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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Each year in New York City, close to 80,000 middle school students participate in
the ritual of choosing and applying to the City’s public high schools. Armed with the
600-page Directory of NYC Public High Schools and help from parents, teachers,
guidance counselors, and community groups, these students rank up to 12 high
school programs they would like to attend, choosing from nearly 700 programs at

more than 400 schools citywide.

School choice policies aim to improve achievement by enabling families to choose a
school that they believe will best serve their child’s needs. In New York City, choice
and the development of a diverse portfolio of options have played central roles in
the Department of Education’s high school reform efforts. These reforms have
targeted both the supply and demand sides of the choice system. On the supply side,
the DOE closed underperforming schools and opened hundreds of new school
options. On the demand side, the DOE centralized the school assignment process
and provided students and their families with extensive information about their

choices.

The potential for choice to bring about large-scale improvement and narrow
achievement gaps between low- and high-performing students depends on the
choices students and their families make and on their actual school placements,
which balance student preferences and school admissions criteria. Our report, High

School Choice in New York City, takes a close look at the choices and placements of

Key Findings

e Low-achieving students were matched to schools that were lower performing, on average, than
those of all other students.
e These differences in placements were:

- Driven by differences in students’ initial choices—Ilow-achieving students’ first-choice
schools were less selective, lower-performing, and more disadvantaged;

- Not a consequence of low-achieving students being less likely to receive their first
choice—overall, lower-achieving and higher-achieving students were matched to their top
choices at the same rate.

e Both low- and higher-achieving students appear to prefer schools that are close to home. Thus,
differences in students’ choices likely reflect, at least in part, the fact that lower-achieving
students are highly concentrated in poor neighborhoods, where options may be more limited.

i
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New York City’s most educationally vulnerable students: those scoring among the
bottom 20 percent on the state’s math and English tests. Focusing on data from
2007 to 2011, the report examines the characteristics of these low-achieving
students and how their schools choices and placements compared to those of higher-
achieving peers. This summary highlights the report’s key findings and their

implications for school choice policies and future research.

Though many low-achieving middle school students go on to succeed in high school,
the overwhelming majority do not. For example, only 42 percent of low-achieving
students (using our 7" grade test score threshold to define “low-achieving”)
graduated on time between 2009 and 2011, as compared with 76 percent of all
other students. A majority of these low-achieving students were male and black or
Hispanic; they were also more likely to be English Language Learners or receiving
special education services (or both) than their higher-achieving peers. Importantly,
these students were concentrated in some of the City’s poorest communities, with

one in four living in just 10 zip codes located in Brooklyn and the Bronx.

Low-Achieving Students’ First-Choice Schools and Placements

Our analysis of students’ choices and placements revealed several noteworthy

patterns :

e Low-achieving students were matched to high schools that, on
average, performed worse—with lower attendance and graduation
rates and lower Progress Report scores—than the schools attended
by their higher-achieving peers. Further, low-achieving students were
matched to high schools with higher concentrations of low-achieving and low-

income students.

Figure ES-1 on page vi displays Progress Report scores and graduation rates for
the lowest-achieving students’ first-choice and matched schools, alongside
comparable statistics for all other students. Focusing on matched schools, it
shows that graduation rates were lower, on average, in high schools attended by
low-achieving students (63 percent vs. 72 percent percent for their higher-
achieving peers). Along the same lines, low-achieving students’ matched schools
fared worse on the City’s Progress Report than those to which their higher-
achieving peers were matched (56 vs. 61 points, out of a possible total of 100).
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Figure ES-1: Average Academic Performance of First-Choice and Matched
Schools, for Low-Achieving and All Other Students, 2007-2011
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¢ Differences in placements reflect differences in students’ choices
and the options available to them in their local communities. Like
their higher-achieving peers, low-achieving students tended to choose schools
close to home. However, on average, the schools they ranked first were less
selective, lower-performing, and more disadvantaged than the top choices of

their higher-achieving peers.

Figure ES-1 illustrates how differences in the characteristics of matched schools
were present in students’ initial choices. For example, the average graduation
rate was lower in the first-choice school of low-achieving students (68 percent)
than that in the first-choice school of their higher-achieving peers (78 percent).
Similarly, Figure ES-2 on page vii shows that the lowest-achieving students were
less likely than their higher-achieving peers to select a school that had received
an “A” on the Progress Report (29 percent vs. 39 percent) and were more likely

to select one that earned a “C,” “D”, or “F” (30 percent vs. 16 percent).

e Overall, lower-achieving and higher-achieving students are

matched to their top choices at the same rate. About 53 percent of both
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vii

groups received their first-choice school. The exception to this finding is that
low-achieving students were less likely to be matched to a selective (screened or
audition) school than their higher-achieving peers, though a smaller share of

low-achieving students listed a selective school as their first choice.

¢ For both groups of students, the school ultimately attended was, on
average, lower-performing and more disadvantaged than their first-
choice school. This reflects the fact that most students tend to rank relatively
higher-performing schools first—an indication that quality matters to
students—and not all students get their first choice. The differences between
first-choice schools and final placements, however, were comparable for low-
achieving and other students. This implies that the gaps between groups in first-

choice schools carry forward to final school assignments.

e Although gaps persist between the schools low-achieving students
and their higher-achieving peers rank first and attend, the overall
performance of high schools in New York City has improved over
time. For example, the average graduation rate at low-achieving students’ first-

choice schools increased more than 15 points between 2007 and 2011. The

Figure ES-2: Progress Report Grades of First-Choice Schools, 2007-2011
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same was true for schools ranked first by their higher-achieving peers. Thus,
while differences remain in the performance of schools attended by these two
groups, low-achieving students are choosing and attending schools with better

outcomes than in years past.

What Are the Implications of These Findings?

This study was not an evaluation of high school choice in New York City, and
cannot tell us to what extent the choice system itself is responsible for low-achieving
students attending better schools over time. At this point, we also have little say
about why students chose the schools they did. Choice allows families to identify
schools they believe are best for them, by whatever criteria they set. Academic
performance is a factor, but location, curricular fit, safety, and familiarity all play a
role as well. We make no claims here whether students are making the “right”

choices or not.

Rather, we view this study as an important first step toward understanding the
choices and school assignments of the City’s lowest-achieving students. Our results
document systematic, and sometimes large, differences in the performance and
composition of schools attended by the lowest-achieving and all other students.
Given that, overall, both groups of students were equally likely to be assigned to
their top choices, these differences are largely the result of differences in their initial
choices. Such findings raise at least two important questions for policymakers,
educators and researchers to consider regarding the choice process and, specifically,

the choices of low—achieving students:

1. Can school choice policies address the concentration of low-
achieving students in disadvantaged communities? School choice
policies provide an avenue for students to enroll in schools citywide, but in
practice, students are constrained by familiarity with a school and their
willingness to travel. All students appear to prefer higher-performing schools
and schools that are close to home (selecting first-choice schools that are about a
half hour away on average). However, low-achieving students tend to live in
disadvantaged communities, where need is concentrated and the supply of high-
performing schools is low. The good news is that the supply of schools across
the City appears to be improving. Yet, we need to learn more about the

distribution of higher-performing schools, particularly the extent to which they

-
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are available in the communities where many of NYC’s low—achieving students
live. Likewise, additional research is needed about strategies to help low-
achieving students get access to higher—performing schools outside of their

communities.

It is worth noting that many high schools give admissions priority to students
residing in the same borough or geographic school district. Such priorities make
sense, as they ensure students have access to schools in their own neighborhood
if they wish to attend them. At the same time, because of the concentration of
low-achieving students in certain neighborhoods, this clustering may put them
at a disadvantage when applying to schools citywide. These students may, for
example, find it more difficult to be admitted to oversubscribed, high-quality
schools with geographic priorities outside of their neighborhood or borough.

This remains an unstudied issue worthy of attention.

2. To what extent does NYC’s system of selective and non-selective
high schools isolate lower-achieving students? Our analysis finds that
low-achieving students are less likely to rank selective high schools as their top
choice, and those who do (nearly a third) are less likely to be admitted. Choice
offers students the opportunity to attend a school that best meets their needs,
and very rigorous programs may not be a good match for lower-achieving
students, who may be unprepared for such coursework. At the same time, the
system has the potential to persistently stratify low- and high-achieving students
into different schools—stratification that is driven by both geographic and
performance-based admission criteria. Greater attention should be paid to the
geographic distribution of selective and non-selective schools, as well as the way
admissions methods shape choices and the allocation of students across schools.
Expanding access to academically mixed educational option schools may be one
viable strategy for reducing the isolation of lower-achieving students in certain

schools.

New York City’s lowest-achieving students are, on average, attending higher-
quality high schools than in years past, and graduating from NYC high schools in
higher numbers. Whether or not these gains are attributable to the City’s policy of
universal high school choice, however, is an open—and difficult—question. The
Department of Education has made great strides in streamlining the choice process,

providing students and their families with more information about their options,
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and making school assignments fairer and more transparent. At the same time, there
are limitations to what choice alone can accomplish. As evident from this study,
students face constraints that shape the set of schools they can and do consider. Any
improvements seen here may be driven at least as much by changes in supply—new
schools that the district has brought to the neighborhoods that need them most—as

by changes in demand.

Given the over-representation of low-achieving students in the poorest sections of
the City, it is critical that the district continue efforts to bring targeted
improvement to these communities. Helping low-achieving students and their
families become fully informed about their options should remain a high priority as
well. It is also important that sufficient resources be made available to help students
with their choices, including an adequate number of knowledgeable guidance
counselors with the time to devote to students needing the most support. Finally,
the district should take steps to ensure that low-achieving students are not being
concentrated in schools that give them little exposure to higher-achieving students.
Promoting more high-quality educational option programs may be one way to

accomplish this.

-
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Each year in New York City, close to 80,000 middle school students participate in
the ritual of choosing and applying to the City’s public high schools. Armed with the
600-page Directory of NYC Public High Schools and help from parents, teachers,
guidance counselors, and community groups, these students rank up to 12 high
school programs they would like to attend, choosing from nearly 700 programs at

more than 400 schools citywide.

School choice policies aim to improve student outcomes by enabling families to
choose, from a portfolio of options, a school that they believe will best meet their
child’s needs. In New York City, choice and the development of a diverse portfolio
of options have played central roles in the Department of Education’s high school
reform efforts. These reforms have targeted both the supply and demand sides of
the choice system. On the supply side, the DOE has closed underperforming
schools and opened hundreds of new school options. On the demand side, the DOE
centralized the school assignment process and provided students and their families
with extensive information about their choices. While acknowledging the
importance of and interaction between these two sides of NYC’s high school choice
reform, this report focuses on the demand side, specifically students’ choices and

placements.

The potential for choice to bring about large-scale improvement and narrow gaps
between low- and high-performing students depends on the choices students and
their families make and on their actual school placements, which balance student
preferences and school admissions criteria. In this report, we take a close look at the
choices and placements of New York City’s most educationally vulnerable students:
those scoring among the bottom 20 percent on math and English state tests.
Focusing on data from 2007 to 2011, we first examine who these low-achieving
students are (for example, how do their demographics compare to other students in
the City, what educational challenges do they face, and where do they live?). We
then review their most preferred schools and the schools to which they were
ultimately assigned, and assess how these schools compare to those of their higher-
achieving peers. While we are particularly interested in academic performance—as
measured by schools’ graduation rates and Progress Report results, for instance—
we examine contextual factors as well, including schools’ attendance rates, location,

racial/ethnic diversity, poverty rates, and the proficiency of incoming students. We
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believe the findings presented in this report provide useful guidance for
policymakers overseeing school choice, and highlight important factors to consider

for students, families and schools as they navigate school choice decisions.

Why Is School Choice Important?

Policies promoting school choice—magnet schools, charter schools, and vouchers,
to name a few—are firmly embedded in modern efforts to improve public
education. The case for these policies is often made on grounds of both efficiency
and equity. In terms of efficiency, a system in which families “vote with their feet”
and choose the school that serves them best is thought to reward schools that deliver
a quality education. Schools that fail to perform will lose students and be pressured
to improve or face potential closure. With respect to equity, school choice is based
on the notion that all families have a right to identify the best available school for
their children; the policy attempts to level the playing field, and ensure that no
student is forced to attend a neighborhood school that is failing to provide a high-

quality education.

Evidence on the efficacy of choice, however, is mixed. On the one hand, some
studies have found that the ability to choose a school can have large impacts on
academic outcomes, particularly when the “chosen” school is of higher quality than
the alternative.' On the other hand, other studies have found large-scale systems of
choice have no or uneven effects, with some groups benefiting and others not.”
Furthermore, some choice programs have been found to exacerbate segregation

across schools by race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and academic ability.3

The success of any choice policy depends on demand- and supply-side factors. On
the demand side, the system depends on the choices students and their families
make when given the opportunity. School choice relies on families’ ability to make
an informed decision, one that is attentive to school quality as well as the “fit” of a
given school to a student’s particular needs and interests. Yet students’ choices are
shaped and constrained by their familiarity with and proximity to specific schools,
concerns about safety, and the influence of friends and family. Parents vary in their
knowledge of different schools, and some may lack the information, time, and
resources required for a successful search (which, ideally, would involve visits to the
schools being considered). In some households, the decision may be left entirely to

the child.

A
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On the supply side, the system depends on the availability of high-quality options. In
theory, market forces will promote the expansion of high-performing schools,
encourage new schools to open, and force under-performing schools to close. In
practice, a central authority (the school district) manages the portfolio of school
options available to students and their families. In New York City, the Department
of Education has devoted considerable attention to supply, closing underperforming
schools and opening hundreds of new school options.Ar This effort has been
particularly focused on neighborhoods that need new options the most—those

where fewer high-quality high schools existed.

Careful, ongoing attention to the schools low-achieving students choose to attend is
essential, for several reasons. First, because of the sheer number and diversity of
options, choosing a school in New York City requires a higher level of sophistication
than is required in most school districts. Many families navigate the system
successfully, but parents of low-achieving students are at greater risk for lacking the
resources needed to make a fully informed choice. Second, NYC graduation rates
have improved, but remain low by U.S. standards. And, more importantly, large
gaps remain across schools. Choosing a high school is thus a consequential decision,
especially for students at risk of dropping out. Third, despite its advantages, a
universal choice system with hundreds of options raises the possibility that students
will further segregate by socioeconomic status and academic ability. In New York
City, high school options include a number of academically selective (that is,

screened or audition) schools, which has implications for sorting students by ability.

Our report provides a first look at the high school choices of New York City’s
lowest-achieving students, and how these choices compare to those of their higher-
achieving peers. Importantly, our analysis is not a formal evaluation of high school
choice in New York City, and cannot tell us whether low-achieving students are
faring better or worse in the choice process than in years past. Additionally, while
we have rich information about students’ actual school rankings, we are unable to
say why students chose the schools that they did. Choice allows families to identify
schools they believe are best for them, by whatever criteria they set. Academic
performance is a factor, but many other criteria come into play as well, including
proximity to home, safety, curricular focus, and fit to the students’ interests and
needs.” We make no claims about whether students are making the “right” choices

for them or not; future reports from the Research Alliance and Institute for
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Education and Social Policy will provide a more rigorous analysis of students’

preferences, including how students and their families are making these decisions.

An Overview of High School Choice in New York City

New York City relies on a complex algorithm to pair students with high schools that
takes into account students’ preferences, available space, and the schools’ own
rankings and priorities. (Alvin Roth, who designed the system with his colleagues,
was recently awarded the Nobel Prize in Economics for his work developing

assignment mechanisms like this one). In 8th grade, middle school students submit

Figure 1: The High School (HS) Choice Process in New York City

Directory of New York City High Schools published, reviewed throughout
summer/fall of 8t grade
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Note: Based on the 2012-2013 high school admissions process. Exact timeline may vary from year to
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applications listing up to 12 high school programs they would like to attend, ranked
in order of preference. Assignments are made by the central enrollment office,

using the matching algorithm.

For most students, the process of ranking schools begins much earlier, when they
learn about their high school options through fairs, information sessions, assemblies,
and the published Directory. (Figure 1 on page 4 shows a typical timeline). In the
fall of 8th grade, schools that screen based on academic or artistic work conduct
interviews and auditions, and students wishing to apply to one of the prestigious
exam-based specialized high schools take the Specialized High School Admissions
Test (SHSAT). By December, all rising 9th graders are required to submit their
choices.” Most are assigned by March or April in the “main round” of matching,
although a number of students remain unmatched. Unassigned students must re-
apply in a secondary “supplemental round” for remaining seats. Most, though not

all, receive a match by the conclusion of the supplemental round.

Applicants choose from a large portfolio of high schools, including small themed
schools, large comprehensive schools, career academies, and performing arts
schools. ® Each high school has an admissions method and a set of admissions
priorities that determine how students are admitted. Excluding the specialized high
schools, there are six admissions methods, including three that are academically
non-selective (limited unscreened, unscreened, and zoned), two that are selective
(screened and audition), and one that is partially selective with a purposefully
balanced test score distribution (educational option). These admissions methods are
summarized in the texbox on page 7. Beyond the admissions method, school
priorities give preference to students based on geography or demonstrated interest.
For example, a school may give priority admission to residents of the same borough
or regional school district, and/or to students who have visited the school or

attended a school information session.

Figure 2 on the next page shows how the supply of available school programs has
grown over time, both in total and by admissions method. In 2012, there were 699
unique programs housed in 407 schools citywide, including the nine specialized
schools (eight that require the SHSAT, and the LaGuardia Arts School, which
requires an audition or portfolio). The number of options has grown substantially
since 2005, when students selected from 657 programs in 325 schools. By far, the

greatest growth has been in limited unscreened schools, which nearly doubled from
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106 to 210 over this period, as the NYC DOE closed large comprehensive schools
and opened smaller, non-selective schools in their place.9 Screened programs
experienced modest growth over time, while audition, zoned, and (especially)

educational option programs declined in number.

The changing supply of high schools has important implications for school choice.
On the one hand, students have considerably more options to choose from, and
many of the large comprehensive zoned high schools that were deemed failing—yet
were considered students’ “default” school option—have closed. These changes
were a conscious effort by the DOE to improve the quantity, quality, and diversity
of school offerings, particularly in communities where many students are low
achieving. On the other hand, the churn of school closures and openings has
arguably made the system more volatile, and increased the knowledge and

sophistication required to make an informed choice.

Figure 2: Counts of High School Programs by Admissions Method,
2005-2012

800
700 Test
600 -
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Source: Authors’ calculations using data provided by the NYC DOE.
Note: See textbox on page 7 for description of admissions methods.
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High School Admission Methods in New York City
High schools in New York City admit students through one of the following methods:

Selective Methods

e Test: Admission based solely on applicants’ score on the Specialized High School
Admissions Test (SHSAT).

e Screened: Rank applicants based on their final report card grades from 8" grade,
reading and math standardized test scores, attendance, or other criteria.

e Audition: Require applicants to demonstrate proficiency in a specific performing
arts/visual arts area. May also review attendance and grades.

Non-Selective Methods

e Limited Unscreened: Prioritize applicants who demonstrate interest in the school by
attending a school information session or open house event, or by visiting the school’s
exhibit at a High School Fair.

Unscreened: Randomly select among applicants.

e Zoned: Prioritize applicants who live in the geographic zoned area of the high school.

Residency is the sole admission criterion.

Partially Selective

e Educational Option: Meant to serve a wide range of academic performers. Based on
standardized test reading scores from the prior school year, applicants are admitted
based on the following target distribution: 16 percent high reading level; 68 percent
middle reading level; 16 percent low reading level.

Source: Directory of NYC Public High Schools, Retrieved 4/8/13 from
http://schools.nyc.gov/NR/rdonlyres/565AF741-7D6A-4D0B-B8AB-11AB469F33DD/0/201213FOB. pdf

Despite the system’s complexity and scale, most students receive one of their top
choices. In 2011, just over half (52 percent) of all students received their first
choice, and three quarters of students were matched to one of their top three
choices (see Figure 3 on the next page).'’ The rates of students matched to their
top choices have steadily improved since the new system was implemented in 2004-
2005. Still, more than 10 percent of students received none of their top 12 choices
during the main round. These students participated in the supplemental round and
received one of their 12 supplemental school choices, or in some cases, were

assigned to a school other than one that they listed. '

Receiving one’s first choice is desirable, but not an unequivocally positive outcome.
For example, consider a hypothetical student, Alex, who designates a chronically
underperforming and under-enrolled school as his first choice. He will almost
certainly be assigned there, given low demand for the school, and will count among

those receiving their first choice. Barbara, on the other hand, ranks competitive,
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high-quality high schools among her top choices, and is matched to her third choice.
Barbara’s school placement may be better than Alex’s from an academic standpoint.
Yet Barbara is not counted among those receiving their first choice. While the DOE
aims to maximize the number matched to their most desired school—an important
goal—a full understanding of the choice policy’s effects requires attention to the

quality and suitability of schools students choose in practice.

Finally, it is important to note that a number of students arrive late to the district or
otherwise do not participate in the high school admissions process during their gt
grade year. Latecomers visit a borough enrollment office in order to be assigned a
school with available seats. (In addition, a limited number of 10™ grade seats are
reserved for late arrivals and transfers). Many of the City’s low-achieving students
are likely to be found among this group. Because late-arriving students fail to submit
choices and are typically missing prior academic information, however, we are

forced to exclude them from this analysis.

Figure 3: Matched High School, All Participating 8" Graders, 2011

3rd
Choice
8%

4th _ 12th
Choice
15%
1st Choice
52%

Supplemental
or other
11%

Source: Authors’ calculations using data provided by the NYC DOE based on 74,098 students who were
matched in 2011.
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The Structure of This Report

The following chapter provides a profile of the City’s low-achieving students,
including how we defined this group of students and a review of their demographic
characteristics and the neighborhoods where they reside. Chapter 3 examines the
high schools that low-achieving students ranked first, and how these compare to the
first choices of other students. In Chapter 4, we describe how the matched schools
for these two groups differed from their first choices, while Chapter 5 considers the
extent to which students’ choices and matched schools changed over time. The final
chapter discusses the implications of our findings and highlights important questions
for policymakers, educators, and researchers to consider as they work to improve

the choice process for all students.

Data Sources

This report draws on high school admissions data held by the Research Alliance through an ongoing
data sharing agreement with the NYC Department of Education. This data included:

e The high school rankings submitted by five cohorts of students—those entering 9" grade between
2007 and 2011;

e The school to which each of these students was ultimately matched;

e Demographic records, academic history, and 9" grade enrollment status for each student; and

¢ Information about the schools (both students’ top choices and the matched schools), including
Progress Report results, graduation rates, physical location, and student demographics.*

Nearly 80,000 8" graders participated in the high school choice process each year during our study
period. Most were enrolled in a public school, but a substantial number applied from a private middle
school. Some applicants began the process but opted out at some stage. This might happen, for
example, when a student did not receive an offer from a selective school and then decided to attend a
private school instead. Others moved out of the district and did not complete the process. Excluding opt-
outs, about 74,000 students were ultimately matched to a school, and 67,000 enrolled as g graders
each year. In this report, we focus only on the population of students that (1) attended a public middle
school; (2) completed the choice process; and (3) enrolled in a NYC public high school in 9" grade.
Because we defined low-achieving students using state test scores, we also required that included
students have state test scores reported in 7" grade. Thus our analytic sample included 317,010
students out of 422,491 who participated in the high school choice process during the study period. We
excluded 105,481 students. Of these, 71,546 did not have a 7" grade test score and 33,935 were
excluded for other reasons. Many of the students without test scores applied from private schools, or
were new to NYC schools. Our analytic sample (317,010) included 90 percent of all students with 7™
grade test scores (350,945).

* Graduation rates were not available for some schools that were open for enroliment during this period (ranging from 47 to 109 schools,
depending on the year). Because these schools opened after 2007, they did not yet have graduating classes for which these calculations
could be made.
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CHAPTER 2: WHO ARE NYC’S LOWEST-ACHIEVING
STUDENTS, AND WHERE DO THEY LIVE?

To understand how low-achieving students are faring in New York City’s high
school choice system, the first step was to determine a good way of defining this
group of students. We then set out to compare them to other students in the City,
on a range of characteristics, including demographics (race, gender, poverty rates,
etc.), special education status and English language proficiency. Finally, we looked
closely at the neighborhoods where students reside, which—as we discuss below—

may be especially important in the context of school choice.

How Were “Low-Achieving” Students Defined?

Our primary interest was in a group of the “lowest-achieving” rising 9th graders.
While there were many ways this could be defined, we based our definition on
students’ 7" grade performance on the New York State English Language Arts
(ELA) and mathematics tests. (These are the last state tests taken before the choice
process begins, and the tests that many screened schools use to rank applicants.)
Students who scored sufficiently low on both tests were classified as “low-achieving”

for this study. 12

A common benchmark for low achievement is a test score in the Level 1 or Level 2
category on the New York State assessments—failing to meet or partially meeting
state standards. However, scores on these assessments rose sharply during our study

period, and as a result, fewer and fewer students were deemed “low achieving” by

this benchmark (sce Appendix A). This trend and the perception that the tests

became easier over time led the state to re-calibrate the proficiency categories in

2011.1

To keep the study population stable over time, we defined low-achieving students
using percentiles rather than proficiency categories. Specifically, we defined “Level
1” students as those below the 20 percentile on a given test (ELA or math), and
“Level 2” students as those at or above the 20%" percentile, but below the 50"
percen‘cile.14 This approach ensures that we used the same criteria to define our
focus population each year and kept the composition of this population relatively

constant over time.
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Using these percentile thresholds, we defined low-achieving students as students
who scored below the 20 percentile in either ELA or math, and no higher than the
50" percentile in the other subject. While our exact criteria for inclusion in the
“low-achieving” group is necessarily arbitrary, there is little question that students in
this category have significantly worse high school outcomes than others. For
example, we computed the four-year high school graduation rate for the 2005,
2006, and 2007 cohorts who would have graduated in 2009, 2010, and 2011,
respectively. We found that only 42 percent of students classified as “low-achieving”
based on their 7" grade test scores graduated on time, as compared with 76 percent
of all other students. Close to 22 percent had formally dropped out of school by this
point, versus 8 percent of their higher-achieving peers. By the 10* grade, the low-
achieving population had, on average, passed fewer than one (0.56) of the required

state Regents exams, while those not in this group had passed close to three (2.78).

What Are the Characteristics of Low-Achieving Students?

Combining all cohorts (2007—2011), 24 percent of students in public middle
schools participating in high school choice met our definition of low-achieving,
based on their 7" grade test scores (see Data Sources textbox on page 9). About half
of these (11 percent of all students) scored below the 20" percentile in both ELA
and math. Table 1 on the next page offers a look at some characteristics of this
population, alongside descriptive statistics for students who were not classified as

“low-achieving” (who we often refer to in this report as “all other” students). "

As is clear from Table 1, the low-achieving population differed in a number of
important ways from other students. For example, low-achieving students were
poorer, with 55 percent eligible for free meals, versus 44 percent of all other
students. Low-achieving students were more likely to be black (41 percent vs. 29
percent) and Hispanic (48 percent vs. 38 percent) than other students, and were
less likely to be white (5 percent vs. 15 percent) or Asian (5 percent vs. 18
percent). One third of the low-achieving group had been absent 20 or more days in
7" grade (vs. 14 percent of all other students), and nearly a third (27 percent) had
been late to school for 30 or more days. Boys were significantly over-represented in
the low-achieving group (at 57 percent) compared to their higher-achieving peers
(48 percent).
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Table 1. Characteristics of Low-Achieving and All Other Students,

2007-2011
Percent of Percent of all other
low-achieving students
students
Borough of residence
Brooklyn 32.3 32.2
Manhattan 11.9 11.3
Queens 19.6 30.4
Staten Island 4.6 6.3
Bronx 31.6 19.8
Demographic characteristics
Male 56.6 48.5
Asian 4.6 18.0
Hispanic 48.1 37.7
Black 41.4 29.3
White 5.2 14.5
Immigrant 16.3 17.9
Poverty indicators
Free, reduced-price, or UFM 66.0 56.9
Free meal eligible 55.4 435
Reduced-price meal eligible 43 6.9
School-related services
Special Education 37.4 6.0
ELL 21.4 7.0
Attendance in 7" grade
Absent 20+ days 33.0 14.4
Absent 30+ days 17.7 6.1
Late 30+ days 27.4 13.0
Average attendance rate (% of days) 88.0 92.6
Number of Students 75,761 238,892

Notes: To be included in the above table, students must (1) have at least one test score (ELA or math) reported,
(2) have completed the high school choice process in any of the years 2007-2011, and (3) have subsequently
enrolled in a public high school as a 9" grader. Low-achieving students are defined as those who scored below
the 20" percentile on the New York State 7" grade achievement test in either math or English Language Arts
(ELA) and no higher than the 50" percentile in the other subject. UFM refers to universal free meals schools,
which provide free meals to all students, and tend to have a high percentage of students eligible for free or
reduced price meals. Special education is based on 8" grade status and includes students with Individual
Education Plans (IEPs) for learning or behavioral disabilities that can be accommodated in regular education
classrooms. In this table, we include students in self-contained special education programs. Students whose
IEPs recommend a specialized D75 program do not participate in the high school admission process and
therefore are not included in the other analyses presented in this paper.
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NYC’s lowest-achieving students were also significantly more likely to face other
educational challenges, including limited English proficiency (classification as an
English Language Learner, or ELL) and special education needs. Figure 4 below
illustrates the share of the focus population who were ELLs, receiving special
education services, or both. Remarkably, more than half of the low-achieving
population (51 percent) met one or both of these criteria. Almost one third
received special education services only (30 percent), 14 percent were ELLs (but
not receiving special education services), and 7 percent were both ELLs and

receiving special education services.

Another way to see the overlap between low-achieving students and those with
special needs is in the fraction of all ELL and special education students who meet
our criteria for low achievement (see Figure 5 on the next page).16 During our study
period, 49 percent of ELLs entering the 9t grade met our definition of low-
achieving, and a striking 64 percent of students receiving special education services
did. An even higher fraction (80 percent) of students categorized as both ELL and
receiving special education services were among the low-achieving population. Our
analysis of low-achieving students, therefore, encompasses a large share of NYC’s
ELL and special education students. In Appendix B, we report parallel results to

those presented in this report that focus exclusively on these two subgroups.

Figure 4: Representation of ELL and Special Education Students
Among the Lowest-Achieving Students, 2007-2011

Special Education
30%
Neither ELL nor
Special Education
49%
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Figure 5: Percent of All Special Education and ELL Students Who Were
Low-Achieving, 2007-2011

Special Education ELL

51%

Not low-achieving
B | ow-achieving: ELA L1 & math L1

® Low-achieving: ELA L1 & math L2
Low-achieving: ELA L2 & math L1

Note: The figures represent 49,497 special education students and 32,866 ELL students, respectively. All blue
sections represent subsets of low-achieving students. L1 refers to a score below the 20" percentile, and L2
refers to a score between the 20™-50" percentiles.

Where Do Low-Achieving Students Live?

Table 1 showed that low-achieving students were much more likely to reside in the
Bronx (32 percent vs. 20 percent) than all other students and were less likely to
reside in Queens (20 percent vs. 30 percent). Comparable shares of low-achieving
and all other students resided in Brooklyn and Manhattan. A closer look at the data
reveals that low-achieving students were even more geographically concentrated in
specific neighborhoods of the City, often those with the highest concentrations of
poverty. Figure 6 on the next page illustrates where our low-achieving study
population lived in 2011, based on their zip code of residence. In this figure, zip
codes with darker shading contain a larger proportion of the low-achieving

population.
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In 2011, a significant share of the low-achieving study population lived in the
Central and South Bronx; East and Central Harlem and Washington Heights in
Manhattan; parts of Central Brooklyn, including Brownsville, East New York,
Cypress Hills, and Flatbush; and north and southeast sections of Queens, such as
North Corona, Rochdale, and Far Rockaway. (Appendix B provides maps for other
years, which show comparable patterns). Remarkably, nearly one in four of the
low-achieving students in our study resided in one of only ten zip codes in the City,

including seven in the Bronx and three in Brooklyn.17

Figure 6: Geographic Distribution of Low-Achieving Students by
Residential Zip Code, 2011

Percent of low-achieving students
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Bl ic-is
-
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Note: There were 15,177 low-achieving students in our study population in 2011. Low-achieving students
are defined as those scoring below the 20" percentile in one subject (ELA or math) and no higher than the
50" percentile in the other subject. See Appendix B for graphs for additional cohorts.
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The geographic concentration of low-achieving students is relevant to school choice
for several reasons. First, all else equal, students tend to prefer schools closer to
home."® Students are more familiar with these schools, their friends and neighbors
may attend there, and their location is convenient. This preference implies that
students’ choices may disproportionately reflect proximate schools. Second, one of
the underlying principles of choice is that it offers an opportunity to break the link
between the neighborhoods where students live and the schools they attend. By
examining where low-achieving students live and where they choose to go to
school, we can learn the extent to which students apply to and ultimately enroll in
schools outside of their neighborhoods. In Chapter 3, we revisit the map presented
in Figure 6 to see where low-achieving students’ first-choice schools were located

(see Figure 13 on page 27).

Summary of Low-Achieving Student Profile

NYC’s low-achieving students were poorer, more likely to be black or Hispanic,
and more likely to be male, compared with other students. As a group, they faced
significant educational challenges. One third of low-achieving students had been
absent 20 or more days in 7% grade and nearly as many had been late to school for
30 or more days. They were much more apt to have limited English proficiency and
special education needs than were other students. Finally, they were highly
concentrated in certain neighborhoods, which, as we see in the next chapter, may

play a role in the high schools they select.

.
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CHAPTER 3: WHICH HIGH ScHooLS Do Low-
ACHIEVING STUDENTS RANK FIRST?

The primary goal of this report is to profile the high school choices of NYC’s
lowest-achieving students. We begin this chapter by outlining why students’ first
choices matter. We then characterize low-achieving students’ “typical,” or average,
first-choice school in four broad areas: (1) admissions method, (2) academic
performance, (3) peer composition and school context, and (4) location/distance
from home. For comparison, analogous measures are provided for schools ranked

first by students not categorized as low-achieving (“all other students”).

Why Look at First Choices?

We focus on first choices because they represent students’ most desired high school
placement, and because a substantial portion of all students ultimately attend their
first-choice school. As shown in Table 2 below, low-achieving students and their
higher-achieving peers were matched to their first-choice school at similar rates. In
both groups of students, roughly 53 percent received their first choice over this
period. Likewise, a comparable percentage in each group (77 percent) was matched
to one of their top three choices. The two groups differed slightly when it came to
the supplemental round; about 8 percent of low-achieving students were matched in
the supplemental round, when the number of available schools is more limited, as

compared with about 7 percent of all other students. 19

Table 2: Overview of High School Choices and Placements, 2007-2011

Percent of Percent of all
low-achieving other

students students
Matched to 1% choice 52.7 53.0
Matched to 2™ choice 15.9 14.6
Matched to 3" choice 8.6 8.8
Matched to another choice in main round 12.9 15.2
Matched in supplemental round 8.2 6.9
Applied to specialized high school 6.3 39.8
Offered a specialized high school <0.1 7.6

Notes: Percentages based on the choices of 75,354 low-achieving students and 235,572 other students. Matched
to first choice includes students matched to a specialized high school. Supplemental round matches include a small
number of students who did not submit any choices in the main round. Excluding these students, the percentages
not receiving their main round choice but matched in the supplemental round are 7.1 percent and 6.6 percent.
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While low-achieving students were admitted to their first-choice school at similar
rates as other students, the schools they ranked first tended to differ in a number of
important ways. Below we examine the admissions methods of first-choice schools
(for both groups of students), which tells us about the criteria the schools use to
admit students, but not necessarily their academic performance. To get at academic
performance, we look at several indicators, including the schools’ Progress Report
scores, graduation rates, and attendance rates. In addition, we present information
about peer composition and school context, as these factors also shape students’
educational experiences. Finally, we describe the school location and distance from
home, to understand the geographic distribution of first-choice schools in general
and in relation to where students live. Each of these characteristics helps us to
understand how low-achieving students’ first-choice schools may differ from those

of their higher—achieving peers.

Admissions Method

During our study period, the average applicant ranked between 6 and 7 schools in
the main round—that is, fewer than the possible 12. Low-achieving students tended
to rank slightly more, between 7 and 8 schools.?® More interesting, however, are
differences in the selectivity of low-achieving and other students’ first-choice
schools, as shown in Figure 7 on the next page. For this figure, we grouped the six
admissions methods into three categories that represent their selectivity: selective
(audition and screened), non-selective (limited unscreened, unscreened, and zoned),
and mixed (educational option). Among low-achieving students, academically mixed
educational option programs were the most popular, representing 36 percent of all
first choices, followed by non-selective programs (35 percent) and selective
programs (29 percent). More than half of other students listed a selective program
as their first choice (56 percent); one quarter (26 percent) listed a non-selective
program first; and less than one fifth (18 percent) ranked an educational option
program first. It is not surprising that low-achieving students were less likely to
apply to an academically selective school. Selective schools frequently use 7th grade
math and ELA test scores as admissions criteria—the same test scores we used to
define the low-achieving students for this study—and therefore, low-achieving
students would be less likely to be competitive for these schools. However, we note
that the criteria vary within the group of academically selective schools, and low-

achieving students may still be admitted to some schools within this type.

A

The Research Alliance for {‘i‘}l NSTITUOTE FOR
New York City Schools I I Education and Social Policy




19

Figure 7: First-Choice Programs by Admissions Method, 2007-2011

Low-Achieving Students All Other Students

Non-
selective
26%

Source: Authors’ calculations using data provided by the DOE.

Academic Performance

The academic performance of a school describes the collective performance of all
students in the school. For potential students, this information may foreshadow how
they and their peers will fare in that particular school environment. Figure 8 on the
next page displays several measures of academic performance for the first-choice
high schools of low-achieving and all other students. These include overall scores on
the Progress Report (the NYC DOE’s most prominent indicator of school quality),
four-year graduation rates, and attendance rates. On average, we found low-
achieving students’ first-choice schools fared worse by each of these measures than
did the first choices of their higher-achieving peers. In other words, low-achieving
students tended to select schools performing at or below the citywide average,
while their higher-achieving peers were more likely to choose schools performing

above average.

The largest gap in performance between the first choices of low-achieving and other
students was in graduation rates. ! Four-year graduation rates were lower, on
average, in schools ranked first by low-achieving students than in those chosen by

their higher-achieving peers (68 percent vs. 78 percent). The former, however, was
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close to the citywide average (66 percent in 2011).”> A smaller gap was found in
average daily attendance at the top choices of low-achieving and all other students
(86 percent vs. 89 percent).”’ We observed a relatively small difference in Progress
Report scores between the average first-choice school of low-achieving and other

students (60 points vs. 65, out of a possible total of 100).

Figure 8: Average Academic Performance of First-Choice Schools,
2007-2011
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While a large gap existed in the graduation rates of schools ranked first by low-
achieving and other students, the citywide high school graduation rate in NYC
improved over time (from 53 percent in 2007 to 66 percent in 201 1).”* Because of
this, we were concerned that differences we observed over the course of the entire
study period may have obscured important trends. For example, it is possible that
schools chosen by low-achieving students improved at a faster pace than schools
chosen by their higher-achieving peers. Therefore, we looked at the graduation rates
of first-choice schools separately by year. The results, shown in Figure 15 on page
39, show no obvious trend over time other than overall general increase in
graduation rates. The difference between low-achieving and other students’ first-
choice schools is persistent: Each year, the graduation rate at low-achieving
students’ first choice was 9 to 10 percentage points lower than that at all other

students’ first-choice school.
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Figure 8 showed a modest difference in the average Progress Report scores of low-
achieving and all other students’ first-choice schools. However, in this case, looking
at the average masks significant differences in the likelihood of ranking first schools
with high or low letter grades. As seen in Figure 9 below, low-achieving students
were much less likely to rank an “A” school as their first choice than their higher-
achieving peers. During this period, 29 percent of the low-achieving population
ranked an “A” school first, as compared to 39 percent of all other students. They
were more likely to rank a “C” or “D” school first than other students, with 27
percent of low-achieving students listing a “C” or “D” school first (vs. 15 percent of

all other students).

Figure 9: Progress Report Grades of First-Choice Schools, 2007-2011
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The above differences in academic performance between low-achieving and other
students’ first-choice schools may simply reflect their differential propensity to rank
selective schools first, as was shown in Figure 7. This is certainly an important part
of the story: For both low-achieving and other students, first-choice schools that
were academically selective (i.e., used a screened or audition admissions method)
tended to have better graduation and attendance rates than first-choice schools that
were non- or partially-selective. First-choice limited unscreened and educational
option schools tended to fare comparably worse by these measures. (Progress

Report results, on the other hand, tended to be better in first-choice limited
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unscreened schools). Thus, a tendency for higher-achieving students to rank more

selective schools first can produce the results shown in Figure 8 and 9.

Preferences for selective schools are not the whole explanation, however. In a

separate analysis shown in Appendix B (Figures B-2 to B-9), we compared the
performance of low-achieving and all other students’ first-choice schools with the
same admissions method. These figures show that among first choices with the same
admissions method, low-achieving students tended to choose schools with lower
four-year graduation rates, Progress Report results, and attendance rates. Put
another way, among students who ranked screened schools first (or educational
option, or limited unscreened), low-achieving students tended to choose schools

that fared worse on each academic performance measure.

Peer Composition and School Context

The composition of first-choice schools is important for at least two reasons. First,
the student composition of incoming 9th graders determines the peer group that a
rising 9t grader is choosing and will experience if matched to their first choice.
Second, racially or economically isolated schools, and schools with high proportions
of students with special needs, are likely to face resource, staffing, and other

challenges that schools with lower concentrations of need may not.”’

Figures 10-12 describe the student population of schools ranked first by low-
achieving and all other students, including the average proficiency of incoming 9th
graders in ELA and mathematics, the concentration of low-income students and
students with unique educational needs (English Language Learners and special
education), and the racial and ethnic composition of the school. We also examine

the average size of the school that low—achieving and other students ranked first.

It is important to point out that many of the differences observed here reflect the
spatial distribution of low-achieving students across the City, and the characteristics
of proximate schools. If students live in racially, linguistically, or economically
isolated neighborhoods and tend to choose schools close to home, they will be more
likely to experience schools with these characteristics. On the other hand, high
school choice in New York City avails students of the opportunity to choose schools
outside their neighborhood if they so desire. Our results reflect the characteristics

of schools that low—achieving and other students choose in practice.
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To begin, Figure 10 below shows how the average proficiency of incoming 9t
graders compared at the first-choice schools of low-achieving and all other students
in the year in which students applied to high school. This measure, which was not
available until 2008, is used by the NYC DOE to assign schools to peer groups on
the high school Progress Report, and ranges from 1 to 4.5. Rather than just
reporting the average of students’ first choices, in this figure we show the entire
distribution of proficiency rates at first-choice schools. That is, Figure 10 shows the
proportion of low-achieving and other students’ first choices with a given average

proficiency level in ELA and math.

Figure 10: Average 8" Grade Proficiency in ELA and Math of Incoming 9"
Graders at First-Choice High Schools, 2008-2011

Percent of first choice schools

T T T T T T T T T
2.00 225 2.50 275 3.00 3.25 3.50 3.75 4.00
Average proficiency of incoming 9th graders

I Low-achieving [ | Allother

Note: Average proficiency levels are based on 8" grade ELA and mathematics scores for incoming freshmen, and range from 1
to 4.5. This measure was not available for the 2007 cohort. These proficiency averages reflect the year in which students
applied to high schools, and thus do not reflect the students in the sample. In other words, they capture the school as it looked
to the student when he or she applied.

Proficiency levels at the first choices of low-achieving students were, on average,
lower than those at the first-choice schools of other students. (Keep in mind that
these proficiency levels characterize the schools chosen, and are not just a reflection
of the students themselves. The choosing students are not included in the

proficiency measure.) We found that low-achieving students’ first-choice schools
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had an average incoming proficiency level of 2.795, as compared with 3.060 for all
other students, a relatively large difference of 0.27. Figure 10 makes clear why
these averages differ: Low-achieving students were less likely to rank first schools
with high average levels of incoming student achievement, and were more likely to

choose schools with lower levels of prior achievement.

Figure 11 below shows several other characteristics of students at first-choice high
schools: the percent of students who were economically disadvantaged
(approximated using the percent eligible for free or reduced price meals), the
percent designated English Language Learners and the percent receiving special
education services. *° Many NYC students qualify for subsidized meals, so the
percent of students who were economically disadvantaged was high in most schools.
However, as Figure 11 shows, the concentration of low-income students was higher
in schools ranked first by low-achieving students than for those chosen by their

higher-achieving peers (73 percent vs. 62 percent).

Figure 11: Average Peer Characteristics in First-Choice High Schools, 2007-2011
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Figure 12: Racial/Ethnic Composition of First-Choice High Schools, 2007-2011

Low-achieving

All other

The percentage of students designated as ELL was also somewhat higher, on
average, in the first-choice school of low-achieving students (7 percent) than in the
first-choice school of all other students (5 percent). The former was relatively close
to the median for all schools citywide in 2011 (8 percent). The share of students
receiving special education services was roughly 3 points higher at the average
school ranked first by low-achieving students (12 percent) than at the average first
choice of their higher-achieving peers (9 percent). Again, the former was relatively

close to the citywide average during this period (12 percent).

Next, Figure 12 below shows the average racial/ethnic composition of first-choice
schools using four categories: black, Hispanic, Asian, and white. There is, of course,
considerable heterogeneity within each of these categories with respect to
socioeconomic background, nativity and country of origin, as well as academic
achievement. We merely use these categories to describe the extent of racial and

ethnic diversity in schools preferred by low-achieving and other students.
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New York City high schools in general have high shares of black and Hispanic
students relative to Asian and white students, as is clear from Figure 12. The first-
choice school of low-achieving students, however, had a higher average
concentration of black and Hispanic students, and fewer white and Asian students,
than those ranked first by their higher-achieving peers. For low-achieving students,
the average first-choice school was 35 percent black, 44 percent Hispanic, 10

percent Asian, and 10 percent white. For all other students, the average was 28

100%
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percent black, 34 percent Hispanic, 18 percent Asian, and 19 percent white. (These
are averages across schools; the average first-choice school was not necessarily this

internally diverse).

School averages for the percent black, Hispanic, Asian, and white fail to capture
cases of significant racial/ethnic isolation, so we looked closer at schools with
especially high shares of any one racial or ethnic group. In New York City, there are
fortunately few instances of severe racial/ethnic isolation in high schools, which we
defined as 90 percent or more of enrollment from one group. (In 2011, only 5
percent, or 23 of 449 high schools, met this condition). We did find low-achieving
students were more likely to rank a severely racially isolated school first than other
students, but the percent doing so in both groups was very small (3.6 percent and

2.2 percent, respectively).

On the other hand, schools in which 90 percent or more of enrollment is black or
Hispanic are much more common. (In 2011, 61 percent, or 274 of 449 high
schools, met this condition). There were stark differences between low-achieving
and all other students in the propensity to rank first a school with 90 percent or
more black and Hispanic students, as seen in Figure 11. Across all years of the
study, 50 percent of low-achieving students ranked a school with this profile first, as

compared with 28 percent of all other students.

Finally, we examined the percent of low-achieving and other students ranking a
small high school as their top choice (defined as fewer than 500 students). School
size has been a focal point of school reform efforts in New York City, as large high
schools have closed and been replaced by smaller themed schools. To the extent that
small schools help promote better outcomes—and there is evidence that some do—

the choice of a small school may be beneficial >’

We found that low-achieving students were more likely to choose a small school as
their first choice, with nearly one third (31 percent) doing so, versus 24 percent of
all other students. The propensity to choose a small school steadily increased over
the study period, for both groups. However the growth was more rapid for low-
achieving students (from 23 percent in 2005 to 39 percent in 2011). It is difficult to
discern the extent to which these results reflect increasing demand for small schools
or rising supply (and loss of large schools). As the City closed large comprehensive

high schools, it replaced them with small schools in the same locations. Many of the
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large schools phased out during the study period were in neighborhoods that have a

high proportion of low—achieving students.

Location and Distance from Home

Often, characteristics of students’ first-choice schools reflect their geographic
preferences and constraints. It may be that low-achieving students tend to choose
schools with greater concentrations of other low-achieving and disadvantaged
students because they reside near schools with these characteristics. As we saw in
Figure 6, the lowest-achieving students are heavily concentrated in the most
disadvantaged boroughs and neighborhoods. Perhaps not surprisingly, their choices

are often proximate to and reflective of these neighborhoods.

Figure 13: Geographic Distribution of the First-Choice Schools of
Low-Achieving Students by Zip Code, 2011
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In Figure 13 on the previous page, we revisit the map first seen in Figure 6—this
time to show the location of schools ranked first by low-achieving students. There
are some similarities with Figure 6, and some notable differences. First, this group’s
first-choice schools appear more geographically dispersed than the students’ homes.
This is due in part to students taking the opportunity to attend schools in other
neighborhoods, but also to the historic location of schools themselves. Second,
neighborhoods with disproportionate shares of the low-achieving population, such
as the North, Central, and South Bronx, receive a disproportionate share of first-
choice school rankings from this group. Third, schools in neighborhoods proximate to
those populated by many low-achieving students—Long Island City, Prospect
Lefferts Gardens, and Jamaica Hills, for example—also receive more first-choice
rankings. Finally, some neighborhoods, such as Clinton and Brooklyn Heights,
appear to house “destination” schools that are not necessarily proximate to large

numbers of low—achieving students but receive a large share of first choices.”®

We used information on commuting time to delve more deeply into the association
between students’ residential and first-choice school location. In theory, students
may apply to any school citywide, and New York City’s public transportation
system makes it feasible to access a large number of schools. In practice, however,
these trips can be lengthy, and parents may not support their child making long trips
to school on the bus or subway. (The NYC DOE also prohibits students from
choosing schools more than one hour and 45 minutes from home, one way,
although it is unclear how binding this rule is.) Nearby schools are also more
familiar to families, and parents may view schools close to home as safer, or better

for enforcing their child’s attendance.

Table 3 on the next page shows average travel times to first-choice schools for low-
achieving and all other students (and for several subgroups). We find low-achieving
students’ first-choice schools were closer to home, on average, than the first choices
of their higher-achieving peers. The difference in travel time was practically small—
about two minutes each way—but consistent across years and subgroups. During
the study period, low-achieving students expressed a willingness to travel an average
of 31.2 minutes one way to their first-choice school (by foot and public transit). In

contrast, all other students were willing to travel 33.2 minutes to their first-choice

school.
.
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Because low-achieving students are over-represented in certain NYC boroughs and
neighborhoods, average travel times for low-achieving and other students may not
be comparable. For example, if low-achieving students are more likely to live in the
Bronx, and commutes to school by public transportation are shorter for all Bronx
students, then our comparison of mean travel time may understate low-achieving
students’ willingness to commute longer distances to school relative to all other
students. Therefore, we looked at the average travel time to first-choice schools

separately by borough (also reported in Table 3).

Table 3: Approximate Travel Time to First-Choice School, 2007-2011

First choice
Low- All .
achieving other Difference
Average travel time (minutes)

All boroughs 31.2 33.2 -2.0
Bronx residents 31.9 34.4 -2.5
Brooklyn residents 31.0 33.9 -2.9
Manhattan residents 23.9 24.7 -0.8
Queens residents 35.5 36.3 -0.8
Staten Island residents 29.2 27.1 2.1

ELL students 27.3 27.2 0.1

Special education students 29.9 30.7 -0.8

ELL and special education 26.9 26.9 0.0

% choosing school in zip code of 12.3 11.2 1.1

residence

Notes: Approximate travel time to school (in minutes) via foot and public transit based on zip code locations of
student residence and school, calculated using the Google Transit API. Students living in the same zip code as
their first choice or matched school are assigned a travel time of zero.

On the whole, average travel times to school were shortest in Manhattan and Staten
Island, and longest in Queens and the Bronx. (The large area of zip codes in Staten
Island may cause us to understate travel time in that ‘borough).29 In four of the five
boroughs, low-achieving students’ first-choice school was a shorter distance from
home than the first choice of their higher-achieving peers. The largest difference in
travel time between these groups’ first-choice schools were observed in the two
boroughs with the highest concentration of low-achieving students: Low-achieving
students were willing to travel 2.9 (Brooklyn) and 2.5 (Bronx) fewer minutes than

other students in those boroughs. The overall gap in travel time to first-choice
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school, therefore, does not appear to be driven by differences in borough of
residence. When looking specifically at students with other risk factors, including
ELLs and students receiving special education, we find that average travel time to
the first-choice school is lower still (ranging from 27 to 30 minutes one-way).
However, the difference in travel time between low-achieving and all other students
for these subgroups is smaller. For example, both low-achieving ELLs and all other

ELLs were willing to commute an average of 27 minutes to their first-choice school.

The comparisons in Table 3 have a number of limitations, the most important being
our approximation of locations (see textbox below for information). We calculated
travel time between the center point of a student’s residential zip code and the
center point of their school’s zip code. Thus, students choosing a school in their
same zip code were assigned a travel time of zero, which clearly understates their
travel time. (Table 3 shows the percentage of each group choosing a school in the
same zip code.) Our ongoing work with exact addresses will provide additional
insights that this analysis cannot. Finally, our comparisons in Table 3 are based on
averages, which are affected by subsets of students choosing schools a particularly
long (or short) distance away. A more complete analysis will require a look at the

entire distribution of travel times for these groups.

Despite these limitations, our analysis shows that, on average, low-achieving
students choose schools that are a shorter trip from home, compared with those
chosen by other students. While the difference in travel time is small, the findings
are meaningful because they suggest that it may be unrealistic to expect low-
achieving students to travel further than their high-achieving peers to attend a high-
quality school.

How We Calculated Travel Times

We used information on the geographic coordinates of students’ zip code of residence and the zip
code of their schools to calculate approximate travel times to these schools. More specifically, we
used the center of the residential and school zip codes as start and end points. Thus, students
choosing a school in the same zip code as their residence were assigned a travel time of zero.
Travel time was found using the Google Transit application programming interface (API), which
uses geographic information systems (GIS) data on New York City streets and current MTA bus
and subway schedules to calculate commuting times. Trip durations include walking, waiting time
(for example, transfers), and riding time on the bus and/or subway. For this report, we use only
approximate travel times based on student and school zip codes, but in ongoing work we are
using exact residential and school addresses to calculate more precise measures.
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Summary of First-Choice Schools

Taken together, our look at the first-choice schools of low-achieving students found
several notable patterns. First, low-achieving students were less likely to choose a
school with a selective admissions method. Second, although low-achieving
students’ first-choice schools performed close to the citywide average, these schools
tended to be lower performing (in terms of Progress Report grades, graduation
rates, and attendance rates) than their higher-achieving peers’ first choices. Third,
low-achieving students’ first choices tended to have higher concentrations of other
low-achieving students, poverty, English Language Learners, and students receiving
special education services. These schools also tended to be less racially and
ethnically diverse. Finally, average commuting times to first-choice schools suggest
that some of the differences observed in first-choice schools are tied to geographic
preferences and constraints, as low-achieving students appear to be no more willing

to travel long distances to school than their higher—achieving peers.
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CHAPTER 4: HOWw DO FIRST-CHOICE SCHOOLS
CoMPARE WITH MATCHED SCHOOLS?

In the last section, we profiled the first-choice high schools of New York City’s
lowest-achieving students, contrasting these schools with the top choices of their
higher-achieving peers. Of course, not all students receive their first choice. As
noted in Table 2, about 53 percent of students in both groups were matched to their
first choice during this period. Another 23 to 25 percent received their second or
third choice, and the remainder were either matched to a lesser choice or matched

in the supplemental round.

As described in our summary of the choice process in Chapter 1, a student’s final
match depends on a number of factors, including the selectivity of their choices,
schools’ geographic priorities and eligibility requirements, student demand, and
capacity. Even the number of schools a student lists (between 1 and 12) can affect
their outcome, as this can influence the likelihood they will be matched in the
main—versus supplemental—round of school choice.”

In this chapter, we first consider whether students were more or less likely to be
matched with their first-choice high school based on that school’s admissions
method. We then look closely at how the schools that students were matched with
compared to the schools they selected as their first choice—for low-achieving and

all other students.

Match Rates by Admissions Method

As shown in Chapter 3, low-achieving students and their higher-achieving peers
were matched to their first-choice school at similar rates. However, when we
looked at first choice matches by admissions method, we found notable differences
between low-achieving and other students (see Figure 14 on the next page). Perhaps
not surprisingly, low-achieving students who ranked a selective school as their first
choice—as almost a third of low-achieving students did—were much less likely to
be matched to that choice than their higher-achieving peers. Of low-achieving
students who ranked a selective program (that is, screened or audition) as their top
choice, 21 to 23 percent were successfully matched there. This is roughly half the
match rate of other students who ranked a selective program first (41 to 45

percent). This gap may be explained by the fact that many selective schools use state
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test results as criteria for admission. Match rates were similar for low-achieving and
all other students who ranked a non-selective program first, and low-achieving
students who ranked an educational option program were more likely to receive
their first choice than other students. Educational option programs reserve a
fraction of seats (16 percent) for the lowest-performing students, and thus it is
possible that seats in these programs were less competitive for our study population

than for the larger pool of “all other” students.

Figure 14: Percent Matched to First Choice by Admissions Method,
2007-2011
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Characteristics of First-Choice Versus Matched Schools

For each school characteristic examined in the previous chapter, we compared
students’ average first-choice school with the school to which they were ultimately
matched. The results are summarized in Table 4 on the next page. By most
measures, the average matched school is lower-performing and more economically

and academically disadvantaged than the average first-choice school. This reflects
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the fact that most students tend to rank “better”—and often more selective—
schools as their top choice, and not all get their first choice. To the extent that first-
choice schools are more likely to be over-subscribed or more selective, applicants
have a smaller chance of being matched there (or to be ranked by the school at all in

the case of selective schools).

Table 4 shows that the gaps between first choice and matched schools were largely
similar for low-achieving and all other students. Put another way, both low-
achieving students and their higher-achieving peers were, on average, assigned to a
school that was lower-performing and more disadvantaged than the one they ranked
first. And the difference between first choice and matched school was roughly the
same for both groups. The implication is that the schools low-achieving and other
students attend differ in ways that are reflected in their initial expressed preferences—

rather than having more or less “success” in the match process.

Table 4. Comparison of First-Choice and Matched Schools, 2007-2011

Low-achieving All other City
First choice Matched First choice Matched Average

Academic performance
Progress Report score (out of

100 points) 60.1 56.4 64.5 60.8 62.5
Four-year graduation rate 68.0 62.5 77.5 71.8 67.9
Average daily attendance 86.0 83.9 89.4 87.3 85.8

Peer composition and context
Average 8" grade proficiency

(based on 4 levels) 2.80 2.69 3.06 2.94 2.76
Economically disadvantaged 72.5 74.6 61.9 66.3 66.5
ELL 7.4 8.5 5.1 6.5 7.5
Special education 12.2 13.4 9.3 10.5 12.0
Black 34.6 38.1 27.9 31.2 39.6
Hispanic 43.6 44.1 33.9 36.2 42.8
Asian 10.3 8.8 17.7 16.7 8.2
White 10.2 7.8 19.1 14.6 7.9
At least 90% Black and

Hispanic 49.9 57.1 27.5 35.5 61.0
Small school (<500) 31.0 34.7 24.0 25.9 61.0
Large school (>2000) 33.2 34.8 33.9 43.6 10.1

Notes: All numbers are percentages unless otherwise noted. “Economically disadvantaged” includes students eligible for free
or reduced-price meals, and those attending universal free meals schools.
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Importantly, many of the differences we observe in this report appear to be driven
more by the high aspirations of higher-achieving students than by a preference for
unusually low-performing schools on the part of low-achieving students. The last
column of Table 4 reports the average of these characteristics across all schools
citywide during this period. Often, the typical first-choice school of low-achieving
students performed no worse (and no better) than the average high school citywide.
For example, the average first choice high school of low-achieving students had a

four-year graduation rate of 68 percent, nearly 10 percentage points below that of

How Do Students’ 7Top Three Choices Differ From Their
First Choice?

Throughout this report we have focused on students’ first-choice schools. We
emphasized first-choice schools in part because many students—just over half—were
ultimately matched there. These schools also represent students’ most desired
placement and thus deserve special attention.”

Students may, however, designate a particularly selective and/or popular school as a
“long shot” first choice and rank more “realistic” options as their second and third
choice schools. This is certainly consistent with the patterns observed in Table 4, which
compared first-choice schools with matched schools. If this pattern holds true, then our
focus on first choices may lead us to exaggerate differences in the schools preferred by
low-achieving and all other students.

We repeated all analyses presented in Chapters 4 and 5, but in place of students’ first
choice, we examined the average characteristics of their top three choices. In many
cases, we found the gap in characteristics of top choice schools narrowed between
low-achieving and all other students. For example, while the gap in graduation rates
between first-choice schools of low-achieving and all other students was 9.5 points, the
gap narrowed to almost zero (0.4 points) when comparing averages of the top three
choices. Similarly, the gap in Progress Report scores narrowed from 4.4 points to 1.7,
and the gap in incoming class proficiency narrowed from 0.27 to 0.02 points. Other
differences were relatively unchanged. For example, the differences in racial
composition and the percent economically disadvantaged, English Language Learners
(ELL), and receiving special education services were approximately the same.

The comparability of top three schools is notable and instructive, and suggests that
many of the findings in this report are driven by differences in first-choice schools. But
given the high proportion of students who do receive their first choice, and the unequal
likelihood of admission into selective schools, these differences are practically
important.

* The matching algorithm in NYC is designed to promote a truthful ranking of schools, and precludes the need for
strategic behavior on the part of students (e.g., when a student prefers school A to school B, but ranks B first on the
belief that if they do not rank it first, they will lose the opportunity to be admitted there if not admitted to A. This would
be true if the system awarded seats in priority order of students’ rankings). See Abdulkadiroglu, Pathak, and Roth
(2005).
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the first choice of their higher-achieving peers. But this graduation rate of 68
percent was also equal to the City average across schools. However, because
matched schools were lower performing than first-choice schools, on average,
lower-achieving students’ matched schools tended to be below NYC averages on all

three of the measures we looked at.

Summary of First-Choice Versus Matched Schools

Overall, low-performing students were matched to their first choice at similar rates
as their higher-achieving peers. However, these match rates differed by admissions
method. Specifically, low-achieving students were less likely than their higher-
achieving peers to be accepted to their first-choice school when it was a selective
program (for example, screened or audition), but more likely to be accepted to

their first choice when it was a mixed (that is, education option) school.

For all students, matched schools were, on average, lower performing than their
first-choice school. The gap between first choice and matched schools, however,
was about the same size for low-achieving and other students, and appeared to be
driven primarily by higher-achieving students making more ambitious first choices.
The schools low-achieving students ranked first were comparable on many
dimensions to the average school citywide, but because students tended to be
matched to schools that performed worse than their first choice, the schools low-

achieving students actually attended were below NYC averages.
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CHAPTER 5: DID STUDENTS’ CHOICES AND
PLACEMENTS CHANGE OVER TIME?

In our analysis of the school choices and placements of low-achieving and all other
students, we combined data over five years of high school assignment (2007 to
2011). We were also interested, however, in how these choices and placements
may have changed over time, and how any gaps observed between low-achieving

and other students’ schools may have evolved.

Both groups were more likely to be matched to their first choice or top three
choices in 2011 than in 2007. The likelihood of a successful match improved more
for low-achieving than for other students, with the percent receiving their first
choice rising from 45 to 55 percent (as compared with an increase from 46 to 53
percent for all other students). Both groups became less likely over time to choose
an educational option program as their first choice and became more likely to rank a
limited unscreened or screened school first. (Preferences for limited unscreened
schools increased more for low-achieving students than for all other students, while
preferences for screened schools increased more for all other students.) In addition,
the propensity to choose a small school (with fewer than 500 students) rose sharply
over time for low-achieving students, more so than for their higher-achieving peers.
As noted earlier, these patterns reflect both demand and supply-side factors, with
school closures and an increased availability of small limited unscreened schools

playing an important role in first choices.

With respect to academics, the overall performance of high schools in New York
City improved over time. As shown in Figure 15 on page 39, graduation rates
improved in schools ranked first and in schools actually attended, by both low-
achieving and all other students. Thus, by this measure, low-achieving students
appear to be attending higher-quality schools in 2011 than in years past. At the same
time, the difference in graduation rates at first-choice schools remained unchanged,
indicating there was little convergence in the graduation rates of schools ranked first
by low-achieving and other students. A similar trend is observed for Progress
Report scores. Between 2007 and 2011, the average Progress Report score rose for
both groups’ first-choice school, reflecting an increase in scores citywide. The
propensity to rank an “A” school first rose for both groups, but in this case we found

a larger increase among higher-achieving students. For these students, the
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percentage ranking an “A” school first rose 27 points, versus 19 points for low-
achieving students. Positive trends in attendance and the proficiency of incoming
students were also similar for the groups’ first choice and matched schools, although

attendance rates at low—achieving students’ schools improved a bit more.

With respect to travel time, we saw no obvious trends in the distance traveled to
first choice or matched schools. The difference in travel time to the preferred and
matched schools of low-achieving and all other students increased modestly, but the
gaps remained small (1.7 to 2.0 minutes for the first choice, and 1.0 to 1.4 minutes

for the matched school).

Taken together, these findings show the academic profile of first-choice and
matched schools improving over time, for both low-achieving and all other
students. This is reflected in rising graduation rates, Progress Report scores,
attendance rates, and average proficiency among incoming students. This is good
news not only for low-achieving students, but for students citywide. Despite these
broad improvements, however, differences persisted between the schools low-

achieving students chose and attended and those of all other students.
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Figure 15: Four-Year Graduation Rates at First Choice and
Matched Schools, by Year, 2007-2011
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CHAPTER 6: SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION

School choice aims to improve public education by enabling families to choose, from
a portfolio of options, a school that best serves their child. In contrast with
residence-based school assignment, in a system of universal choice a child’s
education need not depend on the quality of his or her neighborhood school. In
theory, choice provides an opportunity for all students to seek out and attend a
high-quality school that fits their specific interests and needs. Over the long run, the
hope is that choice will promote systemic improvement, as high-quality schools
flourish and expand, and those that fail to perform or attract student find ways to

improve, or are forced to close.

In New York City, the Department of Education has made choice a central part of
its high school reform effort. These reforms have included improvements on both
the demand and the supply side of the system. On the demand side, the district’s
choice program allows students to apply to almost any high school citywide, with
few limitations. Students have an extensive array of school options, and NYC’s high
school directory and Progress Report provide rich information about the quality of
these choices. On the supply side, the district has closed many large under-
performing schools and brought new school options to many of the neighborhoods

that needed them most.

In practice, the potential for choice to increase student performance and narrow
achievement gaps depends on the selections that students and their families actually
make and the supply of available schools. This report provided an initial look at the
choices and placements of New York City’s lowest-achieving students. We found
systematic, and sometimes large, differences in the academic and demographic
profiles of schools attended by low-achieving and all other students. Differences in
initial choices seem to drive these gaps, not placement rates, as low-achieving
students are no less likely to receive one of their top choices than other students.
Rather, low-achieving students tended to choose schools that were less selective,
lower-performing, and more disadvantaged than their higher-achieving peers. These
gaps also reflect students’ tendency to choose schools close to home. Low-achieving
students are heavily concentrated in the most disadvantaged neighborhoods of the

City, and their choices are shaped by this reality.

.
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This report is not an evaluation of the high school choice process in New York City,
and it cannot tell us whether low-achieving students are faring better or worse in
high school choice than they did in years past. At this point, we also have little to say
about why students chose the schools they did, or whether the schools they chose
were the “right” ones for them, or not. These topics will be explored in future

Research Alliance and Institute for Education and Social Policy studies.

The findings from the current study raise at least two critical questions for
policymakers, educators and researchers to consider regarding the choice process

and, specifically, the choices of low-achieving students:

1. Can school choice policies address the concentration of low-
achieving students in disadvantaged communities? School choice
policies provide an avenue for students to enroll in schools citywide, but in
practice, students are constrained by familiarity with a school and their
willingness to travel. All students appear to prefer higher-performing schools
and schools that are close to home (students traveled an average of a half hour to
high school in our study). However, low-achieving students tend to live in
disadvantaged communities, where need is concentrated and the supply of high-
performing schools is low. The good news is that the supply of schools across
the City appears to be improving—for example, average graduation rates in
first-choice schools increased by 15 percentage points from 2007 to 2011. Yet,
we need to learn more about the distribution of higher-performing schools,
particularly the extent to which they are available in the communities where
many of NYC’s low-achieving students live. Likewise, additional research is
needed about strategies to help low-achieving students get access to higher-

performing schools outside of their communities.

It is worth noting that many high schools give admissions priority to students
residing in the same borough or geographic school district. Such priorities make
sense, as they ensure students have access to schools in their own neighborhood
if they wish to attend them. At the same time, because of the concentration of
low-achieving students in certain neighborhoods, this clustering may put them
at a disadvantage when applying to schools citywide. These students may, for
example, find it more difficult to be admitted to oversubscribed, high-quality
schools with geographic priorities outside of their neighborhood or borough.

This remains an unstudied issue worthy of attention.
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2. To what extent does NYC’s system of selective and non-selective
high schools isolate lower-achieving students? Our analysis finds that
low-achieving students are less likely to rank selective high schools as their top
choice, and those who do (nearly a third) are less likely to be admitted. Choice
offers students the opportunity to attend a school that best meets their needs,
and very rigorous programs may not be the best match for lower-achieving
students, who may be unprepared for such coursework. At the same time, the
system has the potential to persistently stratify low- and high-achieving students
into different schools—stratification that is driven by both geographic and
performance-based admission criteria. Greater attention should be paid to the
geographic distribution of selective and non-selective schools, as well as the way
admissions methods shape choices and the allocation of students across schools.
Expanding access to academically mixed educational option schools may also

help to reduce the isolation of lower—achieving students in certain schools.

New York City’s lowest-achieving students are, on average, attending higher-
quality high schools than in years past, and graduating in higher numbers. Whether
or not these gains are attributable to NYC’s policy of universal high school choice,
however, is an open—and difficult—question. The Department of Education has
made great strides in streamlining the choice process, providing students and their
families with more information about their options, and making school assignments
fairer and more transparent. At the same time, there are limitations to what choice
alone can accomplish. As evident in this report, students face constraints that shape
the set of schools they can and do consider. Any improvements seen here may be
driven at least as much by changes in supply—new schools that the district has

brought to the neighborhoods that need them most—as by changes in demand.

Given the over-representation of low-achieving students in the poorest sections of
the City, it is critical that the district maintain its efforts to bring targeted
improvement to these communities, rather than rely too heavily on universal choice
as an “escape hatch.” Helping low-achieving students and their families become fully
informed about their options should remain a high priority. While we are unable to
assess the extent to which information gaps contributed to differences in school
choices, it is plausible that low-achieving students lacked awareness of their full
menu of options, had fewer resources supporting their decision, or underestimated
their likelihood of admission at certain schools. The DOE should ensure sufficient

resources are available to help students with their choices. This includes an adequate

A

The Research Alliance for {‘i‘}l NSTITUOTE FOR
New York City Schools I I Education and Social Policy




43

number of knowledgeable guidance counselors with the time to devote to students
needing the most support. Middle schools serving low—achieving youth may require

additional staff to help make case loads manageable.

Finally, the decline over time in the number of academically mixed, educational
option high schools is notable. Our results suggest considerable segregation of
students by academic ability into selective and non-selective programs. The district
should take steps to ensure low-achieving students are not persistently concentrated
in environments with little exposure to higher-achieving students. Promoting more

high—quality educational option programs may be one way to accomplish this.
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Notes

" See, for example, Abdulkadiroglu et al.
(2009), Deming et al. (2009), and Hoxby
and Murarka (2009).

? See, for example, Bifulco and Ladd (2006),
Cullen, Jacob, and Levitt (2005, 2006),
Deming et al. (2009), Lai (2007), and Lauen
(2009).

} See, for example, Bifulco and Ladd (2007),
Bifulco, Ladd, and Ross (2009), and
Elacqua, Schneider, and Buckley (2006).

* Kemple (2013).
’ Hastings, Kane, and Staiger (2009).

6 Among other things, the directory includes
information about the school’s location,
eligibility requirements, ELL and special
education services, graduation rate, course
offerings, and theme.

"The application process is required: No
student is permitted to attend a “default”
school and avoid an active choice, and few
are guaranteed admission to their first-choice
school. One exception to this rule is
students with severe disabilities, who are
typically exempt from the choice process.
Additionally, in a small number of combined
middle-high schools, students have the
option of remaining in their current school

and opting out of the choice process.

¥ Charter high schools remained relatively
rare during this period, although a number
have opened in the past few years.

’See Hemphill and Nauer (2009); Quint et al.
(2010); Schwartz, Stiefel, and Wiswall
(2012); Stiefel, et al. (2012).

" The population of students used to
construct this figure includes all gt graders
who participated in the choice process and
were matched to a school. Those who opted
out at some stage were excluded. Students
offered and who accepted a seat in a
specialized high school are counted among
the first choices, as are those who declined
an offer to a specialized high school and were
matched to their first choice non-specialized

high school.

The Research Alliance for

'"" A small fraction of those matched in the
supplemental round did not participate in
the main round. Excluding this group, 10.1
percent of students who participated in the
main round did not receive a match,
submitted choices in the supplemental
round, and received a match in the
supplemental round.

2 Low achievement is defined relative to
entire population of 8" graders, not only
those who completed the choice process and

enrolled in a public high school.

" To some degree, this growth reflects
inflation, test score gains occurring for
reasons other than real learning, such as
increasing familiarity with the test. For an
excellent discussion, see Koretz (2008).

"* These cut points roughly correspond to the
actual performance categories observed in
2006. In that year, Level 3 (i.e., proficiency)
was obtained at roughly the 50" percentile in
ELA and the 59" percentile in mathematics.
Level 2 was obtained at approximately the
17t percentile in ELA and 27" percentile in
math.

'* “A]] other students” included students who
participated in choice and did not “opt out.”
Students who attended NYC public schools
in 9* grade during the study period but were
admitted through other methods were not
included in our analyses.

' N = 314,653 which includes all students
with 7* grade test scores and excludes
students with severe disabilities who do not
participate in the choice process.

" These zip codes include, in the Bronx:
Morrisania (10456) and High Bridge
(10452), Morris Heights (10453) Mt.
Hope/ Claremont (10457), Bronx Park and
Fordham (10467 and 10468). In Brooklyn:
East New York and New Lots (11208 and
11207), Brownsville (11212), and Flatbush
(11226).

" For some evidence of this, see Hastings,
Kane, and Staiger (2009) and Corcoran and
Levin (2011).

" The percentage of students matched in the
supplemental round is lower in Table 2 than
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in Figure 2 for several reasons. First,
supplemental round matches were more
frequent in 2011 (Figure 2) than for the
combined 2007-2011 period (Table 2).
Second, Figure 2 includes all students
participating in high school choice while
Table 2 includes only our baseline study
population.

* We observed that the average number of
schools ranked declined over time, which
probably reflects greater familiarity with the
system.

*! For this analysis, we used graduation rates
as reported on the high school Progress
Report. It is important to note that
graduation rates were not available for some
of schools that were open for enrollment
during this period (47 to 109 schools,
depending on the year). Because these
schools opened after 2007, they did not yet
have graduating classes for which these
calculations could be made.

22 This is an average of school-level graduation
rates, not the City’s four-year graduation
rate for all students.

> We include attendance rates because they
reflect the peer environment students
experience at a school and the school’s
ability to promote student engagement.
Consistent attendance is critical to the
learning environment—even for students
with regular attendance, as schools with high
absenteeism may be disruptive or slower to
progress through the curriculum. As a
reflection of its importance, the NYC DOE
includes attendance rates as a component of
the Progress Report.

* New York City Department of Education
(2011). “New York City Graduation Rates
Class of 2011 (2007
Cohort).” http://schools.nyc.gov/NR/rdon
lyres/6853B2BF-E509-44DD-84E0-
CA70B819109B/0/2011GradDeck Present
ation061112.pdf

»* For some evidence on this, see Boyd et al.
(2011) and Hanushek, Kain, and Rivkin
(2004).

*® The percent of students eligible for free or
reduced price meals is the most common
measure of economic disadvantage in
schools. This measure can be problematic in
high school, where fewer students are likely
to submit the eligibility forms required for
the subsidy. It is usually the best available
indicator of economic status, however, and
is used for many official purposes. It is also a
number publicly known to students and their
families when choosing schools. Our
measure includes students with documented
cligibility as well as students in “universal
free meals” schools, which are
predominately poor and do not require the
same level of individual documentation. Our
assumption is that students enrolled in these
schools would be eligible for free or reduced
price meals, although this does not have to
be the case.

" Bloom et al. (2010).

* For example, the Manhattan zip code
10019 (Chelsea and Clinton) in 2011
included the Food and Finance High School,
the High School for Environmental Studies,
and the Business of Sports School, which
were popular first-choice schools among
low-achieving students.

? Students choosing a school in their same zip
code are assigned a travel time of zero. Zip
codes in Staten Island are geographically
larger than in the rest of the City, and thus
Staten Island students are more likely to
choose a school in the same zip code. This
will cause us to underestimate travel time in
that borough. In ongoing work, we are using
exact residence and school addresses to
compute more accurate travel durations.

* Corcoran and Levin (2011) found an
association between the number of schools
ranked and the likelihood of being matched
in the main round, which suggests that
listing more schools reduces one’s chance of
being forced into the supplemental round.
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APPENDIX A:
THE SHRINKING POOL OF LEVEL 1 AND LEVEL 2 STUDENTS

As is well known, scores on the New York State assessments in English Language Arts (ELA) and mathematics
experienced considerable growth during our study period, which may in part reflect test inflation (for example, see
Koretz, 2008). This is evident in Figures A-1 and A-2, which show the distribution of 7" grade scaled scores by year
for the 2007-2010 rising 9t grade cohorts. The vertical lines in these figures show the cut scores required for Level 2,
3, or 4 designations during this period. These distributions moved steadily to the right, with a smaller and smaller
share of students falling in the Level 1 and 2 categories. Table A-1 shows the actual counts of students whose highest
score in ELA and mathematics was a Level 1 or 2 over this period.

Table A-1 indicates that the fraction of rising 9 graders who scored at Level 1 or 2 in one or both subjects—but no
higher than Level 2 in either—declined precipitously from 2005 to 2010. In 2005, roughly half of all students met
this criteria; this dropped to between 33 and 39 percent in the 2006-2008 period and then to a low of 12.7 percent in
2010. Note that only 150 students (out of 69,000) scored at Level 1 in both ELA and math in 2010 (the 2009 test
cycle). After the state raised the cut scores in 2010, the percent rose again to 39 percent.

This shift has important implications for our analysis. Were we to define “low-achieving” students as those scoring at
Level 1 or 2, our core sample of students would become increasingly disadvantaged as the relatively advantaged move
out of the Level 1/2 designations over time. This change in the composition of students is confirmed when looking at
other descriptive risk factors for these students, such as poverty rates, percent who were ELL, and percent who were
special education. To maintain continuity in our study population, we instead defined low-achieving students using
percentiles, as explained in the body of the report.

Figure A-1: Shift in the Distribution of ELA Scaled Scores Between 2007 and 2010
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Figure A-2: Shift in the Distribution of Math Scaled Scores Between 2007 and 2010
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Table A-1: Counts of Students in Level 1/ Level 2 Combinations

Total students  Total  Percent of 7th
with L1 or L2 7th grade cohort
onone or both grade  with L1 or L2

ELA L1 ELA L1 ELA L2 ELA L2
and and and and
math L1 math L2 math L1 math L2

tests cohort score
2005 14,034 4787 7,891 11,788 38,500 76,579 50
2006 8,259 2,736 7,580 11,282 29,857 76,581 39
2007 4,201 2,041 6,050 16,388 28,680 73,159 39
2008 2,737 2,070 2,780 16,182 23,769 71,502 33
2009 793 564 1,891 11,157 14,405 69,407 21
2010 142 209 866 6,600 7,817 66,948 12
2011 5,136 4,518 2,333 15,574 27,561 69,929 39
Total 35,302 16,925 29,391 88,971 170,589 504,105 34

Notes: Figures are based on 7 grade scaled scores. For example, the scores for students in the 2006 8" grade cohort are from
the 7" grade test administration in Spring 2005. The total 7" grade cohort includes all students with at least one test score (math or
ELA) reported. As described in Chapter 1, the analytic sample used in this report represents a subset of the full cohort.
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APPENDIX B: SUPPLEMENTAL TABLES AND FIGURES

Figure B-1: Geographic Distribution of Low-Achieving Students by Residential Zip Code: 2005, 2008, and 2011
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Percent of low-achieving students
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Notes: Values represent the percent of low-achieving students as a proportion of all 9" grade students who resided in a - 2+

given zip code. The low-achieving population included all students who scored below the 20" percentile in either ELA or
math (or both), and no higher than the 50" percentile on either test.
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We compared the performance of low-achieving and all other students’ first-choice schools with the same admissions
method. Figures B-2 to B-9 show that among first choices with the same admissions method, low-achieving students
tended to choose schools with lower four-year graduation rates, Progress Report results, and attendance rates. Put
another way, among students who ranked screened schools first (or educational option, or limited unscreened), low-
achieving students tended to choose schools that fared worse on each academic performance measure. Beccause there

are so few zoned schools, we do not include them in the following set of figures.

Figure B-2: Average Academic Performance of First-Choice Screened Schools, 2007-2011
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Note: From 2007-2011, a total of 16,858 low-achieving and 106,137 “other” students selected a screened program as their first choice.

Figure B-3: Average Academic Performance of First-Choice Audition Schools, 2007-2011
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Note: From 2007-2011, a total of 4,931 low-achieving and 18,462 “other” students selected an audition program as their first choice.
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Figure B-4: Average Academic Performance of First-Choice Education Option Schools, 2007-2011
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Note: From 2007-2011, a total of 27,720 low-achieving and 59,476 “other” students selected an education option program as their first choice.

Figure B-5: Average Academic Performance of First-Choice Limited Unscreened Schools, 2007-2011

(o))
g . £
Q = [ ints
g 2 £ 69.2 points
@ @
(%]
] 5]
ey
g’ ° 71.2 points
o =
<<
e
) , =
8 23 58.1 %
=2c
5 3]
i<l ]
T -
3 2
8 5 71.4%
<
(=]
£
L >
8 82 86.4 %
Q
a5 I}
c _
gk
2 8 87.7 %
< | | | | | | | |
0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Note: From 2007-2011, a total of 18,524 low-achieving and 39,912 “other” students selected a limited unscreened program as their first choice.
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Figure B-6: Progress Report Grades of First-Choice Screened Schools, 2007-2011
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Note: From 2007-2011, a total of 16,858 low-achieving and 106,137 “other” students selected a screened program as their first choice.

Figure B-7: Progress Report Grades of First-Choice Audition Schools, 2007-2011
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Note: From 2007-2011, a total of 4,931 low-achieving and 18,462 “other” students selected an audition program as their first choice.
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Figure B-8: Progress Report Grades of First-Choice Education Option Schools, 2007-2011
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Note: From 2007-2011, a total of 27,720 low-achieving and 59,476 “other” students selected an education option program as their first choice.

Figure B-9: Progress Report Grades of First-Choice Limited Unscreened Schools, 2007-2011
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Note: From 2007-2011, a total of 18,524 low-achieving and 39,912 “other” students selected a limited unscreened
program as their first choice.
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Table B-1: Characteristics of First-Choice and Matched Schools for Low-Achieving ELL and
Special Education Students

Low-Achieving ELL Low-Achieving Special Ed
First Choice Matched First Choice Matched
Academic performance

Progress Report score (out 61.9 58.4 59.4 56.3

of 100 points)
Four-year graduation rate 68.4 63.4 66.8 62.4
Average daily attendance 86.6 84.6 85.6 84.0

Peer composition and context

Average 8" grade 2.8 2.7 2.8 2.7

proficiency (based on 4

levels)
Economically disadvantaged 75.1 76.2 71.9 73.1
ELL 12.5 12.9 6.7 6.7
Special education 11.5 12.7 12.9 13.6
Black 25.8 28.5 34.6 37.1
Hispanic 51.8 52.3 43.2 42.8
Asian 11.7 10.4 10.1 9.5
White 9.7 7.9 10.8 9.3
Small school (<500) 31.8 34.1 29.2 32.8
Large school (>2000) 33.2 36.7 33.9 38.5

Note: All numbers are percentages unless otherwise noted. Economically disadvantaged includes students eligible for free or
reduced price meals, and those attending universal free meals schools.
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