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March 2004

Dear New Yorkers,

How far has public education come in the last decade?

It’s a fair question, and it’s one that is being asked frequently these days.

The answer will surprise many people. New York’s public education system, as a whole,
has made remarkable progress; so much so, in fact, that excellence — yes, excellence — is
now commonplace in many more school districts than in the past.

The vast majority of New York’s public schools are succeeding, and excellence is broadly
and deeply found in every corner of the state. Yet, as the title of this report so aptly notes, it
is an education revolution no one is talking about.

This report is a way to begin restoring context and perspective to the debate over public
school performance. It addresses an observation made by many NYSUT members, that
the constant drumbeat of negativity over test scores, drop-out rates, No Child Left Behind,
education funding and the like feeds harmful misconceptions and myths about public
education. The truth is, NYSUT members perform miracles large and small every day, 
and their work is reflected in this explosion of excellence. 

We also acknowledge that excellence is not everywhere. While virtually all public schools
have taken long strides forward in the last decade, all must continue their efforts to raise
achievement. The performance gap between white and minority students, and between
low-need and high-need schools, is narrowing, but not fast enough. We again call on the
state to increase its investment in public education — ensuring adequacy and equity for all
— with the knowledge that its commitment is improving the lives of children and brightening
New York’s future.

The discussion over how to further improve public education must continue. But, it
must continue with a more balanced view of how far New York’s public schools have come.

The focus on what’s wrong with public education should not blind us to all that is right
with public education. 

800 Troy-Schenectady Road ■ Latham, NY 12110-2455 ■ Phone: 518-213-6000 ■ Internet: www.nysut.org

Tom Hobart, President

Alan Lubin, Executive Vice President Antonia Cortese, First Vice President
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Explosion of 
Excellence
The education revolution 
no one is talking about

For the last eight years, much of New York’s education focus has been on helping its low-
est-achieving students and improving its poorest-performing schools.

This close scrutiny to those furthest from the Regents’ standards has obscured an exciting
development: an explosion of education excellence that is sweeping across New York State.  

Newly analyzed data reveals that excellence in New York’s public education 
system is significantly deeper and more geographically and demographically 
widespread than anyone imagined.

Public education is seeing real, steady improvement from all corners of the
state.  School districts are strengthening their educational muscle. And the public is
applauding this progress where it counts, overwhelmingly passing school budgets
year after year. But measurable improvement in public education is just one piece
of a bigger revolution that has quietly taken hold. Public school excellence — not
merely competence — is today more commonplace in rural and small-city school
districts and even in New York’s biggest cities. 

To be sure, many schools are still falling short of expectations.  Excellence is, by
no means, everywhere. But, a six-month study by New York State United Teachers
into the effects of the standards movement shows the state’s investment in public
education and its focus on raising standards are, at last, producing one of its intend-
ed consequences.

More children from a more geographically diverse area, as well as an increasing
number of school districts, are demonstrating excellence every day. NYSUT found
the “excellence gap” between affluent suburban districts and other school districts
is rapidly narrowing as New York’s number of high-achieving students and school
districts begins to rise and broadly expand. 

This burst of excellence results from a confluence of factors.

Dedicated and highly skilled teachers and school-related professionals continue to make a
difference in the lives of children. Classroom teachers have worked heroically to raise achieve-
ment in the face of ever-increasing demands. New York’s teachers are unquestionably the
best-educated, best-prepared and best-trained teachers in the nation.
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In addition, nearly a decade of higher standards, new tests, smaller classes, greater
accountability and the investment of billions of dollars in education funding are beginning to
produce results. Despite far more rigorous courses and testing regimen than is found in most
other states, New York’s public education system is enjoying a groundswell of excellence.

This is a story that has not previously been told. It is a new development that should force a
re-examination of some widely held assumptions about student achievement and school per-
formance in New York State.

Excellence Spreads to More Public Schools

Excellence in public education is not at all new.

Throughout their long history, New York’s public schools have produced more
than their fair share of very successful students. Graduates of New York public
schools and colleges are pioneers in science, medicine and technology; leaders on
the world stage, captains of industry, superstar athletes and creative geniuses who
enrich the arts.

New York has long been home to first-class public schools. Some well-known
names include the Bronx High School of Science and Stuyvesant High School in New
York City.  Realtors, business leaders and proud parents have for years recognized the
value inherent in New York’s many top-notch school districts, where a strong acade-
mic foundation and a broad range of advanced course offerings help pave the way to
high SAT scores and entrée to the most elite colleges. The sterling reputations of the
very best school districts — which for years have primarily been found in the suburbs
surrounding New York City and cities upstate — have served as magnets for home-
buyers seeking brighter futures for their children.

Suburbia is just one home to public school excellence. There is now ample data to show
that excellence is also commonly found, for example, in less well-known places like Lyons,
Honeoye Falls, Newcomb, Port Jervis, Highland, Cooperstown and Hammondsport. All seven
of these upstate school districts had more than 90 percent of their senior class graduate with
prestigious Regents’ diplomas in June 2002. 

Other examples of excellence stand out. What do Lewiston-Porter in Niagara County, P.S.
134 in Manhattan and the Webb Central School District in rural Herkimer County have in com-
mon? More than 90 percent of the fourth-graders in all three school districts met or exceeded
the state standards on both the state English Language Arts and math tests.

Meanwhile, Ithaca, Rome and Troy are more than the names of great ancient civilizations.
All three small-city school districts sent more than 90 percent of their graduates to college in 2002,
part of a deepening trend toward more opportunity in higher education for New York’s children. 

These and hundreds of other public school districts in New York have cleared a high bar for
educational excellence in either of the last two years.

Without question, excellence is subjective. The way we view excellence is truly colored by
our background, personal experiences and preferences. Some say Animal House is a great
movie. Others say Ronald Reagan was an excellent president. Yes? No? Definitions of excellence
are open to debate.
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Since perhaps the days of the red, one-room schoolhouse, a grade of 90 percent or better
has earned a student an “A.” The “A” has, for generations upon generations, represented excel-
lence and its meaning has reached far into America’s culture and psyche.

For this report, NYSUT looked at objective ways to recognize school districts that today, on
one scale, earn an “A” for excellence.  

A NYSUT analysis of two years of state test data and other State Education Department
statistics found documented examples of excellence in 387 New York State school districts,
including dozens of rural and small-city school districts. This is on top of the clear, upward
trend in achievement for hundreds of other school districts.

These 387 school districts — and the teachers and school-related professionals who work in
them — deserve recognition for their contributions to this rise in excellence.  They are due pub-
lic acclaim for helping their students achieve a remarkable level of success. The trend toward
excellence is so impressive that when measured against public education systems in other
states, there is little question as to where New York ranks.  New York’s public education system
— even with its over-publicized warts, its lower-performing schools, its struggling students
and the long road ahead to achieve excellence for all — is among the best anywhere. 

Test scores are just one measure of excellence. Much more evidence supports the con-
tention that New York is experiencing an education renaissance.  For example:

■ New York is a national leader in participation in the Advanced Placement program,
which challenges high school students with college-level work. The AP culture is
enmeshed in the fabric of New York’s education system, and students in rural, small-
city, large urban and suburban districts are benefitting. Low-income, African-American
and Latino students in New York take far more AP exams than in other states.   

■ New York students are exposed to rigors in science and math not generally found in
other states. In many states, high school students don’t take as much science and math.
In New York, it is required — of everyone. It’s more than a coincidence that students
from New York annually dominate the Intel Science Talent Search competition.

■ New York’s BOCES is the strongest regional education service system in the nation,
offering cutting-edge vocational and technological training and career-oriented pro-
grams generally not found anywhere else. This excellence is often taken for granted.

■ The percentage of New York students enrolling in college is steadily rising. SAT scores
are up overall, and the percentage of students earning high SAT scores — above 600 
on either the verbal or math portions — has risen impressively. 

■ Applications are flooding into the State University of New York and City University of
New York and enrollment is booming.  More impressively, the SAT scores of students
entering SUNY and CUNY are the highest in years. Research money is flowing into our
public university systems, a testament to their growing reputation for excellence.

■ There is evidence that New York’s high-quality public education system is helping to
sustain and fuel the state’s economy.

■ Excellence in public education cannot take place without excellent teachers and sup-
port staff. New York’s public school teachers and school-related professionals are the
most highly skilled and qualified in the nation.
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Advanced Placement: A Boom in Excellence

The number of students taking AP courses has  skyrocketed

Advanced Placement courses are a nationally recognized marker of academic excellence
for students and their schools.  

AP courses allow students, mostly juniors and seniors, to enter a universe of knowledge
they might not otherwise explore during their high school years. The Advanced Placement
Program, under the direction of The College Board, allows students to take academically
demanding college-level courses and earn college credit before they attend their senior proms.

More than 75 percent of New York’s high schools offer AP courses, far above the national
average of 55 percent, according to The College Board.  The extensive availability of AP courses
in public schools has helped trigger explosive growth in the number of 11th- and 12th-graders
demonstrating their intellectual excellence and readiness for college. The spread of the AP cul-
ture is being helped by a historic partnership between NYSUT and The College Board to
expand AP opportunities for urban and rural students. That work is paying off. 

The number of New York public school students taking Advanced Placement college cours-
es has risen by 50 percent over the last six years, from 50,127 in 1997 to 75,029 in 2003.7

Since 1990, the number of New York students taking AP courses has more than doubled,
while the number of low-income, African-American and Latino students taking AP courses
and AP exams has more than tripled.

College Board President Gaston Caperton said New York ranks among the top states in the
nation in its number of African-American, Latino and low-income students taking the college-
level AP Exams.

Caperton said, “Throughout the nearly 50-year history of the Advanced Placement Program,
the state of New York has consistently provided significant and ever-expanding numbers of
traditionally underserved minority and low-income students with access to the stimulating
and rigorous AP courses.”
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New York Students and the 
Advanced Placement Program

Year AP Exams  AP African- Latino and Schools 
Written Candidates American AP Hispanic AP Offering AP 

Candidates Candidates

2003 149,968 89,237 5,093 8,013 N/A

2000 123,103 74,578 4,345 6,479 904

1995 81,630 52,803 2,591 4,066 820

1990 58,248 39,472 1,690 2,421 808

1985 43,656 30,725 850 990 707

Source: The College Board

7Copyright (c) 2004 by College Entrance Examination Board and Educational Testing Service.  
Reprinted with permission.  All rights reserved. www.collegeboard.com.



Caperton noted that even before the federal government began offering fee assistance for
low-income students in 1988, “New York saw a growth from 1993-1998 of 109 percent in the
number of AP Exams taken by low-income students; by contrast, nationwide the growth was
only 88 percent during those same years.”

The educational rigor offered to New York students through the Advanced Placement
Program — and the excellence that has followed — is helping to establish New York’s creden-
tials as one of the best public school systems in the nation.

New York: Home to ‘America’s Best High Schools’

125 of the nation’s very best public high schools are in New York State

New York’s collection of top-shelf public high schools is impressive — in both its sheer
number and wide scope. 

In fact, 28 of the top 100 public high schools in the United States in 2003 are found in New
York State, according to Newsweek magazine. And, in ranking the best 822 public high schools

in the nation — representing the top 4 percent of all high schools — Newsweek
included 125 from New York, more than any state except California.8 In other words,
some 15 percent of the very best public high schools in America were found in New
York State in 2003. 

Public schools on Long Island and in Westchester and Rockland counties
appeared most often on Newsweek’s list. Forty-five Long Island high schools and 32
from Westchester County met the magazine’s definition of excellence — and ours.

But the list of America’s best high schools also wound its way north and west, fol-
lowing the Thruway across the breadth of New York State.

Forty-two high schools in upstate New York ranked as among the best in the
whole United States, along with six more in New York City. Suburban high schools in
Albany, Erie, Monroe and Onondaga counties grabbed slots on this prestigious list.
So did high schools in Broome, Niagara, Oneida, Otsego, Putnam, Schenectady and
Tompkins counties. The Joseph C. Wilson Magnet School in Rochester and high
schools in Queens, Brooklyn, Staten Island and Manhattan are among the superior
urban high schools singled out for national recognition.

Newsweek contributing editor Jay Mathews, author of “Class Struggle: What’s Wrong (and
Right) with America’s Best Public High Schools,” based his rankings on a Challenge Index. The
Index uses a formula that measures the number of Advanced Placement and International
Baccalaureate tests taken by students in relationship to the student body as a whole.

Mathews said New York places so many of its high schools on the list because it makes AP
and IB courses — the only consistently high standard for rigor that crosses state lines — avail-
able to more average students.

“New York State, along with California, Illinois and the Maryland/Virginia suburbs of
Washington, are the mother lode of challenging high schools,” Mathews wrote in an e-mail to
NYSUT.  “New York educators were among the first to appreciate the benefits of both AP and
IB, and have in many cases led the nation in opening up those courses to all students.”
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Mathews said the opportunity for students to stretch their minds is an essential purpose of
education. He urged school districts to give even more students the opportunity to prepare for
success in college by taking these challenging courses while in still in high school.

Scientific Rigor: New York Dominates the “Junior Nobels”

New York has five times more Intel Science Contest
finalists than the next nearest state

Science and math education is blooming in New York State. Recent controversy over Regents
exams in physics and Math A should not overshadow what is a consistently impressive showing
by New York students in science and math.

New York State is the national leader in the percentage of its high school students taking
higher-level biology; is second behind the District of Columbia in its percentage of students
taking upper-level chemistry; and is fifth in physics. In math, too, more New York students take
a richer body of coursework than students in other states.9

New York ranks sixth in the percentage of high school students who tackle calculus; ninth
in its percentage of students who take geometry in high school; and 13th in trigonometry.

New York’s science students, in particular, are
demonstrating a level of excellence worth shouting
about.  At the very tip of this broad base of excel-
lence is New York’s domination of the Intel Science
Talent Search.

For more than 60 years, the Science Talent
Search — first under the sponsorship of
Westinghouse, and now Intel — has been encour-
aging and rewarding the nation’s brightest young
scientists.  And, for more than 60 years, a large
number of the brightest young scientists have been
found in New York’s public schools.

This year is no exception. The 2003-04 Intel
Science Talent Search competition selected 155
semifinalists from New York — out of 300 in the
entire nation. Over the last seven years, 1,083 of the
nation’s 2,100 semifinalists came from New York, as
did 108 of the 280 finalists.  From the contest’s
inception in 1942 until today, 1,143 New York sci-
ence students have been honored as finalists; the
next closest state is California with 211.

Eighteen of this year’s 40 finalists are from New
York, including seven from Long Island. One 
student’s winning project involves a new diagnostic
test for breast cancer; another used supercomputers
to study protein structure.
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While the vast majority of semifinalists — this year and in the past — attend public schools
in New York City and its suburbs, competitors for what is widely known as the “Junior Nobel
Prize” are found from across the state.

Indeed, the high-level science research being conducted today in public high schools,
nearly always under the guidance of a classroom teacher and often in partnership with State
University and City University researchers, is astounding.

The titles of these projects alone signify they aren’t any old science fair entry. It is some-
times hard to believe students — still in their teens, and not allowed to drive after dark — con-
duct science research of this complexity. The entry titles alone speak volumes about the high
level of science education in New York.  Here are just a few examples of what some of  New York’s
2003-04 semifinalists accomplished:

The Intel Corp. has certainly taken notice of the academic rigor — and excellence — present
in New York’s math and sciences programs.

“We are continually amazed at the quality and depth of the research being conducted by
U.S. high school students,” Wendy Hawkins, director of education for Intel, told NYSUT.

“Over the life of the competition, more than one-third of all finalists have come from the
state of New York. This is certainly testimony to the excellence of science education in New York
and to the dedication of New York teachers and administrators,” Hawkins said. “When it comes
to science research by high school students, New York is certainly at the head of the class.”

Page 14 /  Explosion of Excellence

Nadine Lippa Byron-Bergen High School (Genesee County)
Single Dye Molecule Fluorescence in a Liquid Crystal Host

Anna-Katrina Shedletsky Brewster High School (Putnam County)
Disease Propagation through Connective Paths: 

Application of Small World Theory to Epidemic Modeling

David Galkowski Union-Endicott High School (Broome County)
The Effects of Sapphire Substrate on Single Wall Carbon Nanotubes 

Grown Using Chemical Vapor Deposition

Katherine Hartman Guilderland High School (Albany County)
Multicolor Photometry of the RR Lyrae Star CQ Bootis

Simon Shum Bronx High School of Science (New York City)
Identification of an Acyl-CoA Binding Site in a Hydroxysteroid Dehydrogenase

Alexander Fumelli Smithtown High School (Suffolk County)
Inferring the Diet of a Bizarre Fossil Crocodyliform: Was Simosuchus clarki Herbivorous?



New York’s BOCES: ‘One of the finest systems in the country’

New York has the largest, most effective BOCES in the nation

Since their creation by the Legislature in 1948, New York’s Boards of Cooperative
Educational Services (BOCES) have offered a vast array of vocational and college preparatory
programs and services to school-age and adult students. New York’s BOCES enable school dis-
tricts to pool their resources and share costs, providing professional development and other
services that otherwise would be uneconomical or unavailable.

New York’s BOCES system is unique. While 41 states offer education services on a regional
basis, and 27 states have a statewide network of programs, New York’s BOCES system is alone
in the breadth, variety and opportunities for excellence it offers students. National experts
agree that New York’s BOCES are, by far, the largest and most effective in the nation.

In 2001-02, the state’s 38 BOCES served some 1.6 million students with a total budget of
nearly $2 billion.  They are worth every cent — and much, much more.

“New York has a strong system. It is one of the finest systems in the country,” said Bob
Stephens, director of the Institute for Regional Studies in Education, based in Edmond, Okla.

Stephens, a highly respected figure in the field of
regional education and former professor in the
Department of Educational Planning and Policy at the
University of Maryland, College Park, said New York’s
BOCES generally operate at a higher plane than other
states. Beyond offering students basic vocational and
occupational education programs — such as cosme-
tology, auto mechanics and welding, Stephens noted
New York’s BOCES feature “sophisticated programs
that just aren’t found, except in isolated cases, in other
states.”

Indeed, the BOCES of today are far different from
the BOCES of a generation or two ago, when the net-
work primarily served special needs children or stu-
dents who struggled in traditional classroom settings.

“They’ve totally outgrown that. Now that’s just a small portion of what they do,” said Kari
Arfstrom, associate director of the Virginia-based Association of Educational Service Agencies.
“New York’s BOCES is a Tier 1 program.”

While special education, alternative schools, adult education and vocational training
remain at the core of BOCES’ mission, the programming offered through today’s BOCES is
among the most specialized, high-tech training offered by any public education system in the
country.

The Monroe 1 BOCES, for example, operates the Bathysphere Underwater Biological
Laboratory (BULB), a simulated, interactive underwater exploration of Lake Ontario. Student
teams, after working on tasks at computer stations, board a Deep Submergence Vehicle at the
Rochester Museum and Science Center and take a simulated “voyage” to research the lake’s
aquatic environment.  The project’s goal is to create an authentic learning environment where
students can study environmental themes, using communication, technology, teamwork, criti-
cal thinking and problem-solving skills.

Explosion of Excellence  / Page 15



Other BOCES also offer highly innovative and challenging programs that prepare students
to meet New York’s higher learning standards. For example:

■ Students from the Saratoga-Adirondack BOCES’ Horticulture and Landscaping Program
designed and constructed a half-acre American Patriot Garden on Roger’s Island near
Fort Edward.

■ Questar III’s New Visions: Mathematics, Engineering, Technology & Sciences introduces
students from Rensselaer, Columbia and Greene counties to such fields as biomedical,
environmental and electrical engineering, computer science, material science and
physics, and allows them to work with some of the world’s leading scientists and engi-
neers at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute.

■ Orange-Ulster BOCES students learn “hands on” computer networking skills such as
cable construction, router configuration and network troubleshooting, preparing them
for careers in computer network administration and design, and in telecommunications.

■ Students in Oswego BOCES Commercial Art & Graphic Design course use the latest
technology to learn both traditional art techniques and computer competency, both
critical in the emerging field of visual communications.

■ The Nassau BOCES this year is involving 5,000 Long Island students in a virtual study of
the rain forests of Panama. The project connects Long Island classrooms with others
around the nation and the world and involves students in interactive exchanges with
researchers at the expedition site. Students learn about biology, the environment and
scientific techniques.

■ The Capital Region BOCES Maritime
Academy takes students who are struggling in a
traditional classroom setting and teaches them
woodworking in an unusual way.  Students build
wooden boats. Last year, students constructed a
Norwegian pram — a traditional boat used by
Norway’s fishermen — and a replica of an 18th
century French bateau, a kind of boat used in
the French and Indian and Revolutionary wars.

■ Some 2,400 students in the Erie 1 BOCES
take both traditional skilled-trades programs
and pre-engineering, pre-med and pre-teaching
programs. In addition, Erie 1’s Workforce
Development program offers job skills and
training to hundreds of displaced workers from
across Western New York.

Page 16 /  Explosion of Excellence



Opening the Doors to Opportunity

More of New York’s poor and minority children are going to college

In 1977, 63 percent of New York’s public school graduates entered college.10

By 2002 — 25 years later — the percentage of New York’s high school graduates
going on to college had skyrocketed to 81 percent, well above the national average of
66 percent.11 New York currently ranks 15th in the nation in its percentage of students
entering college directly from high school.12

And, not only are more New York students pursuing higher education, more are
doing it with very high SAT scores. This exciting phenomenon is also helping to raise
the admissions standards at the State University of New York and City University of
New York, where more students are not only enrolling in public higher education
institutions, they are entering with much stronger academic credentials.

New York’s SAT scores have climbed steadily over the last decade, from an average
of 500 verbal and 501 math in 1992, to 504 verbal and 516 math in 2002. More
impressively, the proportion of New York’s college-bound seniors scoring above 600 —
a very high score — on the math SAT has climbed by 22 percent since 2000.  In 2002,
19 percent of New York students scored above 600 on the verbal section of the SATs,
while 23 percent scored above 600 on the math SAT. 13 That’s a spectacular result.

The trend toward greater college enrollment by New York’s high school graduates
is accelerating largely because of gains by New York City and high-need rural school districts.

New York City has increased its percentage of students enrolling in college in each of the
last three years. College enrollment from New York City public schools has climbed from 59
percent in 2000, to 64 percent in 2001 and, finally, to 71 percent in 2002.14 Meanwhile, the
going-to-college rate for graduates of high-need rural school districts has also been rising
steadily, and reached 77 percent in 2002.  Among low-need suburban districts, the college
enrollment rate has held steady at 93 percent for three straight years.15

More than one-quarter of the state’s school districts — 189 out of 701 — sent at least 90
percent of their 2002 graduates to college. These school districts are opening the doors of
higher education and economic opportunity to nine out of every 10 graduates.

Most of these school districts are found on Long Island and in the northern suburbs of
New York City.  But, dozens of rural school districts — in places like Allegany, Cattaraugus,
Cayuga, Essex, Lewis, Warren and Wayne counties — also succeeded in sending at least 90 per-
cent of their graduates on to college in either of the last two years.

The effects of these quiet strides toward greater excellence are being felt at New York’s
public colleges and universities.
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10New York State Education Department, Annual Educational Summary, 1978-79, Table 14
11National Center for Education Statistics; Digest of Education Statistics, 2002, Table 185.
12The National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education; Measuring Up 2002
13The College Board, SAT New York Report 2002; Table 6
14New York State Education Department: A Report to the Governor and the Legislature 

on the Educational Status of the State’s Schools, July 2003 
15New York State Education Department; A Report to the Governor and the Legislature 

on the Educational Status of the State’s Schools; July 2003



SUNY and CUNY: More Competitive than Ever

Median SAT scores are soaring

The State University, City University and New York’s community colleges are perhaps more
competitive today than at any time in their recent history. The recent explosion of excellence in
public schools has helped New York’s public higher education institutions raise admissions
standards and attract more top-caliber students.

At SUNY, increasingly strong performances by students and faculty have been measured in
higher SAT scores, greater retention of first-year students and rapidly growing research dollars.

SUNY today has its highest enrollment ever, with more than 410,000 students attending
across the system’s 64 campuses. The University’s ability to appeal to a diverse student body is
reflected in its minority population, which stands at 18.3 percent of enrollment — a gain of
8,296 minority students in three years.

The mean SAT score increased at every SUNY campus between 1999 and 2002.
Over that time, SAT scores at Stony Brook climbed 58 points and soared by 90 points
at Old Westbury.  At the four University Centers — Albany, Buffalo, Binghamton and
Stony Brook — the mean high school grade point average of entering classes increased
from a B+ to an A- over the same period. SAT scores rose 11 points to 1139.16

SUNY also brought in nearly $800 million in research dollars in its last fiscal year,
up 37 percent from $555 million just three years ago. SUNY is closing in on the chan-
cellor’s goal of $1 billion in research dollars — a mark that will put New York in the
upper echelon of university systems.

A recent report released by the SUNY Task Force on Efficiency and Effectiveness
— commissioned by the SUNY Board of Trustees — found that New Yorkers are get-
ting good value from their state university. And, that value is registering with parents
and other New Yorkers who express tremendous satisfaction with SUNY.

A scientific poll of New York registered voters commissioned by United University
Professions in January found overwhelming confidence in SUNY (77 percent) and the educa-
tion it provides (67 percent.) The poll also indicates that employers think SUNY graduates are
well prepared for the job market (85 percent). 

The SUNY Administration recently reported that SUNY’s six-year graduation rate is 58 per-
cent —15 points higher than the national public average of 43 percent and one point higher
than the national graduation rate of 57 percent for private colleges.17

And, those graduates are doing well once they leave SUNY. Among the SUNY alumni con-
tributing to New York’s economy are those graduating from the University’s teacher education
programs. Nearly 96 percent of SUNY students passed the most recent Teacher Certification
test and many of these new teachers go on to work in public school systems in New York.

“I think students coming out of the SUNY teacher preparation programs now are certainly
very well prepared, and many of them are particularly able to teach the diverse learners in
this state. I see that as an asset,” said Nancy Schniedewind, a professor of education at SUNY
New Paltz.
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Meanwhile, enrollment at CUNY climbed to
213,952 last Fall, the largest student population in 28
years. Undergraduate enrollment — 185,605 — is at
its highest level since 1994.  In addition, CUNY is
increasing the percentage of students meeting rigor-
ous admissions requirements for its senior colleges.

SAT scores for incoming freshman at CUNY’s top-
tier senior colleges — Baruch, Brooklyn, City, Hunter
and Queens Colleges — have risen 168 points
between 1995 and 2003, to a high point of 1,111 this
year.  And, CUNY students are doing well once they
enter college. The average first-term GPA for first-time
freshman reached a seven-year high.18

The rise in excellence is apparent at New York’s
community colleges, too.

Enrollment in community colleges is also rising as
more New Yorkers see the value in a community col-
lege education. Many excellent students are choosing
to spend their first two years at a community college
before transferring to a four-year school to earn their
degree.

Not only do community colleges offer a broad
range of academic courses and opportunities to all,
they are growing their reputation for offering career
training that enables graduates to immediately enter
the work force with good-paying jobs.

Two fields stand out. Many community colleges now offer cutting-edge training for jobs in
health care and law enforcement — two careers that will continue to grow as New York looks
to strengthen its Homeland Security protections.

“If you want to train the work force, you look to community colleges,” noted Barbara
Viniar, executive director of the Institute for Community College Development at Cornell
University. “When you talk about excellence, part of our mission is to prepare people for good-
paying jobs. New York’s community colleges most certainly do that.” 

Indeed they do. From pre-k to higher education, New York’s public education system is
doing an exemplary job of preparing more students for a brighter future.
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Quality Schools Fuel the Economy

Businesses look at education quality and like what they see

Without question, a strong public education system is necessary to attract — and retain —
business and fuel New York’s economic expansion.  Companies must look at the quality of
public education as one of the factors they consider when looking to start, relocate or expand
their business operations in a state.

“Good schools are important to business for many reasons,” said Daniel B. Walsh, president
and CEO of The Business Council of New York State, New York’s largest broad-based employer
group. “For one thing, executives and managers want good schools for their kids, their workers’
kids and their communities. What’s more, employers recognize that schools where kids don’t
learn today are unlikely to produce the educated and skilled workers that New York will need
tomorrow.”

Improvement in New York’s public education system — and the deepening pool of excel-
lence in many public schools — is catching the attention of business executives and influential
opinion-shapers across the nation.

One reason for the success of New York’s Tech Valley initiative is the region’s high-quality
public education system.

National and international high-technology companies are viewing the Capital Region and
the Hudson Valley favorably, making them a new center for computer chip research and pro-
duction.

The $2.5 billion IBM semiconductor plant in Dutchess County will draw from the
region’s highly educated workforce. The Capital Region’s $400 million International
Sematech North project and its adjacent Tokyo Electron Ltd. semiconductor research
and development operation are other high-tech initiatives “sold” in part by the excel-
lence of New York’s public schools and universities.

“Education is a critical component in the effort to generate economic prosperity,"
said Lyn Taylor, president of the Albany-Colonie Regional Chamber of Commerce.  “As
we strive to create an exciting future in the Tech Valley region of upstate New York —
one that will provide opportunities for our young people to build both a living and a
life — we are pleased to be able to point to the excellence of our educational institu-
tions as assets in our community.”

Taylor noted that quality of public education is “a critical consideration for individuals con-
sidering where to build a career and companies deciding where to locate a business.”

She noted the Capital Region — in the heart of the rapidly expanding Tech Valley — placed
third nationally in a ranking by Forbes magazine of “The Best Places With the Best Education.”

“Not only is that recognition well deserved, it also provides a strong lure to the smart peo-
ple and innovative companies that will fuel our future success,” Taylor said.

When Current Technologies, a Germantown, Md., company that develops Internet-based
communications systems, wanted to locate a call center for customer support and technical
assistance, it chose the Rochester suburb of Henrietta largely because of the excellent reputa-
tion of area public schools.
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“The quality of elementary and secondary education here is extremely high,” said Joe
Curfari, Current Communications Services’ vice president of business development.  “We can
attract employees to this area because we can show them that the schools here in New York are
second to none.”

Two national publications — Site Selection and Expansion Magazine — recently spotlight-
ed New York State and said its attractiveness to business is growing. Many reasons are behind
this. New York’s proximity to market, transportation system, low-crime rate, high quality of life
and government incentives all play a role. But education — from top-flight public schools, to
strong community colleges, to research and high-skilled labor provided by State University of
New York and City University of New York campuses — is certainly as important.

The National Policy Research Council, a Washington, D.C.-based public policy
research organization, recently ranked New York first in the nation for its attractive-
ness to business — and said New York’s public education and higher education sys-
tem have helped to shift New York’s economic focus.

NPRC Executive Director Spencer Tracy said New York’s economic base is moving
from traditional manufacturing to high technology.  Education excellence is vital to
New York’s future competitiveness.

Tracy told Site Selection magazine, “The old paradigm was (access to) a large blue-
collar labor pool, proximity to market and cheap raw materials,” he said. “New factors
are knowledge workers, creativity and innovation, capacity to develop and harness
innovation, quality of life, natural environment and a rich education system.”

Expansion Magazine, marketed to executives looking for a place to expand or relocate, also
recently gave high marks to New York’s public schools. In its “Education Quotient 2003: Shaping
Tomorrow’s Workforce,” the magazine gave “gold medal” rankings to 29 school districts, including
Averill Park, Fayetteville-
Manlius, North Tonawanda
and Warwick Valley. (More
than two dozen other school
districts, including  Albany,
Lockport and Syracuse, were
also singled out as having good
student performance, strong
community support for educa-
tion and a highly educated
adult population.) The most
important factors are test
scores and graduation rates.

“That’s the bottom line for
potential employers,” said
chief editor Bill King. “They
want to know if their potential
workers are smart enough to
do the job.”
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New York’s Teachers: At the Head of the Class 

New York’s teachers are the best-trained and most highly educated

Excellence in public education does not just happen. It takes the hard work, dedication
and skill of many people, including parents, school board members, administrators and super-
intendents. Excellence, however, begins and ends with the people at the front of the class-
room: the teachers.

New York’s teachers are the best-trained, most highly educated and experienced in the
nation. They are, in large measure, why the vast majority of New York’s public schools are suc-
ceeding, and why excellence is becoming more commonplace in classrooms across the state.

Their work is augmented by tens of thousands of dedicated and highly
skilled teaching assistants who also undergo rigorous training to become
certified, and then must keep current with developments in their field. 

Don’t take our word for it.  Instead, a broad swath of facts and statis-
tics bear out the contention that when it comes to teacher quality, New
York’s teachers and school-related professionals are at the head of the
class.

Indeed, the State Education Department is expected to report this
spring that more than 96 percent of New York’s 225,000 classroom teach-
ers are state-certified. This means that all but a slim number of New York’s
teachers have met requirements that are more demanding than any other
state to enter and remain in the profession.

Outside of New York City, which has difficulty attracting and retaining
teachers, nearly all of the teachers in the rest of the state are permanently
or provisionally certified, meaning they have earned — or are working
toward — a master’s degree, which is required; have passed state tests,
participated in an internship or student-teaching assignment; submitted
documentation of their teaching ability in the form of a video and met

other requirements. No other state has standards as comprehensive or as discerning as New
York’s. Only the best and the brightest earn permanent certification to teach in New York State.
For example:

■ New York is one of only seven states that require teachers to earn a master’s degree to
be permanently certified.19 (New York, and Alabama, Indiana, Kentucky, Nevada,
Oregon, Virginia.)  Seventy percent of New York public school teachers hold a master’s
degree or doctorate, ranking New York No. 1 out of the 50 states in teacher education.20

The national average is 42.6 percent.  In addition, nearly 3 in 10 New York teachers have
earned at least 30 graduate credits beyond the required master’s degree or a doctorate. 

■ New York is one of only seven states to require beginning teachers to complete an
induction (mentoring) program to achieve permanent certification. 21 (New York, and
Indiana, Kentucky, New Jersey, Ohio, Pennsylvania and West Virginia.) This gives new
teachers a strong foundation as they begin their teaching careers.  
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19National Association of State Directors of Teacher Education and Certification,
The NASDTEC Manual on the Preparation and Certification of Educational Personnel, 2002.

20National Center for Education Statistics, 1999-2000  (April 2003) Table 69
21National Association of State Directors of Teacher Education and Certification, 

The NASDTEC Manual on the Preparation and Certification of Educational Personnel, 2002.
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■ New York is one of only seven states to require teachers to pass state tests to become
certified.22 (New York, and Arizona, Arkansas, Illinois, Oklahoma, Pennsylvania and
Texas)  This helps to ensure that teachers know their subject area and can teach it well. 

■ New York is one of only nine states to require teachers to demonstrate their teaching
abilities as a requirement for permanent certification.23 (New York, and Arizona,
Arkansas, Connecticut, Louisiana, Maryland, North Carolina, Ohio and South Carolina.) 

New York’s stringent certification requirements help ensure that children are taught by the
most-qualified teachers. And, once in the classroom, teachers must do even more. Even
though New York has very experienced teachers — one-third have spent at least two decades in
the classroom — it has one of the most demanding continuing professional development
requirements for teachers in the nation.

While 47 states require teachers to participate in additional coursework or training to
maintain their professional certification, New York’s requirement — 175 hours every five years
— is among the stiffest. Professional development opportunities help to ensure that New York’s
teachers keep current with the latest research and trends in educating children.

Those paraprofessionals who support New York’s teachers, such as teaching assistants, also
face more rigorous requirements. Starting in September 2004, teaching assistants must pass a
state exam; take professional development courses and earn 18 hours of college credit.  A
recent study by the American Federation of Teachers ranked New York first in the nation for its
program to support highly qualified paraprofessionals under No Child Left Behind.24

Finally, more New York teachers are demonstrating mastery of their craft. The
number of New York teachers earning national certification from the National Board
for Professional Teaching Standards — the gold standard of the teaching profession —
has more than quadrupled since 1999. Nationally certified teachers are now found in
every region of the state.  

New York is not only holding children to high standards, but its teachers as well.
New York’s teachers are meeting the very highest standards for the profession.

New York’s teachers will continue to lead the drive for education excellence — the
revolution no one is talking about.

22 Ibid.
23Ibid.
24Midterm Report on States’ Efforts to Assist Paraprofessionals in Meeting NCLB Requirements, 

American Federation of Teachers, January 2004
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