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PROLOGUE 

I began the summer of 2003 as the founding principal of a newly approved, small high 

school that was to open in September of that year. I asked for a program copy from the recent 

graduation of the large high school in our building. The program listed fewer than 100 

graduates—from a school of close to 1,700 students. According to NYC Department of 

Education (2009) statistics, the high school had a 22% graduation rate at the time, one of the 

lowest rates of any large high school in the city school system. 

In September 2003 William Galvez1 entered one of the New Small Schools that was 

considered in this study. William had been a special education student in junior high school and 

was openly told by his guidance counselor that he would never graduate from high school. At the 

New Small School, William received team teaching in his classes and extra time on tests. Four 

years later, William was one of close to 70% of his class to graduate on time in our new small 

school. He was accepted to Ithaca College—a tremendous accomplishment for William and for 

the school. Several other special education students graduated on time, but some never did, 

despite the new school’s best efforts. On the surface, this should not be remarkable or even of 

interest, but William’s graduation story is part of a major educational change that has occurred in 

New York City over the last decade. This change meant a tremendous growth in the number of 

high schools. The results of this change have resulted in claims of success and higher 

performance outcomes, as well as disputes, divisions, and disagreements about the meaning of 

the changes that took place, among Department of Education officials, administrators, teachers, 

policy makers, union delegates, parents, and education advocates. This study examined the 

                                                 
1 William Galvez is a pseudonym.  
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aggregate outcomes of all students and subgroups of students at New Small Schools, focusing on 

William and other students. 
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CHAPTER I 
 

INTRODUCTION 

Background 

As an educational outcome, graduating from high school is one of the most important and 

fundamental cornerstones of the education system in the United States. High school graduation is 

the gateway to a college education, but the value of graduating is also understood as preparing 

students for entry into larger society. In 1900, 6.4% of the population graduated from high 

school, and, by 1940, approximately 50% of students graduated high school (Editorial Projects in 

Education Research Center, 2010). By the 1970s, high school graduation rates reached 77% but 

declined slightly for the next 30 years. The first decade of the 21st-century brought a significant 

uptick in graduation rates. The nationwide graduation rates reached 81% in 2013, the highest 

level since states adopted a new, uniform way of calculating graduation rates in 2010 (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2015).  

As the economy of the United States has changed over the last 50 years, high school 

graduation has assumed even more importance. Graduation has become much more than just a 

rite of passage. Since the 1970s, the loss of lower skilled manufacturing jobs has meant many 

fewer options for prospective workers without a high school diploma. High school graduation 

has taken a larger role in creating human capital for the changing economy of the 21st century 

and has become a de facto minimum for economic survival. According to a 2011 study at the 

Georgetown Public Policy Institute, the median lifetime earnings for a college graduate was 

$2.27 million, whereas the median lifetime earnings of high school graduates was $1.3 million. 

People who did not graduate from high school earned 33% less over their lifetime than high 

school graduates (Georgetown University, 2014). 
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In addition to its importance for the students, graduation is understood as the fundamental 

indicator of a high school’s success, as well as an indicator of the success the entire school 

district. With the expectations of the No Child Left Behind law of 2001 and the Every Student 

Succeeds Act of 2015, the performance outcomes (including graduation rates) of all student 

subgroups have been scrutinized much more publicly, forcing school districts countrywide to 

enact policy changes to increase their graduation rates.  

By the latter part of the 20th century, the graduation rates at large, comprehensive, urban 

high schools had stagnated in many cities in the United States (Heckman & LaFontaine, 2011). 

In New York City (NYC), the overall citywide graduation rate was around 50% every year for 

15 years before 2002. This meant that many schools—the vast majority being large high 

schools—had graduation rates below 50%, sometimes significantly so, year after year (NYC 

Department of Education [NYC DOE], 2010).  

By the 1990s, some research had shown that large school size often had a negative effect 

on student achievement (Lee & Smith, 1995, 1997; Sizer, 1996). Indeed, findings on national 

dropout rates indicated that they increased as schools became larger (Rumberger, 1995; 

Rumberger & Thomas, 2000). By the turn of the 21st century, school leaders, researchers, policy 

makers, and some important funders, including the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation 

(hereinafter Gates Foundation), increasingly called for a fundamental overhaul of large, urban 

high schools in the United States (Gates, 2005). Kirsch, Braun, Yamamoto, and Sum (2007) 

compared U.S. high school graduation rates to those in other industrialized countries and found 

that the U.S. ranked 16th of 21. One study showed that, in 2002, only 71% of U.S. students 

graduated high school on time (Greene & Winters, 2005), and the America Diploma Project 

(2004) declared that only 34% of students nationwide graduated ready for college. Moreover, 
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these low graduation numbers were only exacerbated in the urban areas, where, nationally, only 

52% of Latinos and 56% of African Americans graduated on time in 2002 (Greene & Winters, 

2005). Daniels, Bizar, and Zemelman (2001) laid down the gauntlet: “America’s high schools are 

failing all of our kids some of the time and some of our kids all of the time” (p. 22). Although 

one could argue with placing the blame only on high schools, it was clear that by the early 

2000’s high school graduation rates in many large urban areas hovered around 50% (Heckman & 

LaFontaine, 2011).  

Given the low graduation rates at many large urban high schools, educators and policy 

makers in cities nationwide began to see smaller high schools as one solution to the problems 

facing large schools, particularly for improving graduation rates and lowering dropout rates. 

They pointed to the increased personalization that was inherent in small schools, demonstrating 

that students would not “fall through the cracks” and drop out because adults in small schools 

know their students (see, for example, Darling-Hammond, 2002). Under Mayor Michael 

Bloomberg and Chancellor Joel Klein, NYC became the public school system that most 

aggressively created new, small high schools, establishing almost 200 new schools in 12 years. 

Given that this reform began in 2002, researchers in education now have several years of 

performance data from these “New Small Schools.”2 In the present study, 15 years after the 

wave of New Small Schools began, I investigated how many students at these schools graduated 

relative to other schools in the City. I also asked whether all students, including special education 

students and other subgroups, graduated as well.  

                                                 
2 In this dissertation, the term New Small Schools refers to the small high schools created 

during the reform that began in 2002. See chapter 3 for a more detailed description of these 
schools.  
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in the learning experience of students has long been seen as one of the primary advantages of 

small schools” (p. 9). Students have cited personalization as one of the major advantages of 

small schools (Conchas, Rodriguez, & Mehan, 2007). Highly personalized school environments 

tend to assess the needs of each student and then organize programs or services to meet those 

needs.  

Reform efforts to create small schools, particularly high schools, have taken place where 

current school structures are seen as failing. But as noted, successful small high schools must 

have more than just a lower number of students (Cotton, 1996). Personalization, innovative 

curricula, strong leadership, and new and different assessments are all elements of successful 

small schools (Cotton, 1996; Darling-Hammond, 2002). Michelle Fine (2005), a professor of 

Urban Education at City University of New York and a strong advocate for small schools, 

reaffirmed the framework and vision of small schools in an article entitled, “Not in Our Name: 

Reclaiming the Democratic Vision of Small School Reform.” Fine asserted that the small schools 

must commit fully to democratic access and equity in schools, and to sophisticated assessment 

systems that better support teaching and learning. 

Thesis 

Graduation rates are a fundamental outcome of any school system. Between 2002 and 

2013, the NYC Department of Education (DOE)3 increased overall high school graduation rates, 

partly due to higher graduation rates at the city’s New Small Schools, which, by the end of that 

period, accounted for 30% of all high school students. This dissertation’s thesis is that, from 

2010 to 2013, compared to other high schools in the city, NYC’s New Small Schools graduated, 

                                                 
3 In this dissertation, for brevity, the abbreviation DOE is used to refer to NYC’s 

Department of Education, and not the United States Department of Education.   
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on time, a higher percentage of students overall, special education students, ELL students, Black 

students, Latino students, and free- and reduced-lunch students. This thesis derives from 

assertions in the research literature that the personalization of small schools leads to improved 

outcomes. In addition, the thesis is based on a historical understanding of the political and 

financial support that the New Small Schools received from the Bloomberg administration.  

Research Questions  

The research questions for this study focused on determining 4-year graduation rates for 

new small public high schools in NYC for the cohorts and subgroups of students who entered 

high school from 2006 to 2009. The five research questions that guided the study are enumerated 

below:  

1. What population differences of entering students exist when comparing New Small 

high schools to other high schools in NYC? (special education, English language 

learners, African American, Latino, free- and reduced-lunch, etc.) 

2. During the study period of (Cohorts 2006 to 2009), did the new small high schools 

enroll special needs students at rates that were different from other high schools? 

3. How have various student subgroups graduated at New Small Schools compared to 

other high schools?  

4. Controlling for other factors, what are the odds of special education and other 

subgroups of students graduating on time at a New Small School relative to Other 

High Schools? 

5. What were the on-time graduation rates of all students and students in various 

subgroups at New Small High schools for Cohorts 2006 to 2009 compared to the 

graduation rates in other high schools in NYC during this same time period?  
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Limitations 

This study’s sample consisted of all NYC students who entered high school from 2006 to 

2009. In certain instances, the biographical data was limited, as the DOE only provided full 

student biographical data for the study period, making it impossible to determine numbers and 

percentages of special needs students and other subgroups in New Small Schools prior to 2006. 

In addition, the limitations of the data set made it necessary to logically infer when a student 

began ninth grade for the cohort of students who began high school in 2006; specifically, I was 

not able to definitively determine the exact percentage of “holdover” ninth graders and had to 

extrapolate the entering cohort of those students. Therefore, the student graduation outcomes in 

this study might differ slightly from those officially published by the DOE during this time 

period, but the size of the population used in this study helped mitigate this discrepancy.  

The evaluation of small schools was made more difficult because the New Small Schools 

might have received students who were more motivated with involved parents, given that 

“limited unscreened” meant that a school gave preference to those who attended information 

sessions or open houses (see Gootman, 2006b). As a result, selection bias might have influenced 

the effects of the New Small Schools, as it would in any sample of school models. To obtain a 

seat at a small high school, a student had to apply via the NYC high school matching process, a 

centralized process that assigned all entering high school students to city schools 

(Abdulkadiroğlu et al., 2009; Abdulkadiroğlu, Hu, & Pathak, 2013). Unlike other NYC public 

high schools, which screen applicants and choose their incoming students, limited unscreened 

schools used random selection if there were more applicants than seats. If two students ranked a 

particular school as their top preferred choice and were in the same school priority group, then 
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the student with the more favorable lottery number was offered the seat before the student with a 

less favorable lottery number.  

Finally, this study was not able to delineate between types of special education 

students—self-contained (SC), collaborative consultation teaching (CTT), integrated coteaching 

(ICT), Resource Room. This limitation means that I could not establish graduation outcomes for 

separate types of individualized education plans (IEPs), only for the aggregate of students with 

an IEP.  

Delimitations 

This study looked only at empirical graduation outcomes for high schools, focusing on a 

group of new, small high schools created after 2002 relative to other high schools in the city. For 

the purposes of this study, the other high schools excluded schools that were for special needs 

only (known as District 75 schools). The analysis also excluded transfer (“second chance”) high 

schools, as well as the eight specialized test-in schools in NYC. This group of other high schools 

did include all other high schools, which meant that this group included many screened and 

“educational option” schools that were able to select all or half of their students. The New Small 

Schools received their entering students through a lottery, which, in theory, was based on 

“informed choice.” Because no graduation data were available in the data set for the New Small 

Schools that were created by the DOE in 2010 and after, those new schools were excluded from 

the New Small School group used in this study. In sum, the New Small Schools in this study 

included all limited unscreened small high schools created between 2002 and 2009 in NYC.  

This study focused primarily on the graduation outcomes of all NYC public high school 

students in the New Small Schools and other high schools. It did not examine credit 

accumulation or New York State Regents examination passing rates. This study did not examine 
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all of the reasons or factors related to why New Small Schools obtained the graduation outcome 

results that they did; rather, it examined the empirical results and the actual odds of on-time 

graduation in New Small Schools, relative to other high schools.  

Definition of Terms  

For labeling purposes, the NYC Department of Education will be referred to as DOE.  

New Small Schools (see chapter 3) were defined as all high schools Grades 9–12 with 

fewer than 500 students and all secondary schools Grades 6 to 12 with fewer than 800 students 

that were created by the NYC DOE between 2002 and 2009. Furthermore, to qualify as New 

Small Schools for this study, they had to meet the DOE student eligibility requirement of 

“limited unscreened,” meaning that students were matched with schools in a lottery based on 

“demonstrated interest,” with students ranking the school among their top 12 choices on a high 

school application. 

Other High Schools were defined as all other high schools in NYC, with the following 

exceptions. Eight Specialized test-in high schools, all transfer (second chance) high schools, and 

all District 75 schools for special education students only were excluded.  

Graduation rate is a percentage determined by on-time June and August graduation for 

students who entered a school 4 years earlier.  

An IEP student is a student who has an individualized education plan and who attends 

school in a general education setting, not an IEP-only school (District 75). For this study, IEP 

students included all of the following classifications: SC, team taught (ICT), and 

Resource Room.  
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Conclusion 

As schools and school systems around the United States work to find the best outcomes 

for students, small high schools are seen as one way to provide improved outcomes for more 

students. This study looked at the small high schools created during NYC’s district-wide reform 

to determine whether those schools actually improved on-time graduation outcomes for all 

students. The stage is set. But before analyzing the outcomes, a review of the background 

literature on small schools is in order, which follows in chapter 2. 
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CHAPTER II 
 

A REVIEW OF THE HISTORY AND THE LITERATURE  

 

This chapter describes the history and reviews the recent literature covering two primary 

areas—small schools and their development—with a focus on NYC’s small-school reform. In 

particular, the review discusses the performance of several important subgroups of students in 

these new small high schools, including special education, ELL, free- and reduced-lunch, Black, 

and Latino students. The chapter also briefly touches on graduation rates and their calculations.  

Sources that were reviewed for this chapter include dissertations, published articles from 

journals in the field, published reports from several education research and advocacy 

organizations, related blogs by invested parties, and several books in the field. To determine 

which of these studies, reports, and writings to review, research was conducted primarily using 

search criteria related to small high schools, small-school performance outcomes and graduation 

rates, NYC small high school reform, and high school graduation outcomes in NYC. Generally, 

relatively few studies have focused specifically on graduation rates in the new small high 

schools, particularly graduation rates of various subgroups of students at small schools compared 

to other high schools.  

This chapter is organized into several subtopics. First, I review the literature describing 

the history of small schools, particularly small high schools, as well as how these small high 

schools received a growing focus in the literature over the course of the 1990s. Second, I provide 

a history and review of literature related to NYC’s school reform in the first decade of the 21st 

century. New York City’s reform was based in part upon the foundation of the research literature 

on small schools, especially the studies demonstrating greater personalization in the small 
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schools. Third, we will examine more closely the recent literature on the small schools, 

specifically in NYC, with a deeper analysis of the studies and reports produced by the research 

group MDRC, which were prominently used by the Bloomberg administration and NYC DOE 

officials to justify their creation of small schools and their closing of large under-performing 

schools. In addition, we will look at several critiques of the MDRC studies. Fourth, we will look 

at literature related specifically to certain subgroups of students in the new small high schools in 

NYC.  

Setting the Stage: The Historical Background of the Small Schools Movement  

Much of the current philosophy undergirding the movement toward small schools 

harkens all the way back to John Dewey’s child-centered, progressive schools and philosophy of 

the early 20th century. Dewey and his followers emphasized inquiry-based problem-solving, 

both individual and group learning, and relevant curricula (J. Dewey, 1915). Indeed, educators 

achieved early successes with these types of progressive learning approaches in the 1930s. The 

Eight Year Study followed a large sample of students through a diverse group of small and large 

high schools that practiced a more progressive pedagogy and, then, tracked them into college to 

analyze postsecondary success. This study found that students from the progressive more 

student-centered schools had higher performance outcomes than students from other more 

traditional of schools (Aiken, 1942). Not all of the schools in the Eight Year Study were small, 

but the ideas surrounding personalization, teaching the whole child, and curriculum relevant to 

the real world have informed much of the small school literature and philosophy ever since.  

The history of the more contemporary “small-schools movement,” or small-school 

reform, is still being written today. After beginning slowly in the 1970s and growing steadily in 
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the 1990s as more small-school research was done, the early 2000s saw a precipitous rise in the 

number of small schools, particularly high schools, throughout the country.  

The rise of small schools, especially in urban areas, is, in some ways, a rejection of the 

large, comprehensive high school, which was the most common high school model for most of 

the 20th century. By the 1950s, and for the next 50 years, one of the most profound changes in 

U.S. education was the creation and implementation of large, comprehensive high schools. In 

1950, 24,500 high schools were operating in the country, educating 5.7 million students. By 

2000, even though the nation’s high school population had tripled to 18 million, only 1,900 more 

high schools were in existence. Schools with over 1,000 students accounted from more than 25% 

of high schools (Abdulkadiroğlu et al., 2013; Lawrence, 2002). This consolidation into larger 

schools was driven by a more industrial model of a comprehensive, large high school, 

championed by Harvard University President James Conant, who called for eliminating small 

high schools when the large schools became more comprehensive, beyond traditional academic 

areas (as cited in Abdulkadiroğlu et al., 2013).  

In 1959 Conant issued his historic report, The American High School Today, a clear call 

to consolidate small schools and school districts to create large, comprehensive high schools. 

Most school districts heeded this recommendation. Conant contextualized these comprehensive 

high schools with the goal of helping to develop democracy, given that the schools would offer a 

variety of academic, vocational, and elective course offerings. Much of the political will that 

supported Conant’s call for reorganizing into and reemphasizing the large, comprehensive 

schools was driven by the fear that gripped the country after the Sputnik launch in 1957, as well 

as the quest for efficiency of course offerings, because large schools were seen as offering 

economies of scale (Conant, 1959).  
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Between 1940 and 1990, schools grew larger. The number of public schools of all grades 

in the United States dropped from 200,000 to 62,057, a 69% decline (Cotton, 1996). The average 

enrollment during the same period more than quadrupled, from 127 in 1940 to 653 in 1990. This 

school consolidation also was accompanied by an exponential constriction of the number of 

school districts, dropping 87% from 117,102 in 1940 to 15,367 in 1990 (Wahlberg, 1992). This 

school enrollment growth was even more pronounced in urban schools, where high school 

averages were between 2,000 and 3,000 students and some schools in various cities even topped 

5,000. In the 1990s the trend toward declining numbers of schools reversed, and, by 2002, 

94,112 public elementary and secondary schools were serving the United States (U.S. 

Department of Education, National Center for Educational Statistics [NCES], 2016). Most, 

however, were still large urban and suburban schools.  

During this period of large school consolidation since the 1960, educators and 

policymakers have continued to discuss and debate the benefits and shortcomings of large and 

small high schools (Arnold et al., 2015). Large-school proponents consistently pointed to 

economies of scale, educating more students with the same staff and facilities, and the ability to 

offer a wider range of curricula. But, beginning slowly in the 1970s and leading up to the major 

reforms in NYC, a growing body of studies promoted the idea that small-school personalization 

helped lead to higher attendance rates, lower dropout rates, enhanced student motivation, and a 

sense of belonging (Darling-Hammond, 2002; Fowler & Walberg, 1991; Lee & Smith, 1997; 

Powell, Farrar, & Cohen, 1985).  

Buttressed in part by this research and financed in part by several major foundations, one 

of the largest and most comprehensive national policy changes in public education has taken 

place since the 1990s. This policy shift toward small schools closed the large, “underperforming” 
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high schools and put smaller, separate high schools in the same building. These closures have 

taken place in many large cities in the country, including New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, and 

Los Angeles. Since 2001, more than 1,600 small high schools have been created, and more than 

half of the largest urban districts in the country have undertaken this type of reform 

(Abdulkadiroğlu et al., 2013; Toch, 2010). The Gates Foundation, in particular, financially 

supported this type of reform in more than 275 districts nationwide. By far the largest of these 

reforms took place in NYC.  

By the 1990s some policy advocates had emerged with research backing their smaller 

school recommendations, which questioned the value of high school consolidation and rising 

enrollments. They argued that, especially in cities, the large schools alienated students and 

discouraged student engagement (Haller, 1992; Lee & Smith, 1995). Additional research showed 

that large schools often negatively impacted student achievement (Lee & Smith, 1995, 1997; 

Sizer, 2004). Other studies pointed out that dropout rates increased as schools became larger 

(Rumberger, 1995; Rumberger & Thomas, 2000).  

Although my study focused on student outcomes, a major theme in the small school 

literature is economy of scale, or the cost, efficiency, and effectiveness of small schools. As a 

result of the challenges and falling performance of many large, urban schools, researchers began 

trying to find the optimal size for a school. Howley (1989) looked at schools using business 

models, examining inputs, such as costs, curriculum, and credentials, versus outputs, such as 

achievement, graduation, and attendance. Howley found that small schools tended to improve 

equity in achievement among all students.  Some small-school advocates have argued that small 

schools improved student achievement and, thus, helped lower costs per graduate (Howley, 

1989; Lee & Smith, 1997). However, one study on New York City schools in 2000 argued, 
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“there is no evidence from the body of cost studies we examined that small schools cost less per 

pupil than those with enrollments of around 900” (Steifel, Berne, Iatarola, & Frucher, 

2000). Fowler and Walberg (1991) found that, while school size affected student achievement, 

student poverty and socioeconomic factors were still the variables most associated with effects 

on student achievement, not school size. Many studies focused on students with lower 

socioeconomic status (Jewel, 1989; Wahlberg, 1992). In one study the authors found that, as 

school size increased, the student achievement of economically disadvantaged students 

decreased (Bickel, Howley, Williams, & Glascock, 2001). 

A theory of change began to emerge among some educators and researchers, especially 

for urban areas that have large high schools. This theory of change drove policy advocates to call 

for the creation of small, more personalized schools that would improve instruction. One reform 

advocate from the research group MDRC summarized this theory of change: “structural changes 

improve personalization and instructional improvement are the twin pillars of high school 

reform” (Quint, 2006, p. iii; italics original). An emerging consensus in the research suggested 

that elementary schools should remain under 400, and that secondary schools could range from 

400 to 800 (Cotton, 1996, 2001; Oxley, 2001). A Carnegie report on American high schools 

indicated that 600 students was the maximum total enrollment for a school to be able to create a 

school culture where students felt known (cited in NASSP, 1996). As early as 1993, Sergiovanni 

called for the creation of small educational communities of no more than 300, and VanderArk 

(2002) recommended that high schools have no more than 100 per grade level, or 400 total. 

Researchers Newmann and Wehlage (1995) also called for smaller, more personalized schools.  

Some of the early moves toward small schools did occur in NYC in the 1970s, under 

Superintendent Anthony Alvarado in East Harlem. It was there that educator Deborah Meier and 
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others created Central Park East Elementary School in 1974 and Central Park East High School 

in 1985. Several other smaller, “alternative” schools were created in the 1970s, such as the 

second-chance transfer school Satellite Academy. These schools showed some improvement in 

graduating students, relative to the lower graduation rates in larger schools. By the early 1990s, 

NYC’s Chancellor Ramon Cortines and the board of education allowed the creation of several 

small schools. In 1993 the large Julia Richman High School on Manhattan’s Upper East Side 

was closed; the building was divided, and six small schools were created, several of which were 

colocated in the Julia Richman building. The number of small schools created during the 1990s 

was limited, and most students still attended large, zoned high schools. 

As discussed in chapter 1, by the turn of the 21st century, only 71% of U.S. students 

graduated high school on time (Greene & Winters, 2005). Moreover, in many large urban school 

districts, the on-time graduation rate hovered around 50% during the 1990s. New York City 

found itself in this graduation reality, where roughly half of its incoming high school students 

graduated in 4 years. A new mayor was elected in 2001 who promised to be the “education 

mayor.” The stage was set for one of the largest school-system reforms in U.S. history.  

The Literature on Small High Schools and the Small High School Movement 

Much research has been done, especially since 1990, on small schools and their effects on 

student performance. Some of this work has provided significant rationales and support for the 

small-school reform movement and policies supporting smaller schools across the country. In 

some cities, such as New York and Chicago, this reform was an explosion. Some research has 

been done, but much still needs to be learned over the long term, as the new small high schools 

created in this century grow to maturity and are not “new” anymore.  



 

 21 

As noted above, the past 20 years of research and writing on small-school size and 

outcomes has generated a reluctant consensus on what constitutes a “small school.” In the 1990s, 

during an early wave of small-school creation, research on the costs of small high schools in 

NYC, as well as the then-current local policy, determined that schools with 600 students or fewer 

were considered small (Stiefel, Berne, Iatarola, & Fruchter, 2000). Lee and Smith (1997) found 

that schools with 600 to 900 students were the most effective for minority students. The U.S. 

Department of Education, through its “Small Schools Initiative,” determined a limit of 300 

students (as cited in Schwartz, Stiefel, & Wiswall, 2013), and the Gates-funded New Century 

initiative in NYC considered 500 students the upper limit for small high schools, with most of 

the New Small Schools having set 432 students as a target (Gootman, 2006b). A more recent 

study in Chicago set a 600-student cutoff (Barrow et al., 2010). Additionally, an impactful 

MDRC study, funded by the Gates Foundation, used 550 as the limit for the small schools in 

their sample (Bloom et al., 2010). 

The literature in the 1990s and early 2000s proposed several clear reasons and indicators 

for how small schools could affect student outcomes. Most of this work focused on student 

participation and personalization in small schools. Even before the1990s, researchers 

hypothesized that small schools would be particularly effective for disadvantaged students 

because of their personalization, perceived high expectations for all students, ability to nurture 

students’ needs, and improved student behavior due to engagement (Barker & Gump, 1964; 

Lindsay, 1982). Page also promoted the view that small schools experience higher student 

participation for extracurricular activities and more positive teacher and student attitudes (Page, 

as cited in Schwartz et al., 2013). 
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Policy makers and reformers seized on the relatively positive research regarding student 

personalization in small schools, but not all findings on the impacts of small schools has been 

positive. For instance, in their study on small schools in Chicago, Hess and Cytrynbaum (2002) 

found that, although small schools might enhance engagement, they showed no consistent 

impacts on student achievement. Rhodes et al. (2005) found that while student participation had 

increased in small schools, there was cause for concern regarding improved instruction in Years 

2 and 3 of a startup school, and they noted a particular drop off in terms of math instruction. A 

review of the literature from the middle of the first decade of the 21st century showed mixed 

results in terms of instructional gains in small schools (Kahne, Sporte, de la Torre, & Easton, 

2008; Stevens, Sporte, Stoelinga, & Bolz, 2008). In addition, Haller, Monk, Bear, Griffith, and 

Moss (1990) and Watt (2003) found that large schools are more likely to offer more academic 

options and a social climate that is more accepting of diversity.  

Prior to 2000, empirical work on small-school outcomes was based mostly on 

correlational data analysis, and, for the most part, did not factor in student selection. These 

studies suggested that achievement scores and attendance rates were higher and that dropout 

rates were lower in small schools compared to large schools (Fowler & Walberg, 1991; Lee & 

Smith, 1997). Lee and Smith (1997) examined optimal school size and found that the best size 

for maximizing student performance would be between 600 and 900 students. 

Besides considering overall performance, early small-school research focused on effects 

for particular subgroups. The research offered some evidence that smaller schools had improved 

outcomes for students in poverty. According to Fowler and Walberg (1991), small schools with 

fewer than 1,500 students demonstrated stronger outcomes for minority and poor youth, and 

Howley, Strange, & Bickel’s (2000) findings suggested that larger schools might have a negative 
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effect on disadvantaged students. McMillen (2004) found that small schools might better serve 

disadvantaged students, not only for student achievement but also to help close the so-called 

achievement gap among student subgroups. Still, other empirical analyses suggested that all 

student subgroups benefited from being in a small school and that student gains across race and 

class were more equitable in smaller schools (Lee & Smith, 1995). Schwartz et al. (2013) pointed 

out, however, that these earlier studies, mostly prior to the turn of the 21st century, did not 

address the potential selection bias of how the students ended up in a small school, and the issues 

regarding admission based on student achievement, motivation, parental involvement, or 

geography, etc. 

Between 1990 and the early 2000s, many studies of small elementary and secondary 

schools demonstrated that smaller schools were associated with improved student achievement 

and lower dropout rates (Darling-Hammond, Ancess, & Ort, 2002; Haller, Monk, & Tien, 1993; 

Holland, 2002; Howley, 1989; Howley et al., 2000; Lee, 2002). Additional research has 

indicated that small-school benefits might include increased attendance, elevated teacher 

satisfaction, and an improved school climate (Supovitz & Christman, 2005). Darling-Hammond 

et al. (2002) also found that improved instructional quality and working conditions at small 

schools played a role in greater job satisfaction among small school faculty. Further, Lawrence 

(2002) demonstrated that small schools were even more cost effective and efficient than large 

schools, as the cost per graduate can be considerably less than that for larger schools. Early 

evidence also suggested that small schools promote more equitable access to demanding or 

advanced course work (Bryk, Lee, & Holland, 1993). However, Moore (2013) studied advanced 

course work in Texas and showed that larger schools had a higher percentage of students doing 

college-ready work. Still, numerous other studies, such as Kahne et al. (2008), Shear et al. 
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(2005), and SRI International (2006) found that smaller schools were associated with supportive 

environments for students. 

Several dissertations have looked specifically at school size and academic achievement, 

mostly analyzing data at the state level. Machesky (2006) studied Michigan high school 

graduation results using a multilinear regression analysis in which school size was one of the 

predictors. He found that, although school size did seem to impact student achievement (based 

on state exams and graduation rates), other factors still had a greater influence on achievement, 

including percentage of students receiving free or reduced lunch and pupil–teacher ratios 

(Machesky, 2006) 

Alimohamed’s dissertation (2009) examined dropout and graduation rates in South 

Carolina, examining school size as a factor. Her study found differences among subgroups. 

African Americans with subsidized meals had significantly lower dropout and higher graduation 

rates at smaller schools, whereas school size did not seem to affect White students. Her findings 

were inconclusive regarding the relation between school size and student achievement as 

measured by the South Carolina State High School Assessment Program (Alimohamed, 2009). 

In an attempt to offer explanation about the high national dropout rate, Schultz (2011) 

used a case study to describe a school in Indiana that overcame demographic factors to sustain a 

graduation rate above the state average 4 years in a row. He found that a student-centered focus 

on social-emotional needs and academic needs enabled the school to overcome high-poverty 

factors.  

In a dissertation on the Texas public schools, Greeney (2011) found that large schools 

maintained higher test scores than small schools. He also found that the small schools in his 

study had more minority students who were poorer—and still had stronger school-climate 
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outcomes. Another study in Texas did seem to support higher outcomes for larger schools, 

finding that African American, Hispanic, and White students in large schools had significantly 

higher college readiness in ELA and Math than their peers in midsize and small schools, 

although socioeconomic status was not considered prominently in this study (Moore, 2013).  

The researcher who laid much of the groundwork for small schools to become an active 

policy choice in NYC was Linda Darling-Hammond. The clearest advocacy for the creation and 

development of smaller high schools can be found in in Darling-Hammond, Alexander, and 

Price’s (2002) policy article “Redesigning High Schools: What Matters and What Works.” In 

this piece she and her coauthors acknowledged that being small doesn’t necessarily make schools 

become high performing, but, overall, their work is a clarion call for the benefits of small 

schools. They reference many specific small schools in New York and California and list 10 

characteristics of good small schools, including personalization, continuous relationships, high 

standards and performance-based assessment, authentic curriculum, adaptive pedagogy, 

multicultural and antiracist teaching, knowledgeable and skilled teachers, collaborative planning 

and professional development, family and community connections, and democratic decision-

making. Given these elements, and the research related to them, Darling-Hammond (2002) made 

the case for small schools very clear:  

A growing number of educators and policymakers believe that existing assembly-line 
schools that inhibit our students’ and teachers’ potential need to be replaced by smaller 
schools that are better designed to support teaching and learning. And we have evidence 
that small schools are indeed better for our children: All else equal, they produce higher 
achievement, lower dropout rates, greater attachment, and more participation in the 
curricular and extracurricular activities that prepare students for productive lives. There is 
real potential for the current small schools movement to transform the educational 
landscape in America for the better. (p. iii) 
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Darling-Hammond and others had stimulated public and political discourse on shifting to small 

schools, and the policymakers who took office in NYC in 2002 agreed with her and other small-

school proponents and put this call into action to a historic and unprecedented extent. 

School Reform and Small High Schools in New York City 

New York City is the largest school district in the United States. Every year, 

approximately 75,000 eighth graders apply to enter public high school. Between 1990 and 2002, 

the 4-year graduation rate in NYC public high schools fluctuated between 48% and 51% (NYC 

DOE, 2010). This means that, 4 years after entering high school, approximately 37,000 of those 

eighth graders did not graduate high school during the 15 years leading up to 2002. Many of the 

large public high schools in NYC had well below 50% of their students graduating in 4 years, 

and several were below 40%. After 6 years, the city’s graduation rate did improve somewhat was 

still seen as unacceptable to Mayor Michael Bloomberg’s incoming administration in 2002. The 

low graduation outcomes, relative to national averages, were among the reasons invoked by the 

new chancellor and leaders of the NYC DOE in 2002 and 2003 to implement an overall school 

reform of the school system in NYC that included developing and implementing hundreds of 

other new, small, themed high schools in all boroughs.  

Mayor Bloomberg won election in November of 2001 and declared himself the 

“education mayor.” One of his first acts was to pursue mayoral control of the school system and 

to do away with the previous board of education. After strong lobbying in the state capitol by the 

mayor’s office, in 2002 the New York State legislature disbanded the board of education and 

granted control of the NYC public schools to the new mayor. With mayoral control secured, one 

of his first moves was to hire the former federal prosecutor Joel Klein as Chancellor of the 

Department of Education. Klein’s previous position had been leading the Clinton 
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Administration’s anti-trust case against Bill Gates’s Microsoft Corporation. Ironically, in his first 

year as chancellor, Klein helped to secure $100 million from the Gates foundation to assist in the 

creation and implementation of one of his signature initiatives, the creation of small high schools 

(Klein, 2014). Over the next 5 years, the Gates Foundation committed $3.5 billion to education 

projects throughout the United States, with a strong focus on creating small schools (Kahne et 

al., 2008). Educators in New York who had supported the city policies to create and implement 

new, small schools now had the funding and the political commitment from the top to go forward 

with the initiative, and they rushed in to the yearlong school-creation process.4  

Mayor Bloomberg’s primary watchword was “accountability” (Hentoff, 2008). He 

charged his new Chancellor, Joel Klein, with significantly improving the overall performance of 

NYC’s one million plus public school students and more than 1,100 schools at that time. As part 

of a series of reforms to the system, one of the new Chancellor’s major initiatives was to create 

and establish new, small high schools and to close and replace many large high schools that were 

considered dysfunctional. This initiative also meant providing public school students and their 

families with a portfolio of schools they could choose to attend. An elaborate selection process 

was used to determine ninth-grade matriculation; the process was modeled after physician 

residency placement, complete with complex algorithms.  

Beginning in 2002 the Bloomberg administration created and implemented a 

comprehensive, system-wide high school reform that was unparalleled in scope and size to any 

                                                 
4 In 2002, when I worked with New Visions for Public Schools to create the school in Brooklyn where I 

was principal, school planning teams submitted over 56 original school proposals, which, over a 6-month process, 
were whittled down to 18 finalists, who presented their proposals to both DOE and foundation representatives. 
Eventually, eight new schools, including ours, were approved to open in September 2003. And that was merely in 
Brooklyn. Additional schools would open in Manhattan and the Bronx. 
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other major city’s school reform. Under Klein, the NYC Chancellor’s Office created an Office of 

New Schools, which offered a streamlined process and more supportive environment for the 

New Small Schools established after 2002, compared to the older smaller schools that had been 

in existence before that time (Bloom et al., 2012). Potential New Small School leaders were 

required to complete a competitive application process in which they created rigorous curricula, 

demonstrated how they would implement those curricula, and detailed how they would partner 

with community organizations (New Visions for Public Schools, 2005). All new schools were 

expected to form partnerships with nonprofit organizations, such as New Visions for Public 

Schools, which helped gestate and create more than 80 New Small Schools over the next decade. 

O’Day, Bitter, and Gomez (2013) provided a comprehensive context with a series of 

analyses that framed these New Small Schools as part of a series of overall reforms, which were 

interlocking and had as their stated goal to enhance “leadership, empowerment, and 

accountability.” Among the many changes and reforms, Klein’s DOE created a training institute 

for school principals, the NYC Leadership Academy, and expanded a program for teachers 

called NYC Teaching Fellows, which would attract and train second-career educators to teach in 

NYC schools. Under Klein, the DOE also overhauled and centralized the student admissions 

process for middle and high schools. Through the decade the management team that Klein 

assembled also reorganized and reconfigured the entire system’s management structure from one 

of 32 elected district leaders to 10 Regional Superintendents of Klein’s choosing; by 2007, 

school principals were able to choose their own network support organizations, which became 

known as Children’s First Networks (Kemple, 2011; O’Day et al., 2013). Klein also negotiated 

with the teachers union and secured a change in the hiring policy that previously had forced 

principals to hire teachers based on seniority to one in which principals had more hiring 
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discretion.5 Responsibility for decisions about hiring, instruction, and budget was shifted away 

from district offices and directly to the principals and schools themselves, giving principals much 

more autonomy than in previous years. 

The structural school reforms carried out under Mayor Bloomberg and Chancellor Klein 

were profound and diverse, but they all shared the common, stated goal of improving student 

outcomes and achievement through enhanced and enforced accountability structures. To this end, 

a school progress report, or report card, was created, and schools were given letter grades 

spanning A to F in various categories and an overall letter grade. In addition, schools were 

ranked relative to each other. Further, in 2007 schools began to receive a 2-day Quality Review, 

which was also part of the accountability structure. It is within the context of these overall 

structural reforms and rising accountability context that the creation of the New Small Schools 

must be placed (Abdulkadiroğlu et al., 2013; Bloom et al., 2010; Kemple, 2011, 2013, 2015; 

Nadelstern, 2013; O’Day et al., 2011). 

One of the architects of the reforms under Klein was Eric Nadelstern, who was a 

founding principal of a small school in 1985 and who eventually became deputy chancellor, and 

now teaches at Columbia Teachers College. Nadelstern’s (2013) book 10 Lessons From New 

York City Schools: What Really Works to Improve Education described and justified the school-

system’s transformation in a series of essays. Much of Nadelstern’s work describes remaking a 

system to become accountable at the school level, but he devoted a chapter to the creation of the 

small schools. He noted that close to 60 small high schools had been created in NYC over the 

course of the 1990s with support from the Annenberg Foundation. In Nadelstern’s (2013) view, 

                                                 
5 As I was principal of my school from the beginning of these reforms in 2003, I have never known another 

system of hiring.  
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“The creation of a critical mass of New Small Schools was the single most important 

breakthrough strategy of the Klein Administration” (p. 33). He listed the two most important 

lessons he learned from 25 years working with small schools: “1. Large failed organizations, 

including schools, never reinvent themselves. 2. Small schools are the most important strategy 

for promoting educational reform” (Nadelstern, 2013, p. 36). Nadelstern argued that the 80 New 

Small Schools created in the Bronx under Chancellor Klein—and Nadelstern himself when he 

was a Superintendent there—provided much better educational opportunities for poor students 

than the 22 large and mostly failing high schools that were there previously, most of which were 

closed between 2002 and 2010.  

The New Small Schools were placed directly under the chancellor’s authority. The 

chancellor supported, through the DOE’s Office of New Schools, the developing schools and 

communicated their importance to the rest of the organization. Nadelstern (2013) justified the 

opening of the New Small Schools by citing performance outcomes:  

Buildings that had graduated as little as 30% of their students were now seeing 
graduation rates, in the best cases, of more than 70%. That this occurred during a time 
when the New York State Department of Education was raising the passing score 
requirement for the Regents Exams in five subject areas for graduation, represents a 
tremendous increase in a relatively brief period of time. As such, replacing large failed 
schools with new small ones was a breakthrough reform. (p. 35) 

Nadelstern (2013) argued that the New Small Schools were successful in NYC for 

several reasons. First, they were under the direct control of the chancellor. Second, the schools 

were phased in one grade at a time and allowed to “take root and grow.” Most relevant to the 

present study is that success was due to limiting certain students: “The third reason was more 

controversial. We did not require New Small Schools to admit special education students or 

English Language Learners (ELLs) for the first 2 years” (Nadelstern, 2013, p. 37). The reason, 

he argued, is that new principals, and six or seven, potentially new teachers, should not be 
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expected to address the most complex issues in the schools during their first 2 years, and the 

incipient schools do not have a resource base big enough to offer the correct programs and 

services. By the time they reached Year 3 of their start-up process, he wrote, New Small Schools 

were required to take special needs students. 

In his book Nadelstern (2013) went on to recognize that many advocates objected to this 

decision and that the Justice Department investigated but “did not find cause for concern” 

because, by that time, “most of our schools were at least 3 years old and accepting all comers” 

(p. 38). He also recognized that the ELL graduation rate did drop during this initial period from 

35% to 29%, but then rose again to 45%. He did not, however, mention what happened to special 

education students. Nadelstern (2013) concluded his small-schools defense and justification by 

stating, despite the controversy of doing so, that “sheltering these fledgling schools during their 

initial growth and development was key to their success,” (p. 38).  

Under the leadership of Klein and his eventual Deputy Chancellor Nadelstern, the DOE 

closed many schools between 2002 and 2010, including many large high schools that were 

deemed to be failing. Overall, according to Bloomberg’s (2016) personal website, during his 

tenure as mayor, the city closed 168 schools and opened 654 total elementary, middle, and high 

schools, including 173 charter schools. The sheer number of new schools dwarfed the size of 

most districts in the country. Additionally, as a part of this massive reform, the DOE also 

reformed and centralized the admissions process for all incoming ninth graders and opened 

hundreds of new secondary schools, most of which covered Grades 9–12, but also many that 

spanned Grades 6–12 (O’Day et al., 2011).  

Another fundamental part of this high school reform was the creation of a “portfolio 

model” of many New Small Schools. This model provided students some choice of school in the 
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admissions process, eliminating almost all of the geographical zoning considerations in 

admissions. Between 2002 and 2013, the DOE created close to 200 such schools that had similar 

characteristics: small (usually fewer than 450 students for 9–12 schools and fewer than 700 for 

Grade 6–12 schools); nonselective on paper (what the DOE called “limited unscreened”); and 

district, not charter, high schools. Most of these New Small Schools were colocated in the 

buildings that had housed the large high schools, which were phased out and closed over 3 years 

as they ceased taking incoming ninth graders. These large high school buildings eventually 

housed anywhere from three to nine collocated, new, small high schools.  

The DOE leadership created these New Small Schools primarily to serve the students 

who would have attended the large high schools they were closing, many of which had 

significantly lower graduation rates than the city average. These New Small Schools were 

expected to serve the city’s most disadvantaged students and were touted as being more 

personalized than the larger schools, which Chancellor Klein and other DOE leaders saw as 

failing because of their persistently low graduation rates.  

At that time, critics of the Bloomberg–Klein reforms claimed that the small schools were 

established with advantages designed to support the policy choice of closing the large high 

schools. In many cases, the New Small Schools were receiving more money per pupil, as well as 

more resources than the schools they were replacing, because of the new “Fair Student Funding” 

models that the DOE was implementing. In addition, critics argued that that the exclusion of 

special needs students from the New Small Schools caused a ripple effect by displacing these 

students to large high schools that had difficulty handling the influx of students who required 

more resources. In Brooklyn, Manhattan, and the Bronx, the boroughs where most small high 

schools were created, 26 of 34 large high schools saw their enrollments rise as other large high 
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schools were closed, and 14 of those schools subsequently experienced declines in both 

attendance and graduation rates between 2002 and 2007 (Hemphill et al., 2009).  

Critics such as Hemphill et al. (2009) charged that the policy of excluding special needs 

students led to a self-fulfilling policy prophecy of school closure, producing “collateral damage” 

and a “ripple effect,” as many of the remaining large schools became more overcrowded and had 

to absorb larger numbers of special needs students displaced by the school closures. According 

to this critique of the reform, the displacement led to overall lower student performance 

outcomes, and some of the other schools were eventually closed by the DOE in favor of small 

schools (Hemphill et al., 2009, p. 35). Several critics have argued that the Bloomberg 

administration’s displacement of students without accompanying resources set large schools up 

to fail in a self-fulfilling, domino-like manner in order to continue to create more New Small 

Schools (Haimson, 2011; Hemphill et al., 2009; Ravitch, 2015a; Rubinstein, 2012). 

Unfortunately, the secondary effects of the DOE school closure policy have not been thoroughly 

studied and remain in need of further analysis necessary to more completely understand the full 

effects of the Bloomberg–Klein school reform. 

As Nadelstern noted, for its part, the DOE was clear about its open political support for 

its New Small School initiative. The DOE created the Office of New Schools specifically to 

support the incubation, creation, and implementation of new schools. The chancellor openly 

backed the initiative and regularly visited the New Small Schools. A Leadership Academy was 

created to train the numerous new principals needed after the creation of so many new schools. 

The New Century Foundation, with large amounts of grant money from the Gates, Carnegie, and 

Open Society foundations, provided and additional $1,000 per student in start-up money per year 

during the New Small Schools’ first 4 years of operation. The DOE itself provided start-up 
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funding and resources through its Fair Student Funding formulas. Finally, overall per-pupil 

spending for all schools rose precipitously between 2002 and 2008 (O’Day et al., 2011).  

The Scope of the Small-School Reform in New York City 

No other city’s school system in the United States approaches the size of the NYC 

system. Despite the size of the system, speed of the city’s small school growth was extremely 

rapid, as the New Small Schools were placed in the same buildings as the closed large schools.  

Interesting findings from the Research Alliance for NYC Schools revealed that overall 

high school enrollment in NYC dipped slightly at the outset of the small-school reform in 2002–

2003, only to rebound strongly with approximately 30,000 new students, which put additional 

pressures on the school system. Before the Bloomberg administration took office, overall 

enrollment had fallen from close to 270,000 students in 1996 to fewer than 255,000 students. 

Once the reforms began in earnest in 2002, overall high school enrollment spiked to close to 

280,000 students in under 3 years, including transfer schools and specialized high schools 

(Research Alliance for New York City Schools, 2013). It is not clear what drove this increase, 

although speculation at the time was that more people had gained the confidence to return to the 

public schools.  

The growth in the number of high schools was driven by New Small Schools opening at a 

precipitous rate, while several larger schools were closed. Table 1 demonstrates total new, 

public, noncharter school openings by year between 1996 and 2012. 

Although Table 1 includes all levels of district schools, it does demonstrate the rapid 

overall growth of new schools begun in 2003. Over just four Septembers between 2003 and 

2006, a total of 138 new district schools opened their doors to students. The NYC DOE also 

established a new, citywide high school admissions system during this time.  
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Table 1 
 
New York City New Public School Openings by Year 

Year n % Cumulative % 
    

1997 9 3.09 3.09 
1998 11 3.78 6.87 
1999 3 1.03 7.90 
2000 12 4.12 12.03 
2001 1 0.34 12.37 
2002 9 3.09 15.46 
2003 22 7.56 23.02 
2004 35 12.03 35.05 
2005 58 19.93 54.98 
2006 23 7.90 62.89 
2007 13 4.47 67.35 
2008 19 6.53 73.88 
2009 27 9.28 83.16 
2010 16 5.50 88.66 
2011 17 5.84 94.50 
2012 16 5.50 100.00 
    
    

Total 291 100.00  
    

Note. Data provided to the author by the Research Alliance for New York City Schools. 

In addition to the vast number of new school openings, the DOE closed numerous 

schools during this same period. Most of the closures were larger high schools or middle schools. 

Between 2004 and 2007, 34 schools were closed, most of them replaced by the New Small 

Schools. In most cases, high schools were gradually phased out over 3 years; that is, the closing 

high school would not receive an incoming ninth grade and was given 3 years to graduate its 

current students. Kemple (2015) has begun to examine the effect of these school closures on the 

surrounding communities as well as the displacement that occurred in many neighborhoods, but 

it is an area that requires additional research. 

Citywide data for high schools demonstrate that, as the number of small schools rose, 

they were, as an aggregate, serving a growing percentage of students in NYC (see Table 2). 
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Between 2002 and 2012 the number of students attending small high schools increased ninefold, 

from 8,436 to 72,978. These students accounted for 28.4% of the high school students in the city, 

up from just 3% in 2002. This growth cannot be overstated, as it thoroughly reshaped the 

organization of the NYC school system. The median school population fell from 2,663 in 2005 

to only 1,032 by 2012—a tremendous change. However, despite the rapid growth of small 

schools, large schools still accounted for more than 70% of the city’s high school students in 

2012, demonstrating, if nothing else, the vast scale of NYC’s district. Furthermore, the majority 

of students still attended large schools. 

Table 2 
 
Shifting High School Enrollment Toward Small Schools 1996–2012 

Year 
Enrollment 

(NYC) 

Enrollment 
in small 
schools 

Enrollment 
in large 
schools 

% Enrolled 
in small 
schools 

Mdn school 
population 

      

1996 265,212 6,742 258,470 2.54 2,802 
1997 269,168 6,383 262,785 2.37 2,957 
1998 268,808 6,910 261,898 2.57 2,747 
1999 264,376 7,807 256,569 2.95 2,661 
2000 262,413 8,355 254,058 3.18 2,615 
2001 254,905 7,772 247,133 3.04 2,560 
2002 254,954 8,436 246,518 3.30 2,472 
2003 258,748 10,041 248,707 3.88 2,488 
2004 272,941 14,791 258,150 5.41 2,636 
2005 278,499 23,699 254,800 8.51 2,663 
2006 276,699 32,679 244,020 11.81 2,489 
2007 274,544 42,505 232,039 15.48 2,195 
2008 271,621 50,258 221,363 18.50 1,791 
2009 265,813 56,889 208,924 21.40 1,591 
2010 265,625 62,688 202,937 23.60 1,396 
2011 262,597 67,520 195,077 25.71 1,198 
2012 256,567 72,978 183,589 28.44 1,032 

      

Note. Data provided to the author by the Research Alliance for New York City Schools. 
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The Literature Focusing on New York City Small Schools 

The research and reports on NYC New Small Schools generally fall into two somewhat 

opposing camps: (a) those whose findings generally support the outcomes of the DOE’s massive 

reform and creation of small schools and (b) those that question the reform’s disruptive costs, the 

findings supporting the reform, and in general the creation of small schools and its effects on 

schools and communities. Even some of the more supportive studies also call for additional 

research, which still remains to be done. The researchers who can be seen as the more supportive 

of the DOE include Quint et al. (2010), Bloom et al. (2011), Unterman (2012), Kemple (2013), 

and Schwartz et al. (2013). In my review of this body of literature, those researchers and writers 

who have been critical of the DOE reforms in their studies, papers, and reports do not refute the 

overall performance achievements of the DOE reform, but they do raise important questions of 

just how the reforms accomplished these outcomes, as well as some of the ancillary effects of the 

reforms. These researchers include Pallas and Jennings (2010), Hemphill et al. (2009), and 

Rubinstein (2012). All of the studies, reports, and critiques examined later in this chapter clearly 

agree with one thing: that NYC’s small-school reform deeply and fundamentally changed the 

school landscape in NYC. In sum, both camps of researchers might have valid arguments 

because their focus tends to be on different aspects of the overall reform.  

In terms of its political influence and policy implications, the most important recent 

research on the effects of the small-school reform in NYC has been produced by the social policy 

research firm MDRC, as well as the Research Alliance for NYC Public Schools, and researchers 

at Teachers College at Columbia University. Some of these publications were financed by the 

Gates Foundation, which provided $100 million dollars to develop New Small Schools in NYC 
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soon after Klein began his role as chancellor.6 The Gates Foundation’s initial support for small 

public schools waned later in the decade as the foundation became more openly supportive of 

charter schools and moved away from supporting small district high schools.  

MDRC issued several reports between 2010 and 2014 on the New Small Schools in 

NYC, which were funded in part by the Gates Foundation. In their first report, in 2010, MDRC 

researchers described the overall scale of the school reform and the new admissions procedures 

that the New Small Schools (and all high schools) had begun to follow. The researchers also 

examined demographics of the students entering the New Small Schools, which were often 

located in the same buildings as the zoned schools they were replacing. In this report, New York 

City’s Changing High School Landscape: High Schools and Their Characteristics, 2002–2008, 

authors Quint et al. (2010) reported the following key findings: 

• By September 2007, the new small schools collectively served almost as many 
students as the closing schools had served in September 2002. In general, student 
enrollment patterns largely reflect the changes sought by the planners of the reforms, 
with enrollment declining in large schools as increasing proportions of students 
enrolled in small schools. 

• Students at the small, nonselective high schools across the five boroughs of New 
York City tended to be more disadvantaged than students attending other kinds of 
schools along a number of socioeconomic and academic indicators. 

• On average, the students who were entering the large, academically nonselective 
schools that were still open in September 2007 were no longer at exceptionally high 
risk of academic failure. (Quint et al., 2010, p. iii) 

                                                 
6 Full disclosure: As a so-called New Century High School, started through the organization New Visions 

for New Schools, my school received $1,000 per incoming new student every year for the first 4 years of our 
existence from a fund created by the Carnegie, Gates, and Open Society foundations. The total was around $110,000 
per year for 4 years, enough for two teachers (temporarily); however, we chose to spend it on students. This start-up 
money ended after 4 years, which could also have contributed to overall school performance. 
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This first MDRC report covering the basic aspects of the small-school reform laid the groundwork 

for the reports that followed, and for their policy use by NYC DOE administrators and the mayor’s 

office. 

The most publicly prominent of the MDRC reports was its second, Transforming the 

High School Experience: How New York City’s New Small Schools Are Boosting Student 

Achievement and Graduation Rates,7 which looked specifically at performance outcomes of 

students in the New Small Schools, compared them to other schools, and even followed students 

in a control group (Bloom et al., 2010). This MDRC study was more thorough than the first 

report, analyzing student performance with a focus on ninth-grade student credit accumulation 

and 4-year graduation rates. The second MDRC report has particular importance because of its 

repeated public use by NYC DOE leaders and Bloomberg administration officials in defense of 

their closure of large schools as well as to tout the success of the New Small Schools. In 2012 

Klein’s successor, Chancellor Dennis Walcott, wrote an op-ed in the New York Daily News 

stating, “A study by the independent education research group MDRC confirmed how well our 

new schools are working. Among other things, the study found that they ‘markedly improved 

graduation rates for a large population of low-income, disadvantaged students of color’” 

(Walcott, 2012, p. 1).  

Given the DOE’s and the Bloomberg administration’s overt use of this study to justify its 

policies, this MDRC study merits a deeper analysis in this literature review. Bloom et al. (2011) 

focused on what they labeled “small schools of choice (SSC),” that is, schools enrolling fewer 

                                                 
7 One of the authors of this report, Saskia Levy Thompson, soon after the report was released, left MDRC 

and joined the New York City Department of Education central office, eventually becoming the Chief Executive 
Office of School Support of all schools in the city, and eventually Deputy Chancellor in 2013.  
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than 500 students that eighth graders chose through the admissions process. The authors received 

access to student-level data from the NYC DOE and were able to track eighth graders through 

the new admissions process through graduation. Beginning with the entering high school class of 

2005, MDRC researchers studied the admissions lotteries for seats in “oversubscribed” New 

Small Schools created by NYC’s high school application processing system. They focused on a 

relatively large sample of 105 schools, all Grade 9–12 schools created after 2002, from 2005 to 

2008. They found that some students who were not chosen through the lottery by one SSC could 

have been placed into another similar, but older, small school or even another New Small School 

that was not “oversubscribed.” This finding means that the SSCs studied by the MDRC had more 

applicants than potential student matches. Students who had not been admitted into new SSCs in 

the MDRC sample and who attended other NYC high schools, which might have been small or 

large schools, served as the control group in their study. The MDRC researchers followed the 

2005 cohort and found that these students had statistically significantly higher graduation rates 

(6.8% higher) if they had enrolled in a new SSC than if they had not. Furthermore, as ninth and 

tenth graders, the students had more credits toward graduation in the SSCs than students in the 

control group, providing some limited evidence on the effectiveness of a large, select group of 

new small high schools—ones that were newly formed after 2002 and that were oversubscribed 

for some of their seats—that is, New Small Schools that were sought after.  

The second MDRC study included a few key findings for their SSCs:  

• By the end of their first year of high school, 58.5 percent of SSC enrollees are on 
track to graduate in four years compared with 48.5 percent of their non-SSC 
counterparts, for a difference of 10.0 percentage points. These positive effects are 
sustained over the next two years. 
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• By the fourth year of high school, SSCs increase overall graduation rates by 6.8 
percentage points, which is roughly one-third the size of the gap in graduation rates 
between White students and students of color in New York City. 

• SSCs positive effects are seen for a broad range of students, including male high 
school students of color, whose educational prospects have been historically difficult 
to improve. (Bloom et al., 2010, p. iii) 

The authors of the MDRC study called their findings “encouraging” because of the performance 

results and because they stemmed from what they called an “unusually large and rigorous study” 

(Bloom et al., 2010, p. iii) of a sample of 105 New Small Schools. The MDRC report compared 

academic progress through a statistical approach called instrumental variables analysis, through 

which the researchers found “robust” effects for the academic outcomes of students in the small 

schools, as well as their academic transition to high school, credit accumulation in the ninth grade, 

and graduation rate (Bloom et al., 2010). 

The MDRC reports did not openly or directly compare the graduation rates of the small 

schools with the large schools that they replaced. The NYC DOE, however, in public reports and 

press releases throughout 2007 to 2013, went to considerable effort to highlight those direct 

comparisons. The DOE even had the mayor or the chancellor lead the press conferences, 

complete with PowerPoint presentations. In most cases the DOE officials pointed out that the 

direct percentage comparisons showed double or even triple the graduation rates of the larger 

schools that were closed—often for schools located in the same building where the previous, 

large school had resided (NYC DOE, 2008, 2009, 2010).  

In 2010 the NYC DOE publicly announced that graduation outcomes had surged by 40% 

since 2005. Figure 1 is a line graph from the NYC DOE that distinguishes between the state 

graduation rate and city rate for 2005 to 2010 (NYC DOE, 2010b). These data made a clear case 
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that the DOE had raised overall gradutation rates, and officials pointed to the New Small Schools 

as a fundamental aspect of this increase. 

 
Figure 1. New York City graduation rates, 1992–2010. From Graduation Outcomes (slide 3, by 
NYC Department of Education, 2010b, New York, NY: Author. Copyright 2010b by the NYC 
Department of Education. Reprinted with permission (public domain). Data are updated annually 
on website. Retrieved on August 25, 2012 from slide 3 of http://schools.nyc.gov/Accountability 
/data/GraduationDropoutReports/default.htm 

In another graph taken from the official PowerPoint that the NYC DOE released to the 

media when the department’s leadership announced its 2010 graduation rates, DOE officials 

directly compared the 2002 graduation rates of closing schools and the 2010 graduation rates of 

the New Small Schools that replaced them (see Figure 2).  
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Figure 2. Graduation rates at New Small Schools versus the schools they replaced. From 
Graduation Outcomes (slide 8), by NYC Department of Education, 2010b, New York, NY: 
Author. Copyright 2010b by the NYC Department of Education. Data are updated annually on 
website. Reprinted with permission (public domain). Retrieved on August 25, 2012 from 
http://schools.nyc.gov/AboutUs/schools/data/stats/default.htm 

Many aspects of this NYC DOE slide deserve comment, including that the “same fair 

student funding model” did not include the 4 years of start-up funding that came from the New 

Century Schools fund. But a key claim embedded in the footnote of this informative slide is that 

the New Small Schools “largely serve the same general population from the phase out schools” 

(NYC DOE, 2010b). New York City DOE officials made the case that the New Small Schools 

were working with “the same general population,” which was a claim that has been called into 

question by Pallas and Jennings’s (2010) study, discussed below.  

http://schools.nyc.gov/AboutUs/schools/data/stats/default.htm
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In terms of admissions criteria, NYC DOE press releases never clarified whether the 

schools that were being closed had previously admitted students using different admissions 

criteria, because they were “zoned” high schools before their closure. Those New Small Schools 

that were opened were “schools of choice,” with an entirely new and very different admissions 

process, often drawing students from a much wider geographic or catchment area than the 

previous geographic zone of the zoned schools (Hemphill et al., 2009). As early as 2007, after 

only 2 years of New Small School graduations, the New York Times (2007) published an article 

stating that New Small Schools’ performance was “validating” the Bloomberg policy of school 

closure, and included a figure, similar to the one above, that compared the campuses of closing 

schools and New Small Schools (Bosman, 2007). 

The Bloomberg/Klein administration made its case consistently, and very publicly, to 

justify and sustain its policies, even as many state-required public hearings on school closures 

grew increasingly raucous with dissent and more and more schools were closed. Klein (2010) 

himself penned an article, saying,  

Our new small high schools have transformed lives, and in many cases whole 
communities, where schools had previously failed generations of students. In 2009, our 
new small schools had an average four-year graduation rate of 73%, which is 10 
percentage points higher than the citywide average of 63%. This is even more remarkable 
considering that the schools continue to serve some of the city’s highest needs students, 
similar to those in the large failing schools they replaced. In 2002, when the phase-out of 
Bushwick High School in Brooklyn was announced, the school had an abysmally low 
23% graduation rate. Today, the average four-year graduation rate for the schools on that 
campus is 72%—a 49-point increase. The Evander Childs campus in the Bronx is similar: 
the 2009 Evander campus graduation rate, which includes Bronx Lab, was 80%, 
compared with a 30% 2002 graduation rate for the former Evander Childs High School. 
(p. 257) 

Before leaving office in December 2013 Mayor Bloomberg’s personal website took a 

clearly valedictory tone regarding the overall improved graduation rates, once again relying on 

the MDRC report for evidence:  
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These exceptional results come after a decade of boosting accountability, raising 
standards, and creating more options. Over the past 12 years, the City has opened 656 
new, small schools… New schools, on average, serve the same general population of 
students, but have consistently outperformed existing schools. The non-profit, non-
partisan research group MDRC has put out multiple reports validating the City’s new 
school strategy, and MIT and Duke researchers provided clear evidence last month that 
New York City’s new schools have a positive impact on student performance and are 
graduating higher number of students than those open before 2002. (City of New York, 
2013) 

The MIT and Duke researchers that Bloomberg’s site referenced were Atila 

Abduldadiroğlu, Weiwei Hu, and Parag Pathak, economists from their respective universities 

who published the working paper “Small High Schools and Student Achievement: Lottery Based 

Evidence from New York City” in 2013. In their study the authors used an econometric model 

using the “lottery” of the NYC high school admissions system and estimated the effects of 

attending a New Small School on student achievement. Their analysis found that “lottery 

estimates show positive score gains in Mathematics, English, Science, and History, more credit 

accumulation, and higher graduation rates.” Using these findings these researchers also made 

some claims, “the results show that school size is an important factor in education production 

and highlight the potential for within-district reform strategies to substantially improve student 

achievement” (Abdulkadiroğlu et al., 2013, p. 1).  

Like the MDRC analysts before them, the Duke and MIT researchers recognized that 

they were not explicitly counting special education and English language learners. They did not 

address, however, how this omission might or might not have affected their results. They mainly 

agreed with the DOE policy and with Nadelstern’s perspective, discussed earlier in this chapter:  

Because small high schools did not have resources needed to serve special education 
students requiring self-contained classes and English-language learners adequately, they 
were allowed to be added over a three-year time span. . . . As a result no students who are 
special education and limited English proficient are in the lottery sample [of their study]. 
(emphasis added; Abdulkadiroğlu et al., 2013, p. 15) 
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Further study is needed to understand how not including SC special education students or English 

language learners impacted the Duke/MIT findings.  

The MDRC studies initially faced some public criticism, but the critiques did not receive 

nearly the major media attention that the original MDRC study had garnered. In fact, most of the 

coverage of the MDRC study followed the lead of the New York Times, which published an 

article in 2012 stating that the MDRC study “appeared to validate the Bloomberg 

administration’s decade-long push to create small schools to replace larger, failing high schools” 

(Hu, 2012, p. A26). Some critics of the MDRC report have questioned, however, whether the 

timing of the report was more than coincidental because, at the time of its release, the DOE was 

in the process of applying for large federal School Improvement Grants for several of the SSCs 

and might have needed a justification for its proposals. (Rubinstein, 2012).  

In 2012 the MDRC released another report, which added students who entered high 

school in 2006 to its originally reported 2005 cohort. This report found that the difference in 

graduation rate for those who attended its sample SSCs was even higher in the second cohort 

they studied, as 67.8% of SSC students graduated versus 59.7% in the control group. Several 

critics of the study at the time, including Pallas and Jennings, pointed out that, although the 

sample SSC schools had higher percentages of students in poverty, the studied cohorts had lower 

percentages of special needs students on average, especially ELL and special education students 

(Haimson, 2011; Pallas & Jennings, 2010; Rubinstein, 2012). President of New York’s powerful 

United Federation of Teachers union Michael Mulgrew criticized the report in the New York 

Times, openly questioning whether the small schools had admitted fewer special education 

students and how this might have affected the graduation rates (Hu, 2012, p. 26). 
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Others pointed out that the SSCs were allowed to openly exclude special needs students 

during the first 2 years of their existence (Rubinstein, 2012). Critics also questioned why the 

MDRC reports did not recognize or consider the positive peer effects for the graduation rate of 

the students in their SSCs, as these New Small School students were grouped with fewer special 

needs and ELL students overall. Leonie Haimson, founder of the advocacy organization Class 

Size Matters, and a frequent critic of Bloomberg administration policies, argued that, on average, 

the MDRC SSCs were allowed to have smaller classes and were far less overcrowded than the 

large high schools, which could have also influenced student performance outcomes (Haimson, 

2012). A Policy Studies Associates (2008) report on the New Small Schools supported this 

critique, demonstrating that, during these start-up years, the schools had only 13–20 students per 

class.  

The MDRC reports contain other potential biases that have never been thoroughly 

addressed. Bloom et al. (2010) discussed the process by which the New Small Schools were 

created but failed to discuss the political machinations and connections that may have led to 

some new schools actually coming to fruition and others not being chosen. Bloom et al. (2010) 

also did not look at other differences across New Small Schools, such as varying special needs 

populations, which may have affected performance outcomes. Bloom et al. (2010) did note that 

the additional start-up monies that the New Small Schools received, both foundation money and 

DOE money, might have affected their early graduation rates, which were part of the MDRC 

study.  

Another aspect of the DOE’s admissions policies that might have biased the MDRC 

studies, indeed all studies related to the New Small Schools, is that the SSCs prioritized students 

for admission that they “knew,” meaning students who had contact with school in some form, 
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such as attending a recruitment open house. This approach could have biased the sample of 

students from the SSCs and the New Small Schools in general because those who contact small 

schools are from families who might already be more motivated or have knowledge of the 

admissions process. If families were reaching out to the school, then those students might have 

been self-selecting, which could have biased the data in the MDRC studies.  

The 2012 MDRC study found that students at the SSCs had a 9% higher graduation rate 

than those who were in the control group. However, the study also mentioned overall rising 

citywide graduation rates, which included the control group as well. An additional question to 

ask about the students in the MDRC SSCs would be why all of the “effect” of rising graduation 

rates should be attributed to the New Small Schools.  

Other critiques of the Bloomberg/Klein reforms have cited additional elements that might 

have improved performance outcomes, such as graduation rates; one such factor could have been 

increased use of “credit recovery” courses or course “packets,” which schools used to provide 

students an opportunity to make up credit in short periods of time (Ravitch, 2015; Rubinstein, 

2012). In addition, Hemphill et al. (2009) raised the question of the “ripple effect” of the New 

Small Schools on other larger schools in the area. She argued that, especially at the outset of the 

small-school reform, many nearby large high schools received larger numbers and percentages of 

higher need students, including the special education and ELL students who were not admitted to 

the New Small Schools during their early years of operation. This influx placed demands on the 

large schools to service these new special needs students, which caused a downward spiral in 

those schools (Hemphill et al., 2009). 

Although MDRC researchers Bloom, Quint, Unterman, and Thompson and NYC DOE 

officials claimed that the students who were and were not admitted into the SSCs had similar 
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background characteristics, it is clear from other studies that these groups of students were not 

identical, especially with regard to incoming students’ special education status and eighth-grade 

attendance. According to a study by Policy Studies Associates (2008), entering SSC ninth 

graders had far better eighth-grade attendance (91% compared to 81%) and were less likely to 

have been suspended as eighth graders compared to students at the schools they replaced. 

About the same time the MDRC reports were receiving much media attention and the 

NYC DOE’s public praise, other research emerged that called into question some of the MDRC 

assertions. Working with the Annenberg Foundation, Aaron Pallas and Jennifer Jennings (2010) 

studied the characteristics of the incoming students at the New Small Schools between 2003 and 

2009. This important paper had the straightforward title “Do New York City’s New Small 

Schools Enroll Students With Different Characteristics Than Other New York City Schools?” 

Looking at an array of data that included student subgroups, Pallas and Jennings found several 

significant differences in the students admitted to the New Small Schools compared to those 

admitted to other schools during their study period. Figure 3 illustrates several of those 

differences. 

Pallas and Jennings (2010) found that, during the first 4 years of the new small-school 

reform (2002 to 2006), the New Small Schools admitted significantly fewer (as a percentage) 

special education students (4% fewer in 2004–2005), ELL students (5% fewer in 2004–2005) 

and over-age students (5.4% fewer in 2004-05). All of these student subgroups have traditionally 

demonstrated lower graduation rates, nationally and in NYC, and admitting fewer of them could 

significantly impact a school’s, especially a small school’s, overall on-time graduation outcomes.  
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Figure 3. The percentage of special needs entering ninth graders in small schools versus existing 
schools 2002–2009. From Do New York City’s small schools enroll students with different 
characteristics from other NYC schools? (p. 8), by A. M. Pallas and J. Jennings, 2010. Retrieved 
from Anneberg Institute for School Reform website: http://annenberginstitute.org/sites/default 
/files/product/218/files/JenningsPallasRpt.pdf. Reprinted with permission.  

For the entering class of the 2006–2007 school year (those expected to graduate in 2010), 

Pallas and Jennings (2010) found that all three of these enrollment differences diminished to 

almost zero, and in succeeding years, the New Small Schools actually began to admit higher 

percentages of over-age and ELL students than other schools, whereas the percentage of special 

education students admitted was about the same as that of other schools. In other words, these 

findings indicate that, during the period of rapid growth of New Small Schools (2002–2006), the 

DOE enrollment offices sent fewer (as a percentage) special needs students to the New Small 

Schools—both special education students and English language learners. Pallas and Jennings’s 

findings confirmed the policy pronouncements of Nadelstern discussed above.  

In addition, for the years that the NYC DOE published special education data (only 

2003–2006), Pallas and Jennings (2010) looked more closely at the type of special education 

services that New Small Schools provided to their students and found an even wider gap between 

http://annenberginstitute.org/sites/default/files/product/218/files/JenningsPallasRpt.pdf
http://annenberginstitute.org/sites/default/files/product/218/files/JenningsPallasRpt.pdf
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these schools and other schools. During the years in which data were available for their study, 

Pallas and Jennings found that New Small Schools admitted a significantly lower percentage of 

SC special education students—gaps of between 4.9% and 5.5% depending on the year—than 

other NYC high schools, whereas there was only a 1% difference (or less) in the percentage of 

part-time special education students admitted. Clearly, from this finding, the New Small Schools 

had, as raw number and a percentage, many fewer SC special education students than other 

schools in NYC. Self-contained students in NYC have historically had single-digit graduation 

rates in terms of percentage, so New Small Schools’ graduation rates for their first graduating 

classes might have benefitted from this difference in the makeup of the admitted students.  

The present study also extends the work of Pallas and Jennings’ study, looking at 

students in small and other high schools in terms of types of students admitted to New Small 

Schools. This study not only looks at subgroups of students admitted, but it will go a step further 

to look at outcomes and odds of on-time graduation for those subgroups.  

Clara Hemphill et al. (2009) noted that many other existing large school schools already 

had large SC special education populations, so the addition of those SC students who were not 

admitted into the New Small Schools and deflected to those other schools, may have put a higher 

demand on the resources and teaching staffs of the other schools. This effects of the deflection of 

these students on the other schools and their resources is an area for further research. 

The initial MDRC report by Bloom et al. (2010) looked at the incoming cohort of 2005, 

and it, too, provides evidence regarding the difference in special education students between 

New Small Schools and other schools. Table 3 comes from the MDRC report and provides the 

baseline characteristics of the students in their sample as compared to other schools in the study 

and all incoming ninth grade students in NYC.   
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Table 3 
 
Baseline Characteristics of Target SSC Enrollees, All HSAPS Enrollees in Study SSCs, and All 
First-Time Ninth-Grade Students in New York City: First Year of High School, Cohorts 1 to 4 

Characteristic 
Target SSC 
Enrollees 

All HSAPS Enrollees in 
Study SSCs 

All First-Time Ninth-Grade 
Students in NYC 

Race/ethnicity    
Hispanic 48.9 48.4 39.8 
Black 43.7 45.2 34.2 
Other 7.3 6.4 26.0 

    
Male 47.9 50.8 51.3 
    
Eligible for free/reduced-price lunch 83.2 83.8 74.9 
    
Special educationa 6.7 15.5 14.0 
    
English language learner 7.3 8.1 11.7 
    
Overage for 8th gradeb 21.2 24.4 21.7 
    
8th-grade reading proficiencyc    

Did not meet standards (level 1) 7.0 10.9 10.2 
Partially met standards (level 2) 62.9 62.8 51.7 
Fully met standards (level 3) 29.3 25.7 34.8 
Met standards with distinction (level 4) 0.8 0.7 3.3 

    
8th-grade math proficiencyd    

Did not meet standards (level 1) 18.0 22.4 18.2 
Partially met standards (level 2) 45.4 44.8 36.0 
Fully met standards (level 3) 34.2 30.9 36.9 
Met standards with distinction (level 4) 2.4 1.9 9.0 
    

Total number of students    

Note. MDRC baseline characteristics of target SSC enrollees. From Transforming the High School Experience: How 
New York City Small Schools Are Boosting Achievement and Graduate Rate (p. 31, Table 2.3) by H. Bloom, S. L. 
Thompson, and R. Unterman, 2010. Retrieved from MDRC website: http://www.mdrc.org/publication/transforming-
high-school-experience. Original table notes were as follows: SOURCES: MDRC's calculations use High School 
Application Processing System (HSAPS) and New York City Department of Education (DOE) state test data from 
eighth-graders in 2004-2005 to 2007-2008, as well as data from DOE enrollment files from the 2005-2006 to 2008-
2009 school years. NOTES: Appendix A describes how values in the column labeled "Target SSC Enrollees" are 
estimated. Cohorts 1, 2, 3, and 4 consist of students in the study who were eighth-graders in the spring of 2005, 
2006, 2007, and 2008, respectively. Previous year's enrollment files were used to determine whether or not a student 
was a first-time ninth-grader. 

a The target SSC enrollee sample includes special education students who can be taught in the regular classroom 
setting. Special education students classified by the DOE as requiring collaborative team teaching services or SC 
classes are not part of the sample but are enrolled in study SSCs and are thus included in the "All HSAPS Enrollees 
in Study SSCs" column.  
 
b Students are classified as "overage for eighth grade" if they were 14 or older on September 1 of the eighth-grade 
school year.  
 
c Students scoring at proficiency levels 1 and 2 are not considered to be performing at grade level for state math and 
reading exams. Due to missing test scores, the sum of levels 1 to 4 might not total 100%.   

http://www.mdrc.org/publication/transforming-high-school-experience
http://www.mdrc.org/publication/transforming-high-school-experience
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The most striking element of Table 3 is the special education row, which clarifies that 

SSCs in the MDRC sample admitted only 6.7% special education students as opposed to 15.5% 

in the overall student pool in the study and 14.0% of all students entering ninth grade in the 

entire city. From the table, it is clear that the SSCs in the MDRC’s treatment sample took in 

fewer than 50% of the special education students, as a percentage, than the students in the school 

control group. Given these data, the question must be asked, could the difference in the 

percentage of special education students account for a significant portion of the 6.8% difference 

that MDRC found in graduation rates or do the small schools graduate at higher rates even with 

IEP students? In chapter 4, I discuss the odds of on-time graduation for students in the MDRC 

group of schools. My study adds to the work of MDRC by examining the population of New 

Small Schools and their special education enrollment percentages, graduation outcomes, and 

odds of on-time graduation.  

In the MDRC report, the authors explain how special education students were treated in 

their sample:  

The target SSC enrollee sample includes special education students who can be taught in 
the regular classroom setting. Special education students classified by the DOE as 
requiring collaborative team teaching services or self-contained classes are not part of the 
sample but are enrolled in study SSCs and are thus included in the “All HSAPS Enrollees 
in Study SSCs” column. (Bloom et al., 2010, p. 38; also, see Table 4, footnote a above) 

In other words, the MDRC sample only included students who were classified for Resource Room 

or for occupational or physical therapy; it did not include students who were classified as needing 

collaborative team teaching (two teachers) or an SC classroom setting (mandated smaller classes, 

usually a 12:1:1 ratio of students, teacher, and paraprofessional). Both groups of students that were 

not included in the MDRC sample have traditionally lower graduation rates in NYC, and, in many 

instances, present student behavioral challenges that require more school resources. Consequently, 
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the MDRC studies were unable to fully explore differences in special education populations 

between the sample SSCs and the control group schools, so it is unclear how the differences they 

did find actually contributed to higher graduation rates in the MDRC treatment group SSCs. These 

omissions raise questions about the efficacy of the MDRC studies and their use by the NYC DOE 

to justify its policies (Rubinstein, 2012). 

Another critique of the MDRC studies came from a math teacher in the city’s school 

system. Gary Rubinstein, a teacher at the specialized test-in Stuyvesant High School, raised 

several questions that were not clearly answered by the MDRC studies— or by studies that found 

more positive impacts from the New Small Schools. Rubinstein (2012) noted that, as an isolated 

statistic, MDRC’s finding of a 6.8% improvement for students who were admitted in one of the 

105 SSCs “sounds moderately successful,” as it meant that 2,700 more students graduated than 

would have otherwise in that year (2009). Rubinstein went on, however, to note that the study 

was funded by Gates, a small school supporter, and that one of the report’s authors became a 

high-ranking official of the NYC DOE soon after the report was published. The funders of 

research do not necessarily disqualify the findings but should at least be noted. Rubinstein also 

pointed to the differences in incoming student populations as raising questions about the validity 

of the MDRC study. He stated that it is almost statistically impossible for only 6.7% of special 

education students to “win” the lottery and go to one of the sample SSCs given that they 

comprised 15.5% of the lottery pool. He claimed that the reason for the difference in the 

percentage is that most of the special education students who won the lottery were not able to 

attend those New Small Schools because they could not offer the accommodations that the 

students were entitled to, and the NYC DOE, as a matter of policy, deflected them to other 

schools. Rubinstein (2012) concluded, “This statistic, alone, should invalidate any conclusions 
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made in the study.” He further noted that entering ninth graders were also “better” in other 

categories (more level 3s, fewer level 1s), which could also have accounted for the 6.8% increase 

in the graduation rate (Rubinstein, 2012). Finally, Rubinstein posited that the peer effect of 

overrepresenting more motivated students in the SSCs could have accounted for the rise in 

graduation rate as well. 

In addition, the initial MDRC report (from 2010) contained data that were not publicized 

as widely by Bloomberg administration officials, in part because their own data might have 

actually contradicted the political justification for the DOE’s policy of closing so many large 

high schools and opening close to 200 small schools. Table 4 comes from the June 2010 MDRC 

report.  

Table 4 
 
Estimated Effects of SSC Enrollment on Graduation: Fourth Year of High School, Cohort 1 

Outcome (%) 
Target SSC 
Enrollees 

Control Group 
Counterparts Estimated Effect 

Graduation 

Graduated from high school 68.7 61.9 6.8* 
Local diploma granted 24.6 21.9 2.8 
Regents diploma granted 39.5 34.6 4.9 
Advanced regents diploma granted 4.4 5.5 -1.1 

College readiness 

Math A Regents exam score of 75 or above 22.2 22.8 -0.6 
English Regents exam score of 75 or above 34.1 28.8 5.3* 

Attendance 

Overall attendance rate 80.9 79.0 1.9 
Regular attendance rate (90 percent or higher) 42.6 40.1 2.6 

    

Note. MDRC baseline characteristics of target SSC enrollees. From Transforming the High 
School Experience: How New York City Small Schools Are Boosting Achievement and Graduate 
Rate (p. 53, Table 3.7) by H. Bloom, S. L. Thompson, and R. Unterman, 2010. Retrieved from 
MDRC website: http://www.mdrc.org/publication/transforming-high-school-experience.  

*p = .05. 

http://www.mdrc.org/publication/transforming-high-school-experience
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The students who did not attend the MDRC SSCs in the sample group ended up with a 

higher percentage of students scoring a 75 or better on the state Math A Regents exam. Those 

same students also were more likely to achieve an Advanced Regents Diploma, which required 

an additional three Regents exams beyond the five required for a Regents Diploma. Both of these 

results show that students who did not attend SSCs performed better in these areas. These 

findings raise questions about the use of the MDRC report as definitive proof that the small 

schools performed better than other schools and point to a more mixed message in the results 

(Bloom et al., 2010; Rubinstein, 2012).  

Rubinstein also went on to question the level of achievement of the New Small Schools, 

pointing out that very few offered college-ready courses, such as physics, chemistry, or advanced 

math. He further noted that, by 2012, seven of the 105 schools in the MDRC sample of schools 

were closed by the same NYC DOE that had opened all of them since 2003. This percentage of 

school closings was similar to the overall percentage of schools shut down in the city. He 

concluded his critique of the MDRC report by noting that the 6.8% increase in graduation was an 

illusory bump that could also have been influenced by not having the distraction of repeater ninth 

graders in a start-up school. He ended with a policy pronouncement that will be argued about for 

the foreseeable future by those concerned with school reform: “But these increases are just a 

result of this dynamic and not from getting a crop of better teachers. In time these schools will 

likely begin to suffer the same problems that brought down the schools they replaced. This is not 

a scalable solution and it seems to be doing much more harm than it is good” (Rubinstein, 2012, 

p. 1). 

Many of the critics of NYC’s reforms came together to write chapters for the book NYC 

Schools under Bloomberg/Klein: What Parents and Policy Makers should know (Ravitch et al., 
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2009). Professor David Bloomfield of Brooklyn College wrote the chapter on small schools. He 

outlined the creation and advantages of the small high schools and called into question any 

comparisons of outcomes with other schools because of advantages that produced the desired 

results:  

Simply put, no fair comparisons are possible between small and large New York City 
public high schools since at every turn the small schools were advantaged by central 
policies and their outside benefactors. They were better funded, were permitted capped 
enrollments, avoided upper grade transfers, and were not expected to educate those with 
the greatest instructional challenges. Additionally, small schools were accorded a 
designated development/advocacy office at DOE headquarters directly reporting to the 
chancellor, special staff recruitment, dedicated high school fairs, and a politically 
motivated public-relations effort. (Bloomfield, as cited in Ravitch et al., 2009, p. 52) 

In Bloomfield’s view, the advantages created by the overall nature of the DOE’s reforms must be 

recognized and considered when discussing school outcomes and their performance.  

A study by Schwartz et al. (2013) provided causal data on the relationship between 

graduation rates and school-background characteristics of all small schools in NYC, not just the 

New Small Schools (Schwartz et al., 2013). This study criticized the MDRC reports for not 

providing evidence on the broader issue of whether size itself was the critical feature of these 

schools. Schwartz et al. (2013) clarified that, because the MDRC’s sample included neither older 

small schools nor undersubscribed small schools, it provided little insight into whether the new 

small schools were better performing because they were small or because were new and 

oversubscribed. In addition, according to Schwartz et al., the MDRC study did not provide a 

clear counterfactual argument to its claim of a 6.8% improvement in graduation rates. In 

particular, some students in the control group might have attended other small schools, including 

other New Small Schools or older small schools not included in the MDRC sample, not merely 

large ones, if they were not admitted to one of the SSCs in their study (i.e., their treatment group; 

Schwartz et al., 2013). 
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Schwartz et al.’s (2013) study looked at several variables, including distance, and found 

that “the likelihood of attending a school decreases as the distance to the school increases, 

perhaps because of higher costs such as those involving transportation.” In other words, they 

concluded that distance strongly predicted attendance at a small school. The authors then used 

distance-based independent variables to relate small-school attendance and obtain independent-

variable estimates of the effects of attending small schools.  

But Schwartz et al. (2013) provided an even more important contribution to the literature. 

They distinguished between the older and newer generations of small schools in NYC. They did 

not assume that all small schools would have a common effect, and, instead, looked at two 

groups of small schools, those created before and after 2002, the year of the Bloomberg 

administration’s small-school growth began. The authors noted several differences between the 

newer and older small schools, especially around their planning and implementation. For 

instance, the newer small schools were more effective than the older small schools at improving 

test scores and graduation rates, relative to large schools. This finding begs the larger question of 

whether the small schools can sustain their performance over time and whether the “newness” of 

the schools in the MDRC study had an effect; in particular, was the effect due mostly to initial 

enthusiasm surrounding the school’s newness, and can that performance be sustained 5 or 10 

years (Schwartz et al., 2013).  

It should be noted that, although Schwartz et al.’s (2013) study offered a critique of the 

MDRC studies, it also built on them by providing a more nuanced contextual framework to 

understand small-school performance. It is interesting that Schwartz et al.’s findings came from a 

different empirical strategy, and, despite some limitations, supported the overall MDRC results 

of higher performance in the New Small Schools. Indeed, Schwartz et al.’s results amplified the 
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MDRC findings, as their study looked at a larger number of small-school types. However, they 

cautioned that the positive effects of the New Small Schools cannot be applied to all small 

schools. Small by itself was not necessarily better: “This is a crucial finding for policy: school 

size matters but it is not sufficient for affecting outcomes on its own. It also provides a 

cautionary tale for policymaking in general” (Schwartz et al., 2013, p. 39).  

Using evidence from NYC’s small schools, Schwartz et al. (2013) went on to argue that 

the early policy enthusiasm for small schools was based on correlational studies that related size 

to outcome. They argued that “prior to 2002 there were no clear causal studies on effects of small 

high schools” (p. 28). In their study, Schwartz et al. used the “randomization” in the location of 

schools relative to students (or vice versa) to estimate a causal impact of attending a small school 

on a variety of outcomes.  

Instead, Schwartz et al. (2013) argued for introducing instrumental variables and an 

instrument analysis into small-school studies, which, when done, might make initially positive 

outcomes disappear or even become negative. Their argument was that  

correlational evidence alone is not enough to support major policy changes. The new 
small-school reforms, in the end, involved more than size reductions, but the rhetoric 
emphasized the effect of “‘being small,’ an effect that is not confirmed with econometric 
methods. (Schwartz et al., 2013, p. 39) 

Although Schwartz et al. (2013) claimed that distance to school impacts school choice 

and admission to those schools, they also implied that it has no impact on student outcomes. In 

their instrumental variable model, outcomes must be impacted by the instrumented variable, but 

it is unclear that a long commute has no impact on student performance. It is probable that 

students who lived far from schools had to wake up earlier and got less sleep, which could have 

affected performance. In addition, they spent more time traveling to school, were more likely to 

be late for school, and probably were less likely to be involved in extracurricular activities. 
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Additionally, although Schwartz et al. (2013) did not discuss this, it should be noted that, in 

NYC, a student’s actual commuting time is more important than physical distance to the school. 

Although the two factors are clearly related, access to a nearby subway line can mean that 

students who live a relatively long distance from school might actually have a faster commuting 

time, and vice versa. Furthermore, although the authors claimed to have controlled for SES by 

using a free-lunch variable, when possible, SES should be seen as far more than just an income 

threshold.  

In sum, Schwartz et al.’s (2013) main contribution to the literature on small-school 

performance was their use of student- and school-level data to investigate the effects of attending 

small high schools and their deeper look at older versus newer small schools and multiple 

cohorts of students. The authors claimed that the instrumental variable method they used 

obtained unbiased estimates, was sensitive to the definition of size, and evaluated multiple 

outcomes. Their finding that small school size does not matter, per se, is important. But it is 

interesting that, in Schwartz et al.’s study, only new small schools made a difference, not older 

small schools. This finding implies that size alone is not sufficient to impact outcomes and that 

something else about these new schools is important. Schwartz et al. pointed to a number of key, 

intriguing differences: the New Small Schools have substantially more funding, smaller class 

sizes, and a smaller proportion of special education students and ELL students, all of which 

affected outcomes.  

After 2002, as the number of small schools substantially rose nationally, a few 

researchers did begin to investigate causal explanations of student outcomes, using different 

statistical methods and experimental designs. Schneider Wyse, and Keesler (2006) examined the 

effects of small schools using the Educational Longitudinal Study of 2002 (NCES, 2002). They 
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found that attending an old or new small high school had little effect on achievement. These 

authors looked specifically at small-school students’ postsecondary expectations and number of 

colleges applied to and demonstrated somewhat larger effects than the matching estimates. 

Contrary to MDRC’s studies, Schneider et al. did not fully account for the manner of student 

selection and admission into the small schools. 

Barrow et al. (2010) produced another study of location, examining the distance between 

the student’s home and high school to evaluate the effect on performance of attending small high 

schools in Chicago. They found a positive effect on graduation, but their study included only 22 

small high schools and did not distinguish whether the small schools were new or older.  

Much of the literature and research regarding NYC schools has been produced in 

association with the Research Alliance for New York City Schools at New York University, led 

by James Kemple. The Research Alliance contributed numerous studies on many aspects of 

NYC schools, especially related to the overall reforms begun under Bloomberg. Much of the 

organization’s research used methods similar to those in studies by the Consortium on Chicago 

School Research at the University of Chicago’s Urban Education Institute. Kemple and his 

associate researchers have worked closely with the DOE data and have provided an ongoing 

series of publications related to the outcomes of NYC schools. Kemple himself delivered a major 

paper at a November 2010 symposium, which was published in a research compilation looking at 

the overall reforms enacted under Bloomberg and Klein. In the paper, Kemple (2011) focused on 

student outcomes under the NYC Children First Reforms. While much of the paper analyzed 

fourth- and eighth-grade test scores, Kemple also described NYC high school graduation rates 

and noted the presence of the New Small Schools as part of the rise in the city’s overall 

graduation rate from 48% to 60% between 2001 and 2009. 
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The Research Alliance extended the research on NYC schools with a report that further 

pointed out the overall improved outcomes in NYC schools (Kemple, 2013). This report covered 

overall outcomes in NYC schools between 2001 and 2012. In this report, Kemple provided 

evidence of higher graduation rates for the system as a whole and pointed out the important 

finding that all subgroups of students had growing graduation rates during this time period, 

including all racial subgroups, lower income students, and special education students. The 

organization’s report also emphasized the large increase in the absolute number of schools over 

this time period but did not differentiate outcomes between large schools and New Small 

Schools. Another major finding from the report was that, although achievement gaps closed in 

terms of graduation rates, large gaps remained in outcomes between Asian and White and 

between Black and Latino ethnic groups, as well as a relatively low results for students’ “college 

readiness,” especially when compared with the percentage of graduates (Kemple, 2013). 

Over the 12 years of the study, Kemple (2013) found steady improvement in many 

indicators of high school performance and engagement: attendance, credit accumulation, Regents 

examination scores, staying on-track for graduation, graduation rates, and college-readiness rates 

(Kemple, 2013). His data demonstrated that overall graduation rates improved moderately faster 

for Black and Hispanic students eligible for free- or reduced-price lunch, English language 

learners, and students referred for special education services (Kemple, 2013). Despite these 

gains, Kemple also delineated the substantial gaps that remained between groups of students and 

the long-term targets of the public and school leaders (Kemple, 2013).  

The Research Alliance findings were delivered with relative fanfare and support from the 

DOE. The 2013 report was unveiled at Hunter College’s Roosevelt House, with the Dean and 

former New York State Education Commissioner presiding and a NYC Deputy Chancellor 
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commenting afterward. The delivery of the report and the subsequent comments of the deputy 

chancellor indicated that the Bloomberg/Klein administration saw the report’s results as 

validating their reforms.  

Kemple (2013) addressed some of the criticism and questioning of the overall high 

school performance outcomes under Bloomberg/Klein by noting that the trends can be viewed 

two ways: “First, particularly against a historical backdrop of stubbornly low high school 

performance, these numbers represent undeniable progress” (p. 5). He went on, however, to ask 

whether higher graduation rates mean that students are actually learning more or simply that 

schools are becoming more adept at helping students earn course credits and pass tests. Kemple 

answered his own question by arguing that the demonstrated improvement across a wide range of 

indicators—from attendance to credit accumulation to graduation rate—meant that high schools 

were, on average, being better serving their students. Kemple’s report did not, however, look at 

the New Small Schools as a group, nor did it delineate the performance of the various subgroups 

of students in these schools. 

Regarding the performance of special education and ELL students, the Research Alliance 

report described improved results over the study period. The report noted the growth and 

improvement of outcomes and did not focus on how low the performance outcomes were overall, 

relative to the general education population. Kemple compared between students who entered 

high school in 2001 with those who entered in 2007. The report noted that graduation rates more 

than doubled for ELL students, and, for entering classes from 2001 to 2007, graduation rates 

nearly tripled for special education students (Kemple, 2013). These increases resulted in 

somewhat narrower—but still significant—gaps between ELL and non-ELL students and a 

continuing gap between special education students and general education students. Kemple 
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(2013) concluded by noting that research is needed to understand the variation in performance 

inherent within these large categories of students and to develop targeted interventions that help 

more students succeed. 

The Research Alliance’s reports have generally presented empirical evidence of 

improved outcomes under the Bloomberg/Klein administration. Toward the end of the 

Bloomberg mayoral tenure, as political forces were aligning for a new mayoral election in 2013, 

Kemple challenged the critics, citing his main finding,  

There is a tendency—more than a tendency—an obsession to rid the system of everything 
“Bloomberg,” without an assessment of the value of the idea/plan/initiative. Let’s not 
fool ourselves: in 2001, the year of Bloomberg’s election there were many, many high 
schools with graduation rates in the 30–40% range using the low skilled Regents 
Competency Diploma. As an example Taft High School had five, not 5%, but five kids 
who graduated with a Regents diploma. The closing and the conversion of large high 
schools to “small schools of choice” has resulted in higher graduation rates and larger 
percentages of kids moving on to college. (Kemple, 2014, p. 1) 

In March 2014, MDRC researchers Bloom and Unterman published “Can Small High 

Schools of Choice Improve Educational Prospects for Disadvantaged Students?” in the Journal 

of Policy Analysis and Management. This was the first time they had submitted their MDRC 

research to a peer-reviewed journal. The article was a compilation and summary of all of their 

research at MDRC. It looked at 12,130 students, 5,020 of whom were assigned by an admissions 

lottery to a treatment group of 84 “oversubscribed” SSCs (down from 105 in their previous 

study). The other 7,110 students in the control group went to other schools. Bloom and Unterman 

analyzed performance indicators and found that the students in the SSCs had a 9.5% higher 

graduation rate than students who attended other schools. This study also looked at many 

subgroups of students and found increased performance outcomes for most groups, noting that 

these outcomes were important because the schools were graduating a “large population of 



 

 65 

educationally and economically disadvantaged students of color without increasing annual 

operating costs.” (Bloom & Unterman, 2014, p. 290) 

Studies on small-school reform in NYC that have criticized or questioned the reform 

have not refuted the claim that overall performance outcomes have risen. What is clear from the 

studies reviewed here is that they showed evidence of growth in many outcome measures, 

including overall graduation rates citywide. Researchers who have criticized the reforms have, 

therefore, focused their work on other aspects of the reforms, such as how the small schools 

deflected and displaced special needs students, which might have created a domino effect of 

closures at other large schools (Hemphill et al., 2009). Another critique of the reforms has been 

to question the value of the diploma, pointing to the use of “credit recovery” and lack of college 

readiness as indicators that the rise in graduation rates was artificial (Haimson, 2011). These all 

remain areas of further study.  

For the present study, I posited that both “sides” in this literature debate could be correct: 

that the New Small Schools did help improve student outcomes and that the creation of the New 

Small Schools did have ancillary effects on some students and on other school communities. 

Moreover, given this reality many other areas require further research, which I describe in 

chapter 5. 

Special Education Students and New Small Schools in New York City8 

This study focused on graduation outcomes for several subgroups of students in NYC. 

However, given the critique that small schools did not admit special education students at similar 

                                                 
8 For a more in-depth description of Special Education in New York City, see Appendix D.  
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levels as other schools did, it is important to specifically examine this history and studies related 

to special education.  

The literature covering special education and school choice makes several main points. 

First, Jennings (2010) found that the New Small Schools, which could be small district schools 

or charter schools, for example, are choosing not to offer the full range of special education 

services for students with special needs. The schools often justify this decision by their small size 

and lack of resources or their desire to create a “fit” for the community within the chosen school. 

Jennings also found that schools often have incentives and motivation to limit their higher need 

student populations to meet their accountability performance expectations, and special education 

students could hinder meeting these performance goals. As a result, some schools engage in 

practices that might restrict special education students from applying, including “steering away” 

and “counseling out” (Jennings, 2010). Further, Jessen (2013) found that much of the literature 

has not looked at the active role that parents and students play in limiting their own school 

selections because of their lack of understanding of schools. Given that special education 

services changed radically over the previous decade, Jessen examined this lack of parental 

understanding in her work. 

To understand the context of special education in the New Small Schools, it is important 

to look at the timeline of special education policies that were in place in these schools during the 

time of this study. In 2006 officials from the DOE Office of New Schools reported to the NYC 

Council on Education that they had told the principals of New Small Schools that they could “opt 

to delay accepting certain special needs student[s] . . . until their third year of development when 

it has the full capacity to serve them. . . . We give schools what we call an ‘optional waiting 

period’” (U.S. Office of Civil Rights, 2009, as cited in Bloomfield, 2012 p. 136). According to 
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this statement, New Small Schools were given official leeway to accept fewer or no students 

requiring special education services from their schools during their first 2 years. This meant that 

all the New Small Schools in existence had operated under this policy for up to 4 years.9 

In response to this exclusionary policy, Brooklyn College Professor of Educational 

Leadership, David Bloomfield, filed a complaint on behalf of the Citywide Council on High 

Schools to the U.S. Office of Civil Rights (OCR) against the DOE. When interviewed for the 

present study, Bloomfield contended that the “optional waiting period” violated the civil rights of 

students with disabilities, based on statutes of the Americans with Disabilities Act. In his 

complaint (2006, as cited in Bloomfield, 2012), Bloomfield wrote,  

While we understand that not all schools in a district need to be fully inclusive of all 
special needs and LEP students, this broad, methodological exclusion. . . appears to be a 
blatant violation of federal, State, and City anti-discrimination and education law. This is 
especially true in a situation where the DOE touts the Small Schools as superior to other 
existing high schools. (p. 127) 

Almost 3 full years later, in January 2009, the OCR ruled on this complaint. In one of 

President George W. Bush administration’s last acts, the OCR concluded that there had been no 

violations of the rights of students with special needs or English Language Learners in the New 

Small Schools’ admissions processes because the students were actually being placed in small 

schools during the time of their investigation. In other words, when the OCR investigated, they 

found that the DOE had already rectified—or, at least, they said that they had begun to rectify—

the situation and had changed the exclusion of special education students. The OCR cited three 

reasons for their ruling. First, using NYC DOE data, they ruled that special education students 

                                                 
9 My own school operated under this 2-year exclusionary policy for start-up schools, or, at least the 

understanding that the policy would be enforced. As principal, I never asked not to receive special education 
students. Despite this policy, the Office of Enrollment still sent us several team-teaching and SC students, although 
many fewer than the former school in our building had traditionally received. 
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were getting their choice of schools more often than general education students. According the 

OCR ruling, 84% of disabled students requiring SC or CTT services were matched to one of 

their first three choices, compared with 76% of general education students (OCR, as cited in 

Bloomfield, 2012). Second, the OCR argued that special education students were being placed in 

the majority of the New Small Schools. In particular, the OCR said that, for the 2007–2008 

school year, 89% of the new, small high schools that opened in 2006 enrolled disabled students 

requiring SC or CTT; 81% that opened in 2007 did so; and 85% that opened in 2008 took these 

students. In addition, the OCR said that the data revealed that new small high schools moving 

into their third year of operation were accepting students requiring SC or CTT services (OCR, as 

cited in Bloomfield, 2012). The OCR held that, while many of the New Small Schools had been 

delaying enrollment of students with special needs, the more years that the schools were open, 

the more likely they were to accept these students. And third, the OCR ruled that small schools 

that had been open more than 3 years “were accepting a higher percentage of disabled students 

requiring SC or CTT services than other high schools” (OCR, as cited in Bloomfield, 2012).  

In other words, the OCR ruling stated that the DOE and the New Small Schools were 

already rectifying the exclusion of special needs students by the time the OCR began 

investigating the 2006 complaint and had continued to do so over the 3-year course of the 

investigation. The ruling made little reference to the admission of special needs students in the 

New Small Schools between 2003 and 2006 because, when the complaint had been brought, it 

had merit, according to the research of Pallas and Jennings (2010). Very little research examined 

this displacement of special needs students from the New Small Schools between 2002 and 2009, 

especially its effects on other schools.  
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One important study that looked at the admission of special needs students was done by 

Sarah Jessen (2012). In her Educational Policy journal study, “Special Education and School 

Choice: The Complex Effects of Small Schools, School Choice and Public High School Policy in 

New York City,” Jessen (2013) examined the 2009 OCR ruling using available data. She 

questioned several of the reasons used to justify the ruling. Jessen (2012) conducted an in-depth 

analysis of the types of special educational services provided in the city and in the New Small 

Schools. She examined the citywide admissions-choice process, and the results demonstrated 

that the OCR findings did not show the whole picture; rather, they indicated that some small 

schools had fewer students who were considered SC students. For a more complete explanation 

of the historical context and literature regarding special education students, please see Appendix 

A.  

A Note on the Literature Regarding High School Graduation Rates 

A variety of studies have reviewed graduation rates and their calculation. As high schools 

became more prominent in the national education reform agenda, researchers and educators 

looked more deeply to try to understand the most significant indicator of a high school’s 

performance: the rate of students who graduate. This importance is due to the especially strong 

argument that a high school diploma is the minimal qualification needed to survive in today’s 

society (Bracey, 2009). Surprisingly, however, education scholars debate how many students 

actually earn a diploma, and studies have calculated graduation rates differently. Prominent 

educator and columnist Gerald Bracey wrote extensively on the subject of graduation rates. He 

examined how rates were calculated in different states. Bracey noticed that, depending on the 

political agenda of the policy makers, some reports might cite national graduation rates as low as 

70%, whereas others might claim rates as high as 83%. States’ perspectives were even more 
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varied: 36 states reported graduation rates between 80% and 97%, but the Center for Public 

Education (2006) used a different calculation and found that the real rates in these states ranged 

from 58% to 86%, thus demonstrating the dramatic differences depending on the formula used. 

Independent of how the graduation rate is calculated, policy makers and school leaders at 

the school and district levels must determine the actual rate, and, where it is low, they must 

create policies to improve it. The Center for Public Education found that some states calculated 

graduation rates with relatively weak methods, for example, determining the rate based on the 

number of graduates who entered 12th grade in the fall. This method did not account for 

dropouts in ninth, 10th, or 11th grades, and only told part of the story. According to the Center 

for Public Education (2006), some state methods miscalculated the percentage of graduating 

students by more than 20 percentage points, purporting to be higher than they actually were. 

In 2005 the National Governors Association developed the Graduation Counts Compact. 

The governors had been spurred by the federal No Child Left Behind Act, which compared 

graduation rates across state lines to improve the quality of calculating and reporting graduation 

rates. The new Compact also, for the first time, created a 4-year cohort formula for measuring 

graduation rates that would be used by all states, including New York. This formula included the 

total number of students graduating divided by the number of students who had enrolled in that 

school in ninth grade for the first time 4 years earlier—plus the students who joined this cohort 

of students and minus the students who left. Although this would seem to be a standard way to 

calculate a graduation rate, in reality, this method was not previously used in most states.  

While states continue to work to improve their accountability systems, statisticians have 

developed a way of estimating graduation rates that produces an approximate picture of how 

many students complete high school in 4 years. This approach estimates graduation rates based 
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on grade-by-grade enrollment counts from the NCES’s Common Core of Data to approximate 

how many ninth graders make it to graduation 4 years later. This holistic approach cannot track 

individual students but can demonstrate attrition year by year. And it is very important to note 

that neither the 4-year cohort model nor the 4-year enrollment estimate approach included 

students who took 5 or 6 years to earn a diploma or students who earned alternate credentials 

such as the GED or certificates of completion (Center for Public Education, 2006).  

Although a high school graduation rate varies based on how it is calculated, many 

researchers agree that the number of students graduating with a regular high school diploma has 

remained fairly consistent throughout the past 10 years. According to an annual report published 

by Education Week, the percentage of students who have graduated from high school with a 

regular diploma has ranged from 65.7% to 68.8% since 1997. Data compiled by the NCES also 

show a fairly consistent graduation rate since 2001–2002, although the rate is higher because of 

how it is calculated (Chapman, Laird, & Kewal Ramani, 2010). Between 2001 and 2009, 

national high school graduation rates varied from 72% to 75%. Overall, as evidenced by all of 

the different calculations, a significant number of students are still dropping out of school before 

earning a diploma, particularly among various subgroups (Chapman et al., 2010).  

Conclusion  

The literature regarding small schools in general and New Small Schools in NYC in 

particular has a clear dividing line. On one side are the studies that focus on outcomes and 

provide evidence of improved outcomes brought about by the Bloomberg/Klein reforms. On the 

other side are the studies that question the many effects of those reforms and raise doubts about 

gaps in the literature. The literature review in this chapter has noted one clear gap in the extant 

literature: few studies have focused on outcomes of subgroups of students in the New Small 
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Schools, including special needs students, free- and reduced-lunch students, and racial groups of 

students. Much of the current literature has focused on overall outcomes but not the graduation 

outcomes of student subgroups. This study begins to address that gap. The next chapter presents 

the data sources and methodology used for this study.  
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CHAPTER III 
 

DATA AND METHODOLOGY 

This chapter discusses the data and methodology used in this study. First, I describe the 

data set and how it was collected, obtained, and curated. Second, the chapter describes the 

variables chosen for inclusion in this analysis. Third, the chapter details the logistic regression 

procedures employed in this study. 

This study used an administrative data set of individual student data covering four 

cohorts of all NYC high school students who entered high school in 2006, 2007, 2008, and 2009 

and who were slated to graduate 4 years after entering. The population from this data set was 

more than 263,000 students. Using these four cohorts of high school students, I examined New 

Small School graduation outcomes in NYC, focusing on several subgroups of students, such as 

special education students, ELL students, and free- or reduced-lunch students. The purpose of 

this study was to investigate whether students who attended the newly created small high schools 

(New Small Schools) demonstrated higher graduation rates when compared to students who 

attended other high schools in NYC. Additionally, the study compared the graduation rates of 

several subgroups in the New Small High Schools with the graduation rates of the same 

subgroups in other high schools. I used logistic regression to examine the odds of graduation for 

all students attending the New Small Schools during this time period and the odds for students in 

various subgroups, controlling for student socioeconomic status and other covariates, both at the 

individual level and at the school level.  

One of the biggest challenges in any educational study is the possible selection of 

students into the education intervention, or, in this case, those attending a New Small School 

created between 2002 and 2009. Such selection could bias simple comparisons of outcomes for 
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those who attended New Small Schools and those who attended other high schools. In this study 

I addressed selection bias in two ways. First, I used student biographical characteristics, 

including gender, race, and free- or reduced-lunch status to control for many of the observable 

differences between students attending the New Small Schools and the other high schools. 

However, as in other studies and evaluation contexts, the observed student characteristics in this 

study’s graduation outcome data were unlikely to completely eliminate unobserved or 

unmeasured differences in student characteristics that affected student outcomes, which I could 

not control (Schwartz et al., 2013). 

History of Data Collection 

When research for this study began in 2013, Dr. James Kemple, Director of the Research 

Alliance for New York City Schools (hereinafter Alliance), whose work was cited extensively in 

chapter 2, offered the support of his research organization. The Alliance has worked to 

encourage research on NYC schools and, since 2008, Dr. Kemple and the organization have 

developed a close relationship with the NYC DOE and had obtained access to all public school–

related data that helped inform this study. As part of their mission, and to extend the research 

opportunities for researchers in the field, the Alliance collected data from various DOE systems, 

which they used to create a publicly available data set for NYC schools that could be used by any 

researchers interested in NYC schools.  

However, as I worked with this data set, it became clear that the data had some 

limitations relevant to the present study that could not be overcome. Although the data set did 

consist of the school years in question for this study and had been compiled from various NYC 

DOE sources, it included only school-level data and did not fully delineate all student subgroups 

(e.g., ELL status, free- or reduced-lunch status) that this study proposed to examine. When 
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analyzed, the Alliance data provided general conclusions related to the purpose of this study, and 

these conclusions were sometimes inconsistent with other published NYC DOE special 

education percentages in schools and special education graduation outcomes. Because of these 

limitations, I used this Research Alliance data set only for descriptors of the schools and the 

citywide reforms discussed in chapter 2; these data helped establish the parameters of the size of 

the school reform in NYC public schools. However, for performance outcomes at the individual-

student level, the data set the data set’s limitations made it insufficient for this study’s 

regressions or conclusions regarding students’ odds of graduating. 

The determination to set aside the initial data set and continue this study by other means 

required establishing, requesting, and collecting a new data set more appropriate for the purpose 

of the study. The goal of this process was to look beyond school-level data, to student-level data. 

To do the type of analysis necessary to answer the research questions posed in this study, it was 

necessary to formulate a specific data request directly to the data division of the NYC DOE. 

With assistance from Professor Aaron Pallas at Columbia University, who had extensive 

experience submitting formal data requests to the NYC DOE, a formal request was submitted for 

anonymous, student-level performance and biographical data. The NYC DOE Division of School 

Performance approved this request.  

The Data Set 

The data employed in this study were drawn entirely from the comprehensive Automate 

the Schools data file of all students enrolled in NYC schools managed by the DOE. Because the 

NYC public school system has more than one million students, the multiple data files provided 

were immense. The multiple data files generated from the Automate the Schools database 

contained the following characteristics of students: 
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• Biographical data per student: gender, ELL status, ethnicity, IEP (special education) 

status, home language, credit level, and free- or reduced-lunch status; 

• Regents examination information per student; 

• Attendance data per student; 

• Credit accumulation data per student; and 

• Graduation outcome data per student. 

In fact, this NYC DOE data provided a set of attendance and credit information larger than the 

scope that this study required. However, instead of Cohorts 2002–2009, which had been requested, 

the DOE data provided full biographical data for only 4 years of student high school cohorts—for 

students entering high school from 2006 to 2009. I therefore determined to limit the study to the 

cohort years for which I did have both biographical data and graduation data. 

Creating Groups of Students and Schools 

Because the data set was delivered in separate files containing the many biographical and 

other characteristics listed above, it was necessary to first merge the files to create a usable data 

set containing the information of interest to this study. I merged files that contained biographical 

information, as well as school and graduation data, and established a data set of the student 

population that included more than 280,000 students. When I eliminated the specialized (test-in) 

high schools and the transfer high schools, the final data set included more than 260,000 

students. 

Establishing the student cohorts was an element of this study that provided some 

difficulty. To examine on-time, 4-year graduations, I needed to create cohorts of students based 

on when they entered ninth grade. In the case of this data set, I created a ninth-grade cohort that 
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consisted of students who first enrolled in ninth grade in 2006.10 To make this cohort, I examined 

each student’s eighth-grade status in 2005 to determine if he or she entered high school in ninth 

grade and analyzed the students who were in ninth grade in 2006, 2007, 2008, or 2009. I then 

reviewed students who were considered eighth graders in one year and then new to the ninth 

grade the following year to estimate the percentage of “holdover” students from year to year, 

given the data provided. I was able to create cohorts in this manner that closely tracked the 

DOE’s published data. Despite my estimates of the holdover students, the lack of an exact 

number of holdover ninth-grade students in 2006 is a limitation of the data set. After determining 

the cohort year that the students entered high school, I took the merged biographical data file and 

defined and assigned the expected graduation cohort year for each student by adding 3 school 

years to the ninth-grade start year.  

To create the group of students of interest for this study, I first narrowed the data set to 

just the students who would have started ninth grade in 2006, 2007, 2008, and 2009 and for 

whom I had biographical information. I then determined the list of schools I would consider 

“small.” For most of the NYC DOE New Century small schools that received start-up funding 

from the Gates, Carnegie, and Open Society foundations, the upper limit was considered 500 

students, and most new schools had a target of 432 students, or 108 per grade. In this study I 

used 500 students as the limit for new schools that consisted of Grades 9–12, and, for new 

                                                 
10 The NYC DOE assigns a cohort label (letter of the alphabet) to all students entering ninth grade. For 

example, students entering high school in 2006 were assigned to Cohort H, those entering 2007 were assigned to 
Cohort I and so on. In the case of our supplied data set, the NYC DOE did not provide a cohort label, thus we had to 
determine student level cohort for ourselves, given our data set.  
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schools with a 6–12 secondary configuration, I set a maximum enrollment limit of 700, or 100 

students per grade.  

After creating the cohort of ninth-grade students and establishing school-size limits, I 

added several filters to create a group of students of interest from the study population. I began 

with a list all NYC high schools that had graduated a 4-year cohort on or before 2013. I then 

filtered the list of my schools of interest, which were “new,” that is, which opened between 2002 

and 2009. I began with the small high schools that had been studied in the MDRC treatment 

group—105 oversubscribed New Small Schools—as a base list. The schools also needed to be 

“limited unscreened” in terms of eligibility, as all the New Small Schools created under Klein 

and Bloomberg were expected to be. When these filters were applied, I had a list of 172 schools, 

including all of the schools of the MDRC study, because those schools also fit these criteria, as 

explained below. In sum, the inclusion criteria for this study were as follows. Each school had to:  

• be new (opened between 2002 and 2009);  

• be small (fewer than 500 students for 9–12 and fewer than 700 students for 6–12); 

• have limited-unscreened eligibility; and 

• have graduated a 4-year cohort on or before June 2013. 

To determine which of the New Small Schools were created between 2002 and 2009, I 

reviewed the publication that listed all public high schools in NYC, the NYC DOE High School 

Directory, for 2009, 2010, 2011, and 2012. I culled the directory for New Small Schools, as 

determined by enrollment numbers, expected year of first graduation, and first appearance in the 

directory. Creating this list of New Small Schools was complicated by the fact that several of the 

New Small Schools that opened during this time period were not considered successful and were 

later closed by the DOE, just as many of the large schools had been closed. In an effort to obtain 


