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Gaynor McCown Expeditionary Learning School is a high school with 447 students from 

grade 9 through grade 12. In 2015-2016, the school population comprises 4% Asian, 12% 

Black, 19% Hispanic, and 59% White students. The student body includes 0% English 

Language Learners and 23% students with disabilities. Boys account for 47% of the 

students enrolled and girls account for 53%. The average attendance rate for the school 

year 2014-2015 was 91.1%. 

 

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 Proficient 

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 

Proficient 

  

The School Context 
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Area of Celebration 
    

Quality Indicator: 
3.4 High 

Expectations 
Rating: Proficient 

 
Findings 
School leaders and staff have structures in place that consistently communicate high expectations 
connected to a path of college and career readiness and provide ongoing, detailed feedback to 
parents and students.  
 
Impact 
Parents understand how their children are progressing towards school-wide academic 
expectations. Teacher feedback structures have established a culture of learning which prepares 
students for the next grade level. 
 
Supporting Evidence 

 Parents report that they are provided information about the school-wide academic 
expectations and how to prepare for the college application process through a variety of 
structures. The college advisor conducts workshops and orients parents with information 
relative to college readiness, which provides a step by step tutorial on how to apply to 
certain universities. In addition, opportunities to attend college fairs are presented to them. 
Each year, the school staff holds grade-level orientations to share what students will be 
learning as well as the college expectations. Emails, text messages and the school website 
provide insight on school events. Each year, students and parents must sign a contract 
which contains school directives, curricula information, grading and the homework policy as 
a means of holding students accountable to the school’s expectations.     

 Throughout the year, teachers provide feedback to parents about their child’s progress 
over the phone and in person. Parents find that student-led conferences provide them and 
their children an opportunity to be reflective and help families know the areas where their 
children are progressing. Rubrics and access to Pupilpath allow parents to view grades and 
determine how to seek help for their children. Parents reported that ongoing tutoring and 
websites provided by teachers aid in their children’s progress in different subject areas. 

 Each day, advisories known as Crew provide students with information on college and 
career readiness. Teachers have worked collectively to develop and vertically align the 
Crew curricula to provide students with exposure into possible future careers, internships 
and college preparation projects. In addition, students are offered multiple opportunities to 
work with mentors who are former graduates of the high school and an Alumni Day where 
seminars and workshops on financial aid and other areas are offered. 

 One student provided a PowerPoint as his grade 11 project which described his transcript 
and what classes he needed to accumulate credits in, their importance and the importance 
of other extracurricular activities. The student presented this to his advisor and a parent. 
One student mentioned that his crew advisor is always mentioning the future to help them 
with career planning.  
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Area of Focus 
    

Quality Indicator: 1.2 Pedagogy Rating: Proficient 

 
Findings 
Although teaching strategies serve as multiple entry points and student responses reflect high 
levels of thinking, they have yet to provide high-quality supports and extensions into the curricula.  
 
Impact 
Work products and discussions demonstrate a lack of student ownership in activities and higher 
order thinking in the vast majority of classrooms. 
 
Supporting Evidence 

 In a grade 10 Integrated Co-Teaching (ICT) English Language Arts (ELA) class, students 
were grouped by ability for discussion using literature circles to evaluate the connection 
between a text titled, Hangman, with larger themes developed through their study on 
genocide. Although all students were provided with the same task, an additional tool was 
provided to some students in the form of a T-chart graphic organizer. Several groups 
worked together to come to consensus around themes of voice and discrimination, and their 
effect on the Holocaust. Some students came to consensus that the people in the ghetto 
who didn’t say anything didn’t help and made the situation worse. Others commented on 
parts of the text with statements such as, “Many people were put in concentration camps 
and magically vanished and no one said anything.” and “No one cared about them.” When 
prompted, students determined that the message of the story led them to the importance of 
speaking up which aligns with language consistent with Depth of Knowledge (DOK) Level 3. 

 Across classrooms, group discussions were prevalent where students shared responses at 
DOK level 3 and 4. In a grade 9 math class, each grouped was challenged with multi-level 
tasks where student responses consisted of questioning each other’s solutions and 
answers. Similarly, in a grade 12 math class, students worked collaboratively in ability-
based groups to evaluate limits at various x-values of functions and sketch a graph to 
present to the class methods in solving this type of problem. In both classes, the level of 
discussion ranged from DOK levels 3 and 4 in which students made interpretations and at 
times, discourse led them to teaching one another how to solve certain problems and 
evaluate their methods. However, in a grade 9 science class, students engaged in a 
Socratic seminar where students contributed to a debate on whether it should be required to 
share a person’s genome data with others for the purpose of improving health care. During 
the debate, only some of the students’ responses were grounded in text while most of the 
conversation consisted on opinions about the topic.  

 In a grade 9 social studies class, student presentations and conversations mostly consisted 
of sharing of facts and details about a Renaissance artist or author. Three out of the four 
questions used for prompting consisted of DOK 1 and 2 questions, “Share relevant 
biographical information about your figure, identify one piece of your figure’s work and 
discuss, and discuss one piece of work by your artist that you saw at the Met.” Student 
responses resulted in recall and the audience took notes on mostly factual information.  
Similarly, in a grade 10 ICT social studies class, questions were mostly teacher dominated 
and student responses on a mind map were mostly factual.  
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Additional Findings 
    

Quality Indicator: 1.1 Curriculum Rating: Proficient 

 
Findings 
School leaders and faculty align curricula to the Common Core Learning Standards and/or content 
standards, and integrate the instructional shifts which emphasize rigorous habits across grades and 
subject areas.  
 
Impact 
Planned tasks demonstrate rigor, build coherence and promote college and career readiness for all 
students. 
 
Supporting Evidence 

 Teacher-created unit plans across subjects and grades reflect an alignment with the 
Common Core Learning Standards and content standards. Using the Understanding by 
Design (UBD) planning method, teachers produced unit and lesson plans which reflect the 
Expeditionary Learning model using theme-based case studies as a lens to focus student 
learning. The school leaders have put structures in place to ensure all units and lessons 
align with the standards including protocols for feedback which teacher teams use as part of 
their professional learning time. In addition, teachers have chosen to incorporate EngageNY 
in ELA and math with the support of a School Time Lab math coach to supplement current 
units.  

 ELA unit and lesson plans reflect a focus on instructional shifts three to five integrating 
strategies such as close reading with annotation and citing evidence from texts. Certain 
ELA, science and social studies plans contain learning targets and questions which focus on 
citing evidence such as, “I can draw evidence from multiple sources to support research, I 
can cite evidence from text, I can synthesize inform from a text in order to make a 
conclusion.” In math, strategies and prompts reflect instructional shifts aligned to coherence, 
deep understanding and application. In a grade 9 math lesson plan, one enduring 
understanding stated that students are required to complete short answer Regents-based 
questions which contain multiple components and steps. In addition, students are required 
to decode a situation, discover the process and complete it with precision to ensure all 
necessary steps have been taken. 

 Lesson plans contain tasks which require students to think and reason using evidence from 
texts align with DOK level 3. A review of lesson plans reflected learning targets and 
questions, which required comparing information across texts, drawing conclusions from a 
set of data or evidence, and analyzing concepts. In a grade 10 ELA lesson plan, students 
were required to analyze and make connections with lines in a text and agree or disagree 
with evidence from the text. In a grade 11 ELA lesson plan, questions in a task prompted 
students to determine why three points they found in a text were important and how to they 
connect to a character or the conflict in A Streetcar Named Desire. In a grade 9 math lesson 
plan, essential questions ask students to reflect on the process of problem solving and what 
are the most common mistakes made when trying to solve certain word problems.  
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Quality Indicator: 2.2 Assessment Rating: Proficient 

 
Findings 
Teachers create and use rubrics, assessments and grading policies that are aligned to the school’s 
curricula. Assessment practices consistently reflect the use of ongoing checks for understanding 
and student self-assessment.  
 
Impact 
Effective adjustments and actionable feedback from assessments assist teachers in meeting 
students’ learning needs and in increasing achievement across classes. 
 
Supporting Evidence 

 Across content areas, teachers use rubrics aligned to their curricula and project tasks to 
assess student performance. Although, departments have flexibility in assigning 
percentages, grading must be consistent for each course. Overall ranges for grading are 
assessments such as quizzes, tests and projects, which consist of 60-70% of a student’s 
grade. This is followed by labs at 15%, for science only, homework is 10-15% and Habits of 
Work and Learning (HOWL) practices from 15-20%. HOWL work assesses a student’s 
ability to display appropriate work habits such as setting and meeting deadlines and the task 
presentation, not the content which is measured in other areas. Students are aware of the 
grading policy and how compiled percentages, including HOWL work, serve towards their 
final grades. 

 During a meeting, students reported that rubrics are used in each subject area and are 
scaled to help them understand their grades. All students shared that they receive 
comments based on areas in which they did well or need to improve upon based on the 
rubric. In addition, comments are at times crafted for drafts of projects as well final ones. 
One student shared that her feedback led her to use an annotation guide more efficiently to 
reflect on her work. Some students shared they need to work on using quotes correctly, and 
on explaining their work to elaborate on their ideas and claims. 

 Teachers used exit slips and questioning to check student understanding either in group 
work or individually. In a grade 9 social studies class, the teacher actively checked in with 
each group and listened to their presentations on different Renaissance artists and authors. 
The teacher prompted students who were engaged in presenting their project by using 
questioning strategies to help each group presenter clarify key points. With one group, she 
referred to the expectations of the project and asked a student to consider concepts such as 
color and symbolism as a means to explain the tone of the period prior to the Renaissance 
and to elaborate on the impact of their figure on the time period.  

 Students shared that they use rubrics as a means to self-reflect on their understanding of 
the content and that peer critique serves as a means to improve the quality of their work. In 
a grade 9 math class, students used exemplars after completing each task as a reference to 
check their group work and ensure their answers and problem-solving processes were 
correct. 
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Quality Indicator: 
4.2 Teacher teams 

and leadership 
development 

Rating: Proficient 

 
Findings 
The majority of teachers are engaged in structured, inquiry-based professional collaborations 
aligned to the school’s goals and the Common Core Learning Standards, and in building leadership 
capacity where teachers have a voice in decision making.  
 
Impact 
Decision-making and increasing levels of instructional capacity strengthen the quality of teacher 
practices and lead to increased student learning across the school. 
 
Supporting Evidence 

 Teacher teams meet regularly to discuss student performance on assessment tasks 
throughout the year. Each team analyzes student work using protocols and notes as well as 
other tools that are placed on an online drive for school-wide use. As part of science inquiry, 
teachers determined that students have difficulty in writing strong lab reports with an 
emphasis on crafting hypotheses and understanding variables. As a team, they determined 
that they would scaffold concepts students would need to understand in course work. In 
grade 9, their focus is to work with students on outlining reports and provided detailed 
descriptions for their support. In grade 10 tasks will contain the creation of an abstract and 
will provide less of an outline than presented in the previous grade followed by students’ 
creating their own experiments using acids and bases. By grade 11, students should be 
prepared with the skills to write full lab reports. Teacher team leaders report that 
adjustments and sharing of ideas was a continuous focus for all teams as evident in school 
notes across the year. 

 During a meeting, the vertical English team reviewed student work with the focus on college 
and career readiness and whether students were prepared with the appropriate research 
skills needed to produce high-quality work. After a review of student work, it was determined 
by the team that each grade should take a role in their respective grades to address the 
areas of concern such as plagiarizing, use of appropriate resources and applying the correct 
Modern Language Association (MLA) citations in their writing. In addition, teachers shared 
strategies to assist with other issues that had arisen in student writing around academic 
vocabulary. One teacher shared that she found having students use vocabulary books and 
a thesaurus increased the use of Tier 2 and 3 words in their writing.  

 The Instructional Leadership Team (ILT) comprised of grade and content leaders meet 
regularly to discuss school goals, work plans and action items based on teacher teams’ 
input. ILT members conduct professional development and serve as team leads for many of 
the teacher teams in the school. Recent decisions with school leaders led to implementation 
of several student discussion protocols such as literature circles, the “putting your two cents 
in” method, and other structures to increase the level of rigor in student discourse across 
grades. In addition, the ILT has worked with content teams to ensure case study tasks are in 
alignment with the Common Core Learning Standards and integrate interdisciplinary 
learning. 

 


