter application and mission
statement were written by Albany Prep’s first school director while he was employed overseas in an
international private school without full knowledge of the needs of the population that the new
charter school intended to serve. In the first two years of school operations, according to the board
members, it became clear to the board and the school director that the skill level of entering Albany
Prep students was insufficient to enable the school to provide the challenging curriculum required by
the pre-International Baccalaureate program referenced in the school’s mission statement. The board
members also pointed to the difficult transition in 2007, when the current school director replaced the
former school director, as a factor preventing the board from taking steps to implement the school’s
mission. The board chairman told the inspection team that he was interested in maintaining some
strands of the pre-International Baccalaureate program such as the g™ grade personal projects. He
expressed the view that the FOSS science program at Albany Prep provides the type of hands-on and
practical experiences called for by the International Baccalaureate program. He also stated that after
Albany Prep has completed its growth by adding 8" grade students in the 2008-09 school vear, the
school may revisit its mission. Overall, however, the Third-Year External Inspection team found no
evidence that school stakeholders are committed to or have developed plans for fully implementing
the school’s mission, as stated at the time of the inspection visit.
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None of the teachers interviewed by the Third-Year External inspection team were familiar with the
portion of the school’s mission statement referencing preparation for the International Baccalaureate
degree, nor with the key charter design element referencing the Core Knowledge sequence (discussed
below). All eight students interviewed by the Third-Year External Inspection team described the
school’s mission using phrases such as “send every student to college,” “get us ready for college,”
and “help us be successful.” One of the five parents of Albany Prep students interviewed by the
inspection team, described having been attracted to the school because of its original mission to offer
academic preparation for the International Baccalaureate and a curriculum drawn from the Core
Knowledge sequence; the parents expressed disappointment that the school was not providing the
academic program envisioned by the school’s mission although the parent also stated that the FOSS
science program embodies some elements of the hands-on learning philosophy of the International
Baccalaureate.

In the view of the Third-Year External Inspection team, and based on state assessment results
available at the time of the inspection visit, Albany Prep was not fulfilling its mission to provide
students with an education that prepares them for competitive high school and college careers.
Students were not benefiting from the pre-International Baccalaureate program envisioned in the
school’s mission statement, and portions of the school’s curriculum were not clearly defined or
aligned with New York State performance standards. As previously discussed in the section of this
report that concerns Albany Prep’s instruction, the inspection team saw little evidence that core
subject teachers challenged students to use higher-order thinking skills. The inspection team also
noted that Albany Prep’s Guidebook to School Culture emphasized positive behavioral expectations,
but it did not emphasize high academic expectations.

The final component of Albany Prep’s mission statement, to provide students with an education that
“allows them to fully participate in our national democracy and the global community,” was not cited
by any of the board members, school leaders, or other stakeholders interviewed by the Third-Year
External Inspection team. The school’s social studies program uses the History Alive series, which
focuses on United States history.

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

The Third-Year External Inspection team found that Albany Prep had not implemented any of the
key design elements of its charter. The first design element, “an academic medel and curriculum
tocused on the IB program and aligned to New York State Learning Standards,” is not a part of the
school’s program, according to the school director and board members interviewed by the inspection
team.

A second charter design element is as follows: “learning standards and cwrricular content for English
language arts, mathematics, science, technology, history and geography, and the arts draw heavily
from the Core Knowledge Sequence developed by the Core Knowledge Foundation in which
learning is organized sequentially.” The school director and board members interviewed by the
Third-Year External Inspection team confirmed that Albany Prep’s curriculum does not draw on the
Core Knowledge Sequence. The inspection team saw no evidence of a geography curriculum at the
school.
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A third charter design element is as follows: “based on the IB Program, the Albany Prep program is
focused on the five following areas of interaction: Approaches to Learning; Community and Service;
Homo Faber; Environment; and Health and Social Education,” While the FOSS science curriculum is
consistent with some aspects of the International Baccalaureate program, Albany Prep has not based
its program on the International Baccalaureate program.

A fourth charter design element is as follows: “a personal Project component, requiring the
development of a self-chosen topic that encompasses each of the five areas of interaction and meets
the IB Program guidelines.” The International Baccalaureate program guidelines indicate that the
personal project component is scheduled for the final year of a middle school program. The Third-
Year External Inspection team found that although the board chairman expressed interest in
instituting this requirement, the school was in the nascent stages of making plans to do so for g
grade students.

A fifth charter design element is as follows: “students being required to complete a certain number
of hours toward a community and service goal.” Albany Prep has not implemented this design
element; according to the school director, the school’s move to a new location and building delayed
the implementation of this requirement. The school director stated that she plans to establish a
community service program in the 2008-09 school year in conjunction with a local food pantry that is
housed in the building occupied by the school.

A sixth charter design element is as follows: “90 minute instructional blocks each day in the core
subjects of English language arts and mathematics.” In the 2007-08 school year, Albany Prep
shortened the instructional blocks in these core subjects from 90 minutes to 60 minutes in
conjunction with its establishment of a targeted tutorial program, and later, with the school’s move to
small-group instruction strategies. Ultimately, however, the above-cited charter design elernent was
not in place.

The final charter design element is as follows: “a longer school day and year.” The Executive
Summary of Albany Prep’s charter application proposed a longer school day that would be scheduled
from 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. The length of Albany Prep’s school day on Mondays through Thursdays
was shortened in the 2007-08 school year from 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. to 8:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. The
school day on Friday runs from 8:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m. Similarly, the Executive Summary of Albany
Prep’s charter application proposed a longer, 205-day school year. However, in the 2007-08 school
year, Albany Prep shortened the school year to 190 school days. Although the school is permitted to
make such a change, Albany Prep has not consistently implemented this charter design element as
proposed in the Executive Summary of Albany Prep’s charter application.

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 five parents of Albany Prep students: two were
the parents of one 5th grade student, one was the parent of a 6th grade student, and two were parents
of 7th grade students. Four of their children had enrolled in the school in the 2007-08 school year,
and one parent’s child had enrolled in the 2006-07 school year. All five parents expressed strong,
positive attitudes toward Albany Prep. They listed a number of school strengths, including the
school’s small class sizes, the school’s new emphasis on reading and implementation of the Success
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for All reading program, the telephone calls that parents receive from teachers, and the weekly
reports sent to parents regarding their students’ work and behavior. Parents also expressed support
for the school’s recent shift to a more positive discipline policy, while also praising the school’s lack
of tolerance for student misbehavior. The parents also expressed the view that Albany Prep is a safe
school and noted that that school’s recent handling of a lockdown had reinforced their view of the
school’s safety. One parent noted that her child had become sick with stress at his prior school but
was content and working well at Albany Prep.

The parents also expressed several concerns regarding Albany Prep; these included the fact that the
school did not send home an extensive amount of student work completed during school hours for
parents to review and that the school did not publish a newsletter for parents. One parent expressed
disappointment that the school’s social studies program was not based on the Core Knowledge
Sequence; however, she expressed satisfaction with the school’s use of the Singapore Math
curriculum.

Albany Prep reported to the Third-Year External Inspection team that the school had no waitlist as of
the date of the Third-Year External Inspection visit. The inspection team’s review of a school
document reporting student recruitment etforts showed that the school had enrolled more new
students in the 2007-08 school year than in the previous year. The report listed a number of student
recruitment activities, such as a school preview day held in February, the school’s participation in
local children’s fairs, outreach to neighboring organizations such as the local Boys/Girls Club, and
networking with other schools, including schools that could serve as feeder schools for Albany
Prep’s 5th grade.

Albany Prep conducted a parent survey in December 2007 and received responses from 64 of 141
parents of students in the 5th, 6th, and 7th grade. The survey asked respondents to rate the school in
10 categories, using grades scaled from A to F; the survey results showed that at least 89 percent of
respondents gave Albany Prep A or B ratings in all 10 categories. Categories in which at least 90
percent of the parents gave the school an A or a B rating included, among others: “the overall quality
of the education your child receives at Albany Prep,” “the effectiveness of your child’s teachers at
Albany Prep,” and “the school’s ability to meet your child’s individual academic needs.” Ten
(approximately 15 percent) of the 64 parents surveyed gave Albany Prep ratings of C, D, or Fin the
category of “the school’s effectiveness in helping develop your child’s character,” and two parents
gave Albany Prep ratings of C and F in the category of “the overall quality of the education your
child receives at Albany Prep.” More than 70 percent of the survey respondents indicated that they
planned to re-enroll their children in Albany Prep after the 2007-08 school year. Four respondents
indicated that they did not plan to do so, and 13 respondents were unsure of their plans.

Eight Albany Prep students representing the 5th, 6th, and 7th grades met with the Third-Year
External Inspection team. All were able to describe the school’s academic mission in general terms.
All were familiar with, and expressed satisfaction with, the school’s discipline policy and system of
merits and demerits. The students told the inspection team that they felt that teachers and
administrators at Albany Prep cared about them and were ready to help them with academic
difficulties during the school day or after school. Some expressed particular appreciation for teachers
who had given up their own lunch periods to provide their students with extra help. The students
also expressed positive views of the school’s new facility and neighborhood, although they noted that
crowds and noise were harder to control in the new building. They described the transition to the
new building as smooth.
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School leaders provide student attrition information to the board each month. According to the
March 2008 report provided to the board, 23 students, or 16 percent of the student body, had left
Albany Prep since the beginning of the school year, in comparison to 20 students who had left the
school by March 2007. When questioned by the Third-Year External Inspection team about the
reasons for the departure of these students, the school director responded with four reasons: special
education needs, family moves, parent dissatisfaction with the school, or “not the right fit.” Of the
four reasons, more than half of the 23 departures were due to family relocations beyond the school
district in which the school is located or beyond the allowable transportation zone. School records
also show that the student attendance rate improved from 93.4 percent in March 2007 to 98 percent
in March 2008.

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 met with two of the seven members of Albany Prep’s board
of trustees: the chairman and the vice chairman. Both have served on the board since the school’s
inception. Both expressed concern regarding the need to improve the school’s academic
performance and administrative decision-making processes. Immediately prior to the inspection
team’s meeting with the board members, the board chairman had participated in the Friday morning
school meeting by judging presentations by the science fair finalists. He indicated to the inspection
team that he often participated in school activities.

The school board does not receive regular reports in writing from the school leadership regarding key
indicators of the school’s academic progress. The two board members told the Third-Year External
Inspection team that they were not satisfied with the school’s performance on standardized tests;
however, they stated that they did not receive regular written reports regarding student performance
on the NWEA interval test results and expressed the desire to receive more comprehensive student
performance data from school leaders. The vice chairman told the inspection team that he is
responsible for accountability; in this capacity, he holds monthly meetings with the school director
and then shares the information orally with other board members. Minutes of the board’s monthly
meetings reviewed by the inspection team showed that topics scheduled for discussion included
enrollment updates, suspensions, attendance rates and other routine issues.

Both board members were knowledgeable regarding Albany Prep’s performance on standardized
tests and expressed concern about the school’s ability to meet its Accountability Plan goals. One
board member stated, "no one on the board would say we are an academic success at this time."”
They cited the school’s implementation of the Success for All reading program as an action taken by
the school to improve Albany Prep’s performance relative to its Accountability Plan and the New
York State Testing Program English language arts assessments.

According to the board chairman and vice chairman, the board conducted an oral evaluation of the
performance of the school director in the fall of 2007 and again in the middle of the school year.
They told the Third-Year External Inspection team that the board expected to complete a written
evaluation of the school director’s performance at the end of the 2007-08 school year. The board
members cited the school director’s improvement of the school’s relations with the local community,
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improvement of the school culture, and effective management of the school’s move to the new
building as performance areas with which the board was satisfied. They also cited one area of board
dissatisfaction with the school director’s performance: the need for her to institute a more
authoritative decision-making process rather than engaging in extended discussions with her
leadership team. They told the inspection team that the board had provided the school director with
feedback, suggestions, and mentoring related to her leadership style in the fail of 2007 and that they
had observed an improvement in this area. The two board members interviewed indicated that the
board has had to devote more attention to school administration than they had expected, but they
praised the school director for being "transparent” and open to discussion of ideas.

The board members acknowledged that Albany Prep has made changes to the school’s academic
program but remain dedicated to elements of the mission statement related to the International
Baccalaureate program. The board members told the Third-Year External Inspection team that the
charter intentionally does not require the implementation of IB’s Middle Years Program, but that the
board liked and had intended to implement many elements of the International Baccalaureate
program. They also noted that the FOSS science program was chosen to reflect International
Baccalaureate principles. However, they also stated that Albany Prep’s students require significant
remedial assistance, especially in the area of English language arts. The board members stated that
the board was discussing the possibility of revising the school’s mission statement with the school
director.

The board members also acknowledged that Albany Prep lacks the capacity to use assessment data to
inform curriculum and instruction. They noted that the school director has developed a plan for
training teachers in this area. The board members were pleased with the school director’s plans for
professional development in the areas of curriculum mapping, assessments, and data analysis: they
also endorsed her efforts to obtain training from outside sources for the school’s teachers on a range
of topics, including curriculum mapping and data analysis. However, the board members expressed
disappointment that the teacher evaluation process conducted by SPI in December 2007 did not
produce as effective or desirable evaluation reports as hoped.

The board members told the Third-Year External Inspection team that the board’s priority in the
2006-07 school year was the improvement of student literacy and that the board’s priorities for the
2007-08 school year were to complete the school’s transition from the previous school director to the
current school director, to improve the school culture, to improve student attendance, o move into an
appropriate school building, to improve student performance on the New York State Testing Program
assessments, and to increase enrollment for the next school year. The board had not prepared a
strategic plan reflecting the school’s goals and mission. The board members pointed to the
development of the school’s annual plan, which is part of the budget process to be completed in May,
as a mechanism for developing objectives for the school.

The board, which at the time of the inspection visit had seven members, had not instituted a formal
process for recruiting new members; according to the chairman and vice chairman, the entire board
recruits new members informally. The board has been stable, with only two departures since the
school’s inception; the individuals recruited to replace the departing members include a new board
treasurer. The board has reportedly attempted without success fo recruit a parent member; the
board’s meetings are held during the day, which could pose a challenge to some parents.
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VII. OVERALL TRENDS REGARDING THE SCHOOL

Academic Program

Albany Prep’s academic program is deficient in key areas. The school does not systematically
analyze student performance data, nor are such data systematically used to inform the school’s
curriculum and instruction. Much of the school’s curriculum is partially developed, poorly
documented, and inconsistently implemented, and the quality of the instruction provided by the
school’s teachers is uneven. Board members and school leaders acknowledge that Albany Prep’s
current academic program does not fully reflect the goals set forth in the school’s mission statement
and charter application.

School leaders provide little guidance or coaching to Albany Prep’s teachers and have not instituted a
performance evaluation system. Turnover in the school’s leadership and teaching positions has
further contributed to the inconsistency of the school’s academic program. These problems have
been exacerbated by reductions in the length of the school day, the time students spend in core
subject classes (from 90 minutes to 60 minutes), and the number of days of professional development
provided to teachers during the summer.

While the school director’s decision to hire a consultant to provide assistance in improving the
school’s academic program is a positive improvement step, Atbany Prep’s leadership team lacks the
necessary skills and experience to create a consistent, high-quality academic program. None of the
stakeholders interviewed by the Third-Year External Inspection team expressed a commitment to
fulfilling the school’s mission statement or to fully instituting the key charter design elements cited in
the school’s charter application.

Organizational Viability

Over the past year, the board has faced challenges associated with the difficult transition from the
previous school director to the current school director and with the school’s move to a new school
building in January 2008. The board now confronts the urgent task of improving Albany Prep’s
academic performance by ensuring that the school is managed by skilled, knowledgeable educational
leaders with the capacity to address the deficiencies discussed above and by providing effective
oversight of the school improvement process. In addition, the board confronts the key decision of
whether the school improvement process will fulfill the school’s mission statement and key charter
design elements or whether the board should seek a revision to its charter from the Institute.

At the time of the inspection visit, the board had not yet undertaken the essential step of working
with the Jeadership team to develop and implement a strategic improvement plan for the school that
reflects the school’s mission and charter. In the absence of such a plan, and a process for receiving
and reviewing regular written reports from the school leadership on the school’s progress toward
every strategic planning goal, the board lacks the capacity to provide the necessary monitoring and
oversight of the school’s progress. Similarly, the board cannot effectively evaluate the school
director’s performance without first establishing clear and specific performance objectives, and
instituting a system of written evaluations of her performance relative to the performance objectives.

Albany Prep is confronted by substantial challenges that must be addressed if the school is to
succeed. Meeting these challenges will require an unwavering commitment to the school’s mission
and charter, strong and effective leadership, and the targeted deployment of resources to address the
school’s priority needs.
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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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