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ABSTRACT 

 

 This research will examine graduation rates from the 1999-2000 school year until 

the 2012-13 school year, which will shed light on the long-term impact of neoliberal 

policy on inequality.  I begin with a discussion of the history of school reform in NYC, 

starting with the Brown v. BOE verdict and finishing at the current neoliberal reform era, 

to understand how various reform strategies have aimed to reduce segregation and 

inequality.  I then use a dissimilarity index to examine changes in racial segregation by 

performance between 2000 and 2013, using high school graduation rate quartiles to 

measure performance. In the last empirical chapter, I use growth curve modeling to 

understand the factors that are associated with changes in graduation rates. I model the 

impact of several factors that measure the presence of neoliberal reform and inequality on 

graduation.  These measures include: racial and socioeconomic composition, the impact 

of mandatory regents, being a small school and failing on NYC school accountability 

report.      

 This research finds that policies aimed at desegregation have been unaggressive 

and poorly implemented, and this has resulted in persistent segregation.  Neoliberal 

policies assume that by increasing individual choices and accountability, that all students 

will make the choices that are in their best interest, and inequality will be reduced.  This 

indirect strategy proves to be ineffective.  White students have experienced increased 

access and isolation amongst the best performing schools, while Black students have 

become increasingly segregated in the worst performing schools.  Growth curve 

modeling shows a consistent increase in graduation rates over this time.  This increase is 
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lessened for schools that serve above average black, Hispanic, and free-lunch eligible 

students.   These schools have the lowest graduation rate. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Educational attainment is the primary pathway to social mobility and financial 

security (Blau and Duncan 1967).  Unfortunately not all social groups have equal access 

to educational opportunities. There are persistent inequalities in educational attainment 

between racial and socioeconomic groups.  In the current labor market, a high school 

diploma is essential to securing a job with an adequate wage and on average, income rises 

with educational attainment (Liu 2012).  According to federal data for the 2011-12 school 

year, 68% of Black students and 76% of Hispanic students graduated, compared to 85% 

of White students and 93% of Asian students (NCES 2012).  Graduation rates for 

students who attend high poverty, racially segregated urban schools lag 15 to 18 percent 

behind their peers (Swanson 2002).  Students who do not graduate from high school have 

lower chances of social mobility and financial security.  These lower chances are 

concentrated amongst poor, Black, and Hispanic students, and this leads to the 

reproduction of the unequal racial and socioeconomic social order that currently exists. 

 Research in social stratification often examines inequality of educational 

opportunity to understand how and why stratification persists (Pfeffer 2008, Bar Haim 

and Shavit 2013, Torche 2005).  This research is grounded in the fact that educational 

opportunities are linked to race, sex, and class (Breen and Jonsson 2005).  School reforms 

aim to weaken or eliminate the link between race, sex, or class and educational 

opportunity, in hopes of reducing social stratification.   

 Reforms dating back to the 1950s have attempted to eliminate these inequalities.  

Initial reforms sought to equalize educational opportunities by desegregating schools and 

by providing more resources to impoverished schools.  Subsequent reforms sought to 
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equalize opportunities by creating uniform standards for all schools.  These reforms have 

varied in their effectiveness, and educational inequalities have persisted.  Current reforms 

use a neoliberal strategy to equalize opportunities between students.  Neoliberalism 

promotes free-market capitalism and the use of business practices in the delivery of 

public services like education, healthcare, and public safety.  These strategies focus on 

high stakes accountability, increased assessment, and school choice.  Under these types 

of reforms, schools have had to increase the number of assessments they give and they 

are penalized or rewarded according to how their students perform.  Also, schools are 

categorized by their performance and families have the choice to leave low performing 

schools.  The growth of charter schools, voucher systems and other efforts toward 

privatization are also a part of neoliberal reform. 

 These neoliberal reforms are the greatest federal intrusion into public education in 

history because they require extensive changes surrounding data collection, testing and 

the overall operation of schools.  A great deal of tax money and time has been allocated 

to the implementation of these reforms, but it is unclear whether they have reduced 

inequality.  In fact, there is evidence showing that they may exacerbate inequality in low 

performing schools (Booher-Jennings 2005, Jennings and Sohn 2014).  Using school 

level public data, this research will examine the impact of neoliberal reform on high 

schools’ graduation rates in New York City between 2000 and 2013, a timespan where 

neoliberal reforms were being implemented federally and locally.  The current education 

reform agenda is shaped by a neoliberal ideology, and it is necessary to understand 

whether or not this strategy works and for whom.     
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 Research has found mixed results on the impact of implementing particular 

neoliberal policies on inequality.  Nathanson, Corcoran and Smith (2013) find that high 

school choice in New York City has not reduced inequality, as low performing students 

are still more likely to attend low performing schools Other research supports the idea 

that choice programs have not resulted in greater equity (Bifulco and Ladd 2006, Bifulco, 

Ladd and Ross 2009).  Schools that fail accountability have improved scores, but that this 

may often be a result of gaming the system (Lauen and Gaddis 2012, Booher-Jennings 

2005, Ho 2007).   The implementation of exit exams depresses graduation rates initially, 

but we do not know the long term impact of this intervention on graduation rates (Dee 

and Jacob 2007).  In a statewide study of segregation, Orfield and Kucsera (2014) find 

that segregation in New York City is on the rise.  We do not know what cumulative 

impact these policies have on inequality between schools.  We also do not know how 

these policies impact inequality in a district as large as New York City, with a majority of 

Black and Hispanic students, and with such an aggressive neoliberal policy climate.  This 

research will apply the sociological concepts of Effectively Maintained Inequality and 

Maximally Maintained Inequality to understand how these policies work together to 

impact inequality.   

 Many studies look at student level outcomes, while policies are aimed specifically 

at improving schools and their capacity to educate students.  This research will examine 

school level data to understand inequalities between schools and how this has changed 

during a period of neoliberal reform.  New York City has been a model for reforming 

other urban districts, because they have aggressively reorganized their district using a 

neoliberal strategy.  This research will allow us to answer the question of whether or not 
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reform improves schools, and if so, what type of schools?  This study will contribute to 

an understanding of how neoliberal policies can impact the sorting of racial groups by 

school performance, by examining segregation within and across graduation rate 

quartiles.  Studies of this nature typically use test scores as outcomes, but this research 

uses graduation rates.  Using graduation rates gives us a sense of whether or not students 

have improved access to the minimum level of education required for social mobility, 

which will contribute to our understanding of social inequality.   

 The next two chapters present a theoretical framework and literature review for 

the study.  In the theoretical framework, I provide a description of neoliberal theory and 

discuss how it could expand, reduce, or maintain inequality. I draw on the theory of 

maximally maintained inequality to understand how reforms may have the unintended 

consequence of maintaining inequality, rather than reducing it.  In the literature review I 

review existing literature that looks at the impact of several neoliberal policies on student 

outcomes and inequality.  The chapters following the literature review present my three 

empirical analyses. 

 The first empirical chapter is a history of school reform in New York City.  This 

chapter provides the context for this research, by explicating the theory of action 

underlying each reform era, the impact it had on outcomes and equity, and how it helped 

to create the current system of schools.  The chapter describes an increase in the efforts to 

reduce school segregation following the Brown verdict of 1954, but this emphasis 

declines over time.  The focus of reform efforts shifted to increasing standards and 

schools’ responsibility to meet these standards. 
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 In the second empirical chapter, we look at school level segregation by 

performance.  Looking at changes in segregation during this reform era will help 

understand whether neoliberal reforms are likely to effect a reduction or an increase in 

racial inequality.  Dividing schools into performance quartiles based on high school 

graduation rates provides an understanding of how students are segregated by school 

performance and amongst schools of the same performance level.  The dissimilarity 

index reveals an increase in segregation for Blacks and Hispanics during this reform era 

both within and across quartiles. 

 In the third chapter, I use growth curve modeling to understand the factors that are 

associated with changes in graduation rates. I model the impact of several factors that 

measure the presence of neoliberal reform and inequality on graduation.  These measures 

include: racial and socioeconomic composition, the impact of mandatory regents, being a 

small school and failing on NYC school accountability report.   I find that the racial and 

socioeconomic composition of school is significantly associated with graduation rates, as 

is school size.  I also find a drop in graduation rates in the years following the 

implementation of exit exams.  There is no significant association between failing 

citywide accountability measures and graduation rates.  Together, this research shows no 

support for the idea that neoliberalism will insure a more equal distribution of high 

quality education.    Overall, this research suggests that neoliberal strategies do not 

reduce inequalities, and have the potential to exacerbate these inequalities. 
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CHAPTER 2: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK- REFORM AND INEQUALITY 

Understanding how education reforms impact inequality is critical to improving 

the life chances of the most disadvantaged populations.  This chapter will discuss 

neoliberalism as a school reform strategy and discuss whether or not it has the capacity to 

reduce inequality.  Neoliberalism has become the guiding reform principle not only for 

education, but also for hospitals and correctional facilities.  I argue that neoliberalism 

does not target racial or socioeconomic equity directly, and that this facilitates the 

reproduction of inequality. 

A high school education increases one’s chances to be socially mobile, but those 

most in need of these opportunities are least likely to benefit.  The national graduation 

rate is above 80% for the first time in history (Balfanz, Bridgeland, Fox, DePaoli, 

Ingram, and Maushard 2014).  Despite this improvement, the graduation rates of Non-

Hispanic Whites and Asians have exceeded those of Blacks and Hispanics since 1972 

(Chapman, Laird, Ifill, and KewalRamani 2011)1 (see figure 1).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 
                                                           
1 https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2012/2012006.pdf 
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Source: Chapman, C., Laird, J., Ifill, N., and Kewal Ramani, A. (2011). Trends in High School Dropout 
and Completion Rates in the United States: 1972.   U.S. Department of Education. Washington, DC: 
National Center for Education Statistics. Retrieved June 5, 2013 from  http://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch 
 

A student’s likelihood of graduation is associated with the quality, instruction and 

resources of public high school that they attend.  Public schools in poor urban 

neighborhoods often lack sufficient resources to serve their students.  Many urban high 

schools are known as “drop out factories,” where less than 60 percent of students leave 

school without a diploma (Balfanz et al. 2014).  Drop out factories are often located in 

high crime neighborhoods, where Black, Hispanic, and poor students are most likely to 

be enrolled.  In 2004, half of all Black and 40 percent of all Hispanic students nationwide 

were enrolled in drop out factories.  By 2012, 23 percent of African Americans and 15 

percent of Hispanics were enrolled in drop out factories.  Progress has been made, but 

half of the remaining dropout factories are located in urban areas (Balfanz et al. 2014). It 

is important to understand whether recent school reforms have improved educational 

opportunities for students in disadvantaged schools.   
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There were several reforms implemented specifically to reduce racial and 

socioeconomic equity during the civil rights era, but the focus on equity has faded since 

then.  Not until the No Child Left Behind Act of 2002 was there a policy initiative that 

addresses racial and socioeconomic achievement gaps.  No Child Left Behind and the 

standards-based reform movement that preceded it are both examples of neoliberal 

reform.  Neoliberalism assumes that inequalities will be minimized through the use of 

accountability and choice, and it is necessary to understand whether this is the case. 

Understanding inequality of educational outcomes is critical because these 

inequalities can lead to socioeconomic differences amongst adults.  A high school 

diploma has become the minimum credential required for occupational success and 

financial security, and this has had a negative impact on Black and Hispanic men (see 

figure 2).  Declines in domestic manufacturing during the 1970s and 1980s led to the 

closure of many urban factories.  This drastically reduced the employment opportunities 

for uneducated urban workers and increased the need for educational credentials (Wilson 

1996, Bettis 1994).  An increase in joblessness increased concentrated urban poverty.  As 

of 2010, the national unemployment rate for Whites is 8.7, compared to 16.0 and 12.5 for 

Blacks and Hispanics respectively2.   

 

 

 

Figure 2 

                                                           
2 Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor, The Editor's Desk, Unemployment rates by race 
and ethnicity, 2010 on the Internet at http://www.bls.gov/opub/ted/2011/ted_20111005.htm (visited May 
08, 2014). 
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Source:  2010 ACS 1-year Public Use Microdata Samples (PUMS), NY C residents age 21 to 65, 
references in Liu, John C. 2012. Beyond High School: Higher education as a growth and fiscal strategy for 
New York City.  New York: New York City’s Comptroller’s Office. 
 

The increase in urban joblessness and poverty has had a negative impact on inner 

city schools because the students in inner city schools are more likely to experience 

poverty related issues that can hinder their performance (Kozol 1991 and Darling-

Hammond 2000).  Urban poverty has also had an impact on schools’ financial resources.  

Schools are funded primarily from residential property tax revenue and business tax 

revenue, and this revenue decreased due to high rates of joblessness and the closure of 

many local businesses (Bettis 1994).  

Education has the potential to reduce social stratification.  Many federal and local 

reforms were intended to eliminate the persistent impact of race and socioeconomic status 

on educational attainment.  Despite these efforts, inequality persists.  The theory of 
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maximally maintained inequality (Raftery and Hout 1993) is useful in understanding how 

reforms aimed at reducing inequality work instead to maintain inequality.  

 

Maximally Maintained Inequality 

 Education reforms that are intended to improve equity in educational attainment 

may not always have their intended effect.  Raftery and Hout (1993) study the impact of 

secondary education reform on class inequality in Ireland.  In 1967, tuition exams and 

fees were eliminated and enrollment in secondary schooling surged.  The authors 

examine whether the elimination of these class and income-based barriers reduced class 

inequalities in secondary school enrollment and attainment.  The authors find that class 

inequalities in educational attainment have persisted despite the elimination of barriers.  

They find that upper class enrollments increase at a higher rate than those of the lower 

classes.  They argue that upper class students are better poised to make use of 

opportunities created by reforms.   

The authors hypothesize that only when almost all of the dominant class attains a 

secondary education will the lower classes benefit from increased access provided by the 

reform.  This full enrollment of the upper class is called saturation, and only at this point 

will reform benefits begin to trickle down to the lower class and reduce inequality.   In 

Ireland, as well as Great Britain, reforms aimed to reduce class inequality actually 

maintained that very inequality, and the upper class maintained higher rates of attainment 

than lower classes (Halsey, Heath, Ridge 1980). 

Subsequent scholars have found support for Raftery and Hout’s hypothesis globally.  

These scholars find that despite efforts to expand access to education, inequalities in 
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educational opportunity are maintained, resulting in no benefit to those in the lowest 

socioeconomic strata.  Using data from 24 countries, Bar Haim and Shavit (2013) find 

that educational expansion did not reduce inequalities in educational opportunities.  In 

fact, they find that educational inequalities persist despite controlling for saturation.  

Pfeffer (2008) examines the stability of inequality globally and over time.  The author 

finds that inequality of opportunity has been stable across the 20th century in over 20 

countries.    In a study of Chile’s neoliberal privatization reform of 1981, Torche (2005) 

finds that inequality was not reduced, and that there was a  growth in inequality.  

 Lucas (2001) builds on the MMI theory of Raftery and Hout (1993) and posits the 

theory of Effectively Maintained Inequality (EMI).  Maximally Maintained Inequality 

(MMI) posits that educational opportunities will become more equal when most of the 

upper class has benefitted from a reform, and this is considered to be the point of 

saturation.  EMI argues that inequalities will be maintained despite saturation, because 

upper class parents will continue to find ways to secure an advantage for their child, and 

to make the best use of any reform that is implemented.  EMI argues that reforms 

effectively maintain inequalities between advantaged and disadvantaged groups.   

 For example, most middle and upper class students earn a high school diploma.  

This condition can be considered as saturation if you consider the array of national and 

local standards-based reforms during the late 1980s and 1990s aimed at increasing 

graduation rates.  Although more disadvantaged students also obtain a high school 

diploma than they did in past decades, the opportunity to take advanced placement 

courses are unevenly distributed by class (Klugman 2013).   These are some of the 

qualitative advantages that distinguish advantaged students from less advantaged 
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students.  Advantaged schools and families are poised to capitalize on any new 

opportunities in ways that prevent the educational opportunities from becoming equal.   

In New York City, despite reforms to improve equity, low income and minority students 

are less likely to receive an advanced regents diploma than their peers.  An advanced 

regents diploma requires students to score above a 75 on the five exit exams required for 

graduation, rather than the passing grade of 65 (Kemple 2013).    White and Asian 

students are also more likely to attend high performing schools, while Black and Hispanic 

students are clustered in failing high schools (Kemple 2013, Fruchter, Hester, Mokhtar, 

and Shahn 2012).  These advantaged students seem to employ these qualitative 

distinctions more than their disadvantaged peers.    

 Education reforms are intended to improve schools and to provide access to a 

high quality education for all students.  Over the past two decades, there has been a new 

type of school reform in the United States and globally, often classified as neoliberal 

reform.  This type of reform is best characterized by policies like No Child Left Behind 

where states are required to set performance standards and create accountability systems 

to reward or sanction schools based on their performance.  Neoliberal policies also 

consist of voucher systems, the proliferation of charter schools, and merit pay systems for 

teachers. It is possible that neoliberal reforms allow inequalities to be maintained.  The 

middle and upper classes as well as advantaged racial groups may hoard the benefits of 

the reforms amongst themselves, resulting in no benefit for lower status groups. It is not 

clear what type of impact neoliberal reform has had on inequality, and whether these 

types of reforms can reduce, maintain or exacerbate inequality in graduation rates across 

schools.   
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Neoliberalism and Reform 

 Neoliberalism is an ideology that currently guides the reform of public services.  

A hallmark of neoliberal reforms is the effort to limit the welfare state and to privatize the 

operation and distribution of public services such as hospitals, education, transportation, 

welfare, and social security.  Neoliberal strategy may or may not improve the quality of 

services across the public sector, and this question is especially relevant for education.  

The public school system is experiencing greater privatization, as public schools are 

increasingly replaced by charter schools, which are publicly funded but privately 

operated.  Neoliberal logic has also dominated reform with the increase of high-stakes 

testing and accountability systems.  This section will explain neoliberalism as an 

ideology, and how neoliberal reforms could impact inequality.   

Liberalism is a philosophy developed during the enlightenment era of the late 

18th century.  This era marks a power shift from hereditary privilege, caste, tradition and 

religious rule to individual men with the right to own property and to pursue their own 

personal interests.  Most importantly, this individual power is perceived as a civil and 

moral right of all men and one that government should not minimize or interfere with.  

Liberalism begets deregulation, because it promotes the individual’s right to manage his 

or her own affairs and a limited role of the state in social transactions.     

Neoliberalism is a modern adaptation of liberalism.  Neoliberals argue that public 

goods and services are delivered most effectively when service providers compete in a 

free market, as businesses do in the private sector.  Free market competition is most 

effective because it requires businesses to constantly innovate and improve.  According 
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to this logic, competition between public organizations will maximize the quality of 

public services available. For neoliberals, only organizations that are constantly 

innovating should continue to exist, and it is the state’s duty to measure and assess this 

improvement.   

The neoliberal argument rests on several underlying assumptions: a strong faith in 

the justice and fairness of the market, individualism, and choice (Apple 2006). In a free 

market, people should have the power to choose between several options for all social 

transactions.  Competition between these options allows for the seemingly natural 

elimination of businesses or services that are ineffective or inefficient. Organizations that 

survive do so based on their own merit and effort.   If people choose not to patronize a 

particular service provider, than it will not survive.  This faith in choice and free markets 

assumes that all individuals are self-interested, and will make rational decisions in their 

best interest if they have complete information about all of the options available.    

 For neoliberals, free markets are neutral and the use of individual choice will 

insure that resources and services are distributed equitably to suit the needs of all.  For 

neoliberals, free market strategies reduce inequality.  Neoliberals believe that the state 

has a duty to regulate the efficiency of public service providers, to insure that they are 

achieving their optimal effectiveness (Apple 2006).   The state’s role is to identify which 

public services are not performing well, and to facilitate their improvement or 

termination.  The rise of test-based accountability systems and school closures are 

examples of this philosophy at work.  The role of the state under current reforms is to 

make sure that schools are optimizing student achievement and attainment and to hold 

them accountable for this goal.  This is supposed to insure over time that all schools are 
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of adequate quality, thus minimizing inequality.  The effort to privatize public services 

redirects attention from funding and systemic issues that can cause inequality, to the 

efficiency of the service provider (Apple 2006).   

In 1990, Chubb and Moe published Politics, Markets, and American Schools. 

This book caused a shift in educational reform discourse towards neoliberalism, with an 

emphasis on choice.  In this book the authors build on literature finding that private 

schools have better performance than public schools (Coleman, Hoffer and Kilgore 

1982).  They argue that private schools have higher performance because they attract 

high performing students, but also because they are better organized.  The authors note 

that private schools have autonomy and are not accountable to the rules of the 

bureaucratic public education system or public school teacher unions. The authors argue 

that bureaucracy undermines the potential for public schools to operate effectively.   

The authors assume that parents are rational actors who will always act in their 

child’s best interest. They argue that public schools are accountable to bureaucrats and 

unions, and that the wishes of administrators, elected officials, and school boards 

supersede those of parents.   The solution, for Chubb and Moe, is that parents should 

have the same power over schools that they have in private schools: the power to switch. 

Chubb and Moe promote a new type of school.  This school has little state involvement 

and bureaucracy.  These schools can accept and expel anyone they want, there is no 

tenure for teachers, and they are accountable to parents, not the state.  Essentially, the 

authors argue that by treating the schools as businesses, rather than a small part of a large 

bureaucracy, the quality of public education will be greatly improved.  This argument 
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reshaped educational discourse so that school reform is now dominated by the use of 

market logic. 

 

The Unintended Consequences of Neoliberalism 

Neoliberals view parents as rational consumers and schools are viewed as choices.  

Parents are assumed to be able and willing to make decisions in the best interest of their 

children.  Neoliberal education reforms are therefore centered on increased choices and 

options for parents.  School choice systems, accountability systems and voucher 

programs are intended to increase choices and options for parents.  These policies place 

the onus of finding a suitable and high-quality school on individual families.  In New 

York City, there is a complete choice system for high school admissions where students 

must rank their school preferences and an algorithm is used to match students to a school 

on their list.  This choice system is intended to equalize access to high quality schools, so 

that disadvantaged students are not relegated to the low quality high schools in their 

neighborhoods.  In addition, there is an accountability system where each school is 

graded from A-F, and this serves as a tangible and visible signal to parents about whether 

or not to send their children to a particular school.  

Eduardo Bonilla Silva (2009) argues that “choice is based on the fallacy that 

racial groups have the same power in the American polity” (36).  The idea of the rational 

actor who benefits from the power to choose assumes that all people have equal power to 

begin with.  He further argues that “because Whites have more power, their unfettered, 

so-called individual choices help reproduce a form of White supremacy in 

neighborhoods, schools, and in society in general,” (36).  White and wealthy parents have 
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more political and economic power, and can achieve better results for their children.  In 

New York City, advantaged parents are more successful at advocating for their child, and 

at gaining admission to the best schools (Ravitch 2013).  Upper class students also tend to 

live in neighborhoods with good schools and many of these K-8 schools privilege local 

residents in their admissions.  A system of school choice can result in advantaged groups 

receiving the same advantages that they have had historically, rather than an equal 

playing field where all families have equal access to good schools.   

Like Bonilla Silva, Erickson (2011) argues that the idea of choice is a fallacy, as it 

related to charter schools.  Charters have been built mostly in poor neighborhoods and 

serve mainly poor and minority children.  No Child Left Behind mandates that students 

have the option to transfer out of failing public schools.  The number of charter schools 

has grown rapidly since then to fill the shortage of schooling options in poor 

communities.  Charter schools are subject to inconsistent funding, and their results have 

not been statistically better than traditional public schools (Erickson 2011, Ravitch 2013).  

The author interestingly notes that white middle class parents in New York City have 

avoided many of these charter schools and that suburban communities have prevented 

charter schools from being built in their neighborhoods, because it is not clear that they 

actually benefit students.  The author rejects the notion that charter schools represent a 

great and improved choice for disadvantaged communities, because oftentimes charter 

schools are their only option.  She shows that the choice rhetoric helps to reproduce 

inequality by disguising political and power inequalities as individual choices. 

Michael Apple (2006) explains that the metaphor of students as consumers is 

wrong because it assumes that the consumer is knowledgeable and that all consumers 
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have access to goods that are of equal quality.  Not all families have access to high 

quality schools, nor do they know what to look for when picking a school.  Students who 

live in a neighborhood without good schools, or those whose parents do not have the time 

or knowledge to navigate the bureaucratic department of education can be relegated to 

low performing schools or charter schools. Viewing students and families as consumers 

places the onus of getting a good education on the family more than the school system. A 

student receiving a poor quality of education will ultimately be viewed as a poor decision 

maker, despite any structural issues contributing to the low performance of that student or 

school.   

Increased choice benefits middle class students. Middle class parents tend to be 

more aggressive and knowledgeable when dealing with the school system.  These parents 

tend to have more flexible hours and more time to visit schools, and they can also afford 

to travel long distances to take their children to school (Apple 2001).  This leads to a 

concentration of more advantaged students in the best performing schools and the 

reproduction of inequality.  Despite universal access to the best public high schools, 

middle class students are still more likely to attend high performing schools (Goldhaber 

1999).  Choice policy may result in effectively maintained inequality (EMI), where all 

students have access to better schools but advantaged groups are more able to secure 

spots in the best schools.  Deregulating school admissions and implementing school 

choice can reproduce the advantages that upper class families have, because they have a 

greater ability to navigate or manipulate the admissions process. 

Scholars have argued that reforms using accountability and choice systems are an 

attempt by the middle class to alter the rules of competition in education, in order to 
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provide an advantage for their children in the face of rising economic uncertainty (Henig 

1994, Darling- Hammond 2000).  Constantly raising the bar for educational achievement 

and attainment is a mechanism by which low income and minority students are 

continually denied access to the potential for social mobility that is afforded by 

increasing one’s attainment (Bourdieu 1973).  Market logic privileges those with higher 

levels of knowledge and material resources, and helps to maintain inequality (Apple 

2001).  The use of market logic in New York City may also privilege parents with greater 

knowledge and ability to navigate the school system, thus reproducing inequalities. 

 Neoliberal theory assumes that choice and accountability will insure equal access 

to high quality schools.  However, these types of policies may reproduce existing 

inequalities.  This research will shed light on whether or not these reforms are equalizing 

graduation rates between schools.  The next chapter will explain the implementation of 

neoliberal reforms and how they have impacted inequality between schools. 
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CHAPTER 3: LITERATURE REVIEW 

This section will review the literature on the impact of neoliberal reform on inequality 

between high schools.  I will begin with a brief discussion of the inequalities that exist amongst 

urban high schools and between urban and suburban high schools.  Minority students tend to be 

disproportionately poor, live in highly segregated communities, and attend schools in large, 

chronically low-performing, urban school systems (Swanson 2002).  This dissertation is 

concerned with inequalities in graduation rates and in segregation, but understanding the array of 

inequalities that exist can help us develop an understanding of whether neoliberal reforms have 

the potential to improve equity. 

As a result of a mass exodus of Whites from central cities to the suburbs beginning in the 

1960s, Black and Hispanic students are most likely to be concentrated in urban schools.  In 

recent decades, Blacks have increased their representation in suburban districts.  Despite this 

increase, Black students are still more likely than whites to be concentrated in a school that is 

mostly low income and Black or Hispanic school, regardless of whether they are in an urban or 

suburban school (Farley and Frey 1994).  Lleras (2008) examines whether the increase of Black 

students in suburban districts resulted greater equity of achievement, given that suburban schools 

have greater resources.  She finds that regardless of the school’s locale, students who are in 

predominately Black schools have lower skills in middle and high school.  This research shows 

that despite resources and locale, segregation of Black students in low performing schools is 

persistent. 

Orfield et al. (2012) find that segregation is on the rise, especially for Hispanics.  

Nationwide, the typical Black student is now in a school where two-thirds of their classmates are 

low-income, nearly double the levels in schools of the typical white or Asian student.  New 
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York, Illinois, and Michigan are the most segregated states for Black students (7).  Orfield and 

Lee (2004), find that Asians are least likely to be in school with other Asians and less likely to be 

around Blacks and Hispanics.  In many districts, Asian students are advantaged under the 

privileges of White students in predominately white schools.   

Black and Hispanic youth share similar inequalities of educational outcomes.  Black and 

Hispanic youth are more likely to earn a GED instead of a conventional high school diploma.  

They are also more likely to take more than four years to graduate (Murnane 2013).  These 

inequalities are related to the types of schools these students attend.  “In 2008, one-half of all 

high school dropouts attended one of the 1,746 high schools with high dropout rates” (Murnane 

2013).  This shows that Black and Hispanic students are isolated in the worst performing 

schools.  The school one attends has a strong impact on their long term outcomes.  Goldsmith 

(2011) finds that attending a minority concentrated school is associated with lower educational 

attainment later in life.  Black and Hispanic students that attend these schools are less likely to 

earn a high school diploma and a bachelor’s degree.  When students from these schools do go to 

college, they identify gaps in their high school education that disadvantaged them in their college 

courses (Reid and Moore 2008).  African American students are far less likely to be ready for 

college, especially those coming from high-poverty schools (ACT 2013).  

Urban schools suffer from a host of issues that lead to unequal outcomes.  These schools 

have fewer resources with which they can help students.  They have fewer qualified teachers 

(Darling Hammond 2004, Lankford, Loeb, and Wyckoff 2002, Clotfelter, Ladd, and Vigdor 

2010).  These schools also have fewer monetary resources (Carter 1984, Condron and Roscigno 

2003).  In addition, teachers in these low income schools often report a lower sense of 

responsibility for student learning (Diamond, Randolph and Spillane 2004).  For a host of 
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reasons, urban schools are less able to improve upon inequalities between their students.  

Reforms have tried to reduce the impact of these factors, with little success.  This review of the 

state of inequality is intended to provide the context needed to fully understand the problem this 

dissertation is addressing.  Next in this section, I will explain the implementation of neoliberal 

policy and how they have impacted inequality.   

 

The Implementation of Neoliberal Reform 

  The neoliberal ideology has influenced education reform as early as the 1980s.  This 

section discusses the types of neoliberal reform currently in place across the country and in New 

York City and how they impact outcomes and inequality.  Neoliberal reform was introduced on 

the heels of the civil rights era when reform policy and federal aid was aimed at improving the 

opportunities available to the poor and to minorities.  The conservative neoliberal ideology 

promoted individualism and aimed to privatize the distribution of public services and goods, like 

education and healthcare.  Neoliberal education reform took full effect during the 1990s and 

early 2000s with the Standards-Based reform movement and the No Child Left Behind Act of 

2002.  No Child Left Behind marked the beginning of a nationwide effort to increase testing and 

accountability for schools.  This chapter explains the implementation of neoliberal education 

reform and it will discuss the impact of these reforms on inequality.  

  In New York City, under the Bloomberg-Klein administration, the New York City 

public education system fundamentally changed its system of governance, creating a school 

accountability report, many small schools and by closing larger low performing schools.  The 

reform ideology was fully in line with that of neoliberalism.  Despite these reforms beginning as 

early as 2001, the racial achievement gap has persisted in New York City.  More research is 
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needed to understand whether neoliberal reforms improved or worsened the ability of schools to 

provide educational opportunities for social mobility.   

 

The Culture of High-Stakes Testing 

   Under neoliberal reform there is a culture of high-stakes testing, in which schools 

and students must focus on testing and improving scores because the stakes of failing are severe.  

This increased pressure negatively affects low performing schools.  Students in failing schools, 

primarily Black and Hispanic students, are assigned a “basic education” in order to learn test 

skills and increase test scores (Lipman 2004).  Teachers in failing schools often narrow the 

curriculum to include only the skills being tested.  This means that students spend most of their 

time learning only the skills being tested as well as test taking skills.  These students focus 

heavily on language arts and math because they are the subjects on standardized tests.  This 

narrow curriculum limits the time students spend learning social studies, science, foreign 

language, art, etc., subjects that students in well performing schools spend more time on 

(Diamond 2012, Lipman 2004).  Students from low performing schools will also be at a 

disadvantage in college when topics such as art, culture, music, or history are discussed.  

Students in low performing school are less likely to gain the cultural capital and knowledge 

necessary to fit in and compete in college.   

  High stakes testing also shapes the quality of instruction that urban students receive, 

beyond curriculum and resources.  Urban schools are more likely to have new and less 

experienced teachers.  Suburban schools have more resources and are less likely to have 

challenging students, and they can recruit more experienced teachers.  New teachers often go to 

urban schools to gain experience, so that they can apply to teach in suburban schools (Lipman 
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2004).  High stakes testing exacerbates the shortage of highly qualified teachers.  Teachers often 

leave urban classrooms because they are forced to teach test prep and a narrow curriculum, and 

they are harshly penalized for student failure (Diamond 2007).   

   High stakes testing de-professionalizes teachers, causing them to leave urban 

classrooms.  Teachers feel that they are not making use of their training by teaching such a 

narrow curriculum (Harris 2012).  Failing urban schools often experience high teacher turnover, 

permanent substitute teachers, and teachers teaching outside of their subject expertise (Lipman 

2004).  Despite short-term reductions in the achievement gap, high stakes testing may not benefit 

students in the long term and may increase inequality. 

   Increased accountability and testing creates a greater degree of disruption for 

students in low performing schools than for more advantaged students.  Low performing schools 

are less likely to meet the minimum standards created under NCLB, and they are more likely to 

experience the sanctions attached to school failure.  NCLB is criticized because it measures 

whether or not students reach a minimum benchmark, rather than measuring the amount of 

improvement they have from year to year.  Schools who have improved tremendously but not 

enough to reach minimum standards will fail accountability measures, while schools who are 

already above the minimum can maintain or even decline and still pass accountability measures 

(Hursh 2013).   

  Low performing schools are also less likely to have the resources to implement large 

scale reforms, leading to improper implementation, which hurts student achievement (Diamond 

2012).  Orfield and Sunderman (2007) find that states did not have the capacity to implement the 

mandates of NCLB in their worst performing schools.  Despite claims of increased access to 



 25 

higher quality education under the mandates of neoliberal reforms, low performing students 

continue to be disadvantaged and inequality is maintained.  

 

Accountability 

 In 2007, Mayor Bloomberg implemented an A-F accountability grading system.  

Empirical studies find that increased accountability may improve academic achievement, but 

some of these improvements are questionable and these reforms may actually exacerbate 

inequality because of their negative impact on curriculum, instruction and the overall operation 

of the school.  Figlio and Rouse (2006) find improvements in reading achievement due to the 

threat of school failure.  Using data from North Carolina public schools, Lauen and Gaddis 

(2012) find that the implementation of accountability metrics for each racial subgroup reduced 

the Black-White test gap in reading and math.  They find that Black students’ test scores improve 

more than Whites if their school failed AYP the previous year, and this increased performance 

from Black students contributes to a reduction in the Black-White achievement gap.  The impact 

of accountability on the Black-White achievement gap is smallest in the schools serving the most 

poor students.   

 Although accountability systems may temporarily improve student achievement, these 

findings may reflect gaming and other practices used to dishonestly boost accountability grades.  

To insure that schools perform well and meet accountability requirements, research finds that 

resources are channeled primarily toward the grades where students take standardized exams 

(Booher-Jennings 2005, Diamond and Spillane 2004).  These grades receive more money for 

books and other learning materials to pass exams.  Within benchmark grades, schools target 

“bubble kids,” (Ho 2008).  These are the students who score right beneath the passing score.  
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Schools focus on these students more than students who are further beneath the cutoff, with the 

hopes that the school will meet accountability measures if they can get these kids over the 

passing threshold.   

  Chakrabarti (2013) examines the progress of students who have failed once under 

federal accountability systems.  The author finds that performance suffered for students in grade 

levels not being tested, and for students in traditionally struggling subgroups.  The author finds 

no gains in non-test subjects and a tendency to focus most on students just below the high stakes 

cut off score.  Neal and Schanzenbach (2010) also find that most attention is paid to students 

who are near the proficiency cut point.  This maintains current educational inequalities because 

the achievement of lowest performing students is ignored, and the top performing students are 

not impacted by accountability pressures.  The authors estimate that in Chicago Public schools, 

more than 25,000 students are being “left behind” under NCLB.  Despite efforts to improve all 

students’ quality of education, the lowest performing strata do not seem to benefit.   

 

Exit Exams 

 The regents exams were used as exit exams beginning with the graduating class of 

2005.  The stated purpose of exit exams was to increase the labor market value and integrity of a 

high school diploma.  By testing students in a set number of subjects, New York State attempts 

to insure that their high school graduates have mastered a specific set of skills.  The exams are 

intended to improve achievement, attainment, and postsecondary outcomes. 

   Research indicates that exit exams did not meet their goals.  Exit exams decreased 

graduation rates and increased dropout rates, especially for disadvantaged groups.  Using 

Common Core Data, Dee and Jacob (2007) examine how state-wide implementation of exit 
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exams impacts attainment and labor market outcomes.  The authors find that exit exams increase 

the drop out rate for Black students, students in high poverty, high minority schools, and for 

students in urban or rural schools.   

 Papay, Murnane, and Willet (2010) use Massachusetts State data to analyze the impact 

of failing an exit exam.  The authors find that failure reduces graduation rates for low-income 

urban students, and has no impact of affluent or suburban students.  Exit exams also do not 

improve college readiness.  The intent of exit exams was to improve the academic preparation of 

students.  In a cross-state analysis using Common Core Data, Musoba (2010) finds that students 

in states with exit exams did not have higher SAT scores than states without, and that there is no 

difference in college readiness between racial or socioeconomic subgroups.    

 Low income, Black, and Hispanic students have historically been the least likely to 

graduate, and exit exams perpetuate this inequality without improving achievement.  Ou (2010) 

finds that barely failing an exit exam increases the likelihood of dropping out amongst low 

income, minority, and limited English proficiency students, groups that are historically less 

likely to graduate. Jacob (2001) finds that exit exams do not increase achievement, but do 

increase dropouts amongst the lowest performers.   

 Hursh (2013) supports the idea that exit exams are not working as intended.  He finds 

that the threshold for passing the New York State regents exam is manipulated yearly to 

artificially control the graduation rate.  Also, the percentage of questions that a student needs to 

answer correctly to pass is so low that it is unlikely that these tests will indicate an improvement 

in postsecondary preparation (Hursh 2013).  Exit exams are a barrier to graduation, through 

which low income, minority, and low performing students will be less likely to graduate because 

of a test that may or may not actually improve their skills. 
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Small Schools of Choice 

 There is no proof that exit exams will produce more educated graduates.  They may 

exacerbate inequality.  The small schools of choice (SSC) movement in New York City has had 

a notably positive impact on graduation, but not for the least advantaged students. Lauen (2009) 

finds that exercising school choice has positive effects on the graduation rate for all students, but 

that low achieving students and students in high poverty neighborhoods benefit the least. 

 Bloom and Unterman (2012) examine small schools of choice (SSC) in New York City, 

which are 123 of the newly opened small schools.  These schools have no more than 550 

students and accept students through a lottery admission system.   These schools replace older 

failing schools with new teachers, principals and students, and they are located in disadvantaged 

neighborhoods.   The authors find that SSC’s improved graduation rates across cohorts by a 

combined 8.6 percentage points.  Enrollment in an SSC improves the graduation for all 

subgroups, and improves college readiness in English but not Math.  College readiness is defined 

using CUNY’s cutoffs for remediation, students who score above a 75 on the English and Math’s 

regents are deemed college ready.  There is no effect of SSC enrollment on the five year 

graduation rate or the percent of students receiving an advanced regent’s diploma. Enrolling in 

an SSC has been found to improve high school graduation and college readiness; however 

Stiefel, Wiswall, Schwartz and Debraggio (2012) find that newer small schools, those with 

grades 9-12 after 2002, have higher graduation rates than small schools established before 2002.    

 Stiefel et al. (2012) examine whether the improvement seen in small schools comes at the 

expense of district wide improvement.  They examine whether the improvement in small schools 

is due to the fact that they garner most of the district’s resources, and they study whether the 

improvements are due to selection.  The authors find that small schools are most likely to serve 
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Hispanic and Asian students, as well as students with limited English proficiency.  They also 

find that graduation, regents taking rates, and regents passing rates improved for all schools, but 

improved most for small schools.   Overall, neoliberal reforms seem to offer logical solutions 

to fixing the problems urban high schools face in graduating their students.  Exit exams, 

accountability, increased options and school choice may or may not have their intended impact.  

It seems that the intended positive impact of accountability systems may be reversed when 

schools face sanctions for low performance.  Exit exams may depress graduation rates initially, 

while small schools appear to have a positive impact on graduation rates.  We do not know the 

impact of these reforms over time, or the impact of these reforms on inequality between schools 

or segregation.  This research will examine these questions to contribute to an understanding on 

the role of reform in the persistence of educational inequality. 

 New York City has been described as the most complex but the most ambitious school 

district (O’Day, Bitters, and Gomez 2011).  New York City has implemented most of the 

neoliberal reforms that are being debated on a national scale, including: test-based 

accountability, the implementation of business sector management strategies, small schools, 

massive school closures, and the expansion of charter schools.  This urban district serves the 

more students than any other in the country, and most of the district is predominately low-

income, Black and Hispanic.  The size, diversity and reform history of New York City make it an 

excellent place to examine the impact of neoliberal reforms on inequality.  
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CHAPTER 4: THE HISTORY OF REFORM AND SEGREGATION 

 This section will provide a history of reforms aimed at improving segregation and 

outcomes. It will begin by briefly explaining national reforms, and then I will go into more depth 

discussing local reforms.  The patterns I observe in national reforms are mirrored on the local 

level, particularly the shift away from reforms aimed solely at equity and the indirect focus on 

equity found in the most recent neoliberal reform era.  Understanding the relationship between 

national and local reform trajectories and how they have impacted inequality can help inform the 

necessary steps to reduce inequality going forward.  This discussion will begin with the Brown 

verdict and continue to explain national reforms and their emphasis on equity through the current 

era. 

 The segregation of American public schools became a public concern with the Brown 

v. Board of Education verdict in 1954.  This verdict made segregation illegal.  Chief Justice Earl 

Warren believed that having separate schools was unconstitutional because it was founded on the 

concept that blacks were inferior (Patterson 2001).  The case drew on psychological literature 

that showed that segregated schools were detrimental for students’ socioemotional well-being.  

While Justice Warren was very clear on the illegality of segregation, the plans for 

implementation were less clear and heavily protested by white parents. 

 Many white parents kept their children home on the first day of school following the 

Brown decision.  On the first day of school in Milford High in Delaware, 1/3 of the white 

students stayed home from school (Patterson 2001).  Justice Warren used the phrase “all 

deliberate speed” was used to guide the implementation, it spurred from a theory of gradualism.  

Gradualism was the idea that desegregation needed to be implemented slowly over time.  By the 

mid-1960s, segregation had not been reduced, especially in the south.  White southerners 
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resorted to elaborate schemes to avoid implementation, including violence.  Critics blame the 

courts’ poor guidance and the “all deliberate speed” clause for this poor implementation 

(Patterson 2001, Orfield and Lee 2004).    

 Civil rights reforms recognized the lasting impacts of racism and slavery on the 

condition of Black people in the United States.  President Lyndon B. Johnson pushed for a “great 

society” in 1964 and 1965. President Johnson’s policies were an effort to alleviate these ills by 

providing compensatory education and implementing other programs to improve employment, 

housing, healthcare and civic engagement amongst Blacks.  Support for Johnson’s efforts 

diminished as the Vietnam War persisted and caused tremendous public unrest. 

    While Johnson promoted his great society and racial equality, there was an opposing 

discourse simultaneously brewing.  The Moynihan report was released in 1965, and it was 

overwhelmingly recognized for its attack on the Black family (Berger 1996).  The report argued 

that the years of inequality suffered by Blacks in America had led to the breakdown of the family 

structure.  Moynihan suggested reforms that could help alleviate these problems, but his report 

was used to ignite a conservative discourse that the Black family was pathological and depraved.  

The Moynihan report was followed by the Coleman report, which further shifted attention away 

from the structural conditions that create inequalities.   

  The Coleman report stated in 1966 that school quality is not associated with 

attainment, but that the social background of the student and his or her peers were related to 

attainment.  Although Coleman’s findings show that segregation does have an impact on 

inequality and that desegregating schools would improve attainment, conservatives adopted his 

report as evidence that families rather than schools were the problem (1966).  Conservative 
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arguments were that public funding for schools and for compensatory education were a waste 

because schools were not the cause of performance inequalities. 

  Although the idea that school integration and increased funding would improve 

schools was called into question, the courts supported desegregation efforts in the Green v. 

County School Board of New Kent county, Va decision of 1968.  The case was over a freedom of 

choice plan that would result in little desegregation, as whites tended to choose racially 

segregated schools.  The court ruled in favor of the Black plaintiffs, arguing that school districts 

have the responsibility of desegregating schools.  This case represented increased clarity on the 

vagueness created by “all deliberate speed” (Patterson 2001). 

 Despite the good news for segregation in the Green verdict, we see a retreat from 

desegregation efforts in the following years.  The Milliken v. Bradley case of 1974 made it 

difficult for any urban city to achieve racial balance.  The course was brought forth in Detroit by 

the NAACP on behalf of Vera Bradley, a Black parent of an inner city student.  This case was 

established on the heels of white protest against desegregation policies, and their failed 

implementation (Meinke 2011).  The NAACP argued that Black families could not move 

wherever they pleased, and that the implementation of an optional zone policy, building of new 

schools in white neighborhoods, and district zones that created segregated schools violated 

desegregation laws.   

 The NAACP argued that the Detroit district should create zones that include suburban 

districts, because this was the only way to truly integrate schools.  The court ruled against 

Bradley because there was no proof that the suburban districts had unlawfully segregated 

students.  White flight and residential segregation were the most obvious cause of the 

segregation that was in question, and this removed any culpability of the suburban district.  This 
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case has made it difficult to have racial balance in any metropolitan district in which whites have 

moved to the suburbs.   

 Welch and Light (1987) find that segregation in school districts across the country 

declined during the 1960s 1970s and 1980s as a result of desegregation policy.  We see a decline 

in desegregation approaching the 1980s and the beginning of resegregation as early as the 1990s 

(which I will discuss shortly).  Some scholars cite cases like Milliken V. Bradley for 

resegregation, as it begins to open up loopholes through which families, districts and cities can 

maintain segregated schools (Orfield et al. 2012, Orfield and Lee 2004). The emphasis on racial 

balance was replaced by an emphasis on improving schools and outcomes. 

  The election of Ronald Reagan in 1981 solidified the conservative argument as a 

foundation for public policy.  Part of Reagan’s 1980 presidential campaign platform was that he 

would abolish the Department of Education because it was ineffective at improving outcomes.  

During his presidency, there was an abandonment of civil rights era reforms and legislation 

focusing on alleviating the inequalities between racial and socioeconomic groups.  By the mid-

1980s, the public rhetoric portrayed Black mothers as “welfare queens,” Blacks as lazy and 

criminal, and the Black family as inherently dysfunctional.  By extension, urban schools were 

also dysfunctional and unworthy of any increased public spending.  The public discourse at this 

time was that urban schools were vastly unequal because of social background inequalities and 

inefficient usages of funding and that these schools were not rigorous enough to create a work 

force that is internationally competitive.    

  The National Commission on Excellence in Education was created on August 26, 

1981 under former President Reagan, to investigate “the widespread public perception that 

something is seriously remiss in our educational system,” (The National Commission on 
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Excellence in Education 1983). This report promoted increased high school standards, increased 

rigor, and increased school accountability.  A Nation at Risk (ANAR) argued that the U.S. would 

lose its standing as an economic and technological world leader if our students continued to 

underperform.   

  ANAR led to increased criticism of the public education curriculum.  The report 

stated that “the public has no patience with undemanding and superfluous high school offerings,” 

(National Commission on Excellence in Education 1983).  The report cited that most students 

were enrolled in general track courses that did not prepare them for postsecondary success, 

particularly because they did not improve tested ability in core content areas like math, science, 

and English.  

  ANAR affirmed the sentiment that schools were currently failing American children, 

and that schools should create rigorous standards, increase data collection from schools and 

increase school accountability.  ANAR recommended an increase in accountability through the 

reporting of test scores and other data throughout the education system (Bracey 1995).   As a 

result of this report, the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), was created in 

1964 as an objective test in reading and math to be compared across states (Tyack and Cuban 

1995).    

  A Nation at Risk decried the practical education of the progressive era, characterized 

by classes like home economics and cooking.  The report recommended that state and local high 

school graduation requirements be increased. The report recommended that all students seeking a 

diploma should focus on five areas termed the “new basics”, (3-4 years of English, math, 

science, and social studies, plus some work in computer science) (Labaree 2010:33).  It also 

recommended that expectations for test scores be increased, and that these scores be used to 
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evaluate teaching and learning.  As a result of this report, public attention focused on increasing 

the standards of education for American students and the lack of rigor in public high schools.   

   Following the release of this report, conservatives attacked public education and the 

delivery of publicly funded services like welfare. Under President Reagan, airlines, the media, 

and the securities industry were deregulated; and federal support declined for education, housing, 

and healthcare.  These sentiments were a part of a rising conservative and neoliberal culture in 

America, where the government showed strong support for deregulating the private sector, and 

increased privatization and defunding in the public sector (Brown and Contreras 1991).   

 

Early Solutions 

 During the early 1990s, we see a full retreat from policy aimed at desegregating 

schools.  The Board of Education v. Dowell case of 1991 finds that a court can dissolve an 

injunction to desegregate schools if a district is determined to have met its goals in achieving 

racial balance (Orfield and Lee 2004, Oyez 2015).  This verdict is an additional step away from 

achieving and maintaining racial balance in schools.  The priority at this time had shifted to 

improving outcomes for all students. 

  The public uproar over A Nation at Risk culminated in a heavy reliance on testing and 

measuring outcomes as a federal, state and local priority.  This emphasis has developed into the 

standards-based reforms we have today. Reform centered on increasing standards, accountability 

and testing continued through the 1990s.  The 1994 Improving America’s schools act 

reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 and it focused on increased 

standards and accountability (Lee and Wong 2004).  It mandated that all schools must administer 

assessments in grades 3 through 5 and 10 through 12.  These assessments must be aligned with 
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content standards that improve student learning.  Failing schools were required to develop 

improvement plans and engage in corrective action (McGuinn 2006).   

   Former President George H.W. Bush and the National Governor’s Association 

collaborated to create a National Education Goals Panel, to develop America 2000, a federal plan 

to mandate standardized tests, standards and curricula.  There was a choice provision, allowing 

students to transfer to private or parochial schools and take federal money with them.  America 

2000 was defeated in congress, but Goals 2000 under the Clinton administration was passed.  

Goals 2000 was very similar to America 2000, but without the choice provision.  The Improving 

America’s School Act increased spending for schools to improve their standards and move 

toward statewide standards and standardized tests.  The development of a national test was met 

with great aversion, and by 2001 many states were still not in compliance with the policy.   

 

No Child Left Behind 

  No Child Left Behind (NCLB) is the first successful attempt to combine standards, 

accountability and choice into a federal policy. NCLB is a reauthorization of Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act of 1965, and it was signed into law on January 8, 2002, under 

President George W. Bush.  The mission of No Child Left Behind is “to close the achievement 

gap with high standards, accountability, flexibility, and choice, so that no child is left behind” 

(1425).  NCLB emphasizes the need for high standards for all students.   

  Graduation rates are a required accountability measure under NCLB (section 

11113c).  Graduation rates are also a required measure for data collection.    “Each state 

educational agency may incorporate the data from the assessments under this paragraph into a 
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State-developed longitudinal data system that links student test scores, length of enrollment, and 

graduation records over time” (Section 11113b). 

  NCLB is established on the neoliberal principles of increased accountability.  The 

federal government decentralizes their power by giving each state the power to set its own 

standards and curriculum. In exchange for this increased power at the state level, states are held 

accountable to the government for meeting these standards or else they are penalized.  The law 

mandates that all standardized test scores and outcomes be disaggregated by race, socioeconomic 

status, English language proficiency, and disability status in order to track the progress of 

schools and states in reducing achievement gaps.  Under NCLB, states that fail to meet standards 

for each subgroup are subject to formal sanctions.  If states fail to meet content or achievement 

standards, the schools can be closed and the Secretary of Education can choose to withhold 

funding.  The law mandates that any student in a failing school has the option to attend a non-

failing school.  This provision creates a system of school choice for students in failing schools.  

 NCLB aims to reduce racial and socioeconomic gaps within and across schools through 

increased choice and accountability.  The policy does not include any mechanism for integrating 

schools.  Although NCLB required every state to make changes, many states were already on the 

path to test-based accountability and standards-based reforms.  In states like New York, Florida 

and Texas, there were already accountability systems and statewide standards.  New York State 

has a long history of assessment and accountability dating back to 1878, and the changes 

proposed by NCLB were in keeping with their reform trajectory. 
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Reform in New York City 

 The unequal outcomes and segregation in New York City schools have been problems 

since schools were integrated following the Brown verdict.  There have been many reform 

efforts to reduce these inequalities, with varying success.  This part of this section is a history of 

the reform efforts aimed at reducing inequality and segregation, and their impacts, and these 

reforms mirror those on the federal level. The civil rights era and reform movements made racial 

inequalities a focus for policy makers, but this focus has faded since this era.  The reforms 

following this era have all failed to focus squarely on issues of racial and socioeconomic 

inequality.  These reforms have paid increasing attention to standards and school accountability, 

with the hopes that all students would have greater access to good schools.  This chapter 

provides an understanding of how we arrived at this current reform era, and how past reforms 

have shaped the current state of the NYC school district.  In a review of primary documents and 

existing literature on NYC school reform, this chapter provides a context for understanding how 

or why a reform may or may not have its intended effect. 

 This discussion will begin with a description of the New York City school district.  It 

then proceeds to discuss the history of school reforms in New York City that have targeted 

segregation and unequal outcomes.  This history begins with the Brown v. Board of Education 

verdict of 1954, which makes it illegal to have segregated schools.  This verdict was followed by 

a series of desegregation policies, and I will discuss their impact on the existing segregation 

across the district.  The chapter continues through the history of reform in New York City and 

how it has addressed segregation and unequal outcomes.  This history of reform serves as a 

context for understanding the neoliberal reform era and its potential to reduce segregation and 

inequality.  The chapter ends by discussing the neoliberal reform era and its intended impact. 
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 Poor Black and Hispanic students have fewer educational opportunities than their peers.  

The schools that they attend are often segregated, have less experienced teachers, poor facilities, 

students perform less well on standardized tests and are less likely to graduate from high school.  

This inequality has been a concern for the public and for policy makers dating back to the 1930s.  

There have been numerous attempts to reduce these inequalities, each with limited success.   

This chapter is a history of New York City school reform as it is related to reducing inequality.  

This chapter will help us to understand the impact of past school reform and provides the context 

to understand the impact of current neoliberal reforms in the New York City school district. 

  The New York City school district is one of 719 districts in New York State.  The New 

York City school district is the largest school district in the U.S.  It is composed of 32 geographic 

districts and serves over 1.1 million students in over 1800 schools.  The implementation of 

mayoral control in 2002 marked a big shift in the structure of the NYC districts.   Prior to 2002, 

each of the 32 districts were operated by their own school board and superintendent.  As of 2002, 

the 32 boards have been eliminated and each district receives support from their superintendent 

and a Community District Education council, made up of parents and local representatives. The 

following history will explain how we arrived at the current state of the district. 

 Demographic changes are a large part of the reform history of NYC.  Blacks were 2% of 

the New York City population in 1900.  Black public school students were mostly working class, 

as middle and upper class Blacks did not enroll their children in public schools, opting instead 

for standard colleges or preparatory schools specifically for Black youth (Blascoer 1915).  The 

few Black students who were in public schools were educated alongside White students during 

the first three decades of the 20th century (Clarke 1963).  
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During this time, Black students excelled in public schools, when compared to Black 

students in segregated southern public schools.  In 1935, Otto Klineberg found that integrated 

public schools were improving the tested ability of Black migrants.  He found that the longer a 

southern-born Negro child remained in the New York City schools, the higher were his scores on 

standardized tests (Klineberg 1935 ).     

 The landscape of New York City changed dramatically in the middle of the 20th century, 

and these changes contributed to an increase in segregation across the city. Robert Moses, famed 

urban planner, orchestrated an urban renewal project that spanned between 1930 and 1970.  The 

project was to tear down the tenements and apartment buildings that housed low-income people 

and replace the buildings with middle-income apartments.  This caused an increased 

concentration of poor Black and Puerto Rican people in the areas of Harlem and Brooklyn.  In an 

interview with a housing worker, Rogers (1968) finds that as many as 1200 Negro and Puerto 

Rican families relocated to Brooklyn per month, during the height of urban renewal.  From 1924 

until 1968, Moses also worked to establish highways to improve access to the suburbs.   

 During the 1940s, the Federal Housing Authority subsidized nearly 2.4 million home 

loans for World War II veterans under the GI Bill. This intensified the concentration of poverty 

in the city, because it led to a mass exodus of White and middle-class families from the city to 

the suburbs, where homes were less expensive.  The housing laws at this time did not protect 

against institutional racism, and mortgages in the suburbs were not made available to Black and 

Hispanic families.  The few middle class Black families who were able to leave the city were 

charged exorbitant interest rates and subject to shifty business deals where they did not gain any 

of the benefits of home ownership (Coates 2014). The concentration of poverty and increased 

White and middle class flight worsened residential and school segregation across the city. 
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 Throughout New York City’s history, schools have been among the first social 

institutions affected by major population changes (Ravitch 2000).  As the Black and Hispanic 

populations increased throughout the 20th century, these students became more likely to attend 

segregated and low performing schools. By 1950, Blacks made up 10% of the city’s population, 

a large increase from 2% in 1900.   

 Efforts to improve the quality of education available to Black students began as early as 

1938, when the New York State Commission on the Condition of the Urban Colored Population 

charged the Board of Education with diluting the academic program of Girls High School, 

located in the Bedford Stuyvesant section of Brooklyn.  They argued that the schools became 

less rigorous as White flight occurred. Similar issues were raised in Williamsburg, Brooklyn and 

Harlem around decreased instructional hours, fewer teachers and dilapidated conditions (Back 

2001, Back 2009).  

 The inferior position of Blacks in New York City became politically relevant with the 

Harlem riot of 1935, caused by a lingering unemployment crisis and rise in police brutality.  

Following the Harlem riots of 1935, Mayor Fiorello H. LaGuardia created a Commission on 

Conditions in Harlem to understand the plight of these residents.  The commission found that 

schools in Harlem were old and dilapidated, with more substitutes and inexperienced teachers 

than schools in wealthier areas (Back 2003).   

    Hispanic students, mainly Puerto Ricans, came to New York City in great numbers with 

the end of World War II in 1945. More than 4,200 Puerto Ricans arrived yearly between 1946 

and 1956, and 85% of these migrants settled in New York City (Korrol 2010).  The Puerto Rican 

population increased by 7 percentage points between 1930 and 1960.   In 1957, the district was 

68% White, and by 1967 that figure had declined to 48%. The population of Whites declined 
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from 98% in 1900 to 85% in 1960 (Ravitch 2000). Not only were schools increasingly 

segregated, but there was also a racial achievement gap that grew as students advanced in their 

education.  

 While community groups voiced their concerns about increasing segregation, the 

research of Kenneth and Mamie Clark emphasized the social and emotional aspects of 

segregation.  The research found that Blacks in segregated schools had a more negative image of 

Black dolls than White dolls, when compared to Black students in integrated schools (Clark, 

1939).  This famous study, known as the doll test, along with other research on the damaging 

socio-emotional impact of segregation was used to fight for integration.  The Clarks’ research 

was integral to the Brown Decision of 1954.  The Brown verdict ruled that racial segregation was 

a violation of the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth amendment.  This verdict overturned 

the 1896 verdict of Plessy v. Ferguson, which found that schools could be segregated as long as 

they were of equal quality. The Brown verdict added fuel to fight for integration and an 

improvement in the quality of education available to Black students. Following the Brown 

verdict, the Board of Education created a Commission on Integration in 1954.  New York City 

was the first district to create such a Commission. 

 One of the two researchers on the doll test, Kenneth Clark, continued to research New 

York City schools.  He was very active in New York City education politics and a member of the 

Commission on Integration.  In his research, he found that the average reading and arithmetic 

level of Black students in Harlem schools was about two years behind their grade. Clarke also 

found that Black and Puerto Rican students were overrepresented in vocational schools, from 

which 40-50% of students graduated, compared to academic high schools where almost 70% 

graduated.  He found that Black and Puerto Rican students were least likely to graduate 
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regardless of school type.  In Harlem, by the last year of high school, a Black child was three and 

a half years behind his or her White counterpart, on average (Berube and Gittell 196). 

Increasing racial segregation was coupled with a rise in the concentration of poverty in 

specific neighborhoods, like the south Bronx and Harlem (Jackson 1985 , Kucsera and Orfield 

2014).  By 1976, Lash found that almost one out of two Black children and one out of three 

Hispanic children lived in female-headed households, compared to one out of eight White 

children.  She also found that more than half of all children living in female-headed households 

lived in poverty, and that Black children were twice as likely as Whites to live in poverty.   

 Since 1954, there have been reform efforts intended to reduce the segregation of Black 

and Hispanic students in the worst performing schools.  Initial reforms sought to integrate 

schools through busing and transfer programs.  These initiatives failed due to “limited 

implementation and poor planning,” (Rogers 1968). The emphasis then shifted to giving local 

community members more control over curriculum and the hiring of Black and more qualified 

teachers and principals, in the hopes that they could then hold educational professionals 

accountable for student achievement.  These efforts were thwarted by the teacher and principal 

unions.  The core idea of community control, decentralizing power over educational decisions, 

was cited in the decision to decentralize elementary and middle schools in 1969.  This bill 

increased the decision making power of school districts, but did not necessarily give poor and 

minority parents more power as community control proponents had hoped for.   

 The decentralization era lasted from 1969 to 1996 when the law was dismantled.  During 

the decentralization era, corruption was rampant and local school districts were operated as 

fiefdoms throughout the 70s and 80s.  There was widespread corruption and little improvement 

in outcomes.  This occurred against the backdrop of a growing national emphasis on improving 
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outcomes following the release of A Nation at Risk in 1983, which focused on the poor 

performance of American high schools.  New York State intervened, taking steps to return to 

centralized management.  Throughout the late 1980s and 1990s, performance and curricular 

standards were implemented statewide.   

 The election of former Mayor Michael Bloomberg in 2001 and the implementation of his 

Children’s First Initiative mark the strongest local effort to improve the quality of education 

available to Black and Hispanic students in the lowest performing schools, while simultaneously 

raising standards and accountability.  Operating under a neoliberal ideology, the Children’s First 

Initiative increased testing and test-based accountability for schools, teachers, and districts.  The 

Children’s First Initiative increased school level autonomy in exchange for holding all schools 

responsible for better serving low performing students.  This chapter will help us to understand 

what reforms led to the Children’s First Initiative and the impact of these reforms on inequality. 

Integration. c.1954-1965 

 After the Brown verdict was passed in 1954, The New York City Board of Education 

started to propose plans to integrate their schools.  They created the Commission on Integration, 

and it was tasked with studying the extent of segregation in the city’s schools and proposing 

strategies to integrate schools.  In 1959, a subcommittee of the Commission for Integration, led 

by Kenneth Clarke, brought the Demonstration Guidance Project (DGP) to the attention of the 

commission.  The DGP was implemented in 1956 as a project to alleviate cultural deprivation 

and other effects of poverty.  This program increased social services, reduced class size, and 

increased the emphasis on literacy in schools.  This project was piloted at George Washington 

high school in Manhattan and at its feeder junior school, JHS43, pulling students from the top 

performing half of each grade.  Graduation rates were higher under the DGP than they had been 
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before, students failed fewer courses, and more students enrolled in college than they did before 

the implementation of the DGP.  These students were studied through college and only 20% 

dropped out, at a time when the national drop out rate was 50% (Hillson and Myers). 

 Superintendent Theobald expanded a universal and less costly version of it into 30 

schools, calling it Higher Horizons.  Higher Horizons was expanded quickly and each time, the 

resources attached to the program were reduced (Ravitch 2000). Higher Horizons showed initial 

gains in test scores, but the gains were not sustained nor were they statistically different from 

similar disadvantaged students who did not receive compensatory education (Commission on the 

Integration of City Schools 1967). Higher Horizons had little impact on outcomes, as it was not 

implemented in the same way as the Demonstration Guidance Project (Ravitch 2000).  Despite 

initial gains, Higher Horizons was not a comprehensive solution that could help all poor and 

minority students.  Civic groups and parents saw this program as an attempt to pacify disgruntled 

parents without interfering with the segregated neighborhood schools enjoyed by White families 

(Shagaloff 1963).   

 One major obstacle to integrating schools was the concept of neighborhood schools.  The 

concept of neighborhood schools became popular in the early 20th century as a response to the 

anomie that was believed to exist in urban cities.  By building schools close to homes and zoning 

school districts to minimize the commute to school, it was thought that the quality of life for 

urban families would improve (Rogers 1967).  These neighborhood schools were also built to 

insure that white communities remain homogenous and Black communities are relegated to a 

specific area of the city (Erickson 2011).  The ideal of neighborhood schools was often invoked 

in opposition to desegregation efforts to bus or transfer students into or out of their local 

neighborhood.  Using court documents and government data, Foster (1973) examines pro-
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neighborhood school arguments during the integration era and finds arguments for neighborhood 

schools have little to do with convenience or quality of life, and reflect a greater desire to 

maintain homogenous schools and keep Blacks out.  Foster takes many of the purported benefits 

of neighborhood schools, such as being able to walk to school and having the shortest possible 

commute, and finds that in some cases, a neighborhood school provides these benefits but that is 

not always the case and that there is no discernable pattern that would provide support for 

neighborhood schools. 

 Rogers (1967) examined advocates of neighborhood schools and found that 

neighborhood schools proponents were mostly lower and lower-middle class people who 

recently migrated from central-city slums and dilapidated areas.  These parents were proud of 

their social mobility and felt that the addition of Black families would ruin their neighborhoods. 

The neighborhood schools concept was also supported by local businesses, real estate agencies 

and professionals who had an interest in maintaining the status quo.  In order to physically 

achieve racial balance, students would have to be reassigned, dismantling neighborhood schools.   

 The commission made two recommendations for integrating schools in 1957: to reassign 

teachers more equitably across the city and to rezone schools.  Implementation of these policies 

was the responsibility of the superintendent (Gittell 1967).  Only 25 of the city’s 4,000 teachers 

volunteered to move to difficult districts (Ravitch 2000). The recommendation to reassign 

teachers was never implemented after this low turn-out of volunteers.  Most reforms that were 

proposed to integrate schools were never implemented because of public backlash.   

 Superintendent John Theobald implemented the permissive zoning program in 1959 

under the guise of making more efficient use of under-utilized schools.  Theobald’s transfer 

program was intended to bus 2000 students from Brooklyn to Queens, a target that was soon 
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lowered to 400 students after initial parent protests (Gittell 1967).  These were students from the 

poor Black neighborhood of Bedford Stuyvesant, Brooklyn being bused to the primarily White 

Queens neighborhoods of Ridgewood and Glendale.  Theobald cited the fact that the Queens 

schools were under enrolled and had ample resources and that the Brooklyn schools were 

overcrowded and under resourced. This effort was unsuccessful as White families in the 

receiving schools saw this new policy as a duplicitous and forced attempt to integrate their 

schools.  Parents boycotted in response to Theobald’s permissive zoning policy.  50% of the 

students in the receiving Queens school stayed home on the first day of school in 1959 (Ravitch 

2000).  Reforms intended to reduce segregation by forcing students to move were difficult to 

implement, and permissive zoning was never implemented. 

 In 1962, the City Commission on Human Rights proposed a two-way busing system 

where students would be reassigned to schools more equally.   This plan included busing White, 

Black and Hispanic students with the intent of eliminating any majority Black and Hispanic or 

majority White schools.   White parents went to court, arguing that their children were being 

used to meet a racial quota and that forced busing was discriminatory against Whites (Ravitch 

2000).  The Supreme Court ruled in the favor of parents, prohibiting the implementation of 

forced busing.  This verdict stalled hopes of achieving racial balance for reformers. 

 Theobald could not move White students out of their neighborhoods, but he could allow 

Black students to leave their neighborhoods.  He implemented an open enrollment program in 

1963 in which all elementary and junior high school students could transfer out of failing 

schools.  The program was underutilized by Black families, and it was not logistically sound, as 

some receiving schools could not or would not accept the transferred students (Karp 1968).  

Moreover, Black families were concerned for the safety of their children if they attended all 
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White schools (Wilkerson 1963).  Sending schools discouraged parents wishing to transfer, 

warning them that transportation costs would fall on them and that their children might be in 

danger.  Few students took advantage of this opportunity, and many parents had insufficient 

information about their right to transfer (Rogers 1968). Only 393 of 12,000 eligible junior high 

school students transferred and only 284 of the 8,000 eligible elementary school students did so 

(Landers 1960).  In a review of desegregation strategies nationwide, Shagaloff (1963) finds that 

open enrollment programs are the least effective, as it places the onus for racial balance on the 

family.  Erickson (2011) argues that Black students were inconvenienced by these policies in 

terms of commuting time and their safety, but that this was an attempt to accommodate white, 

middle-class students to keep them from leaving the districts. 

 Black families and civil rights groups were unhappy with busing, and with the lack of 

progress made to integrate schools.  Throughout 1963, civil rights demonstrations were a daily 

occurrence in New York City.  Civil rights leaders focused squarely on the dismantling of 

neighborhood schools and the department of education’s unwillingness to do so. There was an 

obvious lack of will in the board of education to take any steps toward integration that might 

upset the White voter base. Rogers (1968), finds that there was almost no communication 

between local civil rights leaders and officials in 1963.  The president of the National 

Association for the Advancement of Colored Peoples (NAACP) and Brooklyn minister, 

Reverend Milton Galamison, organized the Parents’ Workshop for Equality and threatened the 

Board of Education with a sit in on the first day of school in 1963 if a citywide plan for 

integration was not adopted.  

 To avoid a boycott scheduled for the first day of school in 1963, the administration 

promised to come up with a plan.  The plan was released in December of 1963 proposing an 
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expansion of the free transfer program and a plan for rezoning.  The community activists were 

infuriated that they called off their strike for such an unaggressive plan.  The boycott became a 

top priority again for civil rights leaders.   

 Reverend Galamison worked with nationally renowned activist Bayard Rustin to plan this 

boycott scheduled for February 3, 1964.  Black and Puerto Rican parents participated in large 

numbers, and over 450,000 students boycotted schools.  The superintendent downplayed the 

magnitude of the boycott.  Galamison held another strike in March of 1964.  Galamison had little 

support from civil rights groups for this boycott, because he held firm to the idea of forced 

transfers, although it did not seem feasible.   

 Following the strike, New York State Commissioner Allen requested a report on the 

status of integration.  Allen requested this report from the new superintendent, Calvin Gross, 

who served for two tumultuous years and was resented for being an outsider and having a weak 

understanding of the NYC political system.  Gross cited the implementation of rezoning, 

monthly meetings between the administration and rights leaders, increased recruitment of 

teachers, increased curricula on African American history, and the possibility of pairing as some 

of the strategies NYC would employ to integrate schools (Ravitch 2000).  Aside from pairing, 

most of these ideas never came to fruition.   Gross left his post in 1965. 

 Pairing was a part of the “Princeton Plan,” which was a plan to pair a majority Black 

school with a majority White school and using one building to house a select number of grades 

of both the Black and White students, and another building for the Black and White students in 

the remaining grades.  This was tricky to implement because there were issues over how grades 

should be divided and how long the youngest students should stay in their local schools 

(Wilkerson 1963; Foster 1973).   
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 In September of 1963, a plan was proposed to pair a majority White school in the Jackson 

Heights area of Queens with a segregated school in nearby Corona Queens.  There was such 

vehement protest for and against pairing that the entire city was polarized.  A pro-neighborhood 

schools organization named Parents and Taxpayers (PAT) organized with participants from all 5 

boroughs to protest and publicize the pairing.  The PAT was the same group that went to court 

against busing in 1962.  The issues of pairing and busing gained statewide and national attention, 

and the intense conflict that ensued further discouraged the Board from taking any meaningful 

action towards integration (Rogers 1968).  This pairing, like the other integration reforms, was 

never implemented. 

 In May of 1964, Commissioner Allen released a report to evaluate the NYC board’s plan 

for integration. He found that none of the acts of the board had their intended impact on 

segregation and none addressed improving instruction.  Allen noted the need for reform that 

focused on instruction, not integration alone, as integration does not assume an improved quality 

of education for students.  Allen noted that the Princeton plan had potential, but cited the creation 

of 4-year high schools as a major opportunity for desegregation.  This is referred to as the 4-4-4 

plan.   

 At the time, elementary schools served grades K-5 or K-6, and intermediate schools 

served grades 5 or 6 through 9.  He proposed the elimination of junior high schools, as they were 

the most segregated.  He proposes a 4 year elementary school, 4 year intermediate school and a 4 

year high school.  Absorbing the 9th grade of overcrowded junior high schools into existing high 

schools was expected to reduce segregation.  This plan was put into effect 3.5 years later in 1967, 

but did not improve segregation or outcomes.  
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 There were instances during which the board prevented desegregation, even without 

substantial protests from White parents.  In Jamaica Queens, in the Rochdale Village apartment 

complex, White families were zoned into JHS8, and parents were happy with their children’s 

schooling and promoted integration because JHS 8 was a good school.  Students from the 

wealthy Jamaica estates area, outside of Rochdale, were also zoned to JHS8 to improve 

integration.  Jamaica estates parents opposed their children attending integrated schools.  The 

board of education built a new school in response to these frustrations and rezoned JHS8 , 

effectively resegregating the school (Rogers 1968).  The board of Education was unwilling to 

upset conservative White middle class families to achieve integration, despite evidence that 

rezoning efforts had been successful amongst White families that lived in Rochdale. 

 Rogers (1968) found that another factor contributing to the failure of integration was the 

absence of a grassroots campaign to improve schools.  Arguments about the inferior schools 

attended by Black students did not garner widespread interest, and Rogers argues that a larger 

argument around instruction and learning would have.  The absence of a united coalition or any 

reference to a larger set of goals with widespread appeal resulted in a fragmented system of 

community groups with divergent goals. 

 As Allen noted in 1964, reforms that focused only on racial balance do not improve the 

quality of education available to Black and Hispanic children. None of the integration era 

reforms addressed the system wide lack of educational opportunities for poor Black and Hispanic 

students.  Compensatory education was implemented in select schools to improve educational 

opportunities, but results were limited by the weak implementation. 

New York City schools led the way towards desegregation, in terms of proposing policies 

and planning for integration.  Unfortunately none of the programs were fully implemented nor 
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did they have their intended impact (Foster 1973).  An increase in the number of minorities in the 

city and in white flight also made this goal difficult to achieve in many urban cities.  Despite 

their lack of impact, the attempts by New York City to desegregate schools were a model for 

other cities. 

 One of the major assumptions of the integration movement was that the achievement of 

Black students would be improved if they were educated alongside Whites.  The research of 

Kenneth and Mamie Clarke makes this argument.  The downside of this argument is that 

majority Black schools were considered inherently deficient, and that the addition of Whites 

would improve these schools.  In 1963, the New York State Commissioner wrote that any school 

that is more than 50% Negro was racially imbalanced, and therefore could not provide an equal 

educational opportunity.  Massachusetts issued a similar statement the next year (Ravitch 1980).  

With the rise of the civil rights and Black power movements during the 1960s, this assumption 

was called into question and rejected. 

 

Community Control. c.1957-1969 

 Civil rights reforms provided aid and legislation to improve the condition of poor and 

minority people in the U.S.  This increased support and the rise of Black Nationalist politics led 

to demands for community control schools. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 made it illegal to 

discriminate on the basis of race in hiring, promoting, and firing.  This act legislated racial 

equality, but there was growing national attention on income inequality.  In his 1964 state of the 

union address, President Lyndon Johnson declared a “War on Poverty.”  The goal of this war 

would be to “not only to relieve the symptoms of poverty, but to cure it and, above all, to prevent 
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it. ”  The war on poverty refers to a set of policies put forth by the president to empower the poor 

and eliminate inequality.   

One element of the war on poverty was the passing of the Economic Opportunity Act 

(EOA) and the creation of the Office of Economic Opportunity.  The purpose of the office was to 

decide on the strategy for combatting poverty.  Under the Community Action Program (CAP), 

the EOA provided funding for the development of community agencies that would maximize the 

participation of the poor in solutions.  This initiative was very controversial and never received 

the money that was promised because President Johnson had to sacrifice financial support for 

EOA in congress to receive more support for the Vietnam War.   Despite modest funding, the 

CAP did provide substantial funding for local groups like the Congress of Racial Equity (CORE) 

and EQUAL , which led to an increase in protest politics throughout the 1960s (Lewis 2013, 

Back 2003).   

 Another element of the war on poverty was the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

(ESEA), which was signed into law in 1965.  It provided additional funding to school districts 

with a majority of poor students.  This law was also a way to force states to integrate schools, as 

this money could be withheld from states that were not in compliance.    

 There was a strong national focus on the poor at that time, especially on educating the 

poor and closing achievement gaps.  Researchers tried to understand the causes and solutions to 

this problem.  Ronald Edmonds founded the effective schools movement, in which he and other 

researchers set out to identify effective schools and to understand what makes them effective.  

He later became the NYC Chancellor for Instruction.  Edmonds’ overall argument was that 

desegregation efforts would never result in learning gains for poor Black and Hispanic students 

unless public school leaders and educators believe that poor students can be educated (Edmonds 
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1979).  This work came in opposition to that of Coleman (1966) and Jencks (1966), who argued 

that the family background of students was more strongly associated with their performance than 

school quality.  Despite these nuanced findings, their research led to the widespread belief that 

instruction and school-level factors could not alleviate the achievement gap.  Edmonds defined 

several elements of effective schools: school organization, instructional strategy and school 

community interaction.  He found that together all of these factors could improve poor students’ 

achievement. Edmonds’ work was important during this time because it refuted the idea that the 

poor were uneducable and that schools could not help them. 

 There was another concurrent movement that challenged the idea of racial inferiority, 

specifically the idea that Black students and schools are inferior.  Black humanism and Black 

Nationalism grew out of the civil rights and Black power movements.  Black nationalists argued 

that the central board of education could not be trusted to alleviate the inequalities that poor 

minority children faced.    The Black power ideology supported the idea that Black people 

needed to be more involved in the decision-making process of public education for it to best 

serve their children. Stokely Carmichael and Charles Hamilton argued in Black Power (1967) 

that “Black Power is full participation in the decision-making process affecting the lives of Black 

people,”(47). 

 For community control advocates, a school attended by and controlled by all Black 

people is ideal, not inferior.  Black humanists, echoing the work of Carter G. Woodson and 

W.E.B Dubois, argued that Blacks need to be educated about themselves and by themselves.  

They argued that Blacks need to be educated in a way that affirms their humanity and their 

rightful place in this country, and that shuns any notions of inferiority or self-hatred.   This 

research acknowledged that White educators could not or would not hold their Black students to 
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high standards, because they did not believe in their abilities.  Edmonds’ work, the rise in Black 

power politics, and federal funding for community organizing through (CAP) increased the 

demand for impoverished communities to take control of the education available to their 

children.  From this increased demand, the community schools movement was born. 

 The community school movement officially began on the first day of school in 1966 at 

IS201 in Harlem (Lewis 2013). IS201 was a newly built intermediate school according to the 4-

4-4 plan put forth by Allen.  The school was supposed to be 50% Black and 50% Puerto Rican, 

but parents demanded either an integrated school or a community controlled school.  Parents 

organized to delay the opening of the school until a plan for integration was formed.  The school 

did not open in 1966, because the Board was unwilling to grant full community control and 

could not make the school integrated (Rogers 1968).   The IS201 parents developed 

qualifications for hiring staff and recommended standards and goals for instruction, and were 

allowed to operate as an experimental district (Berube and Gittell 1969).   

 Parents of District 17 in Brooklyn also made demands for community control.   They 

enlisted the United Federation of Teachers (UFT), which recommended that the Ocean Hill-

Brownville district be one of the three experimental districts.   The third experimental district 

was the Two Bridges Model District in the Lower East Side of Manhattan.   

 The board of education allowed this experimentation but placed no financial support or 

resources in the project.  The project was funded by the Ford Foundation Planning Grant in 1967 

in the amount of $44,000.  A governing board in the demonstration districts would have the right 

to develop qualifications for staff, screen and recommend candidates, recommend goals and 

standards and methods for instruction, determine curriculum, contract out services, and develop 

an annual evaluation of schools (Lewis 2013) 
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 Advocates of community control supported the involvement of parents in the decision-

making functions of schools, including the hiring of principals and teachers.  This decision 

making power was intended to empower poor and minority parents to become engaged in   their 

children’s education.  Most importantly, this increased power enabled parents to hold educators 

and principals accountable for improving student outcomes. Parents hoped that if they had 

control over who educated their children and how, that they could hold these personnel 

accountable for providing an adequate education.   

 The idea of teachers and school staff being accountable to lower class Black and Hispanic 

parents made many uncomfortable, especially teachers’ unions.  Community control ultimately 

became a battle between the poor and middle class professionals.  Teachers were accustomed to 

reforming education amongst themselves, and they were not accustomed to reform from outside 

of their profession, much less from poor minority parents (Berube and Gittell 1969).  There was 

a question of whether the poor and mostly uneducated non-White citizens of poor neighborhoods 

were competent and able to effect a high quality education, in comparison to mostly Jewish 

White professional educators.  Teacher and principal unions were worried that militant Black 

extremist groups would take over schools. 

 Soon after the experimental districts were created in 1968, the state legislature demanded 

that Mayor John Lindsay submit a decentralization plan in order to receive an additional $54 

million in state aid (Berube and Gittell 1969, Ravitch 2000). The teachers union became 

uncomfortable with the idea of citywide decentralization, given that they were already upset 

about community control.  The UFT lobbied in Albany against decentralization because teachers 

felt that they would not be included in the community’s decision-making.   They worried about 

militant Black extremists and the fate of their jobs  being left to the community. The 
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experimental districts were heavily scrutinized as they were used to determine whether or not 

decentralization would work. 

 The battle between the teachers unions and parents came to a head on May 8, 1968, in a 

letter from the chairman of the Ocean Hill-Brownsville board, dismissing several staff members 

from the district (Berube and Gittell 1969, Ravitch 2000, Lewis 2013).  The letter was written to 

inform 18 assistant principals and 5 principals that the board had voted and decided to terminate 

their employment effective immediately due to their failure to adequately educate the school’s 

children.  This plan was rejected by the superintendent and the UFT demanded that formal 

charges be drawn. The battle between the teachers and parents also had a racial undertone, as the 

Black and Hispanic parents arguedthat they knew what was best for their children, and that they 

knew better than the professional, mostly White Jewish staff.   

 The details of the authority granted to the experimental districts were vague, and it took a 

year of intense battles and teacher strikes to determine whether or not the local board could 

actually transfer personnel and control staffing.  Eventually, the New York State Supreme Court 

ruled in favor of the unions, revoking the dismissal by teachers and the board’s creation of a new 

supervisory position.  This ruling was overturned eventually but the damage to the relationship 

between professionals and parents had already been done. 

 Community control was difficult to implement without support from the Board of 

Education but it was also difficult to establish against the vehement opposition of the UFT and 

principals unions, backed by the AFL-CIO, an organization that represents unionized workers 

nationwide.  The demonstration districts were created with positions on the local school board 

for teachers and principals.  This was done to encourage input from all stakeholders.  In 

September of 1968, the teachers and principals of Ocean Hill-Brownsville refused to appoint 
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teachers to this position.  The teachers and principals felt like they had not been consulted on a 

number of items and that their input was not being taken seriously.   This was viewed as the first 

official attempt made by the teachers unions against the demonstration districts (Karp 1968, 

Ravitch 2000).  The next week, the teachers union called for a citywide strike, which paralyzed 

the city’s school system.  As tensions mounted between parents and unions, the money from the 

Ford foundation ran out and they refused to send more money until the demonstration districts 

were recognized by the New York State legislature as autonomous community controlled 

districts (Karp 1968).   

 Also at this time, the Marchi Commission, headed by Senator John Marchi, sought to 

pass a decentralization bill.  On May 21, 1968, Governor Rockefeller promised that a 

decentralization bill would be passed soon.  The UFT, headed by Albert Shanker, rallied all 

union members to Albany, to media outlets, and to the streets to protest the bill and this swayed 

the legislature to amend the bill in their favor (Karp 1968, Gittell 1994). Despite good intentions, 

poor families were no match for teachers unions (Schiff 1976).  There was no overall impact of 

the community control movement on outcomes.  Amidst the constant conflict, their goals and 

ideals were never put into action.   

 Gittell (1994) compares community control efforts in New York City in 1969 and 

Chicago in 1988.  In Chicago, coalition politics swayed the Illinois legislature to implement a 

system of community control, similar to what New York City had hoped for 20 years prior.  In 

Chicago, community-based groups were aligned with the Democratic Party and were able to 

advance their interests to the state level. Civic groups were never able to unite in a citywide 

coalition in New York City.  Gittell argued that the weak role of the mayor and community 
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groups in New York state politics allowed the UFT and principals unions to gain influence at the 

state level and block change.   

 This was a point also made by the activist Bayard Rustin, who argued that community 

control would not work unless the city united in a coalition.  He noted that the Black community 

was extremely divided and there was no one coherent community to which control should be 

given.  Rustin was one of the few Black UFT supporters.  He saw community control as a subtle 

acceptance of inequality and promoted the rise of coalition politics.   

Decentralization c. 1969-1996: The age of the school board, corruption and innovation 

 Decentralization actually began in 1955 in response to consistently declining test scores 

citywide.  Commissioner Allen reduced the power and overhead of the central board, giving 

more power to local boards.  This policy went largely unnoticed, but represents the pre-existing 

notion that the centralized administrative structure was ineffective (Lewis 2013).  There was a 

rising belief that a bureaucratic centralized system made a district as large as New York City’s 

ungovernable and unresponsive to community needs (Berger and Kolbert 1989 and Bloomfield 

and Cooper 1998). Commissioner Allen asked retired Cleveland Superintendent, Mark 

Schinerrer, to prepare a report on the efficiency and effectiveness of the NYC district. This 

report was requested following one of the many financial scandals that occurred in the late 

1960s.  Schinnerer collected data to assess the seemingly failing school system.  He found that 

the teacher procurement process needed to be revised, per pupil spending increased, teacher 

salaries increased and the board of examiners removed. He found the district to be too 

bureaucratic and thought it was hampering innovation and independent thought (Ravitch 2000).   

 On the heels of increased media coverage of school scandals, anger on behalf of 

communities, and overall district inefficiency, Mayor Lindsay established a Decentralization 
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Panel on Apri 30, 1967, under the state’s mandate to decentralize schools.  The panel produced 

the Bundy report, nicknamed for the president of the Ford Foundation George McBundy.  The 

report advocated for decentralization as a way for schools to more effectively serve individual 

communities.  It suggested the creation of autonomous districts to be elected by parents, the 

mayor and a central education agency.  These local school boards would have authority over 

budget, curriculum and personnel (Demas 1971, Rogers 1968).    

 Although the decentralization efforts adopted the language of community participation 

from the community control movement, improving outcomes was not the explicit goal of 

decentralization (Schiff 1976).  Decentralization was an effort to avoid the complete loss of 

confidence in the school district and to avoid a racial crisis due to the failure to integrate schools 

and grant community control.  The centralized structure was considered to be a vestige of the 

progressive movement and deemed ineffective at responding to local needs (Gittell 1994).  

 Under this new law, the Chancellor was in control of opening, closing, and otherwise 

operating high schools and citywide programs that span multiple school districts.  The 

community school boards were responsible for prekindergarten, nursery, kindergarten, 

elementary and intermediate schools.  The community boards had the power to make building 

repairs, operate social and extra-curricular centers, and to act as an advisor to the chancellor and 

Mayor on budget proposals (McGrail 1976).  In 1970, the demonstration districts were absorbed 

into the local school boards, thus ending the short stint of community control in Brooklyn, 

Harlem and the Lower East Side (Demas 1971) 

 Decentralization was a trend nationwide.  In 1969, decentralization legislation was 

proposed in Boston, Washington, and Detroit (Usdan 1969).  Los Angeles drafted their plan for 

decentralization amidst the heated hearings over community control in NYC, and they refused to 
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implement a system of community control.  The district cited New York City, arguing that 

community control would only strengthen political and racial divisions. They passed a law to 

strengthen the principal’s power over curriculum and staffing, to create demonstration districts, 

and to create community led school advisory boards. Los Angeles passed this law in 1971, the 

same year that similar laws were passed in Philadelphia and Detroit (Ornstein 1975).   

 Gittell (1994) argues that the decentralization law reflected the preferences of the 

teachers, as they fought hard at the state level to avoid community control and to influence the 

drafting of decentralization legislation.  Although the decentralization bill shifted control of 

schools to local boards, this control did not reach the actual residents of local communities.  

Demas (1971) studied school board elections and found that school boards were racially 

imbalanced.  He found that in several primarily Black and Hispanic neighborhoods, non-Whites 

made up less than 10% of the school boards.  The typical profile of a school board member was a 

White, Catholic male with two children, and this was not representative of most districts’ 

populations.   

 The increased autonomy of the local school boards did allow for innovation in two 

districts.  In 1973, Jerome Harris was hired as the superintendent of district 13 in Brooklyn.  He 

believed that schools and education personnel should be accountable to parents.  He organized 

events for parents to review curriculum, observe teaching, and to play a stronger role in their 

child’s education.  To the dismay of teachers unions, Harris posted the performance of each 

teacher’s students publicly and emphasized standards and evaluation of teachers.  He offered 

ample professional development and opportunities for teachers to improve their practice.  His 

work was one of the first instances of accountability and teacher evaluations at the school level, 
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and his district’s scores improved during his tenure, but returned to their initial levels after he 

moved on (Lewis 2013). 

 Another district was also making waves during this time, but this district became famous 

for the implementation of new and alternative school structures and an open choice system.   The 

superintendent of district 4, Anthony Alvarado, elected Sy Fliegel, Deborah Meier and others to 

create new small thematically oriented schools.  These schools were intended to serve specific 

groups of students, like those at risk of dropping out or English language learners.  The district 

implemented a choice system for middle school and high school in 1982.  The first alternative 

schools opened in 1974, when the district ranked 32 out of 32.  More schools continued to open 

and curricular specialists were brought in to address severe learning issues.  The theory of action 

behind this innovation was that students would be best served in schools that catered to their 

needs, and that choice would foster competition.  Competition would then require schools to 

maintain a high standard of quality because failing schools would be closed.  By 1988, district 4 

was ranked 19 out of 32.  Some of these schools are still around today, but the gains seen in 

district 4 declined soon after Fliegel and Alvarado moved on, and in 1992, district 4 ranked 22 

out of 32. (Fliegel 1993) 

 Another innovation was the Coalition of Essential Schools (CES), established in 1992 

and still existent today.  The goal of this coalition was to reform two large failing comprehensive 

high schools, replacing them with smaller thematic schools.  Deborah Meier, from district 4, led 

this project along with Marcia Brevot.  The large schools were converted into campuses that 

housed a K-8 elementary school, an infant-toddler program, a teacher center, medical clinic and 

other organizations.  Each school was independent with its own principal.  The 1998 graduation 

rates for the CES campus schools were the highest amongst the other new schools created in 



 63 

New York City around that time and their dropout rate was the lowest.  A random sample of the 

1998 graduates showed that 89% went to college (Ancess and Ort 1999).   

 Although there were pockets of innovation throughout the city, increased district level 

autonomy led to widespread corruption more than any other outcome.  School board power was 

used as a stepping-stone to gain greater political power and clout (Berger and Kolbert 1989 

NYT). It was common to pay for principal positions or school board seats.  Principals often had 

family members on their schools’ payrolls who had never worked in the school. Seven 

administrators were indicted on corruption charges between 1988 and 1989 (Berger and Kolbert 

1989 NYT).   

 

Recentralization. c.1996-2001 

 The push to recentralize and improve New York City schools during the 1990s was done 

mostly at the state level.  Decentralization did not seem to be the most efficient way to govern 

schools, and it had few sustained positive impacts on student outcomes or segregation.  At the 

turn of the 1990s, a City Commission on the Integrity of Schools, also known as the Gill 

Commission, was created under Mayor Edward Koch to study the state of corruption in the 

school system.  The commission reported numerous instances of corruption and misuse of public 

funds (Gill, Colon, and Curran 1990).  There was little public confidence in the NYC public 

school leadership.  The guidelines of community control under decentralization were used to 

prevent the firing of three corrupt school boards in 1996.  This obvious corruption and the 

persistent achievement gaps in schools happened against the back-drop of a national and 

statewide effort to improve standards.  The state intervened to take steps to end decentralization 

and to raise standards. 
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 In 1996, the state legislature reduced the power of school boards, and increased the power 

of the chancellor.  Under decentralization, school boards hired principals and superintendents.  

The 1996 law placed this responsibility with the chancellor.  Under the 1996 law, the chancellor 

could also remove and select board members.  Bloomfield and Cooper (1998) see this as 

strategic management and the first application of private sector management techniques to public 

education.  The new law allowed the chancellor to hold principals and districts accountable.   

Standards-Based Reform c.1996-current 

 This newly recentralized structure enabled New York State to continue its efforts to make 

schools more rigorous.  Beginning in the mid-1970s, New York State (NYS) increased the 

number of tests required for graduation. In 1974, NYS adapted minimum competency tests that 

were required to earn a high school diploma.  A local diploma was available if a student passed 

the Regents Competency Test (RCT).  A Regents diploma was available if a student passed five 

exams in U.S. History, English/Language Arts, Math, Global History, and Science.  If a student 

passed eight regents exams they earned an advanced regents diploma.   

In 1996, NYS began to phase out the RCT and local diploma, requiring all students to 

earn a regents or advanced regents diploma.  In 2001, the number of units required for an 

advanced regent’s diploma increased from 20.5 to 22.0.  The motivation for this reform was the 

desire to increase standards for all students and to eliminate the differences in preparation 

between college bound and non-college bound students (Rhoten et al. 2003) 

Neoliberal Reform. c.2001-current 
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Mayoral Control 

The Bloomberg administration introduced a great deal of change to New York City.  

These changes were in line with the restructuring, increased standards and increased 

requirements occurring statewide.   The New York State Department of Education removed most 

of the power from school boards in 1996, and the implementation of mayoral control removed 

the boards entirely in 2002.  Mayor Bloomberg entered office in 2001 and appointed Chancellor 

Joel Klein as the school’s chancellor.  A Community Education Council (CEC) replaced the 

boards.  The Panel for Educational Policy replaced the Board of Education, and its members 

were mostly appointed by the mayor.  The mayor appointed eight of thirteen CEC members, 

including the chancellor, who is also the superintendent of schools and chair of the board.   

 Mayoral control was seen as a way to fix the bureaucratic mess that the system of school 

boards had become (NY Times 7/3/02).   New York City did not begin mayoral involvement in 

schools.  Across the country, mayors were already involved in school governance to varying 

degrees.  In Chicago, the mayor has appointed the entire school board since 1955 under Mayor 

Richard Daley.  The Philadelphia, Boston and New Haven school districts have also historically 

been under mayor control (Kirst 2009).  New York City Mayors have appointed school board 

members since 1873 (2009).  Under this new system, the school board has virtually no power 

and the mayor has complete control over schools and appoints the chancellor to run the schools. 

 Mayors prior to Michael Bloomberg expressed great frustration with the school system, 

but none implemented the number of policies as Mayor Bloomberg did, nor did their policies 

have such a drastic impact on NYC schools.  Mayoral control operates according to the logic of 

business efficiency, where holding a highly visible individual accountable is better than the 
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diffuse and less visible governance system of local school boards, especially in a school district 

as large as New York City. 

Increased choice and options for schooling 

 As high school graduation requirements increased during this era, students also gained 

more options and choices in the school they attended and more alternatives to the high school 

diploma.  One of Mayor Bloomberg’s initiatives was to close large comprehensive high schools 

that graduated less than 45 percent of their students and to replace the schools with smaller non-

selective academic schools.    Non-profit groups like the Bill and Melinda Gates foundation, 

New Visions, Parthenon Group and New Century Schools, funded these new small schools, 

under the New Century High School Initiative.  The goal of this initiative was to improve the 

graduation rates of low-income students.  This reform era marked the introduction of private 

companies into public high school reforms (Scott and Martin 2009).   The three principles 

guiding the creation of small schools were: academic rigor, personalization, and community 

partnerships (Quint, Smith, Unterman and Moedano 2010).    

 By 2009, 200 small schools had been opened and 20 large comprehensive high schools 

were closed (NY Times 2013).  Most of the closed schools were in low-income neighborhoods in 

Brooklyn and the Bronx, and many of the new schools were geared to serve low-performing 

minority students. Scholarly research found that these small schools had improved achievement 

and outcomes, although this may have been due to the fact that advanced students were more 

likely to exercise  choice (Steifel et al. 2012, Bloom and Unterman 2012).   

 Small schools allow for smaller learning environments.  The proliferation of these 

schools created more choices for students, which was supposed to create more competition 

between schools and an incentive to increase quality. Also related to school choice, all students 
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in NYC must now apply for high school as of 2005.  Only a handful of zoned high schools exist 

throughout the city now, and most of the new small high schools specialize in some area of 

learning or a career field.  These changes were intended to motivate students’ engagement and 

increase their sense of agency to plan for their futures. 

 The Office of Multiple Pathways to Graduation (OMPG) was established by former 

Chancellor Joel Klein in 2005.  The OMPG works with the non-profits who establish small 

schools to insure that some of the new schools being opened can serve students most likely to 

drop out of high school.  These schools are focused on providing alternatives to a traditional 

diploma for youth and adults who dropped out of school or who are over aged and under credited 

and most likely to drop out.  As of 2008, 138,000 youth between the ages of 16 and 21 were 

overaged and under-credited (OMPG 2008).  This means that these students were above the 

traditional graduating age of 18, but they were far from achieving the 44 credits needed to 

graduate.  These schools prepare students to earn a GED or some other type of credential that can 

serve them in the labor market.  New York City tried to improve postsecondary success by 

increasing the integrity of the high school diploma and providing alternatives to the traditional 

diploma that would insure all students are prepared for the labor market.   

Increased School-Based Autonomy and Accountability 

 New York State had implemented an accountability system prior to the system 

implemented during the Bloomberg administration.  In 1985, the Board of Regents identified 600 

schools as “in need of improvement” based on regent’s scores, and 72 of the 600 schools were 

New York City high schools.  No penalties or solutions for improvement were given, but this 

marked the beginning of accountability and reporting systems based on test scores.  In 1997, the 

first report cards were issued by the board of regents.   
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 Failing schools were required to submit plans for improvement, and faced closure if they 

continuously failed for three years.  With the passage of NCLB, NYS had to add a graduation 

rate indicator to their accountability system, incorporate English Language Learner (ELL) 

students into performance measures, and report outcomes by race and English language status.  

New York State has a history of implementing test-based accountability systems and increasing 

standards, but the sanctions for not meeting standards were not as harsh as they are under NCLB.  

In New York City, neoliberal policy makers implemented school accountability systems that led 

to the closure of many schools. 

 The Department of Education (DOE) created the office of accountability in 2005.  NYC 

issued its first progress report in 2007.  The purpose of this progress report was to notify parents, 

teachers, principals, and other stakeholders about the performance and progress of schools so 

that they can make an informed decision about where to attend.  For parents, this report provides 

the information needed to make an informed decision about where to send their students.  

Moreover, the progress reports are intended to hold the department of education and schools 

accountable to parents and students, a thought that began with community control almost 40 

years prior.    For high schools, the progress report is composed of three components, which sum 

to create a continuous score that can be categorized into an A-F letter grade.  The first 

component of the progress score is school environment, which comes from a Learning 

Environment Survey taken by students, teachers and parents.  It measures academic expectations, 

communication between students, families and teachers, engagement, safety, and respect.  This 

component is worth 15% of the total progress grade. 

 The second component is student progress, which is worth 60%.  This component 

includes a measure of the percentage of students earning 10 or more credits in their first year, 
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and other yearly measures that assess whether students are on track to graduation.  Schools are 

required to submit this information to the NYC department of education for this report.  Schools 

may gain additional credit for this component when their high needs students make exceptional 

progress in the number of credits they earn.   

 Student performance is the final component, worth 25% of the final grade, and it is 

composed of the 6 and 4-year graduation rates.  Graduation is defined as the percentage of 

students in a school’s cohort that graduate within 6 or 4 years.  These three components are 

added up and there are cut scores that assign an A, B, C, D, or F to each school.  In the 2011-12 

academic year, college and career readiness and closing the achievement gap components were 

added as 10% of the total grade, drawing points from the progress and performance percentages 

(see appendix figure 1).   

 A failing school is threatened with various sanctions and city interventions.  These 

schools may also simultaneously experience state and federal sanctions for poor performance.    

The sanctions range in severity from creating an improvement plan to replacing half of the staff 

to closure.  If a school receives an F, D, or three consecutive C grades, they are subject to these 

sanctions.  Consistent failure for several years is most likely to result in school closure.   

 Around 2006, Bloomberg and Klein began shifting from centralized power to a system 

where schools have more autonomy.  This shift is referred to as the autonomy accountability 

exchange (O’Day and Bitters 2013), in which schools gain more autonomy and in exchange they 

are held to stronger accountability standards.  Klein emphasized empowering principals as 

leaders, and under his administration the number of principals and small schools increased 

dramatically.  Almost 80% of New York City’s principals in 2013 became principals during the 

Bloomberg-Klein era (Siskin 2012).  These new principals were younger and less experienced as 
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a whole.  The youth of these new principals was seen as an advantage, as they would be less 

resistant to change, bringing innovative reform ideas to schools.  Schools are also allowed to 

choose one of eleven School Support Organizations (SSO), which provide structural and 

instructional support to schools.  These SSO are made up of educators with an expertise in 

instruction, budgets, attendance and other school operations.  

 The neoliberal policies of the Bloomberg era were aimed at improving outcomes, 

eliminating achievement gaps and providing a higher quality of school to all students.  The 

average graduation rate for Black students was around 43% in 2000, which was almost 30 

percentage points lower than Whites (see figure 3 below).  In 2010, the average graduation rate 

of Blacks was over 60%, and was about 83% for Whites.  These reforms have had positive 

impacts on citywide graduation rates and test scores, but inequalities have persisted.  Little is 

known about how segregation has changed during this reform era, or which aspects of the reform 

may have influenced these outcomes. 

Figure 3 
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Although we know that racial gaps in graduation rates persisted during this reform era 

(see figure 3 above), we do not know whether or not segregation also persisted.  Prior to the 

Bloomberg administration, reforms did not focus directly on achievement gaps or segregation.  

The reforms of the Bloomberg administration are intended to reduce achievement gaps and 

provide more widespread access to good schools through an open choice program.  The 

following chapter describes the data and methods used to evaluate the results of the reforms.  

Chapter 6 then examines school segregation by performance group (i.e. graduation rate quartiles) 

to understand if Black and Hispanic students do indeed have access to better schools.  Chapter 7 

assesses the relationship between race and these educational outcomes.   
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CHAPTER 5: DATA AND MEASURES 

 In the next two chapters, I explore changes in segregation and graduation rates 

during this neoliberal reform era.  My research question is: What is the impact of 

neoliberal reform on inequality between schools and on segregation?  In the next chapter, 

I describe how schools are segregated within and across graduation rate quartiles, to 

understand the connection between racial composition and performance and how it has 

changed during this reform era.  In line with the theory of Effectively Maintained 

Inequality (EMI), I hypothesize that despite increased choice and schooling options, 

Black and Hispanic students will continue to be concentrated and segregated in the 

lowest performing schools.    

 In the following chapter, I model the growth in the average graduation rate and 

how racial composition, socioeconomic composition, and indicators of neoliberal reform 

affect this growth.  To operationalize neoliberal reform I use indicators that reflect the 

implementation of neoliberal reforms, which include: an indicator for the year that exit 

exams were implemented, an indicator for having failed accountability, and an indicator 

for being a small school of choice.  I also include a measure of Full-Time Teacher 

Equivalency to control for variations in school quality that are independent of the factors 

I am interested in. 

 I hypothesize that schools with a high proportion of Black and Hispanic students 

will continue to have a lower graduation rate, and that schools serving mostly poor 

students will also have a lower graduation rate throughout this reform era.  Based on 

existing literature, I expect exit exams to have a negative impact on graduation rates and 

being a small school of choice to have a positive impact.  I hypothesize that failing 
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accountability will have a positive impact on graduation rates, as failing schools receive 

more supports and professional development to help them improve.   

 

Dataset 

 The data for this dissertation come from the School-Level Master File (SCHMA) 

developed by the Research Alliance for New York City Schools at New York University.  

The SCHMA was created by compiling publicly available data from the New York City 

Department of Education (DOE) and the U.S. Department of Education.  The file is 

updated annually with new data.  It includes data from the 1995-6 academic year through 

2012-13.     

 This analysis will use data from the year 2000 until 2013, because the outcome 

variable (graduation rate) is missing for most schools from 1996 to 1999.  I excluded 

transfer and alternative schools because their students are not held to the same admissions 

requirements, and some are not seeking a traditional high school diploma.  Students in 

these schools may be over traditional high school age, seeking a GED, or severely 

disabled.   

 To insure that the missing high school graduation rates were truly missing, I tried 

to verify the missing graduation rates in the files provided by the DOE.  I found 

graduation rates for very few of the schools with missing data (less than 1%), which led 

me to believe that the SCHMA is fairly complete.  The SCHMA obtains its free lunch 

and Full-Time Equivalent Teachers (FTE) teacher data from the National Center for 

Education Statistics at the U.S. Department of Education (NCES).  In the original 

SCHMA, this data is missing for the years 2000-2003 and 2013.  I accessed the 
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Elementary and Secondary Information System (ELSi) resource on NCES website and 

used it to fill in the data for the missing years.  My revised dataset consists of the  original 

SCHMA variables, FTE and free lunch variables from the ELSi website, and the few 

graduation rates found on the city website. 

 

Outcome: High School Graduation 

There are two different calculations for the graduation rate in New York City, and 

this analysis will use the New York City method.  The New York City method has been 

used since 1986.  This calculation includes all students who entered a school in the ninth 

grade cohort, excluding students in self-contained classrooms (those for students with 

severe disabilities) and special district schools.  Graduates are defined as those earning a 

Local or Regents diploma, a special education diploma (IEP), or a GED.  August 

graduates are included in this definition. 

The New York State method is a more conservative measure of graduation, but it 

was adapted for the cohort of 2001 (Class of 2005).  This calculation includes all students 

who entered a school in the ninth grade cohort, not excluding self-contained classrooms 

and special district schools.  Graduates are defined as those earning a Local or Regents 

diploma, excluding those who earn a special education diploma (IEP) or GED.  This 

graduation rate is most often separated into June and August graduates and into 4 and 6 

year graduation rates. 

This analysis uses the New York City method because data using this calculation 

are available over a longer period of time than the New York State method.  Although a 
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wider range of students are included in this calculation, it is still useful for explaining 

trends in graduation over time.   

In Chapter 6, this variable is used to create performance groups for each year.  The 

graduation rate for each year is divided into four equal quartiles representing various 

performance categories across the district.  The schools in quartile 1 are in the bottom 

quarter of the distribution of graduation rates for that year, while those in quartile 4 are in 

the top quarter the distribution of graduation rates for that year.   

 

Independent Variables 

The race variables are calculated from the total enrollments for Black, American 

Indian, Asian, Hispanic, and White students in each school in each year.  None of the 

analyses in this dissertation use the American Indian variable.  For chapter 6, the 

enrollment numbers are converted to percentages of the total school enrollment and of 

total district enrollment to create the dissimilarity indices in order to measure the degree 

of racial imbalance across schools; this is a common measure of segregation.  For chapter 

7, I identify schools in which Black and Hispanic students are overrepresented.  Black 

and Hispanic students are most likely to be overrepresented in schools with low 

graduation rates, whereas Asians are more evenly distributed by performance.   Black and 

Hispanic enrollments are combined and converted to percentages.  These percentages are 

then dichotomized.  This variable is equal to 1 if a school’s percentage of Black and 

Hispanic students exceeds the average percent of Black and Hispanic across all schools 

for that year (see the average for each year in Table 1).  
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Table 1 

Average Percent Black and Hispanic, 2000-
2013 
Year Average 
2000 76% 
2001 75% 
2002 75% 
2003 76% 
2004 78% 
2005 81% 
2006 81% 
2007 81% 
2008 81% 
2009 81% 
2010 82% 
2011 81% 
2012 81% 
2013 80% 
Total 80% 

 

In the educational literature, percent free and reduced lunch is at commonly used 

measure of poverty, despite some limitations3.  Poverty is measured as the number of 

students in a school that are eligible for free or reduced lunch.  For chapter 7, percent free 

and reduced lunch is dichotomized.  This variable is equal to 1 if a school’s percentage of 

free and reduced lunch eligible students exceeds the average percent across all schools 

for that year.  This is done to identify schools where poor students are overrepresented.  

Poverty data is missing from the ELSi website for the 2003-04 and 2009-10 school years. 

                                                           
3 Harwell and Lebeau (2010) find that percent free lunch is a crude measure of income because it does not 
adequately capture household economic resources.  This measure also fails to capture students who are 
eligible for free or reduced lunch but fail to apply.     
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Beginning in 2007, all NYC schools are subject to an accountability system in which they 

receive an A-F letter grade that describes their overall progress and performance for the 

year.  Schools that receive an F, D, or three consecutive C’s are subject to accountability 

sanctions.  I created an indicator identifying these schools each year.  I then created a 

variable to note whether a school received a failing grade one or more times between the 

years of 2007 and 2010.  This indicator is used in chapter 7 to estimate the effect of 

failing on graduation rates.  The dataset includes schools who fail accountability in 2011 

and 2012, but there is no follow-up period, which would be necessary to understand 

whether or not schools improve.  This indicator only reflects failures in 2010 because it 

allows for at least 3 years to measure the effect of failure.   

Small schools is a variable that I created using the total school enrollment.  I 

created an indicator that is equal to 1 if a school is a small school.  There is a bit of 

disagreement over what constitutes a small school in the literature.  This research uses a 

cutoff of 550 students enrolled, as the new small schools created were mandated to have 

550 students at maximum (Quint, Smith, Unterman and Moedano 2010).  Schwartz, 

Stiefel and Wiswall (2012) use 550 as a policy-relevant cut off and perform a sensitivity 

analysis to ascertain the effect of an alternative cut off.  Their results show that using a 

cutoff of 650 did not change their results.   

Full-time-equivalent staff is a common measure of school quality.  Research on 

school quality has used resources like school funding, number of full-time teachers per 

student, and the condition of the facilities to measure the resources available within a 

school (Ladd and Loeb 2013, Vos 1996).  This variable measures the full-time staff, plus 

the full-time equivalent of the part-time staff.  This variable is normed to school size so 
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that it reflects the FTE staff per student. This variable is included as a control, and FTE 

data is missing from the ELSi website for the 2003-04 and 2009-2010 school years. 

The implementation of exit exams was one of the first reforms of the neoliberal era, an 

attempt to improve the quality of a high school diploma by increasing the standards.  Exit 

Exams are measured using an indicator for the years post 2004 (2005-2013).  The 

coefficient for this indicator will show any spikes or declines in graduation rates that 

change the graduation rate trajectory. 

 One limitation of this research is that I do not have a measure of school funding.  

The SCHMA dataset has measures of per pupil funding, but they are incomplete for my 

years of analysis.  Having such a variable would allow me to control for unequal 

resources between schools.  This could shed light on the resources available to students, 

like science labs, computers, modern facilities, sports equipment and more.   Another 

limitation in the data is that the earlier years of data have more missing cases, both in the 

RANCYS dataset and in the ELSi dataset from the government.   

 From the review of NYC education reform in chapter 3, we learned that the civil 

rights era was the first time that policies were implemented to address segregation and 

poverty.  These reforms were not comprehensive, weakly implemented, and did not have 

any lasting impact on school segregation.  Not again until the Bloomberg era reforms do 

we see an emphasis on racial and socioeconomic achievement and attainment gaps.  

Using the measures discussed above, the next two chapters measure the changes that 

occur during the most recent reform era.  In the next chapter I ask: How did segregation 

change during the Bloomberg Reform Era? If these policies had their intended effect, 



 79 

Black and Hispanic students should no longer be clustered in the worst performing 

schools, and all students should have access to high performing schools. 
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CHAPTER 6: SEGREGATION DURING THE NEOLIBERAL REFORM ERA 

 

Introduction 

The segregation of Black, Hispanic and poor students in the worst performing 

schools has been a persistent problem throughout the history of NYC Schools.  The 

sweeping reforms of the Bloomberg era were intended to alleviate this problem.  This 

chapter will examine how segregation has changed in New York City high schools and 

whether or not students continue to be segregated by school quality.   

Students in majority Black and Hispanic schools are less likely to earn a high 

school diploma.  Schools serving mostly Black and Hispanic populations are more likely 

than diverse schools to be “drop out factories,” where less than 60% of 9th grade students 

are still enrolled four years later (Balfanz and Letgers 2004).  Swanson and Orfield 

(2004) found that whether or not a student attends a school with a high concentration of 

minorities is a strong predictor of failing to graduate.  Roscigno (1998) finds that 

attending a Black segregated school has a negative influence on achievement. 

Schools that serve a high concentration of Black and Hispanic students are also likely to 

serve high proportions of socioeconomically disadvantaged students (Browne and 

Danforth 2001).  Schools serving mostly poor, Black, and Hispanic students are 

qualitatively worse than more diverse schools. A report by the Independent Budget 

Office of New York City finds that students who are eligible for free or reduced-price 

lunch attend schools that offer fewer Advanced Placement (AP) courses.  The study also 

finds that Black and Hispanic students have fewer science and art course offerings in 
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their high schools (IBO 2013).     Attending segregated schools can also dampen the 

achievement and motivation of students in those schools (Bankston and Caldas 1996).   

 The policies of the Bloomberg-Klein administration were intended to improve the 

quality of schools available to disadvantaged groups by implementing an accountability 

system, closing failing high schools, creating new schools, and by giving families more 

choices when choosing schools.  This chapter first examines whether or not the 

concentration of Black and Hispanic students in the worst performing schools has been 

reduced.  The following analysis describes changes in segregation across schools.   

 

Methods 

The sample for this analysis consists of 285 schools between the years of 2000 

and 2013.  The sample excludes alternative and transfer high schools because their 

graduation and admission requirements differ from traditional and specialized high 

schools. This analysis includes specialized high schools, as these students are held to the 

same graduation standards as other students in New York City and New York State.  

 

Performance 

To measure school performance, all schools were divided into 4 quartiles for each 

year.  The performance quartiles are based on the high school graduation rate.  The 

quartiles were created to identify schools with the lowest graduation rates and the highest 

graduation rates.  This will help to understand how segregation between schools varies 

based on school quality. This chapter discusses segregation within and across these 

performance quartiles.   
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Race Segregation 

The dissimilarity index is used to measure racial segregation.  The dissimilarity 

index is a measure of unevenness, as it measures the extent to which racial groups are 

unevenly distributed across schools.  For this analysis, a dissimilarity index is created to 

measure Black-White, Hispanic-White, and Asian-White unevenness within and across 

each performance quartile.  The within index indicates the percentage of students who 

would have to switch schools in order to achieve racial balance within that school.  D is 

zero for the within quartile index when the proportion of a race group in each school in a 

quartile is equal to the proportion of that group in the entire quartile.  The dissimilarity 

index is also calculated to measure segregation across quartiles.  This index indicates the 

percentage of students that would need to switch quartiles in order to achieve the racial 

balance of the district as a whole.  This index will equal zero when the proportion of a 

race group across quartiles is equal to their proportion district-wide.  Together, these 

measures show how segregation has changed within and between performance quartiles. 

The dissimilarity index does not account for high or low proportions of a 

particular racial group in a quartile; it only measures if the proportion is the same across 

schools or quartiles.  If the proportion is not the same, D indicates the proportion of 

students that would need to be redistributed.   For example, an index of 36% means that 

36% of Black or White children would need to switch schools in order to achieve racial 

balance. 

Reardon and Owens (2014) find that measures of unevenness are useful if we 

think segregation affects outcomes by exposing students to different environments. 

Schools with a more even distribution of students garner a more diverse set of resources, 
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which could improve average outcomes.  The dissimilarity index will be used to 

understand how students of various racial groups are distributed across and within 

performance quartiles.   

 

Changes in the Composition of Enrollment in New York City High Schools 

Figure 4 

 

 As background, the figure above reports the race-ethnic composition of the 

district as a whole from 2004 to 2013.  The Hispanic and Asian populations have grown 

in the NYC district, while the White and Black populations have declined.  Hispanic and 

Black students have consistently made up the majority of the district’s population, 

Hispanics increasingly so.   
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Figure 5 

 

 The figure above shows changes in the proportion of each race in the lowest 

performing schools.    During this reform era, White and Asian enrollment in the lowest 

performing quartile has declined to almost 0%.  Black and Hispanic enrollment declines 

from about 40% to 20%.  Black and Hispanic students are still enrolled in the worst 

performing schools at the highest rates.    
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Figure 6 

 

 

Figure 7 shows that enrollment in the best performing schools has increased for 

all races, most of all for White and Asian students.  Black and Hispanic students 

comprise a lower proportion of enrollment in the best performing schools, despite making 

up the greatest proportion of the district.  The following analyses using a dissimilarity 

index will help us clarify whether students are evenly distributed within the quartiles.  

High segregation within quartiles would show us that even within schools of the same 

quality, students are still racially segregated.  Segregation across quartiles shows us how 

students are segregated by performance 

 

Results 

Amongst the lowest performing schools, Hispanics and Asians are increasingly 
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Whites in these schools, but their segregation declines. In 2000, Blacks and Whites are 

most segregated with a dissimilarity index of 64%, followed by Hispanics and Whites at 

47%.  Asians and Whites were least segregated, with an index of 35%.  By 2013, all three 

comparison-groups had a segregation index of about 49%.  All of these groups are 

equally likely to be segregated from Whites.  This is the most drastic change for Asians 

and Blacks. This convergence reflects a 14 percentage point increase for Asians and a 15 

percentage point decrease for Blacks.  It reflects a 2-percentage point net increase for 

Hispanics and Whites Blacks have become less likely to be segregated from whites in the 

lowest performing schools while Hispanics and particularly Asians have become more 

segregated from whites in the lowest performing schools.  

Figure 7 
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Figure 8 

 

There is substantial variation in the segregation within the second-worst 

performing schools for any race, but very little net change from 2000 to 2012.  Asian-

White segregation declines by 1 percentage points, and Hispanic-White segregation 

increases by 2 percentage points.  Black-White segregation declines by 5 percentage 

points.  Blacks maintain the highest level of segregation from Whites, followed by 

Hispanics then Asians. 
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Figure 9 

 

Within quartile 3, the second best performing schools, Blacks and Hispanics are 

increasingly attending segregated schools (see figure 9).  Asian-White segregation 

decreased slightly amongst the schools in quartile 3.  Blacks maintain their position as 

being the most segregated throughout this reform era.  Hispanic-White segregation 

increases in this quartile, as it does in every quartile.   
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Figure 10 

 

 The segregation of schools within quartile 4, the best performing schools, has 

substantially increased for all racial comparisons, most of all for Blacks and Hispanics.  

In 2000, 29% of Black or White students would have to switch schools for there to be 

racial balance in the quartile.  By 2013, 60% would have to switch schools; this value is 

more than double the dissimilarity index from 2000.  Likewise, the dissimilarity index for 

Hispanics increased from 27% in 2000 to 52% in 2013, almost double.  Asians see the 

smallest increase in segregation, from 25% to 45%.  Amongst the top performing schools, 

Black, Hispanic and Asian students are all more segregated from Whites at the end of the 

period than they were at the start. 
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Figure 11 

 

 The previous figures document segregation within performance categories, and 

the figure above shows how students are segregated by school quality.  Blacks and 

Hispanics are increasingly attending different quality schools than Whites.  In 2000, only 

about 5% of Blacks and Hispanics would have had to switch quartiles to achieve racial 

balance citywide.  By 2012, about 11 percent of Black and Hispanic students would have 

to switch quartiles.  Black-White and Hispanic-White segregation is higher within 

schools of the same quality, than it is across performance quartiles.  Asian-White 

segregation is the lowest of all racial group comparisons, meaning White and Asian 

students attend relatively similar schools.   
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Discussion 

Students of color have higher achievement when they are in racially diverse 

schools, as compared to segregated schools (Borman et al. 2004).  Black and Hispanic 

students have become more segregated in the best schools and are increasingly 

segregated by school performance. Hispanics are more segregated in all quartiles. ` 

Blacks, Hispanics, and Asians are all more likely to be segregated from Whites in the top 

performing schools.  Neoliberal policy is intended to equalize the availability of options 

to students through choice and competition.  Black and Hispanic students are no better 

off than they were in 2000 in terms of segregation, and no students are better off when it 

comes to the diversity in the best schools.   

Perhaps Black students who are in low performing schools leave the school 

district for private or charter schools.  Charter schools do have more Black students 

compared to traditional public schools (CREDO 2013).  Kucsera and Orfield (2014) find 

that charter schools are hyper-segregated serving primarily Black students in low-income 

neighborhoods.  This is a function of NCLB, which created a new market for charter 

schools in these neighborhoods with its mandate that students in failing schools must be 

given the option to transfer schools.  Hispanic students are least likely to attend a charter 

school, and there has been an increased effort to market charter schools to Hispanic and 

non-English speaking students to improve equity (Medina and Gebeloff 2010).  This 

could explain the increase in segregation for Hispanics, because they are making up a 

larger share of the population.   

Another explanation is that Black families who were in the lowest performing schools 

have started to embody the goals of market-based reforms and are choosing better 
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schools.  In that case, Black-White segregation should decline in the second worst 

performing schools because students are choosing better schools.  The data do not 

support this explanation.  Furthermore, Nathanson, Corcoran, and Baker Smith (2013) 

find that low performing Black or Hispanic students tend to choose lower performing 

schools than their high performing peers.  Low performing students are also less likely to 

select a specialized high school.  Overall, it does not seem that open choice has enabled 

Black families to leave low performing public schools to attend better schools. 

Our understanding of segregation trends in the worst performing schools is 

enhanced by the analysis of the top performing schools.  The top performing schools are 

most likely to be racially segregated, and Whites and Asians have ended up  in top 

performing schools at a higher rate than Blacks or Hispanics.  This means that despite a 

system of open choice and alternative schooling options, White students still have the 

greatest access to the best performing schools.  The neoliberal reforms of the Bloomberg 

administration were intended to provide better schooling opportunities to all students.  

This is not what happened.  White and Asian families still maintain access to the best 

performing schools, despite increased choice and choices in the high school application 

process.   
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CHAPTER 7: GRADUATION RATES DURING THE NEOLIBERAL REFORM ERA 

 This chapter examines the association between neoliberal reforms and graduation 

rates.    In particular, this chapter will focus on the estimating the impact of racial and 

socioeconomic composition, accountability failure, the implementation of exit exams, 

and being a small school in NYC public schools.  I will first summarize the variables I 

use to measure the presence of neoliberal reforms, then I will present my models 

followed by the results.   

Neoliberal reforms were intended to minimize racial and socioeconomic 

disparities using accountability and choice.  Neoliberalism assumes that when given 

complete information, parents and students are rational actors who will choose schools 

that provide the greatest opportunities.  Accountability provides the information needed 

to identify a failing school, and choice allows parents to avoid that school for their child.  

This ability to choose creates competition between schools for students, such that failing 

schools will not be competitive.  Choice and accountability should improve the 

graduation rate for all schools, and minimize the inequalities due to the racial or 

socioeconomic composition of the school.  

 The four-year graduation rate increased by more than 10 percentage points during 

this reform era, from 2000 to 2013.  This can be compared to the nationwide graduation 

rate which increased by 9 percentage points from 72% to 81%.     The national graduation 

rate had been stagnant since the beginning of the century, rising only 8 points from 1900 

to 1970, and not at all between 1970 and 2000 (Balfanz et al. 2014).  Increases seen in 

New York City are reflective of a larger nationwide pattern.  
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Changes in the NYC school population also reflect changes in public school 

demographics nationwide.  According to the National Center for Education Statistics, 

since 2001, White enrollment in public schools is declining, and Black enrollment is also 

declining but at a slower rate (NCES 2013).  Hispanic enrollment is increasing rapidly 

and Asian enrollment is increasing at a slower rate.  The figure below shows 

demographic changes in New York City, which are similar to the national trends.  One 

difference with New York City is that Blacks and Hispanics are the majority of the 

population (see figure 12 below).   

Figure 12 

 

For this analysis I use the proportion of schools serving an above average 

percentage of Black and Hispanic students instead of percent enrolled, in order to identify 

overrepresentation of these groups.  I do not include Asians in this measure because they 

are not likely to be clustered in the lowest performing schools, they are more likely to 

attend similar schools as whites.  This measure allows me to understand if there are any 

significant differences in graduation rate between schools serving mostly Black and 
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Hispanic students and those serving fewer of these students.   In 2000, 61% of schools 

had more than the average percent of Black and Hispanic students, and this value 

increased to 69% by 2013 (see Table 2 below).   

Similar to the measure of racial composition, I measure poverty by the proportion 

of schools serving an above average percentage of free and reduced lunch-eligible 

students.  This measure will allow me to detect any significant differences between 

schools that have an overrepresentation of poor students and those that do not.  In 2000, 

38% of schools served higher than the average number of free lunch eligible students for 

that year, and this proportion increased to 53% in 2013 (see table below).  Overall 

schools are serving more Black and Hispanic and more poor students.  This chapter will 

estimate the effect of these school composition variables on graduation rates.  Neoliberal 

reforms are intended to eliminate the relationship between social background and 

outcomes.   
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Table 2 

Codebook for Variables Used in Growth Curve Model 

Year High School 
Graduation 

Full Time 
Equivalent 
Teacher 
(normed to 
school size) 

School 
Serves 
Above the 
Annual 
Average of 
Black and 
Hispanic 
Students 

School Serves 
Above the 
Annual Average 
of Free/Reduced 
Lunch-Eligible 
Students 

School Failed 
CityWide 
Accountability 
(2007-2010) 

Small 
School 
(Less than 
550 
Students 
Enrolled) 

Post 2005 
Exit 
Exam 
Indicator 

2000 57% 5% 61% 38% 0% 18% 0 

2001 60% 5% 60% 62% 0% 17% 0 
2002 60% 5% 59% 64% 0% 16% 0 
2003 62% 20% 59% 98% 0% 26% 0 
2004 63% 8% 63% . 0% 38% 0 
2005 58% 7% 66% . 0% 50% 1 
2006 60% 6% 68% 66% 0% 56% 1 
2007 62% 6% 68% 70% 2% 57% 1 
2008 65% 6% 68% 68% 2% 58% 1 
2009 70% 6% 70% 68% 0% 62% 1 
2010 72% 6% 71% . 2% 65% 1 
2011 70% 6% 70% 64% 0% 68% 1 
2012 70% 6% 70% 66% 0% 69% 1 
2013 68% 6% 69% 53% 0% 69% 1 
Total 66% 6% 67% 73% 1% 53% 77% 

 

In New York City, all high school students choose their high school as an attempt 

to reduce the relationship between social background and school quality.  There are very 

few zoned high schools that students attend automatically based on where they live.  

During this reform period, Chancellor Joel Klein was charged with creating a better 

system of schools.  He did so by increasing choice and closing large underperforming 

schools, and opening smaller schools. The percent of schools that have less than 550 

students has more than tripled (see table 2 above).  In 2000, 18% of schools were small 

schools, and by 2013, almost 70% of schools are small schools.  This reflects the massive 

school closures that happened during this reform era, and their replacement by small 
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schools of choice.  As many as 9 small schools have been opened in the building of a 

large comprehensive high school that was closed.  These schools are expected to have a 

positive impact on graduation rates, as students are supposed to learn better in smaller 

and more personalized environments.   

 This analysis also predicts the impact of a school failing citywide accountability 

measures between the years of 2007 and 2010.  These years are chosen because the 

accountability system was implemented in 2007 and because this measurement allows for 

three years post-failure to estimate the impact.  Failures received after 2010 only have at 

most 2 years of follow-up, which is not enough time to identify the impact of failure.  

There are not many schools that failed in this sample, as many of the failing schools were 

alternative or transfer schools, or schools without a graduating class who are omitted 

from this analysis.  The table below breaks down the failures.  Only 4 schools in this 

sample failed in 2007 and 2008, and 6 schools failed in 2010.  No schools failed in 2009 

(see Figure 15 below). 

Table 3 

 

 

 Failing schools will suffer from accountability sanctions and receive supports that 

are intended to help them improve.  These supports include professional development, 

Summary Statistics for NYC Accountability Failure 
Year Number of Schools with Failing Grades 
2007 4 
2008 4 
2009 0 
2010 6 
Total 14 
Note: These values reflect failures for schools in the sample, it excludes omitted 
high schools and years where a school is without a graduating class 



 98 

supplemental services like instructional and curricular coaches and if the schools 

continue to fail they can be closed.  These schools should see an increase in graduation 

rates in the years following failure.  However, underperforming schools may be less able 

to meet the demands of accountability measures and sanctions resulting from failure, and 

outcomes often suffer more, rather than improving (Diamond and Spilllane 2004).  This 

analysis will show whether schools that fail accountability improve within 3-5 years after 

failure.   

 Exit Exams were implemented statewide to increase the rigor of a NYS high 

school diploma.  The goal of this reform was to hold all students to the same standards 

for graduation, to insure that all NYS students are leaving high school with the same 

skills.  Regents scores are used by the city university system to determine whether 

incoming college freshmen from NYC schools have remedial needs.  Exit exams have not 

been found to increase college readiness, but they have depressed high school graduation 

rates (Dee and Jacobs 2005).  In New York City, exit exams were implemented between 

2005 and 2008.  This analysis includes an indicator of whether a data point was for a year 

post 2005, to understand whether the graduation rate trajectory changes with the 

implementation of exit exams.  Exit exams are expected to depress graduation rates 

initially, but the longer term impact of these exams is unknown.   It is necessary to show 

whether or not graduation rates continue to increase post implementation.  Increasing 

testing, choice and accountability may or may not have its intended impact on graduation 

rates. 

 Schools vary in quality, and it is necessary to include a control for school quality 

in this analysis.  One popular control is full-time teacher equivalency.  Considering 
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teachers as resources, researchers have used this as a measure of available resources in a 

school (Ladd and Loeb 2013, Vos 1996).  I use growth curve modeling to predict the 

impact of these factors on graduation rates.  Growth curve modeling allows one to focus 

on two types of variables at once, those that change over time and those that are fixed for 

each school.  For example, a time varying variable would be the racial and 

socioeconomic composition of a school, as it changes annually.  A time invariant variable 

would be the failure indicator, for which a school’s failure between 2007 and 2010 does 

not change over time.  Growth curve models permit the unbiased estimation of data with 

varying and time invariant variables which techniques such as OLS do not.  This analysis 

estimates between school differences over time. 
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 I model the impact of the neoliberal reforms on graduation rates using 8 nested 

models (see Table 4 below).  I add the social background variables (race and poverty) 

first, and then examine the impact of the policy intervention in addition to that of the 

composition variables. In the first unconditional model, I identify the average graduation 

rate for all years.  In the second model, I add my control variable (FTE) and year, along 

with a random effect for year.  This allows the impact of time to vary from year to year.  

In this model, we reject the hypothesis that the graduation rate is constant across years.  

In the third model I add the race variable, and in the fourth I add the poverty variable.  

The fifth model introduces an interaction between race and poverty to understand 

whether the impact of serving above average Black and Hispanic students is different 

when a school is also an above average percentage of free and reduced lunch eligible 

students.  I then add an indicator for school failure, small schools, and exit exams in the 

last three models.  I focus my interpretation on model 8, noting other relevant findings 

where applicable. 
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Results 

Table 4

Growth Curve Model: The Impact of Neoliberal Policy on Graduation Rates, 2000-2013 

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 

Fixed Effects                 

Year   0.21 0.23 0.26* 0.29* 0.29* 0.25* 0.63*** 

Full-Time Teacher Equivalency   23.25 21.43 22.59 23.73 23.73 -9.4 9.69 

Above Average Black and Hispanic Students     -7.17*** -7.24*** -9.31*** -9.26*** -10.02*** -10.51*** 

Above Average Free/Reduced Lunch Eligible Students       0.94* -0.73 -0.73 -0.78 -1.01 
Interaction of Above Average Black and Hispanic and 
Free/Reduced Lunch Eligible         3.04*** 3.03*** 3.24*** 3.56*** 

School failed citywide accountability between 2007 and 2010           -1.82 -1.51 -0.62 

Small School (Less than 550 Students)             5.27*** 4.40*** 

Implementation of Exit Exams (Year 2005)               -7.78*** 

constant 65.84*** 63.41*** 68.51*** 67.53*** 68.11*** 68.10*** 67.60*** 71.32*** 

Random Effect 

Growth Curve for Year   1.677751 1.651357 1.617286 1.572325 1.573059 1.558272 1.777791 

Statistics 

Log-Likelihood -7399.29 -7276.71        7264.43 -7261.73 -7254.75 -7254.31 -7241.62 -7183.36 

Degrees of Freedom 0 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

Chi-Square . 3.81 30.61 36.17 51.23 52.17 81.5 202.64 
legend: * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001 
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 The first model is an unconditional model or null model, which is also the same as 

a one-way ANOVA with random effects.  From this model we can calculate the interclass 

correlation (ICC) to justify the use of cluster groupings, which are the schools in the case.  

The interclass correlation tells you the correlation of the observations within a cluster.  It 

tells you whether the values of annual observations cluster within schools.  If the ICC 

approaches 0, you can use a simple regression, because observations are not very 

correlated within clusters.  The ICC for this unconditional model is .83503 indicating a 

high degree of clustering. The remaining models estimate the impact of policy 

interventions.  This model also indicates the grand mean of graduation for all years to be 

65.84. 

Estimating the Growth Curve 

 The Graduation rate goes up in the year 2000, because of the positive coefficient 

of year.  The rate continues to increase by about 1.65 percentage points each year.  In 

model 2, we see the positive but insignificant impact of FTE on graduation rate. Although 

it is insignificant, it suggests that small having more teachers per student has a positive 

impact on graduation rates.  The effect of year is insignificant until model 3, when the 

poverty indicator is added.  The poverty rate in New York City has increased 

substantially during this reform era.   The growth is slower because poverty is increasing 

and bringing down the growth rate. The effect of poverty is negative, when it is not in the 

model the positive effect of year is suppressed.  Once you add poverty the net effect of 

year then increases and becomes significant.   
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 I plot the predicted graduation rate from models with and without the exit exam 

indicator for a typical school4. Figure 13 shows the results from model 7, excluding the 

post 2005 indicator.   This figure shows a flat slope because it reflects the average across 

the variation you see on the right.  We see a steady increase at a rate of about .10 

percentage points per year.   In the figure 14, I add the post 05 indicator, in this model the 

effect of year is significant as well as the post05 indicator.  We see that the slope 

increases at about .25 percentage points per year, but that it is systematically pushed 

down in 2005 but continues to rise at .25 percentage points per year. The post 05 

indicator has a suppressor effect on YEAR, whereby adding the post 05 indicator 

strengthens the effect of year.  We see that graduation rates do increase at .25 percentage 

points per year, but this increase is pushed down in 2005. 

Figure 13 

 

 

 
                                                           
4 In the graphs above I predict the graduation rate for a small high minority high poverty school which has 
not failed accountability 

52

57

62

67

72

77

82

2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012

Model 7 (Without Exit Exam 
Indicator) 

Model 7
(Without Exit
Exam
Indicator)



 
 

104 

Figure 14 
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School Composition 

Figure 15 

 

 High minority schools have the lowest graduation rates, regardless of poverty (1st 

bar and 3rd bar from the left).  Schools with low poverty and low minority status have the 

highest graduation rates.  High poverty and high minority schools have graduation rates 

that are 8 percentage points lower than low poverty low minority schools, on average. 

This shows that racial and socioeconomic composition can impact on graduation rates, 

regardless of whether or not schools serve an impoverished student body.  The impact of 

poverty is only significant when the school has a high proportion of minorities (note that 

non-significant main effect of poverty see table 4 model “m5”) but its effect is positive.  

The main effect of poverty may be positive because schools serving mostly poor students 

receive additional funding.  In addition, many small schools with substantial private 

funding serve low-income students.  To the extent that these small schools are serving 
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poor students, the additional resources may have a positive impact. Race and poverty are 

persistent dimensions of disadvantage, despite the reforms implemented during this era. 

 

Reform Impact 

 Perhaps due to the limited measure of accountability failure5, there is no 

significant impact of accountability failure on graduation rates.  This means that the 

graduation rate of a school that fails is not significantly different from one that passes 

accountability.  This is not in line with the intent of the reform, as failure should have a 

positive impact on graduation rates.  Although accountability systems seem to have no 

effect, being a small school improves graduation rates by 4.4 percentage points, holding 

all other variables constant.  To understand more about the impact of small schools, I 

have predicted the regression line in 2006 for two high poverty high minority schools 

with average FTE, one being a small school the other a larger school (see figure 16 

below). We see that small schools have higher graduation rates in 2000, and that the 

graduation rates increase consistently throughout this reform era (see figure 16 below).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                           
5 There are only 14 failures in the years 2007 to 2010 
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Figure 16 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

 Overall, we see that exit exams did depress graduation rates for the years 

following 2005, but that they continue to rise.  This is not a wholly negative impact of 

exit exams.  It is logical that graduation rates would drop when students are required to 

take additional tests to graduate, but if they continue to increase students are benefitting. 

Despite the drop, this would be a positive finding if students are leaving school with a 

higher tested ability than they were pre-reform.  Hursh (2013) and Hursh and Martina 

(2013) argue that New York State simply raises the cut scores in order to appear tough on 

standards in some years, or lowers it to appear successful in other years.  It is not clear 

that students are actually leaving high school with more skills than they were pre-reform. 

   We also see that high minority enrollment has a negative effect on graduation 

rates, this effect becomes less negative if the school serves many free and reduced lunch 
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eligible students. Despite an increase in poverty rates (see table 5 below), poverty alone 

does not depress graduation.  Poverty’s effect on graduation rates is only significant in 

high minority schools and it is a positive effect (see table 4 model “m5”).  

Table 5 

Average Percent of Students Eligible for Free and 
Reduced Lunch 
Year Average 
2000 0.06%* 
2001 5.6% 
2002 6.3% 
2003 23.7% 
2004 . 
2005 . 
2006 67.1% 
2007 68.8% 
2008 67.2% 
2009 67.2% 

2010 . 
2011 73.0% 
2012 70.2% 
2013 6.8% 

                                           *=year for which there are very few cases 

 We also see that small schools have a positive effect on graduation rate.  This 

supports the research showing that small schools have a positive impact on graduation 

rates.  The growth of these small schools seems to be a positive reform.    

 Failing citywide accountability has no effect.  This goes against the logic of 

accountability and existing literature.  The logic of accountability would suggest that 

these schools either improve or close.  None of the schools in this sample closed before 

2013.  Existing literature would suggest that graduation rates would decline in these 

schools, which is also not the case.  This lack of effect could be due to the small number 

of failing schools in the sample and/or to the limited number of years for which the 

failure variable is available. 
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CHAPTER 8: DISCUSSION-THE IMPACT OF NEOLIBERAL REFORM 

Figure 17 
 

 

This research explores the impact of neoliberal reforms on inequalities between schools.  

A review of the literature shows that low performing urban schools can suffer under neoliberal 

reforms.  Looking at all NYC high schools during this reform era, graduation rates have 

improved on average and for all racial groups, and it appears that outcomes have become more 

equal (see figure above).  Despite the reported gains of the most recent reform era, racial high 

school attainment gaps and segregation have been maintained.   

 This dissertation begins with the history of reform in New York City to understand how 

reforms have attempted to reduce segregation and unequal outcomes.  From the end of the civil 

rights era until the Bloomberg era, there is no strong emphasis on desegregating schools or 

reducing racial and socioeconomic achievement gaps.  These inequalities were overshadowed by 

an emphasis on standards and test scores.  Neoliberal reforms mark a symbolic return to equity 
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using the language of achievement gaps, but they do not directly address inequality.  These 

reforms are intended to indirectly reduce inequalities through accountability and choice.  

  Neoliberal reforms assume that if all students are given the opportunity to choose their 

schools and they are given adequate knowledge on the quality of the schools available, that they 

will all have improved access to high quality schools.  This does not seem to be the case in New 

York City.   The findings of this research support those of Raftery and Hout (1993).  Reforms 

aimed at increasing opportunities do not seem to benefit the most disadvantaged students.  We 

see that White students are making better use of expanded high school choice, as they are 

overrepresented in the best schools.  All races are increasingly segregated from Whites in the 

best schools.  Black, Hispanic and Asian students are equally likely to be segregated from whites 

in the lowest performing schools.  We find that Hispanics and Blacks are becoming more 

segregated within and across performance quartiles.  The advantage that white students have had 

in selecting schools has been maintained throughout this reform era. 

 Black and Hispanic students have consistently been segregated in the worst schools, and 

this segregation is increasing. If there is going to be an improvement in outcomes for the lowest 

performing schools, it seems that the district will have to address the growing segregation within 

and across schools. 

 We do not see promising effects for the policies implemented to improve graduation 

outcomes.  There is no significant effect of accountability failure on graduation.  The graduation 

rates of schools that failed are not significantly different from those that do not fail.  The new 

mayor, Bill De Blasio, has eliminated this accountability system. This seems to be a good idea.  

Exit exams depressed graduation rates initially, but did not change the rate of improvement.  
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Being a small school seems to be the only element of this reform that has a positive impact.  

Schools serving less than 550 students improve graduation rates.   

 Neoliberal reforms do not seem to improve high school graduation for the most 

disadvantaged students.  This has major implications for the social mobility of these groups and 

for social inequality more broadly.  Neoliberal reform works well for the parent who knows what 

to do to get their child into the best school.  This is the parent who knows how school choice 

policy works, where the good schools are, how to increase your child’s chances of being 

admitted, and how to maximize your child’s score on any required tests.  Neoliberal reforms also 

works well for those who live in neighborhoods with good schools, because these families may 

receive preference in admissions and schools in more affluent neighborhoods perform better and 

are less likely to experience closure and accountability failure.   

Unfortunately, these families are often one in the same, affluent, savvy, white and living 

in a good neighborhood (Cucchiara 2013).  Poor minority communities have less access to good 

schools, less power when navigating the school system, and are being targeted by charter 

schools.  Charter schools have been built in many low-income neighborhoods to replace large 

underperforming schools.  Many of these early charter schools have closed, and the impact of 

these schools on outcomes varies in the same way as traditional public schools (Ravitch 2013).  

Many white middle class parents won't send their kids to these schools (Ericksen 2011).  It is a 

difficult task to implement reforms that eliminate the advantage that white middle class parents 

have in the public education system. 

The clear-cut nature of accountability systems and data driven accountability is very 

appealing.  Test scores and accountability data provide clear and measurable data on school 

performance that can be used to set standards, and to assess the quality of a school.  Despite the 
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benefits, data and accountability are insufficient for the improvement of schools.  Policy makers 

must focus on reducing inequalities without using harsh penalties that could lead to school 

closure.  Ravitch (2013) provides a simple yet profound solution, to use test scores to measure 

what students can do rather than penalizing students for what schools are not doing.  This will 

restore the true purpose of testing, and eliminate the negative consequences of high-stakes 

testing.  Schools are not businesses that respond in preconceived ways to sanctions.  

Creating new types of schools, holding schools to rigorous standards, and other ideas 

driven by market logic will not alleviate the segregation of black, Hispanic and low-income 

students into the worst schools. These types of reforms are designed for businesses who receive 

standard resources to do business and create standard products (Ravitch 2013).  Students arrive 

at school with varied needs and concerns, and schools must provide comprehensive services 

including health, nutrition, and social services.  This will reduce the impact of poverty-related 

factors on their outcomes (Ravitch 2013).   

Neoliberal logic assumes that schools will respond to sanctions and competition with 

innovation that produces better outcomes, despite the population they serve or the resources they 

have to do so.  As we have seen, not all schools respond positively.  Some innovate by cheating 

or gaming the system.  Others suffer under the heavy handed reform policies and their outcomes 

sink further.  Schools that are already high performing can stagnate without penalty or 

intervention.  Under neoliberal reform, low performing schools that do not improve will be 

closed.  This does not create a better system of schools; it creates a new system of schools.  It 

does not address the initial reasons why a school was failing and it disrupts the lives of students 

in that school and community. 
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The reforms of the Bloomberg era show that the mayor’s office and appointed leaders 

have a great deal of power to restructure and reorganize the school system.  It would be good if 

they used that power to enforce desegregation and equality as their primary goals.  From their 

top level position, the mayor and Chancellor could implement potentially heavy handed reforms 

that desegregate schools.  These reforms must address poverty and segregation more 

aggressively in order to effect change.  Reforms must redistribute students in an intentional way 

to insure that schools are diverse.  This could be done by recreating the algorithm used to assign 

students to high school to insure proper representation of each racial and socioeconomic group in 

each school, regardless of where they live.   In cooperation with the state, they could insure that 

low performing schools receive more resources and that their teachers receive adequate pay.  

Perhaps these teachers could make more money than those in less demanding settings.  These 

types of policies are possible, if the leadership is committed to equity. 

 The current mayor has reversed several of the Bloomberg era policies.  There has been a 

very public fight between Eva Moskowitz and the mayor.  In this fight, the mayor is hoping to 

halt the rapid expansion of charter schools put into motion by Mayor Bloomberg.  Eva 

Moskowitz is the creator of a network of charter schools in NYC that have had great successes 

but have also been criticized for expelling problematic children or those with disabilities and for 

accepting only the best students.  This fight is not only between the mayor and Moskowitz, he is 

at odds with the entire charter school movement because it competes with and detracts resources 

from public schools.   

 In an interview before his run for mayor, he expressed his view that the policies of the 

Bloomberg administration made the department of education insulated from parents and the 

community.  Eliminating school boards may have been a good thing, but they were not replaced 
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with a way for parents to voice their concerns.  Another way that DeBlasio has shown his 

difference and perspective on education reform is by hiring a long-time educator as Chancellor.  

Chancellor Carmen Farina came out of retirement to take this position, and is well respected in 

the education community.  The 1996 law and the 2002 implementation of mayoral control both 

weakened the role of the 32 superintendents.   One of her main goals has been to reintegrate the 

community and parents into the educational decision making process, but also to grant more 

power to superintendents.  Having a mayor and chancellor that do not have private business 

backgrounds is a good first step toward an educational equity agenda.  The next and most critical 

step would be to implement comprehensive policies that focus directly on inequalities.  We see 

from our earlier review of the history of school reform and from the analysis in this paper that 

policies that are poorly planned or not focused on equity do not have the potential to reduce 

inequality. 

 One limitation of this research is that I did not have measures of poverty for several 

years.  Another limitation is that I did not have many failures, leading to a weak measurement of 

accountability pressures.  Overall, this research would be strengthened by more control variables, 

such as school funding, English-Language Learner enrollment, and other variables that help 

assess school quality.  Despite these limitations, these findings would be applicable to large 

urban districts that serve large proportions of poor, Black and Hispanic students.   

 The findings of this research show that some reforms do not have their intended impact.  

Considering the unintended consequences of policy initiatives in regards to inequality can help 

shape sociological studies of inequality.  This research focuses on school level conditions and 

indicators of policy intervention both intended to boost graduation rates.  Particularly, it leads us 

to focus on how issues related to race and classes constrain the high school selection process.  In 
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addition, it will be necessary to identify the ways in which policy initiatives make it easy for 

benefits to be coopted by those in power.    

 Future research could try to explain the mechanism by which students are sorted into the 

worst performing schools.  We know that disadvantaged students choose lower quality schools 

than their peers, but qualitative research might explain why this is the case and whether or not 

there is an intervention that could help students make better choices.  In addition, future research 

should examine the students who do choose better schools and why they do so.  Further research 

might also include a more specific measure of poverty and neighborhood of residence, to 

understand how these factors impact graduation rates. 

 These findings explore whether or not neoliberalism is a viable policy solution.  Although 

this research is not causal, there were no improvements in segregation or inequality during this 

reform era.  Monitoring these measures alongside performance outcomes is important if the goal 

of public education is to provide an equal education to all students.   
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