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The School Context 

 
Columbia Secondary School is a secondary school with 659 students from grade 6 

through grade 12.  The school population comprises 22% Black, 44% Hispanic, 20% 

White, and 13% Asian students.  The student body includes 3% special education 

students.  Boys account for 51% of the students enrolled and girls account for 49%.  The 

average attendance rate for the school year 2013-2014 was 95%. 

  

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 

Well Developed 

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 

Additional 
Findings 

Well Developed 

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 

Focus 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 Well Developed 

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 

Well Developed 
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Area of Celebration 

Quality Indicator: 3.4 High 
Expectations 

Rating: Well Developed 

 
Findings 
School leaders and staff effectively partner with families in communicating expectations 
connected to a path of college readiness.  Teacher teams have a clear culture for learning that 
systemically communicates a unified set of expectations for all students.  
 
Impact 
The school’s culture for learning and partnership with families provides the necessary supports 
for student progress towards expectations of college readiness.  The coherence and clarity of 
the school’s culture ensures all students are prepared for the next level within the 6-12 model. 
 
Supporting Evidence 

 All high school students are eligible to take college courses at Columbia University.  

When applying through the school, students must demonstrate academic and college-

ready skills embedded in a rubric that includes indicators such as “work ethic, 

commitment to professionalism, and discipline and responsibility” The application 

process and rubric provide students with a unified clear picture of expectations as well 

as feedback on how to meet those expectations. 

 

 The school had a 99% four-year graduation rate in 2014 with 83% of graduates 

exceeding CUNY’s standards for college readiness in mathematics and English 

language arts. 

 

 In the student meeting, middle school students spoke explicitly regarding teachers 

preparing them for high school level work with 100% earning high school credit by the 8th 

grade. High school students spoke regarding teachers preparing them for college level 

work with 92% of them successfully taking approved rigorous college ready courses 

according to the School Quality Guide.  

 

 In the parent meeting, every parent was able to speak to the school’s vision of academic 

rigor, complex thinking, and a commitment to the whole child through social emotional 

development. Parents stated that through email and open communication that involved 

student, teacher, and families they were able to work with teachers to support students 

at home and outside of school experiences. 

 
 

 The English language arts teacher team discussed that recent graduates who are 
attending college will visit the team in order to provide feedback to the team on aligning 
the writing program at Columbia Secondary with the expectations these students faced 
once in college full-time thus providing further alignment. 
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Area of Focus 

Quality Indicator: 2.2 Assessment Rating: Proficient 

 
Findings 
Across classrooms teachers use rubrics aligned to the school’s curricula providing feedback, 
however the levels of actionable feedback to students varied across some grades.  Classroom 
teacher assessment practices reflect the use of on-going checks for understanding and student 
self-assessment.  
 
Impact 
The use of rubrics and clear grading policies aligned to the curricula provide feedback to 
students and teachers regarding student progress, however the use of more detailed 
meaningful feedback within assessments and rubrics would provide students with a clear 
portrait of mastery. The use of checks for understanding and teacher assessments ensure 
teachers make effective adjustments to meet student learning needs. However, greater variance 
in the types of formative assessment collected, would provide information on key subgroups 
allowing more strategic adjustments to instruction. 
 
Supporting Evidence 

 Summative projects and assessments were driven by rubric based assessments across 
classrooms and subjects as observed in student work shared in the student meeting, 
and student work folders in classrooms.   
 

 The feedback to students varied within class work folders from rubrics that were circled 
or checked providing feedback to students, to rubrics that provided more meaningful 
feedback that included a next step for students across subjects. 
 

 School leaders, students, and parents emphasized that daily and weekly student 
progress was available on Pupil Path/Skedula online grade book. 
 

 Students were observed self-assessing and providing feedback to peers regarding 
ongoing projects referencing a rubric in both middle school and high school engineering. 
 

 During classroom visits, teachers used questioning, class discussion, presentations, and 
exit slips as checks for understanding. 
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Additional Findings 

Quality Indicator: 1.1 Curriculum Rating: Well Developed 

 
Findings 
All curricula are aligned to the Common Core Learning Standards (CCLS) and strategically 
integrate the instructional shifts.  Rigorous habits and higher order skills are emphasized and 
embedded coherently across grades and subjects.  
 
Impact 
The school’s curricular decisions have resulted in coherence across grades and subject areas in 
promoting college readiness for all learners.  Academic tasks across grades and subjects 
ensure all learners must demonstrate their thinking.  
 
Supporting Evidence 

 The first graduating class from the school (2013-2014) had a 100% college acceptance 
rate indicating clear curricular alignment to college ready standards. The current work of 
teacher teams across all departments is to fine tune and strengthen this alignment 
vertically (6th-12th grade) as evidenced in teacher team meetings and resulting work 
products.  The observed English language arts vertical team meeting discussed having 
graduates currently attending college come to a team meeting and engage in a 
discussion on writing rubrics and preparation for college courses. 
 

 The Science and Engineering Departments examined the Next Generation Science 
Standards (NGSS) and the Common Core Learning Standards (CCLS) and found 
connections between argument and experiment, as well as gaps in the state curriculum 
where it comes to review of scientific writing.  The team decided to focus work on 
strategically integrating argument into each science course. 
 

 The school’s scope and sequence accelerates course work and learning so that 100% of 
middle school students earn high school credit by matriculating into high school 
(opportunities in Algebra, Geometry, Earth Science, US History and Spanish).  All high 
school students including those in all subgroups, earn college credit before graduating 
(students have opportunities in an extensive selection of Advanced Placement (AP) 
courses and college courses at Columbia University). 
 

 All students take a seven-year elective sequence in both philosophy and engineering 
that engage students in rigorous tasks based in argumentation, problem-solving, critical 
thinking, and creation/synthesis of ideas. 
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Quality Indicator: 1.2 Pedagogy Rating: Well Developed 

 
Findings 
Classroom teaching practices, as well as team and school level discussions, align to the 
school’s curriculum and set of beliefs on preparing students to become independent learners.  
Across the vast majority of classrooms, student work products and discussions reflected high 
levels of participation and growing independence.  
 
Impact 
Teacher pedagogy based in the school’s core beliefs about how students learn best results in 
meaningful student work products, complex student thinking, and ownership of their learning. 
(a,c) 
 
Supporting Evidence 

 Across the vast majority of classrooms, tasks and discussions were centered on rigorous 
expectations and the belief in preparing students for success at the college level.  For 
example, an Engineering class had groups of students working independently with clear 
roles that rotated. Students engaged in open-ended problem solving while constructing a 
robot.  One role was the classroom manager that monitored and supported the learning 
among the groups.  A 6th grade science class engaged students in an open-ended 
inquiry experiment resulting in constructed knowledge of the scientific concept. 
 

 The English language arts teacher team was observed in discussion of teaching 
strategies aligned to college ready outcomes and discussions around teacher 
instructional practice were further evidenced in prior agendas and minutes. 
 

 In a United States History class with a substitute teacher, students led and were 
engaged in a rigorous debate regarding the motivation of the Founding Fathers in the 
events leading to the American Revolution that required claims and counter claims 
based on evidence from multiple sources.   
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Quality Indicator: 4.2 Teacher teams 
and leadership 
development 

Rating: Well Developed 

 
Findings 
Every teacher is engaged in inquiry-based structured collaborations.  Distributed leadership 
structures are embedded in the school culture and structure.  
 
Impact 
The structured professional collaborations result in increased levels of student achievement for 
all learners.  Teachers play an integral role in key decisions that affect student learning cross 
the school. 
 
Supporting Evidence 
 

 The school altered the school schedule to allow department teams and grade teams to 
meet bi-weekly creating a system where every teacher is on a vertical department team 
and a horizontal grade team. 
 

 There is a clear job description for Department Chairs that details the inquiry process 
expected of all teams and supports for leaders in working with their respective teams.  
The inquiry process is documented in department binders. 
 

 During the teacher team meeting, mathematics teachers described a system of 
intervisitation with teacher self-reflection developed at the team level that was adopted 
by other teams resulting in documented shifted practice that increased student 
achievement levels in mathematics, English language arts, Science, Spanish, and 
Engineering.  The Foreign Language Chair discussed an initiative in the Spanish 
Department of having students develop and lead a lesson that was then picked up by 
the mathematics and engineering departments. 
 

 School leaders and Department Chairs meet regularly to share work of individual teams 
and cross-fertilize ideas and initiatives related to student achievement and school goals. 
For example, the foreign language department implemented discussion protocols from 
the philosophy department that increased students speaking in authentic ways that led 
to a 100% pass rate for 8th grade on the Spanish Proficiency Exam.  

 

 

 

 


