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Part 1: The school context 
 
Information about the school 
 
Curtis High School is a high school with 2,441 students from grade 9 through grade 12. The 
school population comprises of 38% Black, 33% Hispanic, 21% White, and 8% Asian 
students.  The student body includes 7% English language learners and 16% special 
education students.  Boys account for 46% of the students enrolled and girls account for 
54%.  The average attendance rate for the school year 2012 - 2013 was 88.6%. 
 
 
 

Overall Evaluation 
 
This school is well developed. 
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Part 2: Overview 
 

What the school does well  
 

 School leaders and faculty ensure curricula are aligned to Common Core Learning 
Standards, (CCLS), incorporate instructional shifts, and are accessible to all students 
thereby promoting engagement and college and career readiness.  (1.1) 
 

o The school’s robust offering of the CCLS and content standards aligned 
curricula uses a combination of the Advanced Via Individual Determination 
(AVID) curriculum, International Baccalaureate Programme (IB) and teacher 
designed custom curriculum units to support students on their path to college 
and career readiness.  The school’s curriculum is designed to incorporate 
rigorous tasks grounded in Webb’s Depth of Knowledge (DOK) tool.  Whilst 
the IB curriculum authentically includes Common Core elements and 
instructional shifts, the customized teacher-designed curriculum is built on the 
foundation of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) strategies to address the 
needs of all students, and incorporates intentionality about the inclusion of the 
instructional shifts and Common Core alignment.  This intentionality is 
represented in the actual template of the curriculum, whereby teachers 
strategically write their curriculum with these pieces in mind; drop down 
menus with strategy supports that have been tactically provided by school 
administration.  Additionally, curricula units and activities are deliberately 
designed to be open-ended whereby students are afforded access to the 
curriculum and higher achieving students have a variety of opportunities to 
demonstrate their thinking.  Every teacher in the beginning of the year knows 
the incoming level of their students and their Regents history, so this data in 
addition to the results of the common assessments, are used to make 
frequent modifications and adjustments to the curriculum during team 
meetings in order to meet the needs of the individual students in the care of 
the teacher.  The AVID curriculum, additionally, has been instrumental in the 
school, with its central focus on college preparation; students are provided a 
direct connection to college readiness.  In addition, the school is comprised of 
nine (9) Small Learning Communities (houses) that each offer unique college 
and career preparedness courses and are representative of the instructional 
coherence evident in this school.  These houses range from business 
offerings, to visual arts and the State’s only CTE Licensed Practical Nurse/ 
Nurse Assistant program leading to actual state certification after high school.  
Lesson plans are reflective of the above stated systems, following UDL best 
practices, and ensuring that instructional modifications are made to address 
the needs of ELL and SWD students, always providing them access to the 
curriculum.  These offerings and structures have supported the school in 
ensuring well-aligned curricula in support of engaging students and preparing 
them for their future. 
 

 Teachers and teams provide a clear portrait of student mastery and progress towards 
goals through the use of common assessments, rubrics, and actionable feedback, 
resulting in student achievement gains.  (2.2) 

 
o Across the school, teachers use rubrics, student self- assessment, on demand 

assessments, common assessments, and performance tasks aligned to the 
curriculum to assess students’ progress towards mastery.  Teachers do not 
only administer these assessments but also display student work as 
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exemplars and provide students with individualized feedback in addition to the 
graded rubric, regarding next learning steps.  These structures help to support 
the students in understanding mastery and mapping out the road in which to 
get there.  When students were interviewed, all students could speak to their 
classroom work as well as articulate what they had to do to demonstrate 
mastery/ improved achievement.  In alignment with the schools grading policy, 
it is evidenced from the discussions that teachers incorporate coherent 
assessments and consistency of expectations into their planning to ensure 
student achievement.  
 

o In the classroom visits, teachers have been observed frequently using 
reflections and in-class assessments to check for understanding.  Many 
classrooms demonstrated evidence of student self-assessment and on 
demand assessments that produced results that the teacher uses to group 
students and plan instruction inclusive of all students, many of whom are 
different kinds of learners.  This philosophy of inclusion, as well as the clear 
portrait of mastery provided by the instructional team aids in the gradual 
increases in achievement over the past three years for all students including 
English language learners and students with disabilities, ultimately resulting in 
a graduation rate gain from 69% to 78.5% over a three year period. 
 

 The principal and faculty have established an enriched culture for learning that 
effectively communicates high expectations connected to a path for college and career 
readiness and is supportive of students progressing towards expectations.  (3.4) 
 

o The principal refers to the high expectations evidenced in her school by 
communicating the moral of the “The Starfish Story” by Loren Eisley, in which 
every staff member has the opportunity to make an impact on the life of every 
student.  High expectations  are very common, and as stated by the principal, 
the leadership team, staff members and teachers, not only is there a belief 
that one should care but also that every student should be challenged 
academically and aspire for the Advanced Regents Diploma and college and 
career success.  This shared belief fosters mutual accountability amongst the 
school in which teachers and leaders ensure that high expectations are 
reinforced through instruction as well as teacher’s individual actions.  Teacher 
professionalism supported by the Danielson Framework for Teaching (FFT) 
additionally supports this culture.  For example, training on the FFT began for 
this school earlier than the New York City mandate, thus helping to strengthen 
the professional performance of the teaching staff that is reflected in their 
planning and preparation, communication with students, and the ability to 
create a culture for learning that embodies preparing students to be 
successful in life after high school. 
 

o To support the expectation that students will be successful in college and 
beyond the school has recently opened a ‘state of the art’ College and Career 
center, through the raising of an excessive amount of external funding.  
School wide software systems such as Naviance and Jupiter grades have 
been purchased to log data and communicate to parents about their children’s 
college and career preparedness and success.  Parents additionally receive 
information through Jupiter grades, the parent coordinator, and many other 
avenues regarding college tours, the progress of their children, and ways to 
support the college preparation process.  During parent interviews, parents 
boasted of how frequently the school keeps them abreast of what is 
happening and offers a variety of ways for them to get involved.  Parents state 
that they are always aware of how their children are performing and what they 
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need to do to partner with the school in support of college and career 
readiness.  This partnership between the school, students, and families, has 
helped to create an environment where students are encouraged to meet the 
expectations that they, as well as their support network, have for their college 
and career accomplishments.  
 

 Teacher teams systematically analyze key elements of teacher work and practice, 
assessment data, and student work, and participate in key decisions to impact learning 
across the school.  (4.2) 
 

o The vast majority of teachers participate in an inquiry-based cycle of 
structured professional meetings.  Based on the scheduling decisions of the 
principal every teacher has time for professional development, and to meet 
with their respective teacher team regularly on Wednesday mornings.  
Specifically, the teams operate via a three-week cycle of inquiry that contains 
gathering and analyzing student data, identifying areas for improvement and 
support in student work, and developing strategies to address specific 
concerns.  Additionally, there is an effective support system in place for 
teachers as they develop strategies and gather new data and information to 
assess the impact of the instructional strategies designed via inter-classroom 
visits and peer feedback.  The teachers schedule time during meetings to 
arrange these visits to support their growth, understanding, and 
implementation of the Danielson framework coupled with a focus on the 
instructional shifts.  Furthermore, the teams, each of which have an identified 
lead teacher, allows for ongoing communication between the assistant 
principals, the principal, and the teaching community.  Additional professional 
collaborations used to analyze student work, and encourage teachers to 
provide each other with feedback on instructional practices through the lens of 
the Danielson Framework occur frequently.  Teachers express that they are 
heavily involved in the decisions that are made in the school and have a very 
strong voice due to the principal’s style of involvement.  These systematic 
moves coupled with the analysis of student work and instructional coherence 
has led to increased student achievement for all learners as demonstrated by 
in-class teacher designed CCLS aligned assessments and data tracking.  For 
example, English language arts teachers use rubrics to measure and 
demonstrate that the vast majority of their students demonstrated mastery in 
using evidence from the text to support a claim.  The physical education 
department has surpassed the New York City Department of Education’s 
average fitness gram assessment score of 85% whereby the school’s 
students have increased achievement to 95%.  The school has demonstrated 
significant gains in the English language learner and students with disabilities 
subgroups as measured by in-class assessments and progress towards 
attaining goals identified in individualized education plans.  Lastly, the 
designation of the letter grade A in the area of college and career readiness 
on the most recent report card has demonstrated, along with the other 
achievements noted, that strengthening the collaborative work of the teachers 
has resulted in building instructional capacity resulting in increased 
achievement for learners.  
 

 The strategic use of resources and the intentionality of external support and 
partnerships provide various avenues of support in meeting the schools instructional 
goals and result in academic and personal growth for students.  (1.3) 
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o School leaders strategically use funds provided by the Department of 
Education, and have been successful in raising two plus million dollars in 
additional revenue to meet the ongoing needs of the student body.  Funds are 
used not only to support the academic program and offerings but also to 
support the development of the whole child through a variety of arts based 
and healthy initiatives.  For example, the theatre, now redesigned from 
external funding, supports students in constructing creative performance-
based work products that showcase their talents and work.  The 
journalism/media lab supports the journalism class in producing newspaper 
and journalistic work products that speak to the creative writing abilities of the 
student population and the new health center provides free social emotional, 
mental, and physical health support to students and families, all in support of 
the personal development of the students.  The state of the art swimming 
center, utilizing a large amount of funds raised personally by the school and its 
community members, is used to provide students with extracurricular activities 
and team competitions that support the building of their potential.  Title 1 funds 
are used to enhance instruction, due to this funding the school has been able 
to provide tiered instruction in English and math and add an extra period of 
instruction for students identified in need of additional support.  The school 
schedule is reflective of the intentional decisions made by the principal to 
support the schools priorities, such as ensuring that teachers are provided 
weekly professional development opportunities and time to meet and plan with 
one another.  The school has established monthly college fairs and guidance 
courses to support students in the application process.  After school clubs are 
readily available and encouraged such as “EduMaKate” a college and career 
preparation program that provides varying workshops for students around 
financial literacy, resume writing, and being college ready.  Success coaches 
are provided through “Forward PASS”, an additional program via external 
funding that provides SAT support and coaching.  This work has culminated in 
increased student achievement and in aggregate awards of student 
scholarships totaling over $7 million dollars earned by its graduates.   

 

What the school needs to improve 
 

 Refine instructional strategies across classrooms to strategically provide multiple entry 
points and opportunities for discussion that reflect students’ high levels of thinking, 
ownership, and participation.  (1.2)    

 
o At Curtis High School students learn best when they are engaged in 

meaningful work that challenges them to think critically.  This was evident in 
many of the classrooms at the high school.  Classrooms reflect predominately 
group work where students are grouped both heterogeneously and 
homogenously, based on the activity and each provided activities that fostered 
critical thought, with the idea of supporting every student in reaching their 
fullest potential.  Through the school’s focus on writing, writing concepts are 
threaded throughout all activities and observed throughout the visit 
encouraging students to give text-based answers, an instructional shift 
required for the implementation of the Common Core.  Additionally, through 
the schools philosophy of inclusion, SWD students are consistently included in 
general education classrooms and provided access to the same curriculum.  
However, although teacher planning in the curriculum includes questioning 
techniques using the Depth of Knowledge (DOK) tool as a frame, the level of 
questioning observed is not sufficiently actualized with strategic high quality 
supports and extensions to ensure even greater rigor in the implementation of 
the curriculum in the vast majority of classrooms.  
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Part 3: School Quality Criteria 2013-2014 
 

Curtis High School:  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 

 


