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AUDIT REPORT IN BRIEF 

 
In the 2006-2007 school year, the Department of Education (DOE) implemented annual 

School Progress Reports for the purpose of creating greater accountability, establishing 
expectations, and uniformly measuring and comparing school progress.  The progress reports 
reflect letter grades (A, B, C, D, or F) that rate how each of the City’s public schools is 
performing.  For high schools, overall scores are based on three general areas: student progress, 
student performance, and school environment. Since their implementation, DOE has used the 
progress reports as an integral part of rewarding high performing schools and for identifying 
chronically low performing schools for restructuring or closure.  

 
This audit determined whether DOE maintained adequate controls to ensure that data 

reflected in the annual high school progress reports are reliable (faithfully represents the data 
recorded in the DOE databases from which it was derived), comparable (provides a clear frame 
of reference for assessing performance and information is measured uniformly and reported 
consistently from period to period), and understandable so that stakeholders (i.e., parents, 
educators, school officials, legislators, etc.) could reasonably rely on the progress reports for 
decision-making purposes.  This audit did not assess the accuracy of student course grades and 
test scores awarded by teachers and recorded in the DOE databases or in source documentation.  
The audit also did not attest to the appropriateness of specific attributes measured therein or 
determine whether there are other attributes better able to measure student progress and school 
performance.  These matters were considered outside the scope of this audit. 

 
Audit Findings and Conclusions 
 

The audit determined that DOE maintained adequate controls to ensure that the data 
reflected in the 2008-2009 high school progress reports were reliable.  The audited data elements 
used in preparing the reports were (with some minor exceptions) verifiable and representative of 
student data recorded in DOE’s computer databases.  With regard to the characteristics of 
comparability and fairness in reporting, however, DOE has made a number of modifications in 
underlying attributes, weights, and/or grade scales (i.e., diploma weights, peer groupings, and cut 
scores) used to calculate peer indexes and measure performance. These changes may hinder 
one’s ability to effectively use the reports to assess a school’s performance over a period of 
years.  
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Further, although we determined that sufficient documentation was available for audit 

purposes to provide reasonable assurance that the audited student data was representative of the 
data recorded in DOE’s databases, there were some instances where hard-copy student files 
and/or Regents exam documentation were not available for our review. 

 
Audit Recommendations 
 
 The audit made 10 recommendations, including that DOE should: 
 

 Consider including a pro-forma disclosure in the progress reports and/or supplemental 
information to demonstrate the effect of significant changes in peer group calculations, 
changes in cut scores, or other metrics on prior years. If such a restatement is not feasible, 
DOE should determine a means for users to effectively compare current changes 
retrospectively to better enable year-to-year comparisons.  
 

 Perform periodic, independent audits of student data to provide reasonable assurance of 
its accuracy and reliability. 
 

 Ensure that student records, Regents exam documentation, and other relevant student 
information are appropriately tracked and retained by the schools as required.  

 
DOE Response 
 
 We received a written response from DOE officials on April 18, 2011.  In their response, 
DOE officials generally agreed with most (nine out of 10) of the audit’s recommendations and 
partially agreed with the remaining one. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Background 
  

The New York City Department of Education (DOE) is the largest public school system 
in the United States.  It provides primary and secondary education for more than one million 
students from pre-kindergarten through grade 12.  DOE is responsible for preparing high school 
students to pass State Regents exams and meet graduation requirements. 

 
In the 2006-2007 school year DOE implemented annual School Progress Reports–a 

citywide school evaluation and performance management tool.  According to DOE, the purpose 
of the progress reports is to create greater accountability, establish expectations, and uniformly 
measure and compare school progress.  The progress reports are designed to help parents 
compare schools to peer schools with similar student populations.  They also hold schools 
accountable for student achievement and enable schools to chart a course of action to improve 
student learning. 

 
Since their implementation, DOE has used the progress reports as an integral part of 

rewarding high performing schools and for identifying chronically low performing schools for 
restructuring or closure.  This audit sought to assess the reliability of data used in calculating and 
compiling high school progress reports to gain assurance that stakeholders (i.e., parents, 
educators, school officials, legislators, etc.) could reasonably rely on the progress reports for 
decision-making purposes.   

 
DOE’s Division of Performance and Accountability1 is responsible for developing and 

managing school progress reports as well as handling school evaluations, surveys, quality 
reviews, and providing data, tools, and resources needed to improve schools and support student 
learning.  The division’s School Performance Unit (SPU) is directly responsible for compiling 
and processing student and school data, establishing letter grade parameters, and generating the 
annual school progress reports.  

 
With regard to high schools, DOE uses two computer systems to record and track student 

data: the Automate-the-Schools (ATS) system and the High School Scheduling and Transcript 
databasealso referred to as the Scheduling, Transcripts, and Academic Reporting System 
(HSST/STARS).  ATS is a school-based administrative system used to record and track 
students’ biographical, admission, discharge, transfer, attendance, grade promotion, and exam 
data.  HSST/STARS is used at the school level for student class scheduling and for recording and 
tracking student grades and transcript data.  Each school is responsible for the accuracy of the 
student data it records in these databases.  The SPU extracts copies of relevant student data from 
the two systems to calculate school scores and generate the annual high school progress reports.  

 
In September, after student grades (including summer school grades) are finalized for the 

previous school year, the SPU extracts pertinent student data from ATS and HSST/STARS, 

                                                 
1 According to DOE officials, as of February 2011 the Division of Performance and Accountability was 
renamed the Division of Academics, Performance and Support pursuant to the expansion of its duties and 
restructuring. 
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processes it, and creates a preliminary progress report data file (preliminary workbook) for each 
school.  The workbook lists each of the school’s students and the relevant attributes, grades, 
metrics, and underlying calculations used in determining scores and generating the progress 
reports.  The SPU emails to each high school a copy of its preliminary workbook for review.  
The schools have a period of approximately two weeks to verify the information and correct 
missing and/or inconsistent data (i.e., student grades, Regents scores, etc.) and to ensure the data 
are accurate and complete.  The schools make any required changes or corrections directly in 
ATS and HSST/STARS.  Subsequently, the SPU performs another data extract and creates an 
unofficial workbook and progress report for each school.  The unofficial reports become the 
official progress reports that the SPU releases and posts to the DOE website in November each 
year.2   

 
The progress reports reflect letter grades (A, B, C, D, or F) that rate how each of the 

City’s public schools is performing, identify each school’s strengths and weaknesses, and 
provide an overall assessment of each school’s contribution to student learning.  The letter grade 
assigned to each school is based on a combined numeric raw score (up to 100 points) derived 
from multiple metrics for each of three performance areas; student progress, student 
performance, and school environment.  Schools with high-needs student populations may earn 
additional credit (up to 16 additional “bonus” points) for exemplary progress, such as gains made 
by students in the lowest third citywide who pass English and math Regents with a 75 or higher 
or who graduate with certain types of diplomas.  

 
For high schools, student progress scores represent 60 percent of a school’s overall raw 

score.  It considers student credit accumulation at the end of 9th, 10th, and 11th grade along with 
student Regents completion and pass rates.  Credit data is based on the grades teachers assign to 
students.  Student performance accounts for 25 percent of the overall score and is based on the 
four- and six-year graduation and diploma rates.  The school environment score constitutes 15 
percent of the overall score and measures attendance and the results of parent, student, and 
teacher surveys.  The SPU determines the parameters (cut scores) for assigning letter grades 
based on citywide school performance and other factors.  
 

A school’s overall raw score and those for each of the three measured areas are compared 
primarily to schools in its peer group as well as to all schools citywide.  DOE has identified the 
progress report grades as one of the key factors used to identify and recommend schools for 
corrective action or for closure.   
 
Audit Objective  

 
The objective of the audit was to determine whether DOE maintained adequate controls 

to ensure that data reflected in the annual high school progress reports are: 
 
 reliable—verifiable and faithfully represents the data recorded in computer systems 

from which it was derived; 

                                                 
2 According to DOE, following the issuance of the unofficial progress reports but prior to the public release 
of the official reports, schools have a final opportunity to appeal their grade; however, this a rare 
occurrence.  
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 comparable—provides a clear frame of reference for assessing performance, reported 

information is measured uniformly and reported consistently from period to period; 
and 
 

 reported fairly—results are communicated in a clear, understandable manner, and 
include explanations and interpretations to help users comprehend the information.  
 

Scope and Methodology 
 
 We conducted this performance audit in accordance with generally accepted government 
auditing standards.  Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain 
sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions 
based on our audit objectives.  We believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis 
for our findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. This audit was conducted in 
accordance with the audit responsibilities of the City Comptroller as set forth in Chapter 5, §93, 
of the New York City Charter. 
 

The audit scope covered high school progress reports for the 2008-2009 school year, 
which, at the time the audit was initiated, represented the most recent progress reports issued and 
the most recent school year ended for which source documentation was available for audit 
testing.  To perform certain tests we expanded the audit scope to include progress reports for 
school years 2006-2007, 2007-2008, and 2009-2010.  

 
This audit included a review of relevant control procedures and an assessment of progress 

reports to determine whether: (1) the student data used in generating the progress reports could 
be traced to data recorded in HSST/STARS, ATS, and (on a limited basis) to source 
documentation at the schools; (2) the measures used in calculating school scores were uniformly 
applied among schools; and (3) the reports were clear and understandable to users.  This audit 
did not assess the accuracy of student course grades and test scores awarded by teachers and 
recorded in the DOE databases or in source documentation.  Nor did it evaluate the construct of 
the progress reports, attest to the appropriateness of specific attributes measured therein, or 
determine whether there are other attributes better able to measure student progress and school 
performance.  These matters were considered outside the audit scope. 

 
To accomplish our objective we carried out the following procedures:  
 
To understand DOE’s general roles and responsibilities pertaining to the area under audit, 

identify applicable criteria, and familiarize ourselves with DOE’s high school progress reports 
and similar assessment models, we reviewed provisions of relevant Federal, State, and City rules 
regulations, standards, and DOE Chancellor’s Regulations.  We also reviewed various reports, 
publications, memoranda, and other relevant materials obtained from DOE officials, the DOE 
web site, and other sources.   
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Evaluation of Controls 
 
To assess DOE’s controls over the handing, processing, and reporting of student data, we 

used relevant DOE operating procedures as criteria.  Where formal procedures were not 
available, we conducted walk-throughs, documented our understanding, and obtained 
verification of relevant procedures and processes from DOE officials.  We also used the 
following as audit criteria:  

 
 Comptroller’s Directive #1, “Principles of Internal Controls,” and Agency Self-

assessment Questionnaire;  
 Comptroller’s Directive #18, “Guidelines for the Management, Protection, and Control 

of Agency Information and Information Processing Systems;”  
 Chancellor’s Regulation A-820, “Confidentiality and Release of Student Records; 

Records Retention;”  
 New York State Education Department, “Records Retention and Disposition Schedule 

ED-1;” and  
 Department of Information Technology and Telecommunications (DoITT), “Citywide 

User Responsibilities Policy” (July 28, 2008, Version 1.2). 
 

Further, we referred to Government Accounting and Standards Board (GASB) Concept 
Statements No. 2 and No. 5, “Service Efforts and Accomplishment (SEA) Reporting,” and 
GASB “Suggested Guidelines for Voluntary Reporting: SEA Performance Information” 
(Suggested Guidelines), issued June 2010, to evaluate the qualitative characteristics of 
performance information presented in the high school progress reports.3 

 
As part of our review of DOE’s control environment, we interviewed officials, conducted 

walk-throughs and observations of relevant processes, and reviewed the agency’s self-
assessment of its internal controls covering calendar years 2008 and 2009, performed in 
compliance with New York City Comptroller’s Directive #1.  We also reviewed a previous audit 
report of DOE high school graduation rates conducted by the Comptroller’s Office,4 and noted 
findings and conditions in that audit that addressed matters relevant to this audit.  

 
To understand the ATS and HSST/STARS computer systems, we reviewed training and 

instructional manuals along with other related documentation.  On a limited basis, we evaluated 
the general controls and support for the applications through interviews with relevant DOE 
officials. 

 
To evaluate the controls over and processing of student data (electronic and hard-copy 

documentation) and controls over ATS and HSST/STARS at the school level, we judgmentally 
selected a sample of 10 high schools (see Appendix A) from a population of 308 schools that 

                                                 
3 GASB Concept Statements 2 and 5 establish that performance information should possess the qualitative 
characteristics of relevance, understandability, comparability, timeliness, consistency, and reliability. 
4 Office of the New York City Comptroller, Audit Report on the Department of Education’s Calculation of 
High School Graduation Rates (#ME09-065A, issued July 21, 2009).  
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serviced grades 9-12 students during the 2008-2009 school year.5 These schools received letter 
grades on their progress reports for the same period.  We stratified the 308 schools by borough 
and student enrollment and judgmentally selected for audit tests one small school and one large 
school from each borough based on the median student population of schools in each borough.  

 
Three of the 10 schools were lower-performing schools recommended for phase-out 

closure in January 2010.  From the population of 13,741 students at the 10 sampled schools for 
the 2008-2009 school year, we randomly selected a sample of 400 students, 10 from each of 
grades 9-12 (for a total of 40 students) per sampled school.6  

 
Between April 21, 2010, and May 27, 2010, we visited the 10 sampled high schools 

where we interviewed principals, assistant principals, program chairs, teachers, data specialists, 
and persons responsible for updating student records in ATS and HSST/STARS.  During these 
interviews, we assessed relevant controls and procedures over the processing, recording, and 
modifying of student data (i.e., grades, credits, Regents exam scores, etc.).  Further, we reviewed 
and copied available source documentation from students’ permanent records (e.g., transcripts, 
ethnic identification forms, etc.) along with applicable 2008-2009 Regents exam answer booklets 
and summary score-sheets for the 400 sampled students.  We obtained various ATS and 
HSST/STARS printouts, including student report cards and transcripts to use in data reliability 
tests (discussed below).  We also assessed school officials’ concerns and comments regarding the 
progress reports.  

 
To evaluate the SPU’s controls over the processing and generation of annual progress 

reports, we reviewed relevant procedures, interviewed SPU officials, and conducted walk-
throughs of the processing of student data and generation of progress reports for the 2009-2010 
school year. In addition, we reviewed the SPU’s quality assurance techniques and processes to 
identify potentially questionable school performance outcomes.  We also obtained for audit 
testing the preliminary and unofficial workbooks used in producing the 2008-2009 progress 
reports for the 10 sampled high schools. 

 
 Overall, we evaluated the adequacy, reasonability, and consistency of established control 
procedures.  We also determined whether there was adequate segregation of duties and 
supervisory review at each point of handling and processing student data and in generating the 
high school progress reports.  Our assessment of controls at the 10 sampled high schools 
provided only limited assurance, however, about the application and effectiveness of those 
controls across all of the City’s high schools due to the individual nature of each school’s 
management structure and personnel. 
 

                                                 
5 Based on DOE statistics, there were 478 public schools in the City with 317,555 students enrolled in 
grades 9-12, during the 2008-2009 school year.  After excluding schools in Chancellor’s District 75 
(Special Education) and District 79 (Alternative Schools and Programs) and high schools already 
undergoing phase out, we identified a population of 308 schools with 274,450 students in grades 9-12. 
6 Students with more than four years of high school attendance (did not graduate with their four-year 
cohort) were included with all 4th year students. 
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Evaluation of Data Reliability  
 

 To assess the completeness and reliability of ATS and HSST/STARS and the data used to 
generate the 2008-2009 progress reports, we compared selected student data recorded in source 
documents for the sampled students to ATS and HSST/STARS and the data extracts 
(workbooks).  We compared the Regents scores appearing on HSST/STARS transcripts to the 
test booklets and score sheets for the 2008-2009 Regents exams taken by the 400 sampled 
students. We determined whether the schools provided all applicable exam booklets. We also 
ascertained whether the test scores for the sampled students matched those recorded in 
HSST/STARS and the unofficial workbooks for the 10 sampled schools.  Based on the results of 
that test, we compared information from available ethnicity forms and select data recorded in the 
ATS database (i.e., special education status and English language learner status) to the unofficial 
workbooks for 100 of the 400 sampled students (or 10 of the 40 sampled students at each of the 
10 sampled schools).7 
 
 We compared the quantity and description of data columns and formulas used in the 
preliminary workbook to those in the unofficial workbook for each of the 10 sampled schools to 
assess consistency of the metrics used in creating the high school progress reports.  We also 
compared all data elements in the preliminary workbook to the unofficial workbook for each 
sampled school and identified the frequency of changes between the preliminary and unofficial 
workbooks. For changes applicable to sampled students, we followed up with DOE for 
verification of those changes.  Using each school’s progress report modeler, we evaluated 
whether the identified changes had a significant effect on the overall progress report score and 
letter grade for the 2008-2009 school year.  From this test, we also ascertained whether there 
were any indications of data being manipulated to unfairly alter a school’s overall progress report 
score and grade.  

 
To assess comparability, we compared the progress reports for the 10 sampled schools 

and/or supplemental information for the school years 2006-2007 through 2009-2010.  We 
ascertained whether any significant changes were made in the report structure, metrics, and 
weights used in the reports to affect scoring.  We also evaluated the progress reports for 
consistency, relevance, and uniformity of measured attributes.  Further, we reviewed changes in 
certain progress report elements from year to year, particularly the peer index and cut scores, and 
attempted to evaluate the effect of those changes on the sampled schools letter grades over the 
four-year period, based solely on the individual measure. 

 
To determine whether the progress reports were reported fairly, we evaluated the 

information contained therein along with supplemental information (i.e., Educator’s Guide) and 
ascertained whether the information was clear, understandable, and presented in a manner to 
provide assurance that interested parties could make fair comparisons and informed decisions.  

 
We conducted a survey of 30 randomly selected high school principals to assess whether 

SPU officials communicated with and obtained feedback to proposed changes to the progress 

                                                 
7 Based the high rate of accuracy between source documentation and the HSST database regarding 
applicable Regents exam scores for the 400 sampled students, we limited our test of ATS to 100 of the 400 
(every 4th) students.  We planned to expand the testing if a high rate of errors was found to exist.  
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reports and whether such feedback was taken into consideration relevant to finalizing proposed 
changes.  Further, we met with the Division of Performance and Accountability’s Portfolio 
Planning Unit to assess the unit’s reliance on and uses of the progress reports in determining 
strategies and actions to take to address lower performing schools.  

 
Our audit samples were not selected in a manner to enable the projection of test results to 

their respective populations.  Nevertheless, the sample test results provided a reasonable basis for 
assessing the adequacy of DOE’s controls over and reliability of data used in calculating and 
compiling high school progress reports. 

  
Discussion of Audit Results 
 
 The matters covered in this report were discussed with DOE officials during and at the 
conclusion of this audit.  A preliminary draft report was sent to DOE officials and discussed at an 
exit conference held on March 23, 2011.  On March 25, 2011, we submitted a draft report to 
DOE officials with a request for comments.  We received a written response from DOE officials 
on April 18, 2011.  In their response, DOE officials generally agreed with nine of the audit’s 10 
recommendations and partially agreed with one.  
  
 We are pleased that DOE agreed with most of the audit recommendations.  However, we 
are concerned that in its rather lengthy response, DOE inappropriately misinterpreted, and even 
exaggerated, many of the audit’s “positive” conclusions as an endorsement for the progress 
reports, while simultaneously discounting control weaknesses disclosed herein.   
 
 For example, DOE stated: “In summary, the Department is pleased with the 
Comptroller’s conclusions that the Progress Reports are reliable, relevant evaluations of school 
quality that are consistently applied to schools in a given year.”  In this statement, DOE 
inappropriately credits comments that we specifically attributed to the underlying data used in 
promulgating the progress reports to the reports themselves. 
 

As stated earlier, one of the objectives of this audit was to assess the reliability of data 
used in calculating and compiling the high school progress reports, not, as DOE states, the 
reliability of the reports.  In assessing reliability, the audit determined whether the data used in 
developing the progress reports was representative of the data recorded in the DOE databases 
from which it was derived.  This audit did not assess the accuracy of the information recorded in 
those databases.  Additionally, this audit did not evaluate the construct of the progress reports, 
assess their appropriateness as a performance management tool, or determine whether there are 
other tools or models better able to measure student progress and school performance.   

 
With regard to the limitations of comparability of progress report scores over time due to 

changes in peer index calculations, methodology, and cut scores, DOE embellished certain audit 
statements in its response to bolster its position and discount the finding.  For example, DOE 
stated: “Notwithstanding the changes in methodology the Department has made over time, high 
school Progress Report scores have been remarkably stable.  Analysis the Department shared 
with the Comptroller shows that the correlation between an individual high school’s Progress 
Report score from one year to the next is extremely high.” [Emphasis added] 
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The analysis to which DOE refers suggests a correlation (strength or certainty) between 

one year’s scores in predicting the next year’s scores.  Specifically, during our audit fieldwork, 
DOE noted that the 2007-2008 progress report scores were 73 percent certain in predicting those 
for 2008-2009. Similarly, it noted that the 2008-2009 progress report scores were 65 percent 
certain in predicting the 2009-2010 scores.  Whether or not these percentages demonstrate an 
“extremely high” correlation is a matter of opinion.  (We must note that our own analysis of the 
correlation between the 2007-2008 and 2009-2010 scores revealed that the 2007-2008 scores 
were only 53 percent certain in predicting the 2009-2010 scores.)  Plainly, we do not agree with 
DOE’s assessment. Notwithstanding, the predictive value of one year’s score to another, does 
not, as DOE appears to suggest, explain the effect of changes to the peer index or cut scores on a 
school’s overall score and grade.  

 
Further, in another example of DOE’s misstatement of audit conclusions, DOE stated: 

“The Comptroller strongly commended the Department for initiating internal audits of 
performance data in selected high schools . . .” [Emphasis added].   Specifically, we commended 
DOE for its “efforts to enhance credibility” through its planned audit initiative.  However, no 
audits have yet been initiated as DOE suggests.  Rather, the audits are planned to begin in the 
summer of 2011.  

 
The full text of the DOE response is included as an addendum to this report. 
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FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
  

DOE maintained adequate controls to ensure that the data reflected in its progress reports 
are reliable.  With regard to the characteristics of comparability and fairness in reporting, 
however, DOE has made a number of modifications that may impact one’s ability to effectively 
use the reports to assess a school’s performance over a period of years.  

  
As to reliability, we determined that the audited data elements appearing in the 

preliminary and unofficial workbooks (the basis for the progress reports posted to the DOE 
website) prepared by SPU were (with some minor exceptions) verifiable and representative of 
student data recorded in ATS and HSST/STARS.   

 
As to comparability, the data used and attributes measured in the 2008-2009 high school 

progress reports were consistently applied among high schools and relevant. DOE has made a 
number of changes since the inception of the progress reports in underlying attributes, weights, 
and/or grade scales (i.e., diploma weights, peer groupings, and cut scores) used to calculate the 
peer index and measure school performance.  The effect of these changes on year-to-year 
comparisons, however, has not been determined by DOE.  Consequently, users of the progress 
reports may not be able to use them to effectively compare a single school’s progress over the 
years. 

 
As to the fairness in reporting, the presentation of data in the progress reports was 

determined to be clear and understandable. However, as was the case with comparability, the 
reports and supplemental materials did not sufficiently disclose or demonstrate the effect of 
changes in weights, attributes, and measures that may have impacted year-to-year comparisons 
of performance outcomes.  Considering the broad audience of users and the reliance placed upon 
the progress reports, DOE could only improve the understandability of future reports by 
including additional information on year-to-year changes that affect schools’ overall 
performance assessment.   

 
Further, although we determined that sufficient documentation was available for audit 

purposes to provide reasonable assurance that the audited student data was representative of the 
data recorded in DOE’s databases, there were some instances where hard-copy student files 
and/or Regents exam documentation were not available for our review. 

 
 These matters are discussed in greater detail below.  
 
 
Mixed Results on Comparability  
 

As to comparability, we determined that the data used and attributes measured in the 
2008-2009 high school progress reports were consistently applied among high schools, which 
allowed for comparisons between schools in a given year. However, ongoing changes in 
underlying attributes, weights and/or grade scales (i.e., diploma weights, peer groupings, and cut 
scores) limit the comparison of schools performance outcomes from year to year.  
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GASB Concept Statements No. 2, No. 5, and Suggested Guidelines establish that 
performance information should provide a clear frame of reference for assessing performance of 
the entity.  Performance information should be measured and reported consistently from period 
to period to allow users to have a basis for comparing performance over time and to gain an 
understanding of the measures being used and their meaning. If performance measures are 
modified or replaced or the manner of the presentation is changed it is important to communicate 
to users that a change has occurred and the reasons for the change.  

 
We determined that the data used and attributes measured in the 2008-2009 high school 

progress reports were timely, relevant, and consistently applied among high schools.  Further, we 
noted that high-level elements were generally consistent with previous reporting periods.  For 
example, the weights of the measured areas that comprise a school’s overall score remained 
constant from 2007-2008 through 2009-2010.  Student progress accounted for 60 percent; 
student performance accounted for 25 percent; and school environment accounted for 15 percent.  

 
However, as reflected in Appendix B, DOE has made a number of changes over the years 

in some of the underlying attributes, weights, and/or calculations that are used in calculating the 
peer indices and measuring school performance.  While DOE deemed these changes necessary to 
reflect dynamic situations and/or to refine the process of measuring school performance, the 
agency has not determined the impact of these changes when measuring performance over time.  
As a result, the comparability of certain aspects of the progress reports from period to period is 
questionable, and users of the progress reports may be hindered in their ability to effectively 
compare a single school’s progress over the years.  
 

DOE Response:  “The Progress Report is a one-year snapshot that is designed to 
compare schools based on their performance and progress during that school year.  The 
Department has not made claims of comparability in methodology across years. . . . [T]he 
Department notes that the standard of comparability to which the Comptroller appears to 
be holding the Progress Reports – perfect consistency in methodology from year to year – 
cannot be met in an environment in which basic educational standards change 
periodically.”  
 
Auditor Comment:  DOE is incorrect in its contention that we expected to find “perfect 
consistency in methodology” over time.  We recognize that the progress reports are used 
in a dynamic environment that, at times, necessitates modifications to underlying 
measures, calculations, and attributes used in promulgating the annual reports.  
Furthermore, while the progress reports are an annual measure of school performance and 
student progress, DOE cannot deny the fact that users of the reports will inherently 
compare outcomes over time to obtain a fuller picture of progress.     
 
Comparability implies the ability for users to be able to compare similar schools as well 
as to make comparisons of performance over time.  Much of all work that goes into 
measuring and managing performance of any endeavor is based around the underlying 
characteristic of comparability.  Performance methodologies are generally treated the 
same way from year to year, or period to period, so that users of the information can 
make more meaningful comparisons of performance over time and reach more 
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meaningful conclusions.  Where changes in policies, methodologies, or measures are 
made, sufficient disclosures of such changes must be made to explain the impact of any 
change.  
 
DOE uses progress reports to forecast probable future outcomes. It even compares results 
over time.  For example, schools that receive a letter grade of C in three consecutive 
years may be targeted for intervention or corrective action.  Therefore, to assess actual 
progress over time, users of information should be able to understand the effect of 
changes in underlying measures on earlier periods to which they may be compared so that 
they may interpret the results in a balanced manner.   
 
We cannot overstate the importance of comparability in the matter of high school 
progress reports.  DOE officials, legislators, parents, and society-at-large are affected 
when a decision is made to close a community school that has been labeled as chronically 
low performing. Therefore, to ensure that decision makers have the clearest, 
understandable information, DOE should take every step to ensure that information is 
clear and understandable to its expected users.  
 
Two key determinants affecting a school’s overall score and letter grade for which DOE 

has made changes include peer groups and grade cut scores.  How these changes affect 
comparability year to year are discussed below.  
 

Peer Index, Groups, and Horizons 
 
DOE has made some changes to the variables used in determining a school’s peer group, 

a key determinant of its overall numeric score and letter grade each year.  The agency has not 
determined what effect, if any, these changes would have in determining peer groups prior to 
these changes.  As a result, the comparability of a school’s scores over time may be limited.  

 
DOE defines peer schools as schools that serve similar populations in terms of student 

proficiency and demographic composition.  To determine a school’s peer group DOE ranks each 
high school using a peer index value ranging from 1.0 to 4.5.  For the 2008-2009 school year, 
DOE defined a school’s peer index in terms of the average 8th grade student proficiency adjusted 
(reduced) by two times the percentage of a school’s special education population and the 
percentage of its over-age student population. A lower peer index value generally reflects a 
larger population of high-need students.  Using the peer index value, DOE ranks the schools and 
constructs peer groupings. A particular school’s peer group consists of the 20 schools ranked just 
above it and the 20 schools ranked just below it.   

 
DOE posits that schools are judged primarily in terms of how their students’ performance 

compares to that of students in their peer schools.  Accordingly, 75 percent of a school’s overall 
numeric score and those for the areas of environment, performance, and progress are based on 
the school’s raw score compared to the range of peer schools’ scores (peer range or horizon) for 
each of the measured elements for the three prior years.  The remaining 25 percent of a school’s 
overall numeric score is based on the school’s raw score compared to the range of citywide 
scores (City horizon), excluding outliers, for each of the measured elements for the three prior 
years.  
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For the 2008-2009 progress reports, the peer range included the range of scores earned by 

peer schools for the three prior school years (2005-2006, 2006-2007, and 2007-2008), excluding 
outlier scores that deviated markedly from the rest of the scores.  

 
A school’s peer group is a key determinant of its overall numeric score and letter grade 

each year.  Therefore, any change in the variables used to determine a school’s peer group may 
affect the composition of that group.  For the 2006-2007 progress report, a school’s peer group 
was based on students’ average 8th grade English Language Arts (ELA) and math proficiency 
test scores.  Since that time, other factors, such as percentage of special education students, self-
contained students, and over-age students have been included in the determination.  (See 
Appendix B for the specific changes.) As shown in Table I, for the 10 sampled schools, a review 
of the schools that were included in their respective peer groups for school year 2007-2008 found 
that only 34 percent of them were also in their peer groups for the 2009-2010 school year.  

 
Table I 

 
Changes in Peer Group Composition 

 

High School 
No. of School in 
2007-2008 Peer 

Group 

No. of Schools in 
2007-2008 Peer 
Group Also in 
2009-2010 Peer 

Group 

Percentage
(%) 

Acorn HS 40 16 40% 
Baruch HS 40 30 75% 
Curtis HS 40 10 25% 
DeWitt Clinton HS 40 13 33% 
Flushing HS 40 11 28% 
Jamaica HS 40 8 20% 
Metropolitan Corporate Academy HS 40 4 10% 
New World HS 40 4 10% 
Norman Thomas HS 40 16 40% 
Ralph R. McKee HS 40 22 55% 
Total 400 134 34% 

 
DOE has not determined the impact of the changes in the variables used to determine a 

school’s peer group when measuring performance over time.  Accordingly, neither we nor DOE 
could demonstrate the extent these changes had on the composition of any individual school’s 
peer group.  As reflected in Table I, when comparing the peer groups for 2007-2008 to 2009-
2010, depending on the school, the composition of peer groups of the 10 sampled schools varied 
significantly.  However, the degree to which these variations occurred as a result of changes in 
the variables used to compute the schools’ peer indexes or to changes in other factors (e.g., 
student populations) is indeterminable. 

 
Changes of Cut Scores for Progress Report Letter Grades 

 
 While certain aspects of the progress reports are consistent, as shown in Table II, DOE 
has changed the progress report cut score scales in each of the last four years.  The cut scores are 
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used to determine the letter grades awarded to the schools.  By continuously changing the cut 
score scale, DOE reduces the comparability of progress reports from year to year.  

 
Table II  

 
Changes in Progress Report Cut-Score Range  
for School Years 2006-07 through 2009-10 (a) 

  

Letter  
Grade 

School Year 

2006-2007 2007-2008 2008-2009 2009-2010 

A 67.6 or higher 64.2 or higher 70 or higher 70 or higher 
B 48.8-67.5 43.5-64.1 54.0-69.9 58.0-69.9 
C 35.1-48.7 34.3-43.4 44.0-53.9 47.0-57.9 
D 28.9-35.0 29.7-34.2 36.0 – 43.9 40.0-46.9 

F Below 28.9 Below 29.7 Below 36  Below 40 
(a) See Appendix C for the distribution of high school progress report grades.  

 
Officials at some of the 10 sampled schools we visited stated that the annual changes in 

the cut scores has made it difficult to set target goals for its students.  Officials at some of the 
higher performing schools that we visited complained that the changes resulted in their school 
receiving a lower grade.  Similarly, officials at some of the lower performing schools stated that 
despite making some improvements, the changing cut scores make it impossible to improve their 
grade.  

 
DOE officials stated that changes in the cut scores are reflective of schools achieving 

better outcomes each year.  In addition, they stated that since the schools are being held to higher 
performance standards each year, the bar has been raised to accelerate student progress, 
especially in lower performing schools. However, DOE officials’ provided no corroborating 
evidence in support of the cut score changes. Further, DOE has not evaluated the effect of these 
changes for year-to-year comparisons.   

 
While DOE deemed these changes necessary to reflect dynamic situations and/or to 

refine the process of measuring school performance, these changes have contributed to a lack of 
consistency, and therefore comparability of certain aspects of the progress reports overtime.  
This is of concern especially for poor-performing schools recommended for corrective action.  
Consequently, users of the progress reports may not be able to effectively compare a single 
school’s progress over the years. 
 

Recommendation  
 

1. DOE should consider a pro forma (“as if”) restatement of school grades to allow for 
clearer comparison of school performance over time. If not feasible or cost effective, 
DOE should develop alternative methods to assist users to effectively compare school 
performance outcomes from period to period balancing the effect of changes in the 
cut scores.  
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DOE Response: DOE generally agreed, stating “[T]he Department does not consider a 
pro forma restatement of Progress Report grades to be a feasible option. However, the 
Department will include guidance on comparing results from year to year in a redesigned 
Progress Report template or in a supplemental communication.” 

 
 
Effect of Changes in Measures from Year-to-Year Not 
Sufficiently Demonstrated in Progress Reports  
 

As to the fairness in reporting, we determined that the presentation of data in the progress 
reports was clear and understandable. However, as was the case with comparability, the reports 
and supplemental materials did not sufficiently disclose or demonstrate the effect of changes in 
weights, attributes, and measures that may have impacted year-to-year comparisons of 
performance outcomes.   

 
GASB Concept Statements No. 2, No. 5, and Suggested Guidelines establish that 

performance information should be communicated in a readily understandable manner to any 
reasonably informed, interested party.  The information should also include explanations and 
interpretations about important underlying factors and existing conditions that may have affected 
performance to help users comprehend the information.   

 
Our review of the progress reports and supplemental information for school years 2006-

2007 through 2009-2010 found that the performance information presented therein was generally 
clear and understandable.  However, we noted that some underlying information could be better 
presented and provide report users with added information upon which to make decisions.  
Specifically, the progress reports and supplemental materials did not sufficiently disclose or 
demonstrate the effect of changes in progress report elements that materially affect year-to-year 
comparisons of performance outcomes.  DOE does not include pro-forma disclosures to 
demonstrate the effect of changes in the components used in determining peer groups or changes 
in the cut scores. 
 

DOE officials stated that over time they are working to refine the progress reports to 
create a uniform measure of school performance.  They posited that it is not possible to 
demonstrate the effects of newly implemented changes on prior years’ reports because specific 
information may not have been collected in the prior years to allow for pro-forma restatement of 
outcomes.   
 

DOE officials stated that progress report letter grades are the first measure that they look 
at to assess an individual schools’ progress from year to year.  They also stated that while a key 
factor in identifying lower performing schools, the progress report letter grades are used in 
tandem with other factors when determining actions to be taken for consistent poor performance.  
For high schools, these other factors include Quality Review Scores, input from the community 
and stakeholders, and other factors.  Notwithstanding, considering the broad audience of users 
and the reliance placed upon the progress reports, DOE could only improve the understandability 
of future reports by including additional information on year-to-year changes.  
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Recommendation 
 
2. DOE should consider including a pro-forma disclosure in the progress reports and/or 

supplemental information to demonstrate the effect of significant changes in peer 
group calculations, changes in cut scores, or other metrics on prior years. If such a 
restatement is not feasible, DOE should determine a means for users to effectively 
compare current changes retrospectively to better enable year-to-year comparisons.  

 
DOE Response: DOE generally agreed, stating “[T]he Department does not consider a 
pro forma restatement of Progress Report grades to be a feasible option. However, the 
Department will include disclosure regarding methodological changes from the prior year 
and guidance for comparing results from year to year in a redesigned Progress Report 
template or in a supplemental communication.” 

 
Communication with Stakeholders 

 
  According to GASB Suggested Guidelines, to effectively communicate performance 
information to users, the intended audience (i.e., parents, school administrators, elected officials, 
etc.) needs to be considered. Involving users and obtaining user feedback may lead to changes in 
future performance reports that improve their effectiveness, understandability, and importance. 
 
  DOE officials asserted that they meet with school principals, network leaders, community 
representatives, and others to inform and obtain feedback regarding progress report related 
matters.  Further, they stated that stakeholder feedback is considered when deciding on the 
proposed changes.  In support of these assertions, SPU officials stated that the final decision on 
proposed changes to the 2009-2010 progress reports was based on feedback received from more 
than 600 principals, teachers, network staff, and parents.  For example, DOE officials stated that 
a factor was added to the peer index calculations for self-inclusion special education populations 
and some weights were added for the types of diplomas earned by certain groupings of special 
education students. 
 
 DOE officials provided us with a listing of the dates and locations of feedback sessions 
with high school network leaders and principals for 2010.  However, they did not provide 
sufficient evidence (i.e., meeting minutes or notes) to either corroborate that the feedback 
received was actually considered, or to substantiate the topics discussed at the feedback sessions, 
or the medium used to communicate with stakeholders at large.  Alternatively, we surveyed 30 
randomly selected high school principals or administrators to ascertain this information.8  
Fourteen of the surveyed principals responded.   
 
 In summary, the survey respondents indicated that DOE does indeed communicate with 
stakeholders; however, we could not ascertain the frequency or forum that it uses to 
communicate.  Nevertheless, DOE’s communication with stakeholders appears to be primarily 
informational or explanatory of proposed progress report changes.  

                                                 
8 One of the 30 randomly surveyed principals was from Metropolitan Corporate Academy High School; 
one of the 10 in our sample of high schools.  The principal did not respond to the survey. 
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  According to DOE officials, the progress reports are intended to provide a uniform 
measure of student progress and school performance.  Further, as DOE works to increase 
standards and student outcomes, it is also working to refine the progress reports over time to 
establish a balanced and uniform policy.   
 

Since their inception, the school progress reports have been the center of debate and 
controversy among various stakeholders.  While such matters are outside the audit scope, insofar 
as DOE continues to shape the progress reports to measure school performance, it should move 
to create greater transparency regarding its communications with interested parties and its 
decisions to modify the reports from year-to-year.  
 

Recommendation  
 
3. DOE should formally document its efforts to interact with and inform stakeholders 

regarding ongoing matters affecting school progress reports. Further, it should 
appropriately document and communicate to s takeholders the basis and justification 
for progress report changes.  

 
DOE Response: “The Department agrees and has already prepared and published 
materials summarizing and responding to the feedback received from stakeholders during 
the 2010-11 methodology review process.” 

 
 
Adequate Control Procedures Maintained over the 
Recording and Processing of Student Data  

 
We determined that the SPU maintains adequate controls to help ensure that the functions 

of data extraction, disaggregation, and processing are sufficiently segregated, in accordance with 
Comptroller’s Directive #1.  The processes are primarily automated and are applied uniformly 
for all schools in the creation of the annual progress reports.  Further, the SPU employs certain 
automated quality assurance procedures to evaluate the progress report outcomes, identify 
potential anomalies, and investigate them.  Overall, the SPU control procedures provide 
reasonable assurance that the unit’s handling and compiling of progress reports is carried out 
objectively. 

 
 We performed walkthroughs at the 10 sampled schools to identify the controls they had 
in place to ensure the integrity of the data used in developing the progress reports.  The 
procedures identified and explained to us by school personnel, if functioning as intended, provide 
adequate controls over the recording and modifying of student grades in HSST/STARS.   
 

While we determined that the control procedures at the 10 sampled schools are 
reasonable in line with Comptroller’s Directives #1 and #18, due to the individual nature of each 
school’s management structure and personnel, our audit provides only limited assurance about 
the effectiveness of those controls.  Nonetheless, DOE can place reliance on the noted controls if 
they are conscientiously and consistently applied throughout the City’s high schools. 
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Access to ATS and HSST/STARS Adequately Controlled 

 
With some exceptions, we found that access controls for the ATS and HSST/STARS 

databases at the 10 sampled schools were adequate. 
 

 Comptroller’s Directive #18 states: “Access authorization must be carefully designed to 
insure that employees have access only to files or programs that are necessary for their job 
function.”  Further, DoITT’s Citywide User Responsibilities Policy prohibits the sharing of 
individual user accounts and passwords. 
  

DOE’s Division of Instructional Information Technology (DIIT) supports both ATS and 
HSST/STARS.  The general controls for these databases, as explained to us by DIIT officials, 
appear sufficient to ensure that the data are reasonably protected from unauthorized changes or 
loss. At the school level, principals are responsible for approving users and authorizing their 
access privileges (i.e., read, write, execute, etc.) to ATS and HSST/STARS.  Based on interviews 
of officials at the sampled schools, we learned that for a user to be granted access, he/she must 
complete a user-access request form.  The principal must approve the form and submit it to the 
appropriate DOE network office, which will establish the new user account and privileges as 
authorized by the school principal.  

 
 With respect to noted exceptions, we learned that at one of the 10 high schools, an 
official with the authority to approve changes to student data inappropriately shared his user ID 
with a subordinate to make such changes to student grades in HSST/STARS.  The official stated 
that since he authorized the changes and HSST/STARS automatically notifies him of any 
changes, he was not concerned that inappropriate changes would be made.   
 
 Regarding ATS, no exceptions came to our attention regarding the inappropriate sharing 
of user accounts.  However, we learned that unlike HSST/STARS, ATS does not have a built-in 
process to notify the school administration or principal when student records are modified.  
Therefore, if unauthorized modifications are made to student data in ATS, there is no mechanism 
to alert senior school officials of such changes.  Notwithstanding, DIIT can access a record of all 
changes made, if required.  
 

Recommendations  
 
  DOE should: 
 

4. On an annual or other periodic basis remind school personnel about the prohibition of 
sharing database user accounts. 

 
DOE Response: “The Department agrees with the recommendation and will provide a 
periodic reminder to school personnel about the prohibition of sharing database user 
accounts.” 
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5. Develop uniform procedures for the schools requiring documentation and 

authorization of changes to student records in ATS. 
 

DOE Response: DOE partially agreed, stating: “Although the Department disagrees with 
the specific recommendation to require principals to be notified, review, and approve all 
changes to student records in ATS, as most of the fields in ATS have little or no impact 
on high school Progress Reports and doing so would place an immense administrative 
burden on principals, the Department will consider whether existing processes and 
controls around changes to certain key ATS data fields can be strengthened, such as by 
expanding the data matters highlighted for review on the ATS status screen.” 

 
Auditor Comment: DOE’s interpretation of the recommendation is incorrect.  Similar to 
HSST/STARS, as ATS is a computerized database, the documentation and authorization 
of changes may be done through the system, which would not “place an immense burden 
on principals” as DOE asserts.  Beyond the use of ATS data in the progress reports, DOE 
shares student data from ATS with the State Department of Education and other 
stakeholders.  Therefore, it is important that DOE have proper procedures and controls in 
place to mitigate the risk that student data could be inappropriately manipulated or 
changed without approval.  

 
 
Workbook Data is Generally Reliable 

 
 GASB Concept Statements No. 2, No. 5, and Suggested Guidelines establish that 
information needs to be derived from systems producing controlled and verifiable data.  To be 
reliable, the information should be verifiable and should faithfully represent what it purports to 
represent. Based on the results of various tests, we determined that for audit purposes, the data 
elements appearing in the preliminary and unofficial workbooks prepared by SPU met these 
conditions.  Specifically, the data was verifiable (could be traced to ATS and HSST/STARS) and 
reconciled with information recorded in ATS, HSST/STARS and reflected in sourced 
documentation at the schools.  However, some exceptions were noted.  These matters are 
discussed below.  
  

HSST/STARS and Related Workbook Data Generally Reconciles 
 

 Of the 844 Regents exam booklets and related score sheets available at the 10 sampled 
schools applicable to the 400 sampled students, 820 (97 percent) matched the HSST/STARS data 
printouts and the data workbooks used by the SPU to generate the school progress reports.  The 
remaining 24 (3 percent) of the 844 tested exams booklets did not match the database.  We 
considered these errors immaterial for the purpose of our assessment.  
 

 Notwithstanding, the variations of the errors and the fact that they occurred at six of the 
10 sampled schools indicate that DOE needs to ensure that schools take greater care in recording 
students’ exam scores in HSST/STARS.  The pervasiveness and materiality of errors that could 
occur across the population of DOE high schools may be greater than we found in the audit.  
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This is of particular concern considering the significance of Regents scores in measuring 
schools’ overall performance.  Further, there is a greater risk of data manipulation given the 
pressures placed on schools to achieve higher levels of performance.  Accordingly, DOE must 
ensure that Regents scores recorded in HSST/STARS are free from bias and errors. 
 

ATS and Related Workbook Data Generally Reconciles 
 
Although optional, we identified Student Ethnicity Questionnaires as the most reliable 

source documentation available to compare to ATS from among limited hard copy 
documentation available to support data reflected in the database.  We found that 64 (94 percent) 
of the 68 ethnicity questionnaires available for 100 of the 400 sampled students matched the 
ethnicity indicators reflected in ATS.  We determined these results sufficient to consider ATS 
data generally reliable for audit testing purposes. 

 
 Further, in assessing the accuracy and completeness of the unofficial workbooks we 
compared ATS printouts reflecting ethnicity, English language learner (ELL) status, and special 
education status of the 68 students9 still in residence at the sampled schools at the time of our 
audit. We found that 234 (99 percent) of the 236 separate data elements tested in the workbooks 
matched the data reflected in ATS.  These results provided assurance that the data extracted from 
ATS and used in creating the progress reports was representative of the data recorded in the live 
database.  
  

Changes from Preliminary to Unofficial Workbooks 
 

Our evaluation of the preliminary and unofficial workbooks used to generate the 2008-
2009 high school progress reports for the 10 sampled schools provided assurance that the metrics 
and formulas were uniform for all the sampled schools and appeared in both workbooks without 
variation. 
 

Upon comparing the preliminary workbooks to the unofficial workbooks, we identified 
145 changes associated with 83 of the 400 sampled students at the 10 high schools.  We 
evaluated these changes with the progress report modeler for each school.  Except for Norman 
Thomas High School in Manhattan, no material changes were observed in the sampled schools’ 
numeric scores or letter grades for the 2008-2009 progress reports. When assessing all of the 
changes for Norman Thomas High School, we observed the largest change.  Its numeric score 
increased from 32.5 to 36, resulting in the progress report grade moving from F to D, which 
might not be viewed as a significant difference.  

 
 While not a mandated requirement, SPU officials told us that the schools did not 
consistently submit the requested screen shots reflecting the changes made for each student.   
The documentation provides support of the changes made by the schools during the verification 

                                                 
9 Thirty-two of the 100 students were discharged (i.e., graduated, transferred or dropped outs) after the 
2008-2009 school year. Therefore their files and related data were not available for audit testing at the time 
of our visits to the sampled schools.  
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period between the preliminary and unofficial workbooks. It also provides greater transparency 
and a trail to investigate any questions that may arise later in the process.   
 

Weaknesses with Retention of Student Records  
 

Although we determined that there was sufficient documentation to verify and assess the 
reliability of ATS and HSST/STARS data, as noted earlier there were some instances where 
student files and/or Regents exam documentation were not available for our review.   

 
DOE Chancellor’s Regulation A-820 and NYSED Record Retention and Disposition 

Schedule ED-1 establish that schools must retain student records in accordance with established 
timeframes.  Accordingly, schools are required to retain: (1) student’s “permanent” report cards 
permanently; (2) other student records, such as registration records, screening evaluations, 
accommodation plans, and related records, for six years after students graduate or should have 
graduated; and (3) examination (including Regents exams) test results, papers, and answer sheets 
for one year after the end of the school year.  

 
As reflected in Table III, for the 10 sampled schools there were 907 Regents exams taken 

by the 400 sampled students during the 2008-2009 school year.  Eight of the schools did not have 
63 (7 percent) of the 907 requested Regents exam booklets and score sheets available for audit 
testing.  

 
Table III 

 
Availability of 2008-2009 Regents Exams Applicable to 400 Sampled Students 

 

High School 
Number of Regents 

Exams Applicable to 
400 Students 

Number of Regent 
Exams Not 
Available 

Percentage 

Acorn HS 91 7 8% 
Baruch HS 82 22 27% 
Curtis HS 100 4 4% 
DeWitt Clinton HS 41 0 0% 
Flushing HS 138 0 0% 
Jamaica HS 73 7 10% 
Metropolitan Corporate Academy HS 85 7 8% 
New World HS 111 1 1% 
Norman Thomas HS 93 1 1% 
Ralph McKee HS 93 14 15% 

Total 907 63 7% 

 
At the Baruch College High School, we found that the school did not have the 2008-2009 

22 Regents test booklets for sampled students.  It is possible that this documentation was 
misplaced during the school’s move to its current location in 2009.  No explanation was provided 
for why the other schools were missing the exam booklets.  
 

Further, the Metropolitan Corporate Academy did not have the cumulative files for 11 
sampled students.  According to the principal, one file was not available because the student 
graduated in June 2009. The remaining 10 files were never forwarded by the middle schools 
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from where the students transferred.  In support, the principal provided us with documentation 
reflecting numerous requests made by Metropolitan to retrieve the missing student files from the 
middle schools. In addition, on the day of our visit to DeWitt Clinton High School the 
administrator was unable to locate the cumulative files for three of its students.  
 
 Even though these files were not available for us to verify against data in ATS and 
HSST/STARS for the sampled students, we had sufficient evidence otherwise to assess the 
completeness and integrity of the systems’ data.  Notwithstanding, concerns were raised over the 
schools’ lack of compliance with DOE records retention policies.  
 

Recommendations 
 
 DOE should:  
 

6. Perform periodic, independent audits of ATS and HSST/STARS data to provide 
reasonable assurance of its accuracy and reliability.  

  
DOE Response: DOE agreed, stating: “As noted in the Report, the Department has 
already launched an initiative to perform audits in line with this recommendation. 
Building on processes and metrics developed in baseline data reviews in previous years, 
the Department announced in February 2011 that it will begin conducting internal audits 
of high school data that impact schools’ graduation rates, including credits, Regents 
scores, and discharges. These audits will include a spring/summer review of the previous 
year’s data and an additional review through the high school Progress Report verification 
period in the fall. The Department’s Office of Auditor General will oversee the 
development and execution of the audit plan, including the school selection process, to 
ensure fairness and objectivity.” 

 
7. Consider requiring that schools submit to the SPU support documentation (i.e., screen 

shots) for all changes made to student records during the workbook verification 
period.  

  
DOE Response: DOE agreed, stating: “In line with the Comptroller’s recommendation, 
the Department will also consider the extent to which other procedures, such as the 
submission of support documentation for every change made during the verification 
period, will contribute to data reliability, while also weighing the burden of such 
procedures on school staff, Department staff, and the Department’s IT system.” 

 
 8. Ensure that student records, Regents exam documentation, and other relevant student 

information are appropriately tracked and retained by the schools as required.  
  

DOE Response: “The Department agrees with the recommendation. The audits described 
in the response to Recommendation 6, above, will in part assess compliance with relevant 
records retention and documentation requirements.” 
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 9. Ensure that student records, when required, are appropriately transferred from one 
school to another in a timely fashion. 

  
DOE Response: “The Department agrees with the recommendation. The audits described 
in the response to Recommendation 6, above, will in part assess this requirement, and the 
Department will periodically remind schools about their obligations in ensuring 
appropriate and timely transfer of student records.” 

 
 10. Remind all principals of the Department’s records retention requirements on a 

periodic basis. 
  

DOE Response: “The Department agrees with the recommendation. Currently, the 
Department posts the New York State Education Department’s records retention policy 
on its website, and the Department’s Staten Island Archive Center offers training in those 
requirements. The Department will be reminding schools of these requirements in 
conjunction with our audits of high school performance data described in the response to 
Recommendation 6, above.” 

 
 
Other Issue 
 

DOE has announced plans to initiate an internal audit of student data from selected high 
schools to provide greater assurance about the accuracy and verifiability of the data (student 
grades, credits earned, Regents scores, etc.) reported in ATS and HSST/STARS and reflected in 
the progress reports.  A number of these concerns regarding the accuracy and reliability of 
student data were raised in a prior audit conducted by our office. 

  
In this audit we noted that each school is responsible for the accuracy and completeness 

of the student data it records in the ATS and HSST/STARS databases and for retaining related 
student records.  The control procedures disclosed to us by officials during our walkthroughs at 
the 10 sampled schools, if functioning as intended, provide some assurance that the data are 
supported.  DOE, however, does not have an oversight mechanism in place to help ensure that 
the school-level controls are consistently applied and functioning properly.  

 
SPU officials stated that they have an informal process to review student data to identify 

anomalies and questionable trends as part of their quality assurance review and to possibly 
investigate such anomalies, if deemed appropriate. We were unable to opine on this process 
because, although requested, DOE did not provide supporting documentation.  

 
 Concerns regarding the accuracy and reliability of underlying student data were raised in 

a previous audit that evaluated DOE’s controls over the calculation of graduation rates (Audit 
Report on the Department of Education’s Calculation of High School Graduation Rates, Audit 
#ME09-065A, issued July 21, 2009).  Some of the key weaknesses or findings regarding the 
accuracy and reliability of underlying student data disclosed in that audit include the following:  

 
 Transcripts did not sufficiently support that students met graduation requirements. 
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 Multiple credits were awarded to students for the same major course two or more 
times. 

 Questionable changes were made to student transcripts immediately prior to or just 
after graduation.  

 Inadequate evidence existed to show that all transcript changes were properly 
approved. 

 Some students were discharged (classified as dropouts) without adequate supporting 
evidence. 

 
Without a strong mechanism to provide assurance about the reliability of student data, 

there is a greater risk of data manipulation given the pressures placed on schools to achieve 
higher levels of performance.  The effect of inaccurate or false student data can skew the results 
of school performance outcomes and undermine the credibility of the high school progress 
reports. 

 
DOE recognizes its vulnerabilities in this area.  As iterated in a February 18, 2011, memo 

to high school principals, beginning in the summer of 2011, DOE’s Office of the Auditor 
General will begin an internal audit of selected high schools’ data.  The audit, according to DOE, 
will include a review of credit accumulation, graduation and discharge codes, and Regents 
scores.  An additional review will be conducted during the progress report verification period. 
Further, documentation reviews are planned to be conducted at the selected schools.  

 
We commend DOE for its initiative and its efforts to enhance credibility to the high 

school progress reports. Going forward, DOE can strengthen the transparency and credibility of 
the progress reports by enforcing such audits and sharing the audit findings with the public. 
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APPENDIX A 

 
10 Sampled High Schools and Corresponding Progress Report Results 

for the School Years 2006-2007 through 2009-2010 
 

No. Sampled High School Boro 

Student Enrollment 
Used in Preparing 2008-2009 Progress Reports 2006-2007 

Progress Report 
Grade 

2007-2008 
Progress Report 

Grade 

2008-2009 
Progress Report 

Grade 

2009-2010 
Progress Report 

Grade 
Recommended 

for Phase- 
Out in 2010 

9th 
Grade 
(Yr 1) 

10th 
Grade 
(Yr 2) 

11th 
Grade 
(Yr 3) 

12th 
Grade 
(Yr 4) 

Total 

Score 
Letter 
Grade 

Score 
Letter 
Grade 

Score 
Letter 
Grade 

Score 
Letter 
Grade 

13K499 
ACORN Community 
High School 

BKN 230 192 194 124 740  63.3 B 64.4 A 65.4 B 71.7 A  

02M411 
Baruch College Campus 
High School 

MAN 108 110 104 97 419  81.2 A 82.6 A 83.6 A 74.5 A  

31R450 Curtis High School STI 849 846 552 516 2,763  64.2 B 59.4 B 68.8 B 69.8 B  

10X440 
DeWitt Clinton High 
School 

BRX 1598 1237 827 726 4,388 47.7 C 42.7 C 49.7 C 48.1 C  

25Q263 
Flushing International 
High School 

QNS 90 105 90 108 393 n/a n/a 73.0 A 70.9 A 64.5 B  

28Q470 Jamaica High School QNS 465 507 329 204 1,505  44.0 C 37.3 C 41.7 D 45.0 D Yes 

15K530 
Metropolitan Corporate 
Academy High School 

BKN 121 149 62 51 383  35.9 C 39.1 C 43.1 D 48.0 C Yes 

11X513 
New World High 
School 

BRX 75 82 63 54 274  n/a n/a 97.0 A 92.1 A 85.6 A  

02M620 
Norman Thomas High 
School 

MAN 1,055 664 294 124 2,137  33.4 D 29.7 D 36.0 D 36.0 F Yes 

31R600 
Ralph R. McKee Career 
and Technical 
Education High School 

STI 272 214 136 117 739  63.8 B 67.6 A 79.5 A 76.0 A  

 Total  
4,863 
(35%) 

4,106 
(30%) 

2,651 
(19%) 

2,121 
(15%) 

13,741  
(100%) 

         

*n/a = not applicable because the schools did not receive a letter grade for the specified school year. 
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APPENDIX B 
Summary of Significant Changes in Progress Report Components/Measures                                                              

Progress Report 
Component/Measure 

School Year 
2006-2007 2007-2008 2008-2009 2009-2010 

Peer Index The 2006 – 2007 peer index based 
on 8th grade ELA and Math score.  

The 2007–2008 peer indexes based on 8th 
grade ELA and Math score minus (2 X the 
percentage of Special Education students) 
minus (1 X the percentage of over-age 
students). 

No Change The 2009 – 2010 peer index based on 8th 
grade ELA and Math score minus (2 X the 
percentage of Special Education students) 
minus (2 X the percentage of Self-
Contained students) minus (1 X the 
percentage of over-age students). 

Peer & City Horizon 
Weights 

The Peer Horizon weight was 
67%  and the City Horizon weight 
was 33% 

The Peer Horizon weight changed to 75% 
and the City Horizon weight changed to 
25% 

No Change No Change 

Progress Report 
Category Weights 

The school environment weight of 
15%; student performance weight 
of 30%; student progress had a 
weight of 55%.    

The school environment had a weight of 
15%. The student performance had a 
weight of 25%. The student progress had a 
weight of 60%.    

No Change No Change 

Weighted Diplomas 
Rates 

Weights were assigned based on 
the diploma type that was earned.  
 GED =  0.5 
 Local = 1.0 
 Regents = 2.0 
 Advanced Regents = 2.5 
 Advanced Regents  

w/ Honors = 3 

Some diplomas were given additional 
weight on the Progress Report.  
 

 
 Local, Regents, Advanced Regents, and 

Advanced Regents with Honors diplomas 
with a Career and Technology Education 
endorsement earned an additional 0.5 
weight. 

 

 Regents, Advanced Regents, and 
Advanced Regents with Honors diplomas 
with an Advanced Designation through 
the Arts earned an additional 0.5 weight. 

 

 Local Regents, Advanced Regents, and 
Advanced Regents with Honors diplomas 
with an Associate’s Degree earned an 
additional 0.5 weight. 

 
 

 Special Education students who qualify 
for the New York State Alternative 
Assessment (NYSAA) who earn an IEP 
diploma are given a weight of 1.0 

 
 Special Education students’ diploma 

weights were doubled when these 
students earned Local, Regents, 
Advanced Regents, or Advanced Regents 
with Honors Diplomas.   

    

No Change Special Education students are assigned 
different designations depending on their 
level of need, i.e. Special Education Teacher 
Support Services (SETSS), Collaborative 
Team Teaching (CTT) and Self-Contained. 
New diploma weight multipliers were 
assigned based on the new designations.  
 SETSS students’ diploma weights were 

doubled.  
 CTT students’ diploma weights were 

tripled.  
 Self-contained students’ diploma weights 

were quadrupled.      
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APPENDIX B 
Summary of Significant Changes in Progress Report Components/Measures                                                              

Progress Report 
Component/Measure 

School Year 
2006-2007 2007-2008 2008-2009 2009-2010 

Additional Credit 
Measures 

Additional credit could be earned 
by schools with high needs 
students (at least 15 students) who 
make exemplary gains, i.e. the 
percent of their high needs 
students earning 11+ credits. High 
needs students are categorized as 
follows: 
 English Language Learners 
 Special Education students 
 Hispanic students in the lowest 

3rd citywide 
 Black students in the lowest 3rd 

citywide 
 Other students in the lowest 3rd 

citywide 
 

Schools that score in the top 40% 
of the additional credit categories 
earn additional credit.   

Three new additional credit measures were 
added for Regents. 
 Percent of students in the lowest 3rd 

citywide who scored 75+ on the ELA 
Regents 

 Percent of students in the lowest 3rd 
citywide who scored 75+ on the Math 
Regents 

 Percent of students in the lowest 3rd 
Citywide who graduated with a Regents 
Diploma 

 
Schools that score in the top 40% of the 
additional credit categories earn additional 
credit.   

No Change 
 
 

Additional credit (up to 3 points in each 
subgroup for a total of 15 points) can be 
earned by schools with high needs students 
(at least 15 students) for which the weighted 
diploma rates for any of the following 
subgroups (up to  3 points per group) falls 
within the top 40 % of schools citywide:  

 
 Special Education students (note: Special 

Education students receive the 
differentiated graduation weight, based 
on their designation, i.e. SETSS, CTT or 
self-contained) 

 English Language Learners  
 Students in the lowest third citywide.  
 Percentage of students in the Lowest  

Third citywide who (3 points each):  
 Score 75 or higher on the Math Regents  
 Score 75 or higher on the ELA Regents. 

Letter Grade Cut-off 
Scores  

A = 67.6 or higher 
B = 48.8–67.5 
C = 35.1–48.7 
D = 28.9–35.0 
F = Less than 28.9 

A = 64.2 or higher 
B = 43.5–64.1 
C = 34.3–43.4 
D = 29.7–34.2 
F = Less than 29.7 

A = 70.0 or higher 
B = 54.0–69.9 
C = 44.0–53.9 
D = 36.0–43.9 
F – Less than 36.0 

A = 70 or higher 
B = 58.0–69.9 
C = 47.0–57.9 
D = 40.0–46.9 
F = Less than 40.0 

Weighted Regents 
Pass Rate for 
Students without 8th 
Grade Test Scores   

Schools with students who did not 
have an 8th grade ELA or math 
score did not receive credit for 
those students who passed their 
Regents with 65 or higher.   

No Change Students without an 8th grade 
ELA or math test score assigned 
a weight based on their 
demographic characteristics. For 
example, Black or Hispanic, 
Free Lunch, Special Education, 
ELL and SIFE.  

No Change 
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APPENDIX C 
 
 

Distribution of Progress Report Grades  
for High Schools Awarded Letter Grades  

Schools Years 2006-07 through 2009-10 (a)  
 

Progress Report 
Letter Grade 

2006-07 
Progress Reports 

2007-08  
Progress Reports 

2008-09 
Progress Reports 

2009-10 
Progress Reports 

No. of  
High 

Schools 
Per Grade 
Category  

Pct 

No. of 
High 

Schools 
Per 

Grade 
Category 

Pct 

No. of High 
Schools Per 

Grade 
Category 

Pct 

No. of High 
Schools Per 

Grade 
Category 

Pct 

A 57 24% 113 40% 139 45% 133 40% 

B 97 41% 123 43% 91 29% 97 29% 

C 61 26% 34 12% 58 19% 70 21% 

D 12 5% 8 3% 21 7% 23 7% 

F 9 4% 6 2% 1 <1% 9 3% 
Total Schools 

Awarded Letter 
Grade 236 100% 284 100% 310 100% 332 100% 

 (a) The above analysis is based on progress report statistics accessed from the DOE website in January 2011.  High 
schools that are part of Chancellor’s District 75 (Special Education) and District 79 (Alternative Schools), along with high 
schools undergoing closure and new schools without a full four-year complement of students not awarded grades on their 
annual progress reports are excluded from the analysis.  






















































