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The Best Schools

Quality public education is the foundation of any serious effoBoard of Education and the State Education Department have
to revitalize urban communities, to reduce welfare dependenegade information on school performance and budgets more
to ameliorate poverty, and to remedy racial injustice. Yetgeadily available, encouraging broader analysis of the resources
successful inner-city schools remain the exception withiand accomplishments ofindividual schools. Schools Chancellor
public education systems. A growing sense of urgency Br. Rudy Crew has identified increasing early literacy skills
stimulating experimentation and prompting many communitgnd raising academic standards as major priorities and key
development organizations to become more involved in schdménchmarks for assessing school performance and increasing
reform. accountability. While there is disagreement surrounding the
The failure of public schools to adequately educate poaapacity of standardized tests to accurately reflect student
minority students is borne out in lower test scores, highechievement, such tests do provide a uniform basis for
dropout rates, and, ultimately, in reduced employmerdvaluation, and one by which the Board of Education has
participation and earnings. Reform proposals range froencouraged assessment.
radical voucher schemes that would effectively scrap the New York State School Report Cards for the 1996-97
prevailing model of urban school systems to centralized arsgthool year show improvements in reading and math scores
school-based administrative and instructional interventionsfor New York City elementary and middle school students.
With over one million students, a $9 billion budget, and.ast year, schools serving lower income students gained 5.6
1,161 schools, the New York City public school system is byercentage points on state reading tests compared to the mean
far the largest in the nation and growing. Like other largeitywide improvement of 5.3 percent.
urban school systems, many of New York'’s public schoolsare From among the city’s high-need elementary schools —
characterized by poor academic performance, shortagestiobse with the greatest portion of students receiving free lunch
basic educational resources, violent and disruptive learnimgnd with limited English proficiency — CHPC used reading
environments, overcrowded and deficient school buildingscores to identify which are the "best" schools. Forthe 1996-
and school bureaucracies insensitive to student needs. 97 school year, third graders in 25 out of the 156 high-need
Nevertheless, the majority of students are adequatedyementary schools performed better than the citywide average.
educated by New York City’s public schools, and some ofthe The state Degrees of Reading Power (DRP) test measures
city's 32 school districts achieve exceptional results. Studemeading effectiveness and is the basis of student performance
in New York State tend to out score other states on the SATsed throughout this discussion. Citywide, 36.5 percent of
and New York City students test above the national averagarticipating third grade students scored at typical or grade
in math and on par in reading. Although there is a populével on the DRP. This differs from the frequently cited 49.6
perception that schools are getting worse, student achievempetcent at grade level on the city CTB reading test, or the 69.4
and graduation rates have been roughly static since 19p&rcent of city third graders meeting or exceeding the state
what has changed dramatically is the economic necessityrafnimum standard. In schools designated as "high-need" 25
becoming educated. Labor force participation and earningercent of students read at typical DRP levels.
for high school dropouts are half that of college graduates. The highest reading scores came from Lower East Side
While jobs and capital have become increasingly portabl®,S. 1 and P.S. 42 where 62 percent of the third grade students
schools remain a decidedly local function — capable déstedread at grade level. (The absolute highest score on this
attracting mobile professional families or reinforcing the socidkst was 96 percent, attained by P.S. 196 in Queens District
and economic isolation of low-income, inner-city residents.28). High-achieving, high-need schools were also found in
Harlem, the South Bronx, East New York/Bushwick, and
The Talented Ten Gravesend. Those schools also performed well on state math

As a central part of their recent reforms, the New York Citgxams and approximately a third of all high-need elementary
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schools met or exceeded the citywide average. acquisition in the coming fall.
The test scores of those schools provide some tangible Just over a third of the city’s elementary school students
indication of what can be attained within the confines afe black, yet, they accounted for only 21 percent of the student
current resources and student needs. Regardless of whagpdipelation in the 49 elementary schools onGhancellor's
appropriate or optimal level of school performance may be, 397 Honor Rolbf highest-achieving schools with the most
number of at-risk schools clearly demonstrate the capacitataisk studentsThis finding is only partially mitigated by the
meet and exceed the average performance of city schogtsoportional under-representation of black students in high-
In multivariate regression analyses the strongest prediateed schools in general. Board of Education officials are
of academic performance continues to be the poverty statutemselves quick to point out that the city's schools have not
the students. Since James Coleman’s 1966 landmark repdtajned the same level of educational achievement with
Equality of Educational Opportunitynumerous studiesdisadvantaged African-American students as they have with
have explored the impact of schools’ socioeconomic and rapiabr immigrant children or non-poor black students.
composition on student achievement. These studies haveln New York City it is possible for a student to spend her
attempted to disentangle the impact of limited resources amtire educational career in bad schools. Children growing up
low expectations of schools, neighborhoods, and families.in SURR corridors —areas where the local elementary, middle,
The New York State Education Department categoriz&sd high schools are all on the state list of underachieving
schools according to a need-to-resource capacity, whichools — may have little opportunity for a decent education.
reflects student demographics and the financial resourceSdtiool choice or voucher programs are often posited as
the school districts. The designation of city elementary schdmlsaking this hold, yet, critics fear such interventions may
into high-, average-, and low-need groups allows for individdatther impoverish local schools, in which the most
schools to be compared to other similar schools. Studdistdvantaged students will no doubt remain.
poverty is measured by participation in free lunch programs, Urban minorities attending catholic schools have a 26
and in the schools studied more than 95 percent of the studeetsent greater probability of graduating high school than those
received free lunch. (Eligibility for free lunch programs is 18%tending local public schools, according to research by
percent of the poverty line, representing a family incomeafonomist Derek Neal. Neal suggests that such findings could
approximately $20,000). Limited English proficiency (LER)e more indicative of the poor quality of local public schools and
also factors heavily in the assignment of need categories traddifferences among public schools than they are of any
some ofthe highest-need schools were those with acombinatitimsic difference between catholic and public schools.
of limited English and lower income students. The relative success of parochial schools has reinforced
Elementary students below a certain level of Engliiie notion that children succeed in large part because their
competency are generally not required to participate garents are actively engaged intheir education -- a discouraging
standardized reading tests, and are instead requiredaclusion for educators concerned about children whose
demonstrate progress in acquiring English. In some of gaents cannotor do not participate in their learning. Community
schools studied as many as half of all students were exedgyelopmentgroups and other local organizations have struggled
from reading tests, which may advantage such schooldanfill this gulf by supporting and augmenting parental
gquantitative reading comparisons. involvement in neighborhood schools, and providing young
The racial and ethnic profile of students in high-performingeople with productive afterschool activities. However, recent
high-need schools differed from that of other high-need schatlsdies of parochial and alternative schools, including Neal's,
and the city’'s elementary schools as a whole. Hispah&ve tended to de-emphasize the role of family influences in
students are the largest segment of the student populatiorth@dcademic success of catholic schools.
are heavily concentrated in high-need schools. Hispanic and
Asian students were well represented in the better at-risk Inputs and Outputs
schools, with Hispanic majorities in seven of the top ten afittempts to deconstruct the components of successful schools
Asian students predominating in the two highest scerhgols.
Many of these schools have large percentages of limi
English students, and the majority of LEP students w¢re 50 East 42nd Street Suite 407 New York NY 10017
considered to be progressing appropriately. Nevertheless| thBléase call (212) 286-9211 for membership information.
percentage of LEP students far exceeds the percentage|wkificers ~ Staff _ S
have immigrated within the last three years. That a gdodances . Magegresdent Pank eraconExecuve prector
number of LEP students are native born or have been in fthisander LehreiSecretary ~ Kristin Morse, Director of Policy Research
country for some time is contributing to a growing concejrnRoPert BemeJreasurer - Jasper ShahnStaff Associate
about bilingual education. The Chancellor has indicated hé,SHPC' , . . o
is a nonprofit, non-partisan membership organization

intention to strengthen the city's bilingual education program’ = (' 10 41 1937, Contributions are tax deductible.
and is expected to announce proposals to speed English
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reveal the limitations of available data. Subtleties such as theWithin New York City, school spending per general
variance of student performance, the quality of schaalucation pupil for the 1996-97 school year was higher in
leadership, teachers’ skills, the effectiveness of curriculuelementary schools serving the most at-risk student populations.
and special programs, and parent and community participatioboth total expenses and resources devoted to classroom
are notoriously difficult to quantify. Available data provide niostruction, high-need elementary schools spent five percent
simple answers. Student performance is not consistenilyre per pupil than the citywide average. That such schools
correlated with teacher experience, smaller class or sctaveldefined as having higher needs may necessitate more than
strict fiscal parity to achieve equal educational opportunity.
Elementary School and Student Characteristics, 1996-97 Yet, many educators caut_ion thgt although additional resources
are needed, extra funding without other reforms will not

10 Best H(;”OCIT Sfez ciywidce  N€CESSarily improve student academic performance.

Student Performance: (Percentage of) The quality of teachers is generally measured by years of
Reading - typical level (DRP) 522  39.6 25.4 36.5 experience and degrees held. Such measures appear to be
Math - meeting state min. 946 937 881 92.4 weak proxies for instructional skills. In high-need schools the
Auendance Rate 900 895 866 882 nercentage of teachers with masters degrees and more than

S,t\lu:ﬁ?:nﬁ:g:zgtr:?;f:s o) o8 121 s o0 five years of experience was almost identical to the citywide
White 58 78 34 161 average. Interestingly, among the high-achieving schools,
Black 179 212 287 349 teachers had less experience but a higher percentage held
Hispanic 559 549 607 38.7 masters degrees, possibly suggesting a greater proportion of
Asian/other 204 159 70102 dynamic, newteachers. Education experts stress the importance
:;i'zeivmg Free Lunch 3;'71_ 1 2%39 3%':_0 167'3 1 of professional developmenf[ and staff support, and several of

School Resources/Teacher Qualifications: the best schools allocated higher than average funds for these
Per Pupil Expenditures $6,458 $6,381 $6,456  $6,197 purposes. A survey conducted by the Council of the Great City
Classroom Instruction/pupil $3,686 $3,682 $3,700 $3,506 Schools asked urban educators to rank the most effective
:AZ Ztr:-rsEézefrte”ge 2‘;-‘(‘) 682-2 ‘:377-5; 682-‘; reform strategies; topping the list was staff development
Studem/teaiher atio 172 174 169 Ji followed by higher performance and content standards.

Special academic programs, extracurricular activities,

Source: CHPC tabulations from NYS School Report Cards, BOE and parent and Community involvement are brieﬂy described
Annual School Reports, and School Based Budget Reports Databa?ﬁ.the Annual School Report of each school. Data evaluating
the efficacy of those programs were unavailable, and even
sizes, individual school funding, or other easily quantifiabigme of the consistently poor performing schools appeared to
reform strategies. offer an impressive array of programs. School based budget

It is a common assumption that schools serving childig#ta indicate that several of the high-achieving schools invested
from low-income families receive less funding and have leggditional funds in afterschool, evening and summer programs
experienced teachers. New York City enrolls 37 percent.ofyggesting that there were quantitative differences between
the state’s public school students, yet receives 34 percenhefr programs and other schools'. Several of the best schools
state aid. In FY94 spending within New York City averaged unique characteristics that were likely to have contributed
$8,141 per pupil compared to an average of $9,677 in the ggstudent performance: two were participating in the Annenberg
of the state. Advocates for the City'S schools argue that B‘f@gram and received added resources, one offered g|fted
differential, approximately$26,000 per classroom, Contributﬁasses’ and another had a dual |anguage program.
to overcrowding, reduces schools’ ability to purchase books A common link among good schools seems to be the
and provide arts programs and afterschool activities. Tﬂ]‘@sence of a strong principa|_ Parents, Community groups,
Campaign for Fiscal Equity recently filed a lawsuit againghd education experts are quick to credit principals with
New York State charging that its system of school financiggtablishing a positive learning environment, marshalling
isin violation of the state constitutional mandate to provide @kource& negotiating with the central board, and invo|ving
students with the "opportunity for a sound basic educatiorparents and local organizations.

Funding for education has fallen behind recent enroliment In an assessment of the turnaround of ten C|ty schools that
increases of approximately 20,000 new students each yga# been on the state’s Schools Under Registration Review
From 1990 through 1997 school enroliment increased by 1&9RR) list, the Educational Priorities Panel found that
percent, while per pupil expenditures, in constant dollars, f@lccessful reform efforts were those that focused on: improving
from $7,892 to $6,952. In FY97, both the city and sta§fd coordinating instruction; monitoring data on student
increased educational funding, although the city's schogésformance; creating a student centered environment; involving
remain proportionally disadvantaged and enrolimentis expegiggents, community groups, and businesses; introducing arts
to rise still more. programs; and changing the composition of the teaching staff.
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Reform School While there is much public support and intuitive logic
The goal of creating a system full of good schools is as mighind smaller class sizes, itis unclear whether smaller classes,
amanagerial challenge as it is pedagogical. Chancellor Cietlependent of other reforms, make much of a difference.
characterizes recent and pending reforms as working to b&@bnomist Eric Hanushek reviewed over 100 studies of the
a performance driven system, focused on raising acadeimipact of reduced class-sizes and found little evidence of
standards and building accountability. improved student performance. The Council of the Great City

New York City adopted new academic standards in 199¢hools also found that while nearly half of the schools
and is continuing to phase in higher expectations, culminatswgveyed were pursuing smaller class sizes, only 15 percent
with the requirement that all students pass regents examinatarssidered smaller classes among the most effective strategies.
in order to graduate high school in 2003. In support of higi@ther researchers have found that smaller classes had a
standards, the Board of Education has implemented sevpaditive impact on students with low socioeconomic
new reading initiatives, restored arts programming, andbeckgrounds, suggesting that targeted reforms may be a more
providing computers and internet access to middle schoelficient use of scarce resources.

According to the Mayor's Management Report, such programs The Board of Education had been advocating for year
will be continued in FY98-99 and an additional $25 millioround schooling to remedy some of the system’s overcrowding,
Ending Social Promotion initiative will provide additionato facilitate additional instruction to needy students, and to
instruction to third grade students who are unable to meetsbpport a more consistent learning process. Summer can be
requirements for fourth grade. afallow period for some children. Arecentstudy of Baltimore

Although there is considerable support for raising tipeiblic school students found that students progressed at
expectations of student and teacher performance, increasmghly the same rate throughout the school year regardless of
and delineating standards for content and evaluation remsogioeconomic status, but that during the summer months,
controversial. Approximately a third of all states requikhildren from low socioeconomic families actually lost ground.
remediation for students who fail to meet state standards, yet,Extending the school day and rearranging class schedules
notall provide extra funding for additional instruction and feare other strategies for increasing what educators call “time on
actually hold students back. task.” Education economist Julian Betts found that increases

Critics of the standards movement charge that unléstme in school—whether in afterschool or summer programs,
schools are given sufficient resources and teachers can bedelddditional year of high school or college — all appear to
accountable, such policies will have a punitive effect on thenefit students' educational and economic success. Year
children they are designed to serve. Research indicatesinand schooling would require legislative approval, and efforts
holding students back can have a negative impact on theiextend the school day have met with opposition from the
subsequent educational performance, and that students wudtstodial and teacher unions. Some education groups support
low socioeconomic backgrounds are likely to bear the brutite notion of providing additional education, but are concerned

Insufficient resources may also compromise thkat schedule changes to alleviate overcrowding may hamper
implementation of recent state legislative reforms to establegterschool activities, limit the ability of teachers to meet
universal pre-kindergarten and reduce class sizes in the e@adyether, and diminish a school's sense of community.
grades. Accumulated research suggests that early childhoodActions that most directly support and enrich academic
education contributes significantly to learning readiness asxchievement are a common thread among the city's best
future educational performance and attainment. Chance#iohools and the more promising reform strategies. Experts
Crew recently testified before the City Council that the stadgsert that creating a system of decent schools will require
will provide only 60 percent of the funding needed to expastfong central oversight and efficient instructional leadership
pre-k programs and reduce class sizes. Even at the 60 petghe school level. Focusing on learning is deceptively simple,
implementation level afforded by the state, the city would nezslinner-city schools are often forced to filla vacuum of student
to create 70,000 new classroom seats and hire 4,500 ae@family needs that can distract from teaching. Partnerships
teachers — in addition to preexisting shortfalls. with community organizations can help meet these needs.

In New York City, average class size for kindergarten Many organizations are already involved with their local
through third grade is just under 25 children. The August 198hools and are eager to do more. Community Development
State Budget Agreement commits funding for new teacher€iorporations have expertise in building and rehabilitating
the 1999-00 school year to reduce class sizes to 20 studentsditities, and their sophistication in leveraging private dollars
the early grades. Yet, without funding to ameliorate alreactyuld help answer some of the schools' chronic maintenance
overcrowded school facilities, many educators expect classl overcrowding issues. Other local groups operate Head
sizes to remain the same. Voters recently defeated a bon&satt and afterschool programs, private schools, and job
that would have provided funding for new classroom seats, &mhing programs, and have an interest in supporting student
this year, legislation providing an additional $500 million fand adult learning
school construction and repair was vetoed by the Governor.




