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Part 1: The school context 
 
Information about the school 
 
Urban Assembly Academy of Arts and Letters is a middle school with 291 students from 
grade 6 through grade 8.  The school population comprises 74% Black, 15% Hispanic, 
8% White, and 2% Asian students.  The student body includes less than 1% English 
language learners and 13% special education students.  Boys account for 48% of the 
students enrolled and girls account for 52%.  The average attendance rate for the school 
year 2008 - 2009 was 95.6%. 
 
 
Overall Evaluation 
 
This school is well developed. 
 
Urban Assembly Academy of Arts and Letters, a school in its fourth year, shows 
remarkable progress as a rigorous middle school that strategically pushes students 
academically while supporting them in their social and emotional growth.  School leaders 
have worked hard to create a strong, coherent, standards-aligned curriculum that 
concentrates on key cognitive strategies and habits and consistently gathers data to 
measure student growth in the chosen areas of focus.  The school models the belief that 
learning must be differentiated and aligned to an individual’s next steps by offering an 
exceptional array of learning opportunities for staff.  To this end, teachers work 
independently, in pairs, and in teams to develop their practice.  Strong teacher 
leadership exists throughout the school and thoughtful systems have been developed for 
a variety of teams and leaders to continually and effectively monitor and revise 
curriculum, data collection, and professional development.  Good use of technology 
results in the efficient tracking of professional development goals and forming next steps 
for teachers to improve their practices. 
 
In addition to the strong and cohesive academic program offered, the school gives 
exceptional social support to students and parents.  Students speak of their advisors as 
people they can trust to talk to about school problems.  Parents are very supportive of 
the way the school develops their children to become clear and independent thinkers.  
Daily in their school-wide morning meeting, students are encouraged to reflect and to 
develop their “compassion muscle.”  The school has multiple systems to communicate 
with parents and they go far beyond a simple list of grades or missing assignments.  
One parent spoke with appreciation about student conferences in which learning, not 
grades, was the focal point of conversation. 
 
The school has not yet developed a clear structure around how when some goals are 
monitored.  In addition, the school has not analyzed data of the progress of relevant 
subgroups within the population to examine their learning over time.  Subgroups, 
including special education students and highest achievers, do not all have specific 
goals towards which their progress is regularly measured to identify areas where some 
may be struggling.  
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Part 2: Overview 

Part 2: Overview 
 

What the school does well  
 

• The school has created an exceptionally strong and coherent curriculum that 
connects across grades and subjects, supporting learning at high levels.   
 
o The school has developed a set of key cognitive strategies that spans the 

three grades.  Those standards have been integrated into curriculum and 
into a “College Readiness” continuum that all the teachers use to 
measure student growth in these key cognitive strategies. 

 
o “Scholarly Habits” and “Scholarly Writing” are integrated into curriculum 

across three years, so that in addition to gaining specific content and 
strategies, students develop good habits that support ongoing and 
independent learning.   

 
• Because the vertical teams regularly collect and analyze a wide range of 

carefully selected data, the school has a clear understanding of most school 
wide trends and so can better support students through the three grades.   

 
o Grade team leaders work with administration to facilitate data reviews 

within their team every six to eight weeks.  In those reviews, the grade 
team leaders use a protocol to focus on particular concerns within their 
group of students and to develop specific responses to those concerns.  
For example, in one meeting, the discussion and data analysis of a 
particular group of struggling students led to the development of a reading 
lab that supports those students.  These data based decisions ensure 
that student learning is a priority and that the school identifies where 
students need more support.   

 
o The school has developed a Roundtable Matrix to collect and understand 

students’ growth around key cognitive strategies through the presentation 
of their projects.  Collecting data about these strategies allows school 
leaders to see where students need more support. 

 
• Through regular meetings with school leaders, the school constantly 

evaluates curricular and organizational decisions, altering them when 
necessary to accelerate student learning.  

 
o Vertical, grade and Student Life team leaders all meet regularly with 

administration to adjust practices based on the school data.  Recently, 
these meetings led to the implementation of No Name-Calling Week.  By 
regularly reviewing their practices, the school ensures that students 
continue to be supported to their developing needs.   

 
• The implementation of a strong, teacher inquiry process ensures that 

teachers are asking probing questions that lead to the adjustment of 
curriculum and practice, and ultimately to better support students’ learning.   

 
o All faculty is engaged in inquiry projects, either individually or in pairs.  

Those inquiry projects stem from each teacher’s own questions about 
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their own practice.  For example, a math teacher and special education 
teacher who teach collaboratively are working on better understanding 
how students revise knowledge.  This practice of authentic questioning of 
practice is leading to improving gains in student outcomes.  
  

o Additionally, in vertical teams, all teachers participate in ongoing lesson 
study.  In the science department, that work has resulted in student 
notebooks that push students to explore ideas rather than copy and 
restate information, showing that teachers are continually developing 
skills to better accelerate academic achievement.   

 
• Because leaders have strategically used an online tool to hone teacher 

strengths and learning steps, they are able to effectively track teacher goals, 
move teachers to their next steps, and increase the progress pupils make.   

 
o The principal and assistant principal have logged all observations onto 

“iObservation”, which helps them highlight teacher strengths and 
weaknesses and track teachers’ professional growth over time.  This 
practice ensures that teachers’ needs are met and that they are better 
equipped to support student learning.  
  

o All teachers have chosen learning goals for themselves, and those goals 
are documented in iObservation.  Despite challenges of this new platform, 
school leaders have developed differing paths for teacher learning, 
including national conferences, inquiry partnerships, and ongoing one-on-
one support with administrators.  For example, one teacher is working on 
developing a more student-centered, hands-on classroom.  To that end, 
he has worked closely with the assistant principal, worked on an inquiry 
project connected to this goal, visited colleagues, and participated in 
lesson study.  This focused work on teacher support builds capacity for 
better student outcomes. 

 
• In classrooms, in whole school meetings, and in parent conferences, adults in 

the school use a variety of methods to push students to be reflective, helping 
them to better understand their own learning process.   

 
o Parents expressed gratitude at the way teachers understand their child 

and communicate that understanding to parents.  In addition to 
Snapgrades, parents spoke about the accessibility of the child’s advisor, 
who answers emails regularly and conferences with the child and parent 
twice a year.  It was meaningful to parents that those conferences were 
not about grades but about next steps in the child’s learning. 
 

o Throughout the school, teachers regularly give students time to reflect on 
their thinking.  In many classes, students were asked to explain how they 
got to a particular answer.  In other classes, students were asked to look 
back on a progression of work to reflect on how their thinking has evolved 
over time.  By encouraging an awareness of their learning habits, the 
school supports students in becoming independent thinkers.   

 
• The deep thought that leaders have invested in collecting and tracking 

student learning has resulted in refining tools that give a better understanding 
of student growth.   
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o By implementing and adjusting an online grading tool, student 
conferences, and round tables, the school helps parents and students 
see themselves as ongoing learners and, as one parent said, “breeds an 
attitude of educational independence.”   

 
What the school needs to improve 
 

• Formalize and refine the system to track and review progress on school wide 
goals so that school leaders can regularly and accurately revise and retune 
goals to accelerate student learning.   

 
o Currently the school has identified several important goals, each one 

broadly monitored in its own way by the energetic leadership.  However, 
there is no regular time built into schedules to evaluate and reflect on 
progress on all goals to expedite revision of them.  As a result, the school 
cannot accurately assess how close they are to meeting goals and when 
goals need to be revised. 
 

• Develop a program of analysis that will better illuminate learning trends in key 
subgroups within the school so that faculty can better understand and support 
learning within those subgroups.   

 
o Currently the school looks at a wide variety of data but does not isolate 

various subgroups.  As a result, the school does not know the actual 
progress being made and fully identify the challenges required by 
students from different groups, such as special education students or high 
achievers. 

 
• Support teachers and teacher teams in using their rich array of data to set 

specific goals for subgroups, along with benchmarks and tracking tools to 
help measure learning toward those goals.   

 
o Currently teams of teachers carefully analyze data around all of their 

students, but they do not set specific annual or interim goals for 
subgroups.  As a result, teachers do not have a clear way to define 
success for those subgroups.   

 
o Currently, teams are tracking progress in student learning through the 

college continuum and matrix but are not examining progress in specific 
subgroups within that population.  Because they do not have a clear way 
to track progress, they cannot articulate how successful they have been 
in progressing students in those subgroups.  
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Part 3: School Quality Criteria 2009-2010 
 

School name: Urban Assembly Academy of Arts and Letters Δ 
Overall QR Score    X 

 
Quality Statement 1 – Instructional and Organizational Coherence: The school has a coherent 
strategy to support student learning that aligns curriculum, instruction and organizational 
decisions. 
To what extent does the school regularly… Δ 
1.1  Design engaging, rigorous and coherent curricula, including the Arts, for a variety of learners and 

aligned to key State standards?    X 
1.2 Develop teacher pedagogy from a coherent set of beliefs about how students learn best, and ensure 

that it is: aligned to the curriculum, engaging, and differentiated to enable all students to produce 
meaningful work products?  

    
X 

1.3  Make strategic organizational decisions to support the school’s instructional goals and meet student 
learning needs?    X 

1.4  Maintain a culture of mutual trust and positive attitudes toward learning that support the academic and 
personal growth of students and adults?    X 

Overall score for Quality Statement 1    X 
 
Quality Statement 2 – Gather and Analyze Data: School leaders and faculty consistently gather, 
analyze and share information on student learning outcomes to understand school and student 
progress over time. 
To what extent does the school …  Δ 
2.1  Gather and analyze information on student learning outcomes to identify trends, strengths, and areas 

of need at the school level?    X 
2.2  Gather and analyze information on student learning outcomes to identify trends, strengths, and areas 

of need at the team and classroom level?    X 
2.3  Use or develop tools to enable school leaders and teachers to organize and analyze student 

performance trends?   X  
2.4  Engage in an open exchange of information with students and families regarding students’ learning 

needs and outcomes?    X 
Overall score for Quality Statement 2    X 
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Quality Statement 3 – Plan and Set Goals: School leaders and faculty consistently engage the 
school community and use data to set and track suitably high goals for accelerating student 
learning. 
To what extent does the school … Δ 
3.1  Establish a coherent vision of future development that is reflected in a short list of focused, data-based 
goals that are understood and supported by the entire school community?  

   X

3.2  Use collaborative and data informed processes to set measurable and differentiated learning goals for 
student subgroups, and students in need of additional support?   X  

3.3  Ensure the achievement of learning goals by tracking progress at the school, teacher team and 
classroom level?    X  

3.4  Communicate high expectations to students and families, engage them in decision-making, and promote 
active involvement in the school community?     X

Overall score for Quality Statement 3   X  
 
Quality Statement 4 – Align Capacity Building: The school aligns its leadership development and 
structured professional collaboration around meeting the school’s goals and student learning 
and emotional needs. 
To what extent does the school… Δ 
4.1  Use the observation of classroom teaching and the analysis of learning outcomes to elevate school-wide 

instructional practices and implement strategies that promote professional growth and reflection, with a 
special focus on new teachers?  

   
X

4.2  Engage in structured professional collaborations on teams using an inquiry approach that promotes 
shared leadership and focuses on improved student learning?    X

4.3  Provide professional development that promotes independent and shared reflection, opportunities for 
leadership growth, and enables teachers to continuously evaluate and revise their classroom practices to 
improve learning outcomes?   

   
X

4.4 Integrate child/youth development, support services and partnerships with families and outside 
organizations with the school-wide goals to accelerate the academic and personal growth of students?     X

Overall score for Quality Statement 4    X
 
Quality Statement 5 – Monitor and Revise: The school has structures for monitoring and evaluating 
progress throughout the year and for flexibly adapting plans and practices to meet its goals for 
accelerating learning. 
To what extent does the school… Δ 
5.1  Evaluate the quality of curricular, instructional and organizational decisions, making adjustments as 

needed to increase the coherence of policies and practices across the school?     X

5.2  Evaluate systems for assessing students, organizing data, and sharing information with student and 
families, making adjustments as needed to increase the coherence of policies and practices across the 
school? 

   
X

5.3  Establish and sustain a transparent, collaborative system for measuring progress towards interim and 
long term goals and making adjustments during the year and over time?    X  

5.4  Use data to regularly evaluate the effectiveness of structured professional collaboration, capacity building 
and leadership development strategies?     X

Overall score for Quality Statement 5    X
 

Quality Review Scoring Key 
 
Δ 
 

Underdeveloped   Underdeveloped with Proficient Features  Proficient  Well Developed 

 
 


