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January 21, 2010 

Comments on the DOE impact statements and the proposals to 

close twenty schools 

Executive Summary: WHY THE CITY SHOULD NOT CLOSE THESE SCHOOLS 

The Department of Education’s proposal to close twenty schools next year suffers from serious 

deficiencies and should be rejected. 

 The Educational Impact Statements produced by DOE, as required by state law, are 

profoundly flawed, containing incomplete or inaccurate graduation rate data.   

 The DOE has refused to follow its own accountability standards in proposing these closings, 

and their decisions appear arbitrary and capricious.   

 There is strong evidence that large numbers of students will drop out and/or be discharged in 

high numbers as these schools phase out, as has occurred in the past.  

 Most of these students will likely be special education students and English language learners, 

who are enrolled at the closing schools in disproportionately high numbers.   

 An unacknowledged fact is that the DOE largely controls the graduation rates of high schools 

through the admissions process, deciding how many low-performing students to send to them. 

The schools targeted for closure have been flooded with high-needs students in recent years, 

including disproportionate numbers who are homeless.   

 The DOE has failed to use accurate data in analyzing the utilization and capacity of these 

schools, and has failed to recognize how these closings will likely lead to worse overcrowding 

elsewhere, with several thousand high school seats lost the first year alone.  

 There is no mention of the considerable fiscal impact these closings will have in an era of 

contracting budgets, with up to a thousand teachers put on Absent Teacher Reserve, and 

millions of dollars in start-up costs for the new small schools and charter schools. 

 School closings are poor educational policy; and will likely lead to high numbers of dropouts 

and/or discharged students, more overcrowding, and higher class sizes – at a time enrollment 

is increasing, and school budgets have been slashed to the bone.   

 There is no evidence that the administration has made any efforts to improve these schools 

before closing them.   
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None of these issues and likely effects have been mentioned, discussed or analyzed by the DOE in 

their Educational Impact Statements – or anywhere else. 

 Instead, there should be a moratorium until the Independent Budget Office can produce an 

analysis that offers more accurate and complete student outcome data, including how well 

these schools serve their high-needs population compared to other schools.   

 The IBO’s analysis should also include an assessment of the fiscal impact of these closures, 

and their likely effect on overcrowding and class size throughout the system. 

 Finally, the DOE should consider developing a genuine turn-around strategy, implementing 

targeted improvements, including reducing class size and a host of other reforms proven to 

raise student achievement, boost graduation rates, and enhance the learning environment. 

 

Problem: THE EDUCATIONAL IMPACT STATEMENTS ARE PROFOUNDLY FLAWED 

1. Incomplete or inaccurate graduation rates are cited. 

The New York State Education Department is now using five year graduation rates as the key 

accountability measure, in recognition of the fact that many high school students take longer than four 

years to graduate.1  Despite the fact that the targeted schools serve large numbers of high-needs 

students, the closure criteria and Educational Impact Statements (EIS) do not take into account five-

year rates.    

Moreover, many schools claim that the four year rate reported in their EIS is incorrect (Columbus HS, 

Jamaica HS, among others).2   The full graduation rate data, including discharge rates, has not been 

released in a systematic manner in recent years.   

The practice of artificially increasing graduation rates through the lowering of standards has become 

increasingly widespread – through credit recovery, in which students can pass a course they have 

failed by spending a few days over a weekend answering multiple choice questions on a computer 

program, until they get the answers right. 3   It is also common practice for principals and/or teaching 

staff to leniently score, or “scrub” their students’ Regents exams.4 

None of these practices have been systematically addressed or discouraged by the DOE, and the 

Department has consistently refused to disclose the number of students who earn credits through 

                                                           

1
 John Hildebrand, “Regents board adopts five-year graduation rates,” Newsday, October 19, 2009.  

2
 Christine Rowland, “Christopher Columbus High School: A Context for Accountability,” GothamSchools, December 11, 

2009; Beth Fertig, “Should Jamaica High School Close?” WNYC radio, Jan. 7, 2010. 
3
  Javier C. Hernandez, “Makeup Work Allows Students to Slide by, Critics Say,” NY Times, July 12, 2009; Maura Walz, 

“Oversight of Regents scoring has serious flaws, state audit finds,” GothamSchools, Nov. 20. 2009.  

4
 Maura Walz, “Oversight of Regents scoring has serious flaws, state audit finds,” GothamSchools, November 20, 2009; 

Jennifer Medina, “Lehman High Principal in Grade-Tampering Inquiry,” October 29, 2009. 
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credit recovery, leading to the possibility that those schools that are being closed are being punished 

for not skewing their graduation rates. 

DOE has also failed to release reports tracking school-level graduation and outcome data that 

includes discharge data for the last two years, making it impossible to fairly compare outcomes 

among schools. 

2. DOE officials have failed to follow their own accountability standards in proposing these 

closings, and their decisions appear arbitrary and capricious. 

Before a school is closed, according to the DOE’s accountability framework, it is supposed to have 
received an overall grade of “D” or “F” on their Progress Reports, or a “C” for three years in a row, as 
well as a score below Proficient on its Quality Review. Then, “if no significant progress is made over 
time, a leadership change (subject to contractual obligations), restructuring, or closure is possible.” 

Yet of the twenty schools proposed for closure, fourteen have higher grades and/or quality reviews 
that DOE had written would determine these decisions.5 

The striking disparity between the DOE’s standards and its proposals to close these schools has also 

been pointed out by the Bronx Borough President.6  Why finance this costly and time-consuming 

accountability system if its results are not going to be taken into account?  By ignoring their own 

standards, these decisions appear arbitrary and capricious. 

Here is a typical claim from a school’s EIS: “While the overall scores on the DOE’s accountability tools 
do not meet standard criteria for closure, [the school] has shown a lack of capacity to improve student 
performance in significant and consistent ways.”   
 
Following this statement is a cherry-picking of negative but isolated pieces of information from 
surveys, test score information, or quality reviews –any of which could be extracted for nearly any 
New York City public school. 
 
For the six schools that do meet the DOE-established criteria for closure, there is no recognition that 

school grading system has itself been criticized by many experts as statistically unreliable. In fact, 

researchers have found that 34 to 80 percent of the annual fluctuations in a typical school's test 

scores are random or due to one-time factors, unrelated to the amount of actual learning taking place, 

and yet most of a school’s grade is based on this factor.7 In addition, studies have shown that those 

schools that enroll a high percentage of special education students tend to receive lower grades, 

despite the fact the accountability system is supposed to control for this factor.8   

                                                           

5
 Jackie Bennett, “Ignoring Accountability, but Closing Schools,” EdWize, Jan. 2, 2010.  

6
 Bronx Borough President Ruben Diaz Jr , “Letter to David Chang, Chair of the Panel for Educational Policy,” Dec. 16, 

2009; posted at http://bronxboropres.nyc.gov/pdf/schools-dec09.pdf 

7
 Thomas J. Kane, Douglas O. Staiger, “The Promise and Pitfalls of Using Imprecise School Accountability Measures,” The 

Journal of Economic Perspectives, Vol. 16, No. 4. (Autumn 2002), pp. 91-114.  

8
 Leo Casey, “Inside Tweed’s Black Box of School Progress Reports,” EdWize, Feb. 4, 2008. 
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Although the EIS’s claim that these decisions were made after “consultation with internal school 

stakeholders,” there is little or no evidence that any such consultation actually occurred.  In fact, many 

teachers at these schools, and members of the school leadership teams say they only learned about 

these decisions when they were publicly announced.   

EIS boilerplate about the targeted schools includes the following clause:  
 
 “In 2009, the DOE conducted an assessment of the school’s capacity to improve student 
performance, and after consultation with internal stakeholders, determined that [the school] 
had not made sufficient progress for its students.”     
 
And yet no assessment has been publicly released for any of the schools explaining why in particular 
the DOE came to this conclusion. Before any school is closed, this internal assessment should be 
released so that it can be readily understood and evaluated. 
 

3. Targeted schools have significantly higher numbers of at-risk students.  

A recent analysis reveals that the schools on the list have a significantly higher number of special 

education students and 8th graders with low scores upon admission than schools with similarly low 

grades which are not slated for closure.9   See the following charts: 

 

As Jackie Bennett, the author of this analysis, writes, “What we see is that it does not seem to be the 

quality of the schools that drove the decision; it was the kids.” 

                                                           

9
 This analysis and these charts are taken from Jackie Bennett, “Closing Schools: For Vulnerable Students, a Lesson in 

Darwin,” EdWize, Jan. 6, 2010. 
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Moreover, at 19 out of the 20 schools slated for closure, the number of homeless students rose by 

more than 100 percent last year – far higher than the 20 percent increase citywide.  

At PS 332 in Bushwick, one fifth of the student body was homeless. At Columbus, the number of 

homeless students rose by almost 200 percent; at Paul Robeson High School the number of 

homeless students jumped by a factor of ten.10  Is it fair or good policy to take away these students’ 

only stable environment – their school? 

 
4.  DOE has failed to provide any evidence that students at these schools will not drop out or 

be discharged in huge numbers as they are phased out, as has occurred in the past. 

The EIS’s do not address where students at closing schools who are behind on credits will attend 
school in the future.  All they include is a blanket statement that the current students will have “the 
opportunity to graduate from the school, assuming they continue to earn credits on schedule.”  
Of course, the fact that these schools have large number of high needs students, many of whom are 
not on track to graduate within four years is one of the ostensible reasons that the DOE has proposed 
o close them.   
 
A typical statement is the following:  
 
“Current Norman Thomas students enrolled in grade 9 for the first time will have the opportunity to 
participate in the high schools admissions process so that they can begin in a different school as a 
grade 10 student in September 2010 (pending satisfactory completion of promotion criteria and grade 
10 seat availability).” 
 

That is, only the 9th graders who are promoted will get a chance to be transferred to another high school – 

and even these few may not get a seat.  What about the rest -- the majority of students at the school? 

 

                                                           

10
 Rachel Monahan and Meredith Kolodner, “Number of homeless students jumps 100% at 19 of 20 schools on shutdown 

list,” January 18, 2010. 
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“Current Norman Thomas grade 10 students or students who are repeating grade 9 are encouraged to 

meet with their guidance counselors to explore their options for the 2010-2011 school year.” 

 
These are code words, suggesting these students are likely to be sent to GED programs, or the like – 
without ever receiving a real opportunity to graduate from high school.  
 
The numbers of discharged students have significantly risen in recent years, increasing to more than 
20,000 students, according to the latest available data – with none of these students counted as 
dropouts. In fact the discharge category remains a loosely regulated loophole under the DOE’s 
accountability system, allowing schools to eject students while inflating their graduation rate. 11 

 
As schools are phased out, they have experienced skyrocketing discharge rates– causing hundreds 

of students to be transferred or to GED or alternative programs or at times, nowhere at all.  Those 

most affected are the most at-risk students – English Language Learners and students with 

disabilities.  

 

5. The EIS’s fail to analyze the impact of these closures on overcrowding.  

In general, the Educational Impact Statements draw from capacity and utilization figures from last 

year’s DOE’s “Blue Book.”  Yet these figures are pegged to class sizes of twenty students per class in 

grades K-3, 28 in grades 4-8 and 34 in high school – rather than the much smaller class sizes of 23 in 

4-8 and 25 in high school that the city is supposed to achieve by the 2011-2012 school year.  The 

refusal of the city to reduce class size and to align the capacity formula to its state-mandated class 

                                                           

11
 Jennifer Medina, “Number of Students Leaving School Early Continues to Increase, Study Says,” NY Times, April 29, 

2009; see also Jennifer L. Jennings and Leonie Haimson, "High School Discharges Revisited: Trends in NYC's Discharge 

Rates, 2000-2007," April 30, 2009, posted at http://www.classsizematters.org/discharge-report.html 
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size goals have been criticized by the Speaker and Education Chair of the City Council, and are key 

factors in the lawsuit recently filed against the city on the subject of class size.12   

Moreover, even apart from the class size issue, in a recent survey, about half of all NYC principals 

said the utilization figures for their schools in the “blue book” were incorrect and underestimated the 

actual amount of space in their buildings.13 

What does this mean?  That very often, the DOE is making its analysis based on an incorrect 

assessment –leading to the loss of essential spaces like libraries, cluster rooms, labs, and/or 

increases in class size.  

In addition, these statements do not properly address how the closing of these schools will negatively 

affect nearby high schools or high schools citywide.  Several thousand high school seats will be lost in 

the first year alone, if these proposals go through.     

As widely documented, the closure of large high schools has repeatedly caused an overflow of high-

needs ninth graders elsewhere, excluded from the small schools that take their place.  As the small 

schools have smaller enrollments, and enroll fewer at-risk students, this has caused nearby large 

schools to become overwhelmed, destabilizing them and causing them, in turn, to suffer in 

performance. 

See, for example, the conclusions of a 2004 report from Policy Studies Associates, highlighting how 
the phasing out of large schools in New York City has caused increased pressure on the host or 
neighboring schools, “as ….many "at risk" and special education students excluded from these 
schools, flooded other schools nearby.”14  
 
This “collateral damage” was conclusively shown by the recent report from the New School: 
 

As the city closed large troubled high schools and opened small schools in their place, 
thousands of students, most of whom had low levels of academic achievement were diverted 
to the remaining large schools in Manhattan, the Bronx and Brooklyn. Enrollment increased at 
three-quarters of those schools, while attendance and graduation rates declined at more than 
40 percent of the remaining large schools in those three boroughs.15 
 

Researchers have analyzed the enrollments of small schools, and find large differences in their 
population compared to the large schools they replaced, with far fewer special education and ELL 

                                                           

12
 See Rachel Monahan, “City bungled bid to lower class sizes: suit” (Daily News);  Yoav Gonen, “Teachers sue city” (NY 

Post); Sharon Otterman, “City Ignoring Law on Class Sizes, Suit Says” (NY Times); Maura Walz, “After years of 

complaints, union sues city over class size dollars”; (GothamSchools); all from Jan. 6, 2010. 

13
 Emily Horowitz and Leonie Haimson, “How Crowded Are Our Schools? New Results from a Survey of NYC Public 

School Principals,” October 3, 2008.   

 

 
14

 Michael C. Rubenstein, Elizabeth R. Reisner et.al. “New Century High Schools: Evaluation Findings from the Second 

Year,” March 16, 2005; see also David M. Herszenhorn, “Study Raises Issues on Small High Schools,” NY Times, 

November 4, 2005. 

15
 Clara Hemphill and Kim Nauer, “The New Marketplace: How Small-School Reforms and School Choice Have Reshaped 

New York City's High Schools,” June 2009. 

 

http://www.nydailynews.com/ny_local/education/2010/01/06/2010-01-06_city_bungled_bid_to_lower_class_sizes__suit.html
http://www.nypost.com/p/news/local/teachers_sue_city_di3NYiiuOKRhi7L9ph3U0I
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/06/nyregion/06classsize.html
http://gothamschools.org/2010/01/05/after-years-of-complaints-union-sues-city-over-class-size-dollars/
http://gothamschools.org/2010/01/05/after-years-of-complaints-union-sues-city-over-class-size-dollars/
http://www.newschool.edu/Milano/nycaffairs/publications_schools_thenewmarketplace.aspx
http://www.newschool.edu/Milano/nycaffairs/publications_schools_thenewmarketplace.aspx
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students, fewer males, fewer overage students, and more students proficient in English or math.16  
Moreover, their analysis shows that “As the new small schools mature, these differences do not 
shrink, and in some cases may even increase.” 
 
If these schools phase out, where will the high-needs students excluded from the small schools taking 
their place likely to go?  The EIS’s do not say. See for example, the EIS for Christopher Columbus 
High school, which states:  
 
“Throughout the course of the phase-out of Christopher Columbus and its closure there will continue 

to be a sufficient number of high school seats in the Bronx and throughout the city to serve students 

who would have attended Christopher Columbus.” 

Columbus has 24% special education students and 18% English Language Learners. If the school is 
phased out, this will lead to the worsening overcrowding elsewhere, with the flooding of additional 
high needs ninth graders at other nearby large high schools, especially Truman high school. 
 
Jamaica High school in Queens will lose 518 seats the first year, and the DOE proposes to add only 

180-250 seats in the new schools that will replace it; meaning a loss of approximately 300 seats from 

this closure in the first year alone.  The phasing out of Beach Channel will lead to another estimated 

300 seats lost, in the first year. Currently more than 58,000 Queens high school students attend 

overcrowded schools, more than 65% of the total; it is simply unacceptable to add to that number, as 

will surely result from the phasing out of these schools.   

The closing of Norman Thomas High School in Manhattan will lead to a loss of 874 seats in the first 

year alone, with only about 200-250 seats planned for the new schools in the buildings.  Meanwhile, 

29,000 students currently attend overcrowding high schools in the borough, nearly 40 percent of the 

total. 

The utter inadequacy of DOE’s assessment of the likely impact on overcrowding of these closures is 
revealed by the proposal to phase out Paul Robeson High School in Brooklyn, without replacing it with 
any new schools.  Robeson has a capacity of 1,155 students, and as of October 2009 its enrollment 
was 1019 students.  The EIS has the following statement: 
 

Approximately 1,020 high school seats will be eliminated by the phase-out of Robeson High 
School. However, the majority of those seats will be recovered with the phase-in of new 
schools throughout the City and available seats in existing high schools. 

 
Where?  Currently, more than 43,000 high school students attend overcrowded schools in Brooklyn, 
according to the DOE’s own data – more than 50% of the total.  Only about 1,000 new high school 
seats are due to be built in the borough over the next five years – with more than 31,000 seats 
needed to eliminate overcrowding and reduce class size to mandated levels.   
 

                                                           

16
 Jennifer L. Jennings and Aaron Pallas, “Presentation before the Annenberg Center,” Sept. 22, 2009; more at 

http://gothamschools.org/2009/09/23/among-new-small-high-schools-enrollment-patterns-vary/ .Jennings and Pallas find 

that new small schools enrolled students who are 9 to 10 percentage points more likely to be proficient in reading and math, 

compared to the large schools they replaced, with attendance rates approximately 4 percentage points higher. There are 

lower concentrations of male students in the new small high schools than the large comprehensives they replaced (a 

difference of 6 percentage points), and their students are 15 percentage points less likely to be overage for grade.  Finally, 

the students entering the new small schools are 6 percentage points less likely to be ELL, and 5 percentage points less likely 

to be special education students. 

 

http://gothamschools.org/2009/09/23/among-new-small-high-schools-enrollment-patterns-vary/
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Clearly the elimination of more than one thousand high school seats at Paul Robeson – without any 

plans to replace these seats --will cause far worse overcrowding.  As it is, only about 11 percent of the 

necessary seats will be built citywide, in order to eliminate high school overcrowding and reduce class 

size to mandated levels, as indicated in this chart:  

 

In NYC, only 11% of necessary High School 
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Added to this problem is the fact that enrollment is now growing citywide – for the first time since 

2002. 17   The closing of these schools will lead to even worse overcrowding for years to come for 

hundreds of thousands of the city’s high school students. 

 

6. There is no mention of the substantial fiscal impact of closings in an era of contracting 

budgets. 

About one thousand teachers currently work at the twenty schools slated for closure. There is no 

mention in any of the EIS’s of the fact that these closings will cause many hundreds of teachers to be 

placed into the Absent Teacher Reserve (ATR), costing the taxpayers millions of dollars.  Already, 

more than one thousand teachers are on ATR, with a price tag to the system of over a hundred million 

                                                           

17
 Meredith Kolodner, “City Education Department won't give schools with unexpectedly spiked enrollment funds 

promised,” Daily News, January 13, 2010; Leonie Haimson, “How the DOE missed the boat on enrollment growth”, NYC 

Public School Parents, January 13, 2010. 
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dollars.18  Moreover, starting new schools is extremely costly, in terms of start up funding and 

administrative expenses.  Can we afford these expensive measures at a time of budget cuts? 

 

Problem: MASS CLOSINGS OF SCHOOLS IS POOR EDUCATIONAL POLICY 

None of these concerns would be necessarily conclusive, if it could be shown that these closures 

would likely lead to significantly better outcomes for NYC students.  Yet the preponderance of 

evidence suggests the opposite. 

1. School closings lead to more dropouts, pushouts, and higher discharge rates. 

Research shows discharge rates sharply increase as schools are phased out, with a disparate impact 

on special education students and English Language Learners (see above). 

2. Schools are being punished for setting high academic and safety standards. 

Teachers at Maxwell high school blew the whistle last spring on widespread credit recovery 

programs.19  Teachers at the Frederick Douglass Academy II in the Bronx, now slated for closure, 

complained at the December PEP meeting that they are being punished for refusing to pass students 

failing their courses.  The decline in enrollment at Jamaica high school began when it was labeled 

“persistently dangerous” after its principal insisted on reporting the most minor of disciplinary 

incidents, while many other principals choose not to report these events.20  In fact, the school safety 

data is considered so unreliable that DOE does not even include it in its accountability system. 

3. Closures will impair recruitment of teachers into schools serving high-needs students. 

The emphasis on closing these schools will surely cause talented and experienced teachers to avoid 

working at similar schools in the future – those with high numbers of low performing students,  which 

is opposite to what the Bloomberg (and the Obama) administration claims to be attempting to achieve. 

. 

4. Closures will be extremely expensive, costing millions of dollars in a time of tight budgets 

As mentioned above, large numbers of teachers will be added to the absent teacher reserve, (ATR), 

causing great expense and waste of critical manpower.  There are approximately 1,000 teachers at 

the schools slated for closure; with at least 500 of them likely to enter the reserve pool, at full salary. 

Never is this cost addressed or even mentioned in any of the impact statements. Neither is it 

mentioned the considerable expense of financing the new schools which will replace the closing 

schools, with their start-up costs, and higher than average per-capita spending and administrative 

apparatus.  In recent years, according to an analysis of the NY Times, the increased number of small 

                                                           

18
 Jennifer Medina, “With Teachers’ Contract Set to End, Talks Are Quiet,” NY Times, October 29, 2009.  

19
 Javier C. Hernandez, “Makeup Work Allows Students to Slide by, Critics Say,” NY Times, July 12, 2009. 

20
 James Eterno and Arthur Goldstein, “Save Jamaica High School,” GothamSchools, January 13, 2010.  
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schools has led to an increase in the number of out-of-classroom positions of over 10,000, while the 

number of classroom teachers has shrunk by more than 1600.21 

5. There is no evidence that the DOE has made an attempt to improve conditions at these 

schools. 

As testimony from the Manhattan Borough President points out, there is no “evidence of benchmarks 

that the DOE has set for itself to help move schools forward, benchmarks the Department should 

have to meet before it can make the decision to close a school.”22 

In fact, instead of reducing class size, as mandated by the state under the Contracts for Excellence 

(C4E), class sizes have risen in nearly all grades in city schools over the last two years. See these 

charts, showing the high school trend in class size:  
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21
 Jennifer Medina, “With More Money, City Schools Added Jobs,” NY Times, June 30, 2009. 

22
 Manhattan Borough President Scott M. Stringer, “Testimony Regarding the Educational Impact Statement of the 

Proposed Phase-Out and Eventual Closure of Academy of Environmental Science High School (04M635) and Co-location 

of Renaissance Charter High School for Innovation”, January 5, 2010 posted at  

http://gothamschools.org/2010/01/05/borough-president-stringer-enters-the-school-closing-fray/ 
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Indeed, at some of the high schools, such as Beach Channel high school, the DOE has made specific 

commitments as part of its Contracts for Excellence to reduce class size, and yet class sizes have 

risen substantially.23 
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6. The DOE largely controls the performance of high schools through the admissions process 

As evidenced by a Parthenon Group power point from March 2008, the graduation rates of most of 

the city’s high schools are reliably predicted by the number of high-needs students they enroll – which 

in turn, is largely controlled by DOE through the high school admissions process. As a result, the vast 

majority of schools targeted for closure, as pointed out above, enroll disproportionately high number of 

                                                           

23
 NYC DOE, “Class Size Reduction Plan, Chart 6: Class Size Reduction Targets for 75 Low Performing Schools with 

Largest Class Size, Updated January 27, 2009; posted at: http://schools.nyc.gov/NR/rdonlyres/9C8F083F-8957-469D-

94C4-C5A5A724F6DF/0/NYCDOECSRP5YR_YR2_FINAL_Chart6.pdf 
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at-risk students, most of whom will not be accepted or accommodated at the small schools that 

replace them. 

 The Parthenon study asks the question: “Should we consider constraints on the HS admissions 

process that take into consideration the predicted graduation rate of the school? (e.g. don’t 

allow any school to have a predicted rate less than 45%).”24   

Apparently, the answer is no, and that DOE has decided not to ensure that all schools succeed; by 

targeting certain schools with larger numbers of low-performing students. 

 

Solution: CALL FOR A MORATORIUM ON SCHOOL CLOSINGS AND ASK THE IBO TO 

PREPARE AN ANALYSIS OF THE LIKELY FISCAL AND PROGRAMMATIC IMPACTS 

Since much of the information in the Educational Impact Statements has been called into question, 

and as these assessments clearly omit so much critical data, there should be a moratorium called on 

these closings until Independent Budget Office can prepare a report with more complete and reliable 

estimates of the likely effects of such closings will be.   

This analysis would include what the fiscal impact of these decisions would have, what the likely 

outcome will be in terms of the graduation prospects of students currently enrolled in these schools, 

and what the effect would be on the school system as a whole, in terms of increased overcrowding 

and the flooding of other near-by large schools with high-needs students – especially in the context of 

growing enrollment we are currently experiencing.  

 

Solution: DEVELOP A GENUINE TURN-AROUND STRATEGY 

While the IBO prepares this report, the DOE should consider taking the following steps to improve 

these schools, instead of shuttering them: 

1. Implement smaller classes 

Class size reduction is one of the few strategies proven by research to improve academic 

performance, lower dropout rates and disciplinary offenses, and since 2007 has been mandated for 

NYC public schools.   

 A comprehensive study commissioned by the U.S. Department of Education, looked at the 

achievement levels of students in 2,561 schools across the nation.  The data included at least 

fifty schools in each state, including large and small, urban and rural, affluent and poor areas.  

After controlling for student background, the only objective factor found to be correlated with 

higher student success was class size, not school size, not teacher qualifications, nor any 

                                                           

24
 Parthenon Group, “NYC Department of Education Beat-the-Odds HS Update,” March 6, 2008. 
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other variable that the researchers could identify. What was even more striking is that these 

achievement gains were more strongly linked to smaller classes in the upper rather 

than the lower grades.25   

 A recent longitudinal analysis found that smaller classes are correlated with significantly higher 
levels of student engagement and achievement, particularly in urban school districts, with the 
expected economic benefits from reducing class size nearly twice the estimated costs.26 

 A detailed observational study showed that when secondary students were placed in smaller 
classes, much greater time was spent “on task” and focused on learning, with far lower rates of 
negative behavior.27 

 Since smaller classes foster greater academic and social engagement, they also are associated 
with lower dropout rates. 28 An analysis using data from the National Center for Education 
Statistics reveals that in school districts across the country, graduation rates are highest where 
student-teacher ratios are lowest, with the gains particularly sharp for minority students. 29  
Another report on small and medium high schools in NYC found that the lower the pupil-teacher 
ratio, the higher the proportion of students graduating on time 30    

 Smaller classes are especially important for the immigrant students and English Language 
learners.  A 2009 DOE report concludes that schools should be “encouraged to consider allocating 
resources for … small class-size options” for ELL students. 31  Indeed, the most successful city 
schools for English Language Learners are the International High schools, most of which offer 
class sizes of twelve students or less. 

 A similar strategy, including reducing class size, was used in New York City in the Chancellor’s 
district, and worked to turn-around low-performing schools.32 

 

                                                           

25
 Donald McLaughlin and Gili Drori, “School-Level Correlates of Academic Achievement: Student Assessment Scores in 

SASS Public Schools.” Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education, 2000. 

26
 Thomas Dee and Martin West, “The Non-cognitive returns to class size,” National Bureau of Economic Research, 

Working Paper 13994; April 2008. 

27
 Peter Blatchford et.al, “Do low attaining and younger students benefit most from small classes? Results from a 

systematic observation study of class size effects on pupil classroom engagement and teacher pupil interaction”, presented 

to the American Educational Research Association Annual Meeting 2008. 

 
28

 Russell W. Rumberger, “Why Students Drop Out of School and What Can Be Done”, 1-3 (Presented at the Conference 

on Dropouts in America, Harvard University, January 13, 2001). 

29
 See R. W. Rumberger, “Dropping out of middle schools,” American Educational Research Journal, 1995, 32, 583-625; R. 

W. Rumberger and S.L. Thomas, “The distribution of dropout and turnover rates among urban and suburban high schools,” 

Sociology of Education, 2000, 73, 39-67; R.B. McNeal, “High school dropouts: a closer examination of school effects,” 

Social Science Quarterly, 1997, 78, 209-222. 

30
 NYU Institute for Education and Social Policy, “Stability in Student and Teacher Characteristics in the First Ten Years; 

A study of small high schools in New York City,” April 2007. 
31

 NYC DOE Office of English Language Learners, “The Performance of New York City’s English Language Learners; 

Diverse Learners on the Road to Success,” 2009.  

32
 Deinya Phenix et.al, “Virtual District, Real Improvement: A retrospective evaluation of the Chancellor’s District, 1996-

2003,” Institute for Education and Social Policy, Steinhardt School of Education, New York University, June 2004. 
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2. Restore the superintendent role and cooperation between schools. 

The peculiar management structure of DOE and the deliberate elimination of decision-making and 

support roles for district superintendents have impaired the ability of staff at schools transfer 

successful approaches.   Principals are isolated and overwhelmed with administrative responsibilities 

off-loaded from the central and district offices.  Since schools’ progress report grades depend on 

surpassing the performance of similar schools in their peer groups; this discourages collaboration and 

mutual support.   Rather than being rewarded for educating large numbers of low-performing 

students, recent immigrants and those requiring special education services, schools are being 

penalized for their population.  Superintendents should be tasked with helping to support schools, and 

schools should no longer be put in competition with one another for survival.   

3. Provide more resources and expert help for struggling schools. 

Constant organizational change, new administrative responsibilities and dramatic shifts in the 

characteristics of incoming students have combined to overwhelm the administrations of those 

schools serving low performing students.   A team of experienced administrators and teachers should 

be formed to work intensively with at-risk schools on an interim basis, and more resources should be 

allocated these schools for more guidance counselors and other support services. 

4. Develop better curricula for at-risk students. 

The DOE’s “reforms” have focused exclusively on making large-scale organizational changes, rather 

than improving conditions in the classroom.  Innovations in curriculum and new methods of instruction 

could help facilitate successful teaching.  An effort to review and promote current advances in 

curriculum should be launched.    Rather than close vocational education programs as the Chancellor 

has proposed, this area should be strengthened. 

5. Provide more support to large, comprehensive high schools and small schools. 

In the rush to create as many small schools as possible, there has been little attention paid to quality 

control. As a result, many of these schools have suffered from high rates of staff and principal 

turnover. Exclusive focus on promoting small schools has also undermined large neighborhood 

schools and has limited educational options for students. Moreover, large schools will continue to 

have many benefits, such as being able to provide more AP courses, and specialized programs, 

provide a wider choice of subjects and languages, cater to different levels of ability, provide necessary 

services to special education and ELL students, and offer more extra-curricular activities.    Large 

schools must not suffer as a result of DOE’s focus on small schools.  . 

6. Launch an independent investigation of test score inflation, credit recovery and cheating, 

and reform the accountability system so as not to encourage these practices. 

The intense pressure to show improved test scores and graduation rates combined with lax 

supervision and enforcement has created an epidemic of schools’ manipulating results – either by 

cheating, raising scores on Regents exams, using credit recovery programs, or discharging low-

performing students.   (For more on this, see above.)  

This environment is poisonous for setting high goals, supporting students, and fostering genuine 

achievement.   An independent commission should be established to look into these practices, and 
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propose solutions to prevent them, including an improved accountability system that removes 

incentives to inflate results at the cost of providing a quality education. 

7. Implement New Approaches to Discipline. 

Discipline policies in high school are not working.  Principals lack control over the safety officers in 

their schools, resulting in the criminalization of students who have exhibited minor offences or 

sometimes no offences at all.  In too many of our middle and high schools there is a hostile 

environment that undermines learning.  Some schools fail to report disciplinary problems for fear of 

being labeled as “dangerous,” and others, like Jamaica High School, have disclosed all infractions, 

however minor, causing them to suffer stigmatization, falling enrollment, and closure by DOE.   

School safety procedures should be reformed and restructured to provide a safe environment for 

students and teachers without creating a hostile environment, through effective peer mediation 

programs.  There also needs to be a more reliable system to ensure accurate and fair reporting of 

serious infractions, by both students and staff. 


