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Communication Breakdown

Informing Immigrant Families About
High School Chotce in New York City

Carolyn Sattin-Bajaj

ore than fifty years after the historic Supreme Court decision in

Brown v. Board of Education to end the practice of race-based school
assignments, considerable school segregation along racial or ethnic and class
lines remains. In fact, according to a report from the Harvard Civil Rights
Project, black and Larino students are three times as likely as white students
to be in high-poverty schools, and twelve times as likely to be in schools
in which almost everyone is poor.! These youth also attend predominantly
minority schools in disproportionate numbers.? The severe isolation of low-
income children of color, many of whom come from immigrant homes, con-
stitutes a significant challenge to successful immigrant intepration and to
social equality more generally.? The latest results from the National Assess-
ment of Educational Progress (NAEP) show that racial {or ethnic) and class-
based disparities also persist in primary and secondary grades and affect
students’ academic performance.’ Along with growing school segregation,
many researchers, policy makers, educators, and citizens understand this
so-called achievement gap to be one of the most pressing educational and
social justice issues of our time.?

Scholars have long pointed to the concentration of low-income children
of color in high-poverty, racially segregated, and low performing schools
as a key explanatory factor of race- and income-based differences in aca-
demic achievement.® Since the early era of school desegregation, school
choice policies—ranging from magnet and charter schools to vouchers, con-
trolled choice, or open-enrollment plans—have been implemented, in part,
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to address these long-standing problems in education. Districts across the
United States have adopted school choice with renewed vigor in recent years
in the face of poor student performance on international exams, the wide-
spread academic failure of disadvantaged students, and glaring inequities in
students® access to high-quality educational opportunities.

According to the Education Commission of the States and the Center for
Education Reform, forty states and the District of Columbia have charte
school laws, and all but four states have some form of inter- or intradistric
open-enrollment policy.” The U.S. Department of Education estimates that
1.4 million of the country’s 50 million public school students, or 2.8 percent
of the total, are currently being educated in charter schools, only one of 2
variety of school choice options.® These figures are expected to rise with the
Obama administration’s avowed support for increasing the number of char-
ter schools narionwide.” Finally, the National Center for Education Statistics
reported that between 1993 and 2003, the proportion of children enrolled
in assigned public schools declined from 80 to 74 percent, whereas the pro-
portion of students enrolled in chosen public schools increased from 11 to
15 percent.® ‘ '

Accessing high-quality educational options by students through partici-
pation in any number of school choice programs can require a significant
amount of knowledge and time investment on the part of families." Navi-
gating these often complex and bureaucratic processes may be particularly
difficult for low-income immigrant parents who, on top of the challenges
associated with poverty, were raised and educated outside the United States,
may face language barriers, and may lack some of the critical contextual
knowledge they need to fully understand educational practices, policies,
and expectations in their adopted country. Few studies have examined low-
income immigrant families’ experiences with school choice. Furthermore,
little is known about how the expectations of parents’ knowledge, behavior,
and resources embedded in choice policies align with or depart from vari-
ous immigrants’ social practices, cultural models, and resources or abod
the implications of these convergences and divergences for immigrants’ par-
ticipation in school choice.

Given that children in immigrant families currently account for an esti-
mated 25 percent of all primary- and secondary-school-age children in the
United States, it is of growing importance that we understand how educa-
tional bureaucracies respond to their needs.”® An investigation of school-
‘based and districtwide approaches to informing families about school choice
represents one entry point into understanding the challenges that immigrants
may face in comprehending often unfamiliar educational policies and pro-
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cedures. This chapter uses ethnographic data from research in three middle.
schools in New York City and analyzes school choice publications created
and disteibuted by the New York City Department of Education (NYCDOE)

" to answer questions about how the district- and school-level communication
- strategies and materials facilitate or complicate Latin American immigrant

families’ understanding of the choice process. New York is home to one of

.the largest and most heterogeneous immigrant populations worldwide. The
' ¢ity’s diversity, coupled with the fact that participation in school choice is

mandatory for all students who wish to attend public high school in the dis-

- trict, make New York an interesting place to examine immigrant families’

experiences with this one aspect of educational integration.'®

Three main questions drive this chapter. First, what do the central dis-
trict office personnel and school-based staff do to inform students and
families about high school choice in New York? What materials do they

 provide, what events do they organize, and what resources do they dedi-

cate to explaining the process? Next, in light of the materials, events, and
school-based support that exist, how might Latin American immigrant pat-
ents’ language proficiency, cultures, and educational backgrounds impact
their understanding of the process and therefore their ability to assist their
children in applying to appropriate and high-quality schools? Finally, in
what ways, if at all, do district- and school-level communication and out-
reach efforts take into account the range of support that immigrant families
may need if they are to understand and participate in the potentially foreign
practice of school choice? The data for this chapter are derived primarily
from ethnographic observations, focus groups with middle school guidance
counselors, interviews with guidance counselors and school-based parent
liaisons {“parent coordinators”), and informational materials developed and

-~ distributed by the NYCDOE and three middle schools.

* The discussion begins with a brief review of some of the main conversa-
tions in the contemporary school choice literature. It also identifies some of

“the key gaps in this literature with regard to immigrants and school choice.
* This is followed by a summary of the extensive scholarship on conflicts

between home and school as they relate to Latin American immigrant fami-

 lies’ experiences with the U.S. school system. Next are described the meth-
. odology and research sites and an overview of the New York high school
- choice process, its goals, and the diverse portfolio of high schools from
- which students make their choices. An in-depth discussion of the study’s

main findings and their significance for current school choice and integra-
tion research follows. The chapter concludes with a discussion of policy
implications and recommendations for future research.



+

150 Parent Choice

SCHOOL CHOICE IN THE RESEARCH LITERATURE

School choice reforms have been at the center of public and political con-
versations about education and equity since their inception. Most empiri-
cal studies of school choice have focused on evaluating the outcomes of
these policies by examining three indicators. One indicator is the academic
achievement of students in choice programs compared to those in nonchoice
public schools." A second factor is the impact of choice on school segrega-
tion.’® Third, studies examine the implications of district choice programs

for existing public schools and students attending these schools.”® Evidence .

on the effects of school choice in each of these areas is highly contested, and
scholars are pursuing new and increasingly sophisticated ways to measure
the impact of school choice on student achievement and equity.”

The question of whether students who participate in choice differ from
those who do not is another chief concern in the literature. Decades of
research have shown that on average, students from higher socioeconomic
backgrounds enroll in chosen schools at higher rates than their disadvan-
taged peers. Studies in districts with open-enrollment plans, voucher pro-
grams, magnet school options, and interdistrict choice have all concluded
that there is in fact a “creaming effect,” in which children of more highly
educated parents with more materia) resources are more likely than their
more disadvantaged peers to participate in school choice.'® _

The stratification trends are less clear in the case of charter schools, many
of which are located in impoverished urban neighborhoods and thus attract
2 lower-income student population. However, activists and researchers alike
continue to debate the merits of charter schools and other choice programs
on equity grounds."” :

Although social stratification and equity concerns have motivated stud-
ies of school choice for many years, an analysis of the trends in immigrant

" families’ participation in choice has been conspicuously absent from this lit-
erature. In fact, few studies disaggregate by immigrant origin, and therefore
little is known about how the enroliment patterns of children of immigrants
compare to those of their native-origin peers. Given the growing share of
children of immigrants in U.S. schools, however, it is increasingly important
to learn more about their experiences with this education policy. Research
on New York’s mandatory high school choice process represents a unique
opportunity to capture a population of students and families often absent
from school choice analyses. :

Despite the fack of empirical srudies of immigrants and school choice,
there is much to learn from the existing evidence of the ways parents gather
information about choice programs and the various strategies that schools
and districts employ to inform them about choice options. As with partici-
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pation in school choice, sources of information tend to vary by class and
education level. Low-income parents and parents with limited education
rely heavily on school-based sources of information and formal channels
such as the radio, newspaper, and television.?® In contrast, parents with high
education levels tend to depend more on social, professional, or informal
information networks.”

Researchers have discovered differences along racial and ethnic lines
as well. Schneider and his colleagues found that black and Latino parents
were more likely to use school-based and formal outlets, and they depended
less on friends, family, or social contacts than white parents.? These find-
ings were not surprising given the strong correlation between race or eth-
nicity and class background. The salience of social networks for families of
high socioeconomic status links strongly to earlier work on the interaction
berween class background and the significance of social networks in a per-
son’s life.

The role of school districts in providing information to families about
school choice is also featured prominently in the scholarship. The parent
information centers (PICs) that operated in six Massachusetts school dis-
tricts having school choice plans are one of the most extensively researched
examples of district-based information and outreach.* These centers were
casily accessible by public transportation, and counselors gave visitors writ-
ten materials in multiple languages about the available school options.
Notably, counselors were not allowed to make specific recommendations
to parents and students, and independent evaluations found that even after
PICs were established, many parents selected Jow-quality schools.** Other
districts, such as the large urban Southern California district in Andre-
Becheley’s qualitative study on intradistrict choice, rely on traditional out-
reach methods such as mailing flyers, distributing pamphlets and school
directories, and advertising on television and in the print media, and these
districts tend to be considerably less attentive to the varied needs of the
public,

Related studies have investigated the extent to which parents understand
their district’s school choice policies and how well informed they feel. Multi-
ple studies have demonstrated that most parents, regardless of income, tend
to have limited understanding of school choice policies and procedures and
lack accurate information about test scores, demographics, and other data
on the schools in the district.?” Although this situation can be explained,
in part, by the school districts’ failure to make some of this basic informa-
tion easily accessible to parents, it reflects a potentially larger underlying
issue: the mismatch between district communication strategies and parents’
information-gathering behaviors.2®

:
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CONFLICTS BETWEEN HOME AND SCHOOL FOR
LATIN AMERICAN IMMIGRANT FAMILIES

We know little about immigrants’ experiences with school choice and, more
specifically, the ways immigrant parents digest information about choice
programs provided by districts, but the role of culture in exacerbating or
attenuating school failure has been an object of scholarly inquiry for many
years. Researchers have examined how differences berween home and school
cultures, practices, norms, values, and expectations have impacted child
development, parent~child relationships, identity formation, and academic
achievement.? These studies have covered considerable ground in illuminat-
ing how an individual student’s background interacts with the social and cul-
tural context of a school environment, a pedagogical practice, or policy to
put the student at a relative advantage or disadvantage. The absence of this
type of cultural analysis applied to questions about school choice participa-
* tion represents one of the most significant lacunae in these literatures.

A substantial body of work also highlights the primacy of cultural val-
ues in explaining how and why many low-income immigrant parents inter-
act with schools in the ways they do.*® This scholarship highlights the need
to investigate the assumptions about shared knowledge and values embed-
ded in school policies and practices: a dangerous form of the “hidden
curriculum.™!

Much of the research on the invoivement of low-income Latin American
immigrant parents in their children’s schooling in the United States shows
that they tend to defer to teachers on academic matters, avoid challenging the
school administration on educational decisions, and rarely make requests.”
Their behaviors and attitudes, although corresponding to the cultural scripts
and expectations of their countries of origin, are often contrary to common
conceptions of what constitutes “good” and involved parenting in the United
States. Their actions {or assumed “inaction,” as the case may be) contrast
starkly with the behavioral patterns of many middle-class parents, such as

‘those in Lareaw’s studies, who do not hesitate to make demands of teachers
or request additional support for their children.** As a result, Latin Ameri-
can immigrant parents are often demonized for not caring about their chil-
dren’s education. In this way, the children whose parents are not clued in to
the implicit rules of the education game are doubly disadvantaged.*

This research literature substantiates the importance of considering insti-
tutional responsibility in perpetuating or combating educational inequal-
ity. Analysis of the information that districts and schools provide and what
they do—and do nor—make explicit may serve to identify the unarticulated
aspects of the dominant culture that immigrants {and perhaps native groups
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as well) may have greater difficulty accessing. Such research may also help
explicate the larger factors that contribute to the misalignment between

-home- and school-based practices.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The research presented here involved observations of a series of events

related to New York’s high school choice process held at three large mid-
dle schools in Queens, New York; observations of citywide informational

" . events; focus groups with middle school guidance counselors; and inter-

views with parent coordinators at these middle schools. Compilation and
analysis of the school choice materials developed by the Office of Student.
Enrollment Planning Operations (OSEPO) at the New York City Depart-
ment of Education also formed a key component of the study, These data
were collected as part of a larger ongoing mixed-methods comparative study
of the experiences of Latin American immigrant and African American
families with high school choice in New York.

Ethnographic observations were conducted at school-based events for
parents and students about high school choice, including workshops about
how to fill out the high school application form and high school fairs held
at individual middle schools. During these observations, participants went
about their regular activities without interference, and I took notes on who
attended the events, the format and content of the information provided by
school personnel, whether translation and interpretation services were avail-
able, whether translation and interpretion included contextual information
or consisted only of direct linguistic translation, the questions that par-
ents asked, and the interactions between parents and school personnel and
among parents. These observations enabled me to learn in detail about the
school-based communication efforts, compare the various middle schools’
approaches to outreach, and, perhaps most important, monitor interac-
tions between students, parents, and school personnel at events specifically
designed to inform parents abour school choice.

Focus groups with guidance counselors at the middle schools constituted
another main part of the data collection. These group discussions centered
on the guidance counselors’ roles in preparing middle school students and
families for participation in high school choice, their explanations of the
outreach strategies, and their perspectives on the strengths and drawbacks

_of the choice process generally, In addition, focus group prompts asked par-

ticipants to reflect on their experiences in working with immigrant families
on high school choice and the challenges that families encounter during the
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" process. I also conducted informal and semistructured interviews with indi ell as many other countries across Latin America and Spanish-speaking
vidual guidance counselo_rs and parent coordinators at each middle school parts of the Caribbean.'ConsequéntIy, even a study that focuses exclusively
These interviews followed a similar protocol to that used in gnidance coun i Latin American immigrant families and school choice stands to yield
selor focus groups. The aim of these interviews was to understand the role ortant new comparative data on integration,

- played by the informants vis-a-vis the high school choice process, their par 'As the largest single school district in the United States, the New York
ticipation in and assessment of the effectiveness of school-based and distric pitblic schools contain a considerable immigrant-origin student population.
twide efforts, and their reflections on working with immigrant families o Although the precise enroliment of children of immigrants is not publicly
school choice. , available, according to self-reported data in the Home Language Identifica-

Document analysis complemented the ethnographic observations an tion Survey, an estimated 42 percent of students speak a language other than
interviews by connecting the form and content of the school choice publica “English at home. This figure serves as a rough proxy for the percentage of
tions created by the NYCDOE with narratives from school personnel an ‘students from immigrant families. During the 2008-2009 school year, His-
observations of workshops and other outreach events. OSEPO produces - panics were the largest racial or ethnic group of students enrolled in New
host of materials about high school choice, including the six-hundred-pag York public schools (39.4 percent), followed by black (30.6 percent), Asian/
Directory of New York City Public High Schools, which is distributed t Pacific Islander (14.6 percent), and white students (14.4 percent).3” More-
each prospective eighth-grade student at the end of seventh grade. Thi over, students whose dominant language is Spanish constituted more than
office also develops shorter brochures and pamphlets that offer tips for par ~ two-thirds of the English language learner (ELL) student population. The
ents about how to work with their children to select high schools. My anal elevance of a study about Latin American immigrants and school choice is
ysis of these materials considered the type of media used (e.g., electronic;” clear, then, given their substantial population share in New York as well as
print), its accessibility (language, technological requirements), the conten cross the United States.
of the information, and the criteria emphasized in determining appropri
ate school selections, Finally, as with analysis of the live interpretations pro
vided at events, to investigate the concept of cultural translation I examinet
whether the translated documents included contextual or background infor
mation or simply translated words and concepts in purely linguistic terms.

‘-High:-School Choice in New York

chool choice has been a fixture of the educational policy landscape in
w York for decades. A long-standing district policy requires all eighth-
grade students who plan to attend a traditional public high school to submit
n application in which they rank as many as twelve high schools or pro-
rams.*® According the NYCDOE Web site, “The high school admissions
cess is centered on two principles: equity and choice.” In a system that
isresponsible for educating more than 1.1 million students, realizing these
wals can be a difficult endeavor.

Edch year, the roughly eighty-five thousand eighth-grade students who
participate in high school choice must choose from among six hundred pro-
grams in the approximately four hundred public high schools across the five
‘boroughs. These schools and programs vary widely in terms of size, qual-
;'and academic outcomes. Although the district has shown gains in recent
years on 2 number of educational indicators (including graduation rates and
the percentage of students reaching proficiency on the NAEP), there contin-
“ues to be an undersupply of high performing high schools. According to an
-analysis conducted by researchers at the Center for New York City Affairs
“at the New School, only 38.3 percent of high schools with graduating classes
‘2007 had a graduation rate of 75 percent or higher.* This figure includes
‘students graduating with 2 Regents diploma as well as those who received

Site Selection
New York’s historic and enduring role in the U.S. immigration narrativ
and its current leadership in urban school reform make it a ficting locatio
to explore immigrant families’ experiences in educational integration. Witk
more than three million foreign-born residents, New YorK is one of th
most dynamic centers of immigration in the United States and, in fact, the
world.* The diversity and scope of immigration to the city are unparalleled;
however, cities and towns all over the United States are now faced with
the challenge of facilitating immigrant integration into unfamiliar institw
tions and policies. What makes New York an ideal place to study the in
gration experiences of immigrants and their children is that, unlike mai
other urban immigration hubs—which tend to have one or two domina
national-origin groups—New York is home to numerous large immigra
communities. According to the 2007 American Community Survey, ¢
Hispanic immigrants in New York alone hailed from the Dominican Repu
lic (358,376), Mexico {178,713}, Ecuador (135,043), and Colombia (74,02
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the less rigorous local diploma. Students who entered ninth grade in the fall

of 2008 are now required to pass five Regents exams with a score of 65 or
higher in order to graduate; local diplomas will no longer be awarded. If the
Regents diploma is used as the threshold for graduation, Hemphill and Nau-
er’s analysis shows that only 12.6 percent of high schools had a graduation
rate of 75 percent or higher in 2007.%

Graduation rates constitute only one measure of school quality; however,
given the significance of obtaining a high school diploma for lifetime earn-
ings, graduation rates are a particularly important metric.  Schools in New
York also vary dramatically in size, concentration of low-income students,
safety record, teacher stability, and student satisfaction, among other char-
actéristics. The unevenness in school quality is evidenced in the publicly
available progress reports, annual school report cards, quality reviews, and
learning environment surveys published by the NYCDOE.

New York high schools run the gamut in size, theme or specialization,
and admissions criteria. Since 2002, more than two hundred small schools
{with enrollments of fewer than six hundred students each) have been cre-
ated, thereby significantly adding to the supply of small schools from ear-
lier reform movements. Most students, however, continue to attend large,
comprehensive high schools that serve more than fourteen hundred students
each. In addition to small schools and large, comprehensive high schools,
students may attend career and technical high schools, small learning com-
munities within high schools, and charter schools. Charter high schools,
however, do not parricipate in the NYCDOE high school application pro-
cess; instead, students must apply to each individual charter school through
a separate lottery system. o

High schools in New York use varying selection criteria, and there are
seven mechanisms by which students gain entry into a particular school or
program within a school. The most competitive (and often highest perform-
ing) schools admit students based on their scores on the Specialized High
School Admissions Test (SHSAT), an exam that is offered annually to stu-
dents in the fall of their eighth-grade year. Other schools—namely, those
that concentrate on visual and performing arts-—require students ro audi-
tion. Screened schools tend to be academically rigorous, highly sought-after
schools and programs, and they rank applicants based on their seventh-grade
academic average, standardized test scores, attendance, and punctuality.

Most new small high schools fall into the category of “limited unscreened.”
They have no grade or test score requirements for acceptance but give prior-
ity to students who atrend a school information session. Educational option

(“Ed-opt™) schools choose students according to a bell curve whereby 16
percent of students accepted are in the high reading range, 68 percent are
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in the average reading range, and 16 percent are in the low reading range.
Zoned schools are large, comprehensive high schools that give priority to
students who live in their geographic catchment area. Finaily, unscreened
schools have no admissions requirements, and a computer randomly selects
students for admission based on available seats.

A variation of the current high school choice process has existed in New
York since the 1970s.* The current iteration was launched in the 2003-
2004 school year and is modeled after the matching process for American
physicians, the National Resident Matching Program.*! The official goals
for the new matching formula were to increase the likelihood that a student
would be assigned to his top-choice school and to distribute low-achieving
students as evenly as possible across high schools.®” To that end, the latest
revision expanded to twelve the number of schools or programs that students
could rank. During the 2008 matching process, the NYCDOE boasted a 20
percent success rate at matching students with one of their twelve choices.*®
In 2009, nearly, 50 percent of all applicants received their first choice, and
80 percent were matched with one of their top three.¥” However, that same
year, seventy-five hundred students were still rejected by all of their choices
and had to participate in supplementary rounds.®®

Each eighth-grade student receives an individualized application form
in early October and is required to return a completed form by the first
week of December. The application is printed with the student’s final grade
point averages from seventh grade, her latest (seventh grade) standardized
test scores in reading and math, and average yearly attendance. These data
determine a student’s eligibility for certain screened schools and programs
that have specific attendance, grades, and test score requirements. In addi-
tion, 'where applicable, the student’s local zoned high school is listed at the
top of the application. Mot all students have a zoned high school, because
twenty-one large high schools have, since 2002, been closed for poor perfor-
mance.* Twelve additional high school closures were recently announced.*

Qversight of the high school choice process falls under the auspices of
the Office of Student Enroliment and Planning Operations, which is housed
in the district™s central administrative offices in Manhattan. Much of the
school choice policy and the related informarional materials are developed
in this office, but middle schools are granted considerable autonomy in
determining how to work with students and families to complete the appli-
cations. QSEPO does not require that middle school personnel attend train-
ings about high school choice, but they organize optional workshops and
offer support for guidance counselors upon request. District administra-
tors reported to me in an interview that they expect middle school guid-
ance counselors to review all of the high school applications before they are
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submitted. Yet there is negligible monitoring of school-based efforts con-
cerning high school choice,

Sample

The three middle schools included in the study were selected based on two '

primary factors: their location in densely populated Latin American immi-
grant neighborhoods and the demographic features of the students enrolled
at the school. I looked for schools with, relative to the districtwide averages,
large Hispanic student populations (50 percent or higher), a high percentage
of recent immigrant students {5 percent or higher), a high percentage of stu-
dents classified as English language learners (20 percent or more), and a high
proportion of students eligible for free lunch {a proxy for school poverty).
In addition, I sought schools of similar size and grade distribution—in this
case, large middle schools with more than fifteen hundred students in grades
6 through 8. The pertinent student demographic information for each of the
three middle schools and districtwide averages are provided in table 8.1.

RESULTS
School Quality Excluded
The most striking aspect of the information that the NYCDOE and indi-
vidual middle schools provided to students and families about high school
choice was the exclusion of school quality from the list of important deci-
sion-making factors in school selection. This major criterion was conspicu-
ously absent from the various publications and from the live presentations I
observed. Instead, students’ academic and extracurricular interests, school
location, and school size were repeatedly highlighted as viral characteristics
for families to consider when choosing schools. Furthermore, aside from a
brief paragraph description hidden within the high school directory, fami-
lies received no explicit instruction about the type of school quality informa-
tion that was publicly available or how to access it. This is remarkable given
the number of school-level reports that the NYCDOE produces containing
detailed data on a range of school quality measures.

The Directory of the New York City Public High Schools was the most
comprehensive resource that OSEPO published and distributed to families.

This directory, the size of a telephone book, comprised more than six hun- -

dred pages of individualized descriptions of the approximately four hundred
high schools in New York. Included were the school’s address, contact infor-
mation, programs offered, and eligibility requirements. At the beginning
of the directory, general information about the school choice process was
provided. This section reviewed the various types of schools and described

r
o
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TABLE 8.1 School and districtwide demographic information

% English
fanguage
learners

% eligible
% recent for free
immigrant  lunch

American indian: 14.4% N/A 73%
0.41%, Asian/Pacific

Islander: 14.6%,

Hispanic: 39.3%,

black: 30.6%, white:

14.4%

School Total
name enrollment

New York 1,018,546
City School
District

Race/ethnicity

American Indian: 37.9% 10.8%
0.10%, Asian/Pacific
_Islander: 10.9%,
Hispanic; 80.4%,
black: 6.7%, white:
1.8%

I5725 2103 80.7%

15633 1,899 American indian;
0.11%, Asfan/Pacific
Islander: 916%,
Hispanic: 85.2%,
black: 3.6%, white:
20%

24.2% 8.6% 75.2%

IS 545 1,681 American Indian: 19.8% 5.1% 71.56%
0.06%, Aslan/Pacific

Islander: 35.5%,

Hispanic: 55.0%,

black: 2.4%, white:

71%

* Note: Based an data from June 2009,

the various selection methods. A short list of the publicly available data
reports and the Web site where they can be accessed appeared near the end
of the preface. It was buried between a paragraph about the services avail-
able for students with special needs and a list of schools deemed in need of
improvement (SINI) by the state. Each of the three main reports—the Prog-
ress Report, the Quality Review, and the Learning Environment Survey—was
described in a single sentence. The elements that factor in to a school’s prog-
ress report grade {“school environment,” “student performance,” and “stu-
dent progress”) were also identified and defined.

It is notable that this one-page description of the accountability reports
was the only place in the entire directory in which some of the traditional
school quality metrics—graduation rate, Regents passing rate, and credit
accumulation—were mentioned by name. These important dara points were
not provided on the individval school pages, however, and the onus of find-
ing this information was thus placed on students and parents. Furthermore,
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although the directory’s discussion of these indicators was limited in scope
and did not explicitly use the language of “quality,” it was the only publica-
tion that made reference to using these data as a tool to evaluate and com-
pare school performance.

The other high school choice publications that OSEPO has developed
were revealing in the strategies that they suggested to parents and students
for reviewing and selecting appropriate schools. For example, “Choosing
a High School,” a fifteen-page pamphlet distribured at events and avail-
able online, contained a “student interest inventory™ consisting of questions
about a student’s interests and career goals, willingness to travel far dis-
tances to school, preferences for school size, and English language skills or
need for English as a Second Language (ESL) services. In fact, every publi-
cation that was distributed at middle school events emphasized a student’s
interests, school location, and school size as important selection criteria.
These factors were also repeated during each citywide and school-based pre-
sentation on how to choose schools.

The individual middle school events, although varied in audience size
and in the availability and quality of interpretation services, offered nearly
identical information and instructions to those in the OSEPO publications.
All three middle schools held high school choice workshops for parents on
evenings in mid- or late October. The turnout ranged from approximately
10 parents and students at IS 633, to berween 150 and 200 parents and
students at both IS 725 and IS 545. The formart of the events was similar:
an hour-long PowerPoint presentation led by a guidance counselor ot the
school’s parent coordinator, followed by a brief question-and-answer ses-
sion. The content of the presentation also was generally uniform because of
the use of the same PowerPoint presentation template provided by OSEPO.
In addition, a variety of printed materials was distributed to attendees at the
start of each event. These included copies or shortened versions of NYC-
DOE publications, a calendar of citywide high school choice events such as
high school fairs and workshops, and a list of school open houses being held
across the city.

The themes of students’ interests, school location, and school type and
size were prominent in each school’s presentation, echoing the main mes-
sages transmitted in the OSEPO publications. In fact, all of the guidance
counselors and parent coordinators leading the workshops discussed loca-
tion—and, more specifically, the distance of a school from a student’s horme
and the time required to travel to and from school—more frequently than
any other topic. The presenters at all three schools even encouraged families
to do a test run of the travel distances during regular school transit times,
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This strong emphasis on school location as a key, or perhaps even a primary,
criterion for applying to a school contrasted with the lack of discussion
about school quality metrics at any of the school-based workshops.

Variation in Availability and Quality of Translation

and Interpretation Services

To achieve the most basic level of equity, all parents must, at a minimum,
receive information about high school choice in a language they understand.
Often, however, schools and districts fail to meet even this minimum thresh-
old. All OSEPO publications are available on the NYCDOE Web site in the
nine most commonly spoken languages (English, Spanish, Haitian-Creole,
Russian, Chinese, Korean, Urdu, Bengali, and Arabic), a fact that signifies
the district’s recognition of the linguistic diversity and translation needs of
the families it serves.

In fact, in September 2006, after substantial lobbying by a coalition of
community-based organizations, the NYCDOE created a Translation and
Interpretation Unit to provide on-demand translation and interpretation
services to schools and the district at large, This represented an important
step forward in overcoming the persistent language barriers that immigrant
parents face when dealing with their children’s schools. However, few of
the translated materials, particularly the high school directory, were made
available in printed format to the families and schools in this and other stud-
ies.” As a result, despite the NYCDOE’s ostensible commitment to provid-
ing translation and interpretation services, ultimately parents who were not
literate in English had access to fewer sources of information,

The content of the school-based presentations about high school choice
was virtually identical across sites, but the interpretation services provided
at the middle school workshops were varied, Whereas at one school, a native
Spanish-speaking guidance counselor translated each PowerPoint slide to
Spanish in real time, another school provided interpretation only during a
fifteen-minute question-and-answer session that occurred after an hour-long:
presentation in English. The latter event was the most extreme example of a
school’s failure to provide adequate translation and interpretation services. It
illustrates the severity of the obstacles that non-English-speaking immigrant
parents may face in learning about and understanding school choice.

IS 545 hosted its major high school choice informational event, “Every-
thing You Ever Wanted to Know About the High School Application Pro-
cess,” in late October, slightly more than a menth before the application
was due. The event began with Megan Dowd, the school’s parent coordina-
tor, announcing to an audience of approximately two hundred adults and
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children that there would be no simultaneous interpreration during the main
part of the presentation.* Instead, she would respond to Spanish-speaking
parents’ questions with the help of a volunteer interpreter after the English
portion of the program was completed. After making this announcement,
Ms. Dowd instructed the people requiring interpretation to move to the
back of the anditorium so that they would be ready for the question-and-

answer session at the end. Approximately one-third of the andience moved

to the back of the auditorium.

The main presentation at IS 545 consisted of a roughly one-hour Power-
Point slideshow in English led by a monolingual male gnidance counselor.
As he reviewed each slide, he provided additional commentary and offered
tips to students and parents about how to effectively search for schools. At
one point, when he was discussing the difference between the main round of
choice and the supplementary round, he told the audience, “I highly recom-
mend that you take advantage of the first round, List all twelve choices, That
way you give your child a chance to get into a school hefshe really wants to
go to.” Only parents who could follow along in English would have been
able to understand this potentially valuable message.

Once the slideshow was finished, Ms. Dowd approached the group of
parents and students at the rear of the auditorium awaiting interpretation.
She explained that Mrs. Ramirez, a Spanish-speaking parent volunteer,
would translate parents’ questions and her answers. Mrs. Ramirez, a dimin-
utive Latina woman whose children attended IS 545, stood in the aisle next
to Ms. Dewd. One parent asked a question about the Ed-opt schools and the
selection mechanism for these schools. Ms. Dowd responded in English to
Mrs. Ramirez, explaining the bell curve allocation of slots to students based
on their reading scores. Before she was able to translate into Spanish, Mrs.
Ramirez had to ask Ms, Dowd to clarify her response at least three times.
In this way, she evidenced her limited familiarity with the details of the high
school choice process or, at a minimum, her confusion about the various
school selection methods,

Ms. Ramirez’s poor understanding of the high school choice process was
only one of the weaknesses of the interpretation provided to parents at IS

. 545, When she spoke to parents in Spanish, Mrs. Ramirez’s voice projected
poorly over the conversations that individual parents were having ar the

front of the auditorinm with guidance counselors; people in the audience:

struggled to hear both the questions that other parents were asking and

Mrs. Ramirez’s translated answers. Ten minutes after the interpretation ses-

sion began, a voice came over the loudspeaker to announce that the school
building would. be closing and people had to get ready to leave. Most of the
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parents in the Spanish-speaking section, many of whom already appeared
frustrated, got up and exited the auditorium.

" The inadequate provision of interpretation services at IS 545 reflected the
school’s lack of awareness or negligence in taking into account the school
community’s needs when planning the high school choice event for parents.
First, the assumption that the same people who require interpretation of
the English-language presentation would be able or likely to generate spe-
cific questions and would benefit from a Q8¢A session proved to be faulty.
Only four people raised their hands with questions, not all of which were

“answered before the meeting abruptly ended. The rest of the group sat qui-

etly, straining to hear and staring at Ms. Dowd and Mrs. Ramirez with
blank faces. Next, because of the limited time allocated and the chosen for-
mat of the interpretation session, virtually none of the information covered
in the hour-long presentation was conveyed to the Spanish-speaking par-
ents. Finally, the parents who sat for interpretation missed a valuable oppor-
tunity to speak with their child’s guidance counselor individually {many
cighth-grade counselors were in attendance). Instead, they wasted time and

learned very little about high school choice while other parents took advan-

tage of the guidance counselers’ presence at the event,
At the other end of the spectrum, IS 725 offered immediate, comprehen-

 sive, and well-informed interpretation services to Spanish-speaking par-

ents in the audience. Mr. Sanchez, a guidance counselor originally from
the Dominican Republic, stood at the front of the auditorinm next to Ms,
Perolli, his colleague, who was leading the workshop in English, After each
PowerPoint slide and commentary in English, Mr. Sanchez translated her
explanations to Spanish. The fact that Mr. Sanchez is a bilingual guidance
counselor who works directly with students on high school choice meant
that he was intimately familiar with the process and could understand and
then translate all of the details and nuances that Ms. Perolli covered in her
presentation. This benefited the Spanish-speaking members of the audience,
because they received all the information that had been provided in Eng-
lish. For example, one of the PowerPoint slides showed a sample application
form. When she reached this slide, Ms. Perolli advised,

You should list the programs according to preference. If you are not crazy
about your zoned school but you are willing to have your child go there,
put it last. Anything you put below your zoned school doesn’t matter
because once they get down the list to the zoned school they will antomat-
ically assign you to the zoned school {meaning thar the student was not
matched to any of the schools higher up on the list]. If you don’t pur the
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zoned school, there is a chance that your child won't get any of the schools
on his list and will have to go to the supplementary round.

Mr. Sanchez’s verbatim translation relayed to Spanish-speaking parents
Ms. Perolli’s suggested strategy of putting the zoned school last in order to

ensure the student a seat in at [east one school. Parents do not receive this

sort of additional information when they read translated materials alone. If
equitable accéss to information is to be achieved, immigrant parents need
careful, detailed interpretation of everything that guidance counselors say
in English, An estimated seventy-five hundred students, or nearly 9 percent
of the eighth graders who applied in 2009, did not get matched to any high
school in the first round of applications.” This figure attests to the impor-
tance of knowing how to use one’s zoned school as a default option. Students
‘who do not get a first-round match must participate in the supplementary
round, where there is a much smaller pool of generally less desirable schools
from which to choose. By translating all of Ms. Perolli’s commentary offered
during the workshop, Mr. Sanchez ensured that Spanish-speaking parents
received equivalent information and guidance to that of the other families
in the audience. ‘

The Limits of Linguistic Translation

The availability of interpretation services is one measure of a school’s effec-
tiveness in informing non-English-speaking parents about high school
choice. Another measure is the degree to which the translations approxi-
mate the information provided to parents in English. However, even when
accurate translations and interpretation are given, they may not be suffi-
cient to explicate the intricacies of complex bureaucratic processes such as
high school choice. Rather, immigrant parents who were born, socialized,

and educated in countries having different school practices, policies, social -

mores, and cultural models may require translations that include contex-
tual background and clearly articulated expecrations. Thus, a third con-
sideration is whether the translations take into account parents’ potentially
limited knowledge of certain norms, expectations, and quotidian school
practices and therefore make them explicit.

In conducting this research, I witnessed the failure of direct linguistic
iranslations to effectively communicate information to parents on a num-
ber of occasions. These ethnographic data also contain poignant examples
of school personnel going beyond simply translating directly and instead
including additional details and culturally relevant references in their expla-
nations. In one case, the parent coordinator leading a workshop actually
articulated parental rights that are often assumed to'be universally known.
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These illustrative moments differentiate cultural from linguistic translation,
supplying evidence of the relevance of the concept of cultural translation
and highlighting the potential value of including culturally sensitive, contex-
tual details in translated communication to immigrant parents.

The limits of linguistic translation were perhaps most powerfully revealed
when, at one middle school event, a Spanish-speaking woman repeatedly
expressed confusion about the meaning of the phrase “Specialized High
School Admissions Test.” Nine of the most elite and competitive schools in
the New York public school system require students to take a standardized
exam for admission. Bach year more than twenty thousand students sit for
the Specialized High School Admissions Test to vie for approximately four
thousand spots at these schools,

A key component of New York’s portfolio of schools, the specialized high

schools and the entrance exam itself were referenced in each of the NYC-

DOE publications and at every citywide and middle-school-based work-
shop. The direct Spanish translation of the phrase “Specialized High School
Admissions Test” to examen especializado or “specialized exam” was
sprinkled throughout the school choice materials and was used countless
times in presentations. During my observations, however, it became evident
that many Spanish-speaking parents did ot understand what the phrase
actually referred to. For example, after hearing Mrs. Ramirez use the term
examen especializado during the question-and-answer session at IS 545, one
woman stood up and asked aloud,

Que es especializado? Es como en mi pais con las humanidades o letras?
No es como en nuestros paises, verdad? What is specialized? Is it like in
my country, [choosing an academic track like] bumanities or letters? It’s
not like in our countries, right?

Neither Mrs. Ramirez nor any of the other Spanish-speaking parents in
the audience responded to the woman’s question—perhaps because they
did not hear her or because no one else understood what the phrase meant.
Regardless of the reason, the comment itself serves to demonstrate her evi-
dent confusion with a grammatically correct, and yet conceptually limited,
translation of an important element of the larger choice process. High-

‘achieving students who may be strong candidates for gaining admission to

one of the prestigions exam schools stand to [ose out if they or their parents
do not know what it takes to apply to these widely coveted schools.

A focus group with guidance counselors and the parent coordinator at IS
725 elicited another example of the weakness of linguistic translation with-
out embedded cultural knowledge. In this instance, the unsuccessful trans-
lation attempr involved notices sent home to parents about the Learning
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Environment Survey—a survey distributed to teachers, students, and par- -

ents at every school and used to evaluate the school environment. Although
it is not directly related to high school choice, this example brings to life che
ways in which apparently straightforward attempts at communication with
immigrant families may miss the mark,

During a discussion with the guidance counselors and Ms. Torres, the
parent coordinator, about the school’s outreach and communication strate-
gies with families generally, Ms. Torres recounted, “The flyers [sent home o
parents about filling out the Learning Environment Survey] are translated

into Spanish, bur parents still come in with the flyers, and they don’t know

what they mean.”

Ms. Torres and the rest of the guidance staff did not understand what
could have possibly been wrong with the flyers. This puts into sharp relief
the mismatch between school personnel’s comprehension of what they
should be deing to explain policies, procedures, and concepts to parents and
the depth and the breadth of support that some parents may need if they are
to understand the messages sent from their children’s school. If parents do
not have a notion of what the Learning Environment Survey is or why they
should fill it out, and if they have no reference point in the education system
in their countries of origin, simply translating the words into Spanish may
not be enough to convey meaning and produce understanding.

The Possibilities of Cultural Translation

In the midst of numerous missteps in the middle schools’ and district’s out-
reach to famnilies, ] observed a few instances in which school personnel tock
alternative and possibly more promising approaches to informing parents
about high school choice. In these cases, they inserted contextual informa-
tion and provided cultural translations in explaining the process. These
enhanced translations explicated normative practices that are often taken
for granted and did so in langnage and concepts with which immigeant par-
ents could identify.

In many low-income Latin American immigrant families, the tendency
to view school personnel as the ultimate avthority on a child’s academic
education and to avoid confronting or challenging them may be even more
exaggerated given the deeply rooted cultural history of such traditions.™
Explicitly stating the school’s expectations of parents as well as their rights
to ask questions, request meetings, or appeal for specific support or services
(for themselves or for their children) may be one way to help low-income and
immigrant parents develop some of the cultural capital that has historically
produced educational advantages for children in middle-class homes.
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The articulation of parental and student rights and résponsibilities
constitutes a critical element of cultural translation. School personnel’s
impromptu comments made in the course of their planned presentations
about high school choice often contained the most valuable insights and
suggestions; some of these comments also exemplify this form of cultural
translation. At one point during the workshop held at IS 633, Ms. Jean-Bap-
tiste, the Spanish-speaking parent coordinator, mentioned the importance
of attending open house events at prospective high schools. After review-
ing some of the open house dates that had been scheduled, Ms. Jean-Bap-
tiste then told parents that if they were unable to attend a scheduled open
house, they should contact the high school directly to set up a tour. With
this unscripted remark, she named for an exclusively immigrant audience
{of approximately ten adults) some of their privileges and responsibilities
as parents of eighth-grade students applying to high school in New York.
Whether or not it was conscious, by telling parents about their right to call
schools and- request visits, Ms. Jean-Baptiste’s remark equipped them with
cultural capital that may help them navigate school choice and learn about
school options. Asserting the propriety of requesting a school tour repre-
sents important support for families who may not be familiar with the cul-
tural norms and expectations in the United States. This is especially true for
low-income Latin American immigrant parents who come from traditions

In which making requests of schools is not customary nor condoned.

Reliance on the Internet as a Primary Method

of Disseminating Information

The increasing ubiquity of the Internet and growing computer literacy
across many age, income, geographic, and racial or ethnic groups have led

‘companies, governments, individuals, and school districts alike to rely pro-

gressively more on Web-based sources of information. The New York City
Department of Education is no exception. The practice of referring students
and families to Web sites and other electronic resources related to choosing
a high school was widespread in New York.

Immigrant families experienced considerable difficulty accessing trans-
lated versions of the high school directory in printed form. Although the
directory was made available in nine languages on the NYCDOE’s Web site,
parents in all three middle schools I studied complained about the school’s
failure to provide printed Spanish copies. These resuits echo Hemphill and
Nauer’s findings that, for the past two years, the directory was unavail-
able in any langnage other than English.*® There are serious costs and time
implications associated with downloading and printing a six-hundred-page
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document, Furthermore, other than the single-page description of each high
school in the directory, virtually no information about individual schools
was readily accessible in printed format. The same was true of school-level

performance reporrts, such as the Learning Environment Survey Report,

Quality Review Report, Progress Report, and the Annual Report Card.
These reports can be retrieved only through the main NYCDOE Web site.
As a result, access to information about school quality was even more elu-
sive for the people on the disadvantaged side of the digital divide.

The NYCDOE also depended heavily on third-party sites to provide
tools to assist families with school choice. In a mumber of OSEPO publica-
tions, students and parents were referred o Internet-based resources such as
Hop Stop.com or the Metropolitan Transit Authority to get estimated travel
times to schools. During workshops and presentations, guidance counselors
and parenr coordinators repeatedly suggested that parents visit these Web
sites, Moreover, many of these Web-based resources are available in Eng-
lish only, thereby compounding the difficulties for people who cannot read
English. For many immigrant families, the NYCDOE’s reliance on Web
sites and electronic documents may combine with their existing language
barriers, lack of familiarity with the U.S. education system, and poverty to
dramarically hamper their efforts to understand how to find a suitable high
school for their child.

DISCUSSION

Barriers to Low-Income Immigrants’ Access

to Schoo! Choice Information

Immigrant parents with minimal English skills and limited financial
resources face considerable challenges in learning about high school choice
in New York and discovering how to successfully negotiate the process.
Inadequate provision of translation and interpretation services constitutes
perhaps the most basic and fundamental obstacle. The implications of a dis-
trict’s or a school’s failure to meet parents’ linguistic needs, however, may
transcend the issue of an information vacuum, When parents make an effort
to attend a school event and the school neglects to provide information that
is comprehensible to them, these parents might take it as a signal that the
school does not value them. Moreover, it might dissnade them from attend-
ing events in the future or from reaching out to their children’s teachers and
guidance connselors. Ultimately, poor or insufficient translation may alien-
ate immigrant families and potentially multiply the struggles that many low-
income immigrant-origin students already experience in school.
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A more sibtle, and yet similarly powerful, challenge to immigrant fami-
lies’ comprehension of school choice is related to the quality of the transla-
tions they receive. This question of quality refers to two main elements: first,
it refers to interpreters’ comprehension of the content material and their
ability to translate the details that are provided in English. Direct transla-
tion of words may not be enough to explain a complicated bureaucratic pro-
cess like high school choice. Therefore, a second aspect of quality refers to
the level of cultural translation, or the degree to which a translation embeds
additional contextual information about English terms, U.5.-specific con-
cepts, and assumed knowledge about rights, expectations, and norms.

Employing bilingual guidance counselors may be one effective way to offer
Spanish-speaking parents access to virtuaily identical information to that of
their English-speaking counterparts. However, the realities of school budget-
ing and the supply of such personnel in the marketplace mean that not every
middle school with a large Latino, immigrant-origin student population may
be able to hire a bilingual guidance counselor. Therefore, districts must make
translated materials widely available in printed form so that parents who
need them can easily access information without incurring substantial costs,

Translated materials and live interpretation must be comprehensive and
culturally sensitive to address persistent problems of information asymme-
try. As these data show, linguistic translation alone is frequently insuffi-
cient o equip immigrant families with the information they need if they are

“to successfully negotiate school choice or many other educational policies.
"Even if certain information is not provided in the original version of a docu-

ment or presentation, understanding the consumer public includes recogni-
tion that some knowledge is culturally bound and must be communicated.
In fact, ofren what is not articulated in direct linguistic translations is more
meaningful than what is, and it may be necessary to unpack the imptlicit
social and cultural messages embedded in seemingly neutral policies such as
school choice. Providing cultural translations represents one potential ave-
nue to achieve this goal. Such translations may also serve to help immigrant

‘parents generate valuable cultural capital and challenge the “hidden curric-

ulum” that has previously contributed to cycles of social reproduction and
inequality.* Finally, incorporating cultural translation into school outreach
practices may resolve some of the seemingly endless communication break-
downs between school personnel and immigrant families that contribute to
the range of home—school conflicts discussed earlier,

For immigrant families with low-level computer skills, restricted access
to the Internet, and minimal English literacy, the limited availability of non-

electronic and translated resources is another formidable obstacle to obtaining
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information about school choice. Although there are obvious benefits in cost
- savings and convenience in using its Web site to post announcements, reports,
and documents, the NYCDOE excluded a considerable segment of the pub-
lic when it replaced printed materials with electronic versions and reduced
mailings in favor of e-mailed notices. The consequences for low-income Latin
American immigrants may be especially severe, because access to computers
tends to correlate directly with one’s income level and because translated ver-
sions of many of the major NYCDOE reports and publications were available
exclusively online.”” The NYCDOE’s reliance on third-party Web sites only
intensifies the problem. Like the inadequate interpreration and rranslation,
this uneven provision of information also symbolizes the district’s inattention
to the range of resources, skills, literacy levels, and languages that must be
satisfied for families to be fairly and equally informed about the high school

choice process. Finally, it may further serve to deter frustrated parents from

engaging with their children’s schools generally.

It should not be taken as a given that all families will investigate and con-
sider traditional school quality measures—including graduation rates, test
scores, and student satisfaction—in their selection process; some families
may not be aware of the importance of or need to evaluate schools accord-
ing to these metrics. In fact, many low-income Latin American immigrants
corne from countries and cultures in which competition, choice, and school
quality comparisons are not a routine part of the educational process. These
parents often assume, at least initially, that all schools in the United States
are good or at least better than the schools in their countries of origin.®

OSEPQO’s publications and school-based workshops were nearly devoid
of references to school guality as an important criterion for school selec-
tion; this amounts to one of the most serious limitations of the district’s and
schools’ work to inform families about high school choice. Excluding from
informartional materials and events a discussion about what constitutes a
high-quality school, how to access this information, and why seeking it is a
critical part of the high school selection process purs those families who do
not already know this at a distinct disadvantage. To address this potential
source of inequality, all school choice publications and workshops shouid
contain an explicit review of school quality metrics used by the city, state,

and federal government to evaluate schools, a discussion of where school

evaluations can be found, and instructions on how to use them.

Given the current emphasis in federal, state, and district accountabil-
ity frameworks on traditional school quality indicators such as graduation
rates and student academic proficiency, it is surprising that the official dis-
rrict school choice materials virtually ignore these data points. It is even
more striking considering the substantial investment that the NYCDOE has

[
E:
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made, both financially and politically, in creating publicly available school-
level reports. The Office of Accountability of the New York City Depart-
ment of Education has spent millions of dollars in the past four years to
develop the progress reports, learning environment surveys, and quality
reviews. In light of Hemphill and Nauer’s data on the vast undersupply of
high performing high schools in New York, however, the district’s failure to
mention school quality or these reports in its school choice publications and
presentations may be better understood.” Encouraging families to investi-
gate schools on the basis of these metrics might only call attention to the fact
that the NYCDOE currently does not have encugh good schools to meet
student demand. Yet, until the NYCDOE reaches its goal of improving all
schools, it has a responsibility not only to make these data available to the
public but also to facilitate dialogue about the current condition of schools
and ways to use data to make school choice decisions.

IMPLICATIONS

This preliminary research offers a small window into one district’s high
school choice process and shows how the weaknesses of its communica-
tion and outreach strategy may interrupt efforts to achieve equitable access
to high-quality education. Through an examination of the obstacles that
immigrants face in gathering information about school choice, this study
also delves into the nuanced process of immigrant educational integra-
tion. The results illuminate how unsnceessful dissemination of information
and inadequate translation and interpretation—about school choice or any
other regulation, policy, or procedure—may explain long-standing conflicts
and misunderstandings between schools and immigrant families and may
thwart the larger social goals of facilitating immigrant families’ integration.

The United States has seen spectacular growth in its immigrant popu-
lation in recent decades, not only in traditional gateway cities but also,
increasingly, in cities and states that have never before received large num-
bers of immigrants.*’ These post-1965 immigration waves have been accom-
panied by a rise in the number of children of immigrants being educated in
U.S. schools. Thus, understanding immigrant families’ experiences with
integration across multiple social realms—not least of which is the educa-
tion system~—and learning about the various kinds of support these families
may need if they are to be successful have taken on unprecedented urgency.

Informing immigrants of their rights and responsibilities as members of

~society and explaining bureaucratic procedures is only one element of the

larger work of assisting integration. Yet, as this research shows, successfully
reaching out to immigrant families and communicating critical information
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are more complicated than may be expected. Knowledge about how to nego-
tiate institutional relationships, environments, and processes {e.g., finding
an appropriate high school for one’s child as part of a school choice plan)
constitutes a valuable form of cultural capital that, by virtue of having been
educated and socialized outside the United States, many immigrant par-
ents may lack. Linguistic translation rarely includes essential background
and contextual information—clues that immigrant parents need to be fully
educated about the rules of the game. Effective support of immigrant inte-
gration would include cultural translations of policies and procedures (edu-
cational or other) and would make explicit social norms, expectations, and
rights that are often assumed to be common knowledge. Hence, cultural
translation should replace linguistic translation as the standard of service.

The problems with New York’s approach to explaining high school
choice to students and families do not only reside in the content of the mate-
rials and in the translations provided. Many families, above all those of low-
income immigrant backgrounds, may require individual guidance to make
well-informed decisions about a child’s educational pathway. In their stody
of how parents search for schools, Teske et al. found that low-income par-
ents relied on people more than printed materials to obtain the type of “soft
facts” that they were most interested in learning about a potential school.®!
Current opportunities for parents to speak directly with school personnel
to ask questions abourt schools are inadequate. With caseloads of as many
as four hundred students each, guidance counselors find it virtually impos-
sible to spend time with each student. Schools having large numbers of
low-income and immigrant-origin students should receive additional bud-
get allocations to cover the cost of providing such necessary, personalized
support in making school selections. In addition, schools’ engagement with
families concerning high school choice should begin well before students
reach the eighth grade (or whenever decisions are required).

A number of gaps remain in the school choice literature and in the
research on educational integration. Additional studies are needed that
directly capture immigrant families’ experiences with high school choice
and include data based on their own narratives to iHluminate the challenges
they face, examine their sources of information, and reveal how and why
immigrant students and families end up making the school selections they
do. Current studies of school choice also tend to overlook the role of chil-
dren in school choice decisions. Investigating the experiences of adolescent
children of immigrants might be particularly telling given the complicated
dynamics in families where children act as translators and cultural brokers
for their parents.®? Research that compares the school choice experiences of
various immigrant groups—such as low-income Latin American and Chi-
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nese immigrants—may shed light on cultural and structural factors that
complicate their negotiation of this or other bureaucratic processes. Com-
parative studies of immigrant and non-immigrant families may also deepen
current understanding of the salience of immigration as an explanatory fac-
tor of variation in the ability or likelihood of participation in school choice.
Finally, a focus on the supply side of this equation—the schools that even-
tually receive the students participating in the choice process—is also war-
ranted. Further examination of how, if at all, schools reach out to students
and families and whether they target certain students and ignore others
would round out the picture of the multifaceted process of school choice.
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