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Good afternoon. My name is Alexis Henry and I am the Policy Associate for Early Education 
and Education at Citizens’ Committee for Children of New York, Inc. (CCC). CCC is a 71-year 
old, privately supported, 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 Dromm, as well as the members of the City 
Council Education Committee, for holding today’s oversight hearing regarding meeting physical 
education requirements and Intro 644-2015, a data reporting bill regarding physical education in 
NYC schools. CCC would also like to thank Council Member Crowley for her efforts to 
introduce and move this legislation, as well as the 37 Council Members who have signed on as 
co-sponsors.  

Physical education is critical to combatting childhood obesity, decreasing the risk of chronic 
illnesses like heart disease and cancer, and has also been shown to boost children’s academic 
achievement and socio-emotional skills.   

We believe that it is critical that New York City’s public schools meet the minimum physical 
education requirements related to time, frequency, personnel and space, set by the State Board of 
Education. Unfortunately, numerous studies, reviews and audits, including the recent May 2015 
review by Comptroller Scott Stringer have documented that NYC is woefully out of compliance.  
For example, the Stringer report found that over 32% of schools, including 59% of elementary 
schools, lack a certified physical education teacher and that 28% of schools lack a dedicated 
“physical fitness space.”1 

While we appreciate the efforts to document the extent of the problem by the Comptroller’s 
Office (both Stringer and his predecessor), as well as the American Heart Association, the 
Women’s City Club, and the Campaign for Educational Equity, one of the key issues is that there 
is insufficient data available to fully document the current status of physical education 
throughout the City’s public school system. This is why CCC supports Intro 644-2015, which 
would require the Department of Education (DOE) to publicly report by school and citywide, 
data with regard to the frequency and number of minutes of physical education, as well as the 
number of certified PE teachers in each school. We believe that this type of data will help DOE 
document the full extent of the problem and assist in the development of solutions. 

1) Physical Education is Critical for School Children 
Physical education (PE) is a critical tool in the fight against childhood obesity and through 
teaching children and youth about physical fitness, it lays the groundwork for a lifetime of health 
and well-being. 

In addition to addressing childhood obesity and instilling good habits for a healthy adulthood, 
physical education has been shown to enhance learning, lead to better academic outcomes, and 

                                                            
1 Office of the New York City Comptroller, Scott M. Stringer, Dropping the Ball:  Disparities in Physical Education 
in New York City Schools, May 2015.  http://physed4all.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/2015-Comptroller-
Report.pdf.  
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increase a child’s focus in school.  PE also teaches children and youth critical skills related to 
teamwork and problem-solving. 

a) Childhood Obesity 
Childhood obesity is a national epidemic.  According to the Centers for Disease Control, 17% of 
American children and adolescents aged 2-19 were obese in 2011-2012—a percentage that has 
doubled in the past 30 years.2  In New York City, the situation is even more concerning, given 
that in 2011, 20.7% of NYC children were obese.3  Notably, this was a slight decline from 2010 
when 21% of children were obese and gives hope that initiatives being implemented in NYC are 
starting to work. 

That said, approximately, one in every five New York City public school students (K-8) is 
classified as obese. There is some disparity among boroughs, with 23.3% of Bronx children 
obese, 21% in Staten Island, 20.6% in Brooklyn, 19.7% in Queens and 19% in Manhattan.  A 
recent Robert Wood Johnson Analysis of obesity, documented that in 2013, New York State 
ranked 37 out of 43 states for the level of obesity amongst high school students (10.6%).4  

Additionally, the obesity epidemic disproportionately affects students of color. Black and Latino 
children and youth have disproportionately higher obesity rates.  One study found that while 
nationally 16.9% of children and youth are obese, the rate is 20.2% for Black children, 22.4% for 
Latino children and 14.3% for white children.5 The CDC also found obesity rates to be higher for 
low income preschool students than their wealthier peers.6  

We know that daily, quality physical education can help combat childhood obesity in New York 
City. Quality physical education has long term health benefits for students, leading to increased 
participation in physical activity and sports outside of school. Regular Physical Education classes 
will produce students who grow into adults that will have healthier habits, live longer and have 
lower risk for heart disease, stroke, type 2 diabetes, depression, and some cancers.7  

b) Academic Achievement and Socio-emotional Health 
Physical education not only improves health outcomes, but also impacts overall well-being and 
has a positive impact on academic achievement and socio-emotional health.8 Children who have 
low levels of physical activity are less likely to be able to focus attention and persist in learning. 
In addition to the benefits of regular exercise, Physical Education classes are a place for students 
                                                            
2 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Childhood Obesity Facts. Retrieved from: 
http://www.cdc.gov/obesity/data/childhood.html.  Accessed June 15, 2015. 
3 Citizens’ Committee for Children, Keeping Track Online.  http://data.cccnewyork.org/data/map/94/obesity-among-
public-elementary-and-middle-school-students#94/a/2/143/9/a.   
4 Better Policies for Healthy America, The State of Childhood Obesity.  http://www.stateofobesity.org/states/ny/ 
5 Better Policies for Healthy America, The State of Childhood Obesity.  http://stateofobesity.org/disparities.   
6 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Childhood Obesity Facts. Retrieved from: 
http://www.cdc.gov/obesity/data/childhood.html.  
7 Ibid. 
8 For studies showing the link between physical education and academic performance please see, Leadership for a 
Healthy Community, Making the Connection:  Linking Academic Achievement to Policies to Promote Physical 
Activity.  June 2011.  http://activelivingresearch.org/making-connection-linking-academic-achievement-policies-
promote-physical-activity; National Institute of Health, Effects of Health-Related Physical Education on Academic 
Achievement:  The SPARK Study. 1999.  http://www.sparkpe.org/resultsSallis.pdf.  
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to learn valuable teamwork, leadership, and psychomotor skills that translate into the classroom 
and beyond.9 

II. Lack of Compliance with State Physical Education Requirements in New York City 
Unfortunately, many New York City schools are not meeting New York State’s minimum 
physical education requirements. We know from several studies, audits and reports, as well as 
anecdotal evidence from parents, students and educators, that the non-compliance is especially 
acute in the elementary schools and in co-located schools. 

As seen in the chart below, the State requires that students in grades K–6 must receive a 
minimum total of 120 minutes of physical education per week (including daily physical 
education for students in grades K–3 and physical education at least three times per week for 
students in grades 4–6). In grades 7 and 8, schools must be able to provide students with physical 
education three times a week in one semester and two times a week in the other for a minimum 
total of 90 minutes a week. High schools must be able to provide students with physical 
education three times a week in one semester and two times a week in the other semester.   

In addition, the state law requires middle and high school students to be taught physical 
education by a certified physical education teacher.  The mandate for elementary school students 
is that they be taught either by a certified physical education teacher or a teacher who is under 
the direction and supervision of a certified physical education teacher. 

NYSED PHYSICAL EDUCATION REQUIREMENTS 

Chart produced by PhysEd4All Coalition10  

Grade 

Level 

Frequency of required PE Duration of required PE Who may teach PE? 

K-3  Daily  120 minutes/week Certified PE teachers; Classroom teachers 

under the direction and supervision of a 

certified PE teacher 

4-6 at least 3 times/week  120 minutes/week Certified PE teachers; Teachers under the 

direction and supervision of a certified PE 

teacher. If housed in a middle school, 

grades 5, 6 must be taught by a certified 

PE teacher. 

                                                            
9 Florence MD, Asbridge M, Veugelers PJ. Diet quality and academic performance. Journal of School Health. 2008 
Apr; 78(4):209-15. 
10 Phys Ed 4 All web site accessed 6/15/15.  http://physed4all.org/how-much-pe/, CCC is a member of the 
PhysEd4All Coalition. 
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7-8 3 class periods/week in one 

semester; 2 class 

periods/week in the other 

semester 

3 class periods/week in one 

semester; 2 class 

periods/week in the other 

semester 

 Certified PE teachers only 

9-12 3 class periods/week in one 

semester; 2 class 

periods/week in the other 

semester 

 3 class periods/week in one 

semester; 2 class 

periods/week in the other 

semester 

 Certified PE teachers only 

 

With access to limited data, a recent report by NYC Comptroller Scott Stringer highlights the 
severity of the disparities in physical education in the City. Over 32% of schools lack a full time 
certified Physical Education teacher. The situation is most stark for elementary schools, 59% of 
which lack a full-time, licensed Physical Education instructor compared to 16.5% of middle 
schools and 8% of high schools.11  

Access to adequate physical fitness spaces can also be a limitation. Even though 1,798 rooms are 
designated as physical fitness spaces throughout 1,116 schools, 28% of New York City schools 
(435 schools) do not have a physical fitness space, with the majority of these schools located in 
the Bronx and Queens. The lack of adequate facilities is most troubling for middle and high 
schools—over 41% and 35% of high schools and middle schools, respectively, have no physical 
fitness space. 149 schools (10% of all City schools) lack both a full-time, certified PE teacher, 
and a physical fitness space. 87 of these schools (58 percent) are co-located.12 

Sadly, this problem is not new. A 2011 audit conducted by New York City Comptroller Liu 
found that, of the 31 elementary schools audited, none were in full compliance with the State 
requirements for physical education. Schools in the sample also lacked certified Physical 
Education teachers and space in which to offer physical education.13  
 
III. Barriers to Providing Physical Education in NYC Schools 
In a City with 1.1 million school children attending over 1,800 schools, it is not an easy feat to 
meet the physical education requirements.  Schools face many barriers.  About a year ago, CCC 
interviewed several principals, teachers, and experts in the area and documented many of the 
same barriers that have been documented by others. 
 

                                                            
11 New York City Comptroller, Dropping the Ball: Disparities in Physical Education in New York City Schools. 
May 2015. http://comptroller.nyc.gov/wp-content/uploads/documents/Phys_Ed.pdf  
12 Ibid. 
13 New York City Comptroller, Audit Report on the Department of Education’s Compliance with Physical 
Education Regulations in Elementary Schools. October 2011. 
http://comptroller.nyc.gov/wpcontent/uploads/documents /MD11_083A.pdf 
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These include: 
 Space/facilities for physical education:  This issue is even more dramatic and harder to 

rectify in co-located schools where gymnasiums, auditoriums and cafeterias are often 
shared. 

 Lack of certified physical education teachers:  While space can be a challenge, a certified 
PE teacher will be able to use available space more creatively. In addition, there is no 
substitute for learning PE from a certified PE teacher. For example, an English teacher 
under the supervision of a PE teacher will not be able to provide the same learning 
experience. CCC is grateful that programs like PEP (Phys Ed Plus) and the YMCAs are 
able to assist some schools by providing them with a PE teacher. We know that this is a 
very large issue in elementary schools, where certified teachers are not mandated by state 
law.  

 Finances:  It has been noted numerous times that the PE crisis became worse after 
principals were given a budget and told to use it to fund all school services. Prior to this 
arrangement, principals would have line items for PE. Principals face many competing 
priorities such as academics, academic support, art, on-site health and mental health 
services, etc. With so many competing demands, PE can be left unfunded. 

 Data:  As reiterated by the Comptroller and many other reviews and audits, there is a 
dearth of data in this area and the data that does exist may be inconsistent. For example, 
different schools may have different titles for their PE class. 

 

IV. Recommendations 
Although a number of factors contribute to the lack of physical education, these barriers should 
not prevent the City from prioritizing physical education in every school. Every child deserves a 
healthy, positive school environment as children’s physical, emotional and social development 
all benefit from daily physical activity and better fitness levels are also associated with better 
academic performance. 

a) Pass Intro 644-2015 with modifications:   
CCC urges the City Council to enact Intro 644, to require DOE to report data on physical 
education in New York City schools. Specifically, this bill would require DOE to report 
on the frequency and total minutes provided to students by grade level at each school 
disaggregated by whether it is provided by a certified teacher; information about the 
facilities for PE at each school; data related to ESL students and racial and ethnic 
disparities; and information about the number of schools in compliance. 
 
It is critical that all schools have the resources they need to comply with New York State 
physical education requirements, as well as to incorporate regular physical activity into 
the daily schedules of all students. Intro 644 is a necessary step towards meaningfully 
addressing the current state of physical education in New York City because it will 
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ensure that DOE, City Council Members, advocates, parents and children know the 
current status of PE in schools.   
 
To make Intro 644 even stronger, we respectfully request that it be amended to:  
1) Be reorganized in the manner submitted by the PhysEd4All Coalition, which we feel 

elicits the same information in an easier to follow manner; 
2) Add questions about non-PE physical activity;  
3) Add questions about how the DOE monitors and ensures compliance with state 

regulations. 
 

b) Hire more PE Teachers:  
While the data from Intro 644 will be invaluable for quantifying the full scope of the 
problem, we already know from the Stringer audit that there are 506 NYC public schools 
that lack a full-time, certified PE teacher and we know where these schools are.  There is 
no reason to wait for the data.  NYC should begin hiring PE teachers to start in 
September immediately.  It may be important to note that last year there was a similar 
data reporting bill for art instruction, but art teachers were added to the budget prior to 
the report’s first due date.  In these last few days of budget negotiations, we urge the 
Mayor and the City Council to include more PE teachers in the adopted budget for FY16. 
 

c) Technical Assistance 
We believe that more TA to schools could go a long way towards helping principals and 
teachers increase children’s access to both PE and physical activity.  For example, the 
recently released A+ “School Wellness” recommendations could be a valuable tool.14  
We hope that the DOE budget can also include increased staffing and support for PE at 
the DOE’s Office of School Wellness.15 

CCC thanks the City Council and the Comptroller for your interest in the need to ensure NYC 
schools comply with state PE mandates. We urge you to pass Intro 644 and work with the 
Administration to ensure that all schools have the resources they need to comply with New York 
State physical education requirements, as well as to incorporate regular physical activity into 
daily schedules. 

Thank you for the opportunity to testify.  

 

                                                            
14 The School Wellness Recommendations can be accessed here:  http://physed4all.org/wp-
content/uploads/2014/12/School-Wellness.pdf.   
15 See http://schools.nyc.gov/Academics/FitnessandHealth/default.htm.   


