
Hillcrest High School 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Hillcrest High School 

High School 505 

 

  
160 - 05 Highland Avenue 

Queens 
NY  11432 

 

   
 Principal: Stephen Duch  
   

 Dates of review: May 22 – 23, 2006 
Reviewer: Martyn Groucutt   

Cambridge Education  
 

 

 

Hillcrest High School 



Hillcrest High School 
 

Content Of The Report 
 
 
     
 

Part 1: The School Context 
            Background information about the school 
 
 
Part 2: Overview 
            What the school does well 
            What the school needs to improve  
 
 
Part 3: Main Findings 

 What is the school’s overall performance 
 How well does it meet New York City’s evaluation criteria 
 Other key observations    

 
 
Part 4: Evaluation Criteria Grade Summary     

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

28Q505 Hillcrest High School: May 22, 2006 2
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 Part 1: The School Context 
 

 
Information About The School 
 
 
 
Hillcrest High School is a recognized New York State Blue Ribbon School of Excellence 
and a National School Change Award winner. It is one of only seven schools in the 
United States to win a Gates Small Learning Community Grant and has been designated 
as a demonstration site for Small Learning Communities nationwide. These include a 
smaller, nurturing learning community, the Future Academy, for 180 ninth grade students 
who are expected to benefit from additional support, and a Newcomers Academy for 
students who have been in the United States for less than a year. 
 
At the end of October 2005 the school had 3,320 enrolled students. Of these, 269 had a 
variety of special needs, including a number of students in wheelchairs who were able to 
be fully integrated members of the school community in this barrier free building. 401 
students are enrolled English language learners (ELL) in a student population that is 
roughly 45 per cent African American and 23% Hispanic. 36% of all students qualify for 
free lunches and attendance over the year up to the end of October 2005 was 83.3 %, 
better than that of similar schools and fractionally better than the city average. 
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Part 2: Overview 
  
What the school does well 
 
• The principal provides clear vision and purpose, and since taking up his post has 

created a culture of high expectation that permeates all of school life. 
• The assistant principals are a diverse and knowledgeable team who, together with 

the principal, offer effective and dynamic support to staff and students. 
• The school has done a great deal of work to ensure that policies and practice are 

underpinned by the use of data, this is having a positive result on student 
achievement, although there is more work to do to ensure that the effects really is 
school wide.  

• Student behavior, relationships and work ethic appear to be very positive aspects of 
the school. 

• The standards based curriculum is structured well and meets a wide range of 
student learning need and interest. 

• In recent years there has been an incremental rise in student achievement as a 
result of reflective practice, action and a desire to improve. 

• The Ramp Up curriculum in ninth grade acts as a regional center, to which teachers 
from other schools can come to observe good practice. 

• The school is barrier free and all students of varying abilities are integrated 
effectively into school life.   

 
 
 
What the school needs to improve 
• Use data to individualize teaching and learning - while the use of data is developing 

well, it has not yet had its full impact on instructional practice and consequently there 
are some students who are not benefiting from the school systems for using data  

• Ensure that the outcomes from the monitoring and evaluation of teaching are data 
driven and have an impact on student learning 

• Ensure that all teachers use the school’s agreed policy on teaching and learning, to 
include lessons having shared learning objectives and a final section which checks 
and reinforces student understanding. 

• Develop ways in which students can be more involved in self-evaluation and 
assessment in order to achieve higher standards. 

• Develop ways in which students’ leadership skills can be used to support, guide and 
mentor peers.   
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Part 3: Main Findings 
 

Overall Evaluation  
 
This is a proficient school with many well developed features.   
 
How well the school meets New York City’s evaluation criteria. 
 
Quality Statement 1: School leaders and faculty consistently gather data and use it 
to understand what each student knows and is able to do and to monitor and 
facilitate the student’s progress over time. 
 
This area of the school’s work is proficient overall, with many well developed 
features. 
 
The principal and his very effective team of assistant principals use data in a variety of 
valuable ways for tracking and demonstrating progress and achievement. For example, 
the way in which data on attendance and commendations for students are displayed act 
as motivators and statements about the school’s values. However, there is room for 
improvement in the way in which data is used to enhance instruction.  In part this is 
because the central system is not yet able to produce relevant, easily accessible data for 
use in individual schools and partly because Hillcrest needs to put in place professional 
development for teachers.  
 
It is clear that the school is determined to be self-evaluative and data is used to determine 
areas for development. For example, it identifies students at risk effectively so that the 
needs can be supported in a variety of ways, such as the provision of additional help after 
school or at Saturday school program. Data relating to individual classes is also 
scrutinized carefully, and assistant principals hold meetings with relevant staff during each 
grading period on how the identified needs of individual students are being addressed. 
However, the school is aware of the need to refine this process in order to ensure that it 
has an impact on teaching and learning.  
 
Cohort data is used very effectively and is broken down in ways that support individual 
groups of students in English and mathematics, including students with disabilities.  
Performance of the different ethnic groups and the economically disadvantaged in the 
school is also disaggregated. Another indicator of student achievement is that all cohort 
subgroups meet AYPs, except the English Language Learners (ELL) subgroup. This 
group was the subject of a very effective piece of action research, the results of which are 
planned to be used to address this specific issue in the future. Through its use of data the 
school is able to track its improving standards, so that while it is still designated as 
“requires academic progress” it is able to show evidence that standards are improving. 
The development of the small learning communities next September is aimed to further 
enhance this progress. 
 
Quality Statement 2: School leaders and faculty consistently use available data to 
understand each student’s next learning step.  Through collaborative planning and 
student and parent engagement, they set high goals for improving teaching 
practice and accelerating each student’s learning. 
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This area of the school’s work is proficient with many well developed features. 
 
At present there is a need to enhance the professional development support for class 
teachers in ways developing their understanding of how to use data to maximize the 
performance of each individual student. This is likely to enhance consistency. There are 
very good examples of data being used well; for example, it informs student placement.  
Teachers are expected to develop intervention plans based on individual performance and 
make adjustment to their planning and instruction in response to outcomes.  
 
Students have some understanding of their grade levels, for example at the start of the 
school year they are given information on graduation requirements. Some teachers are 
more comfortable with student self-evaluation than others. This is a possible area for 
teacher development, so that students can take greater responsibility for monitoring their 
own progress and standards. There are already some examples of this going on, for 
example in Instructional Support, where students write a paragraph on their performance 
and why they should be awarded a certain grade for a piece of work they have completed. 
 The school’s high expectations are conveyed effectively to students. Similarly, parents 
are kept well informed and three report cards are sent home during each semester. 
Parents spoken to during the quality review said that there was a genuine open door 
policy and that they had excellent relationships with their children’s teachers, both formally 
and informally. Advice provided included not only current levels of performance, but also 
what was needed for further improvement. This was also given to students 
 
Quality Statement 3: The school aligns its instructional activity and resources 
around its focused plans for accelerating learning for each student. 
 
This area of the school’s work is well developed. 
 
Teachers are provided with planning time so that they can meet together regularly in 
seminar groups. This shared time when coupled with well –focused professional 
development is likely to help teachers use data more effectively in creating differentiated 
activities to more effectively meet the needs of all groups more consistently than is the 
case at present. The links between use of data, teacher planning, instruction and the 
strategies available for student support could be strengthened in order to ensure that they 
are used effectively. 
 
Student progress is tracked throughout the year and intervention is made quickly if there 
is evidence that a student needs any element of additional support. This can take several 
forms, such as an individual program, or additional support after school, or at Saturday 
school. Interim data generated during the course of the school year is therefore used 
effectively to support individual students. Where appropriate guidance counselors are 
successfully involved in supporting individual students, or in working with a student’s 
family so they too can support their child. 
 
Careful planning and preparation has gone to make the development of the Small 
Learning Communities a success. An example of the way in which data is used is the 
Future Academy, where students needing additional academic support can receive 
targeted help and an academy for students who have arrived in the U.S. within the last 
year, so that English can be targeted.  
 
The curriculum is diverse and supports a range of needs. The Ramp Up curriculum in 
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ninth grade for those identified as needing literacy support. The school is now a regional 
center for this and teachers come from a considerable distance to observe the good 
practice. 
 
At the other end of the academic spectrum, those able to complete their Regents’ exams 
early in some areas have the opportunity to undertake a variety of Advanced Placement  
courses, or to join the College Now program, which is the largest such program in 
Queens. Other students who complete Regents’ are also able to benefit from a range of 
electives.  
 
The case study looked at as part of the Quality Review reflected the effective use of data 
and was in itself a helpful piece of action research. The school decided to investigate why 
its Hispanic cohort was the only one failing to make its AYP target in English and 
mathematics. Taking 16 students, all performing at level 2, and dividing them into 4 
groups each with a mentor, the study sought to identify reasons for their under- 
achievement. A variety of relevant data, such as that from report cards, guidance notes by 
counselors and records from Junior High Schools were all analyzed as part of the 
process, and this information was set against instructional and counseling programs to 
meet these students’ additional needs in the six months leading up to graduation – all of 
them seemingly heading for failure when the study began. In fact, 15 of the 16 went on to 
graduate at the end of the year. Many of the students said that this had been the first time 
a school had ever asked their opinion of what they needed and why they were not 
achieving at their full potential. It is worth considering how the outcomes of this very 
successful study and intervention could be shared with a wider audience.  
 
Increasing the use of technology could be a useful means of increasing opportunities for 
differentiated instruction. Some teachers do use computers for individual research tasks, 
or to utilize software programs that can provide extension work, but this is not a school-
wide practice.  
 
Similarly, teaching might be even better if all teachers follow the agreed policy in every 
lesson. In particular, each lesson should have clear aims that are shared with the students 
from the outset, and should have a clear period at the end for pulling together and 
reinforcing the learning that has taken place. This is largely a matter of gaining 
consistency of good practice.  
 
Another area might be to take more account of students’ views on their education. Those 
spoken to during the review were mature and thoughtful, excellent ambassadors for the 
school, For example, peer mediation is sometimes used to very good effect as a means of 
dealing with conflict or social difficulties. A students’ council might also enable students’ 
voices to be heard more clearly.  
 
Quality Statement 4: The development of instructional leadership, staff, and 
capacity are aligned around the school’s collaboratively established goals for 
accelerating the learning of each student. 
 
This area of the school’s work is well developed. 
 
The administrative team of principal and assistant principals is providing clear and 
extremely effective leadership and vision that has enabled the school to make very good 
progress in recent times. Similarly teachers show a great willingness to work together and 

28Q505 Hillcrest High School: May 22, 2006 7



Hillcrest High School 
 

to go beyond the minimum requirements of their contract in order to create a successful 
school in which learning is the norm. A very good example of this is the way in which staff 
meets together on a fortnightly basis in seminar groups to discuss a range of issues 
pertinent to the development of the school and its students, as well as their own 
professional needs. 
 
Such systems support the sharing of data on student performance, enable the needs of 
individuals to be identified within classes, and to measure outcomes across different 
classes and grades. There is a flexibility that allows planning to be changed to address 
specific issues, so that student performance and achievement is at the heart of what the 
school does.  
 
The professional development of staff is taken very seriously, with clear expectations that 
it will enhance teaching and learning practices. One example is the current work being 
undertaken by senior staff with an external consultant looking at the application of the 
latest research on different styles of learning. It is planned to use this to improve teaching.  
In order that the benefits of this are maximized, leaders need to agree on how the 
outcomes of this and other examples of professional development are monitored so that 
their effectiveness in driving up achievement can be measured. 
 
Such an approach helps to align administration and faculty, so that they share the same 
goals. The school is always looking for ways in which it can improve further and to 
maintain the current atmosphere, which is one of challenge and excitement about the 
future.  
 
There is no doubt that the principal is widely admired. His clear vision and purpose has 
taken the school forward over the last decade, and in this work he has assembled a 
dynamic team of assistant principals who share the vision and good practice.  
 
Quality Statement 5: The school has built-in structures for evaluating each 
student’s progress throughout the year, recognizing weaknesses in its 
improvement plans and teaching practices, and flexibly adapting plans and 
practices to meet its goals for accelerated learning. 
 
This area of the school’s work is proficient with some well developed features. 
 
There is some very good practice in evaluating student progress as the year goes on and 
the school is becoming quite sophisticated in its ability to analyze its areas of success and 
those for further development. However, at the moment it is at the level of individual 
classroom practice that there is room for further development and refinement.  
 
One area where good practice could be developed more widely is in the use of rubrics so 
that students can use to further develop their ability to self-evaluate their work. This is 
done to good effect, for example in the physical education departments, where a range of 
skills and attributes are carefully set out so that a student can workout not only the grade 
level at which they are performing currently, but also what they need to do in order to 
reach the next grade level. This is a powerful tool and could be used in other areas of the 
curriculum.  
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Other key observations 
 
This is a school that is making very good progress in addressing and improving standards 
of teaching and learning. The radical development in breaking the school down into small 
learning communities from next September has been thought through carefully and has 
the support of the whole school community. It should enable the school to maintain the 
improvements that are already clearly visible. 
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Part 4: Evaluation Criteria Grade Summary 
 
Quality Statement 1: School leaders and faculty consistently gather data and use it to 
understand what each student knows and is able to do and to monitor and facilitate the 
student’s progress over time. 

o  + 

1.1 The school uses available data (e.g., diagnostic, formative, and summative assessments, 
students work products, standards-based portfolios, attendance, descriptive review, security data, 
etc.) and generates its own to provide an objective, constantly updated understanding of how well 
each student, classroom, grade level, and other important categories of students and the school 
are: 
(1) currently performing, and 
(2) progressing over time, 

       on English Language Arts, mathematics, and other important academic subjects. 
 

Criteria for measuring student progress are “objective” when they are  
• standards-based, 
• consistent across students, 
• capable of revealing progress or a lack of it over time and ways to close the gap 

between current and expected practice, 
        and when they allow  

• the performance of different students to be compared, and 
• learning activity to be broken down into component parts so strengths and weaknesses 

on each sub-activity may be identified.  
 

  
 
 
 

X   

 

1.2 The school makes effective use of the data to assess the performance and progress of students  
by racial and ethnic groups, English Language Learners and special education students, and all 
other categories of interest to the school. 

 
{This criterion and the next are partially aspirational as of now. City and State Report Cards and 
Division of Accountability and Assessment reports provide only some of the necessary data. The 
NYC DOE will soon provide schools with fuller access to better data.} 

  
 

 
 

X 

1.3 Performance and progress are measured based on comparisons with similar schools, with the 
school’s own past performance, and among students, classrooms, grade levels, academic 
subject areas, racial and ethnic groups, and other groupings of interest within the school.  

 X  

 
Quality Statement 2: School leaders and faculty consistently use available data to understand 
each student’s next learning step. Through collaborative planning and student and parent 
engagement, they set high goals for improving teaching practice and accelerating each 
student’s learning. 
 

o  + 

2.1 Using data, school leaders and faculty engage in a collaborative process to set demanding, 
objectively measurable, goals for immediate and long-range improvement, and it develops plans 
and timeframes for reaching those goals. 

 X  

2.2 Goals and plans focus on the school as a whole and on each student, classroom, grade level, 
academic subject and group of students whose performance or progress has been identified by 
the school as warranting attention. 

 X  

2.3 Particular attention is given to improving the performance and progress of students in greatest 
need of improvement. 

  X 

2.4 High expectations are conveyed to students and parents. Students and their parents/caregivers 
are regularly invited to provide information about each student’s performance and how to 
improve. That information is central to setting reasonably challenging goals and developing, 
evaluating, and revising plans. 

   
X 

2.5 Goals and plans for improving student performance and progress drive the activity of all members 
of the school community: leaders, staff, students, parents, and other partners.  

 

 X  
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Quality Statement 3: The school aligns its instructional activity and resources around its 
focused plans for accelerating learning for each student. 

o  + 

3.1 The school selects the curriculum based on how well it aligns with the school’s high expectations 
and improvement plans and on the curriculum’s capacity to generate meaningful interim data 
about progress towards goals.

  X 

3.2 Decisions about the use of teacher and student time are based on the organization of the day and 
week needed to inform teachers about each student’s performance and next learning steps, set 
goals and plans for improved student learning, and implement and continuously improve plans for 
reaching stated goals. 

  
X 
 
 

 

3.3 Staffing decisions are driven by the needs that emerge from examining student data and by the 
focused plan the school develops to improve student outcomes. 

  X 

3.4 Budgeting decisions are driven by the needs that emerge from examining student data and by the 
focused plan the school develops to improve student outcomes. 

  X 

3.5 Teachers are accountable for student outcomes. The principal frequently observes classroom 
teaching and has a considered strategy for improving the quality of each teacher’s instruction.  
Teachers frequently observe and support each other’s classroom instruction with the goal of 
improving student outcomes. 

   
X 

3.6 Staff know and respect students and respond to their academic needs as well as their personal 
needs that affect academic performance.  Each student knows and trusts an adult on the staff 
who is concerned about him or her.   

  
X 

 

3.7 Student attendance and engagement are high priorities. High rates and patterns of absences 
trigger immediate intervention. 

  X 

3.8 Instructional programs actively engage students.  X  
3.9 The school aligns youth development and support services around stated academic goals.  

Partnerships with outside bodies are routinely used to achieve academic goals.   
 X  

 
Quality Statement 4: The development of instructional leadership, staff, and capacity are 
aligned around the school’s collaboratively established goals for accelerating the learning of 
each student. 

0  + 

4.1 Leaders, faculty, and staff are selected based on their high expectations for student performance 
and progress and based on their commitment and capacity to use data, compare outcomes within 
and across classrooms and schools and develop and revise plans and methods to improve 
performance and progress. 

  
X 

 

4.2 Professional development is designed to help leaders, faculty, and staff use data, self- and peer-
assessments, and collaboration with peers to achieve goals for improved school and student 
outcomes. Professional development and self- and peer- evaluation are aligned and overlap. 

   
X 

4.3 Leaders, faculty, and staff share the same goals and frequently evaluate themselves, their 
interventions and each other’s plans and interventions, including, when possible, by comparing 
outcomes across classrooms and schools. The school monitors its performance and tackles 
weaknesses.  Even in areas where the school is successful, leadership is not complacent, but 
aims to improve further. The goal in all cases is to improve student and school performance and 
progress. 

   
 

X 
 
 
 

4.4 Planning, evaluation of results and revision of plans takes place in teams.  X  
4.5 The principal is respected and has capacity to effect change.   X 
4.6 The school runs smoothly.  Procedures are clear and are generally followed.   X 
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Quality Statement 5: The school has built-in structures for evaluating each student’s progress 
throughout the year, recognizing weaknesses in its improvement plans and teaching practices, 
and flexibly adapting plans and practices to meet its goals for accelerated learning. 

o  + 

5.1 All school plans and other interventions include frequent interim goals and diagnostic 
assessments of progress designed to reveal in objectively measurable ways whether the plan is 
reaching stated goals. 

  
X 

 
 

5.2 Comparisons of student progress within and across classrooms and schools are used in making 
interim diagnostic assessments and measuring the progress of plans and interventions. 

 X  

5.3 Information generated by interim assessments and diagnostic measures of progress and  
       comparisons is used to revise plans immediately in order to reach stated goals. Interim and final     

goals are modified when data objectively demonstrate that revision is required. 

 X  
 

5.4 Each plan’s interim and final outcomes drive each successive phase of goal setting and  
improvement planning, and each successive phase is characterized by agile and flexible 
realignment of practices and resources to improve students’ academic outcomes. 
 

 X  
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