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OVERSIGHT:  Small Schools

In September 2004, the Department of Education (the “Department”) will open 60 new “small schools” to serve students between grades six and twelve.
  The initiative comes with a hefty price tag, the majority of which will be covered by a $57.7 million commitment from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, a leading proponent of small schools reform.
  

On June 16, 2004, the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Eva Moskowitz, will hold an oversight hearing on the proposed small schools initiative.  The hearing will explore the cost of the initiative and its sources of funding, the enormous challenge of opening 60 new schools in a single year, and the efforts that the Department has taken to involve parents, teachers, administrators, and experts in the planning process.  Senior Counselor for Education Policy Michele Cahill and other officials from the Department, leading non-profit and educational organizations, advocates and school leaders are expected to testify.  

Background

It is generally accepted that public education is in a state of crisis in New York City; four-year graduation rates are among the lowest in the nation,
 the dropout rate after four years is an alarming 20.3 percent, and the percentage of students who pass their Regents exams is continually declining.
  Each year, fewer students graduate with the skills necessary to succeed in life.  Academic research and anecdotal evidence suggest that the traditional, large school model, typically serving between 1,000 and 4,000 students, prevalent throughout the City at the high school level, may be one reason for these declines.  Although successful, large schools exist, some experts criticize these traditional, “factory model” schools as un-nurturing, impersonal, with fragmented curriculums and poor program options for students.
  The theory goes that in such an environment, students can spend years without developing personal relationships with teachers, administrators, and classmates.  Teens are easily marginalized and lost to social pressures that remove them from the classroom.  Overcrowding exacerbates these problems.  

Supporters of small schools, on the other hand, cite examples of how small settings can improve student academic performance as well as build positive relationships between students and teachers.
  They believe that, in a small school environment, students receive personal instruction and support, and can achieve academic gains that are difficult to obtain in large schools, especially those in urban environments.  

While some studies claim that small schools are effective, other studies assert that small schools are not the panacea for urban public school reform.  A recent report published by Insideschools.org and Advocates for Children highlights some of the drawbacks of small schools in New York City.  The report points out that small schools may start off small but because of citywide overcrowding, these “small school” end up large.
  Redesigned small schools cannot serve as many children in the same physical space as can large schools, due to infrastructure changes and the need for more administrative staff.  Small schools struggle with limited resources and a relatively high administrative burden.  Thus, for example, The New York City Museum School, a small school in District 2, does not have enough resources to hire a secretary.
  Another concern is the tension between small schools and the large schools they are often housed in.  Students in larger schools resent the small schools that utilize their space.  This situation creates issues around school identity and authority.
  

A Case for New York City

In the early 1990s, two small schools initiatives, the New Visions effort and the Coalition Campus Schools Project (“CCSP”), opened approximately 40 new small schools, mainly at the high school level.  New Visions and CCSP were later joined by the Annenberg Challenge project, which by 1999 had opened 140 small schools in the City.  In 1992, CCSP replaced a large Manhattan high school, Julia Richman, with five small schools.
  After five years, 73.4 percent of the 1994 ninth grade cohort at the CCSP schools had graduated, as compared to a 49.7 percent graduation rate of the same cohort citywide.
 

New Visions has joined forces with the Department of Education, the United Federation of Teachers, the Council of Supervisors and Administrators, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, the Carnegie Corporation of New York, and the Open Society Institute to open small schools in New York City.  In 2002 and 2003, this collective opened 41 new small high schools citywide.  New Visions is part of the ambitious joint effort lead by the Mayor and Chancellor to open the 60 small schools in the fall of 2004.  According to New Visions, students do not have to meet selective admissions criteria to attend the small schools opening in the fall unless the school is targeted at over-age, under-credited students or at young women or men.  In September, New Visions will be opening two male academies and one female academy in the Bronx.  

While these small schools may be making some gains in New York City, performance rates on state Regents exams do not show that they outperform in a statistically significant way other high schools with similar student demographics.  For example, only 15.7 percent of the Class of 2003 at Vanguard High School passed the English Regents Examination, compared to 41.6 percent of the same cohort at schools with a similar student body.   Likewise, no students in the Class of 2003 at Vanguard High School passed the Math Regents Examination, while 19.3 percent of students in the same cohort passed at similar schools.
  Only 5.3 percent of the Class of 2003 at Manhattan International H.S. passed the Mathematics Regents compared to 19.3 percent of their peers at other similar schools.
  No students in the Class of 2003 at Legacy School for Integrated Studies passed the Mathematics Regents compared to 19.3 percent of their peers at similar schools.
    
Overall, there is insufficient data to assess whether small schools in fact outperform large schools with similar student bodies.  As noted above, small schools often suffer from infrastructure and budget limitations.  Given these questionable results and other shortcomings, the small schools initiative merits careful evaluation.  

Issues To Be Addressed At The Hearing

The hearing will address the following aspects pertaining to the Department’s new “small schools” initiative: (1) the DOE’s rationale behind the new “small schools initiative”; (2) the cost of the small schools initiative and the source of its funding; (3) the timeline for the initiative’s implementation; (4) the degree of control that private partners will have over funds, operations, admissions criteria and curriculum in the new small schools; and (5) whether the initiative addresses the needs of students at all levels.    
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