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New York City’s Strategy for Improving High Schools: An Overview

As the nation has embraced the need to graduate every student ready for college and careers, high school reform has emerged at the
top of the education agenda. Many local and state leaders are implementing strategies to address low performance and close achieve-
ment gaps. As federal policymakers look ahead to opportunities to support this work—including through the upcoming reauthoriza-
tion of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA)—they are eagerly looking to districts that have been engaged in major

reform to understand the implications for supporting and encouraging these reforms at scale.

One extremely relevant case study is New York City (NYC)—the nation’s largest and most diverse school district—where Mayor Mi-
chael Bloomberg and Schools Chancellor Joel Klein have prioritized redesigning high schools and improving outcomes as part of a
districtwide reform effort. Children First, as the reforms are collectively known, has caught the attention of advocates, policymakers,
and educators across the country for the breadth of the changes implemented as well as for its preliminary indications of success in
improving student outcomes and closing achievement gaps. Most promising is the steady increase of four-year graduation rates by as

much as 15 points since 2002, after a decade of stagnation.

Given its size, demographics, and history, NYC faces some of the greatest challenges that federal policy secks to address, including
high-risk and diverse student populations, chronic low performance, stubborn inequities, a history of entrenched bureaucracy, and
some community resistance to change. In addition, the city has implemented many of the reform practices that have dominated feder-
al policy discussions, including turning around or replacing low-performing high schools, using data to inform instruction, and im-

proving education options for at-risk students.

Given the parallels between the NYC experience and the federal policy conversation, the Alliance for Excellent Education has under-
taken a project to explore New York City’s efforts to improve high school outcomes and identify recommendations for federal policy

that emerge from that experience. This work will culminate in three publications:

e This brief, the first in a series, will set the stage, describing the theory of action underlying the efforts of the New York City
Department of Education NYCDOE) and some of the specific strategies it has employed to improve high schools. It will
not seek to detail the implementation of those strategies or explore results or related criticisms, all of which will be covered in

the second and third publications.

e The second publication, Addressing the LowestP € v f or mi ng Hi gh Sc h o pwllsoncentrate @ kffortsn g f r
to address the lowest-performing high schools—an issue at the top of the federal education agenda and central to the
NYCDOFE’s strategy for reform. The brief will explore the NYCDOE’s approach to closing its lowest-performing high
schools and the mechanisms in place to support improved teaching and learning in the schools that have replaced them. It

will draw on this experience to provide recommendations for federal policymakers.

e  The third publicaton,He | pi ng Students Get Back on Track: ,wiBfacaisni ng
on the challenge of providing educational options for the students most at risk of dropping out—a critical issue for systemi-
cally addressing the dropout crisis, and an area in which NYC has demonstrated some success. The brief will discuss the
city’s approach, implementation challenges, and the policy implications that emerge from NYC’s experience with the Mul-

tiple Pathways to Graduation initiative.

1201 Connecticut Avenue, NW - Suite 901- Washington, DC 20036
Phone 202 828-0828 - Fax 202 828-0821 - www.all4ed.org
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NYCO6s | mproved High School Graduat.i g

There are dozens of methods in place for calculating high school graduation rates; they differ on details such as who is included in the formula and
who counts the graduates. De p e n d current fourryeat gnaduatioreraténrandes from @ %/ peraesit €odb6 perseYitC 6 s
However, regardless of the calculation usedd calculated by the city, the state, or independentlydt he ci tyo6s graduati oni-r
cantly, with the bulk of the increased as much as 15 pointsd occurring since 2002, when Bloomberg and Klein took control of the schools.*

Official Calculations

+NYC Calculated: Calculated by the city, this rate does not include students with disabilities who are educated in self-contained classrooms or
served by District 75, which provides citywide educational, vocational, and behavior support programs for students who are on the autism spec-
trum, severely emotionally challenged, and/or multiply dis-
abled. This rate counts as graduates all students receiving Local New York City's

and Regents Diplomas, GEDs, and special education diplomas, as FourYear Graduation Rates
well as students graduating in August.?

0,
e NYS Calculated: Calculated by the state, this rate does include 70%
students with disabilities who are educated in self-contained class-
rooms or served by District 75. This rate counts as graduates only - 60%
students receiving Local and Regents Diplomas. It does not include %
as graduates students who receive GEDs or special education cer- © 50%
tificates. As of the 2008, the calculation does include students gra- &
duating in August.® o | f—
40% 20%—H
) 37%
Independent Calculations 30% i . . . . . .
Adjusted: Calculated by researchers Jennifer Jennings and 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008

Leonie Haimson, this rate includes students who were discharged
and does not count GED recipients as graduates. They indicate that
these figures likely underestimate the actual graduation rate, as an unknown number of discharges were rightly excluded.*

* EPE: Calculated by researchers at the Education Week Research Center, this estimate compares the number of diploma recipients to the number
of ninth graders four years earlier.”

Note: In late 2008, the U.S. Department of Education released new regulations for calculating graduation rates. The New York State rate formula described above is
most similar to the formula required by the regulations, but it remains to be seen how federal and state policymakers will interpret and implement the law.

The Bloomberg Administration’s Vision for Change:
Creating a System of Great Schools

NYC is the largest school district in the nation, serving more students than all but twelve of the nation’s states. In 2002, it was com-
prised of more than 1,200 schools, including 230 high schools. It currently consists of more than 1,630 schools (including charter
schools), has 136,000 employees, and runs a $21 billion budget. Of its 1.1 million students, more than 80 percent are minorities and 14
percent are English language learners. And almost 74 percent of students are eligible for free or reduced-price lunch, a common meas-
ure of student poverty.* For decades, the NYC school system, like many large, high-poverty, high-minority urban districts, struggled
with low graduation rates and achievement levels, an inequitable distribution of the best teachers across schools, and inequitable and
inadequate school funding. In school year (§Y) 2001-02, according to state estimates, only 41 percent of all students, and even fewer

black and Hispanic students, graduated in four years.

These statistics are particularly sobering when put in the context of what this means for students’ futures. High school dropouts na-
tionwide are more likely to be unemployed, earn lower wages, become teenage parents, be unhealthy, die eatly, rely on public welfare
systems, and go to jail at some point in their lives. The following statistics affect not just high school dropouts themselves, but also

their larger communities.

? Interestingly, the reported free and reduced-price lunch rate for high school studentsd 50 percentd is about 20 percent lower than the overall rate. This difference is
likely due to the fact that a significant number of poor students have dropped out of school by high school and that this self-reported poverty indicator is often underre-
ported at the high school level.
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e NYC dropouts are less likely to work than their more educated peers. Between 2005 and 2007, NYC high school dropouts,
on average, were less likely to work at all (60 percent compared to 73 percent of high school graduates), and worked less

steadily (26 weeks per year total compared to 33 weeks) and for fewer hours (24 hours per week compared to 29 hours).

e  The expected lifetime earnings of an NYC high school dropout are just over $625,000—40 percent less than a high school
graduate’s expected earnings and 75 percent less than the expected earnings of a graduate with a bachelor’s degree. This dif-

ference has increased substantially in the past thirty years.

e  Recent estimates indicate that, in the New York City region,b decreasing the number of dropouts by 50 percent could pump
$480 million per year in increased spending and investment levels into the region’s economy, creating more than $92 million

per year in additional state and local tax revenue and eventually supporting over 3,000 new jobs.°

In 2001, Michael Bloomberg was elected mayor of New York City in an election during which—prior to the events of September
11—education was a top agenda item for candidates and voters. The education platform of Bloomberg’s campaign focused on in-
creasing mayoral control, reducing teacher turnover, and increasing principals’ autonomy. He inherited a decentralized school system
in which authority was dispersed among a central board, community school district superintendents, and elected school boards. Most
operational, instructional, and supervisory decisions were made at the district level, including budgeting, curriculum, and principal hir-
ing and evaluation. As Chancellor Joel Klein noted at a state hearing, “there was divided authority, a school system in distress, lots of
finger pointing and blame passing, and a new chancellor every two or three years.” Many stakeholders believe this structure was a sig-
nificant contributor to a system of schools varying vastly in quality. A New York Times article from 1996 found that “a close look at
several troubled districts around the city shows clearly the debilitating toll that pervasive political infighting, patronage and favoritism

can take on children in classrooms.”

In June 2002, the New York State legislature granted the mayor control over the schools, providing Bloomberg with unprecedented
authority to make sweeping changes. With this authority, the mayor appointed the chancellor and a majority of members to the Panel
for Education Policy, the body that replaced the Board of Education, and consolidated many policy and administrative functions into
the hands of the chancellor. Bloomberg and Klein then reorganized the districts to redistribute operational, instructional, and supervi-
sory functions; provide school leaders with options for accessing support; and streamline administrative costs. In July 2002, he ap-
pointed Klein—a former assistant U.S. attorney general in the antitrust division, deputy counsel in the Clinton Administration, busi-
ness executive, and onetime sixth-grade math teacher—as chancellor of schools. The two men worked closely together on the city’s

education efforts, meeting weekly and often making public announcements jointly

a relationship that has been simultaneously criti-

cized and praised for creating a unilateral decisionmaking structure that facilitates action and change.

Over the next seven years, Bloomberg and Klein implemented sweeping changes that affect nearly every aspect of the school system.
These changes were based on the underlying principle that, as Klein has stated, “The school is the unit that matters.” With that in
mind, their “goal [wals to create a system of great schools, not a great school system.” The key measurable outcome Bloomberg and
Klein would use to gauge their progress, and later demonstrate their success, was improved high school graduation rates. Michele Ca-
hill, who served as senior counselor to the chancellor for education policy, with responsibility for the high school reform strategy from
2002 until early 2007, described the emphasis on high schools this way: “Addressing high school reform was critical to the Children
First strategy of creating a system of good schools—both as a pathway to success and also to focus people’s attention on the respon-
sibility to all students, regardless of age, and to drive innovation to accelerate student learning. Creating schools with new designs that
incorporated new expectations, personalization, innovative instructional models, and more rigorous curriculum was a key strategy

from day one to generate higher expectations, proof points of what can be achieved by underprepared adolescents in good schools.”

As NYCDOE’s Chief Schools Officer Eric Nadelstern notes, it is no coincidence that Bloomberg put an antitrust lawyer in charge of

NYC schools. Administration leaders felt strongly that elements of the NYC school system were not only corrupt but also protected a

b Projections are based on the U.S. Censusi defined New Yorki New Jerseyi Long Island, New Yorki New Jerseyi Pennsylvania metropolitan statistical area.
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decades-old bureaucracy, resulting in incoherent policies and a system that failed its students. If they were going to make real changes
in this large and complex city, they believed they needed to bring coherence to the system through the implementation of controver-
sial reforms. This would require beginning with comprehensive reforms affecting schools” most basic operations and reorganizing the
system around the needs of students rather than adults. This notion—fundamental to the Administration’s approach to reform—is
symbolized by the name given to the overall education reform agenda: Children First. Though they recognized that these changes
would be difficult, officials intended to establish coherence and stability, eliminate dysfunction, and prepare the system to move for-

ward with long-term reform efforts.

The Bloomberg Administration® implemented several systemwide strategies that affect all schools and students: 1) bringing coherence
to the system; 2) shifting decisionmaking to the schools; 3) developing and supporting effective teachers and leaders; and 4) holding
educators responsible for results. The district also focused on ensuring that high school students and their parents had equitable access
to an extensive portfolio of high-performing schools with safe, engaging, and relevant environments that would meet students’ wide-

ranging academic, social-emotional, and cultural needs.

The following pages will describe the Administration’s theory of action in these five areas, and sidebars will illustrate some of the spe-
cific strategies implemented. Subsequent papers in this series will explore some of these issues in greater depth and discuss implemen-

tation, challenges, and the lessons they provide for federal policy.
1. Bringing coherence to the system.

The Bloomberg Administration made a number of governance, organizational, and funding changes intended to bring stability and
coherence to the way the system was managed and operated. Prior to mayoral control, the mayor, chancellor, central board, and thirty-
two community school districts (led by local school boards and superintendents) shared accountability with unclear and conflicting
roles and responsibilities. High schools were governed by the central Board of Education and organized into seven districts, resulting
in an accountability gap between the K—8 and high school parts of the system. An additional community school district—District
75—provides citywide educational, vocational, and behavior support programs for students who are on the autism spectrum, severely
emotionally challenged, or multiply disabled. Most operational, instructional, and supervisory decisions were made at the community
district level, including budgeting, curriculum, and principal hiring and evaluation. With the newly enacted mayoral authority, Bloom-
berg replaced the Board of Education with the appointed Panel of Education Policy and consolidated many policy and administrative
functions into the hands of the chancellor. Bloomberg and Klein then reorganized the districts to redistribute operational, instruction-
al, and supervisory functions, provide school leaders with options for accessing support, and stream-line administrative costs. The
resulting governance structure was a compromise between the Administration, community leaders, and state lawmakers: the current
hybrid structure retains the community districts (with reduced authority, staffing, and resources), leaves much decisionmaking to
school leaders, and redistributes business and academic support services to a range of network entities within and outside of the dis-

trict (described later in this brief).

The governance changes were accompanied by efforts to trim the bureaucracy and secure more funding for schools. The NYCDOE
has eliminated more than 550 administrative jobs from the system since 2006. The district reports that central and district office cuts
have resulted in $350 million being redirected to schools since 2002. The Administration has directed more city funding to its schools,
with city support of schools rising from $5.9 billion in 2002 to $10.5 billion in 2009. The NYCDOE has also worked to increase fund-
ing from a variety of external sources, including private entities. Since 2003, the Fund for Public Schools—a nonprofit organization
established by the Administration—has raised more than $230 million from private organizations and individuals for school reform in
NYC.

The city’s previous school funding system perpetuated an inequitable distribution of funding within the district, with some schools
receiving up to $1 million more per year compared to other schools of similar size serving similar students. Funding formulas granted

schools money largely based on the number and salaries of teachers instead of student characteristics. This type of funding system

‘Unl ess otherwise specdfiefder ¢ hteo fitAlleni Bli s¢ mlae i ghKl ein Administration and the
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resulted, as Deputy Chief Schools Officer for Academics Josh Thomases noted, in “high-poverty schools ... effectively subsidizing
wealthier schools”” and the existence of incentives to avoid serving students who were more expensive to serve, such as students with
disabilities and limited English proficiency.

The Administration revised the district’s funding system to make the budgeting system easier to understand, ensure that funding to
schools was more equitable, and give leaders more flexibility and authority over how to spend their budgets. During SY 2007-08,
NYC began transitioning to the Fair Student Funding formula, becoming the largest district in the country to use a system of weighted
student funding, in which money follows a student to whichever school he or she attends. Schools receive additional funds for stu-

dents with special needs based on income, English proficiency, disability, or previous achievement levels.

The Administration also sought to bring coherence and alignment to the district’s instructional approach and promotion policies to
ensure that students received the instruction and support necessary for success throughout their career. Officials believed that the
district’s policy of socially promoting students—moving them to the next grade level regardless of academic performance—was a
harmful practice that set students up to fail in both higher grades and the real world. As a result, the Administration implemented an

end to social promotion in grades 3—8 and developed new promotion policies for these grades.

While the policies have drawn criticism from both stakeholders who support social promotion and those who believe the promotion
policies are not rigorous enough, the Administration remains committed to its approach of establishing higher standards and provid-
ing extra support. To ensure that students in all schools were receiving instruction aligned with these high expectations, the district
adopted uniform districtwide elementary and middle school curriculum in reading and math and instituted a number of professional
development strategies to support teachers. Also, students have multiple opportunities to retake tests and earn promotion over the
summer, and repeating students received mandated intervention services. A recent study by the RAND corporation found improved

long-term performance for retained students and a reduction in overall retention rates.8

Additionally, district leadership recognized that literacy skills significantly influence adolescent students’ success, and that it was neces-
sary to address the abysmal literacy skills of the city’s secondary students. As noted in a recent report by Carnegie Corporation of New
York, “the expectation became that 4-12 English language arts (ELLA) teachers would be responsible for teaching not just literature,
but literacy, as had long been the case with teachers in the lower grades.” To support effective literacy instruction, the district adopted
a single literacy curriculum focused on accelerated learning, eventually implemented for all sixth through ninth graders who had scored
at the lowest two levels on the state’s ELA assessment. Classrooms using the curriculum were supplied with new classroom libraries,
and the district developed a network of specialists and coaches to support schools’ efforts to address students’ literacy needs and im-
prove instruction in both literacy and mathematics. While the curricular mandates were phased out over time, the district continues to

support a focus on adolescent literacy.
2. Shift decisionmaking to the school level.

Administration officials believed that the most rational, efficient, and effective way to create wide-scale, long-term improvement was
through a school-centered approach that provided principals and educators with the freedom to design educational strategies tailored
to their students. After the initial reforms took hold and they observed increased stability and coherence, the NYCDOE implemented
strategies to move the system steadily toward decentralized, school-based management, where school leaders are given the resources
and flexibility to make key decisions about hiring, scheduling, budgeting, curriculum, professional development, and other school sup-

port.

Several districts around the country are embracing a similar approach to drive authority and accountability to school leaders. Most of
these districts are taking an “earned autonomy” approach, in which increased authority and flexibility are reserved for a set of leaders
who have been preselected, and even specially trained, to operate schools at extreme ends of the performance spectrum: very high-

performing schools, or schools needing extreme intervention. However, the NYCDOE has taken the opposite approach of universal

autonomy, steadily expanding autonomy from a small pilot project in 2004 with the Autonomy Zone to a districtwide policy described



as “empowerment” in SY 2007-08 in which all princip-
als—regardless of their experience or track record—must
assume increased authority, with a range of support avail-
able to them all. Principals have control over which sup-
port option they select. (See box at right describing the
support options.)

Administration officials have pointed to at least three rea-
sons for taking this approach. First, they say autonomy
helps in the recruitment and retention of innovative and
successful self-starters—exactly the kind of leaders they
think are necessary to turn around and lead the city’s
schools. Second, they believe there is no single right way
to operate a school; rather, decisions about the strategies
that will be most effective at a particular school—with its
unique character, challenges, and student population—are
best determined by the professionals most familiar with it.
Klein recently described this as follows: “Schools can get
from terrible to mediocre with mandated curriculum and
top-down rules. But to get from mediocre to great, teams
need the latitude to innovate and invent. That has to hap-

pen at the school level.”

Third, and perhaps most telling, is the Administration’s
belief that autonomy removes excuses for poor perfor-
mance. Josh Thomases, the NYCDOE’s deputy chief
schools officer for academics, notes that it is difficult to
hold principals accountable for the results in their schools
if all the most important decisions related to how schools
operate are made by the central office. As Chief Schools
Officer Eric Nadelstern said, “The only thing you succeed
in doing if you tell [principals] how to [run their
schools|—from the vantage point of the school district
central office, state department of education office, or
federal Department of Education—is you let everyone
else off the hook because now it’s your plan that’s being
tested and not the principal’s best professional judgment.”
In essence, the NYCDOE has created a new deal with
principals: they make the decisions, and they take respon-
sibility for the results.

In providing autonomy to every school leader, the Admin-
istration essentially inverted the traditional organizational
structutre of the school system. Nadelstern sums up this
new configuration of relationships and expectations as
follows: “[This is a] different set of school management
strategies ... that assume[s| that the relationship between
kids and teachers in classrooms [i]s the central work of the
school system, and that everyone and everything else
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Principals6 Choi ce: Adtractianahi c ,
and Operational Support Options

Academic/Instructional Support: To ensure that schools have the tools and
capacity they need to be successful with the new environment of autonomy

and independence, each school leader is required to partner with a school
support organization (SSO). There are twelve SSOs, six of which are run by
external nonprofits, six of which are run by the DOE. Each principal selects the
SSO and support package he or she be
students and staff. A majority of high schools and secondary schools have
chosen learning or partnership support organizations.’

Externally run:

e Partnership support organization (PSO): PSOs are external organizations
with specialties that include middle school reform, postsecondary prepa-
ration, professional development, and targeted improvement planning.
The NYCDOE screens these organizations before offering them as SSO
choices for schools. They provide services such as data support for plan-
ning and assessment, professional education on adolescent develop-
ment, and support in creating collaborative teaching and learning envi-
ronments. Partnership support organizations include the Academy for
Educational Development, the Center for Educational Innovationi Public
Education Association, City University of New York, Fordham University,
New Visions for Public Schools, and Replications, Inc. The cost for these
PSOs ranges from $25,107 to $146,575 per school.

DOE run:

e Empowerment support organization (ESO): Schools opting for this type of
support form self-affiliated networks with other schools that have similar
priorities and visions. For example, one ESO network is a group of high
schools that had already been partnering with the Institute for Student
Achievement, a successful high school reform model. ESO networks hire
teams that provide instructional and operational support services. Teams
are comprised of a network leader; an achievement coach, who assists
schools with data systems and accountability measures; a business ser-
vices manager, who provides assistance with budgets, purchasing,
grants, and other business services; a special services manager, who
coordinates programs for special education students and English lan-
guage learners; and a lead instruction mentor, who provides assistance to
principals in coordinating professional education and new teacher mentor-
ing programs. The cost for schools to join ESO networks is $27,000 an-
nually.

e Learning support organization (LSO): The four LSOs were created by
former NYCDOE regional superintendents, who provide instructional,
programming, and youth and staff development support. Options include
the Community Learning and Support Organization, the Integrated Curri-
culum and Instruction Learning Support Organization, the Knowledge
Network Learning Support Organization, and the Leadership Learning
Support Organization. The cost for these LSOs ranges from $24,900 to
$59,900 per school.

Operational Support: School leaders now also have choices about how to
access business and operations support.

e Integrated service center (ISC):| SCs, | ocated in ea
boroughs, are run by NYCDOE staff and provide assistance to schools
with payroll, human resources, food services, facilities, and transportation.
According to the N 'Y C D O R@08 Principal Satisfaction Survey, 92 per-
cent of principals said they were satisfied with the overall quality of sup-
port provided by their ISC."

. Children First Network: Seeking to personalize further the business and
operational support provided by ISCs, the NYCDOE created a pilot where
several networksd groups of about twenty schools using the same SSOd
were excused from using the ISC for support. Instead, they were as-
signed staff from the Children First Network, which provide services only
to assigned schools. Due to positive feedback from participating schools,
the NYCDOE expanded the Children First Network to an additional twenty
networks of about twenty schools each in the fall of 2009."* The NYCDOE
increasingly considers networks of twenty to thirty schools as the building
blocks of their reforms.
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Tools to Support Coherent Data-Driven School Improvement

Periodic Assessments: To complement annual student performance data coming from
high-stakes tests, in SY 20077 08 the NYCDOE implemented Periodic Assessments—no-
stakes assessments linked to state standards and designed to provide rapid feedback so

teachers can better align instruction width
ness for high-stakes exams. The NYCDOE provides schools with a menu of assessments
that the chancell or has described as fAquic

being used in classrooms.* High schools use a combination of multiple assessment options,
or an approved alternate design, to assess students who have yet to pass their correspond-
ing Regents exams in English Language Arts and Integrated Algebra several times a year.™
The NYCDOE provides teachers with professional development on these periodic assess-
ments and on how to utilize the data that they yield. Schools receive results online imme-
diately from computer-based assessments, and within five days from paper assessments that
are graded externally by the D O E &&am vendor, with extended response and essay por-
tions graded by teachers. It is still too early to know the impact of the Periodic Assessments
on teaching and learning.

Achievement Reporting and Innovation System (ARIS): In 2007, the NYCDOE an-
nounced an $80 million contract with IBM to build ARIS8 a sophisticated Web-based data
and information system that would consolidate preexisting systems and make data more
transparent, accessible, and usable. ARIS houses a wide range of student-level da-
ta—including demographic information, credit accumulation, attendance, yearly testing

scores (state Regents exams, high school admission tests, and the PSAT), information about
studentsd previous teachers and school s, -a
based instructional assessments. It also includes school-level information garnered from the
School Progress Reports and Quality Reviewsd accountability tools described on the next
page. Every stakeholder in the systemd parents, teachers, the school leadership team, ex-
ternal support staff, and district leadershipd can access information in the system to analyze
data, create custom reports, and put the information to good use. These various portals have
been rolled out steadily over ti me. I n add
function that fosters collaboration by allowing schools and teachers to share innovations and
successful strategies.

Inquiry teams: In SY 2007i 08, the NYCDOE began requiring schools to form inquiry teams
to ensure that educators use data to address school challenges and drive improvement.
Schools establish small teams of educators to examine performance data of a selected group
of low-performing students, monitor their learning, and make recommendations for how to
help these students. Through this process, the team members should become experts in the
diagnostic and inquiry process and help spread this kind of data-driven decisionmaking
throughout the school in a way that stimulates instructional changes and improves teaching
and learning schoolwide.** In 20097 10 the NYCDOE expanded the inquiry team approach to
encourage teams of leaders across subject areas and grade levels to examine teaching
strategies and student work to improve student performance at all levels. As of January 1,
2010, there were 7,476 inquiry teams across the city, making teacher teams a core school
reform strategy.*®

Senior achievement facilitators: An assessment of the N Y C D O En@plementation of in-
quiry teams determined that while teams were successful in influencing the targeted group of
students and those who taught them, many teams had difficulty broadening their impact
throughout their schools. The study suggested that teams need more support from their dis-
tricts and support organizations to mobilize all teachers in the building to affect broader
school-level results.™ To address this concern, and build capacity for data-driven improve-
ment, the NYCDOE has created the Children First Intensive program to support inquiry
teams. Senior achievement facilitators (SA
and SSOs, hel ping them incorporate dat aeto
veloping and delivering specific training related to identified needs, such as differentiating
classroom instruction. The SAFs also work districtwide to identify and disseminate promising
practices. According to the N Y C D O Bgrisg 2009 Principal Satisfaction Survey, 88 percent
of pringipals said they were satisfied with the overall quality of support provided by their

SAFs.

* These tools and processes will be discussed in more detail in a subsequent publication in
this series, Addressing the Lowest-Per f or mi ng Hi gh School sroacl €

exist[s] in support of that relationship and [i]s
subservient to the work that principals and
teachers do in schools.” The central office
now views supporting schools as its primary
role, just as the principal’s main job is sup-
porting teachers, and the teacher’s role is
supporting students. Interim Acting Chief
Accountability Officer Shael Polakow-
Suransky recently said in an interview, “My
job is not to intervene at an individual school
level and suggest a change, but to provide
rich, data-based portraits and qualitative pot-
traits ... so that the folks that are supporting
schools can help the school go to its next
step.”

This approach has repositioned the
NYCDOE as a provider of support services
and a facilitator of school improvement. The
central office has been reorganized into dis-
tinct teams and networks that provide specia-
lized supportt to school leaders. To help en-
sure that school leaders—with their autono-
my, authority, and flexibility—are making
sound decisions that result in coherent and
effective programs and practices at their
schools, the NYCDOE has provided leaders
with a range of tools to aid data-driven deci-
sionmaking, including a knowledge and data
management system, new periodic assess-
ments, and school planning tools. NYCDOE
staff have been repurposed to support this
work. With this shift toward a client-
consultant relationship between schools and
NYCDOE offices, administration leaders
have worked to introduce a customer service
mentality into the NYCDOE’s daily work
and purpose. Specific strategies used to sup-
port data-driven school improvement are
described in more detail in the box at the left
and in a subsequent publication in this series,
Addressing the Lowest-Performing High Schools:
Learning from NYC’

Administration officials often note that it is
not fair to hold principals accountable for
results without also providing them with
adequate resources to do their jobs. In their

view, the district’s former complex budgeting process restricted how principals could use their funds based on strict rules from the

central office. In addition to granting principals more freedom to choose the support services their schools need, beginning in SY

2007-08 principals were afforded more authority to create their own budgets. Klein stripped most requirements on how dollars must

be spent, allowing principals discretion in spending within their own schools not just on the type of support organization they wish to

use, but also on decisions related to staffing, enrichment opportunities, and supplies.
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3. Develop and support effective teachers and leaders.

These new roles and responsibilities, and the pace and scale of the reform efforts, placed significant demands on the system. Adminis-
tration officials acknowledged that building human capital was critical for their strategy. Chris Cerf, former deputy chancellor for strat-
egy and innovation, believes that the steps the NYCDOE has taken to recruit, train, and retain highly effective teachers and principals
are crucial to the Administration’s theory of action. Normally, he says, ““people’ are the last frontier of school reform that no one
wants to touch.”!® The NYCDOE has secured historic agreements with teachers’ and principals’ unions that have allowed the district
to implement innovative policies that officials believe promote teaching, learning, and student outcomes rather than adults’ interests.
Lastly, the NYCDOE has opened up the system to external partners of all kinds that provide expert technical assistance and services
necessary to support reforms. This includes management consultants who conduct milestone data analyses, intermediaries who help
create new schools, various organizations providing academic and instructional support as school support organizations, and commu-
nity-based organizations that provide nonacademic and youth development support to schools and programs that are part of the Mul-
tiple Pathways to Graduation Initiative. (Specific strategies related to educators are described in more detail in the box below.)

Recruiting, Retaining, and Rewarding Effective Teachers and Leaders

Teachers: The NYCDOE has worked to build a force of highly effective teachers. The percentage of certified teachers increased to 100 percent in
SY 2007i 08.* According to the state, the percent of full-time equivalent teaching assignments held by teachers who did not have the appropriate
certification decreased from 19 percent in SY 2004i 05 to 11 percent in SY 20067 07.%° In addition to implementing a number of recruitment and

retention strategies, the NYCDOEand t he | ocal teachersoé uni ers(UFT) feachetseveraldistori¢-agredesnentsst i d
that include a mix of incentives and policy reforms to help professionalize the field.

Financial incentives: The NYCDOE offers financial incentives both to recruit candidates and to encourage high performance. The Administration
has raised starting teacher salaries by 43 percent since 2003. The lead teacher program provides veteran teachers with $10,000 salary bonuses to
teach in high-need schools and serve as mentors to less-experienced teachers. In addition, teachers in high-need schools that have improved by
meeting performance targets receive bonuses through a schoolwide performance bonus program.

Tenurereform: As part of its efforts Adminiptnation hasssoughtto ensute shat ordy eftective fteachesstreceive thnerre.
The UFT contract includes a Peer Intervention-Plus Program, which pairs struggling tenured teachers with expert classroom teachers who serve as
mentors. It also created the Labor Support Unit, comprised of education consultants including former principals, which works with ineffective te-
nured teachers to develop support plans that include intensive professional development. When these other measures do not improve a tenured
teacher dos effect i erfermansednit—a tean offadoaneys-ehuildsa case against the ineffective teacher to support principals in
the removal process.”

Staffing decisions: The Administratonc ont ends t hat, to empower principals fully to mak
have the authority to choose their own staff. The UFT agreement made significant changes to the old system, creatinginsttada sy st em o
consent, 0 as described here by the New Teacher Project:

First, [the system] protected the right of schools to choose which teachers they hired, regardless of sedierity. Secbnel, it b u mpi ng o oif
tions by senioatghers who claimed these positions based on seniority and without input from principals or school sthfésl &imadhe, dpestdbiting process fo
fexcessedo teachers (those di spl ac elbudgetderimestptogrammatip changes, iorschaol closiresd. in shert,
contract saw New York City transition from a system in which teachers and principals often had no input nverseadhey assignmey st em of A
teachers and principals had to agree on all teacher placements. This policy shift brought to a halt théepehersivn fscbingl®and of schools on teachers,
that had tarnish2d the cityés staffing system.

The decision to halt forced placements of teachers has created a financial drain on the district. Teachers who have lost their positionsd who are
transferred to an fiabs e ndcortirri@tcreceive a satary and beaedits. The New)Teapher @iloject estimated that between
2006 and 2008, the city paid $81 million to support the 665 ATRs,? and would pay roughly $74 million to 1,000 ATRs in SY 20081 09.* As of July
2009, 2,300 ATRs remained unemployed. To mai niN4dDOE has hahteinsiituel hising freeezes h
under which only teachers within the system can be hired, and now the NYCDOE offers principals financial incentives to hire teachers from the

ATR pool. While the department does not consider this situation ideal, it ensures that principals, rather than being forced to hire and retain certain
teachers, can choose the instructors that meet the needs of their students.

Principals: The NYCDOEGs empower ment strategy rests wgpalsandthee tedimed wheknowtsth-a t
dents bestd enjoy the freedom to design educational strategies and budgets tailored to their students. To succeed, this means thatthe dis t r i c
more than 1,600 principals must be capable of effectively leading schools with increased authority, autonomy, and flexibility. The Administration
has taken a number of steps designed both to i mprove e xaderdtosocgeegr i n

Financial incentives:Pr i nci pal s sal aries have increased 23 percent since 20014
to $25,000. In January 2008, the Administration also launched the Executive Principals Program, which, for a $25,000 bonus, places principals with
successful track r e eerforthingschaolstredwingthe inggaitableldistibetisntof effective leaders.

Leadership Academy for Principals: The district launched the NYC Leadership Academy & which later became an independent organizationd to
help current and aspiring principals develop as effective school leaders. It offers an Aspiring Principals Program (APP) and a New School Intensive
Program for those principals whoCuwventlyacadeneygd adhheateist makenew dmalplep-s
als, including seventy-two principals serving in high schools for SY 2009i 10.%° E‘
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4. Hold educators accountable for their performance.

As the NYCDOE changed and clarified the roles of central office staff and provided school leaders with increased flexibility and au-
tonomy, it steadily introduced a number of new accountability tools that provide quantitative and qualitative data to better understand
the performance of all the players in the system—teachers, principals, external service providers, and internal service providers. This
information influences decisions about rewards and consequences based on performance. It also reflects the idea behind Thomases’
point about empowerment noted above: the NYCDOE intended to grant all of the adults in the system the authority, flexibility, and
information they needed to make their best professional judgments, accept responsibility for their performance, and be judged accor-
dingly so that decisions could be made to benefit students. (See more about these tools below.)

Establishing Accountability and Incentives for Results

Like many district leaders, the NYCDOE sought to develop a comprehensive school evaluation system that would prove useful as a measurement
for accountability purposes that would directly influence school improvement efforts. After two years of development, the NYCDOE introduced a
variety of tools designed to measure the performance of a school quantitatively, qualitatively, and comparatively, and to drive improvements in
teaching and learning.

e School Progress Reports: Since SY 2006i 07, each school has received an annual School Progress Report containing a letter grade—from
A through F—that summarizes its performance. These letter grades are determined by a variety of factors, including student performance (25
percent of the overall score), student progress (60 percent), and school environment (15 percent). Student performance and student progress
in elementary and middle schools are measured using scores on state exams. For high schools, student performance is based on graduation
rates and types of diplomas awarded, and student progress is measured by credit accumulation and Regents exam pass rates. For all
schools, school environment is assessed using annual Learning Environment Surveys completed by teachers, parents, and students. A

school 6s scores are then compared to similar schools in the NYC

e  Quality Reviews: Each school also receives a Quality Review. Each school is visited by experienced educators who spend at least two days
talking to principals, teachers, students, and parents to observe how the school uses a data-driven approach to build instructional and organi-
zational coherence and to develop goals, individualizes instructional approaches, and improves teaching and learning. Schools are deemed

AWel |l Developed, 0 A P withfProfcieneReatures,0ofr U mMdUenvdeelr odpeevce | oped. o

Thoughnot a factor in determining a schoolds state or federal canseeount
quences for schools, principals, teachers, and support organizations.

e Schools: Poor Progress Report scores resultinnegative consequences. Schools earning three
school improvement measures and target setting and, if no progress is made over time, possible leadership change (subject to contractual ob-
ligations), restructuring, or closu r & Indhese cases, both Progress Reports and Quality Reviews factor into the decision about what will hap-
pen to the school.

e  Principals: In 2007, the NYCDOE and the Council of School Supervisors and Administrators, the union representing NYC principals, agreed
on a contract awarding principals bonuses based on t hei pringpalleadrg s
the top 1 percent of schools to $7,000 for those principals whose schools score in the top 117 20 percent.”’ The union also renegotiated the
Principal Performance Review. Under the 2007 agreement, ang@r ans¢d
Progress Report, Quality Review, and progress toward certain achievement and school environment goals agreed upon by the principal and
superintendent.

e Teachersi:An agreement with the NYeGDOhke=essidformation gatherédifrom School RPrégeess Reports so that
findings can have only positive consequences for teachers. In the fall of 2007, the NYCDOE launched a foundation-funded pilot program to
award bonuses to educators based on f{08.echoolsshatkither teceiied pnrAomythes Bragresse p g
Reports or met 751 100 percent of performance targets on the reports for SY 20071 08 received awards ranging from $1,500 to $3,000 per full-
time UFT staff member. Each school independently determined the manner in which the bonuses were distributed.

. Support organizations: Initially, accountability for the SSOs was informal: it came through the market as principals made their annual selec-
tions. In 2009, the N Y C D O Béauntability office began formally and publicly comparingSSOs based on their scho
and Quality Reviews in addition to principal satisfaction surveys. These grades will not result in disqualifications of SSOs, but will allow prin-
cipals to make more informed decisions when choosing support organizations.?® In 2009, most schools chose to stay with their current service
providers.” NYCDOE officials have taken this as a sign that schools are happy with the level of service they are receiving, which also reflects
the results of the 2009 Principal Satisfaction Survey, in which 96 percent of principals said they were satisfied with the overall quality of sup-
port provided by their school support organizations.*

. DOE offices: Inside the central officed from integrated service centers that provide operational support to network leadersd staff members
use school performance data as well as principal satisfaction surveys to understand and evaluate their own performance and adjust their
strategies for providing services to schools.

* These tools and process will be discussed in more detail in a subsequent publication in this series, Addressing the Lowest-Performing High
School s: Learning from NYCO6s Approach.
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Reforming New York City’s High Schools

For decades, zip code was the deciding factor in whether a student had access to a good high school. Moreover, principals in the city’s
academically screened schools had the ability to request that students be transferred to their local zoned high school, offering a way
for institutions to avoid enrolling students they deemed harder to teach. As a result, too many students—particularly poor, minority,
disabled, and limited English proficient students—were stuck in chronically low-performing high schools with no options for a quality
education.

Under Joel Klein’s leadership, the NYCDOE took a number of steps to help ensure that high school students and their parents had
equitable access to an extensive portfolio of high-performing schools with safe, engaging, and relevant environments that would meet
students’ wide-ranging academic, social-emotional, and cultural needs. The districtwide reforms described in the earlier pages were
supplemented with two specific high school initiatives intended to quickly improve high school graduation rates. First, the NYCDOE
aggressively closed the lowest-performing high schools and replaced them with higher-quality options for students. Second, the
NYCDOE created new targeted programs and schools to address the needs of overage and undercredited high school—aged youth.
These strategies are summarized here and will be discussed in more detail in the subsequent papers in this series.

Closing and replacing the lowest-performing high schools

The NYCDOE aggressively took on the challenge of improving the city’s chronically dysfunctional high schools. The NYCDOE has
closed or is in the process of phasing out more than ninety schools (including thirty-four high schools) since 2002.3!

Klein sees the decision to close schools as one of the toughest that administrators face. To determine which schools will be closed, the
NYCDOE reviews a variety of data to identify the schools that had made the least amount of progress with their students. Initially,
officials looked at graduation rates, test scores, and student demand. Since the development of the new accountability tools, the
NYCDOE uses Progress Reports, Quality Reviews, and a range of other qualitative criteria to determine if the school has the capacity
to improve in the immediate future. Since 2009-10, per new state regulations, the NYCDOE also holds public hearings about each

proposed school closure before making a final closure determination.

Thomases notes, “The failure of a school organization is not the fault of a single principal, teacher, or educator. In many cases, the
structure of the school—the relationship between its size and the concentration of underprepared or high-need students—sets the
school up for failure.” Research by the Parthenon Group has shown that smaller high schools are much more likely to succeed with
underprepared students than large high schools with similar demographics.??

The NYCDOE does not close schools in their entirety, but rather phases them out by not accepting an incoming class. As schools are
phased out, new small schools are phased in, often sharing the same campus as the large comprehensive high school they replaced.
For instance, the approximately 3,000-student Evander Childs High School in the Bronx has been replaced by six smaller, higher-
performing schools. Each has a different instructional theme, staff, and dedicated space while sharing facilities such as the gym and
cafeteria. The new schools, able to grow slowly over time, implement dramatically different instructional programs that have led to the
impressive outcomes in NYC’s new smaller schools across the city. Officials view this phase-in approach as a critical step to ensure
stability. The NYCDOE has seen gains in both the schools being phased out—as schools shrink, students benefit from increased at-

tention from teachers and administrators—and the new schools being phased in.
Developing this portfolio of high school options included the implementation of several key strategies:

Reforming the high school admissions process: The NYCDOE overhauled the admissions process to infuse more choice and equity into the

system, and implemented a number of strategies to help students and parents navigate the admissions and program selection process.

Maxcimizing the expertise of partners: Unlike other districts that recruit external partners to take full responsibility for new school creation
or school turnaround, in order to take full advantage of the social capital available in communities throughout the city the NYCDOE
has created a range of entry points for partners to participate with schools. For example, the NYCDOE worked with more than a
dozen intermediary pattners, nonprofit organizations funded in part by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, to bring innovation
and external expertise to the new school start-up effort; charter management organizations fully develop and operate groups of charter
schools throughout the city; and many community-based organizations partner with a single school to provide afterschool and youth

development opportunities.
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Supporting new school development: The new school reform strategy was designed to foster innovation. Klein considers these new schools
“the canaries in the coal mine,” demonstrating where the school system itself needed to change in order to create an organization in
which schools could succeed. Many of the replacement schools were developed in partnership with a nonprofit intermediary organiza-
tion through a public-private partnership. Each has a different instructional theme, staff, and dedicated space, while sharing facilities
such as the gym and cafeteria. To ensure that the replacement schools were not only new but better, the NYCDOE developed a stra-

tegic school development process to support school leaders in creating rigorous, relevant, and successful school designs.

New school applicants participated in NYCDOE-facilitated new school development sessions, designed to teach applicants the most
effective innovations in developing new small schools. The NYCDOE partnered with the NYC Leadership Academy to support new
school principals prior to and during the first years of the new school: through the New School Intensive, new school leaders partici-
pated received trainings and one-on-one coaching focused on leading and managing change in new small schools. This was designed

to attract bright and innovative new leaders to the system. The district also reorganized its central office functions to operate a cross-

functional team to manage this complex restructuring and new school development process.

The DOE’s new small high schools serve higher percentages of students scoring on the lowest two levels of the state exams, black,
and Latino students and similar percentages of ELL and special education students as the rest of the City. With a similar population,
these schools have greater success: a graduation rate of over 75 percent since their first graduating class in 2002.%3 This is about 15
percentage points higher than the city’s average and nearly double the graduation rates of the phased-out schools they were designed

to replace.

Addressing the Lowest-P e r f or mi ng Hi gh Sc h o ovil describelindutherridtaintlge strfitdpiad impleMeYitéd tos
close the lowest-performing high schools and open new schools, as well as provide details about the performance of these schools,

demographics of the students they serve, and implications for federal policy.
Programs for overage, undercredited youth

A key component of the NYCDOEFE’s strategy for high school reform is the focus on the creation of schools and programs designed
to serve overage and undercredited (OA-UC) students. In 2005, the NYCDOE established the Office of Multiple Pathways to Gradu-
ation (OMPG) to analyze the dropout crisis in the city, with the goal of significantly increasing graduation rates and expanding postse-
condary opportunities for OA-UC students. With the insight provided by an independent longitudinal data analysis, the NYCDOE
implemented a range of recuperative options for OA-UC students—differentiated educational models designed to help these students

meet state graduation standards and graduate prepared for meaningful postsecondary opportunities.

o Transfer school model: Small, academically rigorous, full-time high schools designed for the younger, lower-credited segment of the
OA-UC population. Prior to 2005, OA-UC students enrolled in transfer schools had graduated at a rate of 56 percent as com-
pared to a 19 percent graduation rate for OA-UC students that remain in New York’s comprehensive high schools. Since 2005,

sixteen additional transfer schools have opened.

®  Young Adult Borough Centers (YABCs): Evening programs designed for the older, higher-credited segment of the OA-UC popula-
tion. YABCs offer a focused curriculum centered on the credits needed for individual students to graduate. OA-UC students
enrolled in YABCs graduate with high school diplomas at a rate of 39 percent. Since 2005, seventeen additional YABCs have
opened.

e GED programs: Programs prepare students for the GED and support students in developing meaningful postsecondary connec-
tions. Historically, the graduation rate for OA-UC students enrolled in the GED program was 17 percent. In 2000, the
NYCDOE opened its first full-time GED program, Access GED.

o [ earning to Work (LTW): Students have the opportunity to participate in intensive employability skills development workshops,
subsidized internships, college and career counseling, and job placement. LTW setvices are provided by community-based organi-

zations and are integrated across the transfer school, YABC, and GED programs described above.

Since 2005, New York City has dramatically expanded and refined the recuperative portfolio, increasing the number of students served
by recuperative schools and programs and developing new pathways to graduation. Vanda Belusic-Vollor, executive director of

OMPG said, “The knowledge we gained from the longitudinal study provided us with the tools we needed to successfully expand

1
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these school models designed to address the various needs of our students. While our expansion of these models has helped thou-
sands of additional high-needs students graduate prepared for college and careers, we will continue developing more options for these
students.”

A subsequent publication in this seties, Helping Students Get Back on Track: Learningf + om NYC' s
will explore this work in further detail

Mul tiple,Pathw

Transforming the high school landscape

In addition to the replacement strategy and the recuperative options, the Administration sought to create more high-quality choices
for students by opening new schools in nonclosure settings in new buildings and in available space in other existing school buildings.
These new options include new small schools, charter schools, and schools and programs with a career and technical education focus.
Since 2002, the city has opened 335 new schools (in addition to eighty-four charter schools), including 175 high schools and fifty-eight

secondary schools serving grades 6—12.3* These changes to the high school landscape mean that the NYCDOE has increased the

number of high school options from 230 in 2002—03 to more than 691 programs in 392 schools in 2009-10.3>

For SY 2009-10, the high school landscape includes the following:3

School type®

Description

Large high schools
SY 2009i 10: 168 schools

The majority of NYC high school students attend larger high schools serving more than 500 students.>” Often
these schools provide opportunities for greater electives and program options.

Small high schools
SY 2009i 10: 314 schools

Small schools serve fewer than 500 students and provide greater personalization. Many of these schools were
created since 2002 through partnerships with intermediaries or community-based organizations.

Large high schools with
small learning
communities

SY 2009i 10: 19 schools

To help mitigate the challenges large traditional high schools face, nineteen such schools are organized into
small learning communities (SLCs). Each of these schools has one principal; each individual SLC is led by an
assistant principal and serves 250 to 450 students who work with the same group of teachers and staff until
graduati on. Th e rinSipaatdseara lsaseicansiderabie derisionmaking authority related to bud-
geting, staffing, and professional development. Each SLC must design a coherent program focused on a theme,
and educators collaborate during common planning times to develop cross-curricular lessons that draw from the
theme. SLCs focus on building relationships with students, using data to assess student performance, and indi-
vidualizing instruction and interventions. School principals use data to hold assistant principals accountable for
student outcomes and to inform adjustments in programming and staffing.

Alternative settings
SY 20097 10: 179 sites

The district offers a range of alternative settings, including those for students who are in the juvenile justice sys-
tem, pregnant, or parenting, and off track to graduation. To support students who are off track to graduate on
time or who have already dropped out in earning a diploma, the NYCDOE expanded and improved its recupera-
tive options through the Multiple Pathways to Graduation initiative. The MPG initiative is the subject of the third
paper in this series, He | pi ng Students Get Back on Track: Learni
Initiative.

Specialized high schools
SY 2009i 10: 9 schools

Nine specialized high schools require a special admissions exam or audition to be eligible for admission. These
schools allow students to pursue special interests and develop particular talents, such as engineering or per-
forming arts. In the summer of 2009, the NYCDOE implemented a three-year pilot program that provides fifty
seventh- and eighth-grade students who score below grade level on state reading and math exams additional
support and instruction to prepare them for the specialized exam necessary to gain entrance to these highly
respected schools.®

Career and Technical
Education schools

SY 2009i 10: 30 CTE-
designated schools

High schools with CTE programs integrate rigorous academic study with workforce skills in specific career path-
ways relevant for the twenty-first century. Students receive instruction in an industry-related area and have the
opportunity to graduate from high school with industry-specific competencies and skills that lead to postsecon-
dary education, further industry training, and/or entry into the workforce. In addition to the thirty CTE-designated
schools where the entire institution is dedicated to a CTE-focused education, an additional 307 schools offer
CTE courses or programs. In 2009, the Administration announced that four CTE schools would serve as demon-
stration sites innovating new rigorous models of CTE education to prepare students for twenty-first-century ca-
reers.

Charters
SY 200971 10: 99 schools

Charter schools are publicly funded and open to all students, who are admitted through a lottery if demands
exceed capacity. Charters are each governed by a nonprofit board of trustees that has the flexibility to make its
own policies and develop innovative instructional programs and is held accountable for student performance
under a five-year contract. State legislation has permitted charters since 1998, but the NYCDOE has encour-
aged the increased development of charter schools: the hallmarks of chartersd autonomy and accountability®d
parallel the underlying theories behind Children First.

d Offerings are based on school and program options for the 20097 10 school year known at time of publication. Some settings qualify for more than one category.
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Key Outcomes

The widespread interest in the NYC experience has researchers, policymakers, advocates, and educators eager for analysis of the
Children First initiatives and their impact on teaching, learning, and student outcomes. As a result, various entities—funders, external
organizations, independent researchers, and the NYCDOE itself—are researching and evaluating various components of the reforms.

Efforts to draw any solid conclusions are complicated by several factors. First, most of the initiatives have only recently been imple-
mented and some impact data is not yet available. Second, many of the efforts are interwoven, and the impacts of individual initiatives
cannot be isolated. Third, the implementation of Children First coincides with that of other policies from the state level and with the
federal No Child Left Behind Act. Lastly, the NYCDOZE’s commitment to a continuous improvement process has led the Administra-
tion to reevaluate and adjust its strategies and programs.

A promising future source of analysis is the newly established Research Alliance for NYC Schools housed within New York Universi-
ty’s Steinhardt School of Culture, Education, and Human Development. The Research Alliance is designed to serve as an independent
body providing objective research on the NYC school system based on information obtained through a data-sharing agreement with
the NYCDOE. Modeled after the respected Consortium on Chicago School Research, the Research Alliance is supported by local
universities, businesses, and foundations. To maintain its independence, it will receive no financial support from the NYCDOE—
initial funds are provided by private foundations—but will collaborate with the department to identify research priorities with the goal
of improving policy and practice.’

In the meantime, below is a summary of some preliminary student performance and school progress from the NYCDOE:

e  Graduation rates: As noted at the outset of this paper, NYC’s four-year high school graduation rates have improved by as much
as 15 points since 2002. Moreover, since 2005 the black-white and Hispanic-white gaps have narrowed by 16 percent and 14 per-
cent respectively.*’ The 2008 results were particularly promising because a new high of 41 percent of NYC students earned Re-
gents diplomas. Future graduation rates are likely to be affected by changes in state policy eliminating the local diploma option
and new federal policy requirements regarding the calculation of graduation rates.

e  State assessments: NYC high school students take the state’s Regents exams in a number of subjects; the minimum proficiency
score for NCLB purposes in English and math is 65. Since 2002, the percentage of NYC students scoring proficient or higher has
increased more than 24 percentage points in math® and more than 13 percentage points in English.4!

e College admissions: The number of NYC public school graduates attending City University of New York (CUNY) community
or four-year colleges has increased by 50 percent since 2002. The number of Hispanic students attending CUNY is up 74 percent.

e Attendance rates: Overall, attendance rates have remained steady. According to the DOE, in SY 2003—04 high school atten-
dance rates stood at 82 percent. In SY 2007-08, that rate had climbed just slightly, to 83 percent.*?

e Advanced Placement exams: Students taking AP courses must receive a minimum score of 3 (out of 5) on the AP exam to
pass. Since 2002, the number of AP test takers has risen 39 percent, and the number of students passing an AP exam has risen 32
percent. The percent of minority students who took and passed at least one AP exam has also increased, by 43 percent for black
students and by 24 percent for Hispanic students.®3

e State 0Schools Under Re g Umsld theatdteiacBotintaHRi® dysters, whdols fahbdtRr&r) meelt- i
ing the state standards are placed “under registration review.” Despite an increase in the total number of schools in the system,
the number of NYC schools on the SURR list has declined from seventy-seven schools in SY 2001-02 to twenty schools in SY
2008-09. Thirteen NYC schools improved enough to be removed from the list. Of the four schools added to the list, two are
new small schools created during Children First. An additional three high schools that would have been on the SURR list are al-
ready being closed by the city.

e Federal Adequate Yearly Progress: Under the federal accountability system, high schools that fail to meet continually rising
state-set assessment and graduation rate goals—known as Adequate Yearly Progress, or AYP—for two consecutive years are con-
sidered “in need of improvement.” In SY 2008—09, sixty high schools failed AYP and sixty-six high schools remained on the fed-
eral school improvement list.*

The interaction between these various accountability systems will be explored in greater detail in subsequent papers.

€ In 2008, the state began phasing out the Math A exam and introduced the Algebra Regents exam. Passing rates for the two exams were 60.0 percent and 60.2 per-
cent respectively.

13

st



Ne w Y o rStratedy fortimpréving High Schools

New York City and Children First:
Providing Insight for Federal Policy

Federal policymakers can learn from New York City’s experiences in education reform. This does not mean that policymakers should
seek simply to replicate the NYCDOE’s approach across the country. First, as the country’s largest school district, NYC faces chal-
lenges and boasts opportunities other localities do not. Few districts or even states have to address the issues of size and scope that
NYC does; even fewer have access to the pool of external partners and community resources present in the city. Second, many of the
specific strategies employed by the NYCDOE remain controversial or experimental. Lastly, many of these strategies are part of local
policy decisions over which the federal government has no legal authority.

However, federal policy must acknowledge the practices and policies being implemented at the local level to ensure that federal and
local policies are not unintentionally inconsistent, conflicting, or incoherent. Moreover, federal policy should draw from lessons
learned at the local level to incorporate strategies into federal policy to spread practices to other districts and states, or to put provi-

sions in place to help address loopholes or challenges and to incentivize innovation where promising practices suggest new solutions
to intractable problems.

Future publications in this series will further explore aspects of the NYC experience that are most relevant to these discussions and
will offer specific policy recommendations for federal policymakers to consider as they move forward with NCLB reauthorization.

The Alliance for Excellent Education is grateful to the Booth Ferris Foundation
for the financial support that made this project and publication possible.

About the Alliance for Excellent Education

The mission of the Alliance for Excellent Education is to promote high school transformation to make it possible for every child
to graduate prepared for postsecondary learning and success in life.

The Alliance for Excellent Education is a national policy and advocacy organization, based in
Washington, DC, working to improve national and federal policy so that all students can
achieve at high academic levels and graduate high school ready for success in college,
work, and citizenship in the twenty-first century.

Alignment and = Accountability

»
The Alliance has developed a “Framework for Action to Improve Secondary K
Schools” that informs a set of federal policy recommendations based on the -
Student Supports >
growing consensus of researchers, practitioners, and advocates about the challenges EVERY CHILD  @nd Options %
and solutions for improving secondary student learning. A GRADUATE T

The framework, shown graphically here, encompasses seven policy areas that
represent key leverage points in ensuring a comprehensive, systematic approach to

Supportive
improving secondary education. The framewotk also captures three guiding S

principles that apply to all of the policy areas. Although the appropriate federal role
vaties from one issue area to another, they are all critically important to reducing

dropouts and increasing college and career readiness.
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Endnotes
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