
 

 

 

CHARTER SCHOOLS OFFICE  
52 Chambers Street, New York, NY 10007 

Charter School Annual Site Visit Report 
Charter Schools Office 

2010-2011 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

HARLEM CHILDREN’S ZONE PROMISE ACADEMY 1 

CHARTER SCHOOL  
ANNUAL SITE VISIT REPORT 

 
 

APRIL 2011 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 

  1 

Part 1: Executive Summary 
 
 
School Overview and History: 

 
Harlem Children’s Zone Promise Academy Charter School is an elementary/middle/high school 
serving approximately 930 students from grade kindergarten through grade 7 and grade 10 
through grade 11 in the 2010-2011 school year.

1
  The school opened in 2004 with grades 

kindergarten and 6.  It has plans to grow to serve students grades K through 12.
2
   It is currently 

housed in a private facility and a DOE facility in District 5.
3
    

 
The school population comprises 84.2% Black, 9.1% Hispanic, .8% White, and 0.2% Asian 
students.  86.7% of students are designated as receiving free/reduced price lunch, compared to 
79.7% for the district.

4
  The student body includes 3.6% English language learners (ELL) and 

12.6% special education students (SPED), compared to 12.3% ELL and 17.1% SPED for the 
district.  
 
The school earned a B on its progress report in 2009-2010, a B in 2008-2009 and an A in 2007-
2008. The average attendance rate for the school year 2009 - 2010 was 93.4% for its 
elementary/middle school and 94.1% for its high school

5
.  The school is in good standing with 

state and federal accountability.
6
 

 
 
Annual Review Process Overview: 
 
The NYC DOE Charter Schools Office (CSO) conducts an annual site visit of New York City 
Department of Education authorized charter schools in order to assess three primary questions: 
is the school an academic success; is the school a viable organization; and is the school in 
compliance with applicable laws and regulations.  The visits are conducted by representatives of 
the New York City Department of Education Charter Schools Office and last the duration of one 
school day. The annual site visit begins with a meeting with the principal and school leadership 
team. Subsequently, the reviewers visit classrooms and hold brief meetings with available 
administrators, teachers, and students. Areas of evaluation include, but are not limited to: 
academic goals and mission; curriculum and instruction; school culture and learning environment; 
assessment utilization; parent engagement; government structures and organizational design; 
community support; special populations; and safety and security.  
 
The following experts participated in the review of this school on April 14, 2011: 
 

- Richard Larios, Senior Director, NYC DOE CSO 
- Gabrielle Mosquera, Director, NYC DOE CSO 
- Jessica Fredston-Hermann, Analyst, NYC DOE CSO 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1
 NYC DOE ATS system 

2
 NYC DOE ATS system and charter agreement 

3
 NYC DOE Location Code Generating System database 

4
 Demographic Data drawn from  NYC DOE ATS System; data pulled on June 30, 2011 

5
 NYC DOE School Progress Report.  This document is posted on the NYC DOE website at 

http://www.schools.nyc.gov. 
6
 New York State Education Department - www.nysed.gov 

http://www.schools.nyc.gov/
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Part 2: Findings 
 
 
Areas of Strength 
 

 Across all schools, the low instructional staff-to-student ratio helps ensure that students 
have access to significant support and all classrooms have the flexibility to meet student 
needs in a variety of ways. 
 

o The school benefits from a combination of Teaching Assistants, tutors, and 
Learning Specialists. In the elementary school, all classrooms have two Teaching 
Assistants. In the high school, there are at least two adults per classroom.  

o During the day of the visit, reviewers noted multiple examples, particularly in the 
upper grades, of students working in small groups, independently or in small 
group instruction, with additional teacher support.  

o Ample resources are available to support instruction and small-group 
interventions.  

o The school has introduced a new tutoring program this year during the first hour 
of afterschool in which selected students receive targeted instructions in reading. 

o The school has also introduced a number of additional supports for high-
achieving students, including a pull-out program for students who demonstrate 
higher reading levels at the elementary level. Other interventions include the use 
of Kindles and differentiated materials through Treasures. 

o Recently, the school has introduced more technology in the classrooms and is 
able to use additional teacher support effectively to supervise students at 
different work stations. For example, in one elementary school class observed, 
students spent the majority of the lesson on computers creating PowerPoint 
presentations about electricity and magnetism.  

 

 The school is data-focused and uses data effectively to inform instruction and drive small-
group support.  
 

o Students take biweekly benchmark exams, weekly assessments, and monthly 
assessments. In grades K-3, students are assessed through the Fountas & 
Pinnell exam each week as well as interim assessments using Singapore Math, 
which the school is piloting this year. The school has also begun using 
Curriculum Associates three times a year, as well as Acuity and Achieve 3000.  

o Item analysis from testing results is used to determine small groups and groups 
of students for afterschool targeted interventions.  

o The school employs a variety of web-based technology programs for assessment 
and its intervention program, such as Acuity, Achieve 3000, Dream Study Island, 
and Voyager Learning These systems provide teachers with easy access to data 
that they can use to design targeted instruction or assign additional online 
instruction for students at risk of academic failure.  

o School leadership stated that there has been a ―big push‖ this year to help 
teachers be independent with data collection and analysis, a shift from in the past 
where data use was more administration-driven. Daily and weekly common 
planning time gives teachers more opportunities to engage in data discussions. 

o In one lesson observed, the teacher stated that today’s aim was ―in response to 
the results from last week’s practice test.‖ Students were given the opportunity to 
identify strategies that are helpful for answering short-answer questions, an area 
of growth from the prior week’s exam. 

o Teachers have worked during professional development to norm grading of 
performance-based assessments by analyzing what responses merit a ―1,‖ a ―2,‖ 
or a ―3‖ score. Classwork posted on walls included multiple examples of graded 
student work and several examples of rubrics.  
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 The leadership team is united, self-reflective, and focused positively on improving student 
achievement and raising expectations for staff and for students.  

 
o During conversations with school leadership, leaders described a number of 

initiatives that they had put in place in response to past feedback for the school, 
such as focusing on teacher ownership of data and increased technology use in 
classrooms. School and Board leadership seemed self-reflective and open to 
feedback with the goal of constant improvement. 

o The school is constantly striving to raise its expectations and assess whether its 
measures of proficiency are aligned with state and federal assessments. For 
example, the elementary school recently changed its end-of-year F&P 
benchmarks based on state test results, raising the bar from a C to an F at the 
end of Kindergarten. At the time of the visit, 97% students in Kindergarten had 
already reached a level C. 

o The school makes a concerted effort to retain and develop its talent. The school 
has promoted key leadership from within its schools in order to retain strong staff 
in the organization. For example, two of the current principals began at the 
school in other leadership roles. Likewise, the school works with assistant 
teachers and new staff to develop and grow into more senior roles. 

 

 Teachers are enthusiastic supporters of the school, its mission, its support systems, and 
its leadership team.  

 
o Teachers interviewed testified that the school’s support systems were fantastic, 

and stated that they felt supported by the frequent observations and feedback. 
o The school has shifted from focusing on whole-group professional development 

to providing teachers with more support in smaller groups, such as weekly 
meetings and common planning times. There is still some whole-school PD when 
discussing schoolwide systems (e.g. Acuity, Reading & Writing Workshop) as 
well as weekly PD organized by grade level. At the high school level, PD is 
differentiated more by content area than by grade.  

o Teachers receive formal and informal observations from the Principals, Assistant 
Principals, Math Coaches, and Literacy Coaches, including a formal end-of-year 
evaluation of which part is tied to state/Regents test results. Teachers set goals 
collaboratively with the leadership team.  

o Teacher Associates benefit from additional mentoring through team teaching with 
their partner teacher. At the middle school level, more senior teachers are paired 
with less experienced teachers to provide more peer-to-peer insight. 

 

 Students in most classes were observed to be on task and engaged in learning activities. 
 

o Students in classes observed during the visit were seen working in pairs and 
groups and helping each other during activities. On the day of the visit, 
classroom communities in general seemed positive and welcoming. 

o In one class observed, one student asked for additional questions on how to find 
the inverse; when the teacher asked if others would like additional practice, more 
than a third of the class raised their hands. Teachers interviewed shared other 
anecdotes about students requesting additional worksheets or ideas for how to 
master a concept. 

 

 The school has worked to foster high parental support and engagement. 
 

o Parent Coordinators at each school help liaise with families and publicize 
opportunities to involve families at the school. Parent workshops are offered on a 
monthly basis, and some parents receive prizes or certificates for their 
participation at the school. 
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o The school has a Parents as Partners Association and leadership stated that 
they have high participation rates at events and conferences. Leadership also 
stated that parents attend Board meetings and a parent representative sits on the 
Board. 

o The school also benefits from its partnership with Harlem Children’s Zone, which 
provides wraparound services to families, back office support, facility use, food 
services, and financial support. 

 
 
Areas of Growth 
 

 The school should continue to work on consistency of instructional practice across all 
classrooms. 
 

o While all observed classrooms demonstrated consistent instructional 
components—identified aims, Do Nows, direct instruction, guided practice, 
independent practice—the execution often varied from room to room. 

o In a number of classes observed, for example, directions/expectations for 
activities were not clearly stated or displayed, and it was unclear what students 
should be doing during the lesson. In one high school class observed, students 
watched a PowerPoint lecture without a pre-identified activity to complete or 
guidance to students on note-taking/thinking to support their viewing and ensure 
the instructional value of the exercise. The school should continue to focus on 
making sure that all parts of lessons have clear expectations for student work 
and that all students are engaged and challenged at appropriate levels 
throughout each lesson. 

o In a handful of classes observed on the day of the visit, teachers demonstrated 
skill in managing discussions and activities that included higher level thinking 
prompts and follow-ups, but this was not the norm. In other classes the activities 
that students were asked to complete and the questions that students were 
asked were mostly lower-level basic comprehension questions, and did not push 
students toward higher-order thinking. The school is encouraged to continue 
refining its definition of rigor as it pushes all students toward higher achievement 
and to use its professional development and collaborative planning to ensure that 
teachers provide students with appropriately challenging activities and discussion 
questions. 

o In several classes observed, teachers did not use checks for understanding or 
follow-up questions to determine whether students had truly comprehended the 
material. The school is encouraged to consider different instructional strategies 
for engaging students and for integrating frequent checks for student 
understanding consistently in all classrooms. 

 

 The school should continue to modify its training and support for teachers and Teaching 
Assistants so that all adults in the classroom are consistently working toward raising 
student achievement for all students.  
 

o While several examples of effective and efficient use of all instructional staff in a 
given classroom were observed on the day of the visit, in several observed 
classes the additional instructional staff in the room were not meaningfully 
engaged in supporting student learning, including instances where staff were 
observed watching the lesson or completing paperwork rather than actively 
participating or working with students. The school should continue its efforts to 
address the needs of all learners with urgency and effectiveness by identifying 
the most effective instructional teams and encouraging them to share best 
practices from planning to grouping to interventions.  

o Some teachers interviewed stated that TAs do not help much with co-planning 
and do not receive the same levels of observation/feedback from school 
leadership as the lead teachers. The school is encouraged to consider a more 



 

  5 

structured and intentional support plan for Teaching Assistants, 
paraprofessionals, tutors, and any other non-lead teachers so that all are actively 
contributing to the learning environment and all have the opportunity to grow 
professionally. 

 

 The school should continue to consider ways to distinguish and advance its unique family 
and community-based values and culture in support of its educational mission. 

 
o A strong start to the school day with a hallway assembly that engaged students 

and staff in positive, energetic values-based ceremony was inspiring to students 
and visitors. During classroom observations during the day of the visit, there was 
a great deal of variety from classroom to classroom in terms of behavior 
expectations, and no observed references to the school’s creed or values to 
redirect or motivate students whose energy, focus or behavior lapsed. The sense 
of mission, community, ethical values, and the school’s commitment to character 
education have great potential to drive excellence on a daily basis and the school 
is encouraged to consider new strategies to extend its impact beyond the 
morning assembly. 

 

 The school should continue to refine its outreach strategies for recruitment of ELL/SPED 
students and document its efforts for ongoing monitoring of effectiveness in reaching 
comparable percentages with its CSD.  
 

o The school’s student population currently includes 3.6% English language 
learners (ELL) and 12.6% special education students (SPED), which are lower 
than the district averages of 12.3% ELL and 17.1% SPED.
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Part 3: Framing Questions  
 
FRAMING QUESTIONS: 
Throughout the Renewal Process and the life of each school’s charter, the NYCDOE Charter 
Schools Office uses the following framing questions to monitor Charter School success: 
 

1. Has the School Been an Academic Success? 
2. Has the School Been a Viable Organization? 
3. Has the School Been in Compliance with All Applicable Laws and Regulations? 

 
Annual Site Visit Rubric:  
 

1. Has the School Been an Academic Success? 

 Academic Goals and Mission 
o School components and curriculum align together and holistically support the 

mission 
o School has high academic expectations and employs strategies for the full range 

of students served by the school, including those at risk and those with special 
needs 

 Curriculum and Instruction 
o The educational plan is flexible and is adjusted to meet the performance levels 

and learning needs of all enrolled students 
o School implements programming to address the needs of students with 

disabilities and ELLs  

o Teachers demonstrate the use of differentiated instructional techniques to 
support the varying ways by which students learn 

o School has implemented programming for students who need remediation or 
acceleration 

 School Culture 
o The culture is strong, intentional, supportive and sustainable and promotes 

student learning 
o The school motivates all students and respects the diversity of learners and 

cultures in the community 
o School offers programs, activities or support services beyond academics to 

address students’ social and emotional needs  
o School calendar and day are set to provide extra supports to ensure that 

students are able to meet and exceed academic goals 
o Schedule for communication to parents/students is timely and allows for due 

process, includes strategies to prepare students for transitions and strategies for 
those students who are not on schedule, presents a clear and fair system that 
complies with students’ due process rights 

o Structures that foster the development of authentic, sustained, caring, respectful 
relationships among all stakeholders within school 

o Behavioral expectations and social supports that reflect the school’s mission and 
comply with all applicable laws and regulations 

 Assessment 
o Establishes a culture of continuous improvement and accountability for student 

learning 
o Develops assessments that shape and inform instruction on an ongoing basis 

and develop data that's used to gauge student, teacher and school progress 
through formative and summative assessment 

o Student learning measured with multiple forms of assessments/metrics 
o Develops educational goals and performance metrics that are SMART – Specific, 

Measurable, Attainable, Reflect the Mission and Time-Specific  
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o Develops assessments that are appropriately aligned with curriculum, instruction, 
and adopted standards 

o Provides evidence of how data will influence instruction, professional 
development and curricular adjustments 

 Parent Engagement 
o Parent engagement strategies that integrate and mobilize parents within the 

school community as conduits for student success 
o Capacity to communicate effectively with parents and families 

 
2. Is the School a Viable Organization 

 Governance Structures and Organizational Design 
o School has articulated appropriate roles, responsibilities, and decision-making 

structure for school community members (including Board of Trustees and school 
leadership) 

o An accountability structure that provides effective oversight of the educational 
program and fiscal components of the school is in place and utilized 

o Board regularly reviews a data dashboard of student achievement and fiscal 
management that forms the basis for Board discussions and decisions 

o Board has diverse skill set that lends itself to strong educational / operational 
oversight  

o Board has an articulated process for ongoing policy development, Board member 
development and self-evaluation 

o Organizational charts are aligned with mission; roles and responsibilities are 
clearly defined 

o Board has developed essential strategic partnerships with organizations that 
support the mission of the school 

 Community Support 
o School Leadership demonstrated responsiveness to the unique needs and 

interests of the community to be served 
o School has established a presence in the community and has buy in from 

community members 
 

3. Is the School in Compliance with Applicable Laws and Regulations 

 Special Populations 
o Well-defined plan and sufficient capacity to service the learning needs of Special 

Education students, English Language Learners 
o School adequately addresses the academic and non academic needs of students 

in need of remediation, students with disabilities, students with interrupted formal 
education, and gifted students 

o There is a coherent plan for meeting the non-academic needs of students with 
disabilities, students with interrupted formal education, and other populations 

o School employs a process to identify students at risk of not meeting expectations 
and creates intervention plans and follow up 

o School demonstrates a comprehensive recruitment, enrollment and retention 
approach that is sensitive to the diverse needs of students 

o School admission policy and lottery preferences serve to create a student body 
that reflects community demographics and give a preference to community 
school district residents 

 Safety and Security 
o School is well maintained 
o Transitions and student gatherings are orderly and well supervised 
o Expectations for student behavior or well known and are enforced fairly 
o School is current with all safety recruitments and drills. 
o AED machines are in operation and school staff is trained in CPR 

 
 


