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The School Context 

The Essence School is a middle school with 149 students from grade 6 through grade 8.  

The school population comprises 68% Black, 23% Hispanic, 5% White, and 4% Asian 

students.  The student body includes 13% English language learners and 26% special 

education students.  Boys account for 42% of the students enrolled and girls account for 

58%.  The average attendance rate for the school year 2013-2014 was 93%. 

 

School Quality Criteria 
 
Instructional Core 

To what extent does the school… Area of: Rating: 

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 

Additional 
Findings 

Proficient 

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 

Focus Developing 

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 

Additional 
Findings 

Proficient 

School Culture   

To what extent does the school… Area of: Rating: 

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

Celebration Proficient 

Systems for Improvement   

To what extent does the school… Area of: Rating: 

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

Additional 
Findings 

Developing 
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Area of Celebration 

Quality Indicator: 3.4 High 
Expectations 

Rating: Proficient 

 
Findings 
School leaders consistently communicate high expectations to the school community and have 
a system that provides feedback to help families understand student progress toward those 
expectations.  

Impact 
Professional development of staff and a system of accountability provides consistent 
communication which prepares students for college and careers.  

Supporting Evidence 

 Teachers participate in structured professional learning sessions on a consistent basis 
that address specific student needs. For example, the social studies team met to review 
data on the bottom third sub-group and designed lessons that include close reading 
passages with use of graphic organizers to address learning gaps.  Teachers report that 
the school’s professional learning sessions and monitoring by the school leader promote 
more thoughtful planning that meets student needs and elevates student work products 
thereby advancing students preparation for college and career. 

 Students monitor their grades using the online grading program, Engrade. During weekly 
advisory, students review the week’s grades and use the Engrade Reflection sheet to 
answer questions such as “what are the reasons that I scored below a 75 in these 
classes and what can I do to make sure that I have a 75 by the end of the month’.  
PricewaterhouseCoopers provides a financial literacy program wherein students explore 
planning and money management in order to fund college expenses.  Students 
comment that they have a better understanding of the financial requirements and 
responsibilities they need to be aware of in order to adequately plan for higher 
education. 

 Parents comment that the school provides updates on their child’s progress during 
regular in-person and phone teacher/parent conferences.  They are made aware of 
expectations through monthly workshops that detail the Common Core Learning 
Standards and what is required to achieve mastery.   
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Area of Focus 

Quality Indicator: 1.2 Pedagogy Rating: Developing 

 
Findings 
Pedagogical practices are increasingly becoming aligned to the curricula and informed by the 
Danielson Framework, instructional practices are being deepened to engage all learners at high 
levels.   
 
Impact 
Instructional practices that reflect the school’s stated beliefs about how students learn best and 
that provide consistent entry points for all learners in challenging tasks are not yet consistent 
and intentionally targeted.  

Supporting Evidence 

 In a science class, all students conducted an experiment on force and motion collecting 
evidence, making hypotheses and checking their conjectures. Conversely, a math 
lesson was predominantly teacher directed as students answered single inquiry 
questions with no student to student discussion, minimizing opportunities for 
engagement and deeper student learning, 

 Across classrooms, teaching strategies do not consistently provide opportunities for all 
learners, including students with disabilities and English Language Learners (ELLs) to 
participate at high levels.  For example, in a 7th grade math classroom students were 
grouped according to the pre-test and worked collaboratively to solve differentiated 
problems involving rates and ratios.  During a self-contained ELA lesson, students 
viewed a video of various monuments and were asked to complete an organizer 
comparing and contrasting monuments.  Students responded to teacher questions such 
as “which monument was your favorite?” which limits higher order thinking and 
opportunity to engage in deeper discussion. 
  

 Students indicate that while they use rubrics for some work, they indicate rubrics are 
beginning to be used for self-monitoring and peer evaluation and this is not an 
expectation across all subjects and for all teachers.      
 

 

 

  



 
 

K311 The Essence School: January 7, 2015    4 

 

Additional Findings 

Quality Indicator: 2.2 Assessment Rating: Proficient 

 
Findings 
Common assessments and grading practices are aligned to curricula and are used to assess 
student strengths and needs.  

Impact 
Teachers use results of multiple common assessments to provide feedback to students.  A clear 
portrait of student mastery leads to adjustments to curricula and instruction.  

Supporting Evidence 

 Teachers have a shared understanding of assessments and ensure all units of study 
have multiple assessment activities embedded in lessons.  For example, during a 
science lesson, students completed exit slips that explain the results of the experiment 
and corroborated their hypothesis or gave reasons for any disparity.   In a math class, 
the teacher used an exit ticket for students to write their explanation of what they learned 
relative to the learning objective and how they learned to use unit rate to solve the word 
problem. 

 Baseline and end line assessments across grades for writing and mathematics and 
Measures of Student Learning (MOSL) exams for Social Studies and Science provide 
specific data to inform instructional grouping for writing tasks that incorporate content 
specific vocabulary.  Teachers use results of i-Ready, an online diagnostic and 
instructional tool in English language arts and math assessments to plan and adjust for 
targeted instruction.  For example, in grade 6, teachers provided research-based 
comprehension strategies such as think-alouds to model strategies of predicting, 
questioning and monitoring/clarifying for a select group of students based on review of 
their i-Ready results.   

 Teachers review standardized assessments and use the item analysis on state tests to 
review the learning gaps across grades, classes and subgroups and make decisions on 
adjustments to lessons.  Teachers report that this review has enabled them to adjust 
their implementation of multi-tiered instructional groups and target specific skills.  
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Quality Indicator: 1.1 Curriculum Rating: Proficient 

 
Findings 
Rigorous, coherent curricula in all subjects are aligned to Common Core Learning Standards.  
Higher order skills are emphasized for all learners across grades and subjects.  

Impact 
The school makes thoughtful curricula decisions that provide coherency across grades and 
subjects.  Students have access to rigorous and challenging tasks.   

Supporting Evidence 

 The school has refined the curricula to align with CCLS grade level standards.  
Curriculum maps note essential questions, vocabulary development and tiered tasks 
which reflect the school’s instructional focus and grade level expectations. Tasks call for 
higher order Depth of Knowledge Questions in each unit of study. 

 Content area teachers develop curricula that are coherent and adjusted to reflect student 
needs.  Maps reflect grade level learning targets and unit and lesson plans are tiered 
into three groups to address individual student learning needs.  For example, a math 
lesson using rates and ratios to solve real world problems reflects three groups working 
on word problems with varied tasks.  One group completed the assignment and created 
their own problem, another received manipulatives to solve while the other group had 
access to a pre-drawn rate table.  

 The school uses technology to support student learning at different levels such as 
translation software and i-Ready for English language arts and mathematics.  i-Ready 
provides a profile for students detailing areas of difficulty and the skills and concepts 
they need to work on with targeted instructional goals. 
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Quality Indicator: 4.2 Teacher teams 
and leadership 
development 

Rating: Developing 

 
Findings 
While all teachers participate in teacher team meetings and shared leadership is promoted, the 
collaboration does not focus on an inquiry approach that consistently focuses on improved 
student learning.   

Impact 
Teachers use a protocol to review student work towards achieving the school’s stated goals. 
The lack of consistent work review and instructional adjustments and progress monitoring limits 
advancement of student learning opportunities.  

Supporting Evidence 

 Teachers meet to review the instructional focus and reflect on the Danielson Framework. 
Data review indicated students needed support with questioning and discussion.  
Teachers received professional development at the end of last year and this year.  One 
teacher commented that she struggled with designing higher order questions and 
facilitating active student discussion and is now able to create higher-level questions.   

 Teachers report that they are responsible for sharing information from team meetings 
and receive feedback from the school leader.  For example, the science team indicated 
that they were advised to provide detailed lab reports for students in order to increase 
the rigor of the activity.   

 Teacher teams meet to review student assessment data and plan for instruction. For 
example, teachers reviewed the latest benchmark assessment that showed students did 
not do well with compare and contrast.  Teacher teams decided to coordinate instruction 
around vocabulary development and met to review student work. Teachers report that 
students began to use vocabulary in writing tasks but this is not tracked specifically for 
impact of instructional adjustments. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 


