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Critical Small Schools and
the Transition to Higher Education

Janice Bloom

INTRODUCTION

When the movement to create critical small schools began in New York
City in the 1980s, its central goal was to serve urban low-income students
and, as Deborah Meier (1995) writes in The Power of Their Ideas, "to dem-
onstrate how all children could meet high standards of intellectual
achievement within a public school setting," (p. 15). From the beginning,
these high schools set out to close the gap in college matriculation, judg-
ing themselves based not just on the number of students they could grad-
uate from secondary school, but on how many continued on to higher
education. In the decades since then-as indicated by a flood of new pro-
grams, studies and initiatives, including President Obama's 2009 "Ameri-
can Graduation Initiative"-the importance of higher education in
creating equal life opportunities has only become clearer.

In the years since they began, critical small high schools in N ew York City
have had major successes with getting first generation students to college.
From the first crucial leap of conceptualizing college matriculation as their
responsibility, to the networks of college counselors and advisory programs
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