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Garden City Middle School 
Essential Elements: Schools-To-Watch (EE: STW) Program 

Re-designation Visit 
November 4, 2016 

 
David Payton and Brian Sherman, members of the EE: STW Leadership Team, visited Garden 
City middle School on November 4, 2016, to determine if the school should once again receive 
the designation as an Essential Elements: Schools-To-Watch school. Without question, Garden 
City Middle School has our endorsement. We observed many indicators of excellence: 
 
Academic Excellence 
 
1. An exceptionally strong academic program produces outstanding results for both general 

education and special education students.  
2. Instruction and assessments focus on engagement, critical thinking, and student readiness. 
3. Differentiated instruction, cooperative learning, interdisciplinary work including cross 

curricular learning and project-based learning, as well as 21st century skills development, 
are evident in various classrooms throughout the building. 

4. The extensive academic supports for struggling learners are impressive. 
5. The school’s Mission Statement is not “shelf art”; it informs decision-making. 
6. The interdisciplinary teams work well and are extraordinarily successful; they use their 

common planning time efficiently and effectively. 
7. Inclusion classes and co-teaching serve students effectively – regular education and special 

education teachers successfully collaborate, coordinate, and co-teach. 
8. The revised study skills program is meeting students’ needs; kudos to John Cronin and 

Jonathan Daniels for their efforts to infuse speech and debate into the curriculum. 
9. The differentiated scheduling (e.g., the double period of ELA instruction in grade 6) makes 

excellent sense. 
10. The uniform grading policy provides a consistency and predictability for both teachers and 

students. 
11. Teachers are empowered to make decisions and take risks; they feel supported and 

equipped to deal with whatever the future may bring. 
12. A culture of teacher sharing of best practices is pervasive; PLC’s are common. 
13. The curriculum is up-to-date, aligned with the Common Core standards, and in use; writing 

experiences are integrated across the subjects. 
14. Students have multiple academic supports before school, during school, and after school for 

extra help (e.g., homework clubs, team support, zero period). 
 
Developmental Responsiveness 
 
1. The attention to educating and nurturing the whole child is noteworthy. 
2. Looping by counselors promotes continuity, consistency, stability, and a sense of certainty. 
3. The variety of exploratory offerings – before school, in school, and after school – is 

extensive as are the opportunities for students to investigate new and varied interests (e.g., 
art, music, clubs, speech and debate, no-cut sports teams, cultural experiences, etc.). 

4. Attention to social emotional learning and personal development of all students (e.g., the 
focus on anti-bullying, GC Cares, the “No Student Eats Alone” initiative, seeking recognition 
as a School of Character, etc.) is notable. 

5. Classroom activities are engaging and relevant – inquiry-based lessons and problem-solving 
environments are evident in many classrooms.  

6. The daily 22-minute advisory (Homebase) in the middle of the day works very well. 
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7. The proactive attention being given to the changing demographics and diversity of the 
district is commendable. 

 
Social Equity 
 
1. Attention to social emotional learning is pervasive at Garden City Middle School. 
2. Schoolwide enrichment and co-curricular activities are extensive and available to all 

students. 
3. Students have multiple academic supports before school, during school, and after school for 

extra help (homework clubs, team support, zero period, etc.). 
4. The low level of suspensions is a tribute to the school and its staff. 
5. There are no honors classes at Garden City Middle School.  Heterogeneous grouping and 

inclusion classrooms are the norm; ALL students have access to a relevant and rigorous 
educational experience. 

6. The open admission policy for accelerated classes is laudatory. 
7. The rapport between and among staff and students is positive. 
8. Student voices are heard and appreciated via student government and student initiatives; 

student government has open enrollment which has resulted in increased student 
participation and involvement. 

9. It is evident that all staff — administration, instructional and support – take their commitment 
seriously to help each other and to ensure every student develops academically and 
personally. 

 
Organizational Structure and Processes 
 
1. The current 9-period schedule, with its flexible block and team/department planning time, is 

well used, effective, and in the best interest of students. 
2. The existence of pure teams with special education teachers being full members of the 

teams is praiseworthy. 
3. The infusion of technology into curriculum and instruction (e.g., Chrome books accompanied 

by timely appropriate professional development) has great potential assuming the 
infrastructure can support expansion. 

4. Teacher teams work collaboratively to insure that students are not burdened with too much 
homework or too many tests on any given day. Students recognize and appreciate the effort 
teachers cooperatively put into their planning. 

5. The administrative team works well together and has a great rapport with staff and students. 
6. The variety of professional learning opportunities available to staff and the degree of staff 

collaboration and cooperation are impressive. 
7. The focus on vertical and horizontal alignment, particularly as it relates to the transition in 

and out of the middle grades, is commendable. 
8. Teachers are empowered to drive change; a collaborative/consultative approach to 

professional development (collegial circles) is evident. 
 
Areas for Further Reflection 
 
The Garden City Middle School is an excellent school that is serving young adolescents well.  It 
is worthy of its designation as one of New York State’s Essential Elements: Schools-to-Watch 
schools.  We strongly encourage it to “stay the course”, continuing its efforts to: 
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1.  Differentiate instruction, develop interdisciplinary projects, align curriculum vertically and 
horizontally, promote among staff and students collaboration and cooperation, revise lesson 
plans, and integrate the Common Core Learning Standards into the fabric of the school. 

2. Meet the academic and personal needs of all students (e.g., continue to ensure that those 
students needing extra attention – be it academic or personal – receive the necessary 
support they need in a timely fashion). 

3. Maximize the advantages of the nine-period schedule. 
4. Maintain a middle-level school that is academically excellent, developmentally appropriate, 

socially equitable, and organized and structured to continue to improve. 
5. Maintain a whole-child focus within the building. 
6. Pursue outreach efforts to parents, families, and communities. 
7. Revisit the operation and staffing of the Garden City Middle School library to ensure that its 

use is being maximized for the benefit of students. 
8. Reexamine the current guidelines for entry and removal in and out of support classes to see 

if there are ways to ensure that the process is more fluid and responsive to student needs. 
9. Investigate possible options for ensuring timely access to special education support and 

assistance from district office personnel.  
10. Work with the EE: STW Leadership Team and the other EE: STW schools to share best 

practices, promote the EE: STW program, and strengthen middle-level education across 
New York State and the Nation. 

 
 

 
Unfortunately, during our visit we were not able to meet with the Superintendent or members 
of the Board of Education to explain the EE: STW program and discuss Garden City Middle 
School’s application to be re-designated as an EE: STW school. We hope that in the next 
several months we will have an opportunity when we are on Long Island visiting other 
middle-level schools to meet with the Superintendent and representatives of the Board of 
Education and personally congratulate them on their exceptional middle-level program and 
middle-level staff. 
 

 
 
David Payton and Brian Sherman 
 


