New Archdiocesan Programs Bearing Fruit, Officials Say 
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Students in archdiocesan schools scored very well on standardized tests during the past year, outperforming public schools and most charter schools, and education officials say that improved teaching methods are part of the reason.

Specifically, new programs are helping teachers who already are highly qualified to do an even better job of instructing students and of using data to target areas where students need extra help. 

Dr. Timothy McNiff, superintendent of schools, said in an interview that the improvement in instruction and in students’ performance is due in large part to “Pathways to Excellence,” an initiative launched two years ago by Office of the Superintendent of Schools.

Pathways to Excellence includes a number of programs designed to produce better teaching and better school administration, so that students receive the best possible education.

Dr. McNiff said that the results are evident.

“We’re already seeing the needle move in test scores,” he said, and the reason is that “teachers and principals have adopted the strategies and principles embedded in Pathways to Excellence.”

He noted, however, that the goal of the program is not “scores for the sake of scores,” but instead to provide encouragement to teachers so that they are constantly seeking new ways of presenting material. 

Joanne DeMizio, associate superintendent for curriculum and staff development, noted in an interview that archdiocesan schools have a longstanding record of excellence.

“The facts speak for themselves,” she said. “We are doing very well. Solid academics have always been a hallmark of the schools of the archdiocese. We’re always trying to take our best and make it better.”

Two standardized tests are used in archdiocesan schools annually to assess students’ performance in comparison with students in public and other schools throughout New York state and the country. The national Iowa Test of Basic Skills is administered to students in grades three through eight. The New York State English Language Arts (ELA) and Mathematics Assessment test is administered to students in grades four, six and eight.

The most recent ELA and math assessment test was given this year in the spring, and students in the archdiocese turned in an excellent performance. Dr. McNiff said in a statement, “Not only do these scores represent continued growth from last year, but in the ELA category, archdiocesan proficiency percentages were considerably higher than those reported by New York City and New York state.”

Student performance is scored on four levels: Level 1, below standard; Level 2, meets basic standard; Level 3, meets proficiency standard; Level 4, exceeds proficiency standard. 

Students who took the assessment test in 2011 showed gains in both the ELA and math sections over 2010. Some of the statistics are particularly impressive. For example, 67.4 percent of fourth-graders in archdiocesan schools scored at Levels 3 and 4 on the ELA, compared with 51 percent of New York City schools. The statewide figure was 56.7 percent.

For sixth-graders, 65.1 percent were at Levels 3 and 4. The figures for New York City and New York state sixth-graders were 43.6 percent and 55.7 percent, respectively. Archdiocesan eighth-graders were at 65 percent, compared to 35 percent for New York City and 46.9 percent for the state.

Math scores are just a bit lower. For grades four, six and eight, the total New York state figures for Levels 3 and 4 were slightly higher than the archdiocesan levels, though the New York City figures were lower. The percentages at Levels 3 and 4 in the archdiocese for fourth, sixth and eighth grades, respectively, are 64.5, 59.7 and 59.4.

Dr. McNiff acknowledged that there is room for improvement in math, but he said he is confident that scores will go up because of Pathways to Excellence. He cited one of its innovations: Archdiocesan Data Day. Held yearly in December—this year’s was on Dec. 9—it is a day that teachers devote to reviewing and analyzing test data so that they can “see what they can do differently or better,” Dr. McNiff said. 

Through Pathways to Excellence, data analysis goes hand in hand with professional development opportunities that enable teachers and principals to continually enhance their skills. Dr. McNiff and Mrs. DeMizio stressed, however, that while professional development is essential, the principals and teachers of archdiocesan schools already do outstanding work.

While new programs have been introduced and new methods are being applied, one thing about the schools remains constant: their Catholic identity.

“They educate the whole child—the heart, the mind, the soul,” Mrs. DeMizio said. “Everyone is clear about why they are in that school: they’re teaching Catholic values. The culture and identity are distinctly religious, and that’s not the periphery, it’s the core. When you have a strong core, everything falls into place.”

Dr. McNiff said that a school’s identity as Catholic “goes well beyond just incorporating a religion class during the day.”

“It starts with hiring the adults who accept this responsibility, and are willing to wear their faith on their sleeves for students to witness,” he said. “But ‘Catholic’ also means that we strive for excellence.” 

He cited several “building blocks” that are key elements in Pathways to Excellence, to ensure that Catholic education in the archdiocese continues to thrive and improve. First, he said, more professional coaches are being brought into the schools to assist teachers in improving their methods, and more teacher workshops are being provided. There is new emphasis on the training of principals, particularly through a master’s degree program in educational administration, offered in partnership with St. John’s University.

Dr. McNiff also cited increased emphasis on early childhood programs and on school-based programs such as Sustaining Excellence, which is now in 20 schools.

Mrs. DeMizio said, “We don’t want to rest on our laurels. We keep looking at the kids. We want to serve them the best way we can.” 

