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Part 1: The school context

Information about the school

Robert F. Kennedy School is a special education school serving students whose specific 
needs include emotional and behavioral difficulties, autism and learning delay.  Two 
hundred and seventy students attend the school, of which over 48% are Black, 47% are 
Hispanic, just over 2% are White, 0.75% are Asian and 1.5% are Native American.  Almost 
80% of the students are male.

Although the majority of students are taking middle school standard assessments, the 
school is also responsible for elementary students utilizing both standard and alternate
assessment measures.  Eight percent of the students are aged between four and seven,
over 16% are aged between eight and ten, over 48% are aged between 11 and 13 and 
over 36% are aged from 14 to 17.  

The school is situated on four sites in Manhattan. The main site, where most of the middle 
school students are based, is in a self-contained building in upper east Manhattan.  
Students are either bussed in from other areas or travel by public transport.  Other sites 
are in a community elementary school, a high school and a psychiatric hospital unit, all of 
which are in other areas of the City.
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Part 2: Overview

What the school does well 

• The principal is highly regarded by staff, students and parents and is well assisted 
by three skilled and effective assistant principals.

• Staff throughout the school work collaboratively and are dedicated educators who 
are committed to the school, the students and each other.

• There is a very high level of intervention services and personnel which support 
students and respond to their needs quickly on an individual basis.

• The school has fostered close partnerships in the school’s neighborhood which 
help to shape positive outcomes for students.

• Achievement levels across the school are rising in both standard and alternate
curricula and data is used to facilitate and monitor this.

• The behavior strategy has ensured clear, consistent boundaries are set and 
adhered to throughout the school, which has lowered behavioral referrals and 
raised levels of engagement and achievement.

• A high level of application, consideration and politeness is shown by students in 
and out of classes.

• The prioritization of attendance, with consistent speedy intervention, has helped to 
raise attendance levels from year to year.

• Lessons are well planned and informally differentiated to service the needs of all 
students in the class.

• Very high expectations of all the students by staff and the students themselves 
have raised levels of self-esteem and engagement.

What the school needs to improve

• Expand the analysis and interpretation of data to look at specific groupings in the 
school, such as ethnicity and gender, to allow for more thorough monitoring.

• Investigate the effect specific learning difficulties such as dyslexia, dyspraxia and 
Asperger Syndrome may be having on the behavior and progress of some 
students.

• Expand the professional development opportunities in data analysis and 
interpretation and formal differentiation across the school.
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Part 3: Main findings

Overall Evaluation

This is a well-developed school.

In the three or so years the principal has been in place, Robert F. Kennedy School has 
shown improvements in achievement, attendance and behavior.  The principal and cabinet 
are highly respected by staff, students and parents, and provide strong leadership and 
direction to the school.

The school’s philosophy is that achievement is inextricably linked to behavior, so to that 
end the school has implemented the ‘KARMA’ initiative in school, standing for kindness, 
appropriacy, responsibility, maturity, accountability.  All activity in the school is linked to 
‘KARMA,’ from clarity about which behaviors are expected in which location in the school, 
to a rewards and sanctions system, in which students can “buy” such things as leisure time 
on the computer, book bags and pencils with the rewards from good behaviour.  This is 
reinforced in every lesson, every classroom and by every member of staff. Data shows 
that since the ‘KARMA’ inception, achievement and attendance have risen and behavior 
problems have decreased. 

Staff are familiar with the process of goal-setting and monitoring, as all students have 
individual education plans.  They already use internal and external data to plan students’ 
programs to enable them to progress, but the addition of the school-wide information 
system data for behavior, which has been able to publish meaningful reports relevant to 
their students, has helped staff to start developing their analysis and interpretation skills for 
small group data as well as for individuals.

Staff members are highly skilled, show high levels of dedication to the school and students 
and provide a secure environment for all students.

There are challenges that arise from being a multi-site school: staff are spread out
geographically and cannot all meet together often.  Staff and students on outlying sites 
have to share facilities with other organizations and members of the cabinet have to spend 
a great deal of time traveling between sites.  However, the combination of strong 
leadership, commitment of staff and raised self-esteem levels of students, means 
achievement on all levels is rising and more students are being integrated into general 
education.

How well the school meets New York City’s evaluation criteria

Quality Statement 1 – Gather Data: School leaders and faculty consistently gather 
data and use it to understand what each student knows and is able to do and to 
monitor student progress over time.   

This area of the school’s work is proficient 

The school collects and uses data effectively to maintain records of the progress and 
achievements of individual students.  It uses Grow reports, Princeton Review results and 
Early Childhood Literary Assessment System 2 scores for those students following the 
standard curriculum, and a variety of internal data including individual education plans, 
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portfolios, end of unit assessments in English language arts and mathematics, 
conferencing, Brigance inventories and ongoing student reviews for students following 
both the standard and alternate assessment curricula.  These are used consistently across 
the school, both formally and informally.  

The school-wide information system data is used to monitor behavior and gives monthly 
totals of behavior referrals, numbers of referrals for individual students, the time of day and 
location of referrals and the type of behavior warranting the referrals.  This data is 
compared month to month and year to year and has been instrumental in the monitoring 
and evaluation of the behavior policy and strategies, as well as facilitating early 
intervention and preventative action in particular locations at particular times.

The principal regularly checks all standard test results for performance and attendance 
and compares results with similar schools and those with populations of similar students.  
They are then distributed to other staff and discussed in formal meetings or informally at 
grade conferences. Non-standard curriculum students have data portfolios which are 
regularly monitored by teaching and intervention staff. 

Students are monitored individually and as groups by class, grade, and academic subjects 
and by specific need, where possible, across all school sites.   As yet, there has been no 
monitoring of ethnicity or gender.  The assessment of progress in English acquisition for 
English language learners is difficult, as the diversity of students’ needs includes speech 
and language difficulties. Initial diagnostic assessment of hidden disabilities such as 
dyslexia, which may contribute to behavioral and/or academic issues, is not yet routine in 
the school, but this is something the principal and school psychologist are considering.

Quality Statement 2 – Plan and Set Goals: School leaders and faculty consistently 
use available data to understand each student’s next learning step.  Through 
collaborative planning and student and parent engagement, they set high goals for 
improving teaching practice and accelerating each student’s learning.

This area of the school’s work is well developed.

Goal-setting in the school is ongoing.  A whole-school professional development day takes 
place in June to discuss that year’s data and set long- and medium-term goals and time-
frames for the academic year ahead.  An example of this may be attendance at summer 
school, part of the extended school year, which is thematically based and gives students a 
chance to study literacy and numeracy via topic work.  Two whole-school professional 
development days in September are used to plan skills-based short-term goals for 
individual and groups of students, which are then reviewed and monitored in grade 
meetings.

Because the students’ individual needs are so diverse, and planning has to follow their 
individual education plans, it is almost always carried out on an individual basis.  There is a 
move away from separating academic subjects, preferring to work with common skills that 
can be applied to different situations and areas of learning, and, although students are 
grouped into classes and grade levels, they may be grouped with other students with 
whom they function best for certain lessons, as this raises achievement and individual self-
esteem.

A strong academic intervention service identifies those students in greatest need of 
improvement.  Two groups prioritized are those who are close to promotion criteria and 
those who are low-functioning.  Academic intervention is provided through the literacy 
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coach and two cluster teachers who work on programs such as Wilson and Quick Read to 
boost literacy.  Computer assisted literacy is a further intervention, for which students work 
on laptop computers. One-to-one tutoring in reading and/or mathematics is available from 
volunteers.  Some students, whose progress is very slow, are recommended for different 
schools which will better suit their needs.

All staff have high expectations of themselves and their students, and those students who 
can participate plan high goals for themselves, along with class teachers, coaches and 
non-teaching staff.  A variety of communication skills are used for those students who are 
non-verbal, including signing and use of pictures.  Expectations are always relayed to 
parents and caregivers, who are regularly invited to provide information to help improve 
students’ performance, such as strategies that have been successful in the past.  Some 
parents are keen to continue these strategies at home.

Because every student in the school has an individual education plan which guides their
instructional program, goals and plans for student performance and progress drive all the 
activity in the school.

Statement 3 – Align Instruction: The school aligns its instructional activity and 
resources, and student engagement around its focused plans for accelerating 
learning for each student.

This area of the school’s work is well developed.

The school uses the mandated curriculum, but is able to modify it to meet the needs of all 
the students.  All children are expected to participate, and modifications are made to help 
hem to do so.  For example, teachers can order classroom library books that are age
appropriate as well as grade -level appropriate.  The alternative assessment follows 
specific indicators, based more on functional skills, which are blended in with the 
mandatory curriculum.

Common preparation periods across grades help teaching staff to plan their work.  The 
school-based literacy coach usually attends those meetings, often leading the discussions.  
The multi-site nature of the school means, however, that it is difficult for staff to meet 
together at one site for common planning to take place regularly. Differentiation is evident 
in lesson plans and classroom activities, helped by the small class sizes and large 
numbers of skilled paraprofessionals who work with individual students.  

The school Comprehensive Education Plan guides financial planning.  The school strongly 
believes education also happens outside the school building, so budgeting allows for trips 
to enhance the curriculum.  Trips also provide opportunities to build behavior outside 
school, as for many of the students, behavioral difficulties have affected their academic 
performance at general education schools.

Students enjoy their lessons and classes and achieve high levels of engagement.  
Opportunities to learn outside school enhance their enjoyment.  For example, for their exit 
projects in social studies, 8th graders decided to study refugee camps, and were able to 
visit camps set up in public parks by New York City.  This first-hand experience broadened 
their understanding and brought the subject to life.

The school takes attendance very seriously and monitoring against similar schools is 
ongoing.  The rate has grown from 77% to years ago to almost 85% this year and is on 
target to reach next year’s goal of 88%.  Any students who are absent are telephoned 
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immediately and followed up by the attendance officer if there is no good reason for the 
absence.  The school has just set up a student council with an incorporated behavior 
system to give students more ownership in their education and to encourage even better 
attendance.

Quality Statement 4 - Build and Align Capacity: The development of instructional 
leadership, staff, and capacity are aligned around the school’s collaboratively 
established goals for accelerating the learning of each student.

This area of the school’s work is well developed.

Staff are selected on their strong curriculum abilities and special education training, and 
high expectations of students are essential.  Firmness with fairness are important 
attributes.  As yet, the ability to use data has not been a criterion for employment at the 
school, although some staff are adept at data use, but the principal recognizes this must 
become a criterion for employment.  

Professional development is based on what staff feel they need and what emerges from
data analysis. Students or groups of students presenting specific challenges may also 
trigger professional development for individuals, which is then shared with the rest of the 
staff. Peer professional development happens throughout the school in grade meetings 
and by modeling successful practice. This is common across all sites.

Formal classroom observation by the principal with feedback takes place as required.
Informal observation by the principal and assistant principals is ongoing and constant.  
Peer observations are not yet in operation, although new teachers are paired with veterans 
and paired observation is used as part of the mentoring strategy.  Self-evaluation is 
encouraged at all times. Because of the way the school is organized, with specialist areas 
on each site, there is little movement at the moment of class teachers to other sites, 
although specialist teachers and the cabinet frequently travel from site to site.

Planning, evaluation of results and revision of plans takes place in grade teams during 
common preparation periods, under the guidance of the literacy coach, assistant principals 
and the principal. Classroom teams work well together, including teachers, 
paraprofessionals, and additional service providers.  The principal is highly respected and 
she and the cabinet ensure that the school runs smoothly at all times.

The school works with a number of outside bodies to help achieve academic and 
behavioral goals.  The Queens Childrens’ Psychiatric Center has a facility in the main 
school building, which provides a psychiatrist and psychologist on site, and currently 
supports 35 students and their families. The Friends of Public School 169 is an 
organization of volunteers from the school neighborhood who raise money to enable 
students to attend a specialized therapeutic summer camp.  Volunteers from this 
organization also train to become one-to-one tutors in the school, helping students with 
reading and/or mathematics. For older students, tutors provide training for jobs and career 
readiness. Others involved outside bodies include the youth officers of the 19th Precinct 
and Manhattan District Attorney’s Office, who use their experience in juvenile justice and 
working with gangs to enhance students’ security and prevent criminal activity.
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Quality Statement 5 - Monitor and Revise: The school has built-in structures for 
evaluating each student’s progress throughout the  year, recognizing weaknesses 
in its improvement plans and teaching practices, and flexibly adapting plans and 
practices to meet its goals for accelerated learning.

This area of the school’s work is proficient.

Although evaluation of progress takes place throughout the year on an on-going basis, the 
standard data does not always cater to the particular needs of students in this school.  
Some of the mandatory curriculum has built-in assessments which are more useful for 
staff, but most evaluation is carried out informally via student portfolios, conferencing and 
at grade meetings. The school-wide information system data for behavior is most 
appropriate for the school and this is discussed regularly at positive behavioral intervention 
support program meetings.

Comparisons of student progress within and across classrooms and the school are 
difficult, owing to the diverse nature of individual need among students.  All students 
require some kind of academic intervention in English language arts and/or mathematics, 
and all need intervention in behavior and/or anger management which must be prioritized 
or learning cannot take place. The student’s individual education plan frames all student 
goals and planning.  Formal reviews take place yearly, with reports at least every three 
months, with speedy intervention and change if necessary.

The school’s Comprehensive Education Plan drives the planning and goal-setting for the 
school.  It is written by a committee chaired by one of the assistant principals in June each 
year, and teachers meet regularly in groups throughout the year to monitor and evaluate 
progress and targets across all sites. Copies are sent to members of the school 
leadership team and parent teacher association and are available to anyone who wants to 
read it, so transparency is built in.  

The collaboration, democratic decision-making and peer support shown in the production 
of the Comprehensive Education Plan is demonstrated throughout the school.  It can be 
seen in planning for classes, grades and individual students, in the use of students’ 
learning styles when planning lessons and in the differentiation and paraprofessional 
support demonstrated in classroom activities. 



Part 4: School Quality Criteria Summary                         

Quality Statement 2 – Plan and Set Goals: School leaders and faculty consistently use 
available data to understand each student’s next learning step.  Through collaborative 
planning and student and parent engagement, they set high goals for improving teaching 
practice and accelerating each student’s learning.

Ø ���� +

2.1 Using data, school leaders and faculty engage in a collaborative process to set demanding, 
objectively measurable goals for immediate and long-range improvement, and to develop plans 
and timeframes for reaching those goals.

X

2.2 Goals and plans focus on the school as a whole and on each student, classroom, grade level, 
academic subject, and group of students whose performance or progress has been identified by 
the school as a particular focus area.  

X

2.3 Particular attention is given to improving the performance and progress of students in greatest 
need of improvement. X

2.4 High expectations are conveyed to students and parents/caregivers.  Students and their 
parents/caregivers are regularly invited to provide information about each student’s performance 
and how to improve.  This information is central to setting challenging goals and developing, 
evaluating, and revising plans.

X

2.5 Goals and plans for improving student performance and progress drive the activity of all members 
of the school community: leaders, staff, students, parents, and other partners. X

Overall score for Quality Statement 2 X

Quality Statement 1 – Gather Data: School leaders and faculty consistently gather data and use 
it to understand what each student knows and is able to do and to monitor student progress 
over time.

Ø ���� +

1.1 The school uses available data and generates its own data to provide an objective, constantly 
updated understanding of the performance and progress of:
• each student, classroom, grade level,

X

1.2 The school uses available data and generates its own data to provide an objective, constantly 
updated understanding of the performance and progress of:
• ethnic groups, English language learners, special education students*

X

1.3 The school uses available data and generates its own data to provide an objective, constantly 
updated understanding of the performance and progress of:
• all other categories of interest to the school*

X

1.4 Performance and progress are measured based on comparisons with similar schools, with the 
school’s own past performance, and among students, classrooms, grade levels, academic subject 
areas, ethnic groups, and other groupings of interest within the school.

X

Overall score for Quality Statement 1 X

* These criteria are partially aspirational as of now because schools do not have routine access to all of 
this data.  The NYC DOE plans to provide schools with enhanced access to the necessary data in 2007.

SCHOOL NAME: Robert F. Kennedy School (PS 169 M) Ø ���� +
                   Quality Score X
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Quality Statement 3 – Align Instruction: The school aligns its instructional activity, resources, 
and student engagement around its focused plans for accelerating learning for each student. Ø ���� +

3.1 The school selects the curriculum based on how well it aligns with or implements the mandated 
curriculum and on the curriculum’s capacity to generate meaningful interim data about progress 
towards goals and to support the school’s high expectations and improvement plans.

X

3.2 Teachers are accountable for improving instruction and student outcomes.  They plan and 
differentiate their instruction based on the needs revealed by student data and by the focused 
plan the school has developed to improve each student’s and group of students’ outcomes.  

X

3.3 Budgeting decisions are driven by the needs revealed by student data and by the focused plan the 
school has developed to improve each student’s and group of students’ outcomes. X

3.4 Staffing decisions are driven by the needs revealed by student data and by the focused plan the 
school has developed to improve each student’s and group of students’ outcomes. X

3.5 Scheduling decisions about the use of teacher and student time are guided by the needs that 
emerge from examining student data and by the focused plan the school develops to improve 
student outcomes.

X

3.6 Instructional programs actively engage students. X
3.7 Staff know and respect students and respond to their academic needs, as well as their personal 

needs that affect academic performance.  Each student knows and trusts an adult on the staff 
who is concerned about him or her.  

X

3.8 Student attendance and engagement are high priorities.  High rates and patterns of absences 
trigger immediate intervention. X

Overall score for Quality Statement 3 X
Quality Statement 4 – Build and Align Capacity: The development of instructional leadership, 
staff, and capacity are aligned around the school’s collaboratively established goals for 
accelerating the learning of each student.

Ø ���� +

4.1 Leaders, faculty, and staff are selected based on their high expectations for student performance 
and progress and based on their commitment and capacity to use data, compare outcomes within 
and across classrooms and schools and develop and revise plans and methods to improve 
performance and progress.

X

4.2 Professional development decisions are driven by the needs revealed by student data and by the 
focused plan the school has developed to improve each student’s and group of students’ 
outcomes.  Professional development is designed to help leaders, faculty, and staff use data, 
self- and peer-assessments, and collaboration with peers to achieve goals for improved school 
and student outcomes.  Professional development and self- and peer-evaluation are aligned and 
overlap.

X

4.3 The principal frequently observes classroom teaching and has a considered strategy for improving 
the quality of each teacher’s instruction.  Teachers frequently observe and support each other’s 
classroom instruction with the goal of improving student outcomes.

X

4.4 Planning, evaluation of results, and revision of plans takes place in teams.  Leaders and faculty 
inform each other of their goals and results, candidly evaluate themselves and each other, and 
use what is learned to drive improvement.  

X

4.5 The principal is respected and has capacity to effect change. X
4.6 The school runs smoothly.  Procedures are clear, communicated to all, and are generally followed. X
4.7 The school aligns youth development and support services around stated academic goals.  

Partnerships with outside bodies are routinely used to achieve academic goals.  X

Overall score for Quality Statement 4 X
Quality Statement 5 – Monitor and Revise: The school has built-in structures for evaluating 
each student’s progress throughout the year, recognizing weaknesses in its improvement 
plans and teaching practices, and flexibly adapting plans and practices to meet its goals for 
accelerating learning.

Ø ���� +

5.1 All school plans and other interventions include frequent interim goals and diagnostic 
assessments of progress designed to reveal in objectively measurable ways whether the plan is 
being effectively implemented and reaching stated goals.

X

5.2 Comparisons of student progress within and across classrooms and schools are used in making 
interim diagnostic assessments and measuring the progress of plans and interventions. X

5.3 Information generated by periodic assessments and diagnostic measures of progress and 
comparisons is used to revise plans immediately in order to reach stated goals.  Interim and final 
goals are modified when data objectively demonstrate that revision is required.

X

5.4 Each plan’s interim and final outcomes drive successive phases of goal setting and 
improvement planning, and each successive phase is characterized by agile and flexible 
realignment of practices and resources to improve student academic outcomes.

X

Overall score for Quality Statement 5 X


