





















































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

were allowed to put thejr heads on the desk or to look at material that was not related to the lesson.
There were few examples of challenging instruction resulting in analysis or synthesis work by
students. The instruction was centered mainly on lower-level, knowledge and comprehension
activities.

The inspection team saw evidence of student higher-order thinking in only eight out of 28 classes.
Teachers did, however, check for knowledge or comprehension in 23 out of 28 classrooms observed.
They probed only for analysis and elaboration in 12 of the classes observed. While the school design
calls for the use of technology and cooperative learning, the predominant instructional model was
teacher-led, whole group instruction. The inspection team observed cooperative learning structures
in only three out of 28 classes observed.

There is inconsistency in the quality and utility of essential questions from class to class. Itis not
clear if essential questions substitute for objectives or are used in addition to specific outcomes for
each lesson. In fact, teachers reported that they use essential questions in many different ways. With
guidance, teachers could use essential questions more effectively to plan instruction and school
leaders could track the usefulness of essential questions more systematically.

Instruction at Oracle Charter School is generally teacher-led and focused on knowledge and
comprehension tasks. While there is a good behavioral management structure and teachers
frequently check for understanding, the inspection team observed little evidence of urgency or higher
order thinking skills.

Benchmark 1D.3: The school has programs that are demonstrably effective in helping students
who are struggling academically to meet the school’s academic Accountability Plan goals,
including programs for students who require additional academic supports, programs for
English Language Learners and programs for students eligible to receive special education.

Oracle Charter School has a variety of whole group or cluster supports for at-risk students, but these
are not yet systemic or targeted toward individual student needs on an ongoing basis. Students with
individual education programs are supported in a pull-out and push-in fashion, but teachers are not
always in communication with the specialists.

There is a tiered approach to student support. A Child Study Team that reviews referrals and
documents tiered interventions has been created. First tier support is not systematic and is largely
dependent on individual teacher discretion to provide support and draft referrals. Once a student is
referred to the Child Study Team, though, teachers begin tier two interventions and monitor student
progress for a minimum of six weeks. Interventions are logged on tier two forms by subject area.
Interventions at tiers two and three are more targeted and specific, due to the supervision of the
special education coordinator. '

The school has services available for a pull-out model of instruction for students with Individual
Education Programs (IEPs). The special education coordinator is effective and supports the
development and implementation of all IEP services. She coordinates the services of three teacher
aides, who assist students with IEPs during a push-in model of instruction. The inspection team
observed that special education teachers are primarily responsible for the achievement of students
with TEPs. During focus groups, teachers concurred with this observation. However, it is not clear if
regular education teachers are responsible for achievement of and/or supporting students to meet IEP
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goals. Also, it is not clear how regular education teachers are involved in differentiation and
modification of instruction per IEP goals, given the changes in documentation of lesson plans. The
school social worker was terminated in early 2008 and the position had not been filled at the time of
the evaluation visit. The college counselor, the dean of students and individual teachers provided
social services, as needed.

The school has developed several other support systems in the past year. There is a summer literacy
program available for students who did not pass the New York state standardized assessments.
However, the inspection team did not find documentation of anticipated learning outcomes for this
program and during teacher focus groups attendance was reported as “poor.” English language arts
and mathematics labs are available to provide a “double dose” of instruction in grades 7 through 9 for
all students and in grades 10 and 11 by need. There is not vet a clearly defined curriculum or
instructional approach for the labs. Some teachers provide instruction for students they do not teach
or know well. In some of the classes observed this leads to non-targeted instruction. Voluntary
tutoring is available before and after school and teachers invite students to attend. A school-wide
effort to monitor the effectiveness of this extra support is not undertaken at this time,

The school has begun to implement supports for students, but the systems need more definition and
the supports need to work more specifically on areas that individual students may need to address.

Benchmark 1E: The school’s culture allows and promotes a culture of learning.

Students are meeting general behavioral and basic academic expectations, but the school does not
foster a culture of high expectations, achievement and urgency.

The inspection team observed multiple instances of teachers negotiating with students and
compromising expectations according to student response, output and behavior. The inspection team
observed that small behaviors were often not addressed according to rules posted. Teachers did not
enforce consequences when students did not follow posted rules such as raising their hands to speak.
Rather. teachers constantly reminded students to raise their hands when they spoke out of turn, often
at the expense of lesson flow.

Samples of student work also provided evidence of low expectations. The inspection team observed
many samples of student work, including the student “Overall Self-Evaluation” documents provided.
In these samples, students were instructed to write about their best, worst and most challenging
assignments. While the activity is worthwhile for reflection, measurement of growth and student’s
metacognition, the student’s writing reflections were cursory with little evidence of critical
reflection. The evaluation did not prompt students to provide evidence of their learning or progress.
Most students selected tests or quizzes as their assignment samples, and when ninth graders were
asked to describe how they have progressed, students responded in phrases such as, “staying awake
in class,” “comma test” or “homework,” Many students left this section blank. While portfolios of
work and student reflection of their learning are worthy endeavors, these samples showed minimal
effort.

Morning meetings had recently been eliminated and two minutes were thus added to all other
academic classes. This change was made because the staff felt that this time was not effectively
used. Observations of the daily advisory program led the inspection team to also question this use of
time and the tone that it sets for the day. While the period officially began at 7:45 am, students were
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arriving after 7:50 am. In 12 out of 14 advisory sessions observed students were socializing with the
teacher or with their peers. Students in focus groups described advisory period as “just like recess,”
and as a time when, “we just get to chill.”

The inspection team also observed several instances in classrooms in which teacher comments set
low expectations, were unprofessional and/or inappropriate. General examples include the
following:

+ “Don’t worry. I'm not going to assign any writing today.”

*  “Just listen to me for five more minutes and then T’ll finish talking.”

* “If you can’t hang with the big dogs (in honors), then you don’t belong there.”
s “Sitdown, baby.”

Teachers, students, parents, leadership team and board members reported that recently implemented
changes in discipline have resulted in a safer environment and that the school culture is improving.
Teachers reported that student infractions are immediately addressed and consequences, such as
detention, are enforced. As a result of changes in discipline over the past month the teachers reported
that, “Students feel much more privileged because the expectations and support levels have improved
recently.” The inspection team observed teachers in the halls during passing periods and teachers
described more collective efforts in addressing student behavior. All of these changes have
positively impacted school culture.

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 addition of a curriculum coordinator to this year’s staff has made a positive impact on
professional development. The planned themes for the year, however, have been supplanted by the
need to provide fundamental instructional support to new teachers.

The school hired a full-time curriculum coordinator in August 2007. The position addressed an
immediate need in curriculum development, alignment and school-wide coordination, but the
coordinator’s role has changed throughout the year. The current job description ensures that she will
provide support for teachers without evaluating their practice.

The curriculum coordinator and school leadership team identified four school-wide initiatives to
improve instruction, but the inspection team was unable to observe evidence of initiative
effectiveness. The Junior Great Books initiative was designed to increase students’ critical thinking
skills, reading comprehension, oral and written communication and improve standardized test scores.
The Writing Across the Curriculum (WAC) initiative was designed to ensure that students would
practice the writing process in every class, utilize discipline-specific language in writing, and better
comprehend and retain information with the use of writing. The Creating Independence through
Student-Owned Strategies (CRISS) initiative was designed to improve reading comprehension and
learning from text as well as to encourage students to apply strategies for learning and gain
metacognitive understanding about how to use them. Finally, the NYLearns initiative was designed
to empower teachers to compile a personal portfolio, share educational resources in an online,
professional community, and increase access to standards-based curriculum content.
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Based on classroom observations, focus groups with teachers and observations of student work, there
is little observable evidence of these expected outcomes at Oracle Charter School. As school
leadership recognizes, these professional development initiatives do not match the needs of the
existing faculty (see section 1D.1 above). Therefore, while there have been workshops and trainings

on these topics throughout the year, there has not been a focused effort on outcomes and general
indicators of success.

Sixty percent of the faculty is new to the schoo! this year and twenty percent of them are new to
teaching. The school has not instituted a program of mentoring or induction for new teachers, thus
leaving them without sustained, structured support. The inspection team did hear that a mentoring
program was being initiated, but this was a recent effort. While new teachers described a desire to
“do what we can” they also admit that they are “self-sufficient” or “go to [their] colleagues for help.”

Professional development priorities have changed over the course of the year in recognition of the
fact that thirty-eight percent of the teaching staff members have two years or less experience in the
classroom. As the leadership team has recognized, many of the faculty at Oracle Charter School
need professional development in basic pedagogy to move beyond the structured routines and low-
level knowledge and comprehension focus of instruction. At present, the school recognizes the need

for an ongoing and embedded professional development plan to address teachers’ basic instructional
needs.
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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 al stakeholders?

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

All stakeholders - staff, students, parents and board members — articulate college preparation as
the mission of Oracle Charter School. The inspection team, however, observed and heard about the
inconsistent implementation of the key design elements necessary to produce a college prep program.

As stated in the school’s mission statement, the arts, technology, project-based learning, cooperative
learning and discussion-rich classrooms are desired and expected inputs to support a college prep
environment. A few stakeholders spoke enthusiastically of these aspects of school design, yet
beyond awareness, there is little evidence of development or implementation.

The inspection team observed a pervasive culture of low expectations based partly on the placement
and tracking of students by ability level. After placement exam results are analyzed, students are
tracked into three levels (see section 1B above). Curriculum maps and teacher focus groups
confirmed that the planned curriculum is the same for all three of these tracked levels. However, the
implemented curriculum as well as teacher attitudes toward students in these levels varies. During
focus groups, teachers commented on the amount of material covered, the depth of analysis and
exploration of material, and the pacing differences according to student level. They reported that, “In
the honors classes (0), we can do more analysis and synthesis. These students have the skills and
seek our guidance. The other class (S) doesn’t have the basic skills and therefore we use guided
practice and scaffolding.” These differences in instruction suggest that students could receive
different versions of the curricula and could be held to different standards. It seems unlikely that
students who enter the school behind their grade level will close the gap. Classroom observations,
per 1D.2, confirmed low-level, knowledge and comprehension forms of instruction in the majority of
classrooms.

Other key aspects of Oracle Charter School’s mission ~ in addition to college preparation — include
cooperative learning, discussion-rich instruction, and arts and technology education. The inspection
team was unable to observe the presence of these key aspects to any significant degree. The
inspection team observed teacher-directed lessons in the majority of classrooms. Students worked in
cooperative groups in only 11% of the 28 classes observed. Student responses showed evidence of
higher-order thinking in less than 30 percent of classes visited. While the inspection team observed
several effective visual art and drama classes, these were electives for a smaller group of students.
Outside of the art department, neither the arts nor technology were described in focus groups as
integral to the school. '

B. Are students and parents satisfied with the work of the school?
Benchmark 2D: Parents/guardians and students are satisfied with the school

The inspection team interviewed ten students and four parents in separate focus groups. The school
has not issued a parent satisfaction survey and did not provide documentation of parent input or
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feedback. There are also questions about low enrollment in the seventh grade at the time of the
evaluation visit. Consequently, based on this limited evidence, the inspection team was not able to
determine on a school-wide basis if parents and students are satisfied with the school. The inspection
team can, however, report the following general satisfaction from focus group interviews.

Students and parents interviewed have a high level of overall satisfaction. Students feel physically
safe and secure while in school. Both students and parents interviewed felt that student behavior has
been much improved over the course of the past year. Both groups believe that the school is
responsive to their needs and that the school effectively communicates student academic progress in
a timely manner. Parents believe that teachers demonstrate a desire to include them in their child’s
education and communicate frequently if problems arise. Some parents want more extracurricular
opportunities, including athletic teams and clubs. Some parents reported that the building and dress
code foster a sense of academic pride in the students.

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

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

Oracle Charter School has a committed and responsive board of trustees, but there is no compelling
evidence to indicate that the board has the capacity to guide the school in achieving its mission as a
college prep program for all students. While there is admirable effort and attention paid to key
school indicators, there is evidence of mixed messages to the school staff and the school is struggling
with recruiting new students.

There are nine board members with expertise in finance, business, education and marketing. The
board meets monthly and has established four committees — finance, marketing, facilities and
[leadership] search — that hold separate meetings one to two times per month. The board receives
regular reports from the head of school, requests additional information when warranted, and has
accepted ownership of previous findings per the Charter Schools Institute’s 2007 visit report. These
actions are documented in monthly board minutes. Members also described an increased visibility at
the school during fragile times this school year. The recent hiring of a consultant has begun to
address many areas for improvement. Evidence from board meeting minutes and the board focus
group suggest that the board is clearly committed to the success of the school. Their efforts to
improve the school, however, have been either mis-communicated or poorly planned.

Through classroom observations, focus groups and document review, the inspection team did not
find clear and strong evidence of the board’s actions or capacity to support the school to meet its
mission, based on the school’s current implementation of its key design elements, leadership
decisions and plans for the future. As discussed previously, the school has yet to fully implement
many of its design elements, most significantly those involving instruction and achievement. In
addition, the board voted to replace the head of school in late fall but appears to have called off the
search for a replacement. Communication about the intentions of the board has been insufficient to
inform the staff about the plan for next year. At the time of the visit, teachers believed the current
leader would not be returning.
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A positive sign is that the board recently hired a consultant to provide a needs assessment of the
school. Subsequently the board issued a seven-month contract of up to 40 hours per week for the
consultant to provide support, as needed. While the board did not develop any performance goals for
this contract, members do receive a weekly report of the consultant’s services. School leaders and
teachers agreed that his presence is extremely helpful, although his day-to-day responsibilities are
unclear. There were many references during the inspection to “changes” that have been recently
made. These include a new School Improvement Team, a new discipline system, a new lesson plan
format, new job descriptions and reassigned responsibilities, and many observations of teachers. The
board, teachers and leaders reported that these changes have all been positive and have “dramatically
changed” the school culture. Teachers also commented that they are beginning to feel “a sense of
pride that was totally absent last year.”

While it is unclear how much has changed in the past few months, it is clear that there is a school-
wide recognition that dramatic change is needed.

VI. OVERALL TRENDS REGARDING THE SCHOOL

Academic Program

The inspection team concludes that Oracle Charter School is in the developing stages of its academic
program. There have been many structural changes to the school in the month prior to the evaluation
visit, but the school is still lacking in the areas of instruction, assessment and overall culture.

The school has clearly defined and aligned curriculum maps in all grade levels and subject areas, but
a full articulation of curriculum which influences lesson plans, is still being developed.
Consequently, the curriculum maps are not used consistently to prepare students on a daily basis.
Teachers have established norms and routines in most classrooms, and students are meeting general
behavioral and basic academic expectations. However, whole group, teacher-directed instruction
was the dominant form of instruction observed. Most teachers are operating at the knowledge and
comprehension level of Bloom’s Taxonomy with little evidence of systemic, differentiated practice.
Additionally, the school has a variety of whole group, cluster supports for at-risk students but these,
too, are not yet systemic or targeted toward individual student needs.

The collection and use of assessment data is done to varying degrees across the school and within
each department. There is not yet a school-wide, data-driven approach to make curriculum changes,
inform instruction or foster a reflective practice necessary to prepare all students for college. Instead,
assessment data has been used to develop curriculum last summer, to sort students in ability-level
tracks in the fall and are used by individual teachers in a non-systematic manner throughout the year.
Given these findings, the school has many of the foundations to support its academic program but
needs to create school-wide systems and consistency. A pervasive culture of high expectations and
urgency for all students is not yet evident.

Organizational Viability
Oracie Charter School has contributed significant time and resources to developing systems to

streamline leadership and organizational structures. The hiring of a full-time curriculum coordinator
was an important first step. The recent hiring of a consultant to report directly to the board appears
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to have made a positive impact. These changes are promising, but there remains a lack of clarity
around leadership at the school.

Roles have recently been clarified on paper but not consistently understood by teachers. Professional
development initiatives are another example of significant investment with little evidence of impact
or school-wide benefit. The inspection team agrees with school leaders that the professional
development initiatives did not match the needs of the existing faculty this year. While teachers
conveyed a deep commitment to the students, many are still in the nascent phases of their practice
and need more targeted professional development in curriculum development, instructional pedagogy
and the use of assessment data to truly impact student achievement as described. Leadership has
offered to renew all teacher contracts in order to “invest in our staff” without consideration of
classroom effectiveness.

There is still not compelling evidence to indicate that the board has the capacity to guide the school
in achieving its mission as a college prep program for all students. While the board has significant
experience and demonstrates strong commitment to the school, there are examples of confusion and
miscommunication in their governance. There is confusion about leadership and particularly the
status of the head of school. Teachers reported that the head of school was leaving at the end of the
school year, although board interviews confirmed that the vote to not renew her contract was
rescinded.

At the time of the inspection visit, there was a consultant assisting the board and school leader, but
his role was unclear to the school community. Based on interviews with the consultant and school
leader, the inspection team concluded that the consultant played a significant role in the school
leader’s decisions to make many changes in a short amount of time and the teachers reported that the
changes made a significant difference in the school culture. The changes ranged from revising the
school’s behavior management program to its teacher lesson plan format. It is unclear, however,
what this consultant’s continuing role in the school will be. The inspection team has significant
concerns about governance at Oracle Charter School,
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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 observation
Interviews; Review of
documents and student
work

55

Organizational Schoot’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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