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Executive Summary

This case study of Bronxdale High School in New York was written to illustrate what a successful
school serving diverse learners looks like and does when its practices are consistent with knowledge
rooted in the sciences of learning and development.

One of five small high schools in an imposing five-story building in the northeast section of
the Bronx, Bronxdale serves 445 students in an inclusion setting. About 26% qualify for special
education services—more than twice the norm in most schools—and more than three fourths
are identified as economically disadvantaged. More than 90% are students of color. The student
population is 57% Latino/a, 29% Black, 8% White, 5% Asian, and 1% Native American.

Most enter the school achieving well below proficiency levels on standardized tests; however,

city data show students outperforming their peers and city averages in credit accrual, 4- and

6-year graduation rates, and enrollment in postsecondary education. Bronxdale’s School Quality
Review evaluation rated the school as “excellent” in rigorous instruction, teaching and learning
effectiveness, teacher collaboration and development, and high expectations for students. Although
the proliferation of local gangs makes the neighborhood unsafe, Bronxdale students note that they
feel safe in their school. Recently, the New York City Department of Education designated Bronxdale
as a model site for restorative practices—a school that other city school leaders visit in order to learn.

This case explores the constellation of factors that have allowed Bronxdale to achieve these
successes. Those factors include:

e acompelling vision of students and school as a caring, safe, collaborative community,
coupled with structures that build the trust and skills that make this possible;

 the integration of inquiry instruction with social-emotional supports;
» educative discipline that puts restorative practices into action; and

« afaculty and leadership committed to “teaching the way that students learn best,”
continuously learning together in a community of practice.

The factors that distinguish Bronxdale are grounded in the science of learning and development
that has emerged from neuroscience, cognitive science, and the developmental sciences over the
last several decades. As described in several recently published research syntheses, this science
supports four principles for educational practice:

1. A positive school environment that supports student success along the
developmental continuum. Features include school structures and classroom practices
that support positive, trusting relationships; attachment and emotional connections;
physical and emotional safety, including identity safety; and a sense of belonging
and purpose.

2. Support for the intentional development of social, emotional, and cognitive
skills, mindsets, and habits. These skills include self-regulation, executive function,
intrapersonal awareness, and interpersonal skills, as well as a growth mindset and a sense
of agency that support resilience and productive action. Supports for behavior should be
educative and restorative, enabling students to learn how to collaborate, resolve conflicts,
and contribute to the community.
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3. Curricular designs and instructional strategies that support academic capacity,
competence, efficacy, motivation, and metacognitive skills. These designs feature
well-scaffolded instruction and ongoing formative assessment that support personalized
and collaborative learning, take students’ prior knowledge and experiences into account,
and provide the right amount of challenge and support on relevant and engaging
learning tasks.

4. Multi-tiered systems of support based on a shared developmental framework. These
systems provide personalized academic and nonacademic supports that seek to remove
obstacles to learning and address the effects of adversity.

In addition to these aspects of school design, supported by Bronxdale’s work with its partner, the
Institute for Student Achievement, the school engages teachers in ongoing professional learning in
a community of practice that is always evolving new practices to meet students’ needs, informed
by student development and what works in schools with similar visions. Key aspects of the school’s
practices include the following:

Creating a Positive School Culture and Climate

Bronxdale aims to create a safe, caring, collaborative community in which all community members—
staff, students, and families—have voice, agency, and responsibility. This vision sets the foundation
for the school’s mission: to develop students as “self-reliant, independent learners,” who are
“curious and know how to be thinkers” and are “creative problem-solvers.” This vision, which drives
organizational and programmatic decisions and choices, is informed by a deep understanding of
how systemic social injustice has affected students. The elements that make this vision come to

life include:

e structures such as small class size and advisory to develop close, caring relationships
between teachers and students and among students;

e pedagogy based on how Bronxdale students learn best;
e arestorative approach to discipline;

e distributed leadership among staff who have been hired because of their knowledge, skill,
and dispositions to support success for all learners;

e intensive ongoing individual, team, and whole-school professional development led by staff
and external partners who support Bronxdale’s goals; and

e multi-tiered systems of academic, health, and social supports to address learning barriers in
and out of school.

These features contribute to a positive school culture and climate and to teacher and
student success.

Teaching of Social and Emotional Skills and Mindsets

Systemic opportunities for teaching social and emotional skills and growth and academic mindsets
are integral to Bronxdale’s culture and are woven into the school’s organizational, educational, and
social fabric. Staffing and budgetary decisions, such as hiring two restorative deans, a counselor,

and two social workers, have brought restorative practices to every facet of school life, emphasizing
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learning and self- and community repair over punishment. Mechanisms that amplify student voice,
initiative, agency, and responsibility—such as advisory, Peer Group Connections, restorative circles,
peer mediation, and youth court—offer a supportive environment in which students can learn
multiple strategies for constructively managing their emotions and conflicts in school, as well as in
their lives.

Simultaneously, these approaches enable students to take on a variety of peer leadership roles,
operationalizing students as supporters and sustainers of the school as a safe, caring community. At
Bronxdale, students are not positioned as the problem: They are an active and critical part of the
solution. The school also structures teaching and learning so that students share responsibility for
designing and enacting norms of individual and interactive behavior. Teachers provide protocols
for discussion, collaboration, and sharing feedback for improvement so that students are proactive
participants in the classroom, developing each other’s knowledge and skills.

These processes are also used as students conduct research on topics of personal passion in their
12th-grade capstone projects, which are supported through processes of revision and presented to
a jury of peers and faculty. All of these initiatives give Bronxdale students opportunities to practice
academic and emotional self-regulation as a regular part of daily life.

Instruction That Supports the Way Students Learn

Principal Carolyne Quintana regularly notes that the goal at Bronxdale is to “teach the way our
students learn best.” Rooted in inquiry-based learning, Bronxdale High School is dedicated to
fostering a realistic, relevant, and hands-on educational experience for all students. Through
collaboration, both in the school and in the surrounding community, students are immersed in an
environment that (1) engages inquiry, promotes proactive learning, and cultivates curiosity; and
(2) supports student thinking and helps them to communicate with clarity and precision in order to
instill an intrinsic desire for lifelong learning.

Teachers employ three key strategies to accomplish these goals: They build community that allows
adults and students to know each other well; they design and implement inquiry-based instruction
with strong scaffolding and with attention to reducing cognitive load while teaching cognitive
strategies; and they incorporate explicit development of social, emotional, and academic skills,
habits, and mindsets. These skills and mindsets include the development of executive functioning,
as students plan and implement projects, and the development of a growth mindset, as students
receive feedback on their work, revise it, and see that their competence grows with effort.

Systems of Support

Bronxdale is sensitive to its students’ life contexts and has created systems of support to help
students address academic, physical, and mental health needs, as well as adversity conditions that
can lead to trauma and toxic stress and undermine learning. These systems of support include a
partnership with Bronx Montefiore Medical Center, which offers medical services to students in all
the small schools in the large building that houses Bronxdale. Students can gain access to health
services, including dental care; vision care with free eyeglasses; health education; reproductive
health information in advisory classes; and referrals to individual, group, and family counseling
with Montefiore social workers and counselors.
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School-based mental health supports include a class on mindfulness as well as intensive
interventions through individual and group counseling, which is sometimes organized around
common needs, such as grief counseling. To make sure that students feel safe in a neighborhood
that can feel unsafe, teachers take positions outside the school at dismissal as signposts of care
and safety. Because school holidays can create particular stress for students in extreme poverty,
Bronxdale has created a list of places that provide food, activities, heat, books, and computers.

The school also has a well-developed system of educational supports. These supports include well-
designed special education services and inclusion classes co-taught by expertly prepared special
education and general education teachers. Students also have access to after-school and lunchtime
tutoring, Saturday academy, mentoring, a resource room for extra help as needed, and a computer
lab for students who do not have access to technology at home.

Professional Learning in a Community of Practice

Bronxdale enables teachers to tailor their pedagogy to how students learn best by creating a
community of practice: Faculty come together regularly in different configurations to learn—much
in the way that students learn, through inquiry, collaboration, and self-reflection—with students at
the center of their inquiry.

This community of practice rests on several significant beliefs about teachers and their learning.
First, teachers at Bronxdale are invested with a powerful level of trust to take charge of their own
learning and to share their expertise with colleagues. Because faculty members are recognized

as empowered agents, teacher learning consists of more than the delivery of professional
development; it also involves the active examination of self and practice, connecting that self-
knowledge to instructional improvement. Second, faculty learning is enriched because it occurs
within a collaborative community made up of peers and external partners. The external partners
include the Institute for Student Achievement, which has worked successfully with many New
York schools to build student-centered practices over many years. Finally, the process of inquiry in
which staff members engage is ongoing: The school and the practices that define it are continually
evolving as the collective knowledge of adult stakeholders evolves.

The result is an environment in which student needs are actively examined, and strategies to meet
them are continually devised and revised, with continuously improving outcomes as a result.
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Introduction

As we enter their crowded, buzzing classroom, Mary Zelenka and Pamela Zaiter are introducing a
new challenge to their 9th-grade Algebra students. Their goal is to help students distinguish between
situations that can be modeled with linear functions and those that require exponential functions.
Their challenge: “Survive a zombie apocalypse.” The students have just received these instructions:

Several hours ago, Mayor de Blasio received a report that an outbreak of a deadly new
virus has begun in the Bronx. The virus is known to completely control its victims within
an hour of contact and quickly turns every living human into a zombie. Each zombie
carries the disease and is then able to infect others nearby. Once a human is infected,
they will now infect more people. There are currently 1,471,000 people living in the
Bronx. Since there is no escape and currently no antidote, your task is to figure out how
long it is possible to survive in the Bronx. [Justify your solution and support your thinking
with at least two pieces of mathematical evidence, e.g., a table, graph, equation.]

Sitting in pairs, the students are working together to understand the problem and are taking notes
on what they know, what they need to know, and what their next steps will be to solve the problem.
“Oohs” and “ughs” can be heard as they exclaim and laugh about the hypothetical, while they jot
down notes about how to approach the problem. After giving them time to grapple with the situation
on their own, Zelenka guides a lively conversation about what they know and think about the
situation, and what else they need to know. Some of the conversation deals with zombies and the
Bronx, and whether this is happening in other boroughs, how it got started, etc. Most of it deals with
the mathematics needed. Students begin to realize there are other facts they will need to calculate
their answer, such as how many zombies there were at the start and how many humans each can
infect in a single day. Once they have established the scenario, Zelenka and her co-teacher give
each group a different starting value and a different growth factor (some have a constant growth
factor and some have a percent growth factor) so they will be able to make comparisons later.

As the class gets to work, the teachers circulate through the class asking leading questions to help
students think about their strategy and clarifying aspects of the mathematics that are needed to
implement the strategy. The teachers are prepared for possible misconceptions the students may
have about linear versus exponential functions and potential trip-ups, such as confusion between
initial values and growth rates, so they are alert to those as they circulate, asking students to recall
aspects of what they have learned and to focus on particular aspects of the problem. They probe for
understanding with a wide range of scaffolding questions:

“Can you explain what you’ve done so far? What else is there to do?”

“Why did you decide to use this method?”

“Can you think of another method that might work?”

“Do you think this is a realistic representation if this were to happen in real life?”
The teams are diligent and engaged. Hands fly up when students are stuck. Often students answer
each other’s questions. The teachers encourage them to think about the question from a different
angle or by recalling earlier work the students have done, some of which is on the many posters

around the room reminding students of different kinds of equations, with graphs, tables, and
solution strategies. When enough teams have developed answers, the teachers bring the class
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back together to share their solutions. Students use the white board to demonstrate their equations,
graphs, and thinking. The teachers ask additional questions to extend the students’ thinking,
such as:

“What type of function does this represent and why?”

“What effect does the initial value have on your model?”

“What effect does the growth rate have on your model?”

“Is there a more efficient strategy?“

“Does anyone have the same answer but a different way to explain it?”
“Can you convince the rest of us that your answer makes sense?”

“How is the growth of the Zombie Apocalypse similar to or different from the Baffling
Bacteria problem we did? How else could you see this problem in real life?”

Some students are satisfied with their answers, while others go back to change aspects of their
work as they learn from other teams about how they approached the problem. Some who were

stumped are now ready to move forward. Toward the end of the class, the teachers pose a new
challenge to extend students’ thinking;:

“If you were given the choice between more initial zombies but a slower growth rate or
fewer initial zombies but a greater growth rate, which would you pick and why?”

This gives rise to a robust conversation that solidifies a key aspect of students’ understanding about
exponential functions—that the rate of growth is key to how quickly the zombies infect everyone else.

The teachers are planning for more extensions of these ideas in future lessons. One extension asks
students to apply their model to the entire population of people in New York City to see how long

it would take the entire city to be infected. It then posits that the government has found a cure

and asks, “What is the last possible day you feel the cure would do any good?” Another suggests
that scientists get busy right away and are able to find a cure for zombiism by the 4th day, but their
antidote is successful only 15% of the time. The question is, “How long would it take for scientists
to turn all the zombies back into humans? Can this happen? Why or why not?” The teachers will
get students to mathematically consider an exponential decay model at this point. Connecting this
work to the real world, they will ask students to think about real-world epidemics, like the Ebola or
anthrax outbreaks.

A newcomer to this classroom would never guess that more than one third of the students working
on this challenging set of problems are identified for special education, or that virtually all of them
come from low-income Black and Latino/a households across the Bronx.

Bronxdale High School, a small 9th- through 12th-grade New York City public school, serves what
is commonly referred to as an “underserved” population that has generally experienced little
academic success.

While such student demographics and ZIP codes are frequently used to explain low expectations,
poor student outcomes, high rates of violence, and school cultures of failure, Bronxdale High School
represents an exception to these norms. In 2018, Bronxdale’s 4- and 6-year graduation rates (82%
and 84%, respectively) surpassed graduation rates of its comparison schools as well as its borough
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and city high school averages. A higher percentage of the school’s 9th- and 10th-grade students
earned sufficient credits to be on track for graduation than their comparison group and borough
and citywide counterparts.! The school’s 2017-18 New York City Department of Education (NYC
DOE) School Quality Review evaluation rated Bronxdale as “excellent” on rigorous instructions,
collaborative teachers, effective school leadership, trust, and strong family—community ties.?
Recently, the NYC DOE designated Bronxdale as a model site for restorative practices—a school that
other city school leaders visit in order to learn.

How has Bronxdale achieved these successes? This case explores the constellation of key factors
that have created a culture that affords Bronxdale its successes as the school has continuously
evolved. Those factors include:

e acompelling vision of students and school as a caring, safe, collaborative community,
coupled with structures that build the trust and skills that make this possible;

e the integration of inquiry instruction with social-emotional supports;
o educative discipline that puts restorative practices into action; and

 afaculty and leadership committed to “teaching the way that students learn best,”
continuously learning together in a community of practice.

As we describe in the next section, Bronxdale has achieved these goals with some struggle. Today,
Bronxdale has a safe and caring school culture. Staff have commented:

“If I have a conflict, I approach the student and tell him what I appreciate about him
and then what my issue is, and we discuss.”

Comments from students and staff include:

“Here we talk things through.”
“We talk out differences instead of fighting.”

But in 2011, when the school was brand new, this was not the case. As one senior explains,
“Students were bad. There were lots of fights. It was unsafe.” In fact, as this student notes, the
school spent year one “in disarray.” Teachers struggled to teach in overly long, irregularly scheduled
instructional time blocks; students were unfocused; and stories of intra-faculty conflict found their
way into the local tabloids.

At the end of the school year, the founding principal was removed and replaced by Carolyne
Quintana, the principal at the time of this study. When Quintana, known affectionately as “Q,”
became the principal of Bronxdale, she was determined to initiate change. Subsequent to her arrival,
many of the original staff left the school. In addition to the school being new, without entrenched
habits and personnel, New York City policies—in particular, principal autonomy in hiring staff and
budgetary matters—helped Quintana realize her vision.

In the school’s second year, she began introducing practices and resources that would
fundamentally change the school’s culture. These initiatives included peer mediation; restorative
circles; restorative deans; Peer Group Connection (PGC) programs; student government in which
students can be part of the school’s decision-making and development; and youth court, where,
according to one student, “you find out the reasons for the problem and try to solve it.” They were
designed to fulfill several goals. They were meant to help build the school as a caring community,
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create a restorative environment, and address students’ social and emotional needs, all as a
foundation for engaging students in intellectually challenging academic work that would prepare
them for a robust future. Indeed, over the 7 years since it was launched, Bronxdale has evolved into
a caring, safe, inquiry-based school community, committed to the success of its diverse students,
though the staff and faculty remark that, in the climate of continuous improvement the school
fosters, there is still work to do.

This case study describes both the practices in which Bronxdale engages that contribute to

its students’ success and the journey it took to develop these practices. The study is based on
interviews with students and staff; observations of classrooms, faculty meetings, and professional
development sessions; and reviews of school and district documents and data. (See Appendix A for
study methodology.)

In the remainder of this report, we describe the origins and context of the school, and the ways in
which it creates a positive climate, supports instruction, teaches social and emotional skills, enacts
restorative practices, and provides additional student supports.

We frame this discussion with a review of recent research from the sciences of learning and
development that explain why and how these practices are critically important for productive
student engagement and learning, especially for students who experience significant adversity
outside of school and are placed furthest from opportunity in the social systems they inhabit. We
close with a discussion of professional learning that enables educators to engage in these practices,
and with lessons that may be useful to other schools and systems seeking to develop schools that
are designed to support how students learn.

Origins and Context

Bronxdale High School, which opened in 2011 at the Bronx’s Christopher Columbus High School
Campus, is one of New York City’s small public high school start-ups created in the wake of a
districtwide redesign project that established alternative schools in the 1970s and went to scale in
the early 1990s, continuing to the present. The new schools strategy was developed by New York
City Schools Chancellor Joe Fernandez in the early 1990s, with many projects funded by the Bill

& Melinda Gates and Annenberg Foundations, long before charter schools were authorized. The
strategy began to phase out large failing public high schools and replace them with new small
public high schools, co-located in the large high school buildings (known as campuses). The new
small schools were built one grade at a time, beginning with 9th grade, as the larger host school was
phased out. Research has since confirmed stronger graduation rates and achievement outcomes at
these smaller high schools compared with the large, anonymous schools they replaced.?

The Columbus Campus is an imposing five-story, red brick building with decorative marble slabs
and grand bronze doors, almost 80 years old. Originally built for 4,500 students, it is located in

the Allerton neighborhood of the Pelham Parkway northeast section of the Bronx, not far from the
Bronx Zoo and New York Botanical Garden. The current five small co-located Columbus Campus
schools, with a combined population of about 2,000 students, each occupy a discrete space. Except
for one corridor, Bronxdale occupies all classrooms and offices on the first floor and others in the
basement. Common spaces shared by all schools include the cafeteria, gym, auditorium, and library.
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The neighborhood cityscape features single-family and two-family private homes, mid-20th-
century private low- and high-rise apartment buildings with balconies, and public housing projects.
Neighborhood residents are predominantly Black and Latino/a, with small, long-standing Italian
and immigrant Albanian populations. The school’s racial makeup is similar to the community’s,
with a population that is 57% Latino/a, 29% Black, 8% White, 5% Asian, 1% Pacific Islander, and

1% Native American.* More than three quarters of Bronxdale students (77%) are classified as
economically disadvantaged.® Though the proliferation of local gangs makes the neighborhood
unsafe, Bronxdale students report that they feel safe in their school.

In 2017-18, Bronxdale served 453 students, 24% of whom qualified for special education services
(including eight autistic students) and 8% of whom were classified as Limited English Proficient.®
Because New York City has an all-choice system for high school, all middle school and junior high
school students complete a high school admissions application on which they choose 12 schools
in rank order of preference. The NYC DOE uses an algorithm to match applicants to one of their
12 listed schools. While students from the city can and do apply to Bronxdale, the school gives
Bronx applicants admissions preference. Despite the student choice policy, some students are
assigned to schools they did not choose (due to the popularity of some schools and exclusion

by others that are permitted to screen). Bronxdale, though increasingly popular, nonetheless is
assigned some students who have not chosen the school, which poses a challenge in orienting those
students to the school culture.

The school’s large population of students from low-income families comes to 9th grade with a
history of underperformance: Most are achieving well below proficiency levels on standardized tests
when they enter’. The attendance rate in 2017-18 was 87%, slightly lower than the New York City
average of 89%, and 43% of students were identified as chronically absent.® In 2017-18, the NYC
DOE designated Bronxdale as a community school. This designation will bring in resources targeted
to improving student attendance, which is threatened by neighborhood gangs and a wide array of
family and personal challenges students confront.

Despite such factors, annual student

data collected by the NYC DOE in 82% of students graduate within
2017-18 show that Bronxdale students
outperformed their comparison group,
borough, and city high schools on the
critical indicators of being on track city, the borough, and the school’s
for graduation as well as 4- and 6-year
graduation rates.’ For example, 82% of
students graduate within 4 years and 84%
graduate within 6 years, well above the
rates for the city, the borough, and the
school’s comparison group. (See Table 1.) The 4-year graduation rate includes 100% of those who
scored a 3 or 4 on New York’s proficiency tests (the top two levels); 84% of those who scored a 2
(below the cut score); and 66% of those who scored a 1 (the lowest score), a stronger graduation rate
for these students than for students in the city, borough, or comparison schools.

4 years and 84% graduate within
6 years, well above the rates for the

comparison group.
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Table 1
Indicators of School Progress, 2017-18

Comparison

Indicator | Bronxdale Group Borough

E d h credits in 9th grade t
arned enough credits in gra e_ (o] 949% 80% 80% 85%
be on track for graduation
E d h credits in 10th grade t
arned enough credits in gra e_ (o] 899% 79% 76% 81%
be on track for graduation
S full leted d coll
uccessfully completed approved college 15% 35% 33% 49%
or career preparatory courses and exams
Il NY’
Graduated co _ege ready (rT1et CUNY’s 329 19% 37% 51%
standards for avoiding remedial classes)
Graduated within 4 years 82% 75% 69% 76%
Graduated within 6 years 84% 80% 74% 80%
Graduated high school and enrolled in
college or other postsecondary program 60% 53% 52% 59%
within 6 months

CUNY = City University of New York.

Source: New York City Department of Education. (n.d.). 2017-18 School Quality Snapshot: Bronxdale High School
(11X508). https://tools.nycenet.edu/snapshot/2018/11X508/HS/#SA.

The school emphasizes project-based learning rather than test prep courses such as the New York
Regents and Advanced Placement courses, and thus does not rate highly on the city’s measures
of college preparation, which rely largely on how many students take these courses and tests.
Bronxdale offers the required basic Regents-level courses and then offers more advanced-level
non-Regents courses in chemistry, science research, and other areas; these courses are more
project- and inquiry-based than the test-based courses. The school’s leadership coach, who had
served for 7 years at the time of our study, explained that Bronxdale also prioritizes the senior
capstone project—a graduation requirement performance assessment much like a college thesis,
which builds student agency and students’ capacity to produce rigorous work—over enlisting
students in more traditional college courses for dual credit (also part of the state index for
college readiness). For their capstone, students design a research question in an area of interest
or passion, conduct research and write a report, and present their project to their class as well
as to a panel of teachers and others at a symposium in the library similar to a poster session at a
professional conference.
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Postsecondary Enroliment

As noted above, the school focuses more on senior capstone projects for demonstration of learning
and mastery than on the Regent’s courses and tests used in New York to assess college readiness.
Bronxdale students’ enrollment in college or other postsecondary programs within 6 months of
graduation (60%) is noticeably better than that of their borough peers (51%) and their comparison
group (52%), and slightly higher than the citywide average (59%), which is composed of fewer
economically disadvantaged students.!°

About half of Bronxdale students go on to postsecondary education within 6 months of completing
high school. In 2017, about 60% of the college-goers went to 4-year colleges, split between the

City University of New York (CUNY) and other New York state public and private colleges.!! Most
of the remaining students went to 2-year colleges, primarily in New York City. A few went to
postsecondary vocational or trade schools.

School Climate

The school’s report card shows that Bronxdale stakeholders are happy with what is happening at the
school. The NYC DOE annually surveys students, teachers, and parents on their perceptions of their
school’s instructional rigor, staff collaboration, supportive environment, leadership effectiveness,
trust, and strength of community and family ties. Bronxdale’s student and teacher response rates

in 2017-18 were higher than the citywide rates, and school respondents’ positive responses far
exceeded city high school averages on all of these indicators.!? (See Table 2.)

Table 2
Results of New York City School Climate Survey, 2017-18

% Positive

Section Respondent Bronxdale City Average

RIGOROUS INSTRUCTION

Common Core shifts in literacy Teachers 100 93
Common Core shifts in math Teachers 100 91
Course clarity Students 81 75
Quality of student discussion Teachers 79 69
Academic press Students 74 69
COLLABORATIVE TEACHERS

Cultural awareness and inclusive Teachers 99 91
classroom instruction Students 93 88

Combined 96 90
Quality of professional development Teachers 91 75
School commitment Teachers 98 82
Peer collaboration Teachers 99 87
Innovation and collective responsibility Teachers 95 76
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% Positive

Section Respondent Bronxdale City Average

SUPPORTIVE ENVIRONMENT
Safety Students 88 81
Classroom behavior Students 67 62
Social-emotional Teachers 97 80
Personal attention and support Students 74 63
Peer support for academic work Students 71 65
Guidance Students 91 83
Preventing bullying Students 71 70

EFFECTIVE SCHOOL LEADERSHIP

Inclusive principal leadership Parents 96 93
Teacher influence Teachers 99 84
Program coherence Teachers 97 78
Principal instructional leadership Teachers 96 83

STRONG FAMILY-COMMUNITY TIES

Teacher outreach to parents Parents 92 90

Teachers 96 85

Combined 94 88
Parent involvement in school Parents 81 80

TRUST

Parent-teacher trust Parents 96 94
Parent-principal trust Parents 96 93
Student-teacher trust Students 89 81
Teacher-principal trust Teachers 98 82
Teacher-teacher trust Teachers 97 88

Data source: New York City Department of Education. (2018). 2017-18 school quality guide / HS (online edition). New York,
NY: Author. https://www.nycenet.edu/OA/SchoolReports/2017-18/School_Quality_Guide_2018_HS_X508.pdf.

The high rates of positive survey responses from students, teachers, and parents regarding
trust, respect, family ties, safety, effective leadership, and rigorous instruction are testimony to
Bronxdale’s creation of a school culture that effectively addresses both the academic and social-
emotional domains of education.
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Grounding in the Science of Learning and Development

The factors that distinguish Bronxdale are grounded in the science of learning and development
that has emerged from neuroscience, cognitive science, and the developmental sciences over the
last several decades. As described in several recently published syntheses,® this science outlines the
brain’s plasticity, the conditions under which it develops optimally, the effects of toxic stresses and
adverse childhood conditions on development, and the ways in which these adverse conditions can
be addressed to restore healthy functioning. This science supports several principles for educational
practice dealing with the importance of secure relationships in a supportive environment, explicit
teaching of social-emotional as well as cognitive skills, productive instructional strategies for
meaningful learning, and a system of supports for students who experience adverse conditions or
other obstacles to learning. As summarized in a seminal article on the implications of the science
for practice, the principles include:

1. Environmental conditions that support student success along the developmental
continuum. These include school structures and classroom practices that support positive,
trusting relationships; attachment and emotional connections; physical and emotional
safety, including identity safety; and a sense of belonging and purpose.

2. Support for the intentional development of social, emotional, and cognitive
skills, mindsets, and habits. These skills include self-regulation, executive function,
intrapersonal awareness, and interpersonal skills, as well as a growth mindset and a sense
of agency that support resilience and productive action. Supports for behavior should be
educative and restorative, enabling students to learn how to collaborate, resolve conflicts,
and contribute to the community.

3. Curricular designs and instructional strategies that support academic capacity,
competence, efficacy, motivation, and metacognitive skills. These designs feature well-
scaffolded instruction and ongoing formative assessment that support personalized and
collaborative learning, take students’ prior knowledge and experiences into account, and
provide the right amount of challenge and support on relevant and engaging learning tasks.

4. Multi-tiered systems of support based on a shared developmental framework. These
systems provide personalized academic and nonacademic supports that address learning
needs and the effects of adversity.

As shown in Figure 1 below, these four areas of school and classroom practices are derived from
the consensus findings drawn from many disciplines that inform our knowledge of learning and
development,'* and they characterize the practices found at Bronxdale High School. We describe
these practices throughout the remainder of this case; a table summarizing the specific Bronxdale
practices that map onto these principles can be found in Appendix B.
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Figure 1
A Framework for Whole Child Education

Whole Child
social-emotional, cognitive,

academic, ethical, physical,
psychological development

Source: Darling-Hammond, L., & Cook-Harvey, C. M. (2018). Educating the whole child: Improving school climate to support
student success. Palo Alto, CA: Learning Policy Institute.
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l. Creating a Positive School Culture and Climate

Schools often approach change initiatives as technical reforms. The reforms often encourage
educators to import a program or a set of strategies or tools or a scripted, teacher-proof model that
leaves the core culture untouched, which results in transitory or superficial change. Bronxdale’s
reforms have worked in the reverse fashion. Change has emerged not from the outside in, but from
inside the school, from its cultural core. The initiatives Bronxdale has adopted are aimed not at
implementing a technique but at achieving outcomes for students that further positively influence
the school’s cultural core. Everything starts and ends with evidence of fidelity to the collective
vision for student success rooted in the idea of school as a caring, safe, collaborative community.

The Vision

A conjoined vision of a competent and caring Bronxdale graduate and of Bronxdale High School as a
caring, safe, and collaborative community sustains the culture and drives continuous improvement.
Bronxdale’s evolution began with and regularly returns to a vision of what the school wants

for its students, who it wants them to be, what it wants them to be able do, and what it wants

for their future, something that is inexorably bound to the idea of school as a community. Says
Principal Quintana,

Our mission is to work together as a community so that kids understand what a
community is in order to develop as self-reliant independent learners, who leave
curious and know how to be thinkers and can solve problems and be creative. All of
this requires seeing how people work together to do this.

The vision for students has been shaped by a profound shared belief in students’ worth and
potential, in social justice, and by a powerful understanding of how social injustice—poverty; racism,;
drugs; a gang-infested, predatory neighborhood environment; immigration status; family stress;
and marginalization, which Quintana refers to as “being othered”—has affected students. That
vision is further informed by stakeholders’ beliefs regarding what education, and Bronxdale in
particular, can do to try to right things.

The faculty take collective responsibility as the agent for enacting change to sustain the school

as a collaborative, caring, safe community. This mission was vividly apparent in the launch of

a 2017 initiative to increase student agency. At a 3-day Summer Institute dedicated to school
planning and professional development, the 16-member Bronxdale leadership team, composed of
administrators, deans, social workers, counselors, and teacher leaders, began by assessing where
they were on their vision journey with three questions:

“What should a Bronxdale graduate look like?”
“What does a Bronxdale graduate look like?”

“What are the gaps between the two?”

Team members’ aspirations for graduates included that they be “woke, analytical self-advocates”;
have “a growth mindset, skills for deeper learning, ability to do research”; and possess an
“understanding that they are part of a larger community.”
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They concurred that, currently, Bronxdale graduates demonstrate “great potential, curiosity,
cleverness, and [are] community oriented” but also deal with “learned helplessness and [being]
opinionated, unsure, uncertain, unaware of the broader world, unable to take tests, and possessing
a fixed mindset.” Although one might wonder why the faculty is still raising these questions 7 years
into the school’s existence, Quintana says, “This is an exercise we engage in every year. It helps

to remind us where we are and where we are headed.” And the gaps, as one staff member noted,
remind them that work remains to be done.

Where Bronxdale is headed, in this case toward the development of student agency, will be informed
by how they are headed there, as a collaborative community. The collaborative community comes
together in the leadership team, first at the Summer Institute and then for the entire staff at the
professional development day prior to the September opening of the school year. Both groups
engage in an inquiry to build knowledge and understanding of agency that will enable them to
come to a common vision of what they mean by agency, how it connects to their individual and
collective vision of a Bronxdale graduate, what agency looks like in operation, what roles different
staff will play to support greater student agency, what the implementation timeline will be, and
what some high-leverage classroom strategies might look like. In other words, they start with the
co-constructed vision and then collaborate to operationalize it.

Two months later, at that opening professional development day, with the entire staff (about

40 people) assembled at tables in the Columbus Campus library, Quintana launched the
conversation once again with the staff’s vision for a Bronxdale graduate: “Communicative,
resilient, [having] literacy in every capacity, world literate—knowing issues, confidence, [having] a
plan, empowered, ambitious, self-reflective, critical thinker, community oriented, able to manage
emotions, socially aware, flexible, goal oriented, risk taker.” She synthesized the main point: “All
[these qualities] that you shared have to do with pieces that do not have to do with content.”

She expanded, “Skills that kids need overlap: personal, interpersonal, academic. Be good at
relationships; be good at skills. Academic skills help [students] to become better professionals.”

Quintana then engaged the gathered staff in a collective inquiry about how their practice connects
to their vision, asking what they were doing to implement their vision of what is important for
students to achieve. She asked:

How do you ensure that your content area is about the research skills and the
purpose of their being in school in the first place, so that the purpose moves beyond
the classroom, so that you are helping them to become the kids that you have
described as a Bronxdale graduate? What is one practice you can do, have done, will
do to help students achieve the items on your list? What is it that you do?

These questions, asking staff to make public the alignment between their vision and practice,
guided the table discussions. They moved on to reading and discussing articles about agency,
building new knowledge to inform their definition of agency, which they concurred means
“responsibility to take action,” something teachers do to “foster growth in students, not something
they do to them,” “part of the school culture—part of schoolwide practice.”

With these deeper understandings, the staff connect the current state of agency at Bronxdale to
existing practice, mech