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James Hillhouse Comprehensive high school, located in New Haven, Connecticut, is one of the 
oldest high schools in New Haven, and serves grades 9-12 in the New Haven Public Schools. It is 
one of the only two large comprehensive high schools with approximately 957 students and 99.9 
percent of its student enrolment as minority. There is a transitory population which heavily impacts 
attendance and the school’s ability to improve. 

 
Student Demographic Breakdown (2013-14): 
% Black: 70.9 % ELL: 8.8 

% Hispanic: 21.9 % Special Education: 15.8 

% White: 2.1 % F/R Meals: 73.0 

$ Asian 0.6 % Chronic Tardiness 7.5 

% Other: 4.4 % Chronic Absences 1.9 

School Climate Data:  2010-11 2011-12 2012-13  
Student Attendance Rate:  87.9% 87.1% 87.8% 

Total # of Suspensions  260 368 122 

School Performance Index:  2010-11 2011-12 2012-13  
SPI:    39 

 
About 73 percent of students are on free and reduced lunch.  Data from the system’s data base 
substantiates the following: Special education 15.78% compared to the district’s 11.8%; Limited 
English Proficient 8.88% compared to the district’s 12.24%; attendance 88% compared to the 
district’s 95.03%; chronic tardiness is 7.52% compared to the district’s 1.21%, and chronic absences 
1.99% compared to the district’s 0.74%. 
 
The school was established in 1859 and is noted for its athletic achievement.  Although the data is 
trending up in many areas, recent student achievement data from CAPT ranks the school among 
twenty of the lowest performing schools in the state. Interim district assessments and SAT metrics 
also demonstrate that the school struggles to close the achievement gap. The school is labelled 
“turnaround” by the state. Hillhouse falls in the category of Tier III, a designation given by the school 
system. 
 
The school is noted for its rich JROTC program, band, and athletic prowess. 
 
 

 The School Context 
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Parental Engagement 
 2010-11 2011-12 2012–13 2013–14 
Parent Survey Participation 
Rate 

13.5 14.3 25.0 26.0 

Parent Satisfaction on the 
Survey (% favorable on all 
questions) 

75 75 77.4  

     

District Outreach to Parents FaceBook 
Page 

PowerSchool Email Addresses 
on Distribution 
List 

Email Frequency 
District to 
Parents 

Parent Responses 4736 views 25% from 
Computer 

330 Every 2 weeks 

  17% from 
Mobile Devices 

  

Open House Attendance  2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 
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Parent Attendance Count  ~250 ~250 ~330 

 
   
 
 

1. Talent: Employ systems and strategies to recruit, hire, develop, evaluate, and retain excellent school leaders, 
teachers, and support staff. 
Sub-Indicators:  1 2 3 4 

1.1. Instructional practice    X   

1.2. Evaluation and professional culture  X   

1.3. Recruitment and retention strategies   X   

1.4. Professional development  X   

1.5. Leadership effectiveness    X  

1.6. Instructional leadership  X   
2. Academics: Design and implement a rigorous, aligned, and engaging academic program that allows all students to 

achieve at high levels.   
2.1. Academic rigor  X   

2.2. Student engagement  X   

2.3. Differentiation X    

2.4. Curriculum and instruction aligned to CCSS  X   

2.5. Supports for special populations   X  

2.6. Assessment system and data culture  X   
3. Culture and Climate: Foster a positive learning environment that supports high-quality teaching and learning, and 

engages families and the community as partners in the educational process.  
3.1. School environment  X   

3.2. Student attendance X    

3.3. Student behavior    X  

3.4. Interpersonal interactions   X   

3.5. Family engagement   X  

3.6. Community partners and wraparound strategy  X   
4. Operations: Create systems and processes that promote organizational efficiency and effectiveness, including 

through the use of time and financial resources.  
4.1. Adequate instructional time    X  

4.2. Use of instructional time  X   

4.3. Use of staff time  X   

4.4. Routines and transitions  X   

4.5. Financial management  X   
 

1 Below Standard 

2 Developing 

3 Proficient 

 

4 Exemplary 
The following areas were deemed proficient: leadership, instructional time, family engagement, student behavior, and 
support for special populations. Two additional administrators added much needed supports for the building in 
instructional leadership. The principal articulated understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of the school. As a 
result of previous school reviews, action plans were developed for identified growth areas and were incorporated into the 
school improvement plan and monitored by the school’s Director.  
 
Each administrator in turn developed individual action plans in support of the SIP. Special efforts are made by 
administration to incorporate social media to reach families.  Due to the increased instructional time, transition in the 
building has improved. Greater collaboration and collegiality exists in the ninth and tenth grade academies fostered by the 

Summary of Audit Findings 
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structure of the four by four block schedule. In addition, district data indicates a second year college persistence rate of 
82%. Other strengths of the school are in student personal development though varied clubs and activities:  JROTC, 
band, and athletics. 
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All the areas rated below as developing indicate a tremendous amount of room for growth. Some of this could 
be attributed to issues of equity in enrollment pattern, highly charged community incidents that impact the 
focus of students, the comprehensiveness of the school, and poor attendance. The quality of teaching and 
learning needs to be improved to engage all students in purposeful, rigorous, and meaningful learning 
experiences.   
  
1.  TALENT  
Employ systems and strategies to recruit, hire, develop, evaluate and retain excellent school leaders, teachers, 
and support staff. 
 
For the most part, talent is an area that showed mixed results and is rated as developing. 
 
1.1 Instructional Practice is developing 

 
Students were ritually compliant and the level of rigor was average.  There is a sense of sacrificing content to 
maintain order. Higher order thinking skills were not evident. Expectations were low in some lessons and other 
lessons observed were teacher directed.  Most teachers observed were doing all the work. Of the 20 classes 
observed only two had students engaged in rich and meaningful discourse. Some students reported that the 
material is recycled from middle school and the work is not challenging. One student said, “I disrupt a certain 
class because it is boring and I was never that kind of student.”  In a 12th grade class students completed a 
map of the US while highlighting capital punishment laws – not challenging work for that grade level.  
Differentiated instruction was not observed in some lessons. In another class students were copying from the 
text to fill in a ditto, some were on their phones texting and had the ear plugs in, while three students were 
correcting other students work for the teacher. There were other classes where students were engaged in their 
work and were supported via teacher monitoring. In one class the student did not want to leave but wished to 
complete the performance task. 
 
1.2 Evaluation and professional culture is developing. 

 
Teachers use some but not consistent behavior management strategies to maintain an orderly and 
professional culture.  Student learning outcomes were observed in some, not all classrooms.  Teachers did not 
focus on process standards, which would increase rigor.  There were several missed opportunities observed to 
engage in true discourse.  Instead, teachers truncated those conversations into yes and no answer formats.  
 Some teachers are involved in the school in a teacher facilitator role. They meet with groups of teachers to 
provide development and support. 
 
1.3 Recruitment and Retention strategies is developing. 
 
There is a plan for recruiting teachers but most often teachers are hired by the district at a later date. The 
school often had to take teachers who are displaced from other schools when there are openings. 
There is a significant turn over in the area of science both for the school and the district due to competitive 
salaries in nearby towns and the shortage certificate area. Many teachers tenure in the building are from 3 to 
20 or more years. Seven new teachers joined the faculty this year. 
 
1.4 Professional Development is developing. 
Some teachers noted participation in the Super Tutor initiative and also in the Schlecty Center’s ten design 
qualities of a good lesson.  Some teachers in one of the SLCs bemoaned the fact that there is no school-wide 
professional development and no opportunity for vertical teaming. This is not so in other areas. Professional 
development is also provided by the district via CIA meetings with content supervisors. Teacher leaders also 
provide some form of professional development. The district recently unwrapped the CCSS shifts in math and 
literacy for the staff. 

Audit Findings 
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1.5 Leadership effectiveness is proficient.  
  
Leadership conveys a sense of urgency but will need further support of all stakeholders to effectively manage 
the issues brought in by violence and gangs into the school.  Systems and protocols are in place but will need 
reinforcement and support by all staff. The organizational structure facilitates distributive leadership. As a 
result, each administrator is given autonomy to operate a grade level as a mini school. 
 
The principal articulated a clear understanding of the progress the school has made in his three years, and the 
challenges still faced running a comprehensive urban high school.  The school has seen its share of displaced 
teachers from other schools, and issues of equity in student distribution.  As one of two comprehensive high 
schools, there is a revolving door of students coming into the district. All of these students end up at the 
comprehensive schools if they reside in the zones feeding the school.  Challenges of gangs, drugs, and gun 
issues impact the school. Community violence issues have a tendency to spill over into the school creating 
reactions for code red and lock down. Nevertheless, the leadership keeps the school relatively calm and 
stable.   
 
The goals set for the school are aligned to that of the school system and are measurable.  Many parents 
expressed a love for the school. Some students’ reactions were mixed: “I love the school because some 
teachers care, and the principal has high expectations for us.”  Another student indicated that she wishes to go 
back to her school because the work is too easy.  Yet another student believes he is learning and the principal 
helps him stay focused.  
 
There are four assistant principals, each leading an SLC.  The school schedule reflects a four by four block 
giving students more instructional time and affording collaborative time for teachers in two small learning 
communities.  The suspension numbers have decreased from 155 last year to 102 currently. 
Following a comprehensive school review facilitated by Cambridge in 2012, the principal and his team 
developed action plans to address the areas of concerns. There were some struggles due to the number of 
displaced administrators (4) placed in the building. Two administrators were removed this school year creating 
room for two new administrators. The addition of the two administrators facilitated a better system of 
accountability. Each has responsibility for a small learning community. All administrators submitted action 
plans in support of the School improvement plan.  As a result, more cohesion was brought to the team with a 
better focus on the implementation of the teacher evaluation system. 
 
Evidence in data binders supports the data team process and the principal attempt at giving feedback to his 
administrative team.  Other data evidenced is the school governance team agenda and minutes. 
Several data points are examined: discipline, failure rates, teacher attendance, student attendance, and district 
interim assessments. Although these are examined, there still need to be room for deeper analysis and plans 
created to address areas of need. The principal has also expanded his leadership team to include a teacher 
and the lead guidance counselor. 
 
1.6 Instructional leadership: developing 

 
Systems and structures are in place to facilitate teaching and learning. Adequate time is allotted for time on 
task and opportunities to scaffold instruction. Building level data teams, common planning time for two SLCs, 
and a school governance team are in place. Leadership team meetings indicated that time is spent on 
discussion about teaching and learning, operations, and teacher evaluation. After a series of calibration of 
effective teaching, four of six administrators demonstrated strong instructional eye. Instructional managers 
conduct learning walks and give feedback but it is not consistent across all managers. 
 
 
2. ACADEMICS:    
Design and implement a rigorous, aligned, and engaging academic program that allows all students to achieve 
at high levels. 
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2.1  Academic rigor is developing. 
 
It is evident that some teachers are trying to raise the bar in their classrooms, evidenced by engaging students 
in discourse, involving students in research, introduction and use of academic language seen in some English 
classes and a few Math classes that have high expectations for students. Some students reported that hands 
on learning makes them interested in doing work and that some teachers are very helpful in engaging them. 
 
Some staff were able to articulate a common understanding of what effective teaching looks like. Staff did not 
take responsibility for the lack of learning or failure. Both students and teachers alluded to the content being 
watered down. Teachers admit that due to students missing a lot of days their learning is impacted and it is 
hard for them to catch up under the current 4 by 4 schedule.  This has a major impact on the quarterly 
assessments thus increasing student failure. Tardiness to first period also contributed to the failure. 
Teachers control the flow of information, and were observed at times truncating student responses 
prematurely, with not enough wait time offered. Not much student to student discourse observed. 
 
2.2  Student engagement is developing. 
 
Some teachers are making efforts to engage their students. For example, in one class the use of academic 
language was evident. Students were engaged in Socratic seminar activity guided by the teacher. Students 
had to select a passage, determine the truth and essential questions and allow others to challenge or add to 
the claim using evidence to support the claim. In others, students were completing performance tasks 
pertaining to Public Service Announcement (PSA). Students were creating one minute clips utilizing their 
phones to create the video clip while others were writing and elaborating on their ideas. In another, English 
Language Learners huddled in jeopardy groups to review content and supported each other. 
 
However, students in many classrooms are compliant and seemed engaged, yet in a few classrooms others 
were texting, had their heads down, or were listening to music during class. Some teachers seem devoted to 
maintaining order and therefore do not confront these behaviors.  Students in college courses indicate they are 
not being challenged and that they can work harder.  There is too much teacher talk and some students are 
tuned out.  
  
 
2.3  Differentiation is below standard. 
 
Teachers described attempts at differentiation which are modifications.  One teacher described making an 
assignment easier and called this differentiation.  On the whole the classes of students were treated as a 
whole entity, with a lack of differentiation to meet the needs of individual students.  Differentiation occurs 
through tracking. In most of the observed classes there was no evidence of differentiation except in a few 
where students were given the choice of product and presentation. 
 
2.4  Curriculum and instruction aligned to CCSS is developing. 
 
The curriculum is provided by the district but execution is developing.  There is evidence of implementation of 
the curriculum in some language arts classrooms.  The pacing of lessons was varied across content and grade 
level. Not all lessons were aligned to common core expectations.  In many classes there is no evidence of the 
shifts being made. Student discourse was only noticed three classes of the twenty observed. 
   
2.5  Support for special populations is proficient.  
 
Student IEP is monitored by staff. One to one support is provided for students and regular PPTs are held to 
determine needs. 504 plans are better executed compared to last year. ELL learners are showing progress on 
quarterly assessments but there is still room for growth 
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2.6  Assessment system and data culture are developing. 
 
The school adheres to the districts quarterly assessments. However, it is not evident that data is used to drive 
instruction in many classes. Evidence in binders suggests some meetings held to discuss data but meetings 
need to be more consistent. Teachers indicated no consistent structure at the grade levels since the end of the 
SIG grant. Student athletes get progress monitoring weekly. Other students get mid quarter progress and can 
access them on Power School.  Most students were knowledgeable about Power-school and use it.  Students 
interviewed do not know their grade point average but know that it is important for college. 
 
SAT school day participation shows an increase from 1050 to 1102 from 2012to 2013. College ready increased 
from 4’1% to 5.8%. Tenth grade PSAT results over a three year period are 2.7%, 3.4%, and 5.4% respectively. 
SAT college ready for 11th grade increased from 3.3% to 9.9% over three years. AP passing rate has trended 
up significantly over a four year period: 9, 18, 28, 30 respectively. The total number of students graduating over 
four years are:149, 177, 151, 180. In addition a four year college graduation rate is: 44%, 51.4%, 54.4%, 
57.5%. Cohort graduation rate has increased by 30 percent.  
 
3.  Culture and Climate 
Foster a positive learning environment that supports high-quality teaching and learning, and engages families 
and the community as partners in the educational process. 
 
3.1  School environment is developing. 
 
Classrooms are clean and free of clutter. Some student work is displayed. It is evident that some teachers take 
pride in their rooms. There is evidence of instilling a college going mentality. There is signage of the names of 
colleges posted around the building. 
 
The security guard was not at her post.  The security protocol posted on the front door was not followed.  One 
door was left open. Teachers seem anxious about the central body of authority and cite there is no unity.   
 
3.2  Student attendance is below standard. 
 
Attendance is hovering at 88% on a daily basis. However, tracking the first freshman cohort from 2010 to 2014 
demonstrated an increase in attendance: 88%-91%. Prior to this the attendance of freshmen was at 74%.  
However, some teachers cite strong concerns about attendance relating to tardiness to class.  Even students 
who come to school are often not in class according to a few teachers interviewed.  
 
3.3  Student behavior is proficient. 
 
Students were compliant and in control in classrooms.  Hallway behavior was a bit less orderly, but still in 
control. Students report that there are fights sometimes during lunch transition. This was supported by some 
staff. Some teachers stated that behavior disintegrates as the day wears on. However, this was not noticed 
during the audit. 
 
There is a decrease in freshman suspension over five year trend: 158 to currently 41%. The total number of 
suspensions prior to the implementation of the SLCs was 360 compared to this year 102.Percentage of 
students with one or more suspensions also declined from 15.4 to 8.5. Overall, suspensions have substantially 
decreased evidenced by the data. 
  
3.4  Interpersonal Interactions is developing. 
 
Students were respectful to teachers and to each other, and teachers were observed to be respectful to 
students, as were administrators.  However, there is a dynamic of not wanting to demand too much from 
students for fear of upsetting them.  There are some inconsistent enforcement of school rules regarding 
uniforms, cell phone and earphone use. 
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3.5  Family Engagement is proficient. 
 
Document review indicated that families are engaged in a number of ways: Increased attendance to report 
card conference, orientation sessions, and participation at school events. Attendance to Open House trended 
up from 250 in 2012 to 350 in 2013-2014. However, issues with cell phone numbers out of service have 
impeded some contact with parents. Parents are also involved in the School Governance Council evidenced by 
attendance on minutes. Teachers make efforts to reach out to parents. Parent participation in school survey 
administered by the district went from 8.7% in 2010 to 26% in 2013-2014. Parents who responded favorably to 
the survey over four years increased from 71% to 77.4%. 
 
3.6  Community partners and wrap-around strategy is developing.  
 
The school has some outside services for students. The principal himself operates a group called Kiyama to 
help young people to have positive self concepts. One student said, “The principal has high expectations for us 
and believes in us. He connected me to a group in the community which has helped me to make positive 
changes and now I am doing better in school”. There is partnership with Gateway community College, 
Southern Connecticut State University and Clifford Bears Clinic to mention a few. The district has to do a better 
job at providing wrap around service to support students social-emotional development. 
 
4.  Operations: 
Create systems and processes that promote organizational efficiency and effectiveness, including the use of 
time and financial resources. 
 
4.1  Adequate instructional time is proficient. 
Adequate instructional time is built into the schedule. The 82 minute block is adequate but the use of the block 
in terms of scaffolding with different types of activities and rich student discourse is not evident. Students 
interviewed said that many classes were boring and the ones they love are those that give projects. The school 
has extended time after school with myriad of activities to support student development. 
 
4.2  Use of instructional time is developing. 
 
Teachers receive an 82 minute planning block which well exceeds the 30 minutes other district teachers 
receive.  Time and activities need to be scaffolded to avoid boredom and down time.  
 
4.3  Use of staff time is developing. 
 
The freshman and sophomore academies have built in common planning time for collaborative planning. 
However, the upper classes do not have this time which impacts the level of cohesiveness on the team. Staff 
indicated a lack of direction for staff meeting but this was not consistent with examined records which 
demonstrated time given to teachers for grade and department professional development. What may be 
lacking is a systematized approach to the use of time for instruction and collaborative time. 
 
4.4  Routines and transitions are developing. 
 
The school is calm and orderly in most locations, but there are articulated concerns from teachers and 
students about lunch transition where most fights occur. Staff presence at the door on some floors is minimal 
and there are noticeable differences in the way students get to class. Teachers seemed resigned to the fact 
that students will be late and there is no consequence for lateness. Teachers expressed concern about lack of 
administrative support to reinforce getting to class on time. Only on two floors teachers were seen at their 
doors during transition. Deans and security were seen on all floors during transition.  Few teachers inquired 
about student tardiness. 
 
4.5  Financial management is developing. 
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Classrooms, in particular, English, need updated student fictional and non fictional reading materials to support 
CCSS implementation. Adequate technology is present in the school. The principal made investments in smart 
boards and other technology for the school. 
 
 
 

This concludes the Audit Findings. 
The Team expresses it appreciation to Hillhouse Staff and Community  

for its openness and support. 


