





Staff:
Committee on Education








Aysha Schomburg, Legislative Analyst








Jan Atwell, Policy Analyst




Regina Poreda-Ryan, Financial Analyst

Laura Gordon, Press Officer










Committee on Youth Services







Megan Annitto, Counsel








Michael Benjamin, Policy Analyst




Rocco D’Angelo, Financial Analyst

Anthony Hogrebe, Press Officer
[image: image1.png]



T H E C O U N C I L

BRIEFING PAPER OF THE HUMAN SERVICES DIVISION

ROBERT NEWMAN, LEGISLATIVE DIRECTOR

COMMITTEE ON EDUCATION

Council Member Robert Jackson- Chairperson

COMMITTEE ON YOUTH SERVICES
Council Member Lewis A. Fidler- Chairperson

Oversight: GED Preparation and Testing Procedures
January 14, 2009 
On January 14, 2009 the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Robert Jackson and the Committee on Youth Services, chaired by Council Member Lewis A. Fidler, will hold a joint oversight hearing on GED Preparation and Testing Procedures.  Those invited to testify include representatives from the Department of Education (DOE) and the Department of Youth and Community Development (DYCD), as well as union representatives, service providers, community-based organizations (CBOs), parents, students and advocates.

Background


The Council has previously convened to address the problems of disconnected youth and dropouts.  The Committee on Youth Services held an oversight hearing in September 2006 on “Identifying and Engaging Disconnected Youth” followed by an October 2007 hearing on “Disconnected Youth and Workforce Development.”  The Committee on Education has previously examined graduation rates in City schools, finding them to be “a significant measure of the success or failure of a school system.”
  The Council’s Black, Latino and Asian Caucus served as co-organizer of a Dropout Summit in February 2007 hosted by Baruch College, and in April 2007, the Education Committee also held a hearing to address the dropout crisis, finding that dropout rates “provide another indicator, not only of the effectiveness of a school system, but also of a community’s social and economic health.”
  The Committee heard testimony on General Educational Development (GED) programs at that hearing and at a November 2007 hearing on the restructuring of the DOE’s Alternative High School programs.  
Subsequently, in June 2008, DYCD released a report entitled “Our Chance for Change: A Four-year Reform initiative for GED Testing in New York City” (the “DYCD report”).
  The DYCD report, which will be discussed in further detail later in this paper, outlines many of the challenges facing young adults in pursuit of the General Educational Development (GED) diploma and proposes an initiative which would be phased in over a four year period that would increase the number of GED graduates.  The four year phase-in is designed, in part, to incorporate the transition to a new version of the GED exam which will be introduced by the American Council on Education in 2012.
  
This briefing document will review the facts revealed in the DYCD report, regulations and policies on GED from the New York State Education Department (SED) and DOE, discuss issues and concerns and will describe the proposed initiative and recommendations to improve the GED process in New York City.  
Scope of the Problem

According to the DYCD report, “one million six hundred thousand people living in New York City – roughly equivalent to the entire population of Manhattan - are over 15 years of age, are out of school and lack a high school diploma” or equivalent.
  This includes more than 29% of New York City residents over the age of 16 who are not in school - much higher than the 22% of State or 21% of U.S. residents over the age of 16 who are not in school.
  Unfortunately, only 10,732 people, less than 1% of this population, received a GED diploma in 2006.
  The report further states that New York City has one of the lowest GED pass rates in the country at 43%, compared to the national pass rate of 68.7% and the New York State pass rate of 56.1%.
  
The fact that many young adults in New York City do not possess a GED diploma is a serious concern because the availability of jobs for workers who are undereducated has been in steady decline.
  Moreover, due to the competitive global economy there is a growing demand for more technology-based and knowledge-driven jobs which require, at minimum, a high school diploma or, more likely, an education beyond the high school level.
  Over the next 20 years, as baby-boomers retire, it’s projected that there will not be enough people with a high school diploma or college degree to meet workforce demands.
  The GED is thus of critical importance for the 1.6 million City residents 16 and over who are out of school without a diploma, and may not be able to earn a family-supporting wage without it.


There is a high cost associated with failure to attain a high school diploma, both for the individual and to society as a whole.  According to the U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for Education Statistics, dropping out of high school is related to a number of negative outcomes.
  Dropouts are more likely to be unemployed, have lower income and be in worse health than adults who are not dropouts.
  Dropouts also comprise a disproportionate share of the country’s prison and death row inmates.
  Dropouts also pose a heavy financial burden for taxpayers, which is of particular concern given the present economic downturn.  A 2006 report by researchers at Teachers College estimated then that U.S. taxpayers could save $45 billion annually if the number of dropouts were cut by half.
  Potential savings would come from extra tax revenues, lower health care costs, reductions in crime and related +punishments, and decreased welfare payments.
  The report estimates the net savings for each new graduate at $127,000, on average, with even higher savings, $186,500 each, for black males, the group most at risk for dropping out.

GED Tests and New York State Regulations

The GED test is a national examination developed by the GED Testing Service of the American Council on Education (ACE) for adults who did not graduate from high school or whose diplomas are not recognized by New York State.
  The test is composed of 5 subtests including writing, social studies, science, reading and mathematics.
  Candidates are tested on their ability to read and process information, solve problems and communicate effectively.
  In New York State, it is offered in English, Spanish and French. When candidates pass the GED in English in New York State, they receive a certificate or diploma which is “regarded as equivalent to a high school diploma.”
  Candidates who take and pass the test in Spanish or French receive a high school equivalency diploma with a designation of Spanish or French.
  Individuals who pass the test in Spanish or French are also given a test of English proficiency (ESL), and if they pass the ESL test, they receive a diploma which is equivalent to the diploma earned by those who pass the English GED.
  The GED testing office in Albany is the only entity with the authority to issue GED diplomas in New York State.  In accordance with a new method for paying test sites, the New York State Education Department (SED) pays the testing agency $20 dollars for each person who is tested.

The GED test is an option for any New York State resident who is 16 years of age or older on the day of testing and who meets the following criteria:

(1) has not graduated from an accredited high school in the United States or its territories; and

(2) has not received a high school equivalency certificate or diploma in the United States or its territories; and

(3) is not currently enrolled in a regular high school program of instruction leading to a high school diploma; and

(4) has not previously earned scores on the GED test sufficient to qualify for a high school equivalency diploma.

The exam is administered for 7 hours over the course of two days at testing sites statewide and the time the test is offered varies from site to site.
  The American Council on Education’s Center for Adult Learning and Educational Credentials recommends that students who earn a GED be accepted as high school graduates for the purposes of college admission.

Obtaining a GED in NYC

According to the DYCD report, there are 46 GED test centers located in New York City located in various institutional settings—some are housed in NYC DOE facilities, while others are run by the City University of New York (CUNY), Economic Opportunity Centers of the State University of New York, correctional facilities, hospitals and community based organizations.
  However, the number of seats available in these programs does not meet the demand.
  Students fortunate enough to have attended a GED preparation program receive academic preparation for the exam, receive more information about testing procedures and test-taking strategies and are more likely to take the test in a familiar setting.
  Of the people who took the test in New York City in 2006, 37% said they had attended an instructional program to prepare for the test and for these test takers the pass rate is 58%, while the pass rate for those who do not participate in a GED preparation program is 34%.
  Although not currently required in New York, eight states nationwide require candidates for the GED to pass the Official GED Practice Test (OPT) prior to taking the GED.
  The OPT is designed to predict a test-taker’s success and gives the test-taker an opportunity to experience the content and administration of the test, which are important factors in having success on the exam.

The NYC DOE uses the Access GED program model for over-age, under-credited students for whom obtaining a GED may be the last option for obtaining a high school credential.
  The Access program is a full time program for 200 students, ages 17-21 years old and is based on a youth development model which empowers students to develop a portfolio of academic as well as career-related skills and competencies.
  According to the DOE, the program partners with a Learning to Work Community Based Organization to provide a well rounded experience which includes ongoing assessment and internship planning.  The program is administered in 5 phases over a series of 6 week cycles. The 5 phases are:

(1) The Intake phase (3 days) -all applicants meet with DOE and community based staff, participate in engagement interviews, take academic assessments.

(2) The Discovery phase- introduces students to school culture, and inquiry –based activities that incorporate the OPT to improve understanding of the content, structure and skills embedded in the GED test. By the completion of the phase, each student will have a resume, a library card, and received a progress report.

(3) The Demonstration phase-students register for course based on their individual needs.  Those in need of intensive academic remediation work on building skills in reading comprehension, fluency, vocabulary, and writing.

(4) The Application phase- students participate in Learning to Work workshops, internships, training program and research colleges and career information.

(5) The Commencement Phase-students review and amend their portfolios and post secondary plans.  Access provides follow-up support to GED recipients for only 1 year after they take the GED test. 

To be referred to the GED test, Access students must demonstrate test-readiness by achieving a minimum score on the OPT as well as show evidence of pending full-time employment, college enrollment or technical school application and have satisfactory progress reports and record of attendance.


In addition to Access GED, the DOE operates GED Plus - a citywide GED preparation program.
  There are GED Plus “hubs” in each borough which provide direct instruction to students who require English language learner, special education, and literacy supports in preparing to take the GED.
  GED Plus also features “spoke sites” which provide GED preparation in partnership with community based agencies that offer other supportive services, in all five boroughs.
  

There are many other GED programs run by various organizations with varying resources, and they do not all operate the same way.  A description of some DYCD-sponsored GED programs follows.
The Department of Youth and Community Development’s Role

The Department of Youth and Community Development (DYCD) assists potential GED candidates through their support of programs that encourage, promote and provide adult education.
 Primary among such programs is the New York City Adult Literacy Initiative (NYCALI), which was released to the not-for-profit community in February 2006.
 NYCALI consists of a coordinated system of literacy-providing agencies that offer programs in Adult Basic education (ABE), English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL), and Basic Education in the Native Language (BENL).
  NYCALI participants and providers include; 1) CBOs in contract with DYCD; 2) the City University of New York; 3) the New York City Department of Education; 4) the BEGIN Managed Programs of the New York City Human Resources Administration;  and 5) the three public library systems (the Brooklyn Public Library, the New York Public Library, and the Queens Borough Public Library.
  According to DYCD, the NYCALI programs are designed to assist adults to become literate and to obtain the knowledge and skills necessary for employment and self-sufficiency and to pursue other education.
  ABE programs provide instruction in reading, writing, and mathematics.
  BENL programs are designed to raise students’ literacy levels in their native languages in order to facilitate acquisition of English-language skills.
  BENL programs offer instruction that, at a minimum, provide students with a foundation in oral English language “survival” skills.
  ESOL programs provide instruction to increase English language communication skills.
  

Issues and Concerns

The primary issues impacting City residents trying to obtain a GED diploma are lack of access to GED preparation programs (a major contributor to poor performance on the exam) and limited availability of test sites and appointments.  As described in the DYCD report, it is “the inability of the testing system in New York City to process applications for the GED exam in a timely manner and to provide environments and procedures supportive of successful performance on the exam.”

Some of the issues of the current system include inadequate testing facilities and inconvenient examination times and locations.  At the previous Education Committee hearings mentioned earlier in this document, testimony was heard on the GED process from service providers, advocates and students.  The Committee has also heard compelling stories of too few seats for the GED exam in New York City, forcing many programs to bus students to sites outside the City, in Long Island or upstate, where they had to book overnight accommodations for students to take the 2-day exam.  Some have previously testified that there were too few GED prep programs to accommodate English Language Learners and special needs students.  Moreover, in 2012, the ACE intends to introduce a new version of the GED exam which may put even more burdens on the GED preparation and testing system.

What follows is a description of the GED initiative proposed in the DYCD report that attempts to address many of these issues and concerns.  However, the report acknowledges that, in addition to a comprehensive plan to reform the New York City GED testing system, it is important to work with the school system to help students remain in school and obtain their high school diploma, thereby reducing the number of potential GED candidates.
Proposed GED Initiative

The DYCD report recommends instituting an initiative that would that would be phased in over the course of four years and would help ease the transition to the new version of the exam.  The report makes recommendations in six key areas, each of which contains sub-recommendations, some of which are listed below:

(1) Improve Test-takers Exam Readiness

a. Require all student in GED preparation programs supported by City or State funds to show evidence of having passed the OPT as part of their GED application.

b. Develop a print and on-line curriculum module that prepares test-takers for the test-taking experience.

(2) Improve GED Test-site Operations

a. Improve testing conditions

b. Create more test sites that have strong connections with educational providers.

c. Co-locate testing within GED preparation programs.

d. Increase access to the exam with a more varied exam schedule including day-time, and summer offerings.

e. Examine test day schedule to ensure that there are adequate breaks.

(3) Develop NYC Infrastructure for GED Testing

a. Formalize the GED Testing Network as a component of the NYC Regional Adult Education Network (RAEN) to enhance coordination and support systemic change.

b. Improve availability of accurate, timely and comprehensive data on GED testing.

(4) Improve Public Awareness of the GED Diploma

a. Develop a robust public awareness campaign to educate potential test-takers, community advocates and the general public.

b. Prepare a citywide report on out-of -school youth and adults without a high school diploma.

(5) Build Resources and Capacity of the NYC GED Testing System

a. Launch an advocacy campaign to promote public understanding and understating within the field that it is important to look beyond the GED to training, college and employment.

b. Provide 10 million dollars in State resources to support basic GED testing system.

(6) Insure Oversight and Further Development of Reforms in GED Testing

a. Establish a NYC GED testing taskforce to oversee and assess implementation of targeted reforms.

Conclusion

At today’s hearing, the Education and Youth Services Committees will jointlyseek greater clarity with regard to GED preparation and testing procedures in New York City, as well as better communication and coordination between DOE and DYCD in this area.  We will also solicit testimony from service providers, unions, advocates and others regarding issues and concerns, as well as recommendations for improving GED preparation and testing procedures in the City.  
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