
















































































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

analysis protocols ensure teacher adherence to the school’s mission and consistency in setting
academic and behavioral expectations.

The third key design element is “upon entry into the school, students take a diagnostic assessment
evaluating the skills they have mastered and will be provided enrichment and remediation
opportunities accordingly.” As previously discussed in the section of this report that concerns
Rochester Prep’s regular administration of assessments, the school has implemented this design
element.

The fourth design element is a “structured and rigorous system of behavioral standards and the
development of a school culture which inspires students to seek excellence.” Although the First-
Year Evaluation Letter raised concerns regarding the limited “exuberance” displayed by students
observed, the Second-Year External Inspection team found that Rochester Prep’s culture sets a high
standard for behavior while also encouraging warm relationships and interactions between adults and
students The Second-Year External Inspection team found that this culture inspires students to
perform well. The school sets high expectations for students, and students interviewed by the
Second-Year External Inspection team embraced these high expectations. They regarded the
school’s program as challenging but necessary to prepare them for college. Parents interviewed by
the Second-Year External Inspection team confirmed that although their children had initially
resisted the school’s academic and behavioral expectations, their children had developed pride in’
their ability to work hard and meet the school’s expectations.

The fifth design element is “emphasis on building relationships, evidenced by each student assigned
to a teacher servicing as their advisor.” Rochester Prep’s advisory system is well designed and
understood by parents, students, and teachers. According to the school’s Studenr and Family
Handbook, “The Advisor is responsible for checking in daily with students and helping students
achieve their best... Their Advisor is the person who is most aware of their particular needs. The
Advisor also speaks with parents or guardians periodically to report on specific academic and
behavioral progress.” Teachers and parents interviewed by the Second-Year External Inspection
team spoke highly of the advisory program, and students said that they valued their personal '
relationships with their advisors and other teachers with whom they interacted during school and
extracurricular activities such as museum visits.

The sixth key design element is a “shared decision-making process that involves teachers in
important school decisions.” The Second-Year External Inspection team found that this design
element has been implemented. As previously discussed in the section of this report that concerns
Rochester Prep’s curriculum development process, Rochester Prep teachers have been given
responsibility to create their own curriculum units and to participate in decisions regarding student
groupings based on assessment data. In addition, the school’s leadership team includes two teachers
with leadership roles: the dean of curriculum and instruction, who is also a mathematics teacher, and
the English language arts coordinator, who is a writing teacher, Teachers interviewed by the Second-
Year External Inspection team said that there is an "open door” in terms of surfacing concerns
directly to the school’s administration, and the Friday afternoon faculty sessions allow some such
issues to be placed on the agenda. Examples of changes made by the school leadership in response to
teacher concerns include the elimination of the formal meetings between teachers and their groups of
advisees held twice monthly; instead, the advisory system relies on frequent individual interactions
between advisors and advisees at home room, during meals, or in the hallways. Teacher concerns
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also led the school leadership to permit teachers to hold discussions about human growth and
development with groups of female students.

The seventh key design element is “a character education curriculum taught by advisory teachers
twice monthly.” Although Rochester Prep offered a character education program during its first
year, it no longer does so; study skills are now taught during the time period previously devoted to
character education. According to the managing director and the principal, instruction on school
virtues currently takes place during the opening student induction week and through reinforcement
embedded in the daily classroom life and the paycheck and scholar dollar system, as well as through
the informal adviser-advisees discussions and the trimester school honors.

The Executive Summary of Rochester Prep’s charter application also cited the following planned
activities: the implementation of a teacher-tutor model, the codification of the school’s culture of
student achievement in a document called “Cultural Blueprint,” and the development of a core
instructional guidelines document. The Second-Year External Inspection team found that these
activities have been implemented. Teachers provide tutoring to students during the fourth time
period of the school day. The school’s Cultural Blueprint provides teachers with an outline of the
main elements of school life, including daily procedures, homework expectations, general behavioral-
expectations for students, general classroom procedures such as board configurations and seating
arrangements, and helpful hints for setting the proper tone inthe classroom. Finally, the school has
produced a core Instructional Guidelines document for all teachers called the “Instructional
Guidelines.” While the Taxonomy of Effective Teaching Practices mentioned earlier serves as a
general resource about effective practices, the Instructional Guidelines provide school specific
directions for lesson design, the structuring of teaching time, and expectations for student
performance. All of the documents play a significant role in the instructional and cultural life of the
school.

B. Are students and parents satisfied with the work of the school?
¢ To what extent are parents/guardians and students satisfied with the school?

The Second-Year External Inspection team interviewed a focus group of four parents, selected by
Rochester Prep, whose children were enrolled at the school. Three were parents of 6™ grade
students, and one was the parent of a Sth grade student. All four parents expressed strongly positive
attitudes toward the school. They praised the schooi’s challenging academic program and positive
school culture; they also commented on the safe and orderly school environment created by the
school’s highly structured and closely monitored behavioral program. All were well acquainted with
the school’s character education program and emphasis on the six virtues as described in the school’s
Student and Family Handbook, and they told the Second-Year External Inspection team that they saw -
the school virtues reflected in their children’s behavior at home as well as at school. One parent
noted that she had chaperoned a school trip to Washington, D.C. and had witnessed positive student
behavior on the trip. When asked whether they saw any negative impacts on their children’s
exuberance from the school’s emphasis on discipline, all parents replied that they did not. All cited
instances when their children reported fun; engaging activities that helped build positive feelings for
their school. For example, parents cited trimester assemblies where teachers dressed in costumes and
portrayed Star Wars characters to entertain students, teacher auctions where students could purchase
(with “scholar dollars™) special activities with their teachers during Saturday School, and the special
rooms set aside for the Millionaires and Billionaires Clubs as part of the paycheck system.
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The parents interviewed by the Second-Year External Inspection team also commented positively on
the school’s advisory system, under which teachers serving as advisors to students make telephone
calls of both a positive and a corrective nature to families every two weeks. The parents said that
they highly valued this close connection between home and school and saw it as key to helping their
children respond quickly to school concerns.

Parents were asked about the absence of a formal parent group within the school. All replied that
they had had prior experiences in other schools with parent-teacher groups and did not feel that they
needed such a group at Rochester Prep. They cited four ways in which they were able to provide and
receive information about school concerns: telephone contact with students’ advisors every two
weeks, formal teacher meetings held three times each year when student report cards are issued,
informal visits to the school allowed by Rochester Prep’s open-door policy, and direct telephone calls
to school leaders.

At the time of the inspection visit, Rochester Prep had published four school newsletters. The
Second-Year External Inspection team'’s review of those newsletters showed that they contained
helpful information about school activities and information about the staff; they also recognized
students who had achieved honors. ' '

In response to issues raised in the First-Year Evaluation Letter, the Second-Year External Inspection
team asked parents whether they felt the school met their children’s academic and social needs and
whether their children were sufficiently engaged by their classes. One parent reported that her son’s
writing problems, which had been identified at his previous school, were more effectively addressed
at Rochester Prep than at the previous school, in part because of the one-on-one teacher support.
provided in tutorial periods. Another parent told the Second-Year External Inspection team that the
school focuses on the needs of individual students, not only the average needs of all students. Some
parents reported that at first their children had been resistant to the structured environment and
challenging work at the school but that they had adjusted and now took pride in learning difficult
material in preparation for college, receiving validation for good behavior, and developing caring

- relationships with teachers and fellow students.

Rochester Prep does not conduct parent satisfaction surveys. School leaders and board members
reported that they gauge satisfaction through their own interactions with parents.

The Second-Year External Inspection team also conducted a student focus group assembled by the
principal just prior to the interview. The focus group was comprised of eight Rochester Prep
students: two 5" grade students and eight 6™ grade students: Five were enrolled in their second year
at the school, and three had been enrolled for only the 2007-08 school year. The students expressed a
very high level of satisfaction with the school. They were able to clearly articulate the school’s
mission and describe how the mission is operationalized and personalized in the daily life of the
school. When asked to describe Rochester Prep, students used words such as “hard working,”
“inspiring,” “energetic,” “fair,” “compassionate,” and “creative.” Students talked about the school’s
high expectations, the personal relationships they had with their teachers, and the many opportunities
for academic support, including Homework Club, tutorials, teacher conferences, and a homework
hotline. When asked who was going to college, every student in the focus group raised a hand. No
student reported dissatisfaction with their classes. Three students said that the length of the
school day and the school year were difficult sometimes, but everyone understood and
articulated the purpose.
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The students described the details of the “paycheck™ system, including what it means to be “on
perch,” and the system of rewards for positive behavior, including “scholar dollars,” auctions, pep
rallies, field trips, and membership in the Millionaires or Billionaires Clubs. They also described the
fun of watching their teachers dress up in costumes at the end-of-term assemblies. When asked about
changes they would like to see at the school, two students expressed the desire for music classes at
the school and two students felt that the “paycheck” system could be loosened. All were supportive
of the school’s emphasis on rules. The Second-Year External Inspection team noted that during the
focus group discussion, the students employed some of the skills that they had learned in their
classrooms. For example, they tracked the speaker, listened respectfully until the speaker was
finished, raised their hands to speak, and sat in an attentive posture.

The Second-Year External Inspection team viewed the school’s current waitlist data and records of
student attrition during the 2007-08 school year. At the time of the inspection visit, there were 10
students on the 5" grade waitlist and five students on the 6™ grade waitlist. Between August and
February of the 2007-08 school year, 11 students left the school, according to school records
reviewed by the Second-Year External Inspection team; the managing director confirmed this
information. Eight were categorized in the records as “mission and culture fit, parent initiated”; two.
had moved out of the district, and one had left the school because of transportation problems. School
records showed that the student attendance rate was 96 percent as of February 1, 2008.

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

¢ Has the school board worked effectively to achieve the school’s mission and specific
goals?

Rochester Prep’s board of trustees has seven members, including the managing director, who is
employed by True North Public Schools, a division of Uncommon Schools, Inc. The board has four
active committees: finance, management, development, and membership. The Second-Year
External Inspection team interviewed four of the seven board members, including the managing
director. The Second-Year External Inspection team’s review of board minutes indicated that the
board has always had attendance sufficient for a quorum at board meetings.

The board receives regular oral and written reports on key indicators of the school’s academic
progress from the school leadership. At each board meeting, the principal is scheduled for a
minimum of 15 minutes to discuss issues related to the culture and development of the school. The
board meeting minutes reviewed by the Second-Year External Inspection team included discussion
of teacher recruitment, induction plans for students, staff development activities in the summer, data
analysis, and a review of intervention and procedures to assist students.

The board meeting minutes also showed that at five out of six meetings during the 2007-08 school
year, the managing director reported to the board on test results from the school’s interim
assessments, the TerraNova assessments administered at the beginning and end of the school year,
and the New York Testing Program assessments in English language arts and mathematics. Many of
these reports included recommended action plans responding to identified student needs indicated by
assessment results, such as increased nonfiction reading. The board members stated in interviews,
and agendas showed, that the board expects such reports regularly.
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The board clearly understands Rochester Prep’s core business of improving student achievement.
All four board members interviewed Dy the Second-Year External Inspection team spoke
knowledgeably and in detail about the school’s academic performance and areas in need of
improvement,

Board members interviewed by the Second-Year External Inspection team cited several academic
priorities for Rochester Prep, including more extensive social studies and science curricula,
additional attention to the development of student skills in content-area reading and writing, the
possible development of a foreign language program, and additional attention to students’ transition
in the 9" grade to schools with high academic expectations and college preparation programs. They
-also suggested that it may be desirable for the school to loosen some of its behavioral expectations as
students become more acculturated to the school’s code of conduct. Although the board prepares an
annual plan as part of the budget process, the board might benefit from the development of a written
strategic plan containing concrete tasks and benchmarks for implementing the board’s priorities that
is currently absent.

The First-Year Evaluation Letter expressed concern regarding the board’s close ties to the managing
director, who works for a division of Uncommon Schools, Inc., and its ability to maintain its -
autononty. The Second-Year External Inspection team discussed the issue of the board’s autonomy
in its relationship with its management company with three board members; the managing director,
who is also a board member, was not present for this discussion. The board members told the
Second-Year External Inspection team that the board’s role is to provide oversight of the school and
that they rely on the managing director and the principal to implement the school’s mission and
charter key design elements. As previously noted, the school’s organization chart shows that the
principal reports to the managing director, and the managing director reports to the board. The
board members told the Second-Year External Inspection team that the board hires and fires the
principal but that the managing director supervises and evaluates the principal as well as the director
of operations. They also stated that the board has not established a formal process for evaluating the
managing director’s performance in this role. According to the three board members, they hold the
managing director accountable for his performance through the board’s discussions with him and that
they are satisfied with his performance. One board member stated that he believed that the school
should adopt a formal evaluation process in order to strengthen its organizational systems.

In addition to his role in directing school operations and supervising school leaders, the managing
director serves on the board as a voting member and on the board’s membership committee, which
recruits new board members. The three board members cited a number of actions that they regarded
as examples of the board’s independence from the managing director and, by extension, the school’s
management company. For example, the board members stated that the board had obtained its own
counsel rather than relying exclusively on the attorney for Uncommon Schools, Inc. In addition, they
stated that during the previous year, the board had rejected the managing director’s proposal to
reassign the former director of operations, who ultimately resigned in January 2007; the board had
also advised that specific changes be made to a letter of rebuttal prepared by the managing director in
response to the First-Year Evaluation Letter.

The Second-Year External Inspection team did not discuss the details of the school’s contract with

Uncommon Schools, Inc. with the board. However, the managing director told the Second-Year
External Inspection team that he recuses himself from board discussions of this contract.
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At the time of the inspection visit, it was not clear to the inspectors that the board had instituted a
formal process for selecting new members. The board’s membership committee consists of the board
chairman and the managing director. The managing director’s role on the membership committee
has the potential to impair the independence of board members recruited by the managing director,
whose performance the board is responsible for evaluating and whose company’s contract the board
is responsible for negotiating and overseeing. Board members told the Second-Year External
Inspection team that the board intends to limit the size of the board and to recruit only members who
are passionate about Rochester Prep’s mission. They also stated that the board was considering a Hst
of potential board members at the time of the inspection visit. -
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VI.  OVERALL TRENDS REGARDING THE SCHOOL

Academic Program

Rochester Prep has established an academic culture that focuses on clearly identified learning goals
that are consistently and routinely assessed in the areas of English language arts and mathematics.
Rochester Prep has identified writing as an area where improvement is needed and has begun to -
focus resources in this area. As the school grows to include 7™ grade and 8" grade students,
Rochester Prep will also want to ensure that instruction in science and social studies remains at
sufficiently high levels. School leaders and board members are aware of the issue, but have not yet
developed a formal plan for developing these two areas.

The scope and breadth of use of Rochester Prep’s use of assessment data in planning instruction and
curriculum is impressive in a school that has been operating for two years. Teachers regularly
analyze student performance and provide individualized assistance to students requiring additional
academic support through the school’s tutorial program. Nevertheless, the school is challenged to
continue to develop teachers’ capacity to provide differentiated instruction and to implement
effective approaches to meeting the diverse learning needs of individual students.

Academic rigor in classroom instruction, which was identified as an area needing improvement by
the First-Year Evaluation Letter, continues to be uneven at Rochester Prep. School leaders are aware
of the need to strengthen the rigor of the Rochester Prep’s curriculum design and instruction in order
to fulfill the school’s mission of academic excellence.

£

Organizational Viability

Rochester Prep has developed a strong and pervasive school culture that emphasizes student
achievement and positive student behavior. Under the supervision of the managing director, the
principal has created an efficient, mission-driven organization that is focused on the success of
Rochester Prep’s students. As the school expands to include 7 and 8™ grade students, the school
will need to devise methods of encouraging students to internalize the academic and behavioral
expectations that the school has established. The board of trustees is knowledgeable about the
school’s academic performance and committed to the school’s mission.

The managing director, who works for the charter management organization under contract to
Rochester Prep, serves on the board of trustees while also managing the school and supervising the
school’s principal and director of operations. While the board has taken some appropriate steps, such
as obtaining its own legal counsel, toward autonomy in its relationship with its management
company, the board has not instituted a formal evaluation process that holds the managing director
accountable for achieving specific objectives. Instituting this sound governance practice would
provide the board with an effective tool for formalizing the board’s expectations, evaluating the
performance of the managing director, and ensuring that the school’s contractual interests are met.
The board might also consider reconfiguring the membership committee to reduce or eliminate the
potential influence of the managing director on the selection of board members responsible for
overseeing his performance and the contract with Uncommon Schools, Inc.
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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

Ofga.m:zational ‘ School’s Mission and Vision (Renewal
Viability Benchmark 2.B)

Review of documents;
Interviews; Classroom
observations

Student and Parent Satisfaction (Reﬁewai
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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