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CITY OF MCW YORK

THeE SpreciaL COMMISSIONER OF INVESTIGATION
For THE New York City ScHooL DisTRrICT
80 MAIDEN LANE, 20TH FI1 OOR
NFEW YOHRK, NEW YORK 10038

HICHARD J. CONDOON . TELERHONE! (#12) SIG-1400
7 FAX: (212) SIO-1550
WAWW NYCSCLORG

HIELIAL COMMISSIUHER

November 14, 2016

Hon, Carmen Farifia
Chancellor

New York City Public Schools
Department ol’ Education

32 Chambers Street, Room 314
New York, NY 10007

Re:  Santiago Taveras
SCI Case #2015-4952

Dear Chancellor Farifia:

. _An investigation conducted by this office has substantiated that Santiago Taveras, the principal of
DeWill Clinton High School (“DWC?”) in the Bronx, failed to follow New York City Department of
Education (“DOE") academic policy by changing the course codes and grades of several studenis at
DWC. In addition, this investigation has substantiated that Taveras mamipulated the employec rating
system by giving an assistunt principal (“*AP") an unfavorable mlmg, then changed the rating to
“Satisfactory” once the AP found a position at a different school.!

On August 12, 2015, the office of the Special Commissioner of Investigation for the New York
City School Disirict (“SCI”) was contacted bW
—who reported that Principal Taveras had changed the course code on certain student

{ranscripts in situations where students had been assigned, and completed, the same class (wice.
daxd that Taveras explained (hat by chanping the course code for ane olihe classes to an

elective coursc, he was able to spare the studeats from bemgpunaluﬂr mistakes mace by DWC
administrators. speculaled that Taveras ve made more than 900 such changes on DWC ™\
transcripts between 2012 and 2015. 4

Investigators spoke t who said that .mel with Taveras in August 2015, when
Taveras was “trying to clean up a mess in the [DWC] programming and transeripls™ department. ‘Faveras
tol¢ that many of the DWC students were assigned o the same class more (han oncc in
consecultve years, resulting ingludents recciving two grades for Lhe same class, one of which would be
deemed invalid. ‘Taveras to that in order to correct the problem, and o ensure that students
received all their necessary credits, he changed the course code on certain student transcripls to reflect an
clective credit rather than a second credit for the same course! told investipators that changing

coursc codes was a violation of DOL academic policy of which Taveras was awm“recaned
that Taveras tol “I know this is frowned upon,” but he asserted that students should not be punished

for the mistakes of adult administrators.

! Sautiago "I'averas was not reassigned during the course of this investigation,
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During an initial conversation conducied in the presence of his union representative, Taveras told
SCl investigators that when he took over as principal of DWC in 2013, he noticed some problems with a
number of student transcripts. According Lo Taveras, many students who had completed certain courses
were mistakenly reenrolled in the same coursce the following ycar, in most cases resulting in multiple
credits for the sume course. ‘Taveras explained that i these situations, which he described as mistakes by
DWC guidance counsclors, he would change one of the credits from a required credit (o an clective credit.
Taveras insisted, however, that he had never changed a student’s transcript Lo reflect credit for an entirely
different course, nor had he ever instructed guidance counselors to change a student’s transcript to ensure
the student’s graduation.

In November 2015, SCI investigalors rceceived a package from an anonymous source containing
documents including DWC student transcripts and attendunce records. Among the documents reviewed
by SC! investigalors were:

¢  The transcript for qnwear-nld female DWC student (“Student A™) which showed that, for the
2014-2015 school year, Student A initially reccived a grade o[ No Show (“NS”} in Global History,
and a failing grade of 55 in Physical Education (“PE”).2 Howcver, in October 2015, the
transcripts indicated that Student A had reccived a grade of 75 in Global History, and 65 in PL;
both, passing grades. l'or both classes, a change of grade form was compleled bearing laveras’s
signature, but not the signature of the respective teachers.

e ‘I'he trapscripl {or a'year—old female DWC student (“*Student B”") which showed that, for the
2014-2015 school year, Student B initially received a failing grade of 55 in Algebra® TLater, the
grade was changed to a passing pgrede of 65. Taveras’s signaturc was on the grade change form,
bui the Algebra teacher’s signature was not.

¢ The transcript for a.-ycar-old female DWC student (“Stadcent C) which showed that Student C
initially received a failing grade of 55 in PE, but by October 2015, it had heen changed to a
passing grade ol 65." A grade change form was signed by Taveras, but not by the PE teacher.

o The tmnscupl of an.yefu old male DWC student (“Student D) who initially reccived a failing
grade of 55 in Enghsh, but by October 2015, the grade had been changed to a passing grade of 9(. 5
The accompanying grade change form appeared 1o bear the signature of Taveras, but not the
English teacher.

SCl investigalors spoke to DWC English teache*whn said that Student D
received a failing grade duc to “minimal effort™ during the 2014-2015 school year. Howcever, Student )
presented .with a “bulk” of “quality work” very close Lo the last day of the school year which earned
the student a change Lo a passing grade.-told investigators that due to the long distance between

esidence and DWC, she called Taveras and requested that he change Student D’s grade 01. behatl.

cxplained that was wh_y. signature did nol appcar on the grade change form.

years-old.
years-old,
years-old.
years-old.

2 yrudent A has since (urped
1 Student B has since ume
1 Swdent C has since turned
% Student D Lias since turned
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8Cl investigators spoke with DW in
the presence o. altorney. explained that each GC was responsible for their stadents’
transcripts and ensuring that the students had satisfied their graduation requirements. According to
Taveras should not have played a role in (hat process..addcd , however, that if I'averas had
changed course codces, then a GC probably would not know about it. -furlher explained that a
change of grade requircd the signaturc of the grading tcacher in addition to a supervising administrator.
Three copies of the grade change form would be made, one going to the teacher, one going to the GC, and

onc being placed in the schoo)’s records. told investigators tha was the GC for, among others,
Student C, and that.ncver was notified of the change in Student C’s PL: grade.

Investigators spoke with lormer DWC PE teacher who recalled Student C rarely
being present in PE class, causing her to receive a failing grade. told investigators thal.was
no longer teaching at DWC when Student C’s grade change form for her PE class was completed.

union representative abruptly ended the interview. Through .auorncy declined
to speak furlher with SCI investigators. SCI attempted to speak with Student C dircetly, however, she
informed investigators that she would not cooperate with this investigation.

Investigators spoke with Student A, in the presence of her mother, who described a medical
condition which forced her to miss a significant number of school days at DWC. Student A said that
when she transferred to DWC prior to the 2014-2015 school year, she notified the school of her medical
condition and cautioned that it might lead to potential absences. Student A told investigators that “an
agreement” had been reached with the teachers of her core classes, but that PE Teacher

VY i not parlicipate in the meeting.

According to Student A, Global History Teachc A NGNGGGEEEE 254 that if Student A
complcted & supplemental assignment packet, und successfully passed the Global History Regents
examination, then she would reccive a passing grade in the class. ITowever, Student A told investigators
that after complcting the packet, and passing tho Regents examination in June 2015, Student A reccived a
erade of NS in Global History. Student A said that over the summer of 2015, while working in a clerical
capacity at the school, she spoke with Taveras about her failing grades. According to Student A, Taveras -
could not understand the failing grade in PE because he said the school alrcady had the necessary medical
“Jocumentation.” Taveras, told Student A that he was “gonna see what [he] could do about this,” and
sent several cmail messages to SR W1en Taveras did not receive a reply, he (old Student A
that lie would change her Global Flistory grade himself. Scveral weeks latcr, Student A noticed that she
now had passing grades in both Global History and in PE.

Through ‘atlorncy,_ dcclined the opportunity to speak with SCI

investigators.

SCI investigators spoke wilmwho said that Student A had a “horrendous”
altendance record which was why she recerved a latling grade for the 2014-2015 school ycar.
;aid that Student A never informed .aboul her medical issuesi but she did speak (o in

May 2015, about possible make-up assignments to elevate her grade. agreed that if’ Student
A attended class more [requently, and completed a special journal, then the grade might be changed.
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Although Student A agrced-old investigators that Student A conlinucd to be
consistently absent from the class and did not complete the supplemental assignment. suid
tlml.ncvcr saw a grade change nolice regarding Student A, nor did anyone from DWC conta

arding changing Student A’s failing grade _added that no one had ever forced or coerced
61nto changing Student A’s, or any other student’s, grade.®

Investigators spoke with Student I3 who was cnrolled in Teache: NSNS svomer
school Math class in 2014, Student B volunteered that she rarely attcnded or completed assignments [or
the class, and believed that her poor participation in the class resulted in her failing prade. However,
Student 13 passed the Regents examination at the end of the summer course. Student B told investigators
that GC informed her she could not fail her summer Math course because she had passed the
Regents. Student B was notified in January 2015, that she had, indced, passed | summer Math
class.

Investigators spoke with SRR «ho no longer taught at DWC, did not reeall
Student B or why she may have failed the summer school Math class in 2014: was certain that
was never askcd by Taveras, or any other DWC stall member, to change a student’s grade, nor was .
notified that any grade changes had been made for her DWC students.

SCI invesligators attempted to re-mterwcvq io conﬂrm.elalemcnt regarding a passing
Regents examination score ensurmg a passing grade i the class. Thmugh.attomey, declined

the opportunity to speak again with SCI investigators.

SCI investigators spoke with DOE Academic Poﬁcy“who cxplained that
Taveras’s reasoning for changing the grades of Student A, Student B3, and Student C was not allowable
under DOL academic policy.h told investigators thal pursuent to DOE acadcmic policy
guidelines “the Regents exam may not be the only reason a student passes or fails a course,” and that the
student in question would have to demonstratc that she had mastered the coursc material in order for her
to pass the class.” Regarding Student A’s absences from PE SN cxplained that the academic
policy offered no exemptions for medical conditions, and informed the investigators that the school
“should have provided the student with an instructional program.”® G also told investigators that
in the case of a grade change, the grading tcacher must be notified of the proposed grade change. In
addition, any grade change form must be accompanied by supporting documentation nmludmg grading
policy, grade book, and a rationale for the grade changc.

® Investigators obtained an email messape sent by Taveras to DWC“, dared June 26, 2015, in which Taveras
directed o have bothﬁan review thelr grading of Student A based on medical

documentation and “the cvidence and outcome of the Regents.” In an additional email message, duted July 16, 2015, Taveras
dircctcd. to gencrate a grade change form for Suxdent A for Taveras to sipn becuuse he had received “all of the doctor’s
docnentation.”

? DOF, High School Academic Policy Refierence Guide (“APRG™), Section TV (A) states, in part: “Regents scores niay be
included in the calculation of a final course grade only il the score is: ) Weighted no more than 33 percent of the torminal
course leading Lo the exam; and b) Calculated into the course grade as a component of the weighted average.”

* APRG Scction IV (G) states, in part: “There are no waivers or exemptions from PLE requirements.” In u situation wherc a
stuclent is physically unable to particlpate in a trditional PE class, “the school should provide the student with un instructional
program of alternative aclivities aligncd to PL leaming stundards under the direce supervision ol'a cortilted PE teacher.”
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SCT investigators spoke with former DWC AP ¢ D1 the prescace of @@ union
representative. SR spent G years at DWC.” @i wold investigators that at onc point during the
2013-2014 school year,
old male student (“Student G™), and told b
to look over the transcripl io scc whether any changes could be made.

reviewed Student G's file and ohserved that Student G had received a failing
grade of “45” in Algebra. @R who recognized that Student G had been abscnt for much of the
scmester and had not completed the coursework, told Il that there was nothing@could do
regarding Student G’s failing grade. ' :

According to ‘ iwo days later, s summoncd to the ofMTice again, but this time 10 spcak
directly with Taveras regarding Student G’s grades. -said thal Tavcras asked irectly to review
Student G’s transcript and attendance record, and to talk with Student G's Alpebra teacher about a way to
“fix"” the student’s grade. complied with Taveras’s direction and spoke to Student G's tcacher,
ultimatcly agreeing that if the student sucecessfully completed a supplemental “packet” of material, then it
would be possible to “bring his gradc up.” Student G completed and submitted the packet scveral days
latet, but according t& “everything was wrong,” and the work was “imsalisfactory.” reported
the findings to Taveras, and refused to change Student G's grade. said that ‘l'averas accepled
dccision regarding Student G, but added lhat.relationship with Taveras itnmcdiately began to
deterioraie.

In May 2015, Taveras summoncd- Lo his office and notified that he intcnded to give
qa “UJ” rating for the 2014-2015 school year, and would rccommend termination of .employment,
unles

found a position “somcwhere elsc.” received a “U” raling in Junc 2015, but%
stated that Taveras promised lo change the rating i lcft the school. étold investigators that

once ..u:ceptcd an AP position & and informed Vaveras of the move, his 2014-2015 “U” rating
was changcd to an “S™ by Taveras.’

while unsure whether Taveras ever actually changed grades or class coding for certain
students, insisted that Taveras was very concerned with grading policies al DWC. @ said that Taveras
regularly instructed the staff to be “lcaner” with grading practices, and to weigh class work and grades
differcntly for differcnt students. For cxample, {fffjj#said that Taveras instrucled staff that if a particular
student was a poor test taker, but turned in completed homework assigmments, then the student should be
given greater credit for homework assignments and less for test rcsults.

Finally told SCI investigators that when(@illinformed Taveras that@@@had accepted a
position a , in August 2015, l'averas immediately drafied, and had - sign, ncw rating
paperwork indicating that would receive an “S” rating for the 2014-2015 school ycar. told
investigators that Tavcras back-dated the paperwork to read Junc 30, 2015, which was the end of the prior
school year, '

? @R is currently an AP

1° Stuclent (3 has since mrned Qycars-old.
"-lalcr pravided SCI with several email messages cxchanped with Taveras regardiug'U“ rating and its
subsequent change to an “S."

Pl
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SCI investigators spoke with (IR /o <cid that Taveras called @pat

some point during the summectr of 2015, and informcd il that he wished to changc- rating to “S”
bccaus-had found a position at another school. told investigators that finding a new
osition was not a valid rcason for changing an cmployee rating, and that the practice was rare. However,
said that Tavcras insisted thal‘ was an acceptable AP for * but not a school
as complex as DWC.12

Investigators also askcd i about course code changes involving scveral DWC students.
- recalled Tavcras stating that certain students had not been programmed correctly, and he felt it
was unfair to punish thosc students for mistakes made by DWC administrative staff. Taveras informed
that he changed course codes so the students reccived credit for the duplicate courses, a practice that
said was “not allowed.” According to Tuveras wanted to find a way to graduate the

students on time, but.did not believe it was possible.

Investigators spoke with DOE Bronx Borougl who
suid that Taveras called. and askc to change rating to an “S” rating on August 5,
2015. could not recall the reasoning behind Taveras’s request, but told investipators that it was
uncomunon to ghange an cployes rating aller it was given. Taveras followed the call with two email
messages to {JInd one requesting that the rating be changed, and the
other requesting that @ not be discontinucd from his position as Taveras had changed the rating from
&‘U“” lt, “q »l

During a follow-up interview conducted in the presence of his union represcatative, Taveras told
SCI investipators, among other things, that he never removed a teacher for refusing to change grades and
that he never altered a student’s attendance records. Taveras conceded that he changed Student A’s
Global Ilistory and PE prades for the 2014-2015 school year, explaining that he sent email messages to
both ‘D 2nd Prequcsﬁi.ng they review Student A’s grades, but neither responded.
Taveras further explained thal Student A passed her Global History Regents examination and told him
that she completed additional assignments given to her by (il Based on thosc reasons,
Taveras said, he changed Student A’s Global History grade to a passing one. Taveras said that he “made
assumptions” that Student A was passing (D PC closs, before consulting (NIIIRP. without
the teacher’s approval, and without proof that Student A completed any additional assipnments
demonstrating her mastery of the subject content.

When asked about Student B and Student C, Taveras stated that he could not recall cither student,
why he changed their grades, or whether he had notified their teachers prior to changing the prades.
Taveras [urther stated that he was not aware of the academic policy requirements, nor the documents
peeded to complete a grade chanpge form. Taveras conceded that he did not includc all of the necessary
documents when submitting the grade change forms for Student A, Siudent B, and Student C, nor did he

nolily their teachers that grudes were being changed.

2 A review of ‘20 14-2015 ratings shows thal, initially, Taveras rated “‘U” in part becauseq\m unable “to
provide information on a timely hasis on more than one occasion.” However, once the rating was changed Lo “8,” ‘l'averas
wrole tha 1ad “completed all o‘obqewaﬁuns in a limely manner.” In addition, a reprinand that was included in the
“U" rating for huving a poor attilude und not anending a school function, was remaved from the “S*” rating sheet.
-)rovu'led SCI investigators with copics ol the 1wo email messagcs,
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Finally, Taveras said that he “maybe” told -that. would receive an “S” rating for the
2014-2015 school year if he left DWC and found a position at another school. Tavcras insisted that,
althougt was a poor manager overall, @icould be successful as an administrator at a small school
hecaus d “good organizational charactenstics.” Tavcras defended his offer to chanp raling
i{glcft the school by stating that it was an “okay practice if it’s someone who you believe can be good
laler,” According to Taveras, the practice of changing a rating was nol unusual within the DOE, and he
insisted that his intent was not to forco.oul, or lo terminate .employmcnt, but rather to gi.ve.
an opportunity to succeed in a less demanding school cnvironment.

Santiapo Taveras knowingly changed student gradcs, transcripts, and coursc codes in
contravention of the DOE academic policy. Further, he pressured an AP (o leave DWC for another
position by manipulating the cmployce rating system. In light of these very scrious findings, it is the
recommendation of this office that appropriate and significant disciplinary action be taken against
‘laveras, and that he be advised that similar adninistrative failures on his part, in the future, may lead to
suspension or termination of employment with the DOL.

We are sending a copy of this letter and of our report concerning this investigation to the Office of
Legal Services. In addition, we also arc forwarding our findings to the New York Statc Liducation
Department for whatever action they may deem appropriate. Should you have any inquiries regarding the
above, please contact Special Counse] Daviel Schlachet, the aliorney assigned to the case, [Je can be
rcached at (212) 510-1418. Please notify Mr. Schlachet within 30 days of receipt of this lelter of what, if
any, action has been taken or is contemplated concerning this investigation. Thaunk you for your attention
to this malter.

Sinccrely,

RICITARD J. CONDON
Special Commissioner

of Investigation for the

New York City School District

By: @/x .
Regida A. Loughy

First Deputy Commissiones

RIC:RAL:DDS:Ir
c: IToward Fricdman, Esq.
Karen Antoine, Lisq.

Katherinc Rodi, Esq.



