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The New York City public high school
system has offered a school choice program since
1963 (Sattin-Bajaj, 2014, p. 19). Yet, only 45% of
New York City students are attending the school of
their choice (Rosenbloom, 2009). In the book,
Unaccompanied Minors: Immigrant Youth, School
Choice, and the Pursuit of Equity (2014), Carolyn
Sattin-Bajaj examined the reasons why. She argued
that the lack of accountability for middle school
guidance counselors, the limited availability of
translated materials, and the inadequate
participation of parents hinders the opportunity of
low income Latin American immigrant students to
attend the high school of their choice. As a result,
New York City public high schools remain
segregated based on class. Sattin-Bajaj supported
these arguments using the findings of a two and half
year study that she conducted in 2008 through 2010
in public schools throughout New York City. Data
was gathered using observation of school choice
events; document analysis of school choice
materials; ethnographic observations of middle Carolyn Sattin-Bajaj
school guidance counselors and the principal at one
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middle school; and interviews with administrators,
parents and students.

The book was divided into two parts. Part 1
was a critique of district policies, school practices,
and the expectation of parental participation in the
school choice process by school administrators. Part
2 focused on how students and their families select
high schools in the school choice process. Strategies
to overcome the disparities in school choice
practices were also included. There was also a
discussion of white privilege in the endnotes. One
of the major themes of the book was the lack of
accountability among middle school guidance
counselors. Sattin-Bajaj asserted that school district
officials were explicit in describing the pivotal role
that middle school guidance counselors were
expected to play in the high school choice process,
but there were no standards in place or a process to
enforce them (pp. 38, 41, 52-53). One school
district official stated, “Well, we can’t really see
what each guidance counselor is doing. It has to
happen at the school level. The AP [assistant
principal] or principal, if that’s part of the rubric
that they use to evaluate the guidance counselor
than maybe it can show up there” (p. 41). School
district officials relied on principals and assistant
principals to provide oversight in the high school
choice process. However, a district official
commented that principals “are not given any
incentives to be more engaged in the process....” (p.
42). Moreover, one assistant principal declared,
“I’m not involved in that process...I help if the
guidance counselor asks me to intervene, but it’s
really up to the guidance counselor who is in charge
of it” (p.55). Sattin-Bajaj concluded that the lack of
accountability among middle school guidance
counselors was one of the reasons that students
were placed into their neighborhood high schools to
which they would have been assigned had there not
been a school choice program (p.63).

Another major theme was lack of translated
materials, which contributed to the inadequacies in
the ways that information was disseminated
particularly among low income immigrant Latin
American students. Many Latino students relied on
the High School Directory as their primary source
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of information about high schools in New York City
but it is only printed in English (pp. 31-32). Only
students with internet access were able to use the
electronic version which was translated into other
languages. Non- English speaking students, who
were not able to read the printed directory or had no
internet access to it, were placed at a disadvantage
when it was time to complete the application. When
students could not name schools where they wanted
to apply, guidance counselors entered their local
zoned high school which was usually low
performing and in a low income neighborhood
(pp.62, 74).

Sattin-Bajaj argued that immigrant Latin
American parents were less involved in the school
choice process than any other group. She wrote,
“Regardless of a students’ academic track,
achievement level, nativity, or country of origin, if a
student interviewee was born to an immigrant
mother from Mexico, Ecuador, the Dominican
Republic, or other parts of Latin American, he/she
was considerably less likely to report receiving any
home-based support in identifying schools and
completing the application than Asian-origin gifted
and talented-track students, African American, or
third-generation-plus students” (pp. 91-92, 96, 100,
131). She concluded that the minimal involvement
of immigrant parents in the high school choice
program was because of cultural differences in
parenting styles (p. 137). According to her
observations, Latin American immigrant parenting
styles granted middle school students more
autonomy to make decisions regarding their future
based on the research that the student conducted
independently (pp. 132-137). She also discovered
that immigrant parents believed that all high schools
were the same and that they did not rely on school
personnel for advice (pp. 132, 134, 136,140).

I disagreed with Sattin-Bajaj’s arguments
regarding the minimal involvement of immigrant
parents in the high school choice process.
Immigrant parents are playing an interactive role by
providing guidance and assisting their child to use
the High School Directory to make decisions rather
than assuming an authoritative role by conducting
research, completing the application, and ultimately
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making decisions on behalf of their child.
Immigrant parents are allowing their children some
autonomy in making school decisions, but this
freedom is couched in their belief that all high
schools are the same. Therefore it does not matter to
them which high school their child chooses as long
as it is not too far away (pp. 132, 136). Since the
teaching profession is highly regulated, it did not
seem unreasonable to me that immigrant parents
would assume that the teachers employed at one
school should be just as competent as the teachers
working at another. I also thought Sattin-Bajaj’s
comparisons of immigrant parents to native-born
United States Citizens involvement unfair.
Immigrant parents did not go through the New York
public school system as students themselves and as
a result, they lacked insider knowledge about it
especially in regards to the roles of school personnel
and the resources that are available to them. It was
not just to attribute this lack of information to
cultural differences and immigrant parenting styles.
Furthermore, Sattin-Bajaj’s recommendations to
reform the school choice process should have
included suggestions to make the High School
Directory more comprehensive and accessible
because the directory was the only source of
information about the school choice process for
many immigrant parents.

Sattin-Bajaj (2014) differed in her approach
from other studies on school choice because of her
focus on the factors that influence school choice in
New York City public high schools. New York City
allows eighth grade students to select up to twelve
public high schools that they would like attend.
Previous research studies examined school choice in
the form of school voucher systems and tax credit
scholarships that are used to attend private schools.
For example, Fleming (2008) determined that
school vouchers increased support for public school
funding but decreased overall support for public
schools in Milwaukee.

Other researchers also focused on the
outcomes of school choice to determine its impact
on socioeconomic stratification and racial
segregation in schools such as Carlson (2014) and
Farrie (2008). Carlson’s study (2014) of Colorado
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Public Schools found that school choice increased
socioeconomic stratification and decreased racial
segregation. Like Sattin-Bajaj, Carlson also
examined factors that contribute to school choice
such the lack of transportation, the limited number
of seats in high-performing schools, and policies
which allow schools to reject applicants. Unlike
Sattin-Bajaj, Farrie (2008) examined how the racial
composition of schools impacted the decision to
attend schools in school choice programs. She
found that in Philadelphia white flight increased in
urban public school choice programs but decreased
in suburban public schools school choice programs.
Sattin-Bajaj did not state that the racial composition
of high schools was a factor in school choice
decisions in the New York. Instead, factors such as
low academic performance or safety concerns were
listed as the primary reasons that certain schools
were avoided by students and parents participating
in the New York City’s school choice program. It is
unknown whether or not Sattin-Bajaj asked race or
class related questions. It would have been
interesting if the questions that were asked in the
interviews of students, parents, and administrators
were included in the book. Moreover, Nathanson,
Corcoran, and Baker-Smith (2013)’s report on the
high school placement of New York City’s low -
achieving students found that low and high-
achieving students both selected high schools that
were close to their homes as the first choice. Low-
achieving students typically lived near less selective
high schools in disadvantaged neighborhoods. The
focus of Nathanson, Corcoran, and Baker-Smith’s
(2013) quantitative study was not to determine why
students and families selected particular high
schools over others but to examine the patterns of
students’ high school choices and placements.
Whereas one of the goals of the book was to
examine the processes involved in school choice in
order to determine how they influence students’
choice. Sattin-Bajaj used qualitative data to fill this
gap in the research.

In another study on New York City’s high
school choice program, Rosenbloom (2009) studied
the attitudes of high school students who were not
accepted by their schools of choice due to the
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limited number of seats or the school policies more
selective schools. She discovered that students who
applied to more selective high schools but were not
accepted felt that they were deceived by the high
school choice program. Sattin-Bajaj’s study
examined the students who actively participated in
the school choice program and those opted to attend
their neighborhood schools. She did not include the
students who were not admitted into their schools of
choice. Her recommendations were intended to
encourage students’ and their families to become
more proactive in the school choice program. If she
included the group of students who actively
participated in the high school choice program but
failed to be admitted into their preferred schools of
choice then her recommendations may have been
altered.

Finally, Bloom and Unterman’s (2013)
study on the outcomes of students who were
accepted to small high schools in the New York
City’s public high school choice program may have
also altered Sattin-Bajaj’s assertions about the
relationship of attending selective high schools and
college readiness. Bloom and Unterman (2013)
found that students who attended small public high
schools of choice did show an increase in the rate of
receiving Regent’s diplomas and preparedness in
college level English as compared to students who
attended other high schools. There were no
significant differences between students attending
small public high schools of choice and students
attending other types of high schools in the rates of
students receiving other types of high school
diplomas or preparedness in college level math.

School administrators, high school
counselors, and school district personnel interested
in studying school choice in New York City public
high schools should read the research studies on the
outcomes of school choice in conjunction with the
Unaccompanied Minors in order to have a more
complete perspective on New York City’s public
high school choice program. School district
personnel will be interested in learning how school
choice policies translate into practice at the school
level. School administrators and high school
counselors would be interested in learning their role
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in influencing school choice decisions. Both district
and school level personnel would be interested in
learning how a policy that was enacted to
desegregate high schools by expanding school
choice beyond the neighborhood schools served to
reinforce class divisions. The concluding chapter
offered suggestions for meaningful changes that
should occur at the school and district levels in
order to ensure that students are attending the high
schools of their choice.
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