
























































Inspection Visit Conducted by RMC Research on behalf of the SUNY Charter Schools Institute

Harlem Link had the potential to provide many kinds of valuable data to improve the instructional
program. However, the inconsistent administration of assessments, the unreliable collection of data
and the need for more professional development for teachers prevented the assessment program from
accomplishing its intended goals.

Harlem Link continued to collect a large amount of student performance data during the 2007-08
school year. The co-directors developed an assessment program for Harlem Link that included
school administered formative, summative and progress monitoring assessments, including data from
student conferencing and from portfolios. Harlem Link administered the ECLAS and the DRA three
times per year and the Terra Nova one time per year. In response to concerns expressed in the report
of the Institute’s Second-Year Inspection Visit, and because third grade students would be taking the
New York State assessments for the first time, the new position of assessment coordinator was added
to the Harlem Link organization. The role of the assessment coordinator was to help third grade
teachers prepare their students for the New York State assessments and to score the assessments after
they were administered. Coordinating the administration of ECLAS, DRA and Terra Nova was also
the responsibility of the assessment coordinator. Additionally, the assessment coordinator was
charged with analyzing the data from all of the assessments, helping teachers to interpret and use the
data to improve their instruction to meet the needs of their students, and informing the board of
trustees. The assessment coordinator met twice a month with teachers in each grade level to “find out
what they needed” and to provide some direction for them.

Teachers indicated that the assessment coordinator and the consultant mathematics staff developer
were supportive resources. The assessment coordinator prepared data reports for them and the staff
developer helped them interpret and utilize the data from the unit tests and other mathematics
assessments. However, teachers reported that they were not able to meet with the assessment
coordinator and staff developer often enough to assist them with daily data-based instruction. School
inspectors concluded that while teachers received more support than in prior years, they still needed
more training to analyze their assessment data and utilize the data effectively to support instruction.

Teachers reported that the data from the DRA presented an accurate picture of student performance
and was useful for forming guided reading groups. Teachers also administered running records
informally to obtain additional information for grouping. Teachers said that only some of the
ECLAS subtests provided valuable information, such as the Phonemic Awareness Strand, and that
others were either not relevant or duplicated information retrieved from the DRA. Additionally, the
administrators made the decision to allow teachers to administer the DRA to their own students. The
co-directors determined that the significant amount of time required to administer both the DRA and
ECLAS would diminish time spent on instruction. As a result, they assigned the assessment
coordinator and associate deans, who are not trained as teachers, the task of administering selected
sections of the ECLAS to the students. Teachers expressed skepticism about the reliability of the
results of those sections. Further, it was reported that the results of ECLAS were presented to parents
at conferences but were not included on the report card.

Another assessment strategy, used as part of the Workshop Model of instruction employed in Harlem
Link classrooms, was the student conference. Teachers regularly met with individual students while
the others were reading independently to assess what students understood and what students needed
to learn. Results of conferencing generally help teachers to monitor students’ progress and inform
their instructional decisions. School inspectors observed that conferencing was implemented in an
inconsistent manner throughout the school using different forms and protocols. There was no school-
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wide system for conferencing observed. Further, some teachers reported that there was often not
enough time to adequately maintain conference notes and they were not held accountable for their
quantity or quality. It might have been helpful for teachers to use the data gleaned through
conferencing to group students and create future lessons to meet their instructional needs.

Portfolios were also reported to be part of the Harlem Link assessment program. Inspectors observed
that while there was a potentially well-designed protocol for the selection of student work to be
included, the portfolios were not maintained in the classrooms. At the time of the visit, student work
had recently been removed and samples scheduled to be included based on the protocol had not been
selected.

Staff indicated that there was not as much assessment data for progress in mathematics as there was
for literacy. Checklists and pre- and post-unit tests from the Investigations program were used to
assess student progress in mathematics, The assessment coordinator reported that Harlem Link was
working on creating an interim mathematics assessment.

Teachers began to use rubrics to grade students’ work in various curriculum areas during the 2007-08
school year. School inspectors concluded that the use of rubrics at Harlem Link was not effective.
Some ready-made rubrics were used as part of the Investigations mathematics program. Previously
developed rubrics were also available from the Teachers’ College Reading and Writing Project used
by some teachers during Writers” Workshop. Other English language arts and social studies rubrics
were developed by grade level teams with the support of the assessment coordinator. Visit inspectors
found that the use of rubrics was inconsistent from class-to-class and there was no alignment of
rubrics throughout the grades. Teachers were unclear about how to use rubrics as tools for
assessment of student progress and roadmaps for pupil performance. Teachers interviewed did not
have a knowledge of the New York State fourth grade writing rubrics which provide interim
benchmarks for performance from which benchmarks in preceding grades could be crafted.

Professional Development

School inspectors found the overall professional development program at Harlem Link to be active
but fragmented and inadequate to meet the needs of teachers. Harlem Link did not have sufficient
school-based resources targeted to support a comprehensive program of professional development in
instruction, assessment and classroom management. Further, the existing program did not provide
sufficient systematic, continuous support and training to teachers. Modeling and coaching were part
of the professional development program but were not employed consistently.

While some training was provided by the dean of students, teachers and school staff expressed that
the professional development provided to impiement the school-wide discipline program and policy
was insufficient. Selected training had been conducted during the previous summer but had not been
continued. This resulted in the discipline policy and procedures being implemented in an
inconsistent and ineffective manner.

Teachers were very positive about the professional development offered in English language arts and
even more enthusiastic about the support in mathematics. Professional development in English
language arts was provided by a consultant from the Bank Street College facuity who came to
Harlem Link approximately one day per week for thirty days per year. She worked with all teachers
from Kindergarten through third grade. The English language arts consultant indicated that she spent
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three week periods at the lower school and the other days primarily focused on second and third
grade. She visited the first grade teachers infrequently. The model she used included working in the
classrooms, observing teachers’ practices, providing feedback and meeting with teachers during their
lunch periods or during common preparation periods. The English language arts consultant
supported the teachers through discussions about the sequence of instruction within the instructional
units developed and discussions about actual instructional techniques and strategies for teaching
literacy. It was also reported that she attempted to provide support for conferencing with students,
administering and using DRA assessment data and planning instruction in literacy. Teachers valued
the support but indicated that it was not sufficient to meet their diverse instructional needs.

Professional development in mathematics was provided by a consultant from the City College
program, Math in the City. The mathematics consultant also came to Harlem Link one day each
week to support teachers with the implementation of the Investigations mathematics program. The
mathematics consultant said that she tried to link literacy with mathematics and that she focused on
helping teachers differentiate instruction to meet their students’ needs. She reported that she worked
with all grades using a protocol which included observing teachers’ practices, providing feedback,
modeling appropriate strategies, meeting with teachers to plan mathematics lessons and supporting
teachers in record keeping continual assessment. The mathematics consultant also facilitated
professional development for the co-directors and the lower school director one day every other
month at City College. Additionally, the new Kindergarten teachers were involved in a mathematics
learning community in which they planned lessons together and developed curricuium. The
mathematics consultant led that effort for teachers in first through third grades. Teachers and
administrators universally praised the work and the efforts of the mathematics consultant as
exemplary. It was very important to them that she modeled best practices which made the training
and support very practical. However, teachers all felt that they needed more support and assistance
that was more frequent.

The consultant from the Cooke Center for Learning and Development was also part of the overall
professional development program at Harlem Link. Special education teachers mentioned that the
consultant from the Cooke Center observed students and provided them with strategies to manage at
risk children in the classrooms. It was noted that the student support coordinator also provided some
professional development to special education teachers, including modeling appropriate strategies for
students.

School inspectors found that Harlem Link utilized outside consuitants as their primary source of
professional development for teachers. Teachers reported that they did not have enough time with
the consultants on an ongoing basis. Teachers universally praised the modeling of instructional
strategies in their classrooms as the most helpful and supportive to them. The inspection team found
that the Harlem Link leadership was not using the consultants to build the capacity of school staff to
continue the professional development when they were not there. Teachers also reported the need for
more professional development on co-teaching which can be an effective instructional methodology
when properly supported.

Inspectors also found that the professional development program at Harlem Link was not cohesive.
Each consultant did not use the same model for professional development and did not provide the
same level of support. The consultants met with the co-directors during their day at Harlem Link, but
there were no regularly scheduled meetings that involved all professional development providers,
including staff and consultants, to share progress, observations and next steps.
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The co-directors reported that they participated in professional development opportunities provided
by the New York City Center for Charter School Excellence and by the Empowerment Network at
the New York City Department of Education. Support staff indicated that, upon request, they were
also permitted to attend training sessions that they could identify as important to their continued
development. School inspectors found that more professional development was needed by out-of-
classroom specialists to increase their ability to provide effective support for students and teachers.

Charter Schools Institure W External Inspection Visit Report 21



Inspection Visit Conducted by RMC Research on behalf of the SUNY Charter Schools Institute

Part 2. Benchmark Analysis and Evidence of the School’s Organizational Viability
A. Are the school’s mission and vision clear to all stakeholders?

The co-directors are the driving force behind Harlem Link. They have a vision of increasing the
academic achievement for underserved children through a supportive collaboration among staff,
families and community. The Harlem Link mission is largely communicated through the co-
directors to staff and parents. They have worked at communicating the mission and vision of the
school during grade team meetings to, “ensure that the instructional vision is happening.” In
addition, they have communicated their vision and the mission of the school through the recruitment
of such staff as the lower school director and the selection of the newer professional development
consultants.

Many of the key design elements had been successfully addressed. These included forging
relationships with community based organizations that could provide needed services for students.
Harlem Link had partnered with community institutions such as the Police Athletic League (PAL),
Mount Morris Park, the Children’s Aid Society, Antioch Baptist Church, New Song Community
Partnership and the Piano School for after school services. Fieldwork was still being incorporated
into the school program, particularly in the area of social studies. The co-teaching model was being
implemented in Harlem Link. Other key design elements were evident but had not been fully
realized at the time of the visit, such as data driven instruction and high levels of professional
development.

Despite the mission of the school, the school inspectors found that staff and parents do not believe
that they are included in either crafting the vision or involved in developing the programs and
policies needed to fulfill Harlem Link’s mission of collaboration and shared decision-making. The
co-directors were not always able to communicate the full scope of the mission and how it would be
achieved to parents and staff although teachers did indicate that “there [Harlem Link] is a good
environment where concerns could be brought.” However, teachers and support staff reported that
the co-directors were very open to hearing their concerns and suggestions; however, some frustration
was expressed that ultimately decisions made by the co-directors did not seem to reflect teacher
input. This resulted in changing priorities that were not made clear to everyone. Teachers indicated
that “they’d like it made clear and intentional what the school-wide priorities are.”

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

Harlem Link had not developed a mechanism to survey the parents or to systematically assess their
opinions and concerns. The six parents interviewed unanimously expressed their satisfaction with
Harlem Link’s caring and nurturing environment. They expressed that “people knew their kids.”
One parent indicated that “if there is an issue, they focus on getting the children through the
problems.” Another parent, who was unable to secure IEP driven related services for his child in
public school, expressed satisfaction at the services being provided at Harlem Link. Some parents
had positive attitudes about what their children were learning and indicated that the children were
progressing academically. All of the parents interviewed were satisfied with the teachers. They
indicated that teachers “gave parents strategies” to work with their children at home.

Parents interviewed expressed concerns that students were coming home with folders rather than
textbooks. Parents indicated that the reasons for this had not been explained to them. Others
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indicated that they wanted more information about the assessments, including when they occurred
and what were their children’s results. They wanted more regular feedback on the progress of their
children’s learning. The parents interviewed stated that “the school needed more consistency. Rules
were being changed abruptly.” One parent articulated that the intentions of the school leaders were
good, but that “the school needed a consistent template for handling decisions.” They also felt that
the administration should listen more to the teachers.

Another parent commented that “the climate in the building is one of micro management.” The
overriding sentiment was that communication between administration, teachers and parents was not
effective and needed to be improved. The parents were unhappy about staff changes and, although
there was written communication to parents about the changes, they were still unclear as to the
reasons for the changes that impacted their children directly. They all said that “they liked the school
and wanted it to continue” but one parent indicated that “when the communication fails, the vision
goes blind.”

Six students interviewed expressed that they liked their teachers. Students did include teachers
among the persons to whom they would turn if they needed help with their school work. However,
they were unaware of whether or not they were performing academically at grade level and could not
articulate whether work samples they had completed met standards. Students did indicate that the
biggest problem for them in the school was the learning time lost in class because of distractions
resulting from other students’ behavior. They said that there were too many interruptions which
prevented them from doing their work in class.

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

While the report of the Institute’s Second-Year Visit indicated that the school’s board of trustees
knew and understood its roles and responsibilities, visit inspectors found limited evidence to support
this during the current visit. During their interview, board members did not articulate a clear set of
responsibilities for providing oversight to the development and operation of Harlem Link. The
newest member of the board was not able to provide much information about the board’s priorities or
school operations. She believed that her role included supporting the board by observing the
instruction in Harlem Link classrooms and providing feedback to the teachers and the school
leadership and reporting on the status of instruction to the board of trustees and to the school leaders.
The president of the board of trustees confirmed the role of the new board member in providing the
board with first hand information about curriculum and instruction as a result of her classroom visits.

The board president expressed that, based on the report from the Institute’s visit last year, the board
had seen some improvement but that it “wanted to see less time spent in developing groups to solve
problems.” He indicated that the co-directors were “bogged down in minutia which took them away
from their mission.” The board had concluded that there was a need to establish priorities. The
boards’ priorities are classroom management, hiring teachers, and the development of a strong
special education component. The board identified the two greatest challenges faced by Harlem Link
as retention of staff and the financial situation of the school. The board members interviewed
indicated that there needed to be more fundraising since, at the time of the visit, there was only a
small monetary reserve. There was a director of development for Harlem Link who worked only
four days each week which the board members found insufficient. The board was very concerned
about student achievement and indicated that the presentations they received were confusing and
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unclear. The members also indicated that they did not receive regular reports about the results of
school administered assessments, only confusing presentations.

The board had assigned a senior mentor to help the co-directors progress, but there was still no
mechanism developed to evaluate the co-directors’ performance. The board reported that, after being
cited in the prior year’s visit report, one board member was assigned the task of collecting examples
of evaluations used by other charter school boards of trustees as models for developing an evaluation
document for Harlem Link. However, at the time of the current visit, the process had not been
completed and no evaluation tool had been developed. The board of trustees had also not developed
any assessment tools to evaluate the effectiveness of the Harlem Link instructional program and there
was no ongoing system in place to hold the leadership accountable for the school’s progress in
meeting the Accountability Plan and school goals. The board members also acknowledged that there
was no formal procedure for gauging parents’ satisfaction with Harlem Link. Informal links to the
community had been developed through one board member, who, as an employee of the school,
served as an “ambassador” to the parents and community. He reported on his informal findings to
the board of trustees.

VI. OVERALL TRENDS REGARDING THE SCHOOL

Academic Program

An analysis of data collected during the inspection visit suggested to the inspection team that Harlem
Link needed to establish clear academic priorities for curriculum, instruction and assessment and to
communicate those priorities to all staff. The development of curriculum documents during summer
2007 was a positive step toward unifying the school instructionally. However, the absence of formal
protocols to implement the curriculum uniformly across classes and grades hindered the effective
implementation of the developed curriculum. Additionally, the lack of a single system for clinical
supervision of teachers and staff prevented Harlem Link from implementing a cohesive,
developmental instructional program for students from first through third grades. The Kindergarten
teachers in the lower school were an exception; they were more consistently and regularly supervised
by the lower school director. Student discipline issues permeated the school and, in some classes,
prevented teaching and learning from occurring. In light of the predominance of unseasoned
teachers, the professional development program does not adequately address the delivery of
instruction, assessment and classroom management. While the co-teacher model had become more
clearly defined, more consistency in the execution of the model across the school is needed to
achieve maximum effectiveness.

Organizational Viability

Harlem Link faces many challenges as it attempts to develop into a learning community. Staff
selection and retention are extremely important if professional development of staff and continuity of
instruction are to occur. At the time of the visit, there were many inexperienced teachers who needed
guidance in understanding and implementing different phases of the academic program. While it is
expected that new teachers will always need to be hired as Harlem Link adds additional grades, the
retention of well-trained teachers is a key to developing consistency and institutional knowledge.
During the visit, inspectors found that administrators had not developed pathways for clear
communication with staff and parents. The visit team saw evidence of anger, suspicion and
frustration among staff and parents toward the administrative team which will be a challenge to
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address in order to develop a school-wide culture of trust and community in which every member
plays a role to meet commonly agreed upon goals. 1t was unclear to what extent the high-profile

teacher termination at the start of the school year contributed to the anger and frustration. The co-
directors understood that more systems and standardized protocols needed to be created within the
school for staff evaluation, for delivery of instruction, for assessment of students’ progress and for

the improvement of student order and discipline to support the growth and development of Harlem
Link.
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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
Viability

School’s Mission and Vision (Renewal
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;
(lassroom observations
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