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Background
Despite decades of concern about “dropout crises” and a “rising tide of mediocrity,”
the turn of the 21st century was marked by nearly unchecked dismal performance in
many of America’s large urban high schools. 1 In his seminal 2004 report, Johns
Hopkins University researcher Robert Balfanz identified more than 2,000 “dropout
factories” around the country—schools that were failing to graduate 40 percent (or
more) of the 2.6 million students they were serving. This report singled out New
York City as having the highest concentration of “dropout factories” in the nation. 2
Over the next 10 years, however, New York City’s high schools improved
dramatically. Between 2003 and 2011, for example, on-time graduation rates
increased from 51 percent to 69 percent. 3 This growth was concentrated among
students earning the newly mandated New York State Regents diploma, which
required passing five academic subject assessments, in addition to completing 44
course credits. Notably, college enrollment rates during this period kept pace with
the increasing number of high school graduates. 4
Among the forces behind these trends were a set of sweeping and interconnected high
school reforms that the New York City Department of Education (NYC DOE)
implemented at an unprecedented pace and scale. These reforms were anchored in
closing large, persistently low-performing high schools, opening new small schools,
and extending high school choice to all students throughout the district. By
implementing these changes together, district leaders hoped to upgrade the
educational options available to students who had historically been assigned to failing
schools, largely by virtue of where they lived.
The high school closure process was the most politically charged feature of the reform
effort. As in other cities around the country, school closures in New York sparked
lawsuits and protests, with advocates arguing that the district had not invested enough
in school improvement efforts, and that students would be harmed by the elimination
of an important neighborhood institution. Students enrolled in schools designated for
closure were often described in the press as casualties—bearing the brunt of
persistent school failure and having their lives further disrupted when officials decided
to close their school. The NYC DOE elected to close high schools by “phasing them
out” over time, which prompted one journalist to describe a “purgatory of schools
marked for closing,” with “elective classes and after-school programs falling away”
and “favorite teachers seeking new jobs.” 5
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Yet, apart from the general sense that closure policies are controversial and painful,
there has never been a rigorous assessment of the impact of school closures in New
York City. In fact, even nationally, few studies have looked what actually happens to
students during and after a performance-based high school closure. Does the closure
process harm students who are enrolled in a school while it is being phased out? Are
future cohorts of high school students better off because a low-performing option has
been eliminated? Do they attend better schools and have better outcomes as a result
of the closure? Surprisingly, until now, there has been almost no rigorous evidence
on these questions.
To begin filling this gap, the Research Alliance conducted a study of the high school
closures that were undertaken between 2002 and 2008 in New York City public
schools. Our analyses focused on the students who were enrolled in the schools as
they were being phased out—and on the subsequent cohort of students who were
forced to choose another high school when their most likely option was closed. The
study examined the degree to which the closure policy affected a range of outcomes
for these students, including mobility, attendance, and performance. This brief
summarizes key findings and implications from the study. A longer technical report,
available on our website, provides detailed information about the context, samples,
data sources, methods, and statistical results that underlie our findings.
Were the high schools designated for closure, in fact, the
lowest-performing high schools in the City?
Between 2002 and 2008, the NYC DOE designated 29 low-performing high schools
for closure. The process for identifying and implementing school closures became
more codified over time, eventually incorporating multiple measures of school
performance as well as documentation of school improvements made and action plans
going forward. However, during the period covered by this study, the district was
frequently critiqued for making closure decisions in a manner that was opaque and
unregulated. 6 Given this ambiguity, we set out to analyze the historical performance
of the schools designated for closure relative to other schools in the district.
Our analyses showed that, based on a wide range of indicators, the 29 schools
designated for closure were consistently among the lowest-performing
high schools in the City. Exhibit 1 shows that none of these schools were ranked
above the 20th percentile citywide, based on a composite of 10 performance indicators
averaged over four years prior to the closure decision. 7 A majority of the schools were
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Exhibit 1: Average Graduation Rate vs. Performance Index Percentile Rank:
Closure Schools and Other NYC High Schools
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See page 13 for notes.

ranked in the bottom 5 percent overall, and all of the schools were ranked in the
bottom 5 percent in at least one of the years leading up to the closure decision.
Looking at the NYC DOE’s primary indicator of school performance, less than 40
percent of the students entering these schools graduated within four years, compared
with more than 60 percent in the City’s other high schools.
However, it should be noted that there were other high schools in the district that
exhibited similarly poor performance but were passed over for closure. In fact,
depending on the year of the closure decision, between 10 and 29 schools were
ranked at or below the schools identified for closure, according to the performance
index we created.
Exhibit 2 displays characteristics and outcomes for students in the 29 schools that
were designated for closure, other very low-performing schools that avoided a
closure decision (and serve as our comparison group throughout this study), and the
remaining high schools in the district. 8 Based on averages for the years leading up to
each closure decision, the table shows a high level of similarity between the schools

100
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Exhibit 2: Historical Characteristics and Outcomes: Closure Schools,
Comparison Schools, and Other Schools
Closure
Schools

Comparison
Schools

Other NYC
High Schools

Demographic Characteristics of Incoming 9th Graders
Gender (%)
Female
Male

47.7
52.3

44.9 0.0
55.1 0.0

52.6 *
47.4 *

38.4
53.8
1.8
5.2
0.8

50.4
40.0
3.7
5.0
0.8

*
*
0.0
0.0
0.0

42.0
37.4
10.7
9.0
1.0

60.8
9.6
9.5

85.6
46.0
43.9
44.8

69.9 0.0
13.5 0.0
10.4 0.0
0.0
86.6 0.0
43.9 0.0
41.0 0.0
41.8

90.3
29.1
26.4
28.1

*
*
*
*

11.6
76.3
25.7
38.7

13.3
75.7
25.8
36.8

34.3
84.1
34.2
60.6

*
*
*
*

16.8
22.6

19.1 #
19.8 #

Ethnicity (%)
Latino
Black
White
Asian
Other

0
*
*
0
0

Prior Performance and Characteristics of Incoming 9th Graders
School Services (8th grade) (%)
Eligible for free or reduced price lunch
Received English language learning services
Received special education services

65.1
11.2
10.0

th

8 Grade Performance (%)
Attendance rate
Chronic absentee
ELA or math in bottom 20%
Overage for grade 9
High School Outcomes (9th-12th Grades)
On track at end of 9th grade (%)
Average attendance rate (%)
Cumulative credits earned
Graduation rate (%)

#
0
0
#

Diploma Type
Regents diploma (%)
Local diploma (%)
Number of Schools Per Closure Decision Year
Number of Students Per Closure Decision
Year

38.4 *
24.1 0

2-8

3-9

153-290

3,378-12,692

7,799-19,514

150,000-256,687

See page 13 for notes.

designated for closure and the other low-performing schools, particularly in terms of
entering students’ prior attendance and test scores and their receipt of special
education and English language learning services. Students in the schools designated
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for closure were more likely to be Black and less likely to be Latino than students in
the other low-performing schools.
Across most characteristics, Exhibit 2 highlights
Snapshot of the 29
substantial differences between the two groups of
Schools that Were
low-performing schools and the broader sample.
Designated for Closure
Of note, the low-performing schools enrolled
in NYC Between 2002
much higher concentrations of students who
and 2008
began high school with already low levels of
• Enrolled a total of more than
50,000 students at the time
attendance and achievement, compared to
of the closure decisions.
• In the years leading up to
students in the broader sample. This raises
closure:
important questions about whether the low
• 92% of students were
Black or Latino.
performance of these high schools was an artifact
• 49% of students were
of the backgrounds and prior performance of their
chronically absent in their
9th grade year.
entering students or more a function of the
• Graduation rates averaged
39%, with just 17% earning
schools’ inability to help students build on
a Regents’ diploma.
strengths and overcome weaknesses. Indeed, our
• All 29 schools met
Balfanz’s “dropout factory”
analysis suggests that about half of the difference
criteria.
in performance between the schools designated
for closure and the broader sample of schools can
be explained by differences in the incoming characteristics and prior achievement of
their students. However, substantial performance gaps remain between these two
groups of schools, even after accounting for differences in demographics and prior
performance levels. This suggests that struggling students were less likely to succeed
in the City’s lowest-performing high schools than they were in other high schools
throughout the City.
What was the impact on student outcomes during the phaseout
process?
High school closures in New York City were implemented as a phaseout process, in
which schools stopped admitting new 9th graders. The existing student body was
allowed to transfer to another high school or continue to attend the school that was
being phased out until the year of their expected graduation. As a result, over the
three years following the decision to close a school, enrollment declined steadily, as
new students were no longer admitted, and current students graduated, transferred,
or dropped out. Typically, at the end of the three years, any remaining students were
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required to transfer to another
school. Our analyses focused
particularly on the more than
9,600 students who were just
beginning their high school
career in one of these schools
when the closure decision was
announced. These 9th-grade
students had maximum exposure
to the phaseout process.
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Study Methods: Comparative
Interrupted Time Series
The impact findings in the report are based on
what is known as Comparative Interrupted Time
Series (CITS) analyses. In short, the CITS method
aims to isolate the distinctive influence of the high
school closure process from other policies and
events that occurred simultaneously and could
account for changes in student outcomes in a
range of low-performing schools, including those
that were designated for closure.
To assess the impact on students during the
phaseout process, the CITS methodology
compares their outcomes with those of students
who were enrolled in the schools prior to the
closure decision. It then makes the same
comparison, during the same time period, for
other low-performing schools that avoided
closure. Differences in deviations from their
historical trends between the closure schools and
the comparison schools represent the net impact
of the phaseout process. A similar method was
used to determine the impact for the post-closure
cohort.

Our findings indicate that the
phaseout process itself did
not have a systematic
impact,
positive
or
negative, on the academic
performance or attendance of
students enrolled in these high
The analyses also include statistical adjustments
that account for changes over time and
schools at the time. Students
differences across schools and cohorts in the
characteristics of students enrolled in the closure
who were enrolled in the
and comparison schools. In addition, the analytic
phaseout schools achieved
models make adjustments that account for the
modest differences between closure and
similar or, in some cases, higher
comparison schools in their respective trajectories
of student outcomes from the pre-phaseout
outcomes compared to those of
period.
their peers who were enrolled in
those schools prior to the closure
decision. These improvements were comparable to improvements for students in
other low-performing schools during the same period. This finding is noteworthy,
because it has been widely speculated that the phaseout process did damage to the
students who experienced it. Our study suggests that, at least in terms of measurable
academic outcomes, this was not the case.
Exhibit 3 presents key impact findings for students who began their high school career
at the time of the closure decisions and were enrolled in the schools during the
phaseout process. Highlights include the following:
• Students enrolled in the phaseout schools achieved higher
attendance rates, graduation rates, and rates of Regents diploma
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receipt, compared to students enrolled in these high schools prior to
the closure decision. Graduation rates improved by nearly 7 percentage
points, and Regents diploma receipt rates improved by 19 percentage points for
students enrolled in the phaseout schools, compared to the rates for earlier
cohorts of students. Despite these gains, graduation rates remained low—below
50 percent, with fewer than 35 percent of students earning the more demanding
Regent’s diploma.
• Gains made by students in the phaseout schools were generally
similar to gains made by students in other low-performing high
schools that avoided closure. While graduation rates improved more in the
phaseout schools, the difference between the two sets of schools was not
statistically significant, suggesting it was likely due to chance.
• The phaseout process increased student mobility, predominantly
through transfers to other NYC high schools, rather than through
dropping out or transfers to other districts. Although the transfer rate was
higher during the phaseout process, the characteristics of students who
transferred were virtually the same as those of students who had transferred prior
to the closure decision. The phaseout process did not appear to have a systematic
impact, positive or negative, on the subset of students who transferred. There is
suggestive evidence, however, that the phaseout process may have contributed to
the improvement in graduation rates for students who stayed in the schools
throughout the process. 9
Exhibit 3: Select Impacts on Student Attendance and Performance: Phaseout Cohort
Baseline
Projection
Average attendance rate, grades 9-12
(%)
Cumulative credits earned
Graduation rate (%)
Diploma Type
Regents diploma (%)
Local diploma (%)
Number of schools per closure
decision year
Number of students per closure
decision year
See page 13 for notes.

71.9 #
28.1 #
39.2 #
14.6 #
25.5 #

Phaseout
School
Change

2.7 *
0.6 0.0
6.5 *

19.1 *
-9.4 *

Comparison
School
Change

3.2 *

Estimated
Impact

-0.5

#

3.1 *
1.4

-2.5
5.0

#
#

10.6 *
-7.4 *

8.5
-2.0

#
#

5-17

2-8

3-9

11,37926,795

547-3,740

1,579-5,104
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What was the impact on student outcomes after high schools
closed?
In the wake of a school closure decision, middle school students from the surrounding
community were compelled to attend a different high school. For the purposes of this
brief, we refer to these students as the “post-closure cohort.” The NYC DOE’s open
choice system provided these students with access to schools throughout the City.
This often included one or more new small schools that had been opened in the same
building as the school that had been closed.
Our study found that meaningful benefits accrued to the post-closure
cohort. These students attended higher-performing high schools, compared to the
closed schools they likely would have attended. This shift in their enrollment options
led to improvements in students’ attendance, progress toward graduation, and
ultimately, their graduation rates—with large increases in the share of students
earning a Regents diploma.
Exhibit 4: Historical Characteristics and Outcomes: Closed Schools and
Schools Attended by Post-Closure Cohort
Closed
Schools

Schools Attended by
Post-Closure Cohort

School Services (8th grade)

65.1

65.4

Received special education services

11.2
10.0

10.5
9.6

Incoming Students’ 8th Grade Performance
Average attendance rate
Chronic absentee
ELA or math in bottom 20%
Overage for grade 9

85.6
46.0
43.9
44.8

89.4
33.1
31.9
33.1

11.6
76.3
25.7
38.7

31.1
81.7
38.1
58.9

Local diploma

16.8
22.6

40.2
18.7

Number of Schools

29

374

Eligible for free or reduced price lunch
Received English language learner
services

High School Outcomes (9th-12th Grades)
On track at end of 9th grade
Average attendance rate
Cumulative credits earned
Graduation rate
Diploma Typea
Regents diploma

See page 13 for notes.
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Exhibits 4 and 5 provide a summary of key findings, including:
• Students in the post-closure cohort enrolled in higher-performing
high schools, both in terms of the characteristics of entering students and on
the basis of longer-term outcomes. The group of students who likely would have
attended each closed school enrolled, instead, in an average of 82 different high
schools around the City. Approximately 45 percent of these students attended a
new school in the same building as the school that had closed; more than 85
percent attended a high school in the same borough as the closed school. On
average, the schools attended by the post-closure cohort were smaller than the
closed schools. Exhibit 4 shows that they also enrolled students with somewhat
higher 8th grade attendance and ELA and math achievement levels. Historically,
the schools attended by post-closure students had higher graduation rates (59 vs.
39 percent) and higher Regents diploma receipt rates (40 vs. 17 percent) than the
closed schools.
• Closing a high school had a systematic and large impact on
graduation rates for the post-closure cohort, including the rate at which
these students earned the more rigorous Regents diploma. Growth in postclosure students’ graduation rates outpaced that of comparison students by more
than 15 percentage points.
Exhibit 5: Select Impacts on Performance and Attendance: Post-Closure Cohort
Baseline
Projection

Phaseout
Change

Comparison
Change

Cumulative credits earned

72.6 #
29.5

6.3 *
5.1 *

Graduation rate (%)

40.4 #

15.5 *

12.0 #
26.8 #

33.7 *
-16.4 *

16.3 *
-14.6 *

5-17

2-8

3-9

11,37926,795

568-5,303

1,184-5,303

Average attendance rate, grades 9-12 (%)

4.1 *
3.0 *
0.4

0.0

Estimated
Impact

2.2 #
2.1 #
15.1 *

Diploma Type
Regents diploma (%)
Local diploma (%)
Number of schools per closure decision
year
Number of students per closure decision
year
See page 13 for notes.

17.4 *
-1.9 #
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What should readers consider when interpreting these results?
Debates about the efficacy of school closures as a key element of educational
improvement policies should be sensitive both to the limitations inherent in this study
and to several critical issues that have not yet been addressed by this or other research:
First, high school closures were politically volatile and fraught with emotional
backlash from the affected school communities. Our study does not examine closures’
effects on educators, parents, and neighborhoods (or on aspects of students’
experiences not reflected in their attendance, mobility, and academic outcomes). For
cities that elect to close low-performing schools, it is crucial to be attentive to the
possibility of these collateral impacts, and to look for ways to mitigate the pain that
closures may bring. One way to do that may be to authentically engage local
stakeholders in the process—in tracking a school’s performance over time; selecting
and implementing improvement strategies; developing criteria for deciding to close
a school; and, if absolutely necessary, phasing the school out in a way that maintains
support for enrolled students.
Second, while our study shows that students who likely would have attended the
closed schools fared better elsewhere, they still did not fare well. On average, just 56
percent of these students graduated from high school within four years, and less than
half earned a Regents diploma. This highlights deeply entrenched inequalities in the
City’s schools, where poor students of color lag far behind their more privileged peers
on wide range of measures. Whether or not closures are part of the policy framework,
there is a need to invest in these vulnerable students and identify structures and
supports that maximize their odds of success.
Third, deciding how to deal with chronically low-performing schools demands a
better understanding of the mechanisms that promote or impede school
improvement. Notably, this study provides evidence of systematic gains among a
broad swath of low-performing high schools, including those that avoided closure. It
is not clear what accounts for this pattern. How did these schools make use of supports
provided by the NYC DOE, and did these supports contribute to their improvement?
While the report documents improvements in some of the City’s lowest-performing
schools, it cannot tell us whether similar gains in student outcomes could have been
attained without the closure policy. Did these schools feel pressure to improve lest
they be next in line to be closed? If so, how did they respond, and what specific actions
did they take to promote better student outcomes? These questions must await future
research.
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What do the findings suggest for policy?
In spite of the considerations outlined above, many readers will still want to know:
Should districts keep the option of closing very low-performing schools on the table?
While there is no simple way of answering this question, our findings suggest two
different, but equally important insights:
• School closures in New York City were a central part of a multidimensional, comprehensive effort to improve secondary education.
During this era, the City developed a portfolio of more than 200 new high schools,
most of which are small and unscreened (i.e., admission is not based on prior
performance), and implemented an open choice system making the options available
on citywide basis. The growth of small schools was possible, in part, because of the
physical space and “demand” created by closing many of the City’s large
comprehensive high schools.
A rigorous and ongoing study of these small schools by the research firm MDRC has
provided compelling evidence of their positive and persistent impact on a wide range
of student outcomes, including attendance, credit accumulation, high school
graduation and college going. 10 As the MDRC study notes, “it is rare to find such large
effects for a rigorously evaluated large-scale education reform and rarer still to see
such effects continue into college.” 11 Other recent research suggests that the
introduction of small schools in New York City “lifted all boats…improving
outcomes for students in all types of schools: large, small, continuously operating,
and new.” 12
Collectively, therefore, recent studies provide rigorous evidence about the
effectiveness of this constellation of reforms—showing the positive impacts of small
high schools, meaningful benefits for students who were able to avoid attending a very
low-performing school because it was closed, and a lack of harmful effects on
academic performance for students who experienced the phaseout process directly.
This accumulation of evidence offers support for the strategic use of school closures
as part of a multi-dimensional high school reform strategy. That being said…
• The landscape and expectations of New York City’s high schools look
very different today than they did at the turn of the 21st century.
The reform strategies that included high school closures were conceived and
implemented at a time when 70 percent of New York City’s high school students
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attended a school that met Robert Balfanz’s “dropout factory” criteria. Although the
numbers are still high, we estimate that less than a third of the City’s students are
currently enrolled in such schools. Dramatic actions like school closures may have set
the system on a positive trajectory, but they may not be sufficient for the challenges
of today and the future.
For example, expectations for high schools are very different than they were 15 years
ago. Economic self-sufficiency is increasingly tied to the attainment of a postsecondary credential, preferably a four-year college degree. Thus, even a Regents
diploma is no longer considered an acceptable end-point credential. High schools are
now expected to produce “college and career ready” graduates, and a school’s
performance is assessed, in part, based on the ability to get students enrolled in
college. This is a new set of challenges, even for high schools with relatively strong
graduation rates.
In addition, despite the improvements generated by recent reforms, large numbers
of students are still being left behind. Approximately 30 percent of New York City’s
entering high school students fail to graduate within four years, including more than
half of the City’s Black and Latino young men. 13 Thus, while the reforms of the last
decade appear to have “lifted all boats,” the system is still characterized by wide
disparities in student outcomes, based on race and socio-economic status. More
targeted strategies are likely needed to move the needle on this problem.
In short, the current landscape and expectations for high schools may demand a
different set of strategies for improvement. While the option of closing schools has
not been taken off the table in New York City, the NYC DOE has deemphasized both
high-stakes, outcomes-based consequences for low-performing schools and the
creation of new options to replace those that do not measure up. The district’s current
strategy for school improvement focuses on capacity-building through learning
partnerships and tapping into community resources among geographically proximate
schools that face common challenges. The NYC DOE has also placed a strong
emphasis on family engagement and on increasing high school students’ access to
advanced course work and college counseling. 14 Looking ahead, it will be important
to continue conducting rigorous analyses that shed light on whether these new
approaches produce hoped-for gains in students’ performance.

13

Exhibit Notes
Source: Research Alliance calculations
using NYC Department of Education
administrative records from the 1999-2000
to the 2012-2013 school years.
See full report for sample information and
definitions of variables.
Exhibit 1: The index is based on 10
performance indicators: 9th grade
attendance rates; on-track rates at the end
of the 9th, 10th, and 11th grade; credit and
Regents test accumulation by grade 12;
dropout and transfer rates; high school
graduation rates within four years of
entering high school; and rates of receiving
a Regents diploma within four years of
entering high school. These measures were
averaged over two to four years prior to
each of the district’s school closure
decisions between 2002 and 2008. For
each of these years, all schools in the
sample were then ranked on each measure
relative to the lowest performance for that
measure in that year. Combined, these
relative rankings yielded a “performance
index” that reflects the overall difference
between a school’s performance and the
lowest performance in the system for a
given year. Each point on the graph
represents the group of schools that were
ranked in a given percentile at least once
between 2002 through 2008 (the diamonds
represent the schools identified for closure
between 2002 and 2008, and the squares
represent other NYC high schools).
Exhibit 2: Averages are calculated across
schools for each year, up to four years
prior to each closure decision year. These
are then averaged across the closure
decision years from 2002 through 2008.
Sample sizes are presented as ranges based
on the number of schools in each closure
decision year (see Table 1 in full report).

A two-tailed t-test was applied to
differences between closure schools and
comparison schools and between closure
schools and other schools. The statistical
significance level is indicated as * = p <=
.05.
Exhibit 3: Baseline trends were estimated
for outcomes that were observed over two
to four years prior to the closure decision.
The baseline projections are estimates of
the extension of these trends for up to
three years following the closure decision.
The baseline projection estimates in the
table correspond to the year in which the
last cohort of 9th graders to enroll in the
closure schools reached the relevant grade
level. Therefore, baseline projection
estimates for Grade 9 outcomes are
presented for the first year following the
closure decision. Baseline projection
estimates for Grade 10 outcomes are
presented for the second year following
the closure decision. Baseline projection
estimates for Grade 11, 12, and cumulative
outcomes are presented for the third year
following the closure decision.
The baseline projections in the table have
been regression adjusted to account for
differences between closure schools and
comparison schools in their respective
trends during the pre-phaseout period.
They are also adjusted for differences over
time and between schools in student
demographic and prior performance
characteristics. For ease of comparison, the
baseline projections are centered on the
characteristics and trends of the schools
designated for closure.
Sample sizes are presented as ranges based
on the number of schools in each closure
decision year (see Table 1 in full report).
A two-tailed t-test was applied to the
phaseout school changes (relative to the
baseline projection), to the comparison
school change (relative to the baseline
projection), and to the estimated impact
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(the difference between the phaseout and
comparison school changes). The statistical
significance level is indicated as * = p <=
.05.
Due to data limitations, impacts on
cumulative outcomes are only available for
schools that faced a closure decision
between 2003 and 2008. Due to data
limitations, impacts on Regents and Local
diploma receipt rates are only available for
schools that faced a closure decision
between 2005 and 2008.
Exhibit 4: Outcomes for the closure
schools are taken from Table 2 in the full
report. Outcomes for the schools attended
by the post-closure cohort are based on
outcomes for students who enrolled in
those schools one year before the postclosure cohort. Averages are weighted by
the number of post-closure cohort students
in each school. This means that outcomes
for schools which enrolled a large number
of students from the post-closure cohort
are given more weight than those for
schools with only a few students from the
post-closure cohort. Tests of statistical
significance were not performed for the
comparison between the closure schools
and the schools attended by the postclosure cohort.
Exhibit 5: Baseline trends were estimated
for outcomes at each expected grade level
over two to four years prior to each
closure decision year. The baseline
projections are estimates of the extension
of these trends for up to four years
following the closure decision. The
baseline projection estimates presented in
the table correspond to the year in which
the post-closure cohort reached the
relevant grade level. Baseline projection
estimates for Grade 9 outcomes are
presented for the second year following
the closure decision. Baseline projection
estimates for Grade 10 outcomes are
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presented for the third year following the
closure decision. Baseline projection
estimates for Grade 11, 12, and cumulative
outcomes are presented for the fourth year
following the closure decision.
The baseline projections presented in the
table have been regression adjusted to
account for differences between closing
schools and comparison schools in their
respective trends during the pre-phaseout
period. They are also adjusted for
differences over time and between schools
in student demographic characteristics and
prior performance. For ease of
comparison, the baseline projections are
centered on the characteristics and trends
of the schools designated for closure.
Sample sizes are presented as ranges based
on the number of schools in each closure
decision year (see Table 1 in full report).
Students in the post-closure cohort are
considered to be clustered based on the
closed high schools on which the matched
comparison was based. The sample sizes
for the post-closure cohort reflect this
clustering approach.
A two-tailed t-test was applied to the postclosure change (relative to the baseline
projection), to the comparison change
(relative to the baseline projection), and to
the estimated impact (the difference
between the post-closure and comparison
school changes). The statistical significance
level is indicated as * = p <= .05.
Due to data limitations, impacts on
cumulative outcomes are only available for
schools that were designated for closure
between 2003 and 2008. Due to data
limitations, impact on Regents and Local
diploma receipt cumulative outcomes are
only available for schools that were
designated for closure between 2005 and
2008.

15

Endnotes
See Balfanz (2004) and U.S. Department
of Education (1983).
2
See Balfanz (2004) page 14, “Spotlight on
New York City” and Balfanz et al.,
(2014).
3
See Kemple (2013).
4
See Coca (2014).
5
See Powell (2012).
6
In 2009, as part of the New York State
Legislature’s review of mayoral control, a
provision was added to NYS education
law offering specific and extensive process
requirements related to school closures.
See:
http://schools.nyc.gov/NR/rdonlyres/7
D8147A2-7A0C-4BAC-A76233B69C137AD6/0/A190SignificantChan
gesinSchoolUtilizationRegulation.pdf
7 The composite performance index
includes 9th grade attendance rates; ontrack rates at the end of the 9th, 10th, and
11th grade; grade 9-12 credit and Regents
test accumulation; dropout and transfer
rates; high school graduation rates; and
Regents diploma receipt rates.
8
The sample does not include: (1) High
schools that were scheduled for closure
prior to 2002, because our database does
not include sufficient historical
information on these schools. (2) New
schools that had not yet enrolled at least
two cohorts of incoming 9th graders
between 2000 and 2008. This is because
the primary analytic methods used in the
study are based on trends in student
outcomes over several years prior to a
decision to close a school. (3) NYC’s nine
specialized high schools, because we
determined that these highly selective
high schools do not provide relevant
comparisons with the low-performing
schools that serve as the main focus of this
study. (4) Schools designated exclusively
for students requiring full-time special
education services (i.e., District 75
schools), which include ungraded students
1

for whom it is not possible to identify a
9th-grade year. See the full report for
details about how we selected comparison
schools.
9
This finding is characterized as
“suggestive” because is confined to a selfselected subsample of students who
stayed in their 9th grade school. In
addition, the estimate of impact on
graduation rates was one of very few that
were statistically significant for these
“non-mobile” students.
10
See Bloom, Thompson, and Unterman
(2010); Bloom and Unterman (2012);
and Unterman (2014).
11 Unterman (2014), p. 8.
12
See Stiefel, Schwartz, and Wiswall
(2015).
13 See Kemple (2013).
14 See NYC Mayor’s Office (2015).
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