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Part 1: The school context 
 
 

Information about the school  
            
The Steven D. McSweeney School, Public School 721, is a ‘Collaborative Community Practice 
School’ and is one of only five occupational training centers in New York City.  This is a large 
school with 51 classes and 519 students, ranging in age from 14 to 21.  Under the leadership of 
the principal, students are taught on a variety of sites with 23 classes on the main site, five 
inclusion programs at two local high schools. There is an offsite autistic program of eight 
classes with a wide range of programs for students with visual, multiple disabilities and autistic 
spectrums disorders in a middle school, twelve work study classes based off-site and the new, 
Bronx Transition Center.   
 
Half of the students are Hispanic, with another 43% Black students, 4% White and 3% Asian 
and other.  All of the students have special educational needs and individual education plans.  
Approximately 7% of students are English language learners.  As a result, there is bilingual 
support for students in the school and in work-study placements off-site. 
 
The current attendance rate is 81%.  There is no data to compare this to similar or City schools.   
 
The range of learning difficulties supported is also large, including autism, emotional difficulties, 
developmental delay and visual impairment.  The school draws students from the whole of the 
Bronx.  A small number follow the standardized assessment route, but over 500 students have 
alternative assessment.  Many students rely upon Picture Exchange Communication System 
and some use the Mayer-Johnson symbolic communication.  A few require electronic speech 
technology and adaptation to switching systems for computers.   
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Part 2: Overview 

 
 
What the school does well  
 

• Through an imaginative and well taught curriculum the school re-engages its students 
with the education process. 

• All members of staff show a high level of respect for all students and constantly strive for 
individual improvement. 

• All aspects of the school’s work emphasize the need for students to develop 
independence. 

• Students attest to dramatic and positive changes in their behavior. 

• Parents feel well supported and communication with home is good. 

• A highly successful work program provides excellent opportunities for the development 
of work and social skills. 

• The inclusion program successfully introduces many students to success within 
mainstream education. 

• There is excellent professional development and support for all staff. 

• Despite the multiplicity of learning difficulties and a large number of programs, the 
school works in a coherent and efficient way across all sites. 

• The principal provides very good leadership and is respected by staff, students and 
parents.  

                                                                                                                                      
                                                                                                                                                                                 
What the school needs to improve 
 

• Continue to develop the professional skills of all teachers. 

• Ensure that the varied data available is used to highlight and plan for areas for 
development.  

• Find ways of comparing results and student achievement with similar schools to 
evaluate the school’s success better. 

• Develop systems to monitor the relative performance and progress of identified student 
sub-groups. 

  
 
 
 



 
75X721 Steven D. McSweeney School: March 19, 2007 
 

5

 
Part 3: Main findings 

 
Overall Evaluation  
 
This is a proficient school with well-developed features. 
This school is widely, and rightly, regarded as a center of good practice within the field of 
occupational training and work study.  The work carried out in the range of settings, from 
school-based workshops to near-independent work placements in hospitals and other sites, is of 
a high order.  The school is undertaking pioneering work in this field.  It is also a leader in the 
inclusion of high school students into mainstream settings.   

Although it is recognized that academic skills will always prove difficult for most of the students, 
there is a strong focus on English language arts, language, mathematics and social skills, often 
within a workplace setting and linked to everyday contexts.   

The school has very clear criteria for success, including alternative performance indicators, such 
as movement to less restrictive environments, vocational training, reduction in the need for 
additional speech and the acquisition of independent travel skills.  The outstanding successes of 
this school are the development of independence in students. 

This school 721 is a safe environment where students are happy to work and parents see it as a 
haven for their children.  Students also attest to the lack of bullying and teasing within the 
school, a novel and welcome experience for many of them. 

At present the school does not make rigorous comparisons with other, similar, schools and 
thereby misses one aspect of valuation that could prove useful. 

 
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 receives its students from a wide range of educational settings.  It relies heavily at 
first on the individual education plan, often using parents as the speediest way to gain this 
information.  In addition, teachers have access to the electronic form of the record card and the 
school regularly makes use of the centrally available c data.  Upon arrival students undertake 
the Brigance assessments which give the teachers a clear picture of achievement levels within 
key sub-skill areas.  Very quickly teaching staff use relevant informal classroom observations 
and other reading and mathematics assessments to supplement this and allow them to set 
appropriate academic and behavioral targets for all students.   

The school recognizes that, although it has very effective systems for identifying the strengths 
and weaknesses of each student, it does not yet take full advantage of its centrally held data to 
analyze the progress and trends of some of the sub-groups within the school.  It develops plans 
well after analyzing the data concerning students with speech difficulties and other sub groups, 
such as those students with visual impairment and autistic tendencies.  There is still work to 
carry out with regard to groups such as its English language learners and students who have 
the longest distances to travel. 

As the result of its almost unique position in New York, the school finds it difficult to make useful 
comparisons relating to student achievement and its current curriculum.  It is recognized as a 
center of excellence within New York and other Occupational Training Centers visit it for advice 
and professional development.  However, there is no comparable school nearby which would 
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provide comparative data that would allow the school to examine things such as the success of 
its work programs, levels of student literacy and specific behavioral progress.  It agrees that this 
is an area that needs some attention in the near future. 

 
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.  
The school’s main concern is the highest possible achievement for each student.  It develops 
targets for learning and behavior in partnership with them.  From the principal to the security 
staff, there is an explicit emphasis on developing positive behavior and within all grade and case 
conference meetings, data is used to identify how well a student is achieving and, more 
importantly, where he needs to go next.  Parents agree that they and their children are very 
aware of the targets within the individual education plans and areas of success within the 
classroom.  Students and their parents are closely involved in the setting of individual education 
plan targets and regular conferencing with students ensures they have a clear picture of what 
needs to be done to gain them, for example, a place on a work study program.  

The regularity of cohort meetings and the close knowledge that senior staff have of individual 
students means that those who need prompt attention receive it.  The close collaboration 
between speech and physical therapy staff, counselors and the full range of support workers 
means that problems are identified promptly, dealt with quickly and often nipped in the bud.  
Data is collected and shared efficiently and a range of possible interventions is discussed.  The 
success of this process lies in the fact that the school has a range of imaginative solutions open 
to it, from movement to different classes, adjusting work placements to closer support by a wide 
range of related service.  In general, practice in the school is of a high order and accounts for 
much of the success in individuals moving into transition settings and graduating to appropriate 
placements after school.  However, some staff are still learning the most effective utilization of 
data to provide support and remediation.  

 
Quality 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.   
Parents recognize that all staff know their children well, show respect for them and for their 
problems.  In addition, both students and their parents attest to the fact that the school is a very 
safe environment where staff respond promptly and effectively to worries and inappropriate 
behaviors.  Many students come to the school with poor attendance records.  This is invariably 
an immediate area of success as the school has very efficient first day notification and other 
attendance procedures.   

Teaching within the school and the programs planned for work sites are imaginative and gain 
the full involvement of students.  The curriculum is a combination of differentiated core 
instruction and a ‘vocational strand’, which includes woodwork design, culinary arts, food 
service, printmaking and retail.  The development of student independence is gained by the 
respect shown to them as workers.  For example, within an augmentative furniture class, 
students work in teams producing furniture that will be requisitioned and used by other classes 
within the school.  To do this effectively they must communicate clearly, work as a team and 
develop skills of planning, measuring and dexterity.  Similarly, art projects undertaken at work 
sites require planning skills, together with decision making around the use of color for murals.  
All of these activities, together with the production of a newspaper, the preparation of food for 
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older people, running a store on the school’s site and acting as paraprofessionals with young 
disabled students, gain their interest and show them that they have something of value to offer 
the community.  In this way students grow in self-belief as well as skills. 

These are a few examples from a broad and rich curriculum.  Core subjects are covered well for 
all students on and off-site.  Work skills are developed in very practical and productive contexts 
and students also have access to good music, art, gym and performance activities.  Where 
visual, communication or physical disabilities impede learning, the curriculum is well 
supplemented with Braille, Picture Exchange Communication System and a range of adaptive 
technologies.  The high quality technology program is an area that enriches the curriculum well.  

Through cohort meetings and individual classroom observations, teachers are held accountable 
to providing the best possible curriculum for each student.  However, a few staff are still honing 
their skills with regard to the generation and use of meaningful data.  Through effective 
budgeting, new initiatives, such as technology enhancement, are made possible.  The 
appointment of key staff, such as the librarian, nurses and job developer provide a sound skills 
base.  Imaginative scheduling, such as the end-of-school ‘metrocard kids’ literacy sessions 
maximize the learning opportunities for students.  

 
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.   
The school has two criteria for successful staff candidates.  They should have imagination and a 
willingness “to work with our kids.”  Additional skills of data usage and effective targeting skills 
are also highly prized.  Over a third of staff are new to teaching so professional development 
has been, and continues to be, important.  Staff are willing to be observed, usually by the 
principal and assistant principals and are increasingly confident to sit in on other teachers’ 
lessons.  There is a strong feeling of teamwork which contributes to the very good transmission 
of information.  It also models a central skill for the students themselves.  Again a few 
teachers are using their professional development to further improve their evaluation and 
modification skills in the area of lesson planning and setting student goals. 

The professional development program is a strong one and has allowed staff new to autism to 
understand and implement the Treatment and Education of Autistic and Related Communication 
for the Handicapped Child Techniques and also the Picture Exchange Communication System.  
A particular success has been the ‘Make it REAL’ program of training with regard to school-wide 
behavior.  This has been further strengthened by the whole-school therapeutic crisis 
intervention training.   

Much of the school’s success can be attributed to the principal.  She is a consummate 
professional, relating very well to staff, students and parents.  She sets the tone for a very 
supportive and loving school, but one which works smoothly and efficiently.  At a practical level 
she has done much to model the use of technology in the workplace and develop good 
techniques for staff to encourage independence in students.  She is ably assisted by a large, 
and very talented, cabinet comprising senior staff from all sites.. 

There is an excellent range of external partnerships and support arrangements.  Work with 
parents now links in to good medical and guardianship advice.  The range of workplace settings 
is wide and opportunities for community work, such as that with the homeless at St. Paul’s, have 
been very effective for students with autistic tendencies.  In addition to the very good support 
staff based within the school, there is also regular access to external specialists such as work 
advisors and counselors. 

  



 
75X721 Steven D. McSweeney School: March 19, 2007 
 

8

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.   

The school’s self-evaluation processes are good as is its reviews of its yearly planning.  
It recognizes that as the processes become integral to the school’s daily life it will be in 
an even stronger position to identify areas for development. 

The school’s Comprehensive Education Plan arises from a very good collaborative process 
within the school.  The review cycle is completed each May with relevant sections of the school 
reviewing and evaluating targets from the previous year.  With appropriate amendments and 
suggestions for the coming year, these are returned.  The new draft Comprehensive Education 
Plan is produced and discussed by the cabinet and parents from the school leadership team.  In 
this way, strategic planning within the school is both monitored and initiated by those specialist 
areas that hold the formal and informal data on the different sets of students.  Overall the school 
has developed good and accurate skills of self-evaluation.  The Comprehensive Education Plan 
builds on advice from all sites and gives clear direction to those sites. 

As the year progresses, cohort teams meet on a weekly basis and sort through any concerns or 
recommendations that allow the Comprehensive Education Plan to be modified.  A good 
example has been the introduction of data folios in December 2006.  This had to be 
accomplished in the short space of a month.  The data showed where this had to be 
implemented and what needed to be included.  Each instructional member of the cabinet was 
then able to ensure the implementation within each of the relevant areas.  This very demanding 
task was accomplished within the timeframe demanded.  This is just one example of a school 
where complexity is overcome by the effective communication of information between staff.  

What is so at a strategic level is also true for individual students.  No sooner is the potential to 
move on identified than relevant staff initiate the discussion, check out an appropriate setting 
and start detailed discussions with both students and parents.  In this way, the school fulfils the 
aim outlined on its website that “Students have the same rights to opportunities as their non 
disabled peers.”  



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: Steven D. McSweeney Occupational Training Center 
(PS 721) 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  
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