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High School Graduation Rate in the City Is Lower Than Reported

By SHARON OTTERMAN
New York City’s high school graduation rate may be slightly lower than advertised because some dropouts have been improperly left out of the calculations, the state comptroller’s office said Tuesday.

The comptroller conducted an audit because of allegations made in 2009 that the city may have been inflating its graduation rate by counting some dropouts as “discharges,” a classification that generally refers to students who transfer to private schools or to schools outside the city. Discharges are not counted against a school’s graduation rate, but dropouts are.

The audit found that in roughly 15 percent of the 500 cases it looked at, students who entered high school in 2004 and who had been classified as discharged by the Department of Education should have been classified as dropouts. Extrapolating to the system as a whole, the errors would have reduced the city’s graduation rate for 2008 to 62.9 percent from 65.5 percent for non-special-education students.

The city amended some of its rules in 2009 to comply with state standards, but still argues that some of the state’s reporting requirements — like the need to get documentation from a receiving school rather than verbal confirmation from friends or relatives — are too onerous for an urban district where many students are on the move.

The audit said the city’s reported graduation rate remained “generally accurate,” because it was within five points of the audit’s findings. The city said that the general trend of graduation rates during Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg’s control of the schools remained strongly upward, a finding the audit did not dispute, and that the percentage of discharges in each class remained flat at about 20 percent over time.

In a sign of how important the issue was to the city, the state and city tussled over each individual student record selected for audit, sparring, for example, over whether one student had gone to the Dominican Republic on vacation or more permanently.

In addition to records for 500 so-called general education students, the auditors looked at 100 records of special-education students, and concluded that the graduation rate in 2008 for those students should have been between 8.9 and 9.3 percent, not the 9.7 percent that the city reported.
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