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Every year, some 36,000 students
who enroll in New York City

high schools without participating in
the high school choice process are
labeled as “over-the-counter” or
OTC students and are assigned a
school by the New York City
Department of Education (DOE).
These young people are among the
school system’s highest-needs stu-
dents – new immigrants, special
needs students, previously incarcer-
ated teens, poor or transient or
homeless youth, students over age
for grade, and students with histories
of behavioral incidents in their previ-
ous schools. Recognizing the gap in
research on this substantial popula-
tion of students, as well as the need
to increase public concern about the
concentration of high-needs students
in struggling schools, this report ana-
lyzes unique data on the assignment
of OTC students to New York City
high schools from 2008 to 2011 to
determine whether those students
are disproportionately assigned to
particular high schools. 

Our findings show that citywide:
1. OTC students are disproportion-

ately assigned to high schools with
higher percentages of low-per-
forming students, English lan-
guage learners (ELLs), and
dropouts. The higher a high
school’s eighth-grade test scores
for the incoming freshman class
are, the lower their OTC assign-
ment rate is.

2. OTC students are disproportion-
ately assigned to struggling high
schools. In 2011, large struggling
high schools had an average OTC
assignment of 20 percent of their
student populations, compared
with 12 percent at better-perform-
ing large high schools. John
Adams High School in the Bronx,
for example, was assigned 961
OTC students in 2011, out of a
total student body of 3,201 stu-
dents.

3. OTC students are disproportion-
ately assigned to high schools that
are subsequently targeted for clo-
sure or that are undergoing the
closure process. While going
through the closure process in

2011, for example, Christopher
Columbus High School’s student
body comprised 37 percent OTC
students, compared with 14 per-
cent for similar size schools and
the 16 percent system average for
OTC students. 

4. Some high schools are consistently
assigned very small numbers of
OTC students, whereas others are
assigned very large numbers of
such students. High-performing
Midwood High School, for exam-
ple, had an OTC assignment rate
of 3 percent in 2011 (compared
with the system average of 16 per-
cent), whereas low-performing
Jamaica High School had an OTC
rate of 31 percent. 



These findings demonstrate that
OTC students are concentrated in
the highest-needs schools that are
often unequipped to serve them. This
inequitable assignment may exacer-
bate a school’s challenges and acceler-
ate a downward spiral toward closure.

To remedy these disparities and bring
equity to the assignment of these very
high-needs students, we offer the fol-
lowing recommendations:
1) The DOE should commission a

study of the demographics and
academic performance of OTC
students to identify high schools in
which such students achieve signif-
icantly higher academic perform-
ance than systemwide averages and
identify the exemplary practices of
these “beat the odds” schools. The
DOE should ensure that all high
schools implement those exem-
plary practices to improve the aca-
demic performance of all OTC
students. 

2) The overall percentage of OTC
students in the school system over
the 2008–2011 school years was 17
percent. Therefore:
• All New York City high schools

should be assigned OTC stu-
dents at an annual rate of
between 12 and 20 percent of
their total student populations.
The DOE should develop the
specific criteria governing the
decision rules for OTC assign-
ments below and above 17 per-
cent. 

• Schools targeted for closing or
going through the closure should
not be assigned any OTC stu-
dents.

• Struggling high schools (identi-
fied by the state as persistently
lowest achieving) should not be
assigned any OTC students until
their performances improve suf-
ficiently to be removed from the
state’s list.

Implementing these recommenda-
tions would significantly reduce the
disparities and inequities that have
characterized OTC assignment poli-
cies. These recommendations would
also encourage all high schools to
reconfigure their instructional
resources and support programs to
meet the needs of a predictable rate
of incoming OTC students, thereby
contributing to the improvement of
their performance throughout the
city system.



A
n

n
e

n
b

e
rg

 I
n

st
it

u
te

 f
o

r 
S

c
h

o
o

l R
e

fo
rm

 a
t 

B
ro

w
n

 U
n

iv
e

rs
it

y

3

n Box 1985

Providence, Rhode Island 02912

n 233 Broadway, Suite 720 

New York, New York 10279

www.annenberginstitute.org

Twitter: @AnnenbergInst  

Facebook: www.facebook.com/AnnenbergInstituteForSchoolReform

© 2013 Brown University, Annenberg Institute for School Reform

This executive summary and the report it is based on are available 

at no charge at http://annenberginstitute.org/publication/OTC-Report.


