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School Panel Review Report
Springfield Academy
Springfield Public Schools

Introduction

The purpose of the School Panel Review Process is to assist the Commissioner of Education in
determining whether State intervention is needed to guide improvement efforts in schools where
students’ MCAS performance is not at a level that reaches the school’s Adequate Yearly
Progress targets in English language arts or mathematics or both. The Springfield Academy met
these criteria and was one of 15 schools selected for panel review in Fall/Winter of 2004-05. The
panel review was conducted on November 2-3, 2004.

The review panel’s charge was to analyze data and written information on the school’s
performance and improvement efforts, visit the school, and meet with school and district
officials in order to advise the Commissioner on the answers to the following two key questions:
1. Does the school have a sound plan for improving student performance?
2. Are the conditions in place for the successful implementation of the school's
improvement plan(s)?

The panel’s responses to the two key questions that defined the scope of its review are included

in this report. These findings and conclusions are the product of the panel's analysis, discussion,

and observation, based on the evidence available to it. A list of panel members who participated
in the review is provided in Appendix A. A detailed schedule of the panel's activities is provided
in Appendix B.

The panel's findings and conclusions on the two key questions will be forwarded to the
Commissioner of Education for consideration, together with school performance data, in
determining whether Springfield Academy is deemed under-performing. The panel was not
asked to formulate a sound plan for school improvement where such a plan does not presently
exist or to recommend a course of action to create the conditions for successful implementation
of sound improvement strategies where such conditions at present do not appear to exist.
Diagnostic and/or prescriptive intervention, where needed to assist an under-performing school,
occurs at the next stage of the school review process.

Springfield Academy Profile

Enrollment

Springfield Academy is one of the 47 public schools located in Springfield. The school serves
students from grades K-12, and contains three separate programs. The Emergency Services
Program (ESP) provides extended evaluation and assessment services for students suspected of
having emotional/behavioral disabilities. The Assessment Center (AC) provides intervention
services for district-wide students under long-term suspension for serious violations of the
discipline code. Finally, the Long Term Program provides an academic setting with therapeutic
support for students with emotional/behavioral disabilities. The Long-Term Program was the
primary focus of this panel review.
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Over the last four years, enrollment at this school has tripled, from 66 in 2001 to 193 as of
October 1 of this school year. There have also been small yet noticeable changes in student
demographics.

Between 2001 and 2004, the proportion of White students attending Springfield Academy
declined from 36 to 24 percent, while the percentage of Black students rose from 20 to 30
percent. This year 46 percent of students are reported as Hispanics, a slight increase over the 42
percent represented in 2001. Asian students, who accounted for 2 percent in 2001, this year
account for 1 percent. In 2004 90 percent of Springfield Academy’s students were from low-
income families. Eight percent of the students in 2004 are reported as having a primary language
other than English, but none of the school’s students are reported as being Limited English
Proficient. This 2004 school year 97 percent of students are reported to be receiving special
education services, which is an increase of 30 percent over last year.

In 2004, Springfield Academy registered an attendance rate of 84.8 percent, with students absent
20.4 days on average. The school’s retention rate was 8 percent in 2003, the last year for which
these data are available. No out-of-school or in-school suspensions were reported; the dropout
rate for grades 9-12 in 2003 was 18 percent.

Staffing

The 2004-2005 Springfield Academy staffing report indicates that the school is composed of 3
administrators, 18 guidance staff members, including 2 school psychologists, and 41 teachers.
Approximately 30 educators at this school have taught there for three or fewer years. All but 6
staff members are certified in the subject that they teach.

MCAS Overview

Students at Springfield Academy are assessed in grades 3, 4, 7, and 10 in English language arts
(ELA) and in grades 4, 6, 8, and 10 in mathematics. Since 2001, the school has not been found to
make Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) in either ELA or mathematics. In the school’s Cycle 11l
End-of-Cycle (2003-2004) and Mid-Cycle (2003) AYP Reports, the school failed to make AYP
in ELA and mathematics in the aggregate and for the two reported subgroups: Special Education
and Free/Reduced Price Lunch.?

Due to the transitory and expanding nature of Springfield Academy’s population, MCAS results
are not available for all grade levels and subject areas for the past five years. Further, due to the
small populations tested at all grade levels, a degree of caution is required in examining the
school’s MCAS results. The data available is described below.

! In accordance with the federal No Child Left Behind Act passed in 2001, student performance is disaggregated by
the following subgroups: Limited English Proficient, Special Education, Free/Reduced Price Lunch, African-
American/Black, Asian or Pacific Islander, Hispanic, Native American, and White. A minimum of 40 students (or
5% of the total number of students assessed, whichever is greater) per subgroup is required to issue a statistically
sound rating or determination of Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP). The subgroups meeting the minimum sample
size at Springfield Academy in 2004 were Special Education and Free/Reduced Price Lunch (for both subject areas).
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Student Performance in English Language Arts
GRADE 3

All Students

The performance of regular education students in grade 3 Reading has improved during the two
years of data available. In 2003, 36 percent of students performed at the Needs Improvement
level and 55 percent at Warning. In 2004, the percentage of Needs Improvement students
increased to 67 percent while the percentage of Warning students decreased to 33 percent. In
each of the two years, however, only 11 students were assessed.

Special Education
As described above, 97% of the Springfield Academy student body currently receives Special
Education services; as such, MCAS results for this subgroup reflect those for all students.

Limited English Proficient
Fewer than 10 Limited English Proficient students were assessed in each of the two years for
which data is available (2003 & 2004).

GRADE 4

All Students

At the grade 4 level in ELA, only one year of data is available. In 2004, 19 students were
assessed. Of these, 37 percent scored in the Needs Improvement category, and 63 percent scored
in the Warning category.

Special Education
As described above, 97% of the Springfield Academy student body currently receives Special
Education services; as such, MCAS results for this subgroup reflect those for all students.

Limited English Proficient
Fewer than 10 Limited English Proficient students were assessed in each of the two years for
which data is available (2003 & 2004).

GRADE 7

All Students

At the grade 7 level in ELA, four years of data are available; these data show a trend toward
improvement and away from Warning/Failing. In 2004, 8 percent of students scored in the
Proficient range, 46 percent in Needs Improvement, and 46 percent in Warning. In 2001, only 12
percent of students scored in the Needs Improvement range, and 88 percent scored in Warning
range. Between 20 and 24 students were assessed in each of these four years.

Special Education

As described above, 97% of the Springfield Academy student body currently receives Special
Education services; as such, MCAS results for this subgroup reflect those for all students.
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Limited English Proficient
Fewer than 10 Limited English Proficient students were assessed in each of the two years for
which data is available (2003 & 2004).

GRADE 10

All Students

At the grade 10 level in ELA, only two years of data are available; these data reflect no
substantial change. In 2004, 36 percent of students scored in Needs Improvement, and 64 percent
in Failing. In 2003, only 33 percent of students scored in the Needs Improvement range, and 67
percent scored in the Failing range. Only 14~15 students were assessed in each of these two
years.

Special Education
As described above, 97% of the Springfield Academy student body currently receives Special
Education services; as such, MCAS results for this subgroup reflect those for all students.

Limited English Proficient
Fewer than 10 Limited English Proficient students were assessed in each of the two years for
which data is available (2003 & 2004).

Student Performance in Mathematics
GRADE 4

All Students

At the grade 4 level in mathematics, only two years of data is available. In 2004, 20 students
were assessed; in 2003, 9 students were assessed. In 2004, 10 percent scored in the Needs
Improvement category, and 90 percent scored in the Warning category. These percentages were
similar in 2003.

Special Education
As described above, 97% of the Springfield Academy student body currently receives Special
Education services; as such, MCAS results for this subgroup reflect those for all students.

Limited English Proficient
Fewer than 10 Limited English Proficient students were assessed in each of the two years for
which data is available (2003 & 2004).

GRADE 6

All Students

At the grade 6 level in mathematics, four years of data are available; these data show a slight
improvement trend, but are skewed by the small sample sizes. In 2004, 0 percent of students
scored in the Proficient range, 22 percent in Needs Improvement, and 78 percent in Warning. In
2003, 9 percent of students scored in the Proficient range, 0 percent in the Needs Improvement
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range, and 91 percent in Warning. In 2001, 100 percent of students scored in the Warning range.
Between 11 and 17 students were assessed in each of these four years.

Special Education
As described above, 97% of the Springfield Academy student body currently receives Special
Education services; as such, MCAS results for this subgroup reflect those for all students.

Limited English Proficient
Fewer than 10 Limited English Proficient students were assessed in each of the two years for
which data is available (2003 & 2004).

GRADE 8

All Students

At the grade 8 level in mathematics, five years of data are available; these data show slight
variation, but are skewed by the small sample sizes. In 2004, 14 percent of students scored in
Needs Improvement, and 86 percent in Warning/Failing. In 2003, 100 percent scored in the
Warning/Failing range. In 2002, 26 percent of students scored in Needs Improvement, and 74
percent in Warning/Failing. Between 19 and 29 students were assessed in each of these five
years.

Special Education
As described above, 97% of the Springfield Academy student body currently receives Special
Education services; as such, MCAS results for this subgroup reflect those for all students.

Limited English Proficient
Fewer than 10 Limited English Proficient students were assessed in each of the two years for
which data is available (2003 & 2004).

GRADE 10

All Students

At the grade 10 level in mathematics, three years of data are available; these data reflect a slight
improvement trend, but are skewed by the small sample sizes. In 2004, 21 percent of students
scored in the Proficient range, 29 percent of students scored in Needs Improvement, and 50
percent in Failing. In 2003, 11 percent of students scored in the Needs Improvement range, and
89 percent scored in the Failing range. Between 11 and 18 students were assessed in each of
these three years.

Special Education
As described above, 97% of the Springfield Academy student body currently receives Special
Education services; as such, MCAS results for this subgroup reflect those for all students.

Limited English Proficient

Fewer than 10 Limited English Proficient students were assessed in each of the two years for
which data is available (2003 & 2004).
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PANEL RESPONSES TO THE KEY QUESTIONS

KEY QUESTION 1: DOES THE SCHOOL HAVE A SOUND PLAN FOR IMPROVING
STUDENT PERFORMANCE?

Springfield Academy has constructed a detailed improvement plan that contains many of the
elements of a sound plan, but as currently written, the plan does not adequately identify the
specific gaps in knowledge and skills for its unique student population nor does it provide a
logical connection between the problems, causes and solutions that will be required to remedy
academic weaknesses.

A. Has the school analyzed appropriate data and program information to accurately
identify the gaps in student performance and determined why those gaps exist?

The Springfield Academy School Improvement Plan (SIP) represents the first steps toward an
effective strategy for renewed focus on the academic program, but it is limited in the accuracy of
its definition of the specific learning gaps for its students. The school’s plan was developed from
a limited source of data, broadly defines learning needs within ELA and math, and does not
target the specific academic weaknesses of its unique population. The plan identifies causes that,
while plausible, are not supported by evidence as the root causes of poor student achievement
specific to the Springfield Academy student population.

As an alternative school, Springfield Academy enrolls a unique student population. The children
assigned to the Academy bring with them significant social/emotional disabilities that limit their
ability to attend traditional schools. Of the three programs located at the Chestnut Street facility,
only one — the ‘long term’ program — was the focus of the panel’s inquiry, as the student
performance information for these students is that which is reported for this school. Ninety seven
percent of its students are classified as needing special education services that are defined in the
student’s Individualized Education Program (IEP). In recognition of its special population, the
school identifies behavior as its primary focus, with low student reading levels as the second
most important problem. As part of the planning process with the district, the school included
an improvement objective for mathematics as well. However, while academic and behavioral
issues are represented in the school’s plan, the academic problems are derived from an
inadequate source of information and, as a result, may or may not meet the needs of Springfield
Academy students.

The SIP developed by Springfield Academy with district support does define specific student
performance objectives, citing modest gains in the Composite Performance Index (CPI) for each
grade level as its targets. The plan closely follows the planning process guidelines in listing its
student learning objectives, using language and terminology consistent with the MA Curriculum
Frameworks. While these elements help make the plan a good starting point, the goals and
objectives originate from a definition of learning gaps that may not be accurate because of the
weaknesses in the sources of student performance information used to reveal those gaps.

The school’s data analysis suffers from two primary limitations: (1) lack of a variety of student
performance information sources, and (2) small numbers of students at tested grade levels. In the
first steps of the district planning process, the school references MCAS results and district mid-
term and final exams as the source of data used in identifying core student learning needs. In
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interviews during the Panel visit, school leaders and staff members mentioned DRA (Diagnostic
Reading Assessment), Read 180 assessments and other measures as additional sources of
information to identify student learning needs. While these other sources were discussed, none of
these data were analyzed in a way that would make them useful in the planning process. As such,
their review was omitted from the written description of the school’s analysis process.

Complicating the problem of using few data sources for diagnosing student learning needs is the
limited sample of students represented by each year’s MCAS results. Grades 3, 4, 6 and 10 had
fewer than 20 students tested in each of the previous two years, and grades 7 and 8 had less than
30. The item analysis described in the school’s improvement plan is based on this small sample
of students and may not be an accurate reflection of the generalizable trends in academic strength
or weakness. In addition, the overwhelming majority of students in each tested group have
special educational needs, predominantly social/emotional. Relying on MCAS as the primary
source of information about student learning needs in this setting is unreliable.

Changing student population is another factor limiting the quality of the data analysis underlying
the Springfield Academy School Improvement Plan. The school reported to the Panelists that
there is a high rate of transiency among its students, with an average enroliment of 165 days. It
was not clear whether the MCAS item analysis used in the school’s planning process included
only those students who remain at the school or whether it included all students enrolled. Based
on responses to questions about tracking students throughout the system, there appears to be
limited use of the student information database to disaggregate MCAS information to explore the
needs of continuing students or to examine whether learning gaps common to Springfield
Academy mirror district-wide trends. Without a deeper exploration of the limited data, the
school’s identification of core student learning needs may not be an accurate assessment.

During interviews, school leaders, staff members and special education supervisors did not
refer to the learning needs in reading/literacy and mathematics described in the Individualized
Education Programs (IEPs) of the 97 percent of Academy students classified with special
educational needs. The SIP referred to the learning accommodations required by the IEP but not
the defined content or skill gap for the students as the focus of instructional support. Since
almost all students at this school have clearly defined educational program requirements that
include individual learning goals, the panel was concerned that the improvement plan did not
integrate specific learning needs identified on the IEPs with its generic goals and objectives.
According to interviews with SIP team members, school leaders and district support personnel,
this additional source of data on student strengths and weaknesses was not considered when
developing the plan.

In exploring the causes for the identified student weaknesses, the school had little (if any)
information about classroom practices on which to base its conclusions about the reasons for
student learning gaps. School leaders generally rely on informal visits to classrooms to learn
about instructional practices. Formal evaluations are conducted periodically, but the standard
form in use district-wide does not provide specific instructional information suitable to an
analysis of the impact of instruction on student learning. Periodic walk-throughs with district
personnel add somewhat to an understanding of instructional practice, but are too infrequent to
offer sufficient insight school-wide.

Overall, the Springfield Academy School Improvement Plan represents the beginning of a
planning process that incorporates a new focus on student achievement for this alternative
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school. At this point, however, the analysis of student performance data and program quality
information are limited for a variety of reasons. Until the school and its district support personnel
probe more deeply and broaden the sources of data they examine, it is uncertain that they have
accurately identified the specific learning gaps among their students and the reasons for poor
student performance.

B. Does the plan set out specific improvement objectives that are grounded in the
school’s analysis of the reasons for poor student performance?

The Springfield Academy School Improvement Plan sets out a collection of improvement
objectives that are specific and aligned with the Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks and that
reference broad areas of weakness in language and mathematics. The improvement goals relate
to the general need across the student population for support in reading, writing and problem
solving. The goals vary in specificity and may not address specific needs of Springfield
Academy students for the reasons cited in response to Question A, above.

The Springfield Academy goals were developed from the template provided by the
Massachusetts Department of Education (Goal Worksheet), which calculates improvement
targets for the school. A sample student performance objective for grade 4 math demonstrates the
specificity of these targets: “Increase the percent of students scoring in the proficient category
from 0% (0 students out of 20 in 2004) to 5% (1 student out of 20) in 2005 and to 10% (2
students out of 20) in 2006.” The performance goals defined in the Springfield Academy plan
are similarly specific and modest, requiring changes in only a few students per year to make
progress toward the school’s improvement targets.

The student learning objectives are likewise specific and make use of the language of the
Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks: “All students will write with a clear focus, coherent
organization and sufficient detail (Standard 19).” As a result of student performance weaknesses
in open response and constructed response answers on the MCAS, the school’s SIP team defined
this learning objective as an important step toward meeting student academic needs.

While the performance and learning objectives are clear and specific, they may not address the
specific learning needs of Springfield Academy students because of the limitations of the variety
of information sources used in the analysis of reasons for poor student performance and due to
the reported transiency of the student population. For instance, writing appears as an important
need for the recently tested students according to a review of MCAS items, but it may not
correlate with the skills identified in 1EPs specific to the students currently enrolled. These
factors — transiency and small tested population — make it difficult to state with confidence that
the improvement targets and activities are an accurate assessment of student needs.

C. Inorder to accomplish each improvement objective, does the plan specify strategies
that appear likely to lead to improved student results?

If the strategies described in the school’s “Action Plan” sections of its improvement plan are
implemented as described, there is likely to be improved student learning. Because of the
transiency of the student population, however, current measures of student achievement (the
MCAS) are not likely to accurately describe student learning gains.

The Springfield Academy School Improvement Plan — Action Plan (Appendix 12) describes in
detail the steps needed to implement the instructional changes defined in other sections of the
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plan. For example, to achieve the student learning objective cited above (writing), the action plan
lists the overarching activity, “Full implementation of Collins Writing Program.” Beneath that
heading, there are a number of subordinate steps that define what teachers need to do to fully
implement the program drawn from the Collins instructional guide. (“Determine appropriate
Focus Correction Areas (FCAS) for classes of students.”)

In keeping with its stated mission and unique student population, the school defines an objective
related to behavior: “All students will actively participate in a Unified Behavior Modification
Plan (UBMP)/Level System to support them with engaging in daily academic lessons.” As for
the academic objectives in ELA and mathematics, a detailed action plan provides a list of
specific tasks teachers and staff members must undertake to achieve the objective and implement
the UBMP.

In each Action Plan in its improvement plan, Springfield Academy lists strategies that are built
around recognized research-based programs (Collins Writing; Springfield District Reading
Program) or that appear likely to lead to improved student results (UBMP). The key to
predicating the likelihood of success, though, is the level of quality of implementation. In the
Action Plan, the school defined “measures of implementation” that are vague and do not define a
standard or criteria for quality. For example, full implementation of the Collins program will be
monitored through “Lesson plans, observations, student portfolios.” These are useful tools to
identify if teachers are following the implementation guidelines, but it is not clear from the plan
or any other documentation provided what the content of the lesson plans should be or what
specific indicators are expected to be seen during observations. Professional development to
support implementation of Collins Writing is another worthy strategy, but the only measure of its
effectiveness is the attendance list from professional development sessions and classroom
observations. According to interviews, school leaders have not instituted any systematic, regular
process for conducting the focused classroom observations implied by this measure to track the
quality of implementation of the strategy. The plan includes tools for effective monitoring of
classroom practice, but the Benchmarks Assessment Checklist has not been used by school
leaders as designed.

D. Are the school’s written improvement planning document (s) clear and specific
enough to guide their implementation of planned improvement initiatives?

Many of the structural components of a useful improvement plan are present in the Springfield
Academy document, but a key component — a clear description of how the plan will be
implemented at the classroom level and how these changes will address the specific needs of
Academy students — remains unclear. The plan lacks a clear articulation of the logic involved in
determining the academic needs of their students and the connection to the strategies selected to
address student needs. Responses from school leaders, faculty and staff members varied widely
in defining the core academic needs of students. Members of the school community indicated
widespread belief that transiency and behavior limited the ability of the school to have a positive
impact on student achievement.

As indicated in Sections B and C, the components of the Springfield Academy School
Improvement Plan are generally clear and specific. Student performance goals are stated in terms
of measurable gains on MCAS. Student learning objectives define specific standards from the
Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks that are to be the focus of instruction. Instructional
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change objectives and action plans describe the steps to be taken by the faculty to enhance the
educational program to better address learning gaps.

Interviews with 38 staff members, including teachers and adjustment counselors, revealed
varying degrees of understanding of their roles in the implementation of the improvement plan.
Some identified attendance at professional development as their responsibility and others
suggested specific academic program adoption as their primary contribution. When probed,
teachers and counselors were unable to speak specifically about what actions or strategies they
are expected to carry out that would represent the implementation of the plan’s initiatives. In
several focus groups, staff members echoed the principal’s claim that implementing an academic
improvement plan would be a “challenge” because of the severe disabilities exhibited by
Springfield Academy students. An additional challenge will be identifying key priorities within
the substantial document whose structure is unwieldy and whose organization is awkward.

In almost all interview settings, staff members cited as their primary responsibility to first
address the behavior problems that “prevent students from accessing the curriculum.” Concern
and attention to the academic program was secondary to concern and attention to behavior
issues. As defined by school leaders, staff members and district personnel, the goal of the school
is to stabilize students so that they can be transferred to a less restrictive setting, ideally in their
local school.

E. Was the School Improvement Plan developed through a process that will support its
successful implementation?

The process through which the Springfield Academy Improvement Plan was produced should be
sufficient to support its implementation, but there remain significant gaps in the process that
limit the likelihood of its successful implementation. As indicated in the previous section of this
report, teachers do not understand their roles in the execution of the plan and indicate disbelief
that the plan can be implemented or that it will be effective even if implemented. Benchmarks
are defined but there is no indication from teachers or administrators that they are being tracked,
and there is no plan for regular periodic checks on the progress of the plan. At this point in time,
communication of the plan’s goals across the school community is spotty and implementation of
the plan’s strategies is nominal.

The process for developing the Springfield Academy School Improvement Plan included
gathering faculty in small groups to suggest areas of concern. Under the guidance of the district
curriculum coordinators, members of the SIP team reviewed MCAS item analyses to identify
student strengths and weaknesses. Drafts of the plan were shared with teachers at the beginning
of the 04-05 school year at an extended day meeting, and teachers confirmed they were given
opportunities to provide input. This process should be suitable for promoting widespread
understanding and acceptance of the plan’s goals, but several factors have lessened the success
of the process. First, a large number of teachers left the school at the end of the last school year,
so some of those involved early in the process are no longer at the school. The new staff
members have limited context for the plan and are less familiar with the urgency of the academic
problems identified through the school’s analysis. Second, as noted above, faculty building-wide
identify behavior rather than academics as their primary focus. For many of the new personnel,
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the overriding belief is that the challenge of student behavior must be settled before academic
topics can be addressed.

The Springfield Academy plan includes well-designed tools for monitoring progress of the plan’s
strategies, a Benchmarks Assessment Checklist and classroom walk-through charts. As indicated
by principals and staff members, the tools are not in regular or systematic use to gather
instructional practice data or to assess program implementation. In focus groups and interviews,
teachers were unable to confirm that supervisor walk-throughs were focused on specific
instructional practices. One school leader indicated lack of knowledge of the Collins Writing
strategies and deferred responsibility for assessing its implementation.

The school’s professional development calendar includes several extended day (90-minute)
sessions devoted to the school’s academic and behavioral priorities. The behavior modification
(UBMP) level system was on the agenda for a recent session, and a Collins Writing session is
planned for next week. Four sessions are devoted to looking at student work — a strategy
referenced in the plan — and at least two are planned to discuss the development of standards-
based lessons. While the topics are generally appropriate to support implementation of the
school’s improvement plan, the sessions are brief and it is unclear whether the sessions are being
effectively translated into improved classroom practice.

In twelve visits to classrooms, panelists saw some evidence that the specific strategies mentioned
in the plan were being used. Teachers reported that time for literacy blocks had been extended to
100 minutes per day, but instructional changes within that extended block of time were less
clear. Some classrooms had “responsibility and rewards” posters and descriptions of levels,
characteristics of the UBMP. Panelists noted no specific references to Collins Writing “focused
correction areas” in classrooms, though that is a major initiative to develop student skills in
writing across a wide range of curriculum areas. While panelists considered ten of the twelve
classes to be well structured lessons with a clear focus and meaningful objectives for student
learning, the presence of specific instructional strategies mentioned in the SIP was unclear.

In the judgment of the Panel, the factor most directly related to the success of the plan’s
implementation is the lowered expectations of school leaders and staff that the plan can make a
positive impact on student learning. The belief mentioned by the principal, that implementing the
plan would be a “challenge” because of the nature of the student population, was consistent
across interviews during the Panel Review visit. The hesitation and uncertainty revealed in
respondents’ comments about the plan lessens the likelihood of its success.

KEY QUESTION 2: ARE THE CONDITIONS IN PLACE FOR THE SUCCESSFUL
IMPLEMENTATION OF THE IMPROVEMENT PLAN(S)?

No. The primary focus of effort and attention at Springfield Academy is the significant
behavioral challenges of its unique student population, with secondary attention paid to
developing programs to address students’ academic needs. While the children attending this
school have significant social, emotional and behavioral problems that need ongoing attention, a
persistent belief exists among staff and school leaders that behavior and student transiency
prevent the school from focusing on academic needs to the extent required for significant
improvement.
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A. Does the school have effective leadership and sound management?

Springfield Academy school leaders have demonstrated effectiveness in addressing the
behavioral needs of their students but have been less attentive to the instructional oversight
essential to providing a strong academic program. Staff supports the work of school leaders, and
the professional climate is described as supportive and collegial. There are high standards and
expectations for appropriate student behavior and the expenditure of energy and purpose among
school leaders is dedicated to achieving strict behavioral standards. There are markedly fewer
conversations or discussions of achieving high academic standards or of effective instructional
leadership.

In interviews and on the instructional staff survey, teachers speak with high regard for the efforts
of most of the school’s leadership. With minor exceptions, staff members cite the skill and
knowledge of school leaders as inspiring their efforts to address students’ considerable
behavioral needs. During the Panel Review visit, school leaders were observed to attend to crisis
(as well as non-crisis) situations during the school day with calm and composed skill. The
stability and duration of the leadership of Springfield Academy is a major contributing factor to
its perceived success in stabilizing children so they can be transitioned to a less restrictive
setting.

In contrast, attention to academic standards is less stringent. Schools leaders expressed differing
understanding of their individual roles in promoting a strong academic program. Throughout the
visit, panelists found it difficult to determine specific roles and responsibilities for oversight of
academics among the members of the administrative team. The appointment of a new principal
for the elementary grades during the previous school year has not resulted in clear distribution of
duties or focused attention to learning needs. While school leaders were able to describe their
individual roles in maintaining an orderly school environment, they were unable to describe their
individual accountability for improving student achievement.

In staff survey responses, teachers report the academic expectations of their students in vague
terms. They describe their role in carrying out the SIP to include, “raising MCAS scores,”
“implementing the school’s programs” and “to improve writing skills.” They frequently add
conditions or explanations to the academic expectations, such as “... but not all staff have been
trained (in the Collins writing program),” “the specifics of getting there are still a little unclear to
me,” and “social/emotional causes are major causes of low performance in our school.” In the
panelists’ view, the culture of the school does not provide sufficient emphasis on the academic
needs of the children that parallel efforts to address their behavioral needs.

There is a growing sense of the importance of academic issues at Springfield Academy. One
member of the parent focus group, a group home liaison, reported there has been a stronger
emphasis on academic expectations than in prior years. Several teachers echoed the sentiment of
the group home liaison that academic achievement is receiving more attention than before. There
appears to be less emphasis on academic needs in conversations between sending schools and
receiving schools and Springfield Academy. One staff member estimated that in fifty percent of
the cases, there is a two-week delay in receiving a student’s academic records from a sending
school. At the other end of their enrollment, school leaders indicated that the criteria for
transition decisions for students to leave the Academy include only behavioral considerations. In
other words, Academy staff considers that, if the child is sufficiently in control, he/she can
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access the academic program in a less restrictive setting. There are no stated consistent academic
criteria included in the decision.

B. Isthere evidence that the school’s faculty supports the planned improvement efforts?

There is overall support among the faculty at Springfield Academy for the concepts and broad
intentions of the improvement plan. However, there is general belief that implementation of the
plan will be a challenge because of the transiency of the student population and the social/
emotional disabilities students face.

Interviews with staff members and a survey of instructional staff reveal consistent belief that the
academic needs identified in the school improvement plan — writing, reading, math problem
solving and behavior — are the essential needs of Springfield Academy students. Both new and
continuing teachers agree that reading problems limit the student’s ability to succeed
academically in many areas, and that MCAS results reflect limited vocabulary and weak writing
skills. But panelists heard from the administration and staff that disruptions to instruction are
frequent, often intense and sometimes violent. The twelve adjustment counselors, charged with
attending to behavioral issues, reported in a focus group that they are constantly busy keeping
various episodes in classrooms from escalating.

While the broad areas of student learning needs are consistently mentioned among all school
personnel, there are expressions of uncertainty when asked whether the plan will have a positive
impact on student academic achievement. School personnel reported that the cognitive ability of
many students is not in question, but there are significant questions about students’ readiness and
capacity to learn, given their socio/emotional disabilities. Staff members mention the transiency
of students as a major reason student success will not be forthcoming. “We get them under
control, then ship them to another school and they get the credit!” was a frequent explanation for
lack of faith in the plan’s impact on measures of the school’s effectiveness. Additional reasons
for lack of faith in the plan’s positive impact include the attention to behavioral issues as first
priority, behavioral disruptions to the lesson flow, and inadequate resources to fully implement
both the academic and behavioral goals defined in the plan.

C. Is the school receiving adequate guidance and support from the district leadership?

Springfield Academy received significant support and guidance from the Springfield School
District for the development of their improvement plan. However, resources to implement both
the behavioral and academic goals of the plan are insufficient to offer confidence that the plan’s
implementation will produce the desired gains in student academic achievement for this school’s
unique population.

Springfield District personnel are well-informed of the school’s priority needs — to provide an
environment where students receive “consistency and bonding” and the school enhances the
“efficacy of students” to maintain sufficient control to function effectively in a regular school
environment. Because students move in and out of the Academy at a relatively rapid rate, the
district defines their academic needs to be parallel to the needs of similar age students across the
district. Springfield Academy students and staff have full access to district academic programs,
professional development offerings and curriculum support personnel, as would any other school
in the district.
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District leaders were directly involved in the development of the Springfield Academy School
Improvement Plan. During their “open houses” and other events, district curriculum directors
met with Springfield Academy leaders and SIP team members to review drafts of the plan and
oversee data analysis and interpretation. The format of the school improvement plan is consistent
with that used throughout the district and provides a clear and consistent structure within which
the school can insert its unique goals and objectives. District personnel provided “abundant”
feedback on the early drafts of the plan, according to school leaders. District and school
personnel explained that the recommendations included suggestions to simplify the plan and
reduce the range of topics for attention to a few core areas. Final distribution of the 2004-2005
plan occurred in mid-October, two weeks prior to the Panel Review visit. (It is likely that this
timing is one reason why new teachers are less than fully familiar with the plan’s contents.)
One omission in the district’s support of the development of an accurate plan involves the
limited (if any) review of the individual learning goals included in each student’s individualized
education program (IEP) to verify and corroborate the student learning objectives specified in
the Academy SIP.

While the district’s support during the development of the plan was useful, there is less district
support than required for the school’s implementation of the plans’ initiatives. Despite the
emphasis on order and safety as the key challenge for the school, financial challenges have
reduced the number of paraprofessionals in the classrooms. Teachers reported that they have the
assistance of a paraprofessional only every other day at most. In classrooms of severely
behaviorally challenged children, the absence of additional adult support is particularly dramatic.
Financial shortcomings also limit the impact of the UBMP because of the need for additional
“time-out” space and personnel to monitor students who need to be removed from a group
setting, but who need to maintain attention to their academic work. Teachers expressed
disappointment that the full implementation of the behavior management plan would be delayed
until funds could be found for these critical needs.

The two Collaborative Professional Development Teachers (CPDTSs) in math and ELA are
shared by the five alternative schools in the district but have been working in Springfield
Academy on a daily basis since the beginning of the year. Usually, they spend one day a week at
the school. It is not clear how long they will remain at the school full-time, or what the other
alternative schools have been doing for support during this school year. The Principal reported
that they were in the process of hiring two more CPDTSs for the other alternative schools. The
CPDTs are defined as the primary support personnel to assist teachers with instructional
improvements. Without their support, teachers and their students at Springfield Academy are
unlikely to benefit as anticipated.

The facility housing Springfield Academy represents a major deficiency in the district’s support
for the school. Interior spaces, including sanitary facilities, are in disrepair — sometimes
dangerously so. The exterior of the building is littered and unkempt and there is no place for
even the youngest children to be taken outside for recess. One teacher took her youngsters out
for a walk and listened to them describe in detail how the condoms on the ground are properly
used. Students in the focus group described their disappointment in the condition of ‘their’
school.

While district support for the development of the Springfield Academy improvement plan has
been generous, worthwhile and constructive, the gaps in provision of essential personnel and an
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appropriate facility severely limits the likelihood that the strategies defined in the Academy SIP
will be implemented effectively to produce the desired positive gains in student achievement.

CONCLUSION

The Springfield Academy School Improvement Plan is based on an incomplete review of
available information about student learning needs and identifies broad, non-specific gaps in
skills and knowledge. The plan includes essential structural components such as goals and
objectives linked clearly to the Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks and strategies with
proven effectiveness, but these components are not sufficient to represent a sound plan. The
major limitation to the school’s implementation of a strong academic focus is the belief
(prevalent across the school) that student social/emotional needs impede the school’s efforts at
academic achievement. Implementation of the plan is further limited by inadequate instructional
leadership, insufficient support personnel, and scarce financial resources to provide for the
implementation of the plan’s strategies. The Panel concludes that the capacity to implement the
SIP to address the academic and behavioral needs of Springfield Academy students does not yet
exist.
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APPENDIX A
Team Members

Dr. Karen Laba, Panel Chairperson, Director of Resource Development, SchoolWorks,
Beverly, MA

Dr. Denise Delorey, Panel Coordinator, School Performance Evaluator, Massachusetts
Department of Education, Malden, MA

David Copice, Panelist, Coordinator of MCAS and Data Analysis, Ashland Public Schools,
Ashland, MA,

Matthew Pakos, Panelist, School Performance Evaluator, Massachusetts Department of
Education, Malden, MA

Tony Siddall, Panelist, Assistant Coordinator of Accountability, Charter School Office,
Massachusetts Department of Education, Malden, MA

Megan Tupa, Panelist, School Review Consultant, SchoolWorks, Beverly, MA

Janet Williams, Panelist, Deputy Superintendent for Cluster and School Leaders, Triad C,
Boston Public Schools, Boston, MA
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APPENDIX B

UNDER-PERFORMING PANEL REVIEW SCHEDULE

Detailed Schedule for Review Panel School Site Visit

The times specified on the following schedule may be adjusted slightly to align with the
daily schedule and practices in each of the schools being reviewed.

Day 1

9:00 -9:30 a.m.

9:30-11:30 a.m.

12:00—2:00 p.m.

2:00 - 3:00 p.m.

3:00 — 4:00 p.m.

4:30 - 6:00 p.m.

7:30—8:00 a.m.
8:00—8:30 a.m.

8:30—9:00 a.m.

December 6, 2004

Panel chairperson and panel coordinator meet to discuss and clarify roles, prepare
for the first team meeting, and review general logistics/schedule for the review.
[location: hotel]

Team meeting # 1: team meets for the first time to discuss each panelist’s
individual analysis; team forms preliminary judgments on key questions.
[location: hotel]

Panelists meet with Principal (and one other school-based individual, if
appropriate). [location: the school]

Panelists meet with School Leadership Team

Panelists meet with the district Superintendent (and Assistant Superintendent, if
appropriate). [location: school]

Team meeting # 2: panelists synthesize interview information, further define

findings, prepare questions, and develop a team strategy for Day 2 of the review.
[location: hotel]

Day 2
All activities take place in the school

Panelists meet with the Principal
Panelists meet with the School Council
Panelists meet with Focus Groups. The Panel Review Coordinator and the
Principal will identify participants for each Focus Group. The groups will be
organized, as appropriate, to include groups of individuals who can respond to
questions designed for parents, students, classroom teachers, curriculum

facilitators, content-area specialists, grade-level instructors, or other specific
inquiry groups.
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Panelist A Panelist B Panelist C Panelist D Panelist E

Focus Group

Focus Group

Focus Group

Focus Group

Focus Group

9:00—11:00 a.m. Classroom observations and teacher interviews*
Panelist A Panelist B Panelist C Panelist D Panelist E
9-10 a.m. Observe Observe Observe Observe Observe
teacher 1 and teacher 3 and teacher 5 and teacher 7 and teacher 9 and
teacher 2 teacher 4 teacher 6 teacher 8 teacher 10
10-11 a.m. Interview Interview Interview Interview Interview
teacher 1 and teacher 3 and teacher 5 and teacher 7 and teacher 9 and
teacher 2 teacher 4 teacher 6 teacher 8 teacher 10
individually individually individually individually individually

11 a.m.—12:30 p.m.

remainder of the day (working lunch)

Team meeting # 3: panelists meet to discuss findings so far and to plan the

12:30—1:00 p.m. Panelists use time as needed to analyze findings and to gather more information.
1:00—2:00 p.m. Panelists meet with teachers in groups*; consultant co-chair is free to work on
report

Panelist A | Panelist B PanelistC | Panelist D Panelist E
1:00-1:30 Teacher Focus Group 1 Teacher Focus Group 3 | Prepare report
1:30-2:00 Teacher Focus Group 2 Teacher Focus Group 4
2:00—2:30 p.m. Closing meeting with the principal to discuss next steps (all panelists are present)
2:30—5:00 p.m. Team meeting # 4: panelists deliberate and form conclusions
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