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On Tuesday, November 29, 2005, the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Eva Moskowitz, will conduct an oversight hearing on the Regents Diploma Rates of Black and Latino students.  The Department of Education (the “Department”), advocates and other interested parties are expected to testify at the hearing.  

Background and Rationale for the Hearing

Graduation rates are a significant measure of the success or failure of a school system.  Although educators and lawmakers are justifiably interested in how students perform on standardized tests at all grade levels, in the end, students are expected to graduate from high school with a high school diploma.  To the extent that students do not graduate, the school system has failed.  The high school graduation rate and the demographics that such rate reflects, are vital measurements of the health of public education.

On May 26, 2005, the Education Committee issued a report, entitled Dissecting the Achievement Gap:  Racial Fault Lines in NYC Regents Diploma Rates.
  The report found that the rate of graduation with a Regents diploma – the high school diploma that all children are expected to receive – for minority children was disproportionately low:

Less than ten percent of African American and Latino children receive a Regents diploma.  This means that 9 out of 10 African American and Latino children are utterly unprepared for college, and therefore condemned to a significantly inferior economic status.  (A copy of the report is attached.)

The Regents diploma rate among Black and Latino students, therefore, is so low that it brings down the citywide average by one half.

Those figures are evidence of a massive educational failure that is concentrated among children of color.  The ethnic composition of the high school students is 35.1% African American, 33.5% Latino, 16.6% White, and 14.4% Asian.
  The New York City Regents diploma rate for White and Asian students is about 36%.
  Although that figure is itself disturbingly low – indeed, the overall citywide Regents diploma rate is only 18% and has not changed in years
 – the rate for Black and Latino children is less than one-third of that.
  As the Chancellor remarked on the fiftieth anniversary of the Brown v. Board of Education decision, these statistics illuminate a civil rights failure:  the school system is not meeting the promises of equal treatment and equal education embodied in the federal and State Constitutions.

The reasons for such appallingly low Regents diploma rates for Black and Latino students, and how the Department intends to improve these figures, are the subject of today’s hearing.

High School Graduation Rates in New York City Public Schools

Evaluating the low Regents diploma rate for Black and Latino students requires understanding who graduates from public school, with what degree, and after how many years in the school system.  Unfortunately, graduation data in New York City is difficult to ascertain and often hotly disputed, as the recent Mayoral campaign demonstrated.

Whatever the exact graduation rate, at best it hovers around 50% for the system as a whole, including students who graduate after more than four years.
   The four-year or “on time” graduate rate in New York City is closer to 36%, according to Standard and Poor’s.
  The overall graduation rate, low as it is, is misleading as a measure of student success, however.  First, in New York State, students can graduate with one of several diplomas:  a Regents diploma, evidencing success on a series of subject-matter exams prepared by the State Board of Regents, a “local” diploma, evidencing lesser success on a potentially smaller set of Regents exams, an IEP Diploma, for students with special educational needs, and a graduate equivalency degree (“GED”), for students who complete their high school studies outside of the regular classroom or after reaching 21 years of age.  Some graduation data excludes special education students, GED students, or other groups of students.  Because Black and Latino students are over-represented in special education
 and vocational education programs,
 graduation rates from those programs mask the low rates of on-time (graduation within four years) Regents diplomas among these groups.

Additionally, overall graduation rates combine both Regents diplomas and others that, by real-world measures, do not evidence strong educational success.  While any high school diploma may, technically, suffice for admission to college or employment, good colleges and employers look for a Regents diploma for their incoming students and semi-skilled employees.  Students who obtain a local diploma – three-quarters of the diplomas received by Black and Latino students
 – are, essentially, ineligible for better colleges and many better jobs.  They are also less likely to complete college.  Although nearly 50% of the White and Asian population aged 18 to 24 attends college, the rate for African American youth is just below 30% and, among young Latinos, 23.4%.
  Black and Latino men and women are then more likely to drop out of college (almost 50% of both groups drop out of college) and less likely, therefore, to hold a bachelor’s degree:  38% of Whites nationwide hold a bachelor’s degree, but only 14.4% of Blacks and 9.3% of Latinos do.
  Although the precise correlation between obtaining a Regents diploma and completing college cannot be drawn from the data available to the Committee, the inference is obvious that receiving a non-rigorous high school diploma, which the majority of Black and Latino graduates receive,
 bodes poorly for completing college and, therefore, for economic success.

Indeed, recognizing the problems with the local diploma – Commissioner Mills referred to it as a “temporary minimum”
 – the Board of Regents has been promising to eliminate the local diploma, but since 1996 it has continually delayed its timetable.  Unfortunately, the requirements for Regents and local diplomas are constantly in flux, and students entering high school in different years are held to different standards.  Presently, for most students now enrolled in high school in New York State, a Regents diploma requires a minimum score of 65 on five Regents exams (a student who passes eight such exams receives an “Advanced Regents” diploma), and a local diploma requires a minimum score of 55 on five Regents exams.  Until the Committee reported the low Regents diploma rates for Black and Latino children, the overall diploma rate hid the achievement gap for children of color.

An additional uncertainly in measuring high school graduation rates stems from the fact that a significant number of City public school students take more than four years to complete their classwork (if they ever complete their studies).  Almost 30% of high school students remain enrolled in high school for a fifth year.
  Data from the Urban Institute, as reported by Standard & Poor’s, suggests that Black and Latino students entering the 9th grade in 2002 has only a 30% and 28.5% chance, respectively, of graduating within four years.
  

Black and Latino students are also more likely not to graduate at all,
 a trend that can be seen in grade-by-grade enrollment data.  According to the Department, 36 percent of 9th graders and 43 percent of 10th graders were forced to repeat the grade in the 2003-2004 school year.
  As a result, students drop out after the 10th grade, and, in all likelihood, Black and Latino students, disproportionately so.  The following table shows the grade-by-grade enrollment at four City high schools, three with high enrollment rates of Black and Latino students, and one, Edward R. Murrow, that has a more balanced enrollment.  The percentage of students remaining in grades 10, 11 and 12 is shown (along with actual enrollment figures).  The decline in enrollment is steepest at the schools with large Black and Latino populations:
   

	
	Edward R. Murrow
	Franklin K. Lane
	John F. Kennedy
	Evander Childs

	Enrollment
	4,026
	3,378
	4,422
	3,203

	 % White
	41.4%
	3.9 %
	3.5%
	1.5%

	 % Black
	26.6%
	27%
	25.4%
	55.5%

	 % Latino
	13%
	69.3%
	68%
	40.1%

	 Grade 9
	1,195 
(29.7%)
	1,462 
(43.3%)
	1,861 
(42.1%)
	1,345 
(42%)

	 Grade 10
	1,147 
(28.5%)
	1,043 
(30.9%)
	1,132 
(25.6%)
	861 
(26.9%)

	 Grade 11
	644 
(16%)
	304 
(9%)
	486 
(11%)
	259 
(8.1%)

	 Grade 12
	781 
(19.4%)
	314 
(9.3%)
	601 
(13.6%)
	285 
(8.9%)


The most striking fact shown by the chart is that enrollment drops sharply after the 10th grade.  For example, at Lane high school, 1,462 9th graders are reduced to 304 11th graders. This pattern repeats at every school, though Murrow, with a larger White and Asian population, shows less of a decline.  Clearly, Black and Latino students are not reaching the 11th grade.  

What happens to them?  Some students do transfer into other schools and programs. But, primarily, students drop out.  Citywide, the dropout rate among Black and Latino students hovers between 18% and 25%, and is about twice the dropout rate for White and Asian students.
  At Evander Childs high school, for example, the 2004 dropout rate for Black students was 52% and for Latino students, 47%.  In 2002 and 2003, the figures were similar.  At John F. Kennedy, the figures were closer to 15% for each group, so something else is happening there.  At Murrow, the dropout rate is closer to 2% for each group.
  Yet, at Murrow, enrollment dropped by one-half, or about 600 students.  If the dropout statistics are accurate, where have those children gone?

Answering that question is difficult because historical graduation data was difficult to examine.  The Department has kept track of student outcomes inconsistently, and has been accused of “pushing out” students so that they appear to have graduated into other programs, when in fact they dropped out.
  The Committee is concerned that such practices may still exist.  Similarly, the Department has been accused of failing to keep students who are incarcerated on school registers (such students are, disproportionately, students of color
).  As a result, groups like Advocates for Children have argued, graduation rates are artificially enhanced while Black and Latino students disproportionately fail to graduate.
  

Finally, the Department has historically failed to disaggregate graduation rate data by race, ethnicity and gender.  Although the No Child Left Behind Act requires such data keeping and reporting, and even though the Department has (or should have) had such data for at least several years, it has not made such information public, presenting, instead, system-wide graduation statistics.  Even though the Committee has specifically requested that the Department place this information, which any parent would want to know, on school report cards and in the high school admissions materials, the Department has refused.  The broad statistics that it does provide mask the troublingly low Regents diploma rate for Black and Latino students.  

Conclusion
Today’s hearing, therefore, will primarily explore two questions:  why is the Regents diploma rate, poor as it is for all students, is so low for children of color, and what is the Department is doing to improve the situation.
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