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April 11, 2012

VIA ELECTRONIC AND FIRST CLASS MAIL.

Mr. Geoffrey Rosenberger

Chairman of the Board

True North Rochester Preparatory Charter Schoal- West Campus
1020 Maple Street

Rochester, NY 14611

Re: First Year School Evaluation Visit

Dear Mr. Rosenberger:

This fetter outlines the State University of New York’s Charter Schools Institute’s
observations and findings from its March 26-27, 2012 first year school evaluation visit to the True
North Rochester Preparatory Charter School-West Campus (“Rochester Prep-West”). The visit team
consisted of Danielle Keen, Institute Analyst for School Evaluation and Lori Clement, Institute Senior
Analyst. Allow me first to place this letter and the conclusions set forth below into context.

As with all SUNY authorized charter schools, on a periodic basis throughout the term of your
school’s charter the Institute conducts a number of formal site visits. The institute reports in
writing to the school on data gathered during these visits. Cumulatively, the information in letters
such as this, as well as reports provided in later years, forms the foundation of qualitative data on
the school’s effectiveness. At the conclusion of the school’s charter term, the iInstitute provides the
State University of New York’s Board of Trustees an analysis of your school’s performance over the
term of its charter that includes this qualitative information. The Institute makes a renewal
recommendation for your school based on two components: the school’s attainment of its
academic Accountability Plan goals and evidence of the quality of the school’s educational program
collected during school evaluation visits.

At renewal, the Institute evaluates the academic, organizational, legal and fiscal aspects of
the school’s program using SUNY’s Charter School Renewal Benchmarks (see attachment). A copy
of the Renewal Benchmarks is included for your information. For formal school evaluation visits
conducted prior to renewal, the Institute focuses on specific academic and organizational Renewal
Benchmarks (called Qualitative Educational Benchmarks). They provide a fixed standard for
determining the guality of the academic program as the school progresses toward renewal.
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For this first year visit, the Institute narrows the expectation for each benchmark in
recognition of the school program’s limited development. As a first year school is in its formative
stage which has not yet completed an annual cycle, the visit focus is on the initial implementation
of basic practices and procedures in each benchmark area. The center of attention is on the quality
of instruction and related benchmarks, which heavily affect the progress that a school is able to
demonstrate in meeting its Accountability Plan goals during the charter period. By the time a
school comes to renewal, a school is expected to have moved from the beginning of
implementation and the promise of future growth to full and effective implementation of a quality
program.

Although the information provided in this letter is not intended as a prescription, the
Institute would expect you to review thoroughly the issues highlighted below and, to the extent you
find them helpful, use them to assist in guiding the school’s leadership team to further develop the
school’s academic program or other aspects of the school. in this regard, please be aware that
although the Institute takes very seriously the conclusions provided, we are cognizant of the fact
that a one-day site visit may not yield information on all facets of a school’s program.

Please find the team’s findings from the first year visit below,

Use of Assessment Data
True North Rochester Preparatory Charter School-West Campus (“Rochester Prep-West”) gathers
assessment and evaluation data and uses it to improve student learning.
¢ The school regularly administers interval assessments in reading, writing and math.
Uncommon Schools, Inc. (“Uncommon”} develops these assessments for all schools in
the True North Network, allowing the school to compare its performance with that of
the other schools in its network.
* The school also regularly administers formative and summative classroom level

assessments, such as tests, quizzes and exit tickets.

¢ Based on the interval assessment results, teachers develop action plans, using a school-
wide template, in which they identify areas for re-teaching and changes needed in
student grouping. The principal oversees this process and holds teachers accountable
for implementing the action pians.

Curriculum
Rochester Prep-West has a curriculum that supports teachers in the delivery of instruction.
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Pedagogy

The school generally provides teachers with an overarching framework developed by
Uncommon, as well as “interval” or unit plans and sample daily lesson plans from its
sister school, True North Rochester Preparatory Charter School (“Rochester Prep”).
Teachers are responsible for analyzing these curriculum documents and making
necessary adjustments with the assistance and oversight of the principal.

Teachers have access to ample curriculum materials, and the school provides extra
materials as needed, including subscriptions to online resources and classroom novels.

Quality instruction is evident in all classrooms.

L J

Teachers implement purposeful lessons with clear expectations for what students
should know and be able to do.

Teachers use highly structured, direct instruction to deliver content demanding total
student participation and engagement.

There is strong school-wide focus on maximizing learning time and holding students
accountable for every moment they are present in class.

Through the effective use of daily routines, teachers have developed a culture where
fearning is highly valued.

Low-level misbehavior is present in a few classrooms. School leaders have recently
renewed their focus on holding teachers accountable for consistent implementation of
the school’s behavior management system.

Teachers employ effective checks for understanding through such methods as cold-
calling and exit tickets.

Instructional Leadership

The school

has strong instructional leadership.

The leadership promotes a culture of learning and scholarship through such procedures
as a “paycheck” system, where students can earn rewards for good time-management,
academic success and model behavior.

The school leaders regularly use assessment and behavior data to hold both staff and
students accountable for student achievement.

The school’s principal supports the development of the teaching staff by observing
teachers and providing sustained and systematic coaching on a weekly basis.

The principal has begun to conduct teacher evaluations based on clear criteria, with
which all teachers are familiar.

In addition to three weeks of professional development during the summer, the school
provides extensive, weekly professional development, based on the school leaders’
assessments of the needs of the school and individual teachers. Teachers are also
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assigned to attend Uncommon training sessions, in order to overcome specific
deficiencies in their pedagogical skills.

At-Risk Students

Rochester Prep-West addresses the educational needs of students identified with disabilities and
those at-risk of academic failure; the school does not currently enroll any English Language

Learners.

The school employs a special education teacher that provides puli-out services and
scaffolded small-group instruction in math and English language arts for students with
disabilities.

Teachers also provide in-school tutoring for students at-risk of academic failure, as well
as Saturday enrichment and remediation programs.

The school has clearly defined procedures for identifying students at-risk, though not ali
teachers can articulate the process.

Due to the small size of the school, ongoing coordination between the general
education and special education teachers is largely informal with teachers regularly
communicating about student progress and concerns.

Organizational Capacity
The school organization supports the delivery of the educational program.

»

With the assistance of Uncommon, the school has put in place an administrative
structure with staff, operational systems and procedures that allows it to carry out the
academic program.

The school is safe and orderly.

The school has sufficient resources to carry out the academic program.

Beoard Oversight
The school board monitors student achievement and provides oversight to the total educational

program.

The eight member board brings skills in education, finance, real estate and
organizational leadership and has put in place structures and procedures to govern the
schaool.

The board carefully reviews school leader evaluations completed by Uncommon.

The board receives a dashboard that details student performance, attendance and
discipline statistics on a regular basis, which they use at each meeting to provide
rigorous oversight of the school. The board also oversees the school’s sister school
Rochester Prep and compares statistics from both schools in order to make governance
decisions.
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* Inlight of a short term lease, the board is searching for a new facility, with plans to
move in the next three years. In the more distant future, the board plans to request an
extension of the charter to serve elementary grades.

These conclusions constitute the beginning of your school’s record of progress toward
meeting the standards constituted in SUNY's Renewal Benchmarks. The Institute conducts formal
evaluation visits multiple times during each school’s initial charter term and at least once during
subsequent charter terms. The cumulative evidence collected during these school evaluation and
renewal visits, as well as the school’s record of success at meeting Accountability Plan goals
becomes part of the record that informs the Institute’s renewal recommendation to the SUNY
Trustees.

The number of school evaluation visits the Institute will conduct before renewal depends on
a variety of factors. In addition to adhering to a regular schedule of visits, concerns raised in the
conclusions of previous visits, the school’s progress toward meeting Accountability Plan goals and
emergent legal and compliance issues may affect the frequency and timing of the visits.

The Institute looks forward to its next visit to Rochester Prep-West and is available at any time to
discuss the results of the first year visit, future visits or other concerns you may have as the school
moves through its charter term and toward renewal.

Sincerely,
#
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Susan Miller Barker

‘intenm Executlve Director

c: Kelly Ragin and Michael Sherry, School Leaders
Anna Hall, Uncommon Schools
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Introduction

The State University of New York Charter Renewal Benchmarks (the “State University Renewal
Benchmarks”) serve two primary functions at renewal:

e They provide a framewaork for the Charter Schools Institute (the “Institute”} to gather
and evaluate evidence to determine whether a school has made an adequate case for
renewal. In turn, this evidence assists the Institute in deciding if it can make the
ultimate legal and other findings it is required to make in order to reach a positive
recommendation for renewal. For instance, the various benchmarks that the Institute
uses to determine whether the school has had fiscally responsible practices in place
during the last charter period allow the Institute to determine with greater accuracy
whether the school will be operated in a fiscally sound manner during the next charter
period, a finding that the Institute is legally required to make.

e At the same time that the State University Renewal Benchmarks provide a framework
for the Institute to collect and review evidence, they also provide the school with a
guide to understand what the Institute is locking for. As the Institute uses the State
University Renewal Benchmarks (or some sub-set of them) as a key lens through which
it evaluates the school during its inspection visits and as the framework for its reports of
those visits, no school should be surprised by the content of the benchmarks at the time
of renewal.

Precisely how the Institute uses the State University Renewal Benchmarks, during both the renewal
process and the charter period, is explained in greater detail in the Practices, Policies and
Procedures for the Renewal of Charter Schools Authorized by the State University of New York (the
“State University Renewal Practices”) available on the institute’s website at:
www.newyorkcharters.org/schoolsRenewOverview.htm. Key points as to how the State University
Renewal Benchmarks are used during the renewal process are highlighted here:

» The Institute does not have a point system for determining whether a school will be
renewed. In other words, a school cannot simply tally up the number of benchmarks it
has met in order to determine whether it will be renewed.

e Alarge part of why such a tally is impossible is that some benchmarks are weighed more
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heavily than others. In particular, the Institute gives the greatest weight to how well the
school has met its academic Accountability Plan goals. Despite the fact that the
Accountability Plan comprises only a single benchmark, a school’s performance on that
benchmark is critical. Indeed, it is so important that while fiscal and organizational
failures can cause a school to not be renewed {if sufficiently serious}, excellence in these
areas will not excuse poor academic performance.

« The Institute does not use every benchmark during every kind of renewal review, and
how the benchmarks are used differs depending on a school’s circumstances. For
instance, the Qualitative Academic Performance Benchmarks (Benchmarks 1B-1H} (the
“Qualitative Education Benchmarks”) are given far less weight when a school that has
been renewed one or more times previously applies for renewal again. Similarly, less
weight is accorded to these benchmarks during an initial renewal review where a school
has shown that it has met or has come close to meeting its academic Accountability Plan
goals.

e Asset forth in the State University Renewal Practices in greater detail, aside from the
benchmark regarding meeting the academic Accountability Plan goals (which is singular
in its importance), no school should fear that a failure to meet every element of every
benchmark means that it is not in a position to make a case for renewal. To the
contrary, the Institute has yet to see a school—or any institution for that matter—that is
perfect in every respect. The Institute appreciates that the benchmarks set a very high
standard collectively. While the Institute certainly hopes and expects that schools aim
high, it is understood that a school’s reach will necessarily exceed its grasp in at least
some aspects.

The State University Renewal Benchmarks are organized around four inter-connected renewal
questions that each school must answer when submitting a renewal application. The benchmarks
further reflect the interwoven nature of schools from an academic, organizational, fiscal and/or
legal perspective. For instance, many of the benchmarks surrounding academic performance could
reasonably be placed under the heading of organizational effectiveness. The benchmark regarding
“use of assessment data” {State University Renewal Benchmark 1B} includes as a desired quality
that the school has made changes to its curriculum and pedagogy where the data indicate gaps in
learning and achievement. More generally, some redundancy exists because the Institute
sometimes is looking at the same issue but using a different focus. For example, per State
University Renewal Benchmark 1E, the Institute will gather evidence regarding the school
leadership’s effectiveness at driving the school to excellence; that same issue is raised again in State
University Renewal Benchmark 2C, but this time from the perspective of the school board’s
performance.

It is important that the entire school community understand the renewal process. All members of a
school’s leadership team and board should carefully review both the State University Renewal
Benchmarks and the State University Renewal Practices. Note that a renewal overview document
for parents, teachers and community members is available on the Institute’s website at:
www.newyorkcharters.org/schoolsRenewQverview.htm. Please do not hesitate to contact the

Institute with any questions
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