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Part 1: The school context 
 

Information about the school 
 
P.S. X721 - Stephen McSweeney School is a Secondary School with 513 students from 
grade 6 through grade 12.  The school population comprises 36% Black, 56% Hispanic, 
4% White, 4% Asian students and 1% other students.  The student body includes 22% 
English language learners and 100% special education students.  Boys account for 70% 
of the students enrolled and girls account for 30%.  The average attendance rate for the 
school year 2010 - 2011 was 84.0%. 
 
 

Overall Evaluation 
 
This school is developing. 
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Part 2: Overview 
 
What the school does well 

P.S. X721 - Stephen McSweeney School X721: January 11, 12, 13, 

• The school has created a safe and caring environment wherein students’ needs are 

met by various constituents to support their progress. (1.4) 

 
o The positive culture and calm respectful tone of the school were prevalent in all 

sites, including workplace sites.  The students consistently demonstrated positive 
attitudes and excellent manners to all members of the school staff, as well as 
their peers.  Teachers spoke with respect about each of the students from the 
perspective of what the students were able to do.  The school provides a highly 
therapeutic environment which proactively supports the needs of its students. For 
example, there are counselors assigned to each of the students to ensure that no 
student is ever without social support. In both the school and the work-sites, 
students knew who their counselors were and indicated ways in which their 
counselors helped them learn social skills as well as navigate real world work 
experiences. The school has allocated funds for a “Dean of Students” to support 
positive behavior.  Additional school initiatives include the Keep It Real campaign 
and Town Hall Meetings on bullying. In addition, there are service projects, such 
as “Penny Harvest”, 9/11 Memorial and food drives. These efforts have resulted 
in increased student pride in their school as reflected in a rating of 8 out of 10 on 
the New York City School Learning Environment Survey (LES).  

o The evident high levels of respect and trust prevalent in the school allows 
students to feel safe in advocating their needs to the Principal. This is 
exemplified in the expanded student council voice where student council 
members indicated that they have been researching how autism impacts 
learning. Consequently were going to propose to the Principal a program to 
increase achievement of the students with autism.  

• The school engages families in a range of school activities and reciprocal 

conversations that support understanding of their children’s progress to gain 
independence, social-emotional and academic development.    (2.4) 

 
o Parents are very supportive of the school and its efforts to support the personal 

growth of their children. Parents reported regular communication from the school 
about both positive and negative aspects of their children’s development. 
Ongoing communication includes phone calls, report cards, letters and progress 
reports to inform them of their child’s academic and social progress.  Parent 
newsletters inform families of school events.  Parents expressed that they were 
pleased with the school’s efforts to help their children develop independence; 
specific efforts mentioned included travel training, school- and community-based 
work experiences, and participation in school shows.  Overall, parents spoke 
highly of the care and commitment of the staff in this school to their children.  

• Students benefit from a program that provides an array of school-based and 

community-based work experiences that support students along a continuum of 
academic and social independence.  (4.4) 

 
o A major focus of the school is in transitioning students to the world of work.  

Students benefit from a program based on the school’s own vocational pyramid 
of different work experiences and settings along a continuum of independence.  
To that end, the school has formed partnerships with approximately 11 external 
work sites, including Jacobi Hospital, Goodwill Store and Jewish Home, and 
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continues to increase the number of placements for their students in the 
community. Work stipends are provided to students for their participation in 
community-based work experiences; these stipends impacted positively on 
student attendance at their jobs.  In house work experiences support students’ 
job skills development, which allows students to transition to part-time or full-time 
community-based work experiences.  School-based work experiences include 
the Newspaper Publishing program, the Retail Shop, the café and Culinary 
Programs, the Get Lights Records Productions and the Augmentative Furniture 
Making Shop. As a result, students are beginning to demonstrate the ability to 
reach and participate in real world experiences.  

• The school uses an array of resources, aligned to the school’s instructional goals   

that support student’s academic and social-emotional achievement.  (1.3) 

 
o The school was able to use its budget for a school-based coach who meets with 

teachers at the various sites to provide mentoring on instructional strategies that 
are aligned to the school’s goals. The school has organized teacher schedules 
so that teachers can meet weekly to collaborate in planning and to participate in 
departmental meetings that address school initiatives and staff concerns.  
Numerous partnerships have resulted in increased resources at the school level, 
such as in the school store and in the Arts programs.  The purchase of 
SMARTboards and laptops for worksites and two technology computer labs have 
resulted in teachers using technology to support instructional goals.  In the 
community, the partnerships have resulted in expansion of the part-time and full-
time work sites so that increased numbers of students can participate in work 
placements. 

 

• School administration supports teacher development through coaching support, 

outside opportunities for professional development and feedback to teachers using a 
research-based framework of clear expectations for teacher practice. (4.1) 

 
o School administration has supported teacher development through observations, 

school-based and district-based coaching, mentoring and professional 
development opportunities at the school and District 75 support.  The school has 
established a calendar of formal and informal observations with a focus on the 
Danielson rubric competencies, as the school has transitioned from their 
previous use of the Santa Cruz model.   New teachers are matched with 
mentors.  As part of the Talent Management, the school has implemented 
professional development on competencies of the Danielson research-based 
framework of clear expectations for teacher practice and participated in informal 
walkthroughs.  A review of informal observations conducted this school year 
indicates that some teachers have implemented recommended feedback that 
results in improved pedagogical practices.  

 

What the school needs to improve 
 

• Strengthen the curriculum to increase rigor in academic tasks in order to cognitively 

engage all students. (1.1) 

 
o While the school is in the initial phases of implementing a curriculum, there is 

limited ability, at this time, for teachers to collaborate on reviewing tasks and their 
cognitive demands to push increased engagement of all students. Higher-order 
thinking skills and challenging, rigorous activities were not evident in the 
classrooms. Some students reported that they felt the work was too easy for 
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them and wanted to learn more content in the different subject areas. In a 
majority of classes, the curriculum limits the cognitive engagement of the 
students and hinders their academic potential as evidenced by a lack of rigor in 
student tasks.  

 

• Further develop instructional practices that use higher-level questioning techniques 

that purposefully target the differentiated learning needs of all students to increase 
academic performance. (1.2) 

 
o Teachers report that there is limited ability at this time to look at program data, 

specifically data for individual students due to the focus on the implementation of 
the new school wide curriculum. Across most classrooms, differentiated learning 
goals were not evident for groups of students relative to the lessons being taught; 
as a result, teachers have not been able to adapt or extend the learning 
experiences to meet the needs of all students and provide them with skills that 
foster their abilities as independent thinkers.   

o In a number of the classrooms, students were grouped for instruction but were 
working on the same task as their peers. By using the same task in the different 
grouping, students are not able to have their individual needs met resulting in lost 
opportunities to meet them at their specific entry points.  In some of these 
groups, questions were addressed to one or two students. However, the 
questions were at the literal level and did not build in complexity.  The lack of 
rigorous student engagement and participation, as evidenced by a few students 
responding to teacher questions and student to student engagement in lessons, 
lessens opportunities for all students to move toward increased performance.  

• Create and use student-friendly assessment tools that purposefully gather data 

around the effectiveness of instruction and student learning with ongoing checks to 
support improved student outcomes. (2.2) 

 
o Examination of student work showed that there was a rubric that addressed 

student accuracy and independence on the tasks.  Students indicated that they 
had seen the rubric, but were unaware of what the rubric was and what it meant 
relative to their performance.   While students reported that they received 
feedback that they were doing a “good job”, but they were unsure of what that 
meant and did not know how they could improve their performance. In most 
cases, feedback to student lacks specificity and articulation of next steps. The 
absence of these ongoing checks limits students’ self-reflection and 
understanding in moving their performance to the next levels.  

• Further develop systems for goal-setting processes that target interim modifications 

to classroom practice that accelerate student learning.  (5.3) 

 
o One teacher team focused on looking at student work to determine how effective 

feedback to students on their writing could challenge students to higher levels of 
achievement; this teamwork focused on student work and inquiry is just evolving 
in the school.  As a result, there are missed opportunities for regular analysis of 
trends by individual and subgroups of teachers in order to adjust classroom 
practice around the most effective ways to meet all students’ needs in 
accordance with their goals.  

o Data on achievement in many areas is not evident, impacting on the staff’s’ 
ability to determine adjustments needed to achieve the goals.  Currently the 
school has not articulated a clear plan that measures the effectiveness of 
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academic achievement as a result of new initiatives, as well as skills 
development at the different levels of the vocational pyramid. Interim goals with 
short term objectives are not clearly communicated to staff, which hinders 
curricular adjustments as necessitated. Thus, this limits the schools ability to 
know what adjustments are needed to accelerate student learning.    

• Strengthen the monitoring structure for analyzing the effectiveness of assessment 

practices in measuring student mastery of the standards. (5.2) 

 
o As the school-wide curriculum is new to the school; there is a need to put in 

place a formal structure to evaluate the effectiveness of the curriculum related to 
the long-term goals and short-term objectives of the students. Currently, there is 
no evidence of structures in place that allow for planning, adapting and extending 
the three levels of the curriculum across grades, cohorts of students and subject 
areas.  Schoolwide plans for rigorous instruction for student mastery of the 
evolving state standards relative to the curriculum are inconsistent across all 
classrooms which impacts on student mastery of the standards.  

o The school analyzed the math curriculum and recognized that students needed 
more support in this area.  Consequently, the school’s internal coach and district 
math coach are collaborating to enhance the math curriculum and instruction for 
the students.  There is little evidence however of analyzing the effectiveness of 
the curriculum across all grades, cohorts and subject areas to determine student 
needs in these domains.  As a result, the ability of the teachers to use the 
curriculum to meet the needs of the students and to make data-informed 
adjustments is limited and inconsistent.  

P.S. X721 - Stephen McSweeney School X721: January 11, 12, 13, 
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Part 3: School Quality Criteria 2011-2012 
 

School name: Stephen McSweeney School UD D P WD 

Overall QR Score  X   

 

Quality Statement 1 – Instructional and Organizational Coherence: The school has a coherent strategy 
to support student learning that aligns curriculum, instruction and organizational decisions. 

To what extent does the school regularly… UD D P WD 

1.1  Design engaging, rigorous and coherent curricula, including the Arts, for a variety of 
learners and aligned to key State standards? 

  X     

1.2  Develop teacher pedagogy from a coherent set of beliefs about how students learn 
best, and ensure that it is: aligned to the curriculum, engaging, and differentiated to 
enable all students to produce meaningful work products?  

  X     

1.3  Make strategic organizational decisions to support the school’s instructional goals and 
meet student learning needs as evidenced by meaningful student work products? 

   X    

1.4  Maintain a culture of mutual trust and positive attitudes toward learning that support the 
academic and personal growth of students and adults? 

      X 

 

Quality Statement 2 – Gather and Analyze Data: School leaders and faculty consistently gather, 
analyze and share information on student learning outcomes to understand school and student 
progress over time. 

To what extent does the school …  UD D P WD 

2.1  Gather and analyze information on student learning outcomes to identify trends, 
strengths, and areas of need at the school level? 

  X     

2.2  Align assessments to curriculum, use on-going assessment practices and analyze 
information on student learning outcomes to adjust instructional decisions at the team 
and classroom level? 

  X     

2.3  Use grading policies and tools to enable school leaders and teachers to organize, 
aggregate, and analyze student performance trends to inform instruction and 
curriculum? 

  X     

2.4  Engage families in school decision-making, activities and an open exchange of 
information regarding students’ progress toward school and class expectations? 

    X   

 

Quality Statement 3 – Plan and Set Goals: School leaders and faculty consistently engage the school 
community and use data to set and track suitably high goals for accelerating student learning. 

To what extent does the school … UD D P WD 

3.1  Establish a coherent vision of future development that is reflected in a short list of 
focused, data-based goals that are understood and supported by the entire school 
community?  

  X     

3.2  Use collaborative and data informed processes to set measurable and differentiated 
learning goals for student subgroups, and students in need of additional support? 

  X     

3.3  Ensure the achievement of learning goals by tracking progress at the school, teacher 
team and classroom level?  

  X     

3.4  Communicate high expectations to staff, students and families, and support students 
and families to achieve them? 

  X     
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Quality Statement 4 – Align Capacity Building: The school aligns its leadership development and 
structured professional collaboration around meeting the school’s goals and student learning and 
emotional needs. 

To what extent does the school… UD D P WD 

4.1  Use the observation of classroom teaching and the analysis of learning outcomes to 
elevate school-wide instructional practices and implement strategies that promote 
professional growth and reflection, with a special focus on new teachers?  

   X    

4.2  Engage in structured professional collaborations on teams using an inquiry approach 
that promotes shared leadership and focuses on improved student learning? 

  X     

4.3  Provide professional development that promotes independent and shared reflection, 
opportunities for leadership growth, and enables teachers to continuously evaluate 
and revise their classroom practices to improve learning outcomes?   

  X     

4.4  Integrate child/youth development, guidance/advisement support services and 
partnerships with families and outside organizations with the school-wide goals to 
accelerate the academic and personal growth of students?  

    X   

 

Quality Statement 5 – Monitor and Revise: The school has structures for monitoring and evaluating 
progress throughout the year and for flexibly adapting plans and practices to meet its goals for 
accelerating learning. 

To what extent does the school… UD D P WD 

5.1  Evaluate the quality of curricular, instructional and organizational decisions, making 
adjustments as needed to increase the coherence of policies and practices across the 
school, with particular attention to the CCLS?  

  X     

5.2  Evaluate systems for assessing students, organizing data, and sharing information 
with student and families, making adjustments as needed to increase the coherence of 
policies and practices across the school? 

  X     

5.3  Establish and sustain a transparent, collaborative system for measuring progress 
towards interim and long term goals and making adjustments during the year and over 
time?  

  X     

5.4  Use data to regularly evaluate the effectiveness of structured professional 
collaboration, capacity building and leadership development strategies?  

  X     

 

Quality Review Scoring Key 

UD Underdeveloped D Developing P Proficient WD Well Developed 
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