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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic sent New York City into an unprecedented crisis, 
with a unique impact on students, families, educators, and school staff. 
Schools shut their doors and teachers and students had to adapt to remote 
learning. The crisis laid bare the stark differences in resources among students 
and families in the city and left many students behind, with many students 
unable to receive needed services and some not logging in to remote learning 
at all. Now, as schools move forward and try to establish a new normalcy, 
New York City has an opportunity to address problems that have existed in its 
schools long before the COVID-19 pandemic and build back better, especially 
with a record-high education budget. After three school years have been 
disrupted and students have grappled with uncertainty, isolation, and trauma, 
New York City owes it to its young people to prioritize their academic and 
social-emotional wellbeing.

COVID-19 Safety in Schools

On Sunday, February 27, Governor Kathy Hochul announced a repeal of the 
statewide mask mandate in schools effective March 2, and Mayor Eric Adams 
announced that New York City would do the same effective Monday, March 7. 
It is essential that the administration provide clarity, transparency, and clear 
communication on what standards determine a shift. It is also critical that 
any change comes alongside addressing problematic, pervasive issues with 
ventilation in schools, and disparities in vaccination and funding in schools 
across the city. 

Particularly given the change in mask policy, the city must address these 
issues to ensure that all students in all neighborhoods are kept safe.

 Currently, children ages 5 and older are eligible for the Pfizer-BioNTech 
COVID-19 vaccine, and transmission rates in New York City have declined 
in recent months. Still, safety concerns remain, and the New York City 
Department of Education (DOE) must be transparent with families and school 
staff about what safety precautions—such as improved ventilation, COVID-19 
testing, and social distancing—schools are implementing for the ongoing 
school year. Many students, families, and school staff are justifiably concerned 
about health risks in schools. Some city schools have invited parents to tour 
their buildings and learn about the safety measures being taken1; the DOE has 
also announced they would equip every classroom with two air purifiers and 

1	  https://newyork.cbslocal.com/video/5715700-nyc-schools-offer-tours-to-show-parents-covid-
safety-precautions/ 

https://newyork.cbslocal.com/video/5715700-nyc-schools-offer-tours-to-show-parents-covid-safety-precautions/
https://newyork.cbslocal.com/video/5715700-nyc-schools-offer-tours-to-show-parents-covid-safety-precautions/
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custodians would be equipped with CO2 monitors to measure air circulation.2 
These actions are crucial in making students and their families feel safe and 
comfortable returning to in-person instruction.

Approximately 1,500 classrooms are still undergoing ventilation repairs 
with no publicly set deadline for completion. The DOE has cleared thousands 
of classrooms as having adequate ventilation for safe, in-person instruction 
even though they do not meet the COVID-19 standards set by federal experts 
or recommended by building industry experts—and at least 4,000 of these 
classrooms rely exclusively on open windows for ventilation.3 Ventilation 
is a key mitigation measure for preventing the spread of COVID-19, and it 
is unacceptable with the amount of time the DOE has had to prepare for 
thousands of classrooms to be relying on open windows for clean air.

More than half of New York City’s 1.1 million students attend overcrowded 
schools.4 COVID-19 has impacted the amount of space schools have available 
for their classes:  schools have lost leases; schools are being co-located together; 
annexes, mini-buildings, and trailers housing temporary classrooms are being 
eliminated; and construction on new schools and additions were halted.5 6 The 
DOE and the School Construction Authority must develop a transparent plan to 
address overcrowding—which has been a persistent problem in New York City 
schools for decades—and minimize the spread of COVID-19.

With ongoing uncertainties and vaccination disparities, many family 
members with underlying medical conditions are rightfully worried about 
their children returning to in-person school. Guidance from the New York State 
Department of Education states that “[s]tudents who have family members 
who are in high risk groups may also need to attend school remotely,” and that 
“if the parents/guardians choose not to send their child back to school, schools 
will need to provide instruction remotely.”7 Regardless of lowered COVID-19 
transmission rates, it is always prudent to err on the side of caution.

There are other physical health concerns in addition to COVID-19. For 
months—and, in some cases, years—New York City left thousands of water 
fountains, faucets, and water bottle refilling stations unusable while they 

2	  https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2021/6/23/22547814/all-classrooms-to-have-2-air-purifiers-next-year-
new-york-city-officials-pledge 

3	  https://gothamist.com/news/nyc-approves-4000-classrooms-unreliable-ventilation-person-
schooling?mc_cid=02bbfc10f0&mc_eid=205f46a7bd 

4	  https://www.dnainfo.com/new-york/20170921/riverdale/overcrowded-schools-nyc-class-size-
matters/ 

5	  https://www.dnainfo.com/new-york/20170921/riverdale/overcrowded-schools-nyc-class-size-
matters/ 

6	  https://nypost.com/2021/05/22/covid-19-school-construction-delays-lead-to-prolonged-
overcrowding/ 

7	  http://www.nysed.gov/common/nysed/files/programs/reopening-schools/nys-p12-school-
reopening-guidance.pdf 

https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2021/6/23/22547814/all-classrooms-to-have-2-air-purifiers-next-year-new-york-city-officials-pledge
https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2021/6/23/22547814/all-classrooms-to-have-2-air-purifiers-next-year-new-york-city-officials-pledge
https://gothamist.com/news/nyc-approves-4000-classrooms-unreliable-ventilation-person-schooling?mc_cid=02bbfc10f0&mc_eid=205f46a7bd
https://gothamist.com/news/nyc-approves-4000-classrooms-unreliable-ventilation-person-schooling?mc_cid=02bbfc10f0&mc_eid=205f46a7bd
https://www.dnainfo.com/new-york/20170921/riverdale/overcrowded-schools-nyc-class-size-matters/
https://www.dnainfo.com/new-york/20170921/riverdale/overcrowded-schools-nyc-class-size-matters/
https://www.dnainfo.com/new-york/20170921/riverdale/overcrowded-schools-nyc-class-size-matters/
https://www.dnainfo.com/new-york/20170921/riverdale/overcrowded-schools-nyc-class-size-matters/
https://nypost.com/2021/05/22/covid-19-school-construction-delays-lead-to-prolonged-overcrowding/
https://nypost.com/2021/05/22/covid-19-school-construction-delays-lead-to-prolonged-overcrowding/
http://www.nysed.gov/common/nysed/files/programs/reopening-schools/nys-p12-school-reopening-guidance.pdf
http://www.nysed.gov/common/nysed/files/programs/reopening-schools/nys-p12-school-reopening-guidance.pdf
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awaited additional safety testing or repairs to remove lead.8 An audit from the 
city Comptroller’s Office found that more than 5,700 water fixtures had lead 
levels that violated environmental regulations in 2018 and 2019.9 Of those, the 
DOE and School Construction Authority (SCA) fixed less than 10 percent to be 
ready for follow-up testing within a month of being flagged—and once they 
were fixed, almost 30 percent of the water sources didn’t receive an additional 
test until after the two-week deadline laid out by the DOE.10 It is unacceptable 
for students and educators to be exposed to lead in their schools, and the DOE 
must prioritize addressing all health threats, not just the spread of COVID-19.

Investment in Public Safety

All students should feel safe and supported in their school environment. 
Many students have reported that policing infrastructure—including the 
presence of law enforcement and surveillance and scanning technologies—
does not make them feel safe; in fact, some say that the presence of police, 
metal detectors and other surveillance technologies may traumatize students 
and actually make them feel less safe, and sows distrust between students, 
staff, and law enforcement.1112 Black and Latinx students are disproportionately 
criminalized in their schools, leading to increased incidences of suspension, 
expulsion, school-based arrests, and carceral involvement.13 This direct and 
indirect push out of young people from the school system and into the juvenile 
justice and criminal justice systems is known as the school-to-prison pipeline.14

The Office of the Public Advocate has called for moving toward the goal 
of removing all policing infrastructure and a transition to a restorative 
justice and healing-centered model. As schools move toward this model, 
they must ensure that School Safety Agents, who are predominantly people 
of color and women, would receive jobs honoring the same salary with a just 
transition – many under the new system and within the school community. 
Schools should invest in increased numbers of social workers and guidance 

8	  https://gothamist.com/news/nyc-schools-left-thousands-lead-contaminated-water-spouts-
unfixed-months-sometimes-years-audit 

9	  https://comptroller.nyc.gov/wp-content/uploads/documents/MD19_117A.pdf 

10	  https://gothamist.com/news/nyc-schools-left-thousands-lead-contaminated-water-spouts-
unfixed-months-sometimes-years-audit 

11	  https://populardemocracy.org/sites/default/files/STPP_layout_web_final.pdf 

12	  patch.com/new-york/new-york-city/metal-detectors-dont-make-nyc-schools-safer-students-
tell-mayor

13	  cejsh.icm.edu.pl/cejsh/element/bwmeta1.element.desklight-b9542307-8f94-42ec-a2db-
8f32ebcf4488/c/giroux.pdf 

14	  populardemocracy.org/sites/default/files/STPP_layout_web_final.pdf

https://www.advocate.nyc.gov/reports/white-paper-on-reimagining-school-safety/
https://www.advocate.nyc.gov/reports/white-paper-on-reimagining-school-safety/
https://gothamist.com/news/nyc-schools-left-thousands-lead-contaminated-water-spouts-unfixed-months-sometimes-years-audit
https://gothamist.com/news/nyc-schools-left-thousands-lead-contaminated-water-spouts-unfixed-months-sometimes-years-audit
https://comptroller.nyc.gov/wp-content/uploads/documents/MD19_117A.pdf
https://gothamist.com/news/nyc-schools-left-thousands-lead-contaminated-water-spouts-unfixed-months-sometimes-years-audit
https://gothamist.com/news/nyc-schools-left-thousands-lead-contaminated-water-spouts-unfixed-months-sometimes-years-audit
https://populardemocracy.org/sites/default/files/STPP_layout_web_final.pdf
https://patch.com/new-york/new-york-city/metal-detectors-dont-make-nyc-schools-safer-students-tell-mayor
https://patch.com/new-york/new-york-city/metal-detectors-dont-make-nyc-schools-safer-students-tell-mayor
http://cejsh.icm.edu.pl/cejsh/element/bwmeta1.element.desklight-b9542307-8f94-42ec-a2db-8f32ebcf4488/c/giroux.pdf
http://cejsh.icm.edu.pl/cejsh/element/bwmeta1.element.desklight-b9542307-8f94-42ec-a2db-8f32ebcf4488/c/giroux.pdf
https://populardemocracy.org/sites/default/files/STPP_layout_web_final.pdf
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counselors (including those who speak languages other than English to 
support multilingual students), and expand funding for restorative justice 
programming and frameworks. Rather than punishing students for disruptive 
or harmful behavior, schools should empower students to solve their own 
problems through restorative justice training and practices. Restorative 
justice is a theory of justice that focuses on mediation and reparation rather 
than punishment.15 Instead of focusing on punitive discipline for wrongdoing, 
restorative justice seeks to promote individual responsibility, repair harm, 
and promote positive relationships.16 The decades-long focus on punitive 
discipline structure has not yielded the results promised, or that we would like 
to see. This reimagined vision of school safety prevents violent and disruptive 
incidents by ensuring that students are educationally and emotionally 
supported and valued, and teaches students how to manage conflict and 
their relationships so that disputes do not become disruptive or violent. 
This framework also provides ways for students to be held accountable and 
make amends after an incident has occurred without immediately turning to 
punitive discipline tactics or arrests. 

Additionally, through its focus on building relationships and community, 
restorative justice practices prevent disruptive or harmful behavior before 
it happens by teaching students how to proactively handle disputes or 
disagreements before they escalate. Empowering students to manage their 
own relationships and creating an environment in which they feel seen, heard, 
and respected makes schools a safer place for everyone. A critical restorative 
justice strategy is community-building circles, where students, educators, 
and school staff can talk about concerns and issues as well as build trust and 
affection and make connections with each other.17

With schools reopened for in-person learning, many students are 
experiencing compounding fear and trauma: fear of becoming infected with 
COVID-19 or passing the virus on to their school community and loved ones, 
and fear of criminalization and surveillance in their schools. During a time 
when students are experiencing such high levels of stress, it is imperative that 
the DOE prioritizes students’ safety by removing police infrastructure and 
investing in holistic, supportive programming to ensure student success.

A recent report from Advocates for Children found that during the 
first three quarters of the 2019-2020 school year—the months prior to the 
closure of school buildings due to COVID-19—the number of child in crisis 
interventions was approximately 24 percent higher than the equivalent 

15	  www.weareteachers.com/restorative-justice/

16	  www.courtinnovation.org/restorative-justice-schools?gclid=CjwKCAjwnef6BRAgEiwAgv8mQcC
Hvk_9LKv_TbBdoXQiIP4R90Mwf1-xyOTZGhAgxSqLQ0CoahZQ7RoCRaIQAvD_BwE

17	  http://www.centerforrestorativeprocess.com/community-building-with-circles.html 

https://www.weareteachers.com/restorative-justice/
https://www.courtinnovation.org/restorative-justice-schools?gclid=CjwKCAjwnef6BRAgEiwAgv8mQcCHvk_9LKv_TbBdoXQiIP4R90Mwf1-xyOTZGhAgxSqLQ0CoahZQ7RoCRaIQAvD_BwE
https://www.courtinnovation.org/restorative-justice-schools?gclid=CjwKCAjwnef6BRAgEiwAgv8mQcCHvk_9LKv_TbBdoXQiIP4R90Mwf1-xyOTZGhAgxSqLQ0CoahZQ7RoCRaIQAvD_BwE
http://www.centerforrestorativeprocess.com/community-building-with-circles.html
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time period in 2016-17.18 Students handcuffed while in emotional crisis were 
disproportionately Black and attending a District 75 school. Using punitive, 
carceral practices such as handcuffing and arrest when students are in 
emotional crises only heightens distress and increases trauma. 

Equitably Funding our Schools

New York City received an unprecedented amount of funding from 
the state and federal governments for schools—meaning, for the first 
time, all schools will receive the entire allotment of money that they 
are owed under the city’s funding formula, known as “fair student 
funding.”19 Fair student funding (FSF) is a weighted, student needs-
based allocation formula that makes up about two-thirds of a school’s 
total annual budget.20 Although the city adopted FSF as a way to send 
more money to high-need schools and students, the vast majority 
of city schools never saw their full allotment of funding.21 Chronic 
underfunding of certain schools—specifically, schools in low-income 
communities of color—significantly contributes to the persistent 
segregation in New York City schools. It is critical that the DOE 
transparently outlines how it will distribute FSF and other funds for 
schools and how resource inequities will be addressed in its budget. 

The American Rescue Plan (ARP) Act, signed by President Biden 
in March 2021, included education funding for states to support 
their efforts to reopen K-12 schools safely this month and equitably expand 
opportunity for students who need it most—a total of $122 billion in relief.22 
The ARP specifically requires states and districts to set aside at least five 
percent and 20 percent, respectively, of funds to address interrupted learning 
for students most affected by COVID-19, and sets aside some funding to 
support the needs of students with disabilities and students experiencing 
homelessness.23 The ARP does not, however, have requirements to dedicate 
funding for English language learners (ELLs). With the amount of funding 

18	  https://www.advocatesforchildren.org/sites/default/files/library/police_response_students_in_
crisis.pdf?pt=1 

19	  https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2021/4/19/22391728/fair-student-funding-nyc-school-budget 

20	  https://www.nyappleseed.org/wp-content/uploads/FINAL-FSF-Briefing-3_20.pdf 

21	  https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2021/4/19/22391728/fair-student-funding-nyc-school-budget 

22	  https://www.ed.gov/news/press-releases/department-education-announces-american-rescue-
plan-funds-all-50-states-puerto-rico-and-district-columbia-help-schools-reopen 

23	  https://edtrust.org/resource/action-guide-targeting-resources-from-the-american-rescue-plan-
to-address-the-needs-of-english-learners/ 

Chronic underfunding 
of certain schools—
specifically, schools 
in low-income 
communities of 
color—significantly 
contributes to 
the persistent 
segregation in New 
York City schools.

https://www.advocatesforchildren.org/sites/default/files/library/police_response_students_in_crisis.pdf?pt=1
https://www.advocatesforchildren.org/sites/default/files/library/police_response_students_in_crisis.pdf?pt=1
https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2021/4/19/22391728/fair-student-funding-nyc-school-budget
https://www.nyappleseed.org/wp-content/uploads/FINAL-FSF-Briefing-3_20.pdf
https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2021/4/19/22391728/fair-student-funding-nyc-school-budget
https://www.ed.gov/news/press-releases/department-education-announces-american-rescue-plan-funds-all-50-states-puerto-rico-and-district-columbia-help-schools-reopen
https://www.ed.gov/news/press-releases/department-education-announces-american-rescue-plan-funds-all-50-states-puerto-rico-and-district-columbia-help-schools-reopen
https://edtrust.org/resource/action-guide-targeting-resources-from-the-american-rescue-plan-to-address-the-needs-of-english-learners/
https://edtrust.org/resource/action-guide-targeting-resources-from-the-american-rescue-plan-to-address-the-needs-of-english-learners/
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New York City is receiving for education, there should not be any gaps in 
services for the most marginalized students; the city, state, and DOE must be 
transparent in how they are spending money on academic recovery for its 
students that experienced the greatest learning interruptions.

Healing-Centered Schools

Students have experienced, and continue to experience, high levels of 
stress and trauma as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic.24 In addition to the 
tragedy of losing—or the fear of losing—loved ones to COVID-19, experts report 
that the loss of routine, contact with friends, and school closures is often 
experienced “like a bereavement.” According to a May 2020 Gallup poll, almost 
a third of parents reported that their children were “already experiencing 
harm” to their emotional or mental health due to social distancing and school 
and business closures.25 The closure of schools is especially traumatic for 
students who were suddenly separated from their friends and teachers. Many 
students also rely on their schools for educational and behavioral services, as 
well as free meals.2627 Teachers, students, and families have expressed concern 
about academic backsliding, but students are not able to reach their full 
potential if they are experiencing stress and trauma.

It is also important to acknowledge the heightened trauma Black students 
experience from anti-Black racism—especially as communities are grappling 
with the police killings of Black Americans, including George Floyd and 
Breonna Taylor, the protests that followed, and the ongoing conversations 
about anti-Black violence and institutional racism, and displays of civil 
disobedience that are sometimes met with violence by the police.28 A recent 
study found that this exposure to police violence has significant negative 
impacts on Black and Latinx students’ academic achievement, including 
decreases in GPA and lower rates of high school completion and college 
enrollment.29 For some Black students, remote learning provided an escape 
from the microaggressions, racism, and criminalization they experience in 
their schools.30 Schools must address the unique stresses and harms that 

24	  https://www.bbc.com/news/education-53097289 

25	  https://news.gallup.com/poll/312605/parents-say-covid-harming-child-mental-health.aspx 

26	  https://www.macon.com/news/coronavirus/article242897241.html 

27	  https://www.npr.org/transcripts/828026185 

28	  https://www.legalservicesnyc.org/storage/PDFs/community%20roadmap%20to%20bring%20
healing-centered%20schools%20to%20the%20bronx.pdf 

29	  https://scholar.harvard.edu/files/ang/files/PoliceViolence_Ang.pdf 

30	  https://www.npr.org/2021/03/01/963282430/for-some-black-students-remote-learning-has-
offered-a-chance-to-thrive 

https://www.bbc.com/news/education-53097289
https://news.gallup.com/poll/312605/parents-say-covid-harming-child-mental-health.aspx
https://www.macon.com/news/coronavirus/article242897241.html
https://www.npr.org/transcripts/828026185
https://www.legalservicesnyc.org/storage/PDFs/community%20roadmap%20to%20bring%20healing-centered%20schools%20to%20the%20bronx.pdf
https://www.legalservicesnyc.org/storage/PDFs/community%20roadmap%20to%20bring%20healing-centered%20schools%20to%20the%20bronx.pdf
https://scholar.harvard.edu/files/ang/files/PoliceViolence_Ang.pdf
https://www.npr.org/2021/03/01/963282430/for-some-black-students-remote-learning-has-offered-a-chance-to-thrive
https://www.npr.org/2021/03/01/963282430/for-some-black-students-remote-learning-has-offered-a-chance-to-thrive
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Black students experience in any healing-centered framework, and must be 
actively anti-racist in hiring and training staff, interactions with students, and 
designing curriculum. 

Schools should adopt a healing-centered framework to support their 
students. A healing-centered approach to education recognizes that 
schools are often sites of trauma for students, and takes affirmative 
steps to ensure that all students, staff, and families feel safe, supported, 
and seen.31 Trauma can make learning, managing relationships, and 
regulating emotions and behavior challenging for students.32 In the 
current model, when students become emotionally dysregulated 
and respond to trauma with behaviors perceived as disruptive or 
inappropriate, many schools respond at times too quickly by calling 
School Safety Agents or even 911, which can exacerbate the students’ 
emotional distress.33 It is important not to paint all SSAs with a broad 
brush, and it is true there can sometimes be a need for acute response 
to violence or imminent harm. At the same time, the overreliance 
on policing models in our schools must be reimagined. As we move 
forward in an effort to safely and successfully ease COVID-19 restrictions 
in school, we must incorporate this healing centered framework in 
every school, as every New York City student has been negatively 
impacted by the COVID-19 crisis. Teachers and classroom aides are in 
an optimal position to teach coping skills, help build resilience, model 
emotional processing and problem solving, and establish psychological 
safety.34 It is essential to build support among all members of the 
school community and educate all staff members about trauma, its 
impact on learning and behavior, the importance of student safety and 
well-being, and healing-centered practices that will help staff support 
student safety and well-being. Additionally, teachers and school staff, 
as a result of exposure to students’ trauma, may also experience 
indicators of trauma as well; any healing-centered model needs to also 
attend to the emotional demands placed on school staff.35 The DOE 
must invest funding for this training for staff and school communities to make 
healing-centered frameworks real, actionable, and sustainable.

31	  www.legalservicesnyc.org/storage/PDFs/community%20roadmap%20to%20bring%20healing-
centered%20schools%20to%20the%20bronx.pdf

32	  https://childmind.org/article/how-trauma-affects-kids-school/ 

33	  www.legalservicesnyc.org/storage/PDFs/community%20roadmap%20to%20bring%20healing-
centered%20schools%20to%20the%20bronx.pdf

34	  https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Lisa-Blitz/publication/305628919_Assessing_Perceptions_
of_Culture_and_Trauma_in_an_Elementary_School_Informing_a_Model_for_Culturally_Responsive_Trauma-
Informed_Schools/links/5e3976f7a6fdccd96585c9e5/Assessing-Perceptions-of-Culture-and-Trauma-in-an-
Elementary-School-Informing-a-Model-for-Culturally-Responsive-Trauma-Informed-Schools.pdf 

35	  https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Lisa-Blitz/publication/305628919_Assessing_Perceptions_
of_Culture_and_Trauma_in_an_Elementary_School_Informing_a_Model_for_Culturally_Responsive_Trauma-
Informed_Schools/links/5e3976f7a6fdccd96585c9e5/Assessing-Perceptions-of-Culture-and-Trauma-in-an-
Elementary-School-Informing-a-Model-for-Culturally-Responsive-Trauma-Informed-Schools.pdf 
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While there is limited research on implementing healing-centered 
frameworks in K-12 schools, let alone in a school system as large as New York 
City’s, studies on healing-centered pedagogical programs such as restorative 
justice or mindfulness-based education underscore the necessity of healing-
centered approaches.36 Mindfulness-based education and restorative justice 
are part of a broader shift in the field of education that centers the well-
being of school communities. Restorative justice practices are associated 
with decreased violent or disruptive incidents, increased self-esteem and 
pro-social behaviors, decreased rates of suspension and expulsion, and gains 
in attendance and credit accrual.37 Studies on mindfulness-based education 
have shown that it improves working memory, attention, academic skills, 
social skills, emotional regulation, and self-esteem, as well as self-reported 
improvements in mood and decreases in anxiety, stress, and fatigue.3839 
Further, healing-centered frameworks share many similarities with culturally 
responsive curricula, as healing-centered engagement is cultural and makes 
explicit the connection between healing and identity.40 By implementing 
healing-centered frameworks in its schools, New York City can become a 
national model for student healing and well-being.

Healing-centered practices are different from trauma-informed teaching 
in several key ways. Trauma-informed teaching is a framework that involves 
understanding, recognizing, and responding to the effects of all types of 
trauma in a school setting.41 However, trauma-informed practices at the 
individual level is just the beginning of the process to transform outcomes.42 
The term “trauma-informed” runs the risk of focusing on the treatment 
of pathology (trauma), rather than fostering the possibility (well-being).43 
Healing-centered models go beyond understanding and identifying 
trauma and view trauma as more than an individual experience, and 
acknowledges that no matter what experiences a student has lived through, 
there are qualities within them that they can build on to thrive.44 Despite 

36	  https://academiccommons.columbia.edu/doi/10.7916/d8-evx5-1h14 

37	  https://www.wested.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/resource-restorative-justice-in-u-s-
schools-an-updated-research-review.pdf 

38	  https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/images/uploads/Integrating_Mindfulness_Training_Into_K-12_
Education.pdf 

39	  https://www.neyun.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/The_Effects_of_a_Mindfulness_Based_
Educa.pdf 

40	  https://educate.bankstreet.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1386&context=occasional-paper-
series&_ga=2.150941686.1780713833.1597281859-1689888830.1597281859#page=80 

41	  https://mcf.org/sites/default/files/files/pages/Presentation.pdf 

42	  https://www.bmc.org/healthcity/population-health/healing-centered-culturally-rooted-
approach-trauma 

43	  https://mcf.org/sites/default/files/files/pages/Presentation.pdf 

44	  https://www.njea.org/healing-centered-schools/ 
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these differences, New York City can learn from trauma-informed models 
such as the Sanctuary Model, which is culturally informed and responsive 
and promotes a commitment to non-violence; open and democratic 
communication and decision-making; validation of the multiple perspectives 
within a school; and appreciation for emotional intelligence, social learning, 
and social responsibility.45 

The Healing-Centered Schools Working Group—a coalition of Bronx parents, 
students, educators, mental health providers, and advocates—recommends 
that New York City begin the process of healing-centered change during the 
2021-2022 school year. Healing-centered change is a process that requires 
supportive training for staff on healing-centered practices, community-driven 
feedback and planning processes, and implementing individualized healing-
centered plans in each school. Additionally, the DOE must change its citywide 
practices to ensure they support students rather than harming them. These 
practices include punitive approaches to discipline and use of suspensions, 
use of School Safety Agents and metal detectors, lack of culturally-response 
and anti-racist curricula, failure to invest in sufficient school-based mental 
health providers, punitive attendance practices, practices for contacting 
and involving law enforcement in school-based incidents, lack of training on 
trauma-responsive strategies, and an educator workforce that does not reflect 
the community it serves.

Learning Equity for Students with Disabilities

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the DOE did not meet mandated special 
education requirements. School closures and remote learning have only 
compounded the deficits in services for students with disabilities. All students 
with disabilities must have access to the services to which they are entitled, 
such as speech, physical, and occupational therapies. The city should prioritize 
and fund make-up instruction and services in a way that is easily accessible to 
all students. Additionally, the city should commit to increasing evaluation for 
special education services and address growth in special education services 
by expanding programming.

All students faced struggles with learning from home during the pandemic. 
For students with disabilities the transition was especially challenging. 

45	  https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Lisa-Blitz/publication/305628919_Assessing_Perceptions_
of_Culture_and_Trauma_in_an_Elementary_School_Informing_a_Model_for_Culturally_Responsive_
Trauma-Informed_Schools/links/5e3976f7a6fdccd96585c9e5/Assessing-Perceptions-of-Culture-and-
Trauma-in-an-Elementary-School-Informing-a-Model-for-Culturally-Responsive-Trauma-Informed-
Schools.pdf 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Lisa-Blitz/publication/305628919_Assessing_Perceptions_of_Culture_and_Trauma_in_an_Elementary_School_Informing_a_Model_for_Culturally_Responsive_Trauma-Informed_Schools/links/5e3976f7a6fdccd96585c9e5/Assessing-Perceptions-of-Culture-and-Trauma-in-an-Elementary-School-Informing-a-Model-for-Culturally-Responsive-Trauma-Informed-Schools.pdf
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ELL students with disabilities also experienced significant education 
disruption and difficulties accessing services. The DOE should develop a plan 
immediately to ensure students with disabilities receive the “compensatory” 
or make-up services to which they are entitled as a result of the pandemic—
without requiring families to request administrative hearings. Such a plan 
must include a process for working in consultation with parents to determine 
the compensatory instruction and services that each student needs and a 
feasible plan for ensuring students receive those services. While the DOE 
announced that it would provide funding to schools for certain after-school 
and summer special education services this year, families are waiting to hear 
how the DOE will determine and provide the specific make-up instruction 
and services that their children require based on their individual needs. The 
DOE should also allocate funds to offer students extra instructional time and 
tutoring during after-school hours and on the weekends to make up for the 
learning disruptions students have experienced. However, this should not 
replace opportunities to receive services during the school day, as not every 
student is able to attend after-school or weekend programming; further, any 
services offered outside of the school day must provide free transportation 
for students who receive school bus service. Tutoring sessions should target 
students who had the most difficulty with remote learning, including English 
language learners, and must be inclusive of students with Individualized 
Education Plans (IEPs). Any DOE programming for students with disabilities 
must also be accessible to ELL students with disabilities and bilingual special 
education students.

Despite promising a plan to help the city’s 200,000 disabled students catch 
up on services and setting aside nearly a quarter billion dollars for after-school 
and Saturday sessions, the start of this program has again been delayed with 
no concrete start date.46 In the third consecutive year of learning disrupted by 
the COVID-19 pandemic, students with disabilities still are not receiving their 
required special education services three months into the school year. The 
DOE has also split students with IEPs into two groups, with one group taking 
priority. Families, however, have no way to know to which group their child 
belongs, when they will begin receiving services, or even which services they 
will receive. Details about transportation to and from programming have also 
not been communicated; students will receive a MetroCard, but it is unclear 
whether students who take the yellow bus to school but do not have it in their 
IEPs (such as students in temporary housing) will be provided transportation. 
While the DOE is facing a serious staffing challenge for these programs, it is 
still unacceptable for students with disabilities to be denied needed services 
for the third school year in a row.

46	  https://www.thecity.nyc/education/2021/11/9/22773122/nyc-delays-academic-recovery-program-
students-disabilities?mc_cid=e95a46a31f&mc_eid=205f46a7bd 

https://www.thecity.nyc/education/2021/11/9/22773122/nyc-delays-academic-recovery-program-students-disabilities?mc_cid=e95a46a31f&mc_eid=205f46a7bd
https://www.thecity.nyc/education/2021/11/9/22773122/nyc-delays-academic-recovery-program-students-disabilities?mc_cid=e95a46a31f&mc_eid=205f46a7bd
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New York City also needs to meet the needs of preschoolers with disabilities. 
Currently, New York City provides free pre-K education, funded jointly by the 
city and the state. However, at the end of the 2019-2020 school year, more 
than 1,200 preschoolers with disabilities were waiting for seats in their legally 
mandated preschool special education classes, in violation of their rights.47 In 
this same year, about a third of all preschoolers with disabilities did not receive 
all their mandated services.48 The city and the state must invest in adding 
enough special education pre-K seats for all eligible children, as well as fund 
pay parity for preschool special education teachers at community-based 
organizations (CBOs). While the city reached a salary parity agreement for pre-K 
teachers at CBOs two years ago, the agreement left out teachers of preschool 
special education classes at CBOs. A lack of increase in tuition reimbursements 
and difficulty recruiting and retaining teachers has unfortunately caused many 
CBOs providing pre-K special education services to close. 

Recently, the city announced its intention to provide universal 3-K 
education services in every school district by next year and also announced 
a new investment in preschool special education. However, the city is not 
planning to address the shortage of preschool special education class seats 
until the 2022-2023 school year and has not yet committed to salary parity for 
teachers of these classes even in the 2022-2023 school year. With the demand 
for preschool special education services likely to increase in the coming 
months due to services missed during the pandemic, the city must prioritize 
creating these seats and providing salary parity to teachers of these classes so 
they don’t leave for other jobs.

Educational equity should be a top priority for city leadership. Often, 
assessments of education quality focus solely on outcomes and not on 
opportunities and resources. As schools and public life return to full capacity, 
the city should disproportionately invest and build capacity in schools and 
communities with the highest levels of need, with intensive, individualized 
support for students most affected by COVID.49 As they grappled with remote 
learning and alternate ways for learning, teachers and families have also found 
promising innovations that could improve students’ in-classroom learning, 
such as expanded use of technology.

47	  https://www.advocatesforchildren.org/node/1804 

48	  https://www.advocatesforchildren.org/sites/default/files/library/not_yet_for_all_psse_data_
report.pdf?pt=1 

49	  https://steinhardt.nyu.edu/research-alliance/research/blueprint-advancing-equity-nyc-schools 

https://www.advocatesforchildren.org/node/1804
https://www.advocatesforchildren.org/sites/default/files/library/not_yet_for_all_psse_data_report.pdf?pt=1
https://www.advocatesforchildren.org/sites/default/files/library/not_yet_for_all_psse_data_report.pdf?pt=1
https://steinhardt.nyu.edu/research-alliance/research/blueprint-advancing-equity-nyc-schools
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Prioritizing English Language and 
Multilingual Learners

Remote learning and school closures took an especially large toll 
on English Language Learners, especially those students who live 
in homes where English is rarely or never spoken. New York City has 
an estimated 142,000 ELL students, many of whom were already 
struggling before the pandemic—ELLs had a graduation rate of 
just 41 percent in 2019, compared to the citywide graduation rate 
of 77 percent.50 Students learn English not only from their lessons, 
but also from being surrounded by spoken English; observing facial 
expressions; and absorbing syntax, slang, and vocabulary from others 
in their school environments.  Remote learning was particularly 
challenging for ELL students, many of whom were not able to rely on 
their parents or guardians for help due to language barriers. On top of 
language challenges, immigrant communities in the city were some 
of the hardest hit by COVID-19. Many immigrant families are not well 
engaged by the DOE and New York City schools; often, information 
necessary for parents and caregivers to play an active role in students’ 
education is not available in the languages spoken in their households. 
Immigrant families and households need to be specifically engaged 
in the languages that they speak in order to meaningfully address the 
learning disruptions that ELL students experienced. 

Culturally Responsive Education

It is long overdue to implement culturally responsive teaching in our 
schools. Culturally responsive education recognizes the importance 
of including students’ cultural references in all aspects of learning 
and aims to affirm students’ racial, linguistic and cultural identities.5152 
Culturally responsive education also recognizes the connection 
our students have to their communities. This style of teaching also 
understands that culture is central to learning and acknowledges, 
responds to, and celebrates fundamental cultures and offers full, 

50	  https://infohub.nyced.org/docs/default-source/default-document-library/2019-
graduation-rates---website---1-16-20.pdf 

51	  www.northeastern.edu/graduate/blog/culturally-responsive-teaching-strategies/ 

52	  www.nysed.gov/bilingual-ed/culturally-responsive-sustaining-education-framework 
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equitable access to education for students from all cultures. The vast majority 
of students in New York City public schools are students of color, and 
COVID-19 harmed Black and brown communities in the city at much higher 
rates. The benefits of allowing students to see themselves in what they learn 
in school is well-documented: drawing from students’ cultural knowledge 
facilitates learning and cultivates critical thinking, and culturally responsive 
teaching strengthens students’ racial and ethnic identities and promotes a 
sense of safety and belonging.5354 Some studies have also linked culturally 
relevant teaching and targeted support for students of more color to reduced 
dropout rates and increased attendance and grades. We must purposefully 
demonstrate that we value our students, their well-being, and their success. 

Students in Foster Care

There are approximately 6,000 New York City students who spend 
time in foster care during any given school year.55 These children are 
disproportionately Black and from low-income communities, and are among 
the most likely to repeat a grade, need special education services, or fail to 
earn a high school diploma.5657 While children are in foster care, they are often 
placed in unfamiliar homes and neighborhoods and separated from their 
parents and siblings. Being placed in foster care is a traumatic experience, 
regardless of the quality of the homes children are placed in or the length 
of time they are in foster care.5859 School, then, has the potential to be an 
important stabilizing force in the lives of students in foster care.60 Schools 
can provide consistent support from teachers, friends, counselors, and other 
school staff during an uncertain and traumatizing time. 

53	  https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/5-ways-culturally-responsive-
teaching-benefits-learners/ 

54	  https://soeonline.american.edu/blog/culturally-responsive-teaching#:~:text=The%20
benefits%20of%20culturally%20responsive,in%20schools%20and%20education%20systems. 

55	  https://www.advocatesforchildren.org/sites/default/files/library/foster_care_office_report_52021.
pdf?pt=1 

56	  https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/acs/pdf/testimony/2018/TaskForceReport.pdf 

57	  https://www.advocatesforchildren.org/sites/default/files/library/foster_care_office_report_52021.
pdf?pt=1  

58	  https://www.adoptuskids.org/meet-the-children/children-in-foster-care/about-the-children/
understanding-trauma 

59	  https://www.themarshallproject.org/2020/02/11/the-hidden-trauma-of-short-stays-in-foster-care 

60	  https://www.advocatesforchildren.org/sites/default/files/library/foster_care_office_report_52021.
pdf?pt=1 
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The Every Student Succeeds Act, a federal law, requires that school districts 
and foster care agencies keep students in their original schools when they 
enter care or change foster homes, unless it is in the best interest of the child 
to change schools.6162 However, during the 2019-2020 school year, almost one 
in five New York City students in foster care changed schools upon entering 
foster care, and again with each change in foster care placement.6364 These 
school transfers likely contribute to poor school outcomes for foster students 
and exacerbate the trauma that they are already experiencing—research has 
shown that with each school change, students can lose up to six months of 
academic progress.65 Students in foster care need guaranteed, free bus service 
to ensure that they can stay in their schools.

The DOE recently announced that, for the first time, it would have eight 
full-time employees to help set districtwide policy for students in foster 
care and support schools in dealing with their particular emotional, legal 
and logistical challenges.66 This is an excellent step forward, but, with 7,600 
students in foster care, the DOE should establish an Office for Students in 
Foster Care.  In 2018, New York City’s Interagency Foster Care Task Force 
recommended that the DOE establish an infrastructure for the delivery of 
services and the enforcement of legal protections for students in foster care, 
similar to the DOE’s Office of Students in Temporary Housing.67 This office 
could oversee and advise a team of borough-based foster care content experts 
responsible for field support and case consultation. 

Ending the Digital Divide

Despite the return to in-person instruction, the city should continue its 
efforts to ensure that every student has access to an electronic device and 
the internet in their homes. Many consider internet access to be a human 
right, and it is especially important for students: having access to up-to-
date information that may not be in textbooks empowers students to take 

61	  https://www.ed.gov/essa 

62	  https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-life/special-situations/students-in-foster-
care#:~:text=Under%20the%20Every%20Student%20Succeeds,stay%20at%20their%20original%20school 

63	  https://www.advocatesforchildren.org/sites/default/files/library/foster_care_office_report_52021.
pdf?pt=1 

64	  https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/acs/pdf/data-analysis/2020/LL142SY20192020.pdf 

65	  https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/acs/pdf/testimony/2018/TaskForceReport.pdf 

66	  https://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/education/ny-department-of-education-division-
dedicated-foster-kids-20211220-nblqo7pbyzgftcglhxi2gshh2y-story.html 

67	  https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/acs/pdf/testimony/2018/TaskForceReport.pdf 
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charge of their education.68 Research has shown that test scores improve 
and discipline issues decrease when students have access to internet-
capable devices. Bridging the digital divide in New York City is a worthwhile 
and necessary priority regardless of whether schools are open for in-person 
teaching.

Broadband Access

Remote learning was particularly challenging for low-income students and 
students experiencing homelessness who do not have access to the internet 
in their homes. Nearly 2.2 million New York City residents—about 750,000 of 
whom are students69—do not have access to the internet,70 and 114,000 New 
York City students are currently experiencing homelessness.71 While New York 
State has focused on rural broadband for the past five years, even large cities 
have dead zones where there are no major internet providers and limited cell 
phone service,72 with 352,000 New York City residents relying on their cellular 
data plans to connect to the internet.73 At least four City homeless shelters are 
in cell service dead zones.74 Some internet providers are offering low-cost or 
temporarily free (after 60 days customers must begin paying) internet service, 
but even these options are difficult for many New Yorkers to afford.75 

The DOE has worked with public and private partners to lend LTE-enabled 
iPads to students who did not have one for their schoolwork.76 However, many 
families have reported malfunctioning devices that do not connect properly 
to the internet, and more than 77,000 students did not have a device to use 
for remote learning or an internet connection well into the 2020-2021 school 
year.77 Further, according to state education data for fall 2020, students in 
Black and Latinx school districts were around four times more likely not to 

68	  https://www.assetpanda.com/resource-center/blog/student-internet-access/ 

69	  https://www.democratandchronicle.com/story/news/2020/10/05/internet-gaps-new-york-cities-
complicate-remote-learning-heres-how/3587596001/ 

70	  https://comptroller.nyc.gov/wp-content/uploads/documents/Census_and_The_City_
Overcoming_NYC_Digital_Divide_Census.pdf 

71	  https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/14/nyregion/homeless-school-reopening-nyc.html 

72	  https://www.democratandchronicle.com/story/news/2020/10/05/internet-gaps-new-york-cities-
complicate-remote-learning-heres-how/3587596001/ 

73	  https://comptroller.nyc.gov/wp-content/uploads/documents/Census_and_The_City_
Overcoming_NYC_Digital_Divide_Census.pdf 

74	  https://www.cityandstateny.com/articles/policy/technology/inequities-remote-learning.html 

75	  https://www.schools.nyc.gov/learning/learn-at-home/technical-tools-and-support/ipads-and-
laptops/free-and-low-cost-internet-options 

76	  https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-year-20-21/district-school-reopening-plan-submission-to-
nysed/technology-and-connectivity 

77	  https://www.pix11.com/news/coronavirus/77-000-students-dont-have-a-device-or-internet-
connection-for-remote-learning-city-report-says 
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have access to adequate internet and more than three times less likely to 
have a dedicated device compared to largely white school districts.78 Internet 
access is essential for students to fully participate in remote and blended 
learning. In July 2020, Mayor de Blasio and the Taskforce on Racial Inclusion 
& Equity announced that the City will accelerate broadband deployment 
in all five boroughs, prioritizing public housing communities, a $157 million 
investment.79 Internet access is essential for students to fully participate in 
their learning, and many students fell weeks or months behind in school 
during remote and blended learning. The city must prioritize broadband 
access for all students.

Devices for All

In the same vein, many students do not have access to electronic devices 
in their homes. An estimated more than 300,000 New York City students 
lacked an electronic device to access remote learning when schools closed 
in March.8081 Families that do not have devices at home for their students 
can notify their school and fill out a device request form.82 Despite Mayor de 
Blasio’s claim that all students who need devices have received them, many 
students remained without devices throughout the duration of remote  
learning—and families who did receive devices report waiting weeks, leaving 
their students behind in their schoolwork.838485 Some families received devices 
but were not able to connect to the internet, or received internet-enabled 
devices that would not connect.86 One 12-year-old student even started a 
GoFundMe campaign to purchase laptops for students in need.87

While the City reports that they have 950,000 laptops and tablets—almost 
enough for every student—different schools have different stockpiles of 
devices and varying needs, with some school leaders saying that they are 

78	  https://www.lohud.com/story/news/2021/05/05/ny-student-internet-access-black-latino-
districts/4945743001/?mc_cid=23f76d78e0&mc_eid=205f46a7bd 

79	  https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/499-20/mayor-de-blasio-taskforce-racial-
inclusion-equity-accelerated-internet-master 

80	  https://www.silive.com/coronavirus/2020/03/300k-nyc-students-lack-tech-for-online-learning-
heres-the-plan-to-distribute-devices.html 

81	  https://www.cityandstateny.com/articles/policy/technology/inequities-remote-learning.html 

82	  https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-year-20-21/district-school-reopening-plan-submission-to-
nysed/technology-and-connectivity 

83	  https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/14/nyregion/homeless-school-reopening-nyc.html 

84	  https://www.thecity.nyc/2020/9/22/21451878/nyc-school-students-ipads-online-remote-
learning-carranza 

85	  https://www.cityandstateny.com/articles/policy/technology/inequities-remote-learning.html 

86	  https://gothamist.com/news/public-school-remote-learning-resumes-nyc-technical-difficulties-
aggravated-parents 

87	  https://newyork.cbslocal.com/2021/03/15/remote-learning-struggles-new-york-city-public-
schools-learning-loss-education-gap/ 
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now having trouble retrieving some of the devices they handed out in the 
spring and with redistributing city-issued iPads to those who need internet 
connection.88 Other schools need repairs or replacements for broken devices. 
In order to more efficiently distribute and repair devices, the City and public 
schools should create a commonly used system to track devices in City, school, 
and family possession and device requests. It is not acceptable for students 
to have waited weeks to receive devices, or have been unable to connect to 
remote learning. The DOE should also prioritize purchasing and distributing 
Chromebook laptops over iPads, as many students and families have reported 
that iPads are not compatible with the software their schools require.

A recent audit report released by the New York City Comptroller’s Office 
found that the DOE and its Division of Instructional and Information 
Technology (DIIT) has no central tracking system for the devices they 
distributed and no formal procedure for the tracking and distribution of 
devices.89 Distributing electronic devices to every student who needs one is an 
enormous undertaking, and the DOE was in a difficult position, particularly at 
the beginning of remote learning. However, it is problematic that the DOE has 
no way to centrally track which students have which devices, which students 
still need devices, and which students previously received a device but need a 
different or new device. Not only does this negatively impact students, but the 
DOE spent a significant amount of money on devices—approximately $287 
million, plus about $4 million a month for the data plans for these devices—
and lacks a way to track this investment. The DOE and DIIT should establish 
a central tracking system to account for all devices issued to students, 
regardless of whether DIIT issues them or schools issue them from their in-
house inventories.

Multilingual Families and Technology

Many students and their families across the city struggled with learning 
how to use remote learning software and their electronic devices; for students 
and their caregivers who do not speak English or have limited English 
proficiency, troubleshooting technical difficulties presented a particular 
challenge, with some students unable to access assistance from the DOE. It 
is not acceptable for ELL students to be left out of remote learning or using 
their electronic devices because assistance and training is not available in the 
language they or their caregivers speak. The DOE must develop tools to assist 
multilingual families with digital literacy, be it as-needed troubleshooting 
assistance or training for students and their families.

88	  https://www.thecity.nyc/2020/9/22/21451878/nyc-school-students-ipads-online-remote-
learning-carranza 

89	  https://comptroller.nyc.gov/reports/audit-report-on-the-department-of-educations-controls-
over-the-distribution-of-remote-learning-devices/ 
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Class Size Matters

In the city’s FY 2022 budget, the City Council proposed a $250 
million investment to reduce class size; instead, former Mayor de Blasio 
is planning an $18 million pilot program for smaller classes.90 This is 
not nearly enough for the reductions needed. Since 2008, class sizes 
in New York City have increased and are, on average, 15 to 30 percent 
larger than the rest of the state.91 Many studies have reported that 
the size of a students’ class matters, with more favorable outcomes 
associated with smaller class sizes.92 Smaller class sizes may have 
an impact on student achievement, school climate, student socio-
emotional growth, safety and suspension rates, parent engagement, 
and teacher attrition.93 Smaller groups and lower educator-to-student 
ratios can help increase interactive opportunities for students.94 During 
remote learning, the United Federation of Teachers (UFT) argued that 
they required 8,000 more teachers to improve remote learning, but 
Mayor de Blasio disagreed, and has been reluctant to share how many 
new educators the City has hired.9596 New York City’s principals union 
concurred, saying they need 10,000 new teachers.97 

Many students—especially students with disabilities and students 
who are learning English—will need more individual, rigorous 
tutoring to compensate for learning and services lost during the 
pandemic. A recent poll of school staffers found that 60 percent of 
school staff would leave the Department of Education if they could, 
citing inadequate supports, poor DOE guidance for remote and 
hybrid learning, and feeling that immigrant students and students 
with disabilities were not prioritized as reasons for wanting to retire 

90	  https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2021/6/30/22558104/nyc-budget-deal-2022-smaller-class-size-covid-
learning-loss 

91	  https://www.classsizematters.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Class-Size-FAQ-for-
officials-2.24.20.pdf 

92	  https://www.brookings.edu/research/class-size-what-research-says-and-what-it-means-for-
state-policy/ 

93	  https://www.classsizematters.org/fact-sheets-on-the-benefits-of-class-size/ 

94	  https://www.classsizematters.org/testimony-on-attendance-reporting-bills/ 

95	  https://www.ny1.com/nyc/all-boroughs/news/2020/09/15/nyc-doesn-t-need-to-hire-more-
teachers--mayor-says#:~:text=NEW%20YORK%20%E2%80%94%20New%20York%20City,Bill%20de%20
Blasio%20said%20Tuesday.&text=%22We%20are%20the%20people%20providing,kids%2C%22%20de%20
Blasio%20said. 

96	  https://www.ny1.com/nyc/all-boroughs/education/2020/09/26/nyc-schools-teachers-hirings-bill-
de-blasio-no-info-on-hirings-progress 

97	  https://abc7ny.com/nyc-school-opening-delay-delayed-delays-opening-online-
learning/6436032/ 
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or change professions.98 The DOE must prioritize teacher support and 
wellbeing to retain its current teachers, and the New York State Department 
of Education should commit to not only providing the city with funds to hire 
more teachers, but a campaign to increase teacher retention and recruitment.

Desegregate Our Schools

New York City’s public schools are among the most segregated 
in the nation.99100 Public school students are increasingly isolated 
by race and class as the number of students of color and low-
income students continue to grow.101 Despite the administration’s 
“Equity and Excellence” vision, which included reforms to achieve 
excellence and equity across all New York City public schools,102 racial 
and socioeconomic segregation in some parts of the city is more 
pronounced than it was five years ago.103 Segregation harms all 
students as it denies all groups the opportunity to learn together and 
to prepare to operate successfully in one of the most diverse cities 
in the United States.104 The segregation in city schools is not only 
by race but is doubly segregated by race and poverty; sometimes, 
there is a third dimension of segregation—by home language.105 
This racial segregation keeps Black and Latinx students in schools of 
concentrated poverty: they are much more likely to attend a school 
where more than 75 percent of students experience poverty.106 The 
level of school funding and how they invest those resources play an 

98	  https://nypost.com/2021/02/02/nyc-teacher-poll-finds-60-percent-would-exit-
department-of-education/ 

99	  https://www.civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/news/press-releases/2014-press-releases/new-
york-schools-most-segregated-in-the-nation 

100	  https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/26/nyregion/school-segregation-new-york.html 

101	  https://www.civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/news/press-releases/2014-press-releases/new-
york-schools-most-segregated-in-the-nation 

102	  https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/education-vision-2015-watch-speech.page 

103	  https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/26/nyregion/school-segregation-new-york.html 

104	  https://www.civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/research/k-12-education/integration-and-diversity/nyc-
school-segregation-report-card-still-last-action-needed-now/NYC_6-09-final-for-post.pdf 

105	  https://www.civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/research/k-12-education/integration-and-diversity/nyc-
school-segregation-report-card-still-last-action-needed-now/NYC_6-09-final-for-post.pdf 

106	  https://council.nyc.gov/data/school-diversity-in-nyc/ 
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important role in student success.107 While New York City offers a seemingly 
endless amount of school choice, choice without equity fosters inequality.108

Gifted and Talented Programs

In October of 2021, Mayor de Blasio announced that New York City will 
phase out its gifted and talented program.109 Currently enrolled gifted and 
talented will be the final cohort in these programs. This is a large step forward 
in desegregating public schools, but it is still important to review how gifted 
and talented programs contributed to the city’s current levels of educational 
segregation—especially considering that the Adams administration has 
expressed his support for some form of gifted and talented programs.110111 
Previously, students entering kindergarten through third grade could take 
a standardized assessment to try to enter a gifted and talented program. 
Gifted and talented programs intend to identify and support academically 
“exceptional” students; however, in a city where almost 70 percent of students 
are Black and Latinx, gifted and talented classes for elementary school 
students are about 75 percent white and Asian, and there are relatively few 
gifted programs located in predominantly Black and Latinx neighborhoods.112 
During the Bloomberg administration, he eliminated the holistic system 
for evaluating admissions to neighborhood gifted and talented programs, 
replacing it with a single standardized test and a single cutoff score.113 New 
York City’s housing patterns, which are highly segregated themselves, also 
affect gifted and talented programs: in districts where too few children scored 
high enough on the gifted and talented test, these programs were eliminated, 
so even if children did qualify they would have to travel across neighborhoods 
or even boroughs in order to enroll.114 In neighborhoods where there are few or 
no gifted and talented programs, parents are less likely to be familiar with the 
program or know how to apply. 

In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the city did not test rising 
kindergarteners for admission to gifted programs; instead, students are 
evaluated by their pre-K teacher or signed up for an interview.115 Then, 

107	  https://newyork.edtrust.org/press-release/equal-is-not-the-same-as-equitable-large-new-york-
school-districts-are-not-doing-enough-to-prioritize-resources-to-the-schools-with-the-greatest-needs/ 

108	  https://www.civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/research/k-12-education/integration-and-diversity/nyc-
school-segregation-report-card-still-last-action-needed-now/NYC_6-09-final-for-post.pdf 

109	  https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/08/nyregion/gifted-talented-nyc-schools.html 

110	  https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/15/nyregion/eric-adams-gifted-talented-nyc-schools.html 

111	  https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2021/11/2/22760486/eric-adams-nyc-mayor-schools 

112	  https://www.nytimes.com/2021/03/09/nyregion/nyc-schools-segregation-lawsuit.html 

113	  https://www.nyclu.org/en/news/how-nycs-gifted-programs-make-segregation-worse 

114	  https://www.nyclu.org/en/news/how-nycs-gifted-programs-make-segregation-worse 

115	  https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2021/2/17/22288448/nyc-gifted-admissions-2021 
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students are referred for admission and enter a random lottery for one of the 
2,500 seats. This change is for students entering school in fall 2021 only, and is 
implemented in response to concern from education officials administering 
the test during the pandemic, which has hit low-income communities of 
color disproportionately hard, would deepen disparities.116 However, passing 
the buck to pre-K teachers is unlikely to address the divide: numerous studies 
have found that non-Black teachers—especially white teachers—expect 
significantly less academic success from Black students and are more likely 
to find their behavior disruptive, likely attributable to unconscious bias.117118 
This bias is present even among preschool teachers.119 Instead of modifying 
the gifted and talented admissions process, New York City and the DOE 
should look to adopt an approach that signals that every student is gifted and 
talented and capable of success by investing in under-resourced schools and 
taking direct and urgent action to address segregation. There are modes that 
seek to achieve this and still provide the enhanced work needed for students 
who have the ability. 

It is important to remember that shifting from the current model of 
gifted and talented programs will not take away students’ ability to access 
accelerated or enriched learning and materials. The language separating 
only some students as gifted or talented is concerning, as all students are 
deserving of a high-quality and supportive education that meets their 
strengths and needs.

Screened and Specialized Schools

Screened and specialized schools are also one of the biggest 
culprits for the city’s high levels of segregation. Almost 15 percent of 
New York City public high school students and about 18 percent of 
middle school students attend academically “screened” schools, where 
admission is based on student grades, attendance, exams, lateness, 
state test scores, auditions, portfolios, essays, admissions interview, ZIP 
code, or some combination of these factors (which are separate from 
the city’s specialized high school, which use an admission test as its 
sole admission factor).120121 Admissions screens use flawed measures 

116	  https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2021/1/22/22245417/nyc-gifted-testing-could-widen-
disparities 

117	  https://www.brookings.edu/blog/brown-center-chalkboard/2016/02/22/teacher-
perceptions-and-race/ 

118	  https://hub.jhu.edu/2016/03/30/racial-bias-teacher-expectations-black-white/ 

119	  https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/oct/04/black-students-teachers-implicit-
racial-bias-preschool-study 

120	  https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1fYREHn-XW66QlS3OPvuIsmZUEli1Je6yHnOz
heZJS9s/edit#slide=id.g97b38626fd_0_14 

121	  http://www.centernyc.org/screened-schools 
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of “merit” to sort students, which results in segregation by race and 
class.122About one-third of middle and high schools use some form of 
screening.123 Admissions screens use flawed measures of “merit” to sort 
students, which results in segregation by race and class.124 Of the 30 most 
academically screened high schools, 27 are majority white and Asian—in a 
school system that is less than one-third white and Asian.125 Black and Latinx 
students are consistently underrepresented in screened middle and high 
schools compared to the general population.126127 Further, while 74 percent of 
students citywide experience poverty, fewer than 50 percent of students at 
specialized high schools experience poverty.128 

With New York City’s highly diverse student population, any reform must 
be mindful of all communities and actively invite affected communities to 
dialogue about changes made to their schools. Previously, the Asian-American 
community in particular felt excluded from the de Blasio administration’s 
discussions to change specialized high school admissions standards. Every 
New York City student is a valued member of the school community and 
we must ensure that any changes are informed by those impacted most. 
In the past, the administration failed to make a community-based process. 
It is understandable that all parents and caregivers want their children to 
receive the best education possible in fully resourced schools. Unfortunately, 
the resource inequities in New York City schools has made screened and 
specialized school admissions a passionate subject of debate. Whenever the 
DOE or the state makes a decision that impacts students, they must specify 
their ideas for what that change would look like and include community 
members throughout the process.

Data from the 2020 admissions cycle for screened high schools in New 
York City showed that schools’ screening algorithms are exacerbating racial 
segregation, with white students accepted at much higher rates than Black 
students.129 At some schools, Black applicants outnumbered white applicants, 
but the schools admitted more white students than Black students. At the 

122	  https://www.gothamgazette.com/opinion/9582-covid-crisis-clear-time-to-end-school-
admissions-screens-new-york-city-desegregation 

123	  https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1fYREHn-XW66QlS3OPvuIsmZUEli1Je6yHnOzheZJS9s/
edit#slide=id.g97b38626fd_0_14 

124	  https://www.gothamgazette.com/opinion/9582-covid-crisis-clear-time-to-end-school-
admissions-screens-new-york-city-desegregation 

125	  https://www.teenstakecharge.com/unscreen 

126	  https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1fYREHn-XW66QlS3OPvuIsmZUEli1Je6yHnOzheZJS9s/
edit#slide=id.g97b38626fd_0_14 

127	  https://www.teenstakecharge.com/unscreen 

128	  https://council.nyc.gov/data/school-diversity-in-nyc/ 

129	  https://www.thecity.nyc/2021/5/26/22453952/nyc-high-school-algorithms-segregation 
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Scholars’ Academy in Queens, for example, almost 300 white students 
applied and 103 were accepted, whereas 315 Black students applied but only 
25 received offers. The DOE should track data for all screened middle and 
high schools that includes race/ethnicity, gender, socioeconomic status, what 
middle school a student attended, if the student has an IEP, and if the student 
is an English Language Learner.

Segregation is especially stark in the city’s eights specialized high 
schools. Students are admitted to these elite high schools on the basis of a 
standardized test, the Specialized High Schools Admissions Test (SHSAT)—
with the exception of the Fiorello H. LaGuardia High School of Music & Art 
and Performing Arts, which admits students on the basis of a portfolio 
or audition. The student populations of these schools have long been 
disproportionately white and Asian; in 2021, only nine percent of offers made 
by schools like Stuyvesant High School and Bronx High School of Science went 
to Black and Latinx students, down from 11 percent last year.130 Anecdotes 
from Black and Latinx specialized high school students reveal traumatic 
experiences navigating school environments rife with casual racism and 
microaggressions131; the lack of diversity in specialized high schools harms not 
only students who are barred from attending but also the Black and Latinx 
who have few peers who look like them.

Specialized high school students, alumni, and their families have different 
views on whether the SHSAT should continue to exist as the only admissions 
criteria—some believe that, had a more holistic approach considering other 
things like middle school grades or standardized test scores been included, 
they would not have been admitted to a specialized high school. In fact, New 
York City is the only city in the country to have this criteria. Others feel that the 
test’s removal would negatively impact the groups that are overrepresented 
in specialized high schools. Some may argue that underperformance on 
the SHSAT means that Black and Latinx students are being inadequately 
prepared, and so the city should provide more equitable training. However, 
the same structural forces that disadvantage Black and Latinx from admission 
to specialized high schools undoubtedly would impact their ability to take 
advantage of test prep programs, especially if they are held outside of the 
school day.132 It is important to push back against the notion that changing 
how students are accepted into specialized high schools would make it easier 
for “less meritorious” students to be admitted. Data from 2018 revealed that 
students from only 10 middle schools made up a quarter of all specialized 

130	  https://www.nyclu.org/en/news/de-blasio-has-power-desegregate-nycs-elite-high-schools 

131	  https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2021/6/21/22544027/she-got-into-one-of-nycs-top-high-schools-four-
years-later-she-wishes-she-hadnt 

132	  https://morecaucusnyc.org/2020/01/12/the-system-that-segregated-nyc-schools/ 
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high school admissions offers; none of these middle schools had a Black 
student population higher than eight percent.133 Families with more resources 
are much more likely to be able to get a leg up on the test—from 2016 to 2018, 
white students twice as likely as Black and Latinx students and ten times as 
likely as Asian students have a 504 designation that allows extra time on the 
specialized high school entrance exams.134 Changing the criteria of specialized 
high school admission, it would minimize the outsized impact of these unfair 
advantages and help level the playing field.135 It is clear that having the SHSAT 
as the sole admissions criteria for specialized high schools will continue to 
impact diversity and must be changed. The State Legislature should pass 
A.10731/S.8847, which would repeal the 1971 Hecht-Calandra Act and transfer 
control of admissions to New York City’s specialized high schools to the city.136137

It is especially problematic to continue using screening during the 2021-
2022 school year, as students across the City fall behind in schoolwork due 
to lack of access to the internet and electronic devices, the burden of stress 
and trauma, and caregiving obligations facing many older students. Schools 
should forgo screens and allow student choice to be the number-one factor 
that guides where students are matched.138 Addressing segregation must 
be one of the DOE and the mayor’s most urgent priorities, especially in the 
wake of a new lawsuit that argues that that the city’s school system has 
replicated and worsened racial inequality by sorting children into different 
academic tracks as early as kindergarten, and has therefore denied many 
of its approximately one million students of their right to an equal, basic 
education.139 

Diversity Planning Models

To meaningfully combat segregation, New York City must be deliberate 
in its plans to integrate schools. In order to achieve systemic change, the 
DOE must have an established diversity planning process. Diversity planning 
includes developing comprehensive strategies for attracting and retaining 
diverse students, faculty, and staff members; fostering an inclusive culture 
that supports all individuals; and establishing an inclusive learning and 

133	  https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2018/6/14/21105272/where-specialized-high-school-students-come-
from-and-where-they-don-t 

134	  https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/06/17/upshot/nyc-schools-shsat-504.html 

135	  https://morecaucusnyc.org/2020/01/12/the-system-that-segregated-nyc-schools/ 

136	  https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2019/a10731 

137	  https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2019/s8847 

138	  https://www.gothamgazette.com/opinion/9582-covid-crisis-clear-time-to-end-school-
admissions-screens-new-york-city-desegregation 

139	  https://www.nytimes.com/2021/03/09/nyregion/nyc-schools-segregation-lawsuit.html 
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work environment through effective policies and practices, curriculum, and 
pedagogical approaches.140 Any diversity planning process must also include 
measurable goals and transparent reporting. A successful diversity plan 
needs to be informed by the communities it impacts, including students, 
families, educators and school staff, advocates, and administrators. District 15 
in Brooklyn, for example, moved to a lottery-based admission system and got 
rid of competitive screens to to integrate middle schools so they reflect the 
demographics of the district, resulting in increases of low-income students, 
ELL students, and students of color.141 Diversity increased in schools with no 
evidence of a mass exodus from the district’s public schools in response to the 
changes. With the unprecedented amount of funding allocated to education 
in the FY 2022 budget, the DOE has a real opportunity to increase resources 
and commit to ending segregation in schools once and for all. 

Whole-School Enrichment Models

Instead of prioritizing academic enrichment for a small number of students 
designated “gifted and talented,” schools in New York City should adopt whole-
school enrichment models. These models provide a broad range of advanced-
level enrichment experiences for all students, and use student responses to 
these experiences as stepping stones for relevant follow-up.142 Whole-school 
enrichment focuses on enrichment for all students through high levels of 
engagement and the use of enjoyable and challenging learning experiences 
that are constructed around students interests, learning styles, and preferred 
modes of expression.143 Studies have demonstrated its effectiveness in 
schools with widely differing socioeconomic levels and patterns of program 
organization—significantly, enrichment models can be effective in schools that 
house multiple programs and demographics of students. Most importantly, 
whole-school enrichment underscores the mindset that New York City schools 
must adopt in order to truly confront and end segregation: that every student 
has gifts and talents, can contribute positively to their classroom and school, 
and can achieve success with the right supports. Instead of sorting students 
based on perceived ability and their ability to perform on a test at a young age, 
whole-school enrichment tasks the school with finding out what a student’s 
gifts and talents are and to develop them.144

140	  https://equity.utexas.edu/diversity-planning-tools/ 

141	  https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2019/11/14/21121770/a-push-to-integrate-brooklyn-middle-schools-is-
starting-to-show-results-according-to-new-data 

142	  https://www2.ed.gov/pubs/ToolsforSchools/sem.html 

143	  https://gifted.uconn.edu/schoolwide-enrichment-model/# 

144	  https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2019/8/27/21108687/if-new-york-city-eliminates-gifted-programs-here-
s-what-could-come-next 
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Student Well-Being and Learning Models

Schenectady City School District

The Schenectady City School District (SCSD) in Schenectady, New York, 
operates on a trauma-informed, restorative justice-based model. SCSD 
prepares the adults in the school community to recognize and respond to 
those impacted by traumatic stress.145 In addition to their efforts to equip 
students with tools to cope with extreme situations, SCSD also aims to 
create an underlying culture of respect and support. To begin implementing 
their trauma-informed approach, SCSD formed a 15-member core team, 
consisting of central office administrators, principals, social workers, 
behavioral specialists, and an instructional coach to create the framework and 
timeline.146 Each school formed 8- to 14-member building implementation 
teams to identify training needs, provide school culture assessments, conduct 
book clubs and events, communicate district activities to the school and 
serve as trauma-sensitive schools (TSS) ambassadors in the building. Then, 
the building team identified three members from each school to serve as 
building leaders, forming the larger group of 50. This team is responsible for 
attending trainings, participating in monthly districtwide meetings facilitated 
by the core team, communicating updates and strategies to the school level, 
organizing and leading building-level TSS meetings and problem-solving 
barriers to implementation of a TSS plan.

Additionally, SCSD focuses on diversion and accountability over punishment 
for students. SCSD removed school resource officers from their schools and 
instead hired respected community members, known as Cultural Brokers, to 
provide support and de-escalation in the event of student conflict.147148 SCSD 
also adopted a suspension diversion program that connects students to long-
term mental health resources.149150 An emergency response team, consisting 
of  the student, their parent(s) or guardian, the principal, social workers or 
counselors, parent advocates, and pupil personnel service administrators 
collaborate to develop a plan which includes one or more interventions, and 

145	  http://www.schenectady.k12.ny.us/about_us/strategic_initiatives/trauma_informed_school 

146	  http://www.schenectady.k12.ny.us/UserFiles/Servers/Server_412252/Image/Initiatives%20Page/
TSS/01-TSS%20Communication%20-%20Winter%202017-Staff-%20JANUARY%202018.pdf 

147	  https://www.legalservicesnyc.org/storage/PDFs/community%20roadmap%20to%20bring%20
healing-centered%20schools%20to%20the%20bronx.pdf 

148	  https://dailygazette.com/2015/11/28/1128_farley/ 

149	  https://www.legalservicesnyc.org/storage/PDFs/community%20roadmap%20to%20bring%20
healing-centered%20schools%20to%20the%20bronx.pdf 

150	  http://www.schenectady.k12.ny.us/UserFiles/Servers/Server_412252/Image/Initiatives%20Page/
TSS/01-TSS%20Communication%20-%20Winter%202017-Staff-%20JANUARY%202018.pdf 
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youth diagnostic screenings and assessments to determine clinical needs.151 
Four years after implementing these changes, SCSD saw one-third fewer 
conflicts between students, a reduced dropout rate, and a reduction in the 
amount of missed instructional time caused by suspensions.152

White Plains Public Schools

White Plains Public Schools (WPPS) in White Plains, New York, offers 
a variety of enrichment opportunities at every grade level that offers all 
students the opportunity to think critically, develop strong communication 
skills, and effectively solve problems.153 At the elementary level, WPPS offers 
whole class enrichment in math, visual reasoning, and science, technology, 
engineering, and mathematics (STEM).; math small group enrichment in 
grades three to five; visual reasoning small group enrichment in grades three 
to five; and English language arts enrichment in grades one to five. District 
math, visual reasoning, and STEM teachers rotate to each school building and 
create game-like learning experiences to engage and challenge students in 
problem-solving and critical thinking. 

Middle School 890

Middle School 890 (MS 890) in Brooklyn, New York, has a school-wide 
enrichment model with the following goals: developing talents in all children, 
providing a broad range of advanced-level enrichment experiences for 
all students, and providing advanced follow-up opportunities for young 
people based on their strengths and interests.154 MS 890 has three types of 
enrichment with different activities for each cohort of sixth, seventh, and 
eighth graders. Type I enrichment activities, mainly for sixth graders, are 
general exploring experiences to get students interested in a particular 
topic. Type II enrichment activities, mainly for seventh graders, provide group 
training and let students practice the skills and acquire the knowledge they 
will need to successfully conduct their own activities. Type III enrichment 
activities, mainly for eighth graders,  are individual or small group 
investigations of real problems based on students interests and skills with the 
aim to produce a product for real audiences.

At MS 890, students will take required academic courses for middle school. 
In addition, all students have a scheduled enrichment cohort, during which 

151	  http://www.schenectady.k12.ny.us/UserFiles/Servers/Server_412252/Image/Initiatives%20Page/
TSS/01-TSS%20Communication%20-%20Winter%202017-Staff-%20JANUARY%202018.pdf 

152	  https://www.legalservicesnyc.org/storage/PDFs/community%20roadmap%20to%20bring%20
healing-centered%20schools%20to%20the%20bronx.pdf 

153	  https://www.whiteplainspublicschools.org/cms/lib/NY01000029/Centricity/Domain/955/
Elementary%20Enrichment%20-%20Handbook.pdf 

154	  https://www.ms890.org/schoolwide-enrichment-model.html 
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teachers lead engaging activities within a focus area, developed based 
on student interest and teacher expertise.155 Enrichment classes have an 
interdisciplinary approach that connects major subject areas. Students work 
towards a culminating project, or capstone, and present their findings and at 
the end of eighth grade to the entire school community.

Summer Rising 2021

New York City had ambitious plans for its summer 2021 youth 
programming, called Summer Rising. For students in kindergarten through 
eighth grade, Summer Rising integrated DOE academics with Department 
of Youth & Community Development’s (DYCD) school-based enrichment 
programming, including academic instruction, social-emotional supports, 
and recreational activities.156 High school students could use Summer Rising 
to make up previously failed courses, complete courses in progress, and 
participate in academic acceleration; or, they could participate in the Summer 
Youth Employment Program (SYEP) to engage in paid work and internship 
opportunities. This programming was timely and necessary: students had 
been dealing with school closures and disrupted learning for more than a 
year, and the academic enrichment of Summer Rising was vital in combating 
education disruption. Providing young people with meaningful, paid job 
opportunities will benefit everyone as we rebuild our economy and our city.

Some expressed concerns, however, about Summer Rising’s execution. 
Shortly before its launch, educators and nonprofit providers reported that they 
were still seeking information about how it will work.157 Some nonprofit leaders 
did not know how many children to expect at their summer school sites, and 
worried about capacity. In previous years, the city supported two separate 
summer programs, one offering academic support to those who needed 
it and a camp for other children. This year, these programs merged, which 
required schools and nonprofits to coordinate with DYCD and the DOE, which 
some providers said makes it more difficult to plan. The number of sign-ups 
for Summer Rising passed Mayor de Blasio’s estimated 200,000 students, 
requiring even more space and staffing than previously anticipated.158

155	  https://www.ms890.org/schoolwide-enrichment-model.html 

156	  https://www.schools.nyc.gov/enrollment/summer 

157	  https://gothamist.com/news/nycs-expansive-summer-school-program-may-be-hard-to-pull-off

158	  https://www.wsj.com/articles/new-york-citys-expanded-summer-school-enrollment-surpasses-
200-000-11624913880?mc_cid=7beb1f382f&mc_eid=205f46a7bd 
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Educators also expressed concern about staffing given the burnout and 
stress school professionals have experienced over the past year.159 While 
teacher retirements and resignations are down from last year, a survey 
conducted by MORE-UFT found that 61 percent of the 1,100 school staff who 
responded to the survey would take a leave, retire, or resign if they could 
afford to.160 It is important to remember that, along with students, teachers 
and school staff have endured heightened trauma and stress during the 
pandemic, and without clear enrollment numbers, it was more difficult for 
educators to plan for the summer or know what to expect.

Although the city promised programming for every student who wants to 
participate in Summer Rising, some parents received messages indicating 
that they had not been accepted to the summer school programs they 
applied to, or had been waitlisted.161 Many families were in limbo, not knowing 
whether or when their children would be accepted into Summer Rising; 
some families made other plans because they feared that they would not 
be assigned to a convenient site or given a slot at all. This was especially 
problematic for low-income families, who expected several weeks of free 
programming while they work.

In that same vein, some students had been turned away or discouraged 
from participating in Summer Rising because they have disabilities. 
Students experiencing homelessness had similarly been excluded from this 
summer’s programming because round-trip busing, which is provided to 
homeless students and students with disabilities during the school year, 
was unavailable.162163 Federal and state law requires that students have 
the accommodations they need, and many children with disabilities were 
previously turned away from Learning Bridges, where they were supposed to 
be prioritized. In response to this criticism, the city announced that they will 
reimburse families of students living in shelters and students with disabilities 
for travel expenses used to get to and from Summer Rising programs.164 
This announcement came only a week before the program was set to begin, 
and while reimbursement was better than nothing, many families who are 
homeless or low-income cannot afford to pay transportation expenses and 
wait for reimbursement. Thankfully, the DOE changed its policy and provided 

159	  https://gothamist.com/news/13-months-pandemic-schooling-nyc-teachers-yearn-stability 

160	  https://morecaucusnyc.org/2021/02/02/more-uft-releases-fall-2020-survey-report-of-1143-nyc-
doe-staff-members/ 

161	  https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2021/6/11/22530091/nyc-summer-school-waitlist-rejection 

162	  https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2021/6/7/22523429/summer-rising-bus-disability-homeless 

163	  https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2021/5/12/22432681/nyc-summer-school-rising-disability 

164	  https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2021/6/29/22556614/summer-rising-transportation-disability-
homeless?mc_cid=1a0171ee1b&mc_eid=205f46a7bd 
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codes to families living in shelters to use car-sharing services to transport 
students to and from Summer Rising program sites.165 If the city promises that 
a program is open to all students, that must explicitly include students with 
disabilities and students experiencing homelessness from the beginning, and 
clearly communicate plans to these families.

In June 2021, the DOE, having failed to provide school bus service to 
students mandated for summer/extended school instruction, offered free car 
service for students with disabilities and students in temporary housing in 
order to attend the Summer Rising program.166 We should not be looking to 
additional outside contracts in order to fulfill gaps in service by bus companies 
already contracted to provide service. In New York City, District 75 schools 
provide instruction for the most profoundly disabled students in the city. The 
Office of Pupil Transportation (OPT) should also acknowledge and study the 
deficiencies that occurred during Summer Rising and schedule discussions 
with stakeholders on how to staff and problem solve promptly without relying 
only on a possible extension of the CURB car service contract in anticipation of 
unmet busing needs.

Student Academic Achievement Plan

Former Mayor de Blasio and Schools Chancellor Porter have also rightfully 
recognized that one summer is not enough to fully combat the education 
disruption our students experienced during the pandemic, and have created 
a Student Academic Achievement Plan for the 2021-2022 school year. This 
includes using low-stakes testing to assess where students need the most 
support, improving digital curriculums throughout city schools, addressing 
students’ mental health needs, and improving professional development for 
staff.167

This Achievement Plan provides an opportunity for the DOE to 
meaningfully and permanently address problems that have existed in city 
schools long before the pandemic. Schools are still highly racially segregated 
and have significant resource disparities both at school and in students’ 
homes. The push during the pandemic to ensure that every student has 
electronic devices with access to the internet is one that should not be 
abandoned after remote learning is no longer used. Nearly 500,000 New York 

165	  https://www.schools.nyc.gov/enrollment/summer 

166	  https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2021/6/7/22523429/summer-rising-bus-disability-homeless 

167	  https://pix11.com/news/reopening-schools/mayor-de-blasio-unveils-2021-student-achievement-
plan-to-close-academic-gap-caused-by-covid-19/ 
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City households do not have access to the internet, and many communities 
with the lowest rates of internet access are also the areas hardest hit 
by COVID-19. Recent data has also shown that schools with the worst 
attendance—both in-person and remote—during the past year overlap with 
the neighborhoods affected worst by COVID.

Assessing where students are struggling can help guide educators to identify 
students who may have undiagnosed learning disabilities and begin providing 
them the appropriate supports. Many students have also experienced trauma, 
which has only been heightened during the pandemic; students must be 
individually evaluated by a professional who can connect students with the 
mental healthcare they need. It is more important now than ever before to 
truly commit to making our schools healing-centered and ensure that students 
experiencing emotional crises are treated, not criminalized.  The Achievement 
Plan and Summer Rising should also specifically prioritize ELL students, 
especially ELL students with disabilities, for academic and social-emotional 
support and instruction and family engagement. 

Academic Recovery Plan

Former Mayor de Blasio announced a $635 million Academic Recovery 
Plan for New York City schools. This plan focuses on six areas: early literacy, 
developing students as “digital citizens,” preparing students for college 
and careers, investing in special education services, building a universal 
curriculum across all city schools, and expanded social and emotional learning 
support.168 The city will also continue to expand electronic device access with 
plans to order another 175,000 iPads and laptops. The Recovery Plan also 
includes $251 million to increase special education services such as after-
school and Saturday programs, opening 800 more special education pre-K 
seats by September 2022, and expanding committees on preschool special 
education.169 A universal curriculum, called Mosaic, will bring new, culturally-
responsive books and support materials into every classroom, as well as 
targeted professional development for educators and school staff. The plan 
also has an emphasis on literacy, with a goal to get all students reading at 
grade level by third grade through reduced class sizes in some high-need 

168	  https://www.ny1.com/nyc/all-boroughs/news/2021/07/08/mayor-doe-schools-chancellor-
academic-recovery-plan 

169	  https://pix11.com/news/reopening-schools/nyc-academic-recovery-plan-to-jumpstart-student-
academic-achievement/ 
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elementary schools and universal literacy coaches.170 Lastly, the Academic 
Recovery Plan aims to make graduates college- and career-ready with an 
expansion of college counseling for juniors and seniors, 48 new Advanced 
Placement virtual college prep class options, and the restoration of the 
College Now program. This plan is a vitally important step on the path towards 
educational equity and recovery not only from the pandemic but schools that 
have fallen behind due to lack of resources and funding. 

Pupil Transportation

New York City public schools exist to serve all the city’s public school 
students. In accordance with Chancellor’s Regulation A-801, the Department 
of Education provides transportation to all eligible New York City students in 
public, charter, and non-public schools. In partnership with the Metropolitan 
Transit Authority (MTA) and school-age and preschool bus companies, their 
mission is to ensure safe and reliable transportation to and from school. That 
has not happened for many years.171

Hundreds of thousands of New York City students rely on the subway to 
travel to and from school. Some students are eligible to receive half- or full-
fare MetroCards during the school year. These cards are limited to three trips 
per weekday only between the hours of 5:30 a.m. and 8:30 p.m., and students 
cannot use their MetroCards on weekends or during the summer, unless the 
student is enrolled in a DOE-sponsored summer program.172173 As previously 
recommended in the Public Advocate’s White Paper on Reimagining School 
Safety, all New York City students should be entitled to a free unlimited 
MetroCard that can be used at any time, on any day, for as many times as the 
student needs to use it. MetroCards intended for high school students for pupil 
transportation went missing during the first week of school, leaving students 
very little choice but to crawl under the turnstile in order to get home, making 
them vulnerable to criminalization, especially for students of color.174

150,000 NYC students attending public schools, charter schools, and non-
public schools are eligible for pupil transportation, including 50,000 students 

170	  https://www.ny1.com/nyc/all-boroughs/news/2021/07/08/mayor-doe-schools-chancellor-
academic-recovery-plan 

171	   https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-life/transportation/transportation-overview 

172	  www.schools.nyc.gov/school-life/transportation/metro-cards 

173	  citylimits.org/2018/08/13/student-metrocards-put-city-teens-in-a-summer-squeeze/ 

174	  https://ny.chalkbeat.org/platform/amp/2021/9/15/22676461/nyc-students-metrocards-missing
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who have IEPs and 5,000 students in temporary housing.175 Under the DOE’’s 
Transportation Rights, students should expect dependable and timely school 
bus service; to travel on a school bus that is properly equipped and inspected 
for safety, including an inspection by the New York State Department of 
Transportation performed every six  months; and to have the shortest and 
safest bus route to minimize travel times to and from school. Curb-to-school 
or specialized bus service is provided to students whose medical, health, or 
disability-related conditions or special circumstances prevent them from 
being able to walk or utilize other forms of transportation to get to and from 
school. Under the Transportation Bill of Rights, families can file complaints 
to the Office of Pupil Transportation (OPT) hotline regarding late pick up or 
drop off, busses that don’t show up, extended travel time, broken or subpar 
vehicles, non-functioning air conditioning units, and wrong pickups or drop-
off locations.176 OPT has made it increasingly difficult for families to report 
these incidents because of long wait times due to poor staffing and the 
dissolution of the Borough Liaisons.177

Many New York City families are still waiting for bus routes due to the 
bus driver and vehicle shortage. Some families have had to network and 
figure out their own methods of transportation in order to get their children 
to school.178 Despite numerous promises from OPT that buses would be in 
place for the first day of the 2021- 2022 school year, parents still reported 
children not being picked up, children being lost, excessively long travel 
times, students who use wheelchairs not being provided vehicles with 
chair lifts, and overcrowded minibuses with no air conditioning or proper 
ventilation.179Additionally, incoming kindergarten families did not have access 
to busing information since New York City Schools Accounts (NYCSA) are only 
established once the students are enrolled, nor did non-public school families, 
leaving tens of thousands of students stranded without access. This factor 
was compounded by the fact only 40 percent of NYC families have created 
NYCSA accounts, leaving hundreds of thousands of families unable to access 
pupil transportation information since OPT decided to do away with the 
previous mandated ten- day notice that would be mailed to families with pupil 
transportation in their IEPS.180

175	  https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2020/8/28/21406253/school-bus-contract-nyc 

176	  https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-life/transportation/transportation-rights 

177	  https://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/education/ny-school-bus-driver-shortage-
transportation-woes-20210914-scxzetu5grexxbco6m65twolwm-story.html?outputType=amp

178	  https://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/education/ny-school-bus-driver-shortage-
transportation-woes-20210914-scxzetu5grexxbco6m65twolwm-story.html?outputType=amp 

179	   https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2021/9/13/22672760/school-buses-leave-nyc-students-stranded-on-
first-day

180	  https://www.advocatesforchildren.org/covid-19-updates
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Therefore, the Office of the Public Advocate suggests a pilot program 
for the recruitment, training and nomination of sub-paras (part-time 
paraprofessionals) specifically for the use of serving students in need of bus 
paras be created under the supervision of the District 75 superintendent to 
allow a faster expedition of the sub-para nomination process and allow more 
parents to apply. Hundreds of students who require a transportation para 
on their IEPs are forced to stay home until there is a para assigned to the 
child.181 The same is true for medically fragile students that need a medical 
para assigned due to accommodations stipulated on the IEP. These part-time 
positions are notoriously difficult to staff. They are designated as temporary 
and therefore not  positions that come with benefits and are not allotted 
many hours. The salaries are also relatively low to start. These challenges can 
be resolved with creation of a pilot program to streamline the on nomination 
process and to allow parents who have children with this need to apply and 
fulfill this staffing deficiency.

Attendance should be collected on the number of students unserved by 
transportation due to busing deficiencies and made public and disaggregated 
by borough and by district. OPT should shorten the maximum route duration 
times and create routes that adhere to them and enforce limited time travel 
where granted by a student’s IEP. There needs to be more stringent oversight 
of OPT practices, including but not limited to a reporting system of when 
site visits to bus companies are done, when bus inspections and repairs are 
cataloged, a transparent record of specialized vehicles and routes for students 
in need of ambulatory services, and how many routes are assigned to one 
driver. OPT needs a more transparent and accessible complaint system for 
families and schools to report instances of no pickup, maintenance issues, 
missing children, safety concerns, and infractions on safety protocols. The 
Office of the Public Advocate suggests the creation of a school transportation 
oversight committee made up of parents, paras, and DOE officials to 
mitigate and mediate all concerns related to the functions of OPT. OPT 
should maximize climate control on the vehicles, preferably with clean HVAC 
technology that is at least as energy efficient as New York City MTA buses 
used in public transportation,and OPT should improve training for all drivers 
and attendants. OPT must implement uniformity in training including first aid, 
car seats, disability awareness/acceptance, bullying prevention, and how to do 
bus evacuation drills. OPT should update the modules parents created years 
ago, allow parent leaders to vet the training vendors, and to do quality control 
visits or presentations to training in progress.

181	  https://www.ny1.com/nyc/all-boroughs/education/2021/10/08/new-york-city-department-of-
education-covid-nyc-mandate-paraprofessional-impact 
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OPT should proactively inform families and schools on busing rights, 
including how to get accommodations, provide documentation of the 
different accommodations available and the codes to support the school-
based transportation liaisons on the transportation section of the DOE 
website, how to add busing when changing schools or housing, especially 
for those residing in family residences, how to lodge a complaint, and how 
to seek a variance (an exception to the standard procedures established for 
pupil transportation eligibility). Parents have the right to receive information 
or to communicate with a staff member at their school or DOE office in their 
language regarding any and all matters related to transportation. These 
language barriers and technology constraints place an undue burden on 
families that are already struggling. The DOE needs to do better overall on 
effective, equitable communications for our families experiencing language 
access challenges. All forms and information must be accessible and available 
in any languages the DOE serves.

Upcoming High School and CUNY Graduate 
Job Crisis

New York City, the United States, and countries around the world 
are suffering devastating financial crises as a result of the COVID-19 
pandemic. The American economy may take years to recover, and 
research has shown that graduating into a recession results in 
sustained high rates of unemployment and lower wages, which can 
last for as long as ten to fifteen years.182 The longer that young people 
are forced to delay their careers, the worse their prospects will be in 
the future to hold a job and accumulate wealth.183 Many have found 
that the industries they trained for had stopped or significantly 
slowed hiring, had job offers canceled or postponed, or cannot get 
professional licenses to work in their chosen fields.184 Nearly 40 percent 
of CUNY students have lost their jobs since the pandemic began, and 
almost half of CUNY students come from households that bring in less 
than $20,000 in annual income.185 A recent study also found that half 

182	  https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2020/05/class-of-2020-graduate-
jobs/611917/ 

183	  https://www.post-gazette.com/business/career-workplace/2020/10/24/College-age-
Americans-face-permanent-hit-with-few-job-prospects/stories/202010240036 

184	  https://www.vox.com/the-highlight/21322934/coronavirus-class-2020-grads-economy-
jobs-gen-z-covid-19 

185	  https://www.gothamgazette.com/state/9836-cuny-new-york-city-could-recover-
together-or-public-university-left-behind 
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of CUNY students surveyed reported an increased need for mental health 
services as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. Further, more than 80 percent 
reported loss of household income, and half reported worries about losing 
housing.186 Among respondents, high levels of food and housing insecurity 
were the strongest predictors of anxiety and depression. 

Because there is a job shortage, more experienced workers may be willing 
to take entry-level jobs. If companies can hire workers with more experience 
for less pay, recent graduates will likely have increased difficulty finding a job. 
The city can provide more professional experience for recent high school and 
CUNY graduates through SYEP and city-funded internships, fellowships, and 
networking and professional development opportunities.

Conclusion

New York City’s students and educators have been through a lot during 
the COVID-19 pandemic—sudden school closures, remote learning, missing 
services—but they are also resilient. For too long, New York City has let 
inequity and division within its schools fester, and we owe it to our students 
to seize this opportunity to build back a better, more just, more equitable 
education system. With unprecedented investments in education and 
widespread calls for change, the time to prioritize our students is now. 
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