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Oversight: Restructuring of the DOE's Alternative High School Programs

On November 14, 2007, the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Robert Jackson, will hold an oversight hearing on the Department of Education’s (DOE) restructuring of its alternative high school programs.  Those invited to testify include representatives from DOE, the United Federation of Teachers and the Council of Supervisors and Administrators, as well as advocates, service providers, parent and student groups.  The Committee previously held an oversight hearing addressing the dropout crisis on April 26, 2007, in which the role of alternative high school programs for dropout prevention and intervention was examined.  

Background

State Education Law provides that any resident between five and twenty-one years of age who has not received a high school diploma is entitled to tuition-free public education in their local school district.
  Providing education services until the age of twenty-one is important because many students struggle in traditional high school settings and take longer than four years to graduate, or drop out of school altogether.  Typically, these students at risk of dropping out have been over-age, under-credited, dealing with personal challenges, incarcerated, or otherwise struggling.  The New York City public school system has long operated alternatives to traditional high schools that do not adequately meet the needs of these students.
  These alternative programs were organized into the Alternative High School district, District 79 (D79), headed by its own superintendent, which “was established to help these students succeed by providing diverse and innovative educational opportunities that combine rigorous academic instruction with meaningful youth development.”
  Alternative high schools provided additional support to students “through smaller settings and a more personalized approach.”
  Historically, alternative high schools have not admitted students via the normal high school application process; rather, struggling students were referred by their school’s guidance counselor and were permitted to transfer to these alternate settings only after attending a traditional high school for a year or more.
  D79 also incorporated GED and Adult and Continuing Education programs.


However, many at-risk youth were not being served adequately by existing D79 programs.  DOE calculated that, as of June 2005, New York City had 138,000 youth between the ages of 16 and 21 who were over-age and under-credited, 68,000 of whom had already dropped out with the remaining 70,000 still in school.
  In September 2005, the DOE established the Office of Multiple Pathways to Graduation (OMPG) to focus more on the needs of overage and under-credited students and increase their graduation rates.
  OMPG worked to develop schools and program options designed specifically for older students who may have attendance problems, are thinking about dropping out or looking for another educational option.
  The options then offered by OMPG for overage, under-credited students included Transfer Schools (a new name for alternative high schools), Young Adult Borough Centers, GED and Learning to Work programs, each of which is described in more detail below:

· Transfer Schools are small, academically rigorous high schools designed to create a personalized learning environment to re-engage over-age, under-credited students or those who have dropped out.  While each transfer school determines its own admissions criteria, eligible students must have been enrolled in a New York City public high school for at least one year and most have earned fewer than the number of credits needed to complete 9th grade. Students graduate with a high school diploma from their transfer high school.

· Young Adult Borough Centers (YABCs) are full-time, evening academic programs housed in host high schools that are designed to meet the needs of students who might be considering dropping out because they are behind or they have adult responsibilities that make attending school in the daytime difficult. Eligible students are at least 17.5 years old, have been in school for four or more years, and have 17 or more credits.  Each YABC site is operated in collaboration with a CBO partner that provides student supports such as career and college counseling.  YABC students graduate with a diploma from their home school after earning all of their credits and passing all of the required exams.

· GED programs prepare students to pass the exam to earn a High School Equivalency Diploma.  A variety of different GED programs are offered at sites in D79.  OMPG has developed some new models for GED programs, both full and part-time, that include Learning to Work, which is described below.  The full-time GED program called “Access” offers students the opportunity to participate in paid internships and career exploration while they acquire the academic skills needed to pass the GED exam and enroll in college. Access is operated in collaboration with Good Shepherd Services, which works with students to set and achieve academic, workplace and personal goals. Students must be 17-20 years old and able to attend class Monday through Friday from 8:00am - 2:40pm.

· Learning to Work (LTW) is an in-depth job readiness and career exploration program that is added on to some of the YABCs, transfer schools and GED programs. LTW offers academic support, career exploration, work preparation, skills development and internships.

According to research data compiled by OMPG and presented to the New York State Board of Regents on October 23, 2006, these newer options have been more successful than traditional comprehensive high schools in helping over-age, under-credited students attain a diploma or GED.
  At that time, OMPG maintained that the graduation rate for overage, under-credited students who attended Transfer Schools was 56%, while YABCs graduated 44% of eligible students within one-year.
  By contrast, only 19% of overage, under-credited students who remained in regular comprehensive high schools ultimately graduated.
  Unfortunately, DOE estimated that in 2006 only 16% of overage, under-credited students attended Multiple Pathways programs, including Transfer Schools, Young Adult Borough Centers, GED and Learning to Work, while 78% remained in regular comprehensive high schools.

District 79 Restructuring

In May 2007, the DOE announced changes to D79, including elimination of some failing programs and creation of new initiatives, designed to improve results for students.
  The restructuring was based on a year-long review conducted by D79 Superintendent Cami Anderson, in collaboration with the D79 leadership team, community groups, advocates and educators that included an analysis of attendance and credit accumulation data.
  They also visited programs throughout the City and conducted focus groups to obtain additional feedback.
  

The restructuring involved the closing of programs deemed unsuccessful by the DOE, including some GED programs and the “Program for Pregnant Students” and “New Beginnings,” both one-year transitional programs.
  According to the DOE, such programs are being replaced by a “portfolio of programs and services that have proven capable of helping New York City students accumulate credits and successfully graduate from high school or receive a GED.”
  

Foremost among these new initiatives is the launch of an “easy-to-navigate referral system for students who have fallen behind in traditional high schools” in the form of one-stop Referral Centers for High School Alternatives.
  In addition to the Referral Centers, the reconfigured portfolio of services available to help over-age, under-credited students further their education through D79 includes GED Plus, Re-Start, Services for Pregnant and/or Parenting Students including Living for the Young Family through Education (LYFE), One-Year Suspension Centers, Correctional Education and the Office of Adult and Continuing Education (OACE).  Below is a description of each program.  

Referral Centers for High School Alternatives 

The mission of the Referral Centers for High School Alternatives is to “help students make a personal education and career plan and to access the best options matched to their needs.”
  According to the DOE, the Referral Centers are available to any New York City resident under the age of 21, and will help refer students to appropriate alternative services, including, but not limited to YABCs, LTW programs and Transfer Schools.
  The Centers are staffed with Guidance Counselors, Social Workers and Pregnant and Parenting Academic Intervention Services personnel who can help students with the following:

· Figure out how to return to school; 

· Evaluate and understand high school transcripts;

· Apply to a transfer school in order to graduate and earn a diploma;

· Explore vocational and career options; 

· Understand college application requirements; 

· Figure out where to get help if they are experiencing problems outside of school; 

· Understand how they can stay in school if they are a pregnant or parenting student; and 

· Plan to overcome any barrier that may prevent them from completing school.
 

 It should be noted that there are six Referral Centers located through the City, one in each borough and two in Brooklyn. 

GED Plus


The GED Plus program is a new Citywide program which replaced four GED programs, including Auxiliary Services for High Schools (ASHS), Offsite Educational Services (OES), NYC Vocational Training Center (VTC) and Career Education Center (CEC).
  According to the DOE, GED Plus provides free, full and part-time GED services to students aged 17-21 at borough based “hubs” and over 80 “spokes” located throughout the City.
  Each borough has a central location or “hub” which has seats for approximately 200 GED students.
  It should be noted that these seats are usually available to students who need more time and assistance with GED preparation.
  The “spokes,” which are offered at CBOs, hospitals and other agencies, are geared to those students who are able to work independently while they participate in class and study on their own.
  GED classes are also available through the Office of Adult and Continuing Education for students over the age of twenty-one.

Re-Start

The Re-Start program was created to provide educational services for students ages 16-21 in temporary/involuntary educational settings including substance abuse treatment centers, transitional housing, hospitals, social services agencies, and other transitional settings.
  The program offers instruction for students to accumulate credits toward a high school diploma or progress towards the GED credential.
  Re-Start program staff also identify and address literacy, special education, and ELL needs.

Services for Pregnant and/or Parenting Students including Living for the Young Family through Education (LYFE)

According to Chancellor’s Regulation A-740 on Pregnant and Parenting Students and Reproductive Health Privacy, each middle, junior high and high school must designate a faculty member who is responsible for informing students of their educational rights and responsibilities, providing access to information about available programs and services, and assisting students in receiving those services.
  Pregnant students have the right to remain in school and fully participate in educational programs and extracurricular activities as well as the right to receive available services to assist them in continuing their education during their pregnancy and/or as a teen parent.
  Pregnant students and student parents also have the right to remain in their current school program during and after their pregnancy, but if a student wishes to transfer to another school, it is the responsibility of the designated faculty member to ensure that the student and her parent/guardian are aware of the educational options.
  Students may elect to enroll in one of the DOE’s programs for pregnant and parenting students, but it must be completely voluntary.

LYFE programs provide childcare and referral services to support pregnant and/or parenting students to stay on track to earn a diploma.
  According to Chancellor’s Regulation A-740, a select number of school sites have on-campus infant/toddler childcare facilities, open to both student fathers and mothers, through the LYFE program.
  The DOE currently lists 38 sites for LYFE centers, including 10 in Manhattan, 11 in the Bronx, 5 in Queens, 11 in Brooklyn and 1 in Staten Island.

One-Year Suspension Centers

There is little information on the One-Year Suspension Centers, other than that they are created to serve students who have been removed from their home schools for serious discipline code infractions.
  Under its Children First reforms, the DOE established a variety of locations for students to serve suspensions, including in-school and off-site suspension centers.
  A 2004 overview of Children First stated, “[a]ny student possessing a weapon or causing serious bodily harm to another is suspended and placed in a Second Opportunity School for one year, where the student will receive instruction, counseling services, and academic support.”
  The current discipline code lists a number of infractions for dangerous or violent behavior for which the penalty may be a one-year Superintendent’s suspension and assignment to a Second Opportunity School (SOS) for students in grades 6-12.
  It is unclear whether One-Year Suspension Centers will be located in SOSs or elsewhere, or if they will replace SOSs. 

Correctional Education

According to the DOE’s D79 Special Programs webpage, “Correctional Education serves students aged 14-24 who are currently incarcerated or recently released.”
  No further information is available.

Office of Adult and Continuing Education (OACE)

Students 22 and older can receive free educational services through the Office of Adult and Continuing Education (OACE), including preparation for the GED.
  OACE offers over 750 free day, evening and Saturday classes throughout the city in schools and community-based organizations and operates three Adult Learning Centers located in Brooklyn, Manhattan and Queens as well as regional offices located throughout the city.
  

Issues and Concerns

There is a general lack of clarity regarding the extent of the restructuring of D79 and alternative high school programs.  In particular, there appears to be a blurring of the lines between D79 and OMPG.  While not stated explicitly in DOE descriptions of the restructuring, the alternative high schools are no longer listed as part of D79.  Instead, the webpages of the individual alternative high schools (now referred to as Transfer schools) lists the Community School District that each is geographically located in as their administrative district.  It may be the case that DOE intends to phase out D79 altogether.

Conclusion


At today’s hearing, the Committee will seek greater clarity with regard to the DOE’s restructuring of its alternative high school programs and will solicit testimony from unions, advocates and others concerning potential gaps in services created by the restructuring, as well as other issues and concerns with the alternative high school programs generally.
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