
















































































Inspection Visit Conducted by Ciass Measures on behalf of the SUNY Charter Schools Institute

that their teachers would help them succeed. One student stated that since she enrolled in KIPP Tech
Valley, she has understood that making the right choices today will affect her future and lead to
positive results. Another student told the inspection team that teachers at the school were trying to
prepare students not only for high school and college but also for life. Students also told the
inspection team that teachers' strict approach to rules and discipline sometimes reduced the fun of
learning.

Parents interviewed by the Third-Year External Inspection team were also knowledgeable regarding
the school's mission. They told the inspection team that they believed that the school's academic
rigor and behavioral expectations will allow their children to succeed in high school, college, and
beyond.

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

The first key design element of KIPP Tech Valley’s charter is “an academic program guided by the
five KIPP Pillars, which include: High Expectations; Choice and Commitment; More Time; Power to
Lead; and Focus on Results.” The five KIPP pillars are foundational to the school’s curriculum and
behavioral management system and are well represented throughout the school. The school’s high
expectations and focus on results are evident in the school’s data-driven, results-oriented approach to
student achievement and in the school’s behavioral system, which rewards positive student behaviors
and encourages commitment to “good choices” while meting out demerits even for small infractions.
KIPP Tech Valley’s 90-minute instructional blocks for core subjects, its extended scheol day and
school year (discussed below), and summer academic program provide students with more learning
time than they might receive at other schools. The “power to lead” component of the school’s
academic program is reflected in its acknowledgement of student high achievers as role models
within the school. The Third-Year External Inspection team observed awards for outstanding
schoolwork posted in hallways and classrooms, and the inspection team also observed that high-
performing students were allowed special privileges such as giving visitor tours.

The second key design element of the school’s charter, “an extended school day and year, with
additional enrichment experiences scheduled on select Saturdays,” has varied from the plan outlined
in KIPP Tech Valley’s charter, which cited a school year of 220 instructional days. However, it is
consistent with the flexibility afforded in the charter that the days and hours are not materially less
than those set forth in the Application. The Third-Year External Inspection team’s review of the
school calendar for the 2007-08 school year showed that the school year consisted of 180 regular
school days, 10 Saturdays (from 9 a.m. to 1 p.m.), and the summer session which varied by grade: 5"
grade, 15 days; 6" grade, 13 days; and 7" grade, 10 days. Thus, the total days on which KIPP Tech
Valley students were scheduled to attend school during the 2007-08 school year were as follows: 5th
grade, 205 school days; 6th grade, 203 school days; and 7th grade, 200 school days.

The third key design element of the school’s charter, “extended instructional time spent on English
Language Arts and mathematics,” has been implemented; the school provides 90-minute blocks of
English language arts and mathematics instruction.

The fourth key design element of the school’s charter, “daily enrichment periods in which students
have an option of various activities, offset by mandatory physical education blocks every other day,”
has been implemented; KIPP Tech Valley students attend daily enrichment and remediation sessions
as well as regularly scheduled physical education classes.
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The fifth key design element of the school’s charter, “mandatory four-week summer school program
for all students,” has not been implemented. As discussed earlier in this section, all students attend
mandatory summer school; according to the school calendar for the 2007-08 school year, the summer
sessions consisted of 10 to 15 days of instruction, depending upon the grade.

The sixth key design element of the school’s charter, “an electronic scoring system to track each
student’s progress towards mastering each individual KIPP and aligned New York State learning
standard with monthly reports for parents, teachers, and administrators,” is being implemented. As
discussed in the section of this report that concerns KIPP Tech Valley’s assessments, the school has
an extensive system of analyzing assessment data and distributing reports on student progress to the
board of trustees, teachers, and parents. According to the school director, the school has purchased
an electronic scoring system and is in the process of implementing the system. This system will
allow for automated scoring of test items.

The seventh key design element of the school’s charter is as follows: *“a focus on the following
seven character skills, referred to in the Charter as the set of ‘Seven Virtues’: Tenacity, Excellence,
Adventurous Spirit, Teamwork, Respect, Self-Reliance, and Creative Expression.” The Third-Year
External Inspection team found examples of most of these character skills, or virtues, in conducting
the inspection visit. Tenacity and excellence are expected of students at KIPP Tech Valley in the
areas of academic performance and behavior. Teamwork among all school stakeholders is
encouraged by the school through the “KIPP Commitment to Excellence” signed by teachers,
students, and parents.

The inspection team observed that the concept of respect was frequently invoked within the school.
For example, students were reminded by teachers to be respectful, and students in classrooms
sometimes expressed disagreement with other students by saying, “I respectfully disagree.” As
previously discussed in the section of this report that concerns KIPP Tech Valley’s culture, the
school’s 7th grade behavioral program enables students to earn or lose “respect,” based on their
behavior; students who earn respect can be rewarded with participation in field trips and other
benefits. The school director told the inspection team that the 7th grade behavioral program was
instituted with the intention of encouraging self-reliance. The school believed that enabling 7th
grade students to earn “respect” rather than paycheck dollars would help them internalize the values
emphasized by the program. However, the Third-Year External Inspection team observed that all
KIPP Tech Valley students, including 7th grade students, are governed by a rigorous model of
rewards and punishments that are controlled and monitored by the school. Board members told the
inspection team that one of their goals was to improve student self-reliance, especially as the school
grows to include 8th grade students, in order to ensure students’ success in high school and beyond.

Finally, the Third-Year External Inspection team saw little evidence of the “adventurous spirit” and
“creative expression” character skills emphasized in the school’s charter. The behavior of students
observed by the inspection team was exemplary but tightly controlled by the school’s behavioral
system; students” adventurous spirits were not apparent. As previously discussed in the section of
this report that concerns KIPP Tech Valley’s classroom instruction, the inspection team observed that
student responses to teachers frequently consisted of information recall rather than creative analysis.
Although the inspection team saw artwork displayed in the hallways, the artwork did not reflect
creative expression on the part of students. For example, the inspection team observed that students
had created images of Van Gogh’s “Starry Night” that appeared quite well done; however, on closer
inspection, it was clear that students had colored in copies of line drawings of the painting rather than
developing their own artistic interpretations.
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B. Are students and parents satisfied with the work of the school?
s To what extent are parents/guardians and students satisfied with the school?

The Third-Year External Tnspection team conducted a focus group of three parents of KIPP Tech
Valley students in each grade level served by the school. Each of the students whose parents were
interviewed had enrolled at the school beginning in the 5th grade. The parents told the inspection
team that they were extremely satisfied with KIPP Tech Valley and that the school has high
expectations for every student. They stated that they had chosen KIPP Tech Valley because of its
longer school day, challenging curriculum, and emphasis on college graduation. They also spoke
positively about the school’s emphasis on student and parent accountability, noting that

the school held students accountable through the paycheck system and that the school held parents
accountable for monitoring their children’s schoolwork by requiring parents to sign homework
assignments and student agendas each day. As previously discussed in the section of this report that
concerns KIPP Tech Valley’s school culture, the school requires all teachers, students, and parents to
sign the “KIPP Commitment to Excellence,” which states the school’s expectations for each group.
The school’s parent liaison visits each student’s home before the student enrolls in the school to
obtain the signature of the parent or guardian on the document. The Third-Year External Inspection
team saw that these signed documents hang on the walls outside each classroom. The parent of a 7th
grade student told the inspection team that her child had over time learned to hold herself
accountable and that she felt that KIPP Tech Valley was preparing her child to live in the real world.
One parent stated that the school could sometimes be too regimented, but that students did seem to
adjust to the school’s rules.

According to the parents interviewed by the Third-Year External Inspection team, KIPP Tech Valley
maintains strong communications with parents. The school provides a cell phone to each teacher;
students and parents are provided with teachers’ telephone numbers and encouraged to call the
teachers until 9:00 p.m. to check on homework assignments, student progress, or any other concern.
The school also employs a parent and community liaison who told the inspection team that she
communicates with parents by email and sends school newsletters to parents. She said that she has
trained parents and students in technology safety; she has also organized special events such as the
Harvest Festival and field day. The parents interviewed by the inspection team stated that they were
able to call the family and community liaison for any reason, that they had volunteered for special
school events through the liaison, and that the special events organized by the liaison had been fun
and successful. They also stated that parent liaison responded quickly to any communication from
them.

KIPP Tech Valley’s school director stated that KIPP Tech Valley has administered surveys of
parents and students. Although the Third-Year External Inspection team was provided with a sample
of each of the surveys, no resnlts were available. The school director told the inspection team that
the survey results had not yet been compiled.

On the first day of the Third-Year External Inspection visit, Third-Year External Inspection team
members were given a tour of the school by student ambassadors. These students spoke to the
inspection team about their academic goals and successes since enrolling in the school, and they were
able to articulate the school’s academic and behavioral policies as well as the underlying reasons for
the policies.
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The Third-Year External Inspection team also conducted a focus group of 12 KIPP Tech Valley
students: five 5th grade students, three 6th grade students, and four 7th grade students. All students
had entered as 5th grade students. One student in the group had siblings in the school. These
students expressed pride in their school and general satisfaction with many aspects of school life.
They told the inspection team that KIPP Tech Valley is known to be the best school in their
community and to have strong values. They said that their families had heard about the school and
its good reputation through the community and that they had been invited to tour the school and to
meet the staff at the beginning of the school year. The students told the Third-Year External
Inspection team that they were pleased with their school academically and that their classes were
academically challenging.

The 5th grade students praised their math and reading teachers. They said that because the students
were not performing well at the beginning of the school year in these classes, their teachers had
devoted more effort to helping students improve and involving them in reading quizzes to improve
their vocabulary and math songs, and games to increase student proficiency in mathematics. They
said that by reading different literature books, they had learned to identify settings, character,
conflicts, and resolution. The 6th grade students also said that they felt challenged in their classes
with one exception: they told the team that in their mathematics class they were relearning material
that they already knew and, thus, the class was not enjoyable. The 7th grade students said that they
felt confident and highly challenged in their classroom; they said that they sometimes used the 8th
grade mathematics book in their mathematics class and that they felt this text was both overwhelming
and interesting in that it deepened their thinking. There was a general consensus among the students
that they learned more in groups of their peers; they stated that some teachers encouraged them to
work more with their peers.

The students expressed very negative views of KIPP Tech Valley’s behavior management system,
which they characterized as harsh and often unfair. One 6th grade student said that his mother liked
the school but did not support the ‘white shirt’ perch system of discipline because it makes students
feel excluded from the group and focuses on bad behavior. In addition, the students did not favor the
school’s paycheck system. They said that they received deductions for small, simple mistakes that
were sometimes not their fault and that their teachers did not always explain why deductions from
their paychecks had been made. According to one 7th grade student, “the paychecks bring the school
down to a level of a prison.” Students told the inspection team that they would sometimes incur their
parents’ disapproval when their paycheck deductions prevented them from going on school field
trips. The students also said that although they enjoy being in the school, the school day is too long
and leaves them insufficient time to focus on homework or to relax and have fun. They said that
their parents encouraged them to use their time in school profitably because they would benefit from
doing so in the future.

The students told the Third-Year External Inspection team that they felt safe in the school building.
They praised the extensive camera system around the school and noted that the doors are always
locked and that buzzers are installed at the back doors. The students also said that one purpose of the
initial tour for students and parents at the beginning of the school year was to enable the school staff
to become sufficiently familiar with family members to enable them to identify the family members
when they visit the school during the school year.

According to documents provided by KIPP Tech Valley, the school’s student attrition rates for the
2006-07 school year were as follows: 3™ grade, 12%; 6™ grade, 13%.
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The school director told the Third-Year External Inspection team that the school has chosen to enroll
new students only in the 5th grade because doing so enables the school to maintain a strong culture
and because students who have been at the school perform significantly above their peers in local
schools. Because of the limitations on new enrollment, the attrition rates experienced by the school
could, if they continue into future years, significantly reduce the school’s 8th grade enrollment.
When students leave the school, according to the school director, approximately half move out of the
district, one-quarter enroll in another charter or/parochial school, and one-quarter return to their
district schools.

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?

KIPP Tech Valley’s board of trustees is comprised of seven members; each member serves a three-
year term. One board member is an employee of the KIPP National organization, with which the
school contracts for models, training, and other support materials and activities. Two of the seven
board members attended the interview with the Third-Year External Inspection team; both were
founders of KIPP Tech Valley. They told the inspection teamn that the board’s membership is stable.
They said that the board currently has an executive committee, a finance committee, and a board
development committee; the board occasionally creates additional, temporary committees in addition
to the three committees cited above. The board meets on a monthly basis but sometimes does not
have a quorum, according to the board members interviewed.

The two board members told the Third-Year Inspection team that the board receives weekly updates
on the academic progress of KIPP Tech Valley’s students from the school director. The inspection
team’s review of documentation included in the board minutes confirmed that the board received
written reports of assessment results; however, the documentation reviewed by the inspection team
did not include a full set of weekly reports for the period reviewed. The board members told the
inspection team that the board focuses on grade-leve! and school-wide test results and holds general
discussions regarding assessments and possible solutions to instructional issues. As an example of
this type of problem-solving, they cited the board’s efforts over six months to develop a plan to
address the school’s low performance on English language arts and reading assessments during the
school’s first year of operations. They also told the inspection team that on one occasion, the board
requested data on student attrition in response to concerns regarding student attrition rates. They
cited as recent actions taken by the board the development of a draft of a wellness policy and a
review of actions taken in committee.

According to the board members interviewed, the school has moved into a second stage of growth
and is now focusing on the sustainability of KIPP Tech Valley and fulfiliment of its mission. They
said that the board’s primary responsibility is to evaluate the leadership team’s plans to improve the
school. They also said that the board’s current goals include providing career tracks for teachers to
become administrators that have manageable time commitments, developing a succession plan for
the school director, and determining whether KIPP Tech Valley is succeeding in its mission to
prepare students for college and developing strategies for supporting students through high school
and into college. The board members told the Third-Year External Inspection team that the board
has not yet developed a strategic plan to implement these goals but intends to do so.
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The board members interviewed told the Third-Year External Inspection team that the board
evaluates the school director’s performance for the purpose of determining his bonus. The inspection
team repeatedly requested a copy of the school director’s evaluation for the inspection team’s review;
however, the evaluation was not provided to the inspection team. The board members told the
inspection team that the school director had hired the chief operating officer, whom they referred to
as the business manager, without consulting the board. They said that the board had been displeased
by this action but that the board’s relationship with the school director is now very positive. The
board members were not fully informed regarding the school’s current organization and staffing. For
example, the board members were unaware that the school employed special education staff and
believed, incorrectly, that all special education services were provided by students’ sending districts.
They were also unaware that the school organization includes teachers who serve as team leaders for
the three grades.

The board members interviewed by the Third-Year External Inspection team said that the board
would like to expand its membership and has actively tried to recruit new members but that it has
proven difficult to find individuals who are interested in assuming the responsibility and social
stresses associated with serving as charter school board members within the community. The board
holds occasional breakfasts with potential board members from the community.
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VII. OVERALL TRENDS REGARDING THE SCHOOL

Academic Program

KIPP Tech Valley has developed a systematic, data-driven academic program that is supported by all
school stakeholders. However, the program as structured does not provide sufficient support for the
development of students” higher-order thinking skills. Although the school director provides
coaching as needed to teachers, the school has not implemented a formal teacher coaching process.
The school director has recently implemented a teacher evaluation system that bases teacher
evaluations solely on the progress of teachers’ students as demonstrated by assessment data; the
school director’s videotaped classroom observations of teacher instruction are not formally evaluated
under the new system, nor has a rubric for evaluating teacher instruction been developed. The lack
of a formalized system for evaluating and providing feedback to teachers regarding teacher
instruction in the classroom limits the school’s ability to develop teachers’ pedagogical and
classroom management skills.

In addition, KIPP Tech Valley’s current approach to instruction does not promote differentiated
mstructional techniques to meet the needs of diverse learners or the use of alternate grouping
strategies by the school’s teachers. The school’s strict behavioral rules appear to limit the
opportunities for students to work together in groups or interact in the classroom; they also appear to
limit the school’s capacity to fulfill its commitment to encouraging the character skills, or “virtues,”
of “adventurous spirit” and “creative expression.”

Organizational Viability

In the early stages of KIPP Tech Valley’s growth, the school director has assumed a broad range of
instructional responsibilities as well as other leadership roles. The school’s teachers lack
opportunities for career growth because of the school’s relatively flat organizational structure. As the
school continues to expand and evolve, the board of trustees confronts the challenge of reconfiguring
the school’s organization to support the school’s long-term viability. The school director currently
provides all instructional leadership and most professional development to KIPP Tech Valley
teachers. The board may want to consider methods of distributing some of the school director’s
responsibilities to allow him to meet the needs of teachers for coaching and professional
development more effectively. The Second-Year External Inspection team was told that one teacher
will assume the position of vice principal in the 2008-09 school year. This new position may help to
realign the responsibilities currently borne by the school director.

Finally, the Third-Year External Inspection team noted that the board members interviewed were not

fully informed regarding the school’s organization and staffing Effective communications between
the school director and the board will be important to the school’s continued growth and viability.
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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.1H

Review of documents;
Interviews; Classroom
observations
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