
 

 

 
The New York City Department of Education (NYC 
DOE), part of city government, operates the largest 
school district in the country with about 1,600 schools 
and 1.1 million students. There are 400 high schools 
housing 600 different programs.xlvii In 2010-11, 74 
percent of students in NYC public schools (excluding 
charter schools) were eligible for free or reduced 
price lunch.xlviii 
 
New York City public schools have a history of school 
choice options at the high school level. Specialized 
high schools were first opened in 1904, a city-wide 
transfer policy was instituted in 1963, and in 1998, 
the first charter schools were opened. This is in 
addition to career magnet high schools, small schools, 
and experiments with voucher programs in the 
1990s.xlix These programs, however, were all 
voluntary. Since 2004, the NYC DOE has required all 
8th graders to participate in a system of high school 
choice.l 

 

There are five types of high schools. The types of high 
schools include career and technical education 
schools, charter schools, small learning communities, 
small schools, specialized high schools, and transfer 
schools (for students who have previously dropped 
out or fallen behind.)  All high schools, including 
charter schools, must participate in this centralized 
enrollment process.  
 
There are seven different admissions methods varying 
according to the type of evaluation given to the 
student applicant. Priority admission for siblings is  

 
available only at some charter schools. Admission 
methods include: 
 
 Auditions – A student is required to demonstrate 

proficiency in a performing or visual art. 
 Educational Option – These programs are 

intended to attract a wide range of student 
performance. Half of students are selected 
randomly and half are selected based on their 
standardized test scores. 

 Limited Unscreened – Priority is given to students 
that express interest by attending an information 
session or open house. 

 Screened – Student are ranked according to test 
and report card grades, attendance, and other 
factors such as interviews or essays. 

 Test – Eligibility is determined solely by a 
student’s score on the Specialized High Schools 
Admissions Test. 

 Unscreened – Students are selected randomly to 
attend these programs. 

 Zoned – Students that live in the geographic zones 
area of the high school are given priority in 
admissions. 

 
Assignment decisions are made using a formula or 
algorithm similar to that which is used to match 
medical residents to hospitals.li The matching system 
for NYC high schools, developed in 2003, was 
designed to address  three major concerns: stability, 
efficiency, and equitable. 
 
A lack of stability in the old system gave schools the 
incentive to withhold positions to fill later. Also, it was 
important that the system be efficient for students. 
The previous system was considered inefficient, 
where up to 45 percent of students were rejected by 
all of their choices and were assigned to a 
neighborhood school. Lastly, it was critical that the 
gaming that occurred under the old system be 
eliminated.lii Prior to 2004, schools were allowed to 
see how students ranked them, which could 
potentially work against students if a school took into 
account how it was ranked compared to its 
competitor schools. The system put into place when 
choice became mandatory in 2004 addressed these 
concerns in its design.  

 

K-12 Enrollment = 1.1 million 
Number of Schools = 1,600 
 High School = 400 
 HS Programs = 600 
Student Demographics 

White = 15% 
African American = 29% 
Hispanic = 40% 
Asian = 16% 
Low SES = 74% (excludes charter schools) 

 
Source: New York State Department of Education 

 



 

 

Every incoming freshman, as well as any 9th graders 
who wishes to transfer schools for 10th grade, must fill 
out an application in the early fall of their 8th or 9th 
grade year and return it to their school’s guidance 
counselor by the early December deadline. The NYC 
DOE advises that students begin to think about their 
high school choices in the 6th grade. Students are able 
to select and rank up to 12 programs from the High 
School Directory they receive at the end of 7th grade. 
Additionally, each school ranks the applicants 
according to the order in which they would admit 
those students, without seeing where the applicants 
have ranked them.liii 
 

Three admissions rounds are held each year after the 
application deadline of early December. In the first 
round, all students are included and an attempt is 
made to match each student with one of their high 
schools of choice. If a match cannot be made by the 
algorithm in the first round, students are allowed to 
select 12 more schools in the supplementary round 
and another attempt at matching is made. After this 
round, every student will have received a high school 
match. Lastly, parents may appeal the final match 
through a process instigated with their child’s 
guidance counselor.liv The appeals process can last 
through the end of June.lv   
 
Mid-year transfers (and, seemingly, transfers after the 
10th grade) are only allowed in cases where the 
student has been injured in a fight documented by a 
police report, has a doctor’s note stating that their 
health is threatened in some way, or has a commute of 
more than 90 minutes, per NYC DOE policy. Principals 
cannot admit a student mid-year and all transfers 
must be routed through and approved by the central 
office. There are no waiting lists for any high schools.lvi 
 

Like any school choice model, to fully take advantage 
of the NYC DOE system requires that a student have a 
parent that is engaged, available, and able to read and 
understand key documents to assist in the process of 
choosing and ranking schools. Even parents who were 
involved in the process found it “overwhelming, 
stressful, or confusing,” according to a 2009 study 
conducted by the Center for New York City Affairs at 
the New School.lvii 

In addition, feelings of being overwhelmed were 
echoed by the middle school guidance counselors 
interviewed by researchers in 2009. Middle school 
guidance counselors reported that they had been 
required to handle up to 300 to 400 student 
applications. They professed having little time to 
adequately review the applications.lviii  Researchers 
recorded that guidance counselors felt ill-equipped to 
advise parents; one said that they know no more 
about high schools than what is published in the 
annual guide. Most problematically, however, was 
guidance counselors’ belief that there is a lack of good 
options for average or low achieving students. One 
counselor said, “In Manhattan, there are only a 
handful of schools [for average or below-average 
students] that I would send my own children to. The 
rest, you take your chances.”lix 
 

In 2011, 83 percent of students were matched to one 
of their top five choices and an additional seven 
percent were matched to other schools on their list. 
About 10 percent of the city’s 8th graders did not 
receive admission to any of their choices in the initial 
round. They were given an additional two weeks to 
select and apply to 12 different schools that still had 
remaining spots. There has been a small but steady 
increase in the number of students who are not 
matched with any of the schools on their lists.lx 
 
Part of the high school choice strategy has been to 
identify under-chosen and under-performing schools 
and to target these for closure. Through 2009, officials 
closed more than 20 large, poorly-performing 
comprehensive high schools and introduced a number 
of new smaller high schools and programs. The 
competition for students is expected to encourage 
high school principals and staff to make themselves 
more attractive to students by increasing their course 
offerings or instituting specialized programs.lxi  
However, the Center for New York City Affairs study 
found that the introduction of these new schools and 
the closure of the larger schools has led to 
overcrowding and declining attendance and 
graduation rates at some of the remaining large high 
schools.lxii 
 
That same study, conducted in 2009, focused on the 
implementation of both school choice and the small 
schools movement in NYC high schools.lxiii The review 
of the choice system was based on 165 interviews and 
identified elements of the design and execution of the 



 

 

system that appeared flawed.  The study asserts that 
the NYC DOE did not have a formal mechanism for 
assigning students with special needs to schools that 
had the capacity to serve them. A survey conducted by 
the DOE found that 35 percent of principals that 
responded said they did not have the special 
education services in their schools to meet their 
students’ needs.lxiv 
 
The 2009 study also found fault with the policies for 
student transfers and assigning latecomers to schools. 
The policy of denying transfers to students without a 
doctor’s note, police report, or 90 minute commute, 
they claim, had the effect of trapping students in poor-
performing  schools, contrary to the stated purpose of 
school choice. Researchers found anecdotal evidence 
through their interviews that troubled students, those 
at risk of dropping out, and students with special 
medical accommodations were denied transfers by 
the NTC DOE, or experienced significant difficulty in 
obtaining them, even in cases where the principal of 
the new school welcomed the student.lxv 
 
Overall, however, the 2009 study found an increase in 
positive academic outcomes and achievement after 
the introduction of mandatory high school choice. The 
graduation rate climbed from 41 percent in 2004 to 
56 percent in 2008. Additionally, the achievement gap 
between white and African-American and white and 
Latino students narrowed over the same four years.lxvi 
 
A 2011 study by researchers at New York and 
Columbia Universities analyzed four years of student-
level administrative data, from 2004 to 2008, to gain 
insight about who is participating, how students are 
ranking schools, and where students are placed, and 
how these answers vary according to race, poverty, 
and other student characteristics.lxvii  They found that 
about 21 percent of 8th graders rank 12 schools while 
7 percent rank only one. However, 82 percent of the 
students listing one school were matched to that 

school. This is probably because the students were 
applying to their zoned school or to continue to 9th 
grade at their current school. The study also found 
that economically and academically disadvantaged 
students tended to rank more schools. 
 
In May 2011, the New York Times in an article titled 
“Lost in the School Choice Maze,” cited the above 
study, analyzes the choice process for students who 
participated in the supplemental round. A department 
spokesperson quoted in the article said it was unclear 
why so many students went unmatched, but that it 
could be a combination of factors such as, “listing too 
few choices, overconfidence at reaching the choices 
for which they might not have qualified, the 
information available based on their record.”  Parents 
quoted in the piece, titled “Lost in the School Choice 
Maze,” described the difficulty of navigating the 
process. The problem, summed up by one expert, is 
that there are simply not enough “good” schools for 
the average student. Even students with good grades, 
high test scores, and reasonable school selections 
went unmatched, a problem also found by researchers 
at the Center for New York City Affairs.lxviii  
 
Students generally tended to rank high schools that 
had student bodies similar to their own, academically 
as well as according to race and socioeconomic status. 
While they often ranked more advantaged schools as 
their first choice, they were most likely to be placed in 
schools that looked similar to their middle school. 
Students with low academic achievement were more 
likely to rank schools with poor academic outcomes 
and largely low-income student bodies. Interestingly, 
white students and English language learners were 
more likely to rank the school closest to their home as 
first on their lists. The study concludes that school 
choice has become more equitable and transparent 
under the system instituted in 2004, but that 
transparency has not reduced its complexity. lxix 
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