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Part 1: The school context 

Information about the school 

The Urban Assembly Bronx Academy of Letters is a middle-high school with 584 students 
from grade 6 through grade 12.  The school population comprises 29% Black, 69% Hispanic, 
1% White, and 1% Asian students.  The student body includes 13% English language learners 
and 22% special education students.  Boys account for 45% of the students enrolled and girls 
account for 55%.  The average attendance rate for the school year 2012 - 2013 was 89.5%. 

Overall Evaluation 

This school is proficient. 
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Part 2: Overview 

What the school does well 

 The school's curricula are aligned to key Common Core Learning Standards and 
designed to promote rigor and engage students in challenging academic tasks.  
(1.1)  

o    A review of unit and lesson plans reflect the school's extensive work in 
ensuring that curricula are aligned to Common Core Learning Standards 
and that learning activities integrate the instructional shifts, across subject 
areas and grades.  Embedded in unit plans, essential questions guide the 
pacing of content which is revised as teachers determine student progress 
in skill and concepts based on CCLS aligned assessments and ongoing 
review of student work.  Lessons include learning targets, which are 
shared with students, skills to be developed as a result of the lessons in 
each unit, and vocabulary unique to the discipline.  These school wide 
practices provide coherence of planning structures and CCLS alignment.  
In the middle school, teachers collaboratively assess the citywide curricula 
in English language arts and math, respectively, Code X and CMP3, and 
modify lessons based on the diversity of their students' learning needs, 
with particular attention to English language learners and special 
education students.  The design of rigorous learning tasks provides 
opportunities for engaging students in challenging tasks.  Students in 
every grade complete "capstone" projects, which require research and 
public presentations to an authentic audience of school staff and external 
judges.  Middle school students have the option to present core subject 
investigations in math, English language arts, science, or social studies.  
High school students present on such topics as the use of satire or the 
impact of world religions on major historical events.  As a result, well-
aligned curriculum and tasks, across grades and subjects, consistently 
emphasize rigorous habits and higher order thinking.  

 The school provides a safe and nurturing learning environment that values 
student voice in decision-making and supports the academic and personal 
growth of diverse learners.  (1.4)  

o    Students, teachers, and parents, speak about the school's "friendly, safe, 
and joyful" environment.  Students who have been in the school since the 
sixth grade and are currently in the high school as juniors and seniors say 
that teachers are very caring and really get to know them well; teachers 
are supportive and expect them to reach academic goals 'not just here at 
Bronx Letters, as one student said, but 'in life'.  Students say their 
teachers value their suggestions and input for school wide activities and 
that House Council meetings where all students are represented give 
them opportunities to lead assemblies and plan school spirit events.  
Parents are confident that their children's needs are being met by an 
administration and staff that work closely to ensure students' success via a 
well-structured advisory program that allows teachers to remain in the 
same advisory with students over several grades.  Advisory time is 
scheduled daily and used effectively to review student progress, 
transcripts, attendance, and address any other academic and social 
issues for individual students.  The school also provides an extensive 
variety of enrichment opportunities for students.  Over the past two years, 
the school's focus on improving culture has developed several initiatives 
with input from the staff, School Leadership Team, parents, and students.  
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A key initiative has been the Restorative Justice project, which has 
enabled teachers to address student behaviors with positive discipline 
strategies, and improving teacher-student relationships.  School wide 
college trips and exposure to postsecondary opportunities also engage 
students and promote the personal and academic behaviors needed for 
college and career.  As a result of the school's coordinated supports, 
students are well known and initiatives are aligned to support academic 
and personal success.  

 Teachers create rubrics and analyze data from common assessments to 
determine trends in student performance and progress, resulting in adjustments 
to curriculum and instruction to meet students' learning needs.  (2.2)  

o    The school's grading policy is transitioning from weighted-average grading 
towards a mastery-based approach to provide information about student 
progress and needs.  This teacher-led initiative has led to the identification 
of learning targets embedded in unit and lesson planning that are used to 
analyze student work.  Furthermore, teachers state that this process 
allows them to revise lessons and design extensions or supports to meet 
students’ need.  Teachers assess sets of skills, which are based on 
teacher-created rubrics for specific tasks within disciplines.  Additionally, 
teachers share these common rubrics, compare results across classes, 
and adjust instructional pacing.  For example In humanities classes, 
students complete personal essays, in math performance tasks are 
extended response, resulting in problem solving activities that are rooted 
in math practices of the CCLS, and science common assessments are lab 
reports that include data analysis by students.  Teachers meet weekly to 
discuss student work and progress based on the rubric-based CCLS 
aligned tasks to determine additional supports for students and via 
collaborative decisions revise lessons and instructional strategies that 
support addressing students’ identified learning needs.  Examples include 
increased teacher modeling, using rubrics for self-assessment, and 
providing graphic organizers to plan written responses.  As stated by 
teachers interviewed, weekly quizzes and exit slips are also used to inform 
planning, re-teaching, and spiraling of prior skills into current lessons as 
refreshers and additional support for students who have not mastered 
these areas.  Students identified as needing substantial support are also 
provided with office hours for individualized help towards learning targets.  
As a result of frequent review of data from common assessments, rubric-
based analyses of student work, and responses to quizzes and exit slips, 
teachers effectively make adjustments to lessons and provide actionable 
feedback to students about their next learning steps thus improving 
student work products. 

 School leaders and staff communicate high expectations for college and career 
readiness and provide enriched educational opportunities to ensure that 
students are able to meet those expectations.  (3.4)  

o    The school's focus on preparing student in verbal and written expression 
through literacy across the content supports high expectations ensuring 
students are provided with opportunity and support for clear paths to 
college and career.  Students are expected to produce work that is similar 
to the demands they will face in post-secondary courses.  Extended 
writing tasks such as research-based exhibition projects are judged by a 
panel, based on a rubric that assesses quality of the investigation, 
findings, and presentation.  For students that struggle to meet 
expectations, teachers are available after school for extra individualized 
and small group help and provide students with opportunities to complete 
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missed work, thus supporting all students towards attaining high 
expectations.  Teachers submit course syllabi and unit plans much in the 
way this is done in college, and expectations for teacher practice are 
shared via frequent staff meetings and ongoing professional development, 
which engages teachers in studying the components of practice in the 
Danielson framework.  Parents say the staff and administrators are in 
constant communication via phone, email, and in-person, to keep them 
abreast of their children's progress and provide them with strategies to 
help their children meet goals.  As a result, the school has already 
exceeded goals in credit accumulation as evidenced by a 10% increase in 
the percentage of students earning 10 plus credits in the first year of high 
school, and a 25% increase in the percent of students in the lowest third 
earning 10 plus credits in their first year.  

What the school needs to improve 

 Increase the consistency of effective instructional strategies across grades and 
content areas so that all students are engaged in discussions and tasks that 
reflect higher order thinking and participation. (1.2)  

o    In classrooms visited across grades and subject areas, school wide 
expectations for instructional strategies such as questioning, small group 
work, high levels of student engagement and participation, were 
inconsistent.  In several middle school classrooms for example, although 
lessons were aimed at engaging students in analyzing text and sharing 
their reflections, the majority of instructional time was teacher-directed and 
provided little opportunity for student self-directed learning or discovery.  
Teachers ask many higher order questions that require inference such as, 
"What do you think the article is saying?", but these are followed by 
minimal wait time or the teachers' own examples and summaries, limiting 
time for student reflection and engagement in discussion.  In a special 
education class, students observed as the teacher provided an example of 
an exhibition project.  However, most students were passive and did not 
engage in meaningful reflection or discussion.  On the other hand, 
activities and tasks embedded in high school lessons related to students' 
culminating exhibition projects include higher order skills in discussion and 
writing and produce opportunities for students’ natural engagement in 
feedback to peers.  For example, questions initiated by students in a 
geometry lesson, included a student asking if they could use a previously 
learned process to construct angle bisectors.  Similarly, in a Socratic 
seminar, students engaged in a higher order discussion while the teacher 
served as a facilitator.  Additional higher order discussion and participation 
with rich content vocabulary was observed in an Introduction to Rhetoric 
class in which students determined which element of rhetoric they could 
infuse into an end-of-year essay requiring them to convey their high 
school journey.  However, this level of discussion was not the trend for 
most of the lessons observed.  The inconsistent use of questioning 
strategies and student involvement in their own learning results in many 
missed opportunities to cognitively engage all students and hinders the 
schools’ strong attempts to promote higher order thinking.  

 Ensure that structures for observation and evaluation of teacher practice, using 
the Danielson framework result in consistent feedback to teachers across grades, 
thus promoting teacher development and improvements school wide.  (4.1)  

o    Administrators and staff meet regularly with teachers and engage in 
professional development and study groups focused on building a shared 
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understanding of the instructional practices and prioritized goals based on 
the Danielson Framework.  Individual planning conferences with the 
principal, resulting in goal setting for teachers, were held at the beginning 
of the year and a structure for frequent cycles of observation and feedback 
was established.  Teachers state that they participate in professional 
development and study groups around the Danielson competencies.  They 
also say they receive feedback from their colleagues and new teachers 
receive differentiated support from administrators and mentors.  Although 
teachers articulate that they are aware of the school wide goal to improve 
how they facilitate student discussions and employ instructional moves 
that increase student ownership, feedback about their practice is 
inconsistent across grades.  The focus on declining middle school student 
achievement data has led to teachers of grades 6 through 8 receiving 
more frequent formal feedback throughout the year.  Reviews of 
observation reports revealed that middle school teachers received detailed 
written observation reports that capture their strengths, assesses the 
quality of teacher and student work, and provide actionable next steps, 
relative to student groups, discussion techniques, and assessment during 
lessons.  This targeted feedback is not as frequent for teachers in the 
upper grades, although they state that they are observed by administration 
and often engage in reflection verbally.  For a set of teachers, there has 
been no formal feedback.  As a result of inconsistency in observations and 
the feedback cycles for teachers, there are many missed opportunities to 
improve pedagogical practice across the school.  
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Part 3: School Quality Criteria 2013-2014 
 

School name: The Urban Assembly Bronx Academy of Letters 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 

 


