






























































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

Village Academy. More than a deep content knowledge, the school, in the words of a teacher,
engenders a “level of investment in each other’s work.” The students appreciate the hard work and
investment the teachers pour into them. One student stated, “Teachers work on making it fun. We
don’t have any textbooks; everything is fresh.”

The Academic Athlete, a key element of the school’s culture, was evident to all the inspectors. The
expectation is that students will read, and read often, three hours a week. They read in the
classrooms, in the hallways. The school has thirty minutes per day of pleasure reading for grades six
through eight. In the words of one parent, “The school celebrates nerdiness.” This is reinforced in
the non-wavering stance on homework completion. Homework must be done, and daily homework
planners have to be signed by parents. If they are not signed, students receive a demerit. Three
demerits equal a detention; nine demerits, an in-school suspension. At the end of the year, all
students participate in a college tour, unless the privilege has been revoked because of a large number
of demerits.

Students spoke of scholars’ bracelets with pride. They receive the bracelets during the Community
Circle meetings held Friday from 1 - 2 p.m. When students achieve better than 85% at the end of a
six week marking period, make honor roll or show vast improvement, they receive the scholar’s
bracelets.

Benchmark 1F: The school’s professional development program assists teachers in meeting
student academic needs and school goals, by addressing identified shortcomings in student
learning and teacher pedagogical skill and content knowledge.

The school has strategic, school-wide professional development that is also responsive to individual
teacher needs._Professional development at Leadership Village Academy begins in August. During
this month, teachers revisit the vision and the goals of Village Academy. They also participate in
collaborative unit planning and work groups for course structure, lesson planning, and school culture.
Teachers spend much time steeped in student data, classroom routine, and curriculum refinement.

The inspection team found that Leadership Village Academy has begun to address previous
inspection concerns about the ad hoc nature of its professional development. The professional
development calendar reflected sustained professional development occurring every other Friday
with the sister campus. The team noted that backward planning appeared on the professional
development calendar and sessions on this topic have occurred over time. Alternate Fridays are
considered teachers’ time, and teachers stay late on Tuesday evenings for weekly “Workout”
sessions that are essential to address issues about culture and to solve problems together.

On the Fridays that professional development occurs, the school alternates the mathematics and
reading professional development with ongoing data conversations. The content for professional
development is informed by teacher surveys and administrator input.

Lesson study, a translation of the Japanese term, kounaikenshuu, is a teacher directed form of
professional development that takes place during a unit of study. There are six to thirteen meetings
surrounding the first and second teaching of the research lesson. Teachers engaging in lesson study
write, teach, revise, and debrief the research lesson. This is the central form of professional
development for the school’s mathematics teachers from September to May.
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Teachers are quite positive about Lesson Study, acknowledging that it takes quite a bit of time, but
they feel they are creating quality curriculum that will last for those that may come behind them.
During the central component of lesson study, a lesson is presented to students and observed by other
campus staff and teachers at Leadership Village Academy. The observers then critique the lesson,
modify it, discuss content, and instruction. Teachers spoke of being observed by fellow Village
Academy staff, community members and other schools.

Professional development is highly individualized. The mathematics and English language arts
directors meet with teachers twice a month. Individual professional development plans are in use
and center around observations based on a writing/reading observation tool. The inspection team
noted the comprehensive nature of the tool, observing a completed rubric and the corresponding
write-up. This strategy provides focused, individualized professional development targeted at self-
identified teacher needs. Individuals are also encouraged to visit other schools noted for best
practices and to attend nationally recognized conferences.

In summary, the professional development at Leadership Village Academy begins in the month of
August before the school year for students begins. Teachers spend time reviewing culture,
philosophy, lesson plans and curriculum. Professional development continues during the year every
other Friday. Lesson study is used in mathematics, and the school has some of the highest
mathematics proficiency rates in the state. Hiring the English language arts director helps meet the
need of providing individual professional development in the area of reading and classroom
mstruction. Professional development is still focused on mathematics and reading. Teachers
mentioned a desire for more professional development in modifying TEPs, and the science/social
studies teacher mentioned the need for more content area professional development.
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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?

Benchmark 2B: The school is faithful to its mission and has implemented the key design
elements included in its charter.

The mission statement for Leadership Village Academy Charter School is as follows:

“to develop students of fine character who graduate from college and make a positive
contribution to society.”

When asked the mission of the school, stakeholders are able to articulate college readiness and
teaching students to be academic athletes. In addition, they mentioned key elements of the school
such as the extended day and year, school uniforms, high expectations and Village Council weekly
gatherings. Students, parents, staff and board members all mentioned the key elements Leadership
Village Academy uses to achieve its mission.

This school’s charter has implemented most of it key elements with fidelity. Coaching students to
embrace the discipline required to be academic athletes was evident across all classrooms. Students
received gentle reminders about body posture and position when working independently or facing a
peer who was speaking, Much homework is required of the students, and parents must sign homework
planners indicating that students are indeed engaging in the discipline required to be academic athletes. A
number of students appeared passionate about learning, engaging in pleasure reading during the transition
from one classroom the next. Upon entering the classroom, no time is wasted. Students immediately
begin work, and they work until the period ends.

Another strength of the school is the focus on high expectations for conduct and a focus on learning.
Students are well behaved. As mentioned earlier, in the words of one teacher, “The discipline policy
allows us to teach.” The high expectations for classroom conduct are also evident in the transition from
classroom to classroom. There is silence in the hallway during transitions. Parent after parent positively
mentioned the school’s emphasis on conduct and focus on learning. One parent in the survey wrote, “The
structure at LVA is outstanding. It allows students to be able to learn more.”

The inspection team noted a great degree of job satisfaction, thus reflecting the intent to invest in
teachers. As mentioned during the board focus group, “Teachers want to be here.” Leadership Village
Academy invests in teachers by building a results-driven organization where excellent educators thrive,
Mathematics teachers engage in lesson study with the mathematics director. Village Academies has hired
an English language arts director to work with reading teachers. “Workout,” a time when teachers are
given an opportunity to work-out problems and come up with solutions, has been part of Leadership
Village Academy since inception.

Finally, students feel that their school is a small village and parents are positive about the communication
with the school. Families new to the school receive a three hour orientation and a home visit. The school
keeps the students and parents informed of their child’s progress. There are ten diagnostic periods,
weekly Friday assessments, a schedule of assessments to monitor progress and inform students and
parents. Families are also members of family cohort groups. One staff member is attached to each cohort
group. While the board meetings are open, parents who cannot or do no make the board meetings feel
they are not always informed about the board’s initiatives.
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B. Are students and parents satisfied with the work of the school?
Benchmark 2D: Parents/guardians and students are satisfied with the school.

The four parents and students interviewed by the inspection team expressed overwhelming
satisfaction with the school. New parents receive a comprehensive three hour orientation which
includes a home visit and are assigned to a family cohort group. Every family in the school belongs
to one. Every staff member is an advisor assigned to a cohort group and is responsible for maintaining
contact. Cohort group meetings are held once a week. In a survey provided to families (with a
response rate of 58%), seventy-two percent of the parents rated the guality of the communication
from the advisor as very good or excellent. Thirteen percent rated the quality of communication
good.

Parents have multiple opportunities to learn about their children’s progress in the form of the
diagnostic reports issued ten times a year; homework planners which they must sign; and all notices
that go home with students must be signed by parents. One parent wrote, “It allows me to know what
I need to enforce at home as well as keeping me alert of his grades.” Parents stated the school “is like
a close knit family.” In fact the word “family” is seen repeatedly in the comment section of the
parent survey. It appears almost as often as references to “quality education” and “good education.”

During the parent focus group, a police officer who works in school safety said, “I know dangerous
schools, and Leadership Village Academy is not dangerous.” Parents noted that there are few
behavioral problems or class disruptions and that, “Leadership Village Academy is a place where
kids can learn.” According to parents, manners and good behavior are celebrated and the school
reinforces lessons that are taught at home.

Parents also spoke to the quality and the celebrity of the school’s guest speakers. Katie Couric, Jack
Welch and Richard Parsons have all been guests at Leadership Village Academy. Parents believe
this contributes to the development of well-rounded kids. They want to continue with Leadership
Village Academy and eventually send their children to the Village Academy High School.
According to the school’s Application and Admissions Summary, all current students are returning
next year, and the school has a waiting list of 119 students.

Parents particularly like the fact that the school not only “celebrates nerdiness,” but also helps
struggling students become academic athletes. Parents and students alike mentioned the extra
support in the form of having teacher phone numbers, Saturday School, after school, and SGI. There
are eight mandatory Saturday Schools for all the students, not just those students with a grade C or
below. The mandatory Saturday School is in preparation for the state assessment. In the words of
one parent “Phenomenal! Kids get the extra help they need.” One student mentioned that the
teachers are all very smart.

There is no PTA at Leadership Village Academy. The school tried to have a PTA, but the parents on
the PTA had a more traditional public school mindset, an “us versus them™ mentality according to
parents interviewed. Eventually, the PTA transformed into a Parent Involvement Committee,

When asked about what they would like to see change, one parent mentioned the need for more

communication with the board and the need for parents to be used as a resource. Parents and
students would like to see more of the arts included in the schedule, mentioning musical instruments
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like the violin, modern languages like conversational Spanish, extra curricular activities including,
but not limited to, athletic teams and clubs. Students mentioned that the day is too long and the
recess is too short.

Parents and students are overwhelmingly pleased with the school. Parents like the quality of
education combined with the caring, encouraging staff, that does all it can to ensure learning
happens. Parents are positive about the routine and structure that promotes learning in the school.
Students are convinced they are being prepared for college. However, students and parents would
like to see extracurricular activities, conversational Spanish and music.

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

2C.1 The school board has worked effectively to achieve the school’s mission and
specific goals.

Leadership Village Academy Charter School has a committed and responsive board of trustees that
has the capacity to support the school to achieve its mission of preparing students to graduate from
college and contribute meaningfully to their families, communities and nation.

The board of trustees of Leadership Village Academy consists of seven members with expertise in
finance, business, education, real estate, community outreach, and fundraising. Since the size of the
board works against dividing into subcommittees, each board member focuses on the area of his or
her strength when and if the need arises. For example, one board member, a college professor with
expertise in the area of assessment, worked with Village Academy to design its assessment plan. The
board member with a career in real estate and real estate management worked with Leadership
Village Academy in finding its current site.

The board is keenly aware of the school’s progress toward reaching and/or exceeding its academic
and nonacademic goals. The Board stated that the principal reviews student data with teachers, the
data are synthesized and compressed, and the board receives progress updates from the executive
director about scores, staffing, turnover and finances quite often. These frequent updates are
provided by the executive director or others who may need to report if the focus of the particular
board meeting changes. The board, however, was clear to point out that day-to-day management of
Leadership Village Academy is the responsibility of the school, not the board. The board also
exhibited a deep understanding of the school’s mission, referencing the school’s goal to ensure that
students are prepared to be “academic athletes” who graduate from college and effectively impact
their communities. One board member stated that this is achievable because, “We test kids all the
time, every week, and follow the students. It is a very rigorous program for each teacher to know the
subject matter, the students, and the progress.”

The board is quite proud of the school’s academic achievements, ongoing commitment to
maintaining a college-going culture, and transformative focus on creating academic athletes, stating
that after the first year, students start wanting to learn and that students are on the path and they are
not coming off of it. The board spoke to the issue of higher order thinking. acknowledging that the
school has chosen to focus on developing reading, mathematics, homework completion, and
attendance. There is a sense that in the higher grades, there will be a greater focus on critical
thinking.
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There are several challenges facing the board at the current time. The board serves as the board for
both Village Academy schools, and this has presented a challenge because the board has to hold
separate meetings for the schools. Another area of challenge is improving English language arts.
the broader sense,” a board member said, “it has been successful, but bringing in a new director of
English language arts should improve this.” “There is no particular reason students should perform
in math and not reading, so as a board we saw that, had discussions, and looked for what we missed
or overlooked.” The Board took, in their words the “classic solution.” It looked at best practices
across charter schools, and in the end hired a specialist in English language arts. Another challenge
is that there is no formal tool used to evaluate the performance of the executive director. The
executive director is evaluated on the success of the school based on data and teacher turnover, but
the team noted that while these are key measures, there should be a more formalized review. A final
challenge is increasing parental involvement at the board meetings. Parents spoke to this as well
mentioning that they wanted the board to communicate more with them so that they could be made
aware of board initiatives.

13

In

The board is a well-informed, involved board, and quite proud of the academic achievement of the
school. The board uses its expertise effectively to meet the needs of the school, knowing that it faces
many challenges as the school grows, While there is a community outreach person on the board, the
board has not been successful in drawing parents to board meetings and parents mentioned wanting
to know more about the board initiatives.
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Vi. OVERALL TRENDS REGARDING THE SCHOOL

Academic Proeram

Leadership Village Academy Charter School provides high quality instruction across all classrooms.
Instruction is supported by an effective system of assessment, which allows teachers and school
leaders to use data to improve instruction and provide supports in a regular manner. There is an
ongoing curriculum revision process which is owned by the teachers. Overall, the academic program
is yielding results, and this is a result of the school’s careful design.

While the school leaders ensure that teachers use state standards, assessment data and certain
instructional routines, they have a loose oversight of specific pedagogy and curriculum development.
As long as the students are performing at a high level, teachers have the freedom to create their own
lessons and curricula. At the same time, the school uses lesson study to intensely construct and
deconstruct lessons and learn from them. There is also a detailed observation rubric, but this is
mainly used for teachers who ask others to observe their practice and give feedback

There is a cohesive, systematic, and comprehensive data management system for generating,
collecting, compiling, and analyzing formative and summative assessment data. This data informs
the multiyear curriculum development and refinement process. It also informs the monthly and
weekly scope and sequence documents as well as the selection of reading level material, the creation
of flexible, homogenous intervention groups, and short-lived, in-class heterogeneous pairings. In
addition, there is on-going reflection and discussion around the efficacy and responsiveness of the
school’s assessment system.

The school is still developing in a few areas. The school recognizes that they are not presently
teaching higher-order thinking across classrooms. Special education continues to be a weakness of
Leadership Village Academy. Modification guidance is informal, and teachers mentioned the need
for professional development in modifying lesson plans and adjusting student work expectations to
align with IEP goals. The school has begun to address previous concerns about the ad hoc nature of
its professional development. The inspection team noted a professional development calendar with
sustained themes. Village Academies has also hired an English language arts director who delivers
professional development, among other duties, to large groups and individual teachers. There is,
however, a need for professional development in working with students requiring special education
services and/or programs.

Overall, the academic program is functioning very well. In spite of the areas for improvement, the
quality of instruction, the curriculum creation and the assessment and data management system all
support teaching and learning. The school has a clearly defined model of where they hold tight
(standards, assessment) and where they allow greater freedom and creativity (pedagogy, instruction),
and this is working well.
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Organizational Viability

The school has established a strong and unique culture of achievement. There is a careful selection
process for new team members, and the fact that all teachers returned from last year is an indication
of a culture that is working. This culture is also framed by systems of support for instruction,
including assessment and curricuium revision systems as well as the behavior management systems.
The school has a very solid understanding of its key elements and a strong culture. Stakeholders in
the Leadership Village Academy Charter School community understand and embrace the overall
vision and mission of the school.

Although the board of trustees of Leadership Village Academy Charter School is small (7 members), it is
a committed and responsive governing body. Individuals perform the work of subcommitices on this
small board, adding their specific expertise (in education, finance, real estate, legal matters) to specific
school initiatives, The board is keenly aware of the school’s progress toward reaching and/or exceeding
its academic and nonacademic goals, and reviews school performance data frequently. As reported by
both the board members and school leadership, the board is careful to govern and leave the day-to-day
management to the school leaders.

Leadership of Village Academies has identified future challenges and is planning for improvements. One
example of this is the intentional shift from lower to higher order thinking skills. The English language
arts director spoke about the current efforts of backward planning as well as a future strategy for
incorporating higher order thinking skills.

Leadership at the school is also diffused throughout the building and at the time of the visit the succession
from one principal to the next was viewed as a positive step for the Village Academies Network as well
as the school. The executive director conveyed to the inspection team that Leadership Village
Academy is interested in “developing systems that bring out the best in people,” and that this is
measured by student performance. Teachers in focus groups felt this empowerment and that they
were “building curriculum and building the school all the time.” The current principal is
transitioning to a leadership role within the Village Academies Network, Inc. and the current
assistant principal is taking over the principalship of Leadership Village Academy. Constituents in
the school understood the rationale for these changes as the school and the network grows, and they
were clear about the carefully planned transition.

The organizational systems as well as the leadership structure provide evidence that the organization

is viable. Teachers, school leadership and board members continually referenced systems and
structures to ensure that the school could continue to improve.
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APPENDIX A:

Framework for Report Discussion

Category Report Section (Relevant Benchmark(s))

Evidence Sources

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

Developed by Institute

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

Classroom observations;

Interviews; Review of
documents and student
work

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

Review of documents;
Interviews; Classroom
observations

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

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

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

Review of documents;
Interviews; Classroom
observations
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