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Part 1: The school context 
 
Information about the school 
 
James McCune Smith is an elementary school with 516 students from pre-kindergarten 
through grade 5.  The school population comprises 60% Black, 37% Hispanic, and 3% 
White.  The student body includes 18% English language learners and 21% special 
education students.  Boys account for 54% of the students enrolled and girls account for 
46%.  The average attendance rate for the school year 2012 - 2013 was 91.2%. 
 
 
 

Overall Evaluation 
 
This school is developing. 
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Part 2: Overview 
 

 
What the school does well  
 

 The school provides a nurturing environment where students receive 
academic and social-emotional support that helps them succeed.   (1.4)    
 
o Both students and parents state that school personnel are “caring” and 

that teachers “won’t leave students behind.”  After a review of responses 
on the School Survey, the school community identified a need to foster 
more positive student behaviors.  This led to a coordinated partnership 
with the 32nd police precinct where youth officers facilitate assembly 
programs, as well as the guidance counselor teaching students and staff 
mediation strategies, resulting in an improved school tone.  Across 
several meetings, participants stated that discipline has improved this 
school year.   Students stated that teachers provide academic help in 
small groups during class, as well as after the school day.  Fourth and 
fifth graders met with the principal and shared a proposal for enrichment 
clubs. Additionally, second and third grade students proposed an 
international club which is now coordinated by the English as a second 
language teacher.  As a result, students have the opportunity to 
participate in the international club as well as dance, science, journalism 
and other clubs voluntarily facilitated by teachers on Mondays and 
Fridays from 3:00 p.m. – 5:00 p.m.  Students in the journalism club 
interview, solicit peer feedback, write articles and publish the school 
newspaper.  Such active participation in shaping school wide decisions 
and a commitment to service help to support the development of 
students’ leadership skills, as evidenced by classroom visits and 
conversations with students.  
 

o Staff members know individual students very well and have developed 
close confidential relationships with a number of them.  Students and 
parents appreciate that they can turn to teachers, the parent coordinator 
and the guidance counselor to help resolve personal issues and concerns 
that interfere with learning.  The school’s partnership with Harlem Hospital 
ensures that a site based social worker and full-time physician assistant 
are present on a daily basis, providing inoculation services and family 
and/or individual counseling.  These services coordinate well with other 
school based support structures, such as Ballet Tech and Studio in a 
School (arts enrichment) which address the academic, social-emotional 
and health needs of students and their families.  The guidance counselor 
has a close collaboration with the Administration for Children’s Services 
(ACS) to provide preventive supports such as parenting skills training to 
families.  Students who receive homework help and tutoring are 
demonstrating better academic success in class, as evidenced by student 
notebooks and formative exams.  The attendance team meets bi-weekly 
and members target specific students when reviewing data.  Noted trends 
result in interventions such as home visits, phone calls and rewards such 
as assemblies and student recognition on bulletin boards.  These 
targeted efforts result in monthly attendance growth and a decrease in 
referrals to citywide services, as evidenced by data reviewed.     
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 The principal makes informed organizational decisions around teacher 
assignments and the use of resources, in alignment with school goals, thus 
supporting student achievement.   (1.3)    
 
o Through collaboration with the Young Men’s Christian Association 

(YMCA), the school is the recipient of a five year grant that supports 
academic tutoring to students in kindergarten through second grade and 
a General Equivalency Diploma (GED) program for adult English 
language learners.  To further support teachers’ pedagogic growth, the 
literacy and math coaches model lessons for individual teachers and 
support grade level teams with the disaggregation of assessment data.  
Additionally, lead teachers facilitate meetings, attend external 
professional development and share instructional practices with their 
peers.  This school year all teachers have five common planning periods 
and some teams meet vertically to discuss grade level expectations.  The 
principal is concerned with students’ use of technology resources.  As a 
result, the school’s collaboration with partner McGraw Hill, a member of 
the Public Education Needs Civic Involvement in Learning (PENCIL) 
organization, is focused on creating a media center and the recent 
purchase of iPods supports a video project aligned to the current 
curricula.  These efforts, aligned to the school’s goals, help to solidify 
students’ learning, as evidenced in work products seen in classrooms.  
 

o Prospective new teachers must interact with the principal and assistant 
principals in order to demonstrate their pedagogical skills, prior to being 
hired.  Thus, recent hires participated in interviews and were asked to 
model lessons as well as share professional artifacts, before being 
selected to join the school community.  The principal hired eight teachers 
who are dual licensed in special education and reviews staff strengths 
prior to assigning them to support students’ needs.  As such, one fourth 
grade teacher looped to the fifth grade this school year, in order to ensure 
continuity and deepening of instructional services.  Academic intervention 
teachers reinforce specific literacy skills for the most struggling students, 
while the English as a second language teacher provides pull-out or 
push-in services to identified students, with a goal focused on closing the 
achievement gap.  This results in targeted assistance during the day and 
afterschool.  Additionally, special education teachers share strategies on 
how best to meet the individual needs of students.   These practices 
increase the level of shared accountability to accelerate student growth 
and contribute to the personal and academic success of all students.   

 

 School leaders develop and share clearly articulated goals with the school 
community, supporting students’ social-emotional growth and fostering 
student learning.  (3.1)    
 
o The school’s goals in the Comprehensive Education Plan (CEP) are 

focused on improving teachers’ instructional knowledge so that they 
provide students with the necessary skills to improve their academic 
performance.  One such goal, focused on ensuring that teachers become 
more familiar with the new math and literacy curricula, aligns with school 
level action plans for professional development, in order to develop 
teachers’ proficiency in meeting grade level expectations.  The principal 
and cabinet members plan for the school year by reviewing outcomes 
from state assessment data, as well as the results of the School Survey 
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and Progress Report.  Goals are tracked via a review of formal and 
informal observation data and adjustments, (such as separate sessions to 
support new teachers, as well as “lunch and learns” and Saturday 
professional development offerings for all teachers), are made, to 
strengthen teacher pedagogy in alignment to students’ needs.  
Consequently, teachers demonstrate a basic understanding of curricula 
demands and instructional expectations.      
 

o School administrators and selected teachers help shape the school’s 
goals which are then shared with staff and families.  Meetings with staff 
and parents reveal that the school community is cognizant of the school’s 
improvement plans.  Teachers set broad class goals and at the upper 
grade levels, students know their independent reading levels and are 
encouraged to set goals that make them accountable for their own 
learning, to ensure achievement of school improvement goals.  Staff 
members developed a list of struggling students as well as those 
requiring enrichment, resulting in targeted assistance during the day and 
afterschool, which promotes attainment of school improvement goals.  
For example, the principal assigned cluster teachers to provide small 
group support to fourth grade students during the extended day program.  
As such, there is a shared accountability among members of the school 
community, resulting in their commitment to needed improvements noted 
in the school’s goals.  

 

What the school needs to improve 
 

 Strengthen instructional practices across classrooms to ensure that all 
students are consistently provided with multiple entry points and challenging 
tasks, enabling them to demonstrate higher order thinking.   (1.2)    
 
o Some teachers prepare lessons that target the specific needs and 

strengths of students and employ strategies that address a range of 
student ability levels.   For example in one fifth grade class the teacher 
and students energetically discussed whether or not animals can be both 
predator and prey and applied their theories to real world examples.  
Students cited text and the teacher posed higher order questions to check 
for understanding, asked students to apply their learning to new situations 
and the students posed questions and comments to solidify their 
understanding.  This, however, is not the practice in every class.  
Therefore, not all students receive the academic support necessary to 
accelerate their learning.  Additionally, although students sit in groups, 
teachers do not always use formative data to make these assignments to 
support struggling students or to develop appropriately challenging tasks 
to accelerate high achievers.   As such, some teachers do not yet 
implement lessons that allow for sufficient student engagement in higher 
order thinking.   As a result, meaningful work products that demonstrate 
activities that stretch the thinking of all learners, including English 
language learners, students with individual education plans, and those 
performing at the highest achievement levels, are not yet evident in 
classrooms school wide.     
 

o Teachers are beginning to employ open-ended questions to spark 
discussions and students in some classrooms are questioning each 
other’s assumptions and ideas.   For example during a math lesson, both 
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the teacher and students used content domain specific vocabulary 
aligned to the current unit of study and some students built on each 
other’s thoughts and ideas.   However, this is not consistent across 
grades and classes.  In many classrooms, questions and answers are 
most often between teacher and an individual student and, at times, 
questioning strategies do not effectively provoke deep levels of student 
thinking.  Consequently, across classrooms and grades, this limits 
students’ ability to engage in classroom tasks and discussions that give 
them the chance to support their views with evidence, change their minds 
and use questions as a way to learn more.  

  

 Expand the process of refining Common Core aligned curricula across all 
grades and subjects in order to build coherence and emphasize rigorous 
skills to prepare students for the next level.   (1.1)  
   
o Although academic tasks at times emphasize higher order skills, tasks 

are not consistently rigorous enough to challenge students performing at 
varied ability levels.  Teachers are making adjustments to the English 
language arts curriculum in order to further align writing tasks to the 
reading units of study.  The math coach is also supporting teachers with 
roll-out of the new curriculum, with a focus on problem solving and 
conceptual understanding, in alignment to the instructional shifts in 
mathematics.  However, these practices are not yet evident across all 
grades and subjects.  For example, although refinement of the social 
studies and science units provide evidence of essential questions, at 
times, developed tasks lack rigor and alignment to State standards and 
student work products do not demonstrate immersion in the unit.  Some 
social studies and science tasks rate levels one and two on the Depth of 
Knowledge rigor matrix and do not consistently reflect high level rigorous 
expectations.  For example, in one class, students drew a map of the 
African continent and were simply asked to label geographic areas such 
as desert, rain forest etc.  As such, performance based tasks that probe 
for deep understanding and application of learning do not extend across 
all content areas.   In both content areas, students are not frequently 
immersed in units across multiple texts and tasks are not well aligned to 
the teaching point.  Related tasks do not consistently build in relevant 
challenge and rigor, thus precluding some students from achieving at 
even higher levels than they currently attain.     
 

 Ensure consistent use of varied on-going assessment practices and analysis 
of student learning outcomes to adjust instructional decisions at the team and 
classroom level.   (2.2)    
 
o Data tracking charts are displayed in some classrooms and the teachers 

use data from common grade level assessments including performance 
benchmark assessments, Star reading and math, and Fountas and 
Pinnel, to track student growth.  Grade level teams are at the infancy 
stages of looking at student work products aligned to the Common Core 
standards in order to note misconceptions and reflect on instructional next 
steps.  During planning meetings, teachers do not utilize protocols to 
analyze student work products.  Thus far, their approach is limited to 
identifying the needs of individual students.  While some teachers track 
results, others do not yet systematically review the data on their tracking 
charts.  As a result, all teachers are not consistently using the data to 
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make needed changes to the curriculum, student groupings, and their 
instructional practices.  
 

o In one fourth grade class students worked in teams to solve math 
problems.  Students supported each other, helped to clarify 
misunderstandings, while the teacher served as a facilitator in this risk 
free environment, where students felt comfortable assessing their own 
understanding and verbally sharing their mis-steps.  The teacher pressed 
for students’ understanding of specific concepts and encouraged students 
to use varied strategies.  This level of checking for student understanding, 
however, is not the norm across grades and classrooms.  Additionally, 
although teachers repeatedly ask questions, many do not analyze student 
responses to check for understanding.  This hinders their ability to make 
timely and effective adjustments so that students receive daily feedback 
and are able to master concepts and further their own learning. 
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Part 3: School Quality Criteria 2013-2014 
 

School name: James McCune Smith UD D P WD 

Overall QR Score  X   

 

Instructional Core 

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

1.1  Ensure engaging, rigorous, and coherent curricula in all subjects, accessible for a variety 
of learners and aligned to Common Core Learning Standards and/or content standards? 

 X   

1.2  Develop teacher pedagogy from a coherent set of beliefs about how students learn best 
that is informed by the instructional shifts and Danielson Framework for Teaching, 
aligned to the 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 supports 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 those expectations? 

 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 student 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  Observe teachers using the Danielson Framework for Teaching along with the analysis 
of learning outcomes to elevate school-wide instructional practices and implement 
strategies that promote professional growth and reflection? 

 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 

 


