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MISSION & BACKGROUND 
The Urban Assembly (UA) is a non-profit organization dedicated to empowering underserved 
youth by providing them with the academic and life skills necessary for post-secondary success.  
The UA creates unique public schools that are open to all students, scales up promising 
programs, and coordinates with hundreds of partner organizations in the private, public, non-
profit and higher education sectors.  The UA network serves nearly 9,000 students through 22 
small district middle and high schools, including five Career & Technical Education schools, in 
partnership with the NYC Department of Education.  The strategic focus is two-fold:  

I. The creation and support of high quality, effective secondary schools for predominantly 
low-income students.  

II. The development of best practices and innovative programs that will be disseminated 
throughout our network and the field of public education.  

 

STUDENTS 
Each UA school is open to all students, admitting anyone who wishes to enroll, regardless of 
academic performance, special needs, or other screening criteria. Across the UA network of 22 
schools, there is a poverty rate of 80%, with a population of youth that is 52% Latino, 41% 
African American, 4% Asian, and 3% White. On average, 21% of our students have 
Individualized Education Plans (Special Needs).  74% of students enter our schools below grade 
level in ELA and 58% below grade level in Math. 
 

IMPACT 
 

HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATION RATES 
The UA school network has achieved a consistent 75% high school graduation rate.  This is 
roughly 10% above the city average, and at least 15% above the city average for African 
American and Latino students.  When considering the so-called   “achievement   gap”   between  
low-income students of color and white students, the UA has essentially closed this gap in New 
York City for the past five years. 
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IMPACT 
 

COLLEGE ACCESS & SUCCESS RATES 
Our   network’s   graduation   rates   have   been   achieved   through   a   school   model   and support 
program that has, from the outset, focused on post-secondary readiness.  College enrollment 
rates for the past few years have consistently reached at least 75% of graduates across the 
network. The 2012 NYC Department of Education Progress Reports revealed that for all 
students  who  began  high  school  in  2007,  the  UA’s  post-secondary enrollment rate was over 10 
percentage  points  higher  than  the  city  average.  The  UA’s  own  analysis  shows  that  among  4-year 
graduates, 76% of our class of 2011 enrolled in college by the fall of 2011, and 81% of these 
graduates enrolled in college within one year.  This represents a 10% increase in enrollment 
over the class of 2010, achieved in part through supports and systems created by the UA 
college readiness team.  Between our classes of 2001-12, 74% of UA alumni who enrolled in 
college are either still enrolled or have already graduated.  

 

SCHOOL SUPPORTS  
During the most recent NYCDOE School Quality Review process for 2012-13, 100% of UA 
schools reviewed scored either   “Well-Developed”  or   “Proficient,”   the  highest  marks  possible.    
This was made possible through exceptional efforts of school leaders and teachers, as well as 
UA Team supports that build capacity in key areas.  The UA support teams include The 
Instruction Team, The College Readiness Team, The Student Opportunities Team, The Career & 
Technical Education Team, The Operations Team, and The Research & Evaluation Team.  
  

Each Urban Assembly school is centered on a theme, brought to life by partners from the 
public, private, non-profit and higher education sectors.  Over 250 partners, ranging from the 
Bronx Zoo to New York University, from Goldman Sachs, to the Red Hook Community Center, 
connect our students to professionally successful adults and help bridge high school, college 
and career.   
 

Since 1997, the UA has created a powerful community of educators and supporters that is 
greater than the sum of its parts.   
 

DISSEMINATION & RECENT HIGHLIGHTS 
 

As a leader in the NYC Children First initiative, the UA model has been referenced in numerous 
publications, including several recently released reports. The UA is cited in the  MDRC’s  August  
2013 report, Sustained Progress: New Findings About the Effectiveness and Operation of Small 
Public High Schools of Choice in NYC, a continuation of the Gates-funded study on the higher 
levels of performance among Small Schools of Choice, compared to other city schools.  The New 
School’s   September   2013   report   Creating   College   Ready   Communities:   Preparing   NYC’s  
Precarious New Generation of College Students includes  a   spotlight  on  The  Urban  Assembly’s  
Bridge to College program, which has now scaled up to include over 90 NYC public high schools, 
providing supports for over 20% of the entire NYC class of 2013 to matriculate to college.  In 
September 2013, The UA School for Law & Justice and The UA School for Applied Math & 
Science were two of only four unscreened schools listed in The New York Post’s  annual  Top 50 
Public Schools in NYC, achieving the highest graduation and college enrollment rates in the 
unscreened category.   
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CAREER & TECHNICAL EDUCATION (CTE) MODEL DEVELOPMENT 
 

“I congratulate the Urban Assembly for its ongoing work and its plans to prepare many more 
young people for college and career success.  We are excited to learn from the expansion of 

CTE schools for the next generation of our public school youth.”  
- US Secretary of Education Arne Duncan, March 2013 

 

The UA is a leader in CTE, serving the field as an advisor on the national level, and as author of 
the CTE model in development at the request of the NYCDOE.  The White House invited UA CEO 
Richard Kahan to participate in a spring 2013 USDOE workshop panel with 24 other experts 
across the nation, facilitated by the US Secretary of Education and the US Secretary of Labor.  
The purpose of the gathering was to advise on federal funding and policy decisions in this 
sector.   

HISTORY OF CTE 
Career & Technical Education arose in the United States in the early twentieth century to better 
prepare young men and women for work. It has changed often over time, based not only on the 
shifting needs of the local and national workforce but on prevailing beliefs about the purpose 
and enduring value of education. In many of its more recent incarnations, CTE was understood 
to entail vocational training for blue collar occupations in lieu of, or at least at great cost to, 
preparation  for  college.  The  past  decade’s  thinking  about  CTE  has  subverted  this  idea  and  once  
again redefined CTE for the needs of the emerging workforce. 
 

INVENTING A NEW CTE 
In his 2008 State of the City address, New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg announced that 
CTE would become a major priority of his administration. Other large cities and the federal 
government signaled a similar shift at roughly the same moment. However it was universally 
felt  that  “the  new  CTE”  would  require  serious  innovation,  given  that: 
 A college degree, or some college education, is an entry credential for more jobs in more 

industries than at any other time in history. 
 CTE that excludes opportunities for higher education is untenably deterministic and 

largely ignores the social problem of education inequity.  
 Employers in many fields now report that even historically blue collar jobs require high-

level  thinking  skills  that  “hands-on”  vocational training alone cannot develop. 
 

THE URBAN ASSEMBLY POSES A SOLUTION 
A four-year public CTE high school that takes all of the above into account must offer students a 
college preparatory academic education alongside direct instruction toward a career.  
Supported by an innovation-driven NYC Department of Education, and motivated by renowned 
American  philosopher  and  education  reformer  John  Dewey’s  admonition  to  teach  not   just   for 
but  “through an  occupation,”  the  Urban  Assembly  has  developed  a  responsive  CTE model that: 
 Uses  labor  trend  data  and  the  input  of  educators  to  find  a  “Goldilocks”  theme  for  each  of  

its CTE schools, i.e. an industry focus neither too narrow nor too broad, as the former 
might preclude a robust general education and the latter a meaningful career credential. 

 Emphasizes   “stackable   credentials”   to   maintain   a   strong   element   of   student   choice  
through  high   school   and   beyond   by   offering   a   “first-rung”   certification   that   is   germane  
enough industry-wide to fit multiple career ladders. 
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 Prioritizes direct connection to industry in all facets of college and career preparation 
alike, so that everything from curriculum to internships reflects what employers say are 
the most critical skills and habits of mind. 

 Involves local colleges as much as industry in the development of coursework, to foster a 
seamless transition to undergraduate degree programs in a given industry and even jump-
start the accumulation of college credits while in high school. 

 Insists on integration between CTE and traditional academic courses, so that core 
disciplines such as English, History, Math and Science are also platforms for acquiring and 
appreciating the more universal of industry skills. 

 Deploys College & Career Advising Offices in every school that deeply understand and can 
counsel students in the navigation of college processes and career entry alike, so that 
every  individual  student’s  postsecondary  aspiration  can  be  knowledgeably  supported. 

 
THE FUTURE OF CTE IN THE URBAN ASSEMBLY 

In  early  2012   the  DOE’s  Office  of  New  Schools asked the UA to devise new concepts for CTE 
schools  that  might  open  in  the  immediate  future  to  advance  the  city’s  vision  for  CTE  and  serve  a  
growing number of students. As of September 2013, the UA has five CTE schools in its network, 
described on the following page.  Several models are currently in development, including two 
proposed for 2014, that will continue to create pipelines to  some  of  the  nation’s  most  exciting  
emerging industries. 
 The Urban Assembly Maker Academy, proposed for 2014, will work with partners that 

include Amazon, Control Group, and Parsons School of Design to prepare students for 
careers in the burgeoning sector of technology, coding, web applications and products 
design,  also  known  as  the  “Maker  Movement.”     

 The Urban Assembly School for Community Health, proposed for 2014, will work with 
Community HealthCare Association of NYS, FEGS, NY Alliance for Careers in Healthcare, 
Community Health Worker Network of NYC, and New Community College to prepare 
students for careers in care coordination, patient navigation, and healthcare education 
and outreach. 
 

INDICATORS OF SUCCESS 
All five of the CTE school concepts most recently developed by the UA have met with 
enthusiasm in the NYC  DOE’s  Office of New Schools and the Office of Postsecondary Readiness, 
the latter even suggesting that the UA might become a partner to the city in presenting new 
ideas in CTE to the state. Additionally, early indicators point to the success of the CTE initiative 
citywide: 
 Preliminary data suggest that graduates of CTE high schools are attending college at rates 

that often surpass those of non-CTE peer schools, because students see the connection 
between careers of interest and higher learning. 

 Retention of CTE teachers across the city is 90%.  
 The number of CTE schools opening in NYC is on the rise, which education officials 

attribute to increasing community demand and heightened recognition of the value of the 
model by city government. 

 In his 2013 State of the Union address, President Obama cited a prominent Brooklyn CTE 
school as an example to the nation, and suggested possible new federal incentives for 
high  schools  to  “develop  new  partnerships  with  colleges  and  employers”  as  CTE  does. 
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LEADERSHIP IN CTE 
The NYC Department of Education acknowledges that our network has become a leader in CTE, 
overseeing a larger portfolio of CTE schools than almost any other network citywide. UA 
Founder & CEO Richard Kahan and the central support team believe that helping students and 
their families break the cycle of poverty to enter the middle class, and putting to rest a single, 
inflexible definition of success for every student, require thriving CTE schools within the UA 
family.  We are currently fulfilling this mission with five schools. 
 

The Urban Assembly School for Emergency Management, founded 
in 2013, works with FEMA, the NYS Department of Homeland 
Security, the NYC Office of Emergency Management, global 
engineering firm Thornton Tomasetti, Inc, the American Red Cross, 
and Adelphi University to prepare students for careers in first 
response, emergency planning and mitigation, and visual inspection 
and repair.   
 
The Urban Assembly School for Global Commerce, founded in 
2013, works with the Port Authority of NY and NJ, Regional Plan 
Association, the NYC Economic Development Corporation, the NYC 
Department of Transportation, CSX, SUNY Maritime College, and 
Rutgers University to prepare students for careers in freight logistics 
and supply chain management 
 
The Urban Assembly Gateway School for Technology, founded in 
2010, works with Goldman Sachs, Hospital for Special Surgery, 
WNET 13 New York, and NYU Poly-Tech Brooklyn Media Center to 
prepare students for careers in digital design and animation, 
information technology and systems, and data management and 
health IT. 
 
The Urban Assembly School for Green Careers, founded in 2009 as 
the first UA CTE school and the first school for green careers in the 
country, works with Jonathan Rose Companies, Thornton 
Tomasetti, Inc, Turner Construction, NYC Parks Department, Solar 
One and NRDC to prepare students for careers in sustainable 
building operations and horticulture and landscaping. 
 
The Urban Assembly New York Harbor School, founded in 2003 but 
recently converted to CTE, works with the Department of 
Environmental Protection, South Street Seaport, Waterkeeper 
Alliance, Sandy Hook Pilots, the US Environmental Protection 
Agency, and SUNY Maritime College to prepare students for careers 
in marine biology research, ocean engineering, aquaculture, vessel 
operations, marine systems technology, and professional diving. 
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CAREER & TECHNICAL EDUCATION: RESEARCH & EXCERPTS 
 
 

PATHWAYS TO PROSPERITY REPORT  
BY THE HARVARD GRADUATE SCHOOL OF EDUCATION 

 “Cutting-edge career and technical education (CTE) bears little relationship 
to the old vocational education programs that were often little more than 
dumping   grounds   for   students  who   couldn’t   cut   it   in   college-prep.   Today’s  
best CTE programs do a better job of preparing many students for college 
and career than traditional academics-only programs…There is a growing 
movement to create high-quality  ‘21st  century’  CTE  programs.…There will be 
47 million job openings in the decade ending in 2018, many of which will be 
replacements for workers who have retired or quit…Virtually all of these sub-
B.A. jobs will require the kinds of real-world skills students master in career 
and  technical  education.”  
http://www.gse.harvard.edu/news_events/features/2011/Pathways_to_Prosperity_Feb2011.pdf 
 
 

REMARKS BY US SECRETARY DUNCAN  
UPON THE RELEASE OF THE HARVARD GSE REPORT 

 “These  exemplary  programs  are  changing  student's   lives   for   the  better.  MDRC  
conducted a rigorous randomized assessment of the nation's Career Academies 
and found that they boosted young men's earnings by 17 percent--or nearly 
$30,000 over eight  years.” http://www.ed.gov/news/speeches/new-cte-secretary-duncans-
remarks-career-and-technical-education 

 
 

MDRC STUDY OF CAREER ACADEMIES 
 “The   Career   Academies   produced   sustained   earnings   gains   that   averaged   11  
percent (or $2,088) more per year for Academy group members than for 
individuals in the non-Academy group — a $16,704 boost in total earnings over 
the eight years of follow-up  (in  2006  dollars)…  These labor market impacts were 
concentrated among young men, a group that has experienced a severe decline 
in real earnings in recent years…  The Career Academies produced an increase in 
the percentage of young people living independently with children and a spouse 
or partner. Young men also experienced positive impacts on marriage and being 
custodial parents.” http://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/full_50.pdf 
 
 

NYC DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 
 “Currently,  over  140  schools  offer  more  than  420  CTE  programs  in  fields  ranging  
from aviation technology and culinary arts to emergency management and 
multimedia production, serving approximately 140,000 students every year. 
Thirty-nine  designated  “CTE  schools”  enroll approximately 30,000 students.”  
http://schools.nyc.gov/ChoicesEnrollment/CTE/ParentsandStudents/default.htm 
 
 

ASSOCIATION FOR CAREER & TECHNICAL EDUCATION 
 “81   percent   of dropouts say relevant, real-world learning opportunities would 
have kept them in high school. The average high school graduation rate for 
students concentrating in CTE programs is 90.18 percent, compared to an 
average national freshman graduation rate of 74.9 percent. More than 70 
percent of secondary CTE concentrators pursued postsecondary education 
shortly  after  high  school.” https://www.acteonline.org/cte 

 


