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Oversight: The Department of Education's Small Schools Initiative: 

Issues and Concerns

On February 16, 2007, the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Robert Jackson, will hold an oversight hearing on the status of the Administration’s small schools initiative, and will explore issues and concerns that have arisen during its implementation.  Those invited to testify include representatives from the Department of Education (“DOE”), United Federation of Teachers, the Council of School Supervisors and Administrators, New Visions for Public Schools, academic researchers, advocates and parent groups.
Background


A major part of Chancellor Klein’s Children First Initiative is the creation of new small schools to offer more “high-quality educational options for students who traditionally have not had them.”
  In many cases, the new small schools have been used to replace larger, low-performing schools.
 

Brief History and Rationale

The first big wave of small schools opened in New York City in the early 1990’s when the New York City Board of Education, under former Chancellor Joe Fernandez, partnered with the Center for Collaborative Education (CCE) on the “Coalition Campus Schools Project” designed to launch 150 model schools.
  CCE replaced Julia Richman High School with four small schools that were incubated in other locations during the phase out of the large school and then repeated a similar process at James Monroe High School in the Bronx.
  At the same time, the Board of Education phased out several low performing high schools, most notably Andrew Jackson High School in Queens and Erasmus Hall High School in Brooklyn, and re-opened them as theme-based secondary schools.
  Some other large schools began to assign students to "houses," small units within a larger school with their own thematic focuses.


In 1992, the Fund for New York City Public Education (now New Visions for Public Schools), a non-profit organization working in cooperation with New York City public schools, invited a variety of groups, both public and private, to submit proposals for small innovative schools that later came to be known collectively as New Visions Schools,
 of which there are now 34.
  And in 1994, four nonprofit organizations split a $25-million Annenberg Foundation grant that included funds for the creation of 100 new small schools (though far fewer were ultimately created) as well as support for small schools already in operation.

According to the DOE, the rationale for their new small schools strategy is to “drive systemic change by achieving the following key objectives:

· Provide outstanding educational opportunities for all students.

· Fuel innovation and attract new resources (individual, community, and financial) to the public school system.

· Promote healthy competition by creating a diverse portfolio of “existence proofs” – new schools that succeed where others have not. 

· Identify and implement new forms of accountability.

Under the current Administration, the DOE opened 16 new small schools in September of 2002, with the goal of creating 200 new small schools, including 50 charter schools, by 2008.
  By early 2003, DOE had created the Office of New Schools to facilitate the process of opening more.
  As of September 2006, the DOE had opened 197 new secondary schools,
 the majority of which are located in the Bronx, Brooklyn and Manhattan.
  


The DOE recently announced that it will open 40 new small schools in September 2007, in addition to those opened since 2002.
  This announcement comes on the heels of a recently released report funded by the Bill and Melinda Gates foundation that examined the performance of the first graduating class of fourteen new small schools opened in 2002.

Funding

The effort to open the new small schools has been supported by both public and private funds.  The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation alone has given nearly $100 million to help create small schools as a part of this initiative.
  Other major grantors include the Carnegie Corporation of New York and the Open Society Institute, among others.

Admissions Policies

In the high school admissions process, students choose and rank up to 12 schools, and schools also rank students. Students are then matched to the school that they ranked the highest which also accepted them.
 In order to be matched to one of the new small high schools that will be opening the following September, a student must submit a New Schools Choice Form, which is available through guidance counselors.
  The New Schools Choice Form supercedes any high school application form previously submitted.

This school year, general high school applications were due to counselors by December 1, 2006.
  New School Choice Forms became available on February 1 and are due to counselors on February 27.
  The DOE recently held New High Schools Information Fairs where students and families obtain information about the new schools opening in September of 2007, meet representatives from the new schools and learn about the application process.
  Students who attend these fairs or information sessions receive “admissions priority” to the newly opening schools.
 

Taking Stock of the Small Schools Initiative

Performance of Small Schools

Research findings on the benefits of small schools nationally is generally positive, in terms of student achievement as well as a variety of other indicators.  A 1996 analysis of 103 studies concluded that student achievement in small schools is at least equal, and in many cases superior, to that in large schools.
  Typical are results from one study of Chicago schools serving 350 students or less, which found that students in small schools had better attendance rates, lower dropout rates, higher GPAs and failed fewer courses.

Other benefits researchers have found in small schools include improved attitudes and sense of satisfaction among students and staff, higher participation in extracurricular activities and fewer behavior problems.

Results for New York City’s small schools are harder to come by due, in part, to the fact that most of these schools have not existed long enough to have graduating classes, or to generate multiple years of test scores or other comparative data.  The problem is compounded by late issuance of achievement data by the New York State Education Department (“SED”) (more than 2 years behind) and DOE (more than 1 year behind).  Currently, DOE’s website features school report cards for the 2004-05 school year.  

Although the DOE has not conducted its own evaluation of small schools in New York City, the Office of New Schools website refers visitors to an “independent evaluation of the New Schools Initiative”
 funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.
  That report looks at 14 of the new schools that were created in 2002 and graduated their first class in 2006.
  Among the findings reported for these 14 schools:

· preliminary graduation rate of 79% (ranging from low of 58% to high of 96%);
 

· 81% of seniors applied to college and approximately 85% were accepted (53% by a four-year college);

· 50% of the 2006 graduating cohort earned Regents diplomas;

· average attendance rate was 89%;

· 91% promotion rate for most recent 9th grade cohort (2005-06).

The report acknowledges that results cannot be generalized past the 14 schools studied
 and that the reported graduation rates had not yet been verified by DOE, nor were dropout or college enrollment data yet available.
  The authors further conceded that the preliminary and limited nature of the information precludes any comparison with other secondary schools in the City.
  

In addition, several of the external partner organizations that collaborate with DOE in operating small schools conducted their own evaluations of schools within their networks.  The Institute for Student Achievement (ISA), which is partnered with 31 small schools serving approximately 8,000 students, had an analysis of student outcomes prepared by the National Center for Restructuring Education, Schools, and Teaching (NCREST), at Teachers College, Columbia University.
  This analysis found the following results across all ISA partner schools:

· Attendance - ISA schools demonstrated strong average attendance rates of 89%; 

· Performance Assessments in Writing and Math - ISA students made gains in key writing skills from the beginning of 9th grade to the end of 10th grade; 

· Core Course Passing Rates - Over 70% of students pass their math, english, social studies and science classes; 

· Grade Promotion - Across all grades, 83% of students were promoted to the next level.
 

Similarly, New Visions for Public Schools commissioned several preliminary evaluations of its New Century High Schools (NCHS) Initiative, consisting of 83 schools opened since 2002 in three boroughs.
  The most recent of these evaluations showed that 77% of NCHS eleventh grade students were prepared for on-time graduation.
  Further, average daily attendance rate across NCHS schools in 2004-05 was 86%, compared to the citywide average of 81%,
 and 84% of ninth-grade NCHS students were promoted in 2004-05, in contrast to the 72% citywide promotion rate for ninth-graders that year.
  When comparisons were made between NCHS students and a matched group of students with similar background characteristics
 from large City high schools, differences were much smaller, though, in most cases, still statistically significant.

Issues and Concerns
Since 2002, when the current Administration began to open new small schools, a number of issues and concerns about the implementation of this initiative have arisen.  Critics have decried what they see as the DOE’s push to dismantle large comprehensive high schools in favor of new small theme-based schools,
 the frenetic pace of small school creation and lack of adequate planning,
 as well as the failure to evaluate the systemic impact of this effort.
  

Some of the major issues regarding small school creation fall into the categories of siting problems, impact on remaining schools, difficulties faced by schools sharing a building, and exclusion of special education students and English Language Learners in the first two years of a new small school’s existence.  Each of these will be described in greater detail, below.

Siting Problems


There is a critical lack of space for new schools in New York City, large and small alike.  Earlier generations of small schools, under former Chancellor Fernandez, were often “incubated” (i.e. started up in space provided by collaborating partners, such as universities or community groups, or even leased space) before being moved into permanent school facilities.
  Currently, there is a tendency to immediately shoe-horn new small schools, as well as charter schools, into existing underutilized school buildings and into schools that are being phased out. The difficulties inherent in this process are exacerbated when school siting decisions are made without consulting administrators, parents, teachers and other stakeholders in the receiving (“host”) schools.

Impact On Remaining Schools


Perhaps the greatest impact on remaining schools in the system is overcrowding caused by displacement of students from large schools that are being phased out or closed.  As described by David Bloomfield in a January 2006 Education Week article: 

When Prospect Heights High School in Brooklyn was restructured, enrollment plunged from 1,748 in 2001-02, to 791 in 2003-04. Similar stories occurred at the restructured Roosevelt and Taft high schools in the Bronx, Bushwick and Erasmus Hall high schools in Brooklyn, and George Washington and Seward Park high schools in Manhattan. Enrollment at Samuel J. Tilden in Brooklyn then increased by 22 percent; Norman Thomas in Manhattan was up by 26 percent; and DeWitt Clinton in the Bronx saw a 21 percent jump, all while citywide high school enrollment growth was slight.
  

The overcrowding leads to issues of school safety and destabilization of remaining larger schools.
 Moreover, schools that were once considered high-performing (such as A. Philip Randolph High School) or adequately performing may suffer a downward spiral of academic decline and face the prospect of becoming targets for closure.  In essence, this can set in motion a vicious cycle of replacing large failing schools with new small schools, which may overcrowd and destabilize surrounding schools helping to create yet more large failing schools.

Difficulties Faced By Schools Sharing A Building

When multiple schools share a building, new, and sometimes serious, problems can arise such as overcrowding, unsafe hallways, inadequate resources, friction over shared space, and a climate of mistrust, leading to added conflict.
  In terms of facilities, in addition to classrooms, each small school needs its own rooms for administration, student support and other services.
  Also, schools have to compete for use of common areas such as cafeterias, gyms, auditoriums and hallways.
  When a small school is located in a larger “host” school, charges of unfairness in resource distribution (such as when small classes are maintained in the small schools while class sizes in the large host school may increase) are common and can further heighten tension.
 The large schools also usually bear the brunt of accepting those students who enter the school system after the beginning of the school year.
 These inequities often fuel the charge that the small schools are elitist and favored by the school system leadership.

Small vs. Large Schools


While small schools obviously offer the opportunity for greater personalization, some critics see that as a tradeoff, and not always a good one, for some of the benefits that larger schools have to offer.
  They maintain that larger schools have the critical mass of students needed to be able to offer elective courses, and point out that one of the unintended consequences of the move to create so many new small schools is that a lot of the electives, like music or journalism, that turn kids on to school are eliminated.
  Small schools also lack the numbers of students needed to field sports teams, staff school newspapers, and fill out musical groups and many other extracurricular activities.


Some of these same critics charge that some of the beneficial effects attributed to small schools are really the result of small class sizes, which is one of the elements typically found in small schools: 

I feel strongly about the intimacy small schools can give. But the key is small class sizes ... which could be in a small school or a large school ... [I]f you have a class of 20 you can do anything. Great teachers can be greater, and even mediocre teachers can be a lot better, because you have fewer students. It's obvious, but nobody is talking about it. The whole discussion is small schools, small schools, small schools, but it's small class sizes.
 

Another complaint is that the rush to create so many small schools in so short a time precludes adequate deliberation and planning which compromises the quality of the schools.
  Further, some critics charge that, unlike large comprehensive high schools, many of the “themes” of new small schools have too narrow a focus, such as sports medicine, that is inappropriate for high school age or younger students.
  


Finally, starting up so many new small schools so quickly creates huge demand for principals and teachers with experience in the distinctive features of small school organization and instruction, such as the use of advisories.
  Because educators with such expertise are in short supply, critics contend that small schools often wind up with inexperienced principals and novice teachers.
  
Exclusion of Special Education Students and English Language Learners in the First Two Years of a New Small School’s Existence

In addition to the issues discussed above, two recent reports—one issued by Parents for Inclusive Education (“the PIE report”) and the other issued by The New York Immigration Coalition and Advocates for Children of New York (“the NYIC/AFC report”)—highlight problems associated with special education students’ and English Language Learners’ (“ELL”) access to new small schools.
  According to the reports, the DOE has a policy of excluding special education students with more than minimal special education needs and ELLs from new small schools in the first two years of their existence.
  In defense of this policy, the DOE has argued that the policy is in place because new schools need time to develop the capacity to serve students with special needs.
  However, this policy of exclusion may extend beyond the first two years: surveys of new small schools conducted by both sets of researchers indicate that many new small schools that have existed more than two years do not have the types of services or infrastructure necessary to take ELL or special education students with more than minimal needs.
  

For example, according to the PIE report, a survey of ten randomly selected schools that opened in the fall of 2003 (i.e., schools that are in their fourth year of existence) revealed that few small schools are offering special education services.
  In addition, 40% of the “old” small schools (i.e., those that pre-date 2003) that NYIC and AFC surveyed for their report indicated that they did not have services for ELL students.
  While the number of ELL students enrolled in new small high schools has apparently increased in recent years, most are concentrated in eight new small schools that are specifically targeted for ELL students.
  Thus, ELL students are not benefiting from the full range of options that exist in the City’s new small schools.


The exclusion of special education and ELL students from the City’s new small high schools is reinforced during the high schools admissions process.  According to the PIE report, the DOE’s High School Directory contains very little information about the types of special education programs and services offered at each high school.
  While it indicates whether each high school provides SETSS, CTT or self-contained classes,
 it does not indicate which types of self-contained programs are offered, nor does it contain information on District 75 inclusion programs
 or where they are located.  The High School Directory also does not include information on what proportion of the student body receives special education services, or what percentage of special education students graduate, making it difficult for parents to assess the quality of the programs offered in a given school.
  

With respect to ELLs, according to surveys of parents and students by NYIC and AFC, more than half of parents surveyed (approximately 56%) did not receive any interpretation services during the high schools admissions process, and more than 76% did not receive any written information in their native language throughout the process.
  Of parents who did receive information in their native language, only half reported having received it in a timely manner.
  Finally, some Chinese-speaking students reported that when they approached the DOE for a high school placement, they were directed to schools with an existing Chinese-speaking population, suggesting that there may be some institutional discrimination towards ELLs during the high school admissions process.


An obvious result of the DOE’s policies with regard to special education and ELL students and new small schools is that special education and ELL students are under-represented in such schools.  An even more troubling statistic is that special education and ELL students are over-represented in large high schools that the City has identified as violent or failing.
  

Moreover, the policy of excluding special education and ELL students from the first two years of a small school’s existence, and the inability of many new small schools to serve such students over time, seems to run contrary to the DOE’s expressed goal of improving educational opportunities for the City’s most under-served students.  In general, students who need special education services fare poorly in the City’s high schools.  According to Advocates for Children, only 11.84% of students who receive special education services graduate with a regular high school diploma,
 and ELLs have among the highest dropout rates, and among the lowest graduation rates of students in the New York City school system.
  

The policy of exclusion may also be illegal.  Both special education and ELL students have certain educational rights under law.  Under regulations issued by the U.S. Education Department (“USED”) pursuant to section 504 of the federal Rehabilitation Act of 1973, the DOE is prohibited from (1) denying a student with a disability an opportunity to participate in or benefit from a benefit or service; (2) affording a student with a disability an opportunity to participate in or benefit from a benefit or service that is not equal to that afforded to others; and (3) providing a student with a disability with a benefit or service that is not as effective as that provided to others.
  Furthermore, State and federal regulations, as well as Part 154 of the New York State Commissioner’s Regulations, require that ELL students receive basic ELL services.
  Citing these and other federal, State and City anti-discrimination laws, the Citywide Council on High Schools (“CCHS”) requested that the USED’s Office of Civil Rights (“OCR”) investigate whether the DOE’s Office of New Small Schools is deliberately discriminating against special education and ELL students.
  The OCR has granted the request and is currently investigating the claims.

Conclusion


At today’s hearing, the Committee intends to address the issues and concerns outlined above, as well as examine DOE’s decision-making processes and current implementation plans with respect to its small schools initiative. The Committee hopes that this hearing will help shed light on the problems that have arisen and lead to recommendations to avoid such problems in the future.  
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