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SCHOOL DESCRIPTION

Charter School Summary?
Exploration Elementary Charter School for
Science and Technology

Name of Charter School

Board Chair Carlos Cong
District of location Rochester City School District
Opening Date Fall 2017

Charter Terms Initial Charter Term:
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2023 school year. The deans of wellness,
classroom teachers, and student support staff
will be organized by grade bands, K- Grade 2 and
Grades 3 - 5. Several new positions will be added
— a human resources generalist, a student
services coordinator, and a family liaison.
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http://www.nysed.gov/common/nysed/files/programs/charter-schools/final-2021-2022-ren-sv-protocol-.pdf

e Current school policies, including the discipline policy, complaint policy, enrollmenst and
admissions policy, and by-laws;

e NYSED Attachment 1: 2021 NYSED Charter School Information Dashboard;

* NYSED Attachment 2: Charter School Fiscal Accountability Summary Dashboard;

» Narrative describing the school’s progress and efforts made toward reaching its enroliment
and retention targets;

e Admissions and Waitlist information;

e 2021-2022 Faculty/Staff Roster;

» Fingerprint Clearance Certificates for all instructional and non-instructional staff;

e School-submitted Annual Reports during current charter term;
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Summary of Findings

Exploration is in its fifth year of operation and serves students in K - Grade 5. During its current
charter term, the school is rated in the following manner: meeting two benchmarks, approaching
seven benchmarks, and falling far below one benchmark.

The school enrolled third graders for the first time in the 2019-2020 school year, and the NYS state
assessments were not administered that year. The school administered select state assessments
to its third and fourth graders in the spring of 2021. The participation rates were 37% for ELA, 36%
for math, and 5% for science. Proficiency percentages were 30% for ELA, 6% for math, and 20%
for science. The school administered local assessments in ELA and math to its students in the
spring of 2021. Participation rates were 87% for ELA and 83% for math. The proficiency rates were
30% for ELA and 18% for math. This information is not used for rating purposes by the CSO.

e Summary of Areas of Growth and Strengths:

0 The school has improved its rating for the Culture, Climate, and Family Engagement
benchmark. Exploration has made significant efforts to establish a program that supports the
social-emotional and mental health needs of its students, employing a variety of restorative
practices to address both behavior and student social-emotional well-being. The school uses
several methods to engage families and the community in student learning, including a family
visit program, employing a family liaison, and partnering with EnCompass Learning. The
school uses qualitative and quantitative data to evaluate the quality and effectiveness of the
academic program and modifies the program accordingly.

e Summary of Areas in Need of Improvement:

o Despite a common expectation of differentiated and rigorous instruction, lessons are not
rigorous enough to ensure students perform at grade level or remediate due to the COVID-
19 pandemic’s negative impacts on learning. Leaders acknowledged a negative impact on
academic performance as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic but have not yet begun
administering interventions based on the current year’s data, limiting supports for students
in the general education program. Exploration continues to experience staffing vacancies,
which prevent the school from enrolling students from its waitlist. Student attrition has led
to budgetary changes. The school continues to struggle to enroll a comparable number of
economically disadvantaged (ED) students, students with disabilities (SWDs), and English
language learners (ELLS) in relation to the district of location. In the final year of its initial
charter term, the board remains in the beginning stages of implementing its strategic plan.
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Benchmark 1: Student Performance

The school has met or exceeded achievement indicators for academic trends toward proficiency,
proficiency, and high school graduation. At all grade levels and all assessments, scoring proficiently means
achieving a performance level of 3 or higher (high school Regents and Common Core Regents exam score
of 65 or higher).

Finding: Approaches
Note: State assessments were not administered in the 2019-2020 school year and were administered

under the COVID-19 constraints during the 2020-2021 school year. As such, NYSED is limited to what
results it can include from those two years in the analysis of this benchmark. In the Spring of 2021 NYSED
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Benchmark 2: Teaching and Learning

School leaders have
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separate resource room. In the focus group, intervention teachers reported that general
education teachers provide students with Tier 1 interventions during whole class and small group
instruction. At the time of the remote renewal site visit, special education teachers and
interventionists were using i-Ready assessment results from the previous school year to pull
students for Tier 2 and Tier 3 intervention. Despite leaders acknowledging a negative impact on
academic performance as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, the school had not yet begun
administering interventions based on the current year’s data, limiting supports for students in the
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Benchmark 3: Culture, Climate, and Family Engagement

The school has systems in place to support students’ social and emotional health and to provide for a
safe and respectful learning environment. Families, community members and school staff work together
to share in the responsibility for student academic progress and social-emotional growth and well-being.
Families and students are
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Summative Evidence for Benchmark 3:

Over this charter term, the trajectory with regard to this benchmark has been positive. The school has
improved its rating from Approaches to Meets. Exploration has made significant efforts to establish a
program that supports the social-emotional and mental health needs of its students, employing a variety
of restorative practices to address both behavior and student social-emotional well-being. In the school
year 2018-2019 the school was designated as “potentially persistently dangerous” but that designation
was discontinued the following year.

1. Element: Behavior Management and Safety:

e Indicator a: Exploration has a clear approach to behavioral management, although it has not
posted its discipline policy on its website. According to the renewal application, Exploration’s
behavior management approach includes Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS),
Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS), and restorative practices. Exploration’s discipline policy
document submitted with the renewal application
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Benchmark 4: Financial Condition

The school is in sound and stable financial condition as evidenced by performance on key financial
indicators.

Finding: Approaches

Over this charter term, the trajectory with regard to this benchmark has been improving, with a prior
rating from the mid-term site visit report of Falls far Below.

Summative Evidence for Benchmark 4:
See the school’s fiscal dashboard attached to the end of this report (Charter School Fiscal Accountability
Summary). The fiscal dashboard provides detailed information regarding the school’s compliance with

Benchmark 4 of the Charter School Performance Framework. Unless otherwise indicated, financial data
i
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Benchmark 6: Board Oversight and Governance

The board of trustees provides competent stewardship and oversight of the school while maintaining
policies, establishing performance goals, and implementing systems to ensure academic success,
organizational viability, board effectiveness and faithfulness to the terms of its charter.

Finding: Approaches

Element Indicators
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- Indicator b: In the final year of its initial charter term, the board remains in the beginning stages
of implementing its strategic plan. Board members reported that the board participates in an
annual retreat during the summer facilitated by an external consultant. The board is now
partnering with Board on Track to engage in training sessions, webinars, and other development
for the board and its five committees. According to the renewal application, the board and school
leader participated in a Strengths, Weakness, Opportunities, and Threats (SWOT) analysis during
summer 2021 to engage in strategic planning and goal setting. The board’s strategic plan indicates
goals r
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board will contract with Board on Track to provide professional development to ensure the board
is prepared to meet all governance responsibilities, school laws, and organization goals.
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1. Element: School Leadership:

Indicator a: The Exploration school leadership team includes the principal who serves as the
academic leader, the assistant principal, and the operations manager. Although the school
employed four principals within the first three years of its charter term, it has experienced stability
in school leadership during the following two years. The renewal application indicates that the
school leadership team meets weekly to review data, assess needs, and problem solve. On the
CSO 2021 Teacher Survey, the majority (13 of 18) of teachers responding to the survey agreed
that the school has an effective school leadership team which communicates a clearly defined
mission and set of goals to staff and the school community.

Indicator b: Roles and responsibilities for leaders, staff, management, and board members are
clearly defined. Members of the school community adhere to defined roles and responsibilities.
During remote instruction, staff continued to focus on social and emotional wellbeing, by
providing support to teachers and students virtually. The newly hired assistant principal will lead
the school’s social and emotional learning efforts, allowing the principal to focus on academics.
The current organization chart the school uses is not the NYSED CSO-approved chart.

Indicator c: The school has communication systems and decision-making processes in place. The
renewal application indicates that, beginning in 2020-2021, school leaders facilitated monthly
academic and behavioral data meetings in addition to weekly early-release days to engage in
professional development, communicate updates on school initiatives, and provide support as
necessary. Despite this, only slightly more than half of teachers (10 of 18) responding to the CSO
2021 Teacher Survey agreed that the school has clear and well-established communication
systems and decision-making processes in place.

Indicator d: The school does not successfully recruit, hire, and retain key personnel. Due to
teacher vacancies, the school is unable to provide two teachers in every K-Grade 2 classroom as
described in its renewal application. Additionally, teacher aide vacancies prevent the school from
backfilling students, resulting in underenrollment. To address this, according to the renewal
application, Exploration has purchased PayChex’s application tracking system (ATS) to post job
openings to 50 to 60 national job boards. Only 6 of the 18 teachers responding to the CSO 2021
Teacher Survey agreed that the school successfully recruits, hires, and retains key personnel. At
the time of the remote visit, the school’s website indicated at least nine positions open.

2. Element: Professional Climate:

Indicator a: Exploration is not fully staffed with high quality personnel to meet all educational and
operational needs. At the time of the remote renewal site visit, the school struggled to recruit
guality teaching staff. Only half (9 of 18) of teachers responding to the CSO 2021 Teacher Survey
agreed that the school is fully staffed with personnel who are able to meet all operational needs.
Indicator b: The school has established structures for regular collaboration among teachers. The
weekly schedule displays dedicated time for teachers to collaborate, including daily planning time
and schoolwide professional development. School leaders also report an “open-door policy,”
allowing for continual informal communication. Of the teachers responding to the CSO 2021
Teacher Survey, the majority (13 of 18) agreed that the school has procedures for effective
collaboration.

Indicator c: According to the renewal application, school leaders confer with teachers three times
each year (30-day check-in, mid-year check-in, end-of-year interview) to provide and solicit
feedback on professional development efforts. The master school schedule indicates, and focus
groups confirmed, that students are released by 1:00 PM on Fridays, allowing the teaching staff
to engage in professional development from 1:30-4:30 PM. School leaders also poll teachers to
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seek input on future professional development topics. Two-thirds of teachers (12 of 18)
responding to the CSO 2021 Teacher Survey agreed that the school ensures staff has the requisite
skills necessary to meet all students’ needs.

e Indicator d: Although the school has a formal process for teacher evaluation, leaders do not
establish high expectations for instructional quality. School leaders reported that they conduct
annual formal evaluations for teaching staff using the Danielson rubric. In addition to this, the
renewal application indicated that school leaders conduct
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Benchmark 8: Mission and Key Design Elements

The school is faithful to its mission and has implemented the key design elements included in its charter.

Finding: Approaches

Indicators
Element
a. School stakeholders share a common and consistent understanding of the

1. Mission an - . . .
ission and school’s mission and key design elements outlined in the charter.

EliymDeenstlgn b. The school has fully implemented the key design elements in the approved
charter and in any subsequently approved revisions.
Summative
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Benchmark 9: Enroliment, Recruitment, and Retention

The school is meeting or making annual progress toward meeting the enrollment plan outlined in its charter and
its enrollment and retention targets for students with disabilities, English language learners, and students who are
eligible applicants for the free and reduced priced lunch program; or has demonstrated that it has made extensive
good faith efforts to attract, recruit, and retain such students.

Finding: Falls Far Below

Element Indicators
1. Targets are a. The school maintains sufficient enroliment demand for the school to meet or come
met close to meeting the enrollment plan outlined in the charter.
a. The school is making regular and significant annual progress toward meeting the
targets.

b. The school has implemented extensive recruitment strategies and program
services to attract and retain students with disabilities, English language learners,
and students who are eligible for free and reduced priced lunch. Strategies include
but are not limited to outreach to parents and families in the surrounding
communities, widely publicizing the lottery for such school, efforts to academically
support these students, and enrollment policy revisions, such as employing a
weighted lottery or enrollment preference, to increase the proportion of enrolled
students from the three priority populations.

c. The school has implemented a systematic process for evaluating recruitment and
outreach strategies and program services for each of the three categories of
students, and makes strategic improvements as needed.

2. Targets are not
met

Summative Evidence for Benchmark 9:

Over this charter term, the trajectory with regard to this benchmark has been constant. The school has
maintained its rating of Falls Far Below. Exploration continues to struggle to recruit a student body that
is representative of the Rochester CSD. The differentials between the school and district’s percent of ELLS
and SWDs has steadily increased. Further, Exploration has been unable to retain its students at a rate
comparable to the district of location.

1. Element: Target are met:
e Indicator a: N/A
2. Element: Targets are not met:

e Indicator a: As of 2019-2020, the school was at 90% enrollment, an increase from the previous
year in which the school was at 84% of its maximum authorized enrollment. In the 2020-2021
school year, Exploration was at 85% of its maximized authorized enrollment, which dropped
further by the time of the visit to 74%. The school has not made progress toward meeting the
targets for enrolling students in targeted populations similar to the population in Rochester CSD.
As shown in Attachment 1, the school enrolls 10 percentage points fewer SWDs and 15
percentage points fewer ELLs than the Rochester CSD. Exploration’s ED student enroliment is 36
percentage points below the Rochester CSD. These differences have steadily increased over the
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counsel to track its legal obligations. The school reported subgroup enroliment in 2019-2020
having a -8 percentage point differential to the district for SWDs, -12 percentage points for ELLS,
and -3 percentage points for EDs. In the subsequent year, 2020-2021, those percentage point
differentials had all increased with SWDs to -10, ELLs to -15, and EDs to -36 percentage point
differentials.

e Indicator c¢: The school has requested significant changes to the organization chart to be
implemented in the 2022-2023 school year, yet has implemented them without approval.
Additionally, the school conducted a summer school session in 2021 without authorization from
the CSO. The school is not allowed to implement any changes to its charter without written
approval from the CSO or the Board of Regents.
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