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Good afternoon. My name is Grant Cowles and I am the Senior Policy and Advocacy Associate 

for Youth Justice at Citizens’ Committee for Children (CCC). CCC is a 73-year-old independent, 

multi-issue child advocacy organization dedicated to ensuring every New York child is healthy, 

housed, educated, and safe.   

 

I would like to thank City Council Education Chair Daniel Dromm and all the members of the 

City Council Education Committee for holding today’s oversight hearing on the City Fiscal Year 

2018 Preliminary Budget. CCC appreciates the opportunity to testify on the Preliminary 

Budget’s impact on education.  

 

CCC is grateful for the City Council’s longstanding commitment to education and New York 

City’s students. CCC also appreciates the administration’s efforts to strengthen New York City’s 

public schools, particularly through the Renewal Schools Initiative and the Equity and 

Excellence Agenda. 

 

CCC welcomes the proposed investments for education in the FY18 preliminary budget, 

including $14 million for Summer in the City programs for at-risk 2nd graders and for expanding 

STEM programming and summer school from four to six hours and $14.83 million for SESIS 

system upgrades. In addition, CCC was pleased to see the administration’s plan for a $495 

million capital investment from FY20-24 to create 38,487 new school seats.  

 

We have seen notable improvements in education outcomes for NYC students over the past 

several years. It is particularly encouraging that the graduation rate has reached an all-time high 

of 72.6% and the drop-out rate is at an all-time low of 8.5%.1 But there is still much room for 

improvement, especially considering the disparate racial and ethnic outcomes for students. For 

example, though the graduation rate has shown improvement overall (rising from 54.3% in 2004 

to 72.6% in 2016),2 it is still far too low for students who are Hispanic (66.9%) and Black 

(68.1%) compared to the graduation rates for students who are White (82.1%) and Asian 

(85.6%).3 And the graduation rate continues to be very low for students who have a disability 

(44.8%) and for those who are English Language Learners (30.8%, a drop from 40.5% in the 

prior year).4  

 

Similarly, while we are encouraged that testing scores have been improving with overall ELA 

and Math proficiency rates for third through eighth graders rising to 38% and 36.4% 

respectively,5 ELA and Math rates are very disparate. Passing rates are lower for students who 

                                                           
1 NYC Department of Education. “New York City Graduation Rates: Class of 2016 (2012 Cohort).” Available at 

http://schools.nyc.gov/NR/rdonlyres/04A151BF-F9E4-4960-8881-

E1B07AA57DF8/208343/2016GraduationRatesWeb21017.pdf.  
2 NYC Office of the Mayor. “Mayor de Blasio, Chancellor Farina Announce Highest-Ever Graduation Rate.” 

February http://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/076-17/mayor-de-blasio-chancellor-fari-a-highest-ever-

graduation-rate#/0 
3 “New York City Graduation Rates: Class of 2012 (2012 Cohort).” 
4 Id. 
5 NYC Department of Education. “2016 New York State Test Results: New York City Grades 3-8.” July 2016. 

Available at http://schools.nyc.gov/NR/rdonlyres/C7E210CA-F686-4805-BEA6-

EDD91F76E58B/199990/2016MathELAWebsite72917.pdf.  
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are Hispanic (27.2%; 24.3%) and Black (26.6%; 20%), and much lower for students who have a 

disability (9.3%; 11.4%) and who are English Language Learners (4.4%, 13%).6   

 

CCC believes every NYC student can and should receive a high-quality education that provides 

meaningful opportunities for future education, career, and life preparation. NYC’s education 

outcomes show that investments made by the city administration and the City Council in past 

years can provide positive results, but far too many students continue to be left behind.  

 

CCC believes that the City needs to make additional investments in the education system to 

ensure every NYC child has access to a high-quality education that prepares him/her for college 

and career success.  CCC looks forward to seeing additional investments and restorations in 

education in the upcoming Executive Budget.   

 

CCC respectfully submits the following recommendations for the upcoming Fiscal Year. 

 

1) Universal Free School Lunch for All NYC Public School Students 

 

CCC urges the administration to complete Mayor de Blasio’s campaign promise to 

implement universal free school lunch for all public school students. The Mayor has the 

authority to stop charging school fees for school lunches, as was done with the school breakfast 

program in 2003, and the Mayor should now use this authority for lunch.  

 

Currently, there are approximately 250,000 students who qualify for free or reduced lunch yet do 

not participate.7 Enrollment in free or reduced lunch plans is especially low as students get older, 

with school lunch participation dropping from 81% in elementary to 61% in middle school and 

38% in high school.8 Participation by eligible students is low because many students, especially 

older students, feel stigmatized for being in an income-based program, or otherwise are 

discouraged from participating due to the administrative requirements to enroll. It is important 

however that students get a full and nutritious lunch to better allow them to focus, participate, 

and learn in school, as well as to promote healthy nutrition during their growing years. 

 

Providing universal access for lunch programs would de-stigmatize participation by allowing 

everyone to participate. The expansion of universal school lunch for stand-alone middle schools 

saw an average of 7,500 additional students eat lunch each day, showing that making these 

programs universal increases participation.9 A universal lunch program is estimated to improve 

school lunch participation by almost 9 percent in elementary schools – or an additional 30,000 

                                                           
6 Id. 
7 68% of all NYC public school students are eligible for free school lunch, meaning their family income is less than 

$26,000 for a family of three. 75% of all NYC public school students are eligible for free or reduced school lunch, 

meaning their family income is less than $37,00 for a family of three. Lunch 4 Learning. “Universal Free School 

Lunch in NYC: An Overview.” Available at 

https://media.wix.com/ugd/fce5d8_9de71cd941824627bcd773be3912e2b9.pdf.  
8 Id.  
9 Lunch 4 Learning. “Campaign Key Points.” Available at 

https://media.wix.com/ugd/fce5d8_9de71cd941824627bcd773be3912e2b9.pdf.  
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additional children each day – and an estimated 20 percent in high schools – or an additional 

17,000 children each day.10 

 

Universal access to free lunch would be easier for the administration to manage, for parents to 

enroll, for students to participate, and for schools to provide. Each year, most parents must fill 

out an application that requires the disclosure of personal financial information, and in schools, 

staff must determine each day which students do and do not have to pay for their meals. When 

everyone is allowed access, there is no need to register and identify those eligible, but instead, 

everyone can simply participate. 

 

Universal school lunch provides a straightforward and concrete monetary benefit to parents and 

families, saving them time and money every day. Research from Robin Hood Foundation 

demonstrates that parents would save an average of $900 per year per child if school lunches 

were free for all students.11  

 

CCC thanks the City Council for your ongoing support for universal lunch. During Mayor de 

Blasio’s mayoral campaign, he pledged to support universal lunch. We believe it is time to fully 

fund and implement universal lunch in all grades. 

 

2) Maintain Funding for Community Schools 

 

CCC urges the administration to maintain all funding for community schools and ensure 

the 13 community schools funded through the State Community Schools Grant Initiative 

receive their 3rd year of funding.  
 

Community schools not only have positive impacts on academic achievement, attendance, 

graduation rates, and post-secondary outcomes, but they are better able to address the non-

academic needs of the students, providing holistic support for a student’s learning and well-

being. Community schools become focal points for revitalizing and supporting entire 

communities through their many services. The great successes of community schools throughout 

New York City demonstrate their incredible value as investments, and CCC is thankful for the 

Administration’s commitment to supporting community schools. 

 

Community schools must continue to be comprehensively funded to ensure the past investments 

and positive work continue to help students and communities. We urge the administration to 

maintain the existing funding level for all New York City community schools. In addition, New 

York City has 13 community schools funded through the state’s Community School Grant 

Initiative, Cohort 2 (CSGI). The state budget, currently being negotiated, eliminates the funding 

for CSGI. If the state funding is not restored, we urge the administration and DOE to ensure that 

funding is distributed to these 13 community schools in the amount currently allocated by the 

                                                           
10 Community Food Advocates. “Benefits of Expanding Universal Free School Lunch to High School and 

Elementary Schools Under Community Eligibility Provision (CEP).” December 2015. 

Available at http://www.lunch4learningnyc.org/.  
11 Robin Hood Foundation. Metric Equations. P. 90. Sept. 30, 2014. Available at 

https://www.robinhood.org/sites/default/files/user-uploaded-

images/Robin%20Hood%20Metrics%20Equations_BETA_Sept-2014.pdf.  
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CSGI program (approximately $167,000 per school) to enable these schools to maintain their 

ability to remain a community school. 

 

3) Strengthen Efforts to Help Homeless Students 

 

Given both the increasing numbers of homeless students and the high absentee rates among 

homeless students, we believe that the administration must do more to better address the needs of 

homeless students. Family homelessness is at record levels, and approximately one in ten NYC 

public school children is living in shelter, doubled up, or in foster care.12 The trauma and stress 

of homelessness, coupled with educational instability and/or long commutes to school, has been 

proven to negatively impact educational outcomes. 

 

A 2016 report by the Independent Budget Office (IBO) documented that students in homeless 

shelters had the highest rates of absenteeism. In the year they analyzed, 31.9% of students in 

shelters were chronically absent (absent 10-20% of the school year) and an additional 33.9% 

were severely chronically absent (absent more than 20% of the school year).13  Only 34.3% of 

homeless children had good attendance, as compared to 73.5% of the students not in temporary 

housing. It is important to note that this data is from a school year when approximately 65.4% of 

families were placed in the borough where the youngest child attended school,14 as compared to 

more recent data from Fiscal Year 2016 when only 55% of families with children were placed in 

the borough where the youngest child attended school.15 This means that many homeless 

students are either changing schools or traveling long distances to commute to and from school. 

 

In last year’s Executive Budget, the Mayor announced an investment of $30 million in services 

to begin to address the needs of homeless students. This funding was used to create health 

centers at elementary schools with at least 50 homeless students, provide literacy coaches at 

shelters, and create additional bus routes for homeless children.   

 

A portion of the funding, $10.3 million, was only for one-year of funding. This amount was used 

to fund supports for students living in shelters, including 33 DOE social workers to work with 

these students and guidance counselors at schools with high numbers of homeless students. CCC 

was disappointed to see that this one-year funding was not continued in the Preliminary Budget. 

CCC urges the administration to use the Executive Budge to restore and baseline the $10.3 

million for guidance counselors, and then add an additional $7.3 million to the Executive 

Budget to fund a total of 100 DOE social workers (add 67) at schools with high numbers of 

homeless students. 

 

                                                           
12 Ben Chapman. “Homelessness surges among NYC schoolkids.” New York Daily News. October 17, 2016. 

Available at http://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/exclusive-homelessness-surges-nyc-schoolkids-article-

1.2834486 
13 Independent Budget Office, Not Reaching the Front Door:  Homeless Students Face May Hurdles on the Way to 

School.  October 2016.  Available at http://www.ibo.nyc.ny.us/iboreports/not-reaching-the-door-homeless-students-

face-many-hurdles-on-the-way-to-school.pdf. 
14 Fiscal Year 2014 Mayor’s Management Report, Department of Homeless Services. Available at 

http://www1.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2014/2014_mmr.pdf.  
15 Id. 
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CCC appreciates that the Mayor’s newly announced homelessness plan attempts to better address 

the needs of homeless students by building 90 new homeless shelters and returning to a borough-

based placement system. While this is a step in the right direction, the plan will take until 2023 to 

be in full effect. Until then, many students will continue to be placed far from their communities 

and schools of origin, often in hotels that are not appropriate places for families to be living. 

 

To begin to better address the needs of homeless students, CCC urges the administration to 

reorient the system to be more proactive about helping homeless families with school-aged 

children, rather than being responsive to parents only after there is a problem identified. CCC 

suggests the following proposals be considered: 

 

 Better staff PATH so that every parent with school-aged children can meet with an expert 

trained in education, educational stability, McKinney-Vento, and transportation while at 

PATH. 

 Create a better system to arrange busing/transportation than the current process whereby 

busing cannot begin to be arranged until after the family is found eligible for shelter.  

This 10-day eligibility process can take substantially longer for families who are not 

initially found eligible, and thus leads to a tremendous delay in arranging busing. 

 Provide monthly MetroCards (rather than weekly) for families awaiting transportation 

arrangements. 

 Increase the number of DOE staff troubleshooting education issues for school-aged 

children in temporary housing from the current 8 staff.  Increase the number of family 

assistants who provide aid at shelters to better accommodate families placed in hotels. 

 

4) Fund and Implement Recommendations from the Leadership Team on School 

Climate and Discipline 

 

The Mayor’s Leadership Team on School Climate and Discipline released their Phase Two 

Recommendations in the summer of 2016.16 These recommendations included strategies to 

address in-school environment and student behavior to promote a safe learning setting for 

everyone and ensuring students who misbehave or make a mistake are provided the supports to 

stay engaged in school for their academic and social well-being. CCC believes the thoughtful 

recommendations should now be funded and implemented.  

 

Specifically, CCC urges the administration to fund and implement: 

a) $2.57 million to launch and sustain a Mental Health Support Continuum Pilot in 

20 high-needs schools;  

b) $5 million in FY18 to adopt and expand the City Council Restorative Practices 

Initiative in 100 high-needs schools; and  

c) $1.4 million in FY18 to expand Restorative Practices to 4 high-need school 

districts (about 180 schools). 
 

                                                           
16 The Mayor’s Leadership Team on School Climate and Discipline. Maintaining the Momentum: A Plan for Safety 

and Fairness in Schools. July 2016. Available at http://www1.nyc.gov/assets/sclt/downloads/pdf/SCLT_Report_7-

21-16.pdf.  
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The recommendation for $2.57 million for 20 Mental Health Support Continuum Pilots is based 

on the very high concentration of suspensions, arrests, and summonses in a handful of schools. 

About ten percent of all New York City Schools account for 41 percent of all suspensions and 

the vast majority of arrests/summonses.17 These schools have high rates of students with 

emotional and psychological conditions and serve a high percentage of students with disabilities. 

The Mayor’s Leadership Team identified the best strategy to address this issue as piloting a 

mental health network in 20 schools in the South Bronx and Central Brooklyn. The Mayor’s 

Leadership Team laid out a comprehensive set of specific proposals for these 20 pilot schools 

that all center on providing clinic and evidence-based mental health services to students with 

identified behavior problems. These programs will directly address some of the most challenging 

scenarios facing New York’s schools in a comprehensive and positive approach that will benefit 

every student in those schools, provide transformative support to students who are most in need, 

and provide the framework for scaling the program to other schools through the pilot model. 

 

The recommendation for $5 million in FY18 to expand the City Council Restorative Practices 

Initiative to 100 high-needs schools will take a model that has proven its value and effectiveness 

and bring it to additional schools. We commend the City Council’s leadership in funding the 

initial restorative practices pilot program in 25 schools. The successes provided by this program 

should now be expanded to additional schools. Continuing to fund and expand the restorative 

practices model will maximize the effectiveness of these programs as they require time and 

commitment by all stakeholders to become ingrained and successful, and this expansion will help 

cement these gains and expand the scope to even more students and schools. We recommend, in 

line with the Mayor’s Leadership Team’s recommendation, that the administration fund $5 

million in FY18, $7.5 million in FY19, and $10 million in FY20 to sustain and build upon this 

expansion in the restorative practice model to more New York schools.  

 

Similarly, the recommendation for $1.4 million to expand Restorative Practices to four high-

needs school districts (180 schools) over the next four years will capitalize on the investments 

already made and expand it for greater effect. We commend the Administration’s funding for 

restorative practices training for staff at all schools in District 18 starting in FY17. We now join 

the Mayor’s Leadership Team in recommending that the administration continue to expand this 

model to three other high-needs school districts by adding one school district per year, for a total 

funding amount of $1.4 million in FY18, $2.1 million in FY19, and $2.8 million in FY20. This 

funding should also include funding at least two restorative practice coordinators (instead of only 

one) in each district, evaluation and monitoring in each district, and increased staffing in DOE’s 

central and borough offices.  

 

5) Restore and Baseline City Council Initiatives 

 

The City Council’s leadership and commitment to education has been tremendous and 

instrumental to many thousands of students’ opportunity for a high-quality, well-rounded 

education. We are especially appreciative of the programs and services that the City Council 

funded last year, many of which the Council has a long history of supporting. We hope to see 

these programs restored and baselined in the upcoming Executive Budget so that there is no need 

for the annual budget dance. 

                                                           
17 Id. 
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We hope to see the following Council education initiatives restored and baselined: 

 $2.975 million for Educational Programs for Students, which includes $400,000 for 

Chess in the Schools, $275,000 for MOUSE, $1.55 million for Expanded Schools, Inc., 

and $750,000 for the Middle School Quality Initiative in DOE. 

 $500,000 for Child Mind Institute. 

 $1.23 million total for community schools. 

 $1.595 million for the Dropout Prevention and Intervention initiative. 

 $245,000 for the Jill Chaifetz Helpline operated by Advocates for Children. 

 $155,000 for LGBTQ-Inclusive Curriculum. 

 $1.925 million for Physical Education and Fitness, which includes $250,000 for 

C.H.A.M.P.S., $800,000 for New York Junior Tennis League, and $1.0 million for the 

Small Schools Athletic League. 

 $1.3 million for the Restorative Justice Program. 

 $12.74 million for Support for Educators, which includes funding for STEM Teachers’ 

College and Teacher’s Choice school supplies. 

 $3.5 million for Urban Advantage. 

 

In conclusion, we greatly appreciate the City Council’s commitment to education and seeking to 

ensure every New York City student receives a high-quality education. We are thankful for the 

administration also making several key investments in education this year, but hope that the 

Executive Budget can continue to improve education opportunities through expanded programs 

and fully restored and baselined funding.  

 

Thank you for the opportunity to testify. 

 


