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Part 1: The school context 
 
Information about the school 
 
Earth School is a/an Elementary school with 336 students from pre-kindergarten through 
grade 5. The school population comprises 10% Black, 35% Hispanic, 37% White, and 6% 
Asian students. The student body includes 4% English language learners and 16% special 
education students. Boys account for 52% of the students enrolled and girls account for 48%. 
The average attendance rate for the school year 2011 - 2012 was 89.3%. 
 
 

Overall Evaluation 
 
This school is proficient. 
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Part 2: Overview 
 

What the school does well  
 

 The school has a thoughtful and clearly articulated approach to interdisciplinary 
curriculum design, and as a result, all students have a range of opportunities to 
both build skill as well as dig deeply into important topics.  (1.1)  
 
o A thorough re-examination of the school's longstanding curricular 

commitments following the last Quality Review now ensures that the school's 
priorities and key standards reflect more demanding expectations and 
readiness for higher levels of education. The school has developed 
continuums that clearly articulate both the content and skills of each grade 
level that reflect the major work of the grade in both literacy and math. They 
also reflect the full inclusion of all special education students into integrated 
co-teaching classrooms by delineating possible supports, as well as 
extensions for students at mastery.  Each grade engages in a "core" study 
around a significant topic such as "Rights and Responsibilities" that integrates 
literacy, the social sciences, visual and  performing arts and reflects ongoing 
increases in interaction with nonfiction texts and text-dependent writing. The 
school's focus on stewardship of the earth is integrated throughout many units 
of study and is evident throughout the school, whether in the core study or 
during the earth studies or cooking classes.  As a result of these actions, 
students are producing larger amounts of written work that greatly reflects 
important and relevant skills such as argument that is text-based.  
 

 The school's deeply embedded, holistic approach to supporting students and its 
commitment to perpetuating a democratic community results in a high degree of 
efficacy among students and staff. (1.4) 
 
o Inclusiveness, choice, and student voice are at the heart of the school's 

commitment to creating a democratic, positive learning environment for 
students.  In student meetings and during school-wide “town halls”, one can 
readily observe the high degree of confidence and empowerment students 
have when they speak to one another.  This is the result of many structures 
and actions by the staff to create a truly democratic environment.  Weekly 
"peace" time reinforces community norms and raises social consciousness.  
Fifth grade student leaders are engaged in advancing school-wide causes 
such as the response to Hurricane Sandy.  Furthermore, descriptive reviews 
that are used for student assessment also build a shared accountability for the 
social and emotional growth of each student, ensuring that each child is 
known well and supported on a path to academic achievement. 
 

o Dozens of parents attended the parent meeting during this review, providing 
countless examples of how the school has helped each of them personally 
and helped their children to become successful, academically and socially. 
Several parents referenced the value of the portfolio processes whereby 
students are expected to select and present their best work.  Many parents 
described the ways in which behaviors developed in school – for example, 
around nutritional or environmental choices – resulted in changed behavior of 
the whole family at home.  Whether through ongoing parent workshops on 
topics such as the Common Core Learning Standards, or professional 
development provided to teachers on how to fully integrate special needs 
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students into general education classrooms, all members of the community 
support the school's inclusive nature and reinforcement of "personal best" in 
terms of behavior and academics.  
 

 Strong professional collaborations drive ongoing refinement of curriculum 
resulting in a shared accountability for student success. (4.2) 
 
o The school has always had a collegial environment, and now the school has 

moved towards true collaboration that has been responsible for many positive 
changes. Some teams are responsible for the ongoing adjustments to 
curriculum and pedagogical practice, including the ways to ensure access for 
the special needs students who are now fully integrated into general education 
settings. For example, teacher teams have helped colleagues become more 
adept at best practices in the integrated co-teaching model, such as parallel 
instruction or station teaching. These practices have benefitted all students, 
both general education as well as the students with disabilities. The current 
level of curricular coherence is due to the work of these teams as well. Other 
teams engage in protocols that look very closely at student work, with each 
teacher around the table bringing their unique perspective on the student to 
the examination of their work. During one such meeting, for example, a 
second grade student with special needs was the subject of an in-depth 
analysis to determine the root cause of lack of progress in reading and writing. 
A strategy was suggested by one of the other teachers. Later in the day, this 
student was observed in class and the teacher was already implementing the 
support strategy that was recommended. The student was eagerly embracing 
this individualized tool and was working diligently on his writing, something 
that was not previously observed. Teacher team work at the school is heavily 
focused on direct impact of individuals and groups of students, and as a 
result, many students in the school are benefitting from a sharp focus on 
meeting their unique needs. 
 

 A variety of assessment tools are used to create clear portraits of students’ 
strengths and challenges that supports the processes of individualizing instruction 
to meet student needs.   (2.2) 
 
o Assessment takes many forms at the Earth School. Some assessments are 

very skill-specific, as the use of Words their Way or the Teachers' College 
Assessments.  Other assessments include rubrics, some "common" and 
written by teachers for a particular grade, and others written with input from 
students for a specific project in the "core study." In keeping with the efforts to 
ratchet up the curriculum, there has also been a renewed effort to ensure that 
students truly understand the feedback from teachers they are receiving, 
which is especially critical because the school does not rely upon a traditional, 
numerical grading system. The emphasis has been on ensuring that student-
friendly language dominates rubrics and that conversations between teacher 
and student are highly specific.  Encouraged to reflect and offer feedback to 
one another, many students are highly articulate about their precise strengths 
and weaknesses, and readily understand the rubrics being used to assess 
their work. As a result, there has been a dramatic increase in the volume, 
quality, and sophistication of non-fiction writing, in particular in the younger 
grades.  
 

o The heart of the school's assessment practices is the narrative report, written 
twice a year in depth across all classrooms, and built upon a portfolio of work 



 

M364 Earth School: December 18, 2012  5 

maintained throughout the course of the year, culminating in school-wide 
celebrations of this work. The level of highly granular specificity, in all content 
areas, in these narratives provides a clear road map for students, parents and 
teachers to ensure that adjustments and adaptations are made, based on the 
student work in their portfolio, that will lead the child to continued 
achievement.  Parents treasure these documents as living histories of their 
children's growth and how they form a clear picture of the child's trajectory, 
both academically and socially.  
 

 

What the school needs to improve 
 

 Revisit expectations for pedagogical practices, tied to a research-based 
framework, to ensure that all students are benefitting from classrooms that reflect 
the school's beliefs about how students learn best.   (1.2) 
 
o The school's long history of progressive, cutting edge teaching practice has 

not yet fully kept pace with the work done to strengthen curriculum aligned to 
the Common Core, resulting in uneven experiences or misalignment of 
practice to curriculum, in some classrooms.  While a number of teachers have 
made moves towards ensuring alignment of their practice to the higher 
standards and raised expectations, classroom practice ranges from highly 
interactive, student-centered and rigorous, to overly teacher-centered with 
lower expectations regarding student thinking and performance. The staff has 
been introduced to the Danielson framework, but it has not been fully 
implemented and is not used in more than a cursory way to study best 
teaching practices. Although the curriculum promotes the ideas of multiple 
entry points, not every classroom demonstrated meaningful ways in which 
different students could access complex ideas or concepts, and in some 
cases, the delineation of grade level expectations, and the holding of students 
to those grade level expectations, was unclear in work products. As a result, 
the full range of student needs is not being met consistently throughout the 
school.   
 

 Deepen the work already begun on linking teacher coaching and supervision to 
promote professional growth and accountability for pedagogical improvement for 
every teacher at each stage of their career.  (4.1) 
 
o The principal has been judiciously visiting classrooms, sharing observation 

data and holding teachers more accountable for classroom practice aligned to 
higher standards.  While the feedback  given is very specific and often highly 
actionable, it is not yet fully aligned to a research- based teaching framework, 
and is not often anchored in an analysis of student work. In addition, much 
professional development is offered on a choice basis, and therefore some 
more experienced teachers, while passionate about their craft, do not always 
hold themselves accountable for continually growing their professional 
repertoires. There is little peer-to-peer coaching, thus not fully taking 
advantage of the same benefits students receive from the expectation that 
they support one another's growth. As a result of the misalignment between 
feedback, a research-based teaching framework, and professional 
development planning, professional growth and opportunities to build internal 
capacity are limited.  
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Part 3: School Quality Criteria 2012-2013 
 

School name: Earth School UD D P WD 

Overall QR Score   X  

 

Instructional Core 

To what extent does the school regularly… UD D P WD 

1.1  Design engaging, rigorous, and coherent curricula, including the arts, physical and 
health education, 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 
that is informed by a research-based, common teaching framework and is aligned to 
curricula, engaging and meets the needs of all learners so that all students produce 
meaningful work products? 

 X   

2.2  Align assessments to curricula, use on-going assessment and grading practices, and 
analyze information on student learning outcomes to adjust instructional decisions at the 
team and classroom levels? 

  X  

School Culture 

To what extent does the school …  UD D P WD 

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

   X 

3.4  Establish a culture for learning that communicates high expectations to staff, students 
and families, and provide supports to achieve them? 

  X  

Systems for Improvement 

To what extent does the school … UD D P WD 

1.3  Make strategic organizational decisions to support the school’s instructional goals and 
meet students’ learning needs as evidenced by meaningful student work products? 

  X  

3.1  Establish a coherent vision of school improvement that is reflected in a short list of 
focused, data-based goals that are tracked for progress and are understood and 
supported by the entire school community? 

  X  

4.1  Use the observation of classroom teaching with a research-based, common teaching 
framework 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 

5.1  Evaluate the quality of school- level decisions, making adjustments as needed to 
increase the coherence of policies and practices across the school, with particular 
attention to the CCLS? 

  X  

Quality Review Scoring Key 

UD Underdeveloped D Developing P Proficient WD Well Developed 

 


