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COMMITTEE ON EDUCATION 4

SERGEANT-AT-ARMS: Mic check. Today's
Committee on Education. Today's date is March o,
2024, in the Chambers, recorded by Nazly Paytuvi.

SERGEANT-AT-ARMS: Good afternoon and
welcome to today's New York City Council hearing for
the Committee on Education.

If you wish to submit testimony, you may
at testimony@council.nyc.gov.

At this time, please silence all
electronic devices.

Just a reminder, no one may approach the
dais at any point during this hearing.

Chair, we are ready to begin.

CHAIRPERSON JOSEPH: Thank you. Oversight
hearing on remote learning failures in New York City
Public Schools. [GAVEL]

Good afternoon and welcome to today's
oversight hearing on remote learning failures in New
York City Public Schools. I'm Rita Joseph, Chair of
the Education Committee. Thank you to everyone
present here and to those of you who are testifying
remotely.

In anticipation of a major snowstorm, New

York City Public Schools went remote for the only
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COMMITTEE ON EDUCATION 5
second time since the pandemic on Tuesday, February
13th. Despite DOE Chancellor David Banks asserting
that they were more than prepared for students to
shift online learning, that the DOE has taken some
time as a school system to do simulation and to
prepare, students and teachers who were confronted
with service unavailable and with other error
messages as they attempted to log on. Others across
the city reported issues accessing essential
services, including Google Classroom, Chromebooks,
and Zoom, while some other teachers reported that
they were struggling to even log into their emails
and take attendance. Chancellor Banks blamed IBM for
the issue, insisting DOE internal team checked all
boxes and promised a full analysis of what went
wrong. IBM released a statement the morning of
February 13th, stating they were working closely with
DOE to address the situation as quickly as possible.
In the meantime, it had been reported
that while DOE alleged they ran practice tests across
the system in preparation for a shift to remote
learning, IBM was not involved in those tests.
Additionally, it's also been reported that DOE had

been without a permanent Chief Information Officer
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COMMITTEE ON EDUCATION 6
for months. While an experienced interim CIO was in
place at the time, critics contend that the lack of
permanently installed CIO six months into the school
year contributed to the problem.

More recently, February 23rd, it was
reported that Intekhab, if I mispronounced, forgive
me, Shakil, who served as a CEO at the City Law
Department, would join DOE as its CIO on February
26th. At today's hearing, I look forward to welcoming
the new DOE CIO.

Additionally, the Committee is interested
in understanding how DOE prepared to pivot to remote
learning and how potential issues were overlooked in
that preparation. The Committee is also interested in
learning how DOE will address these issues for the
next time it plans to go remote as well as any backup
plan that may be put in place.

I'd like to thank the Committee Staff as
well as my own Staff for all of the work they put in
for today's hearing.

I'd like to remind everyone who wishes to
testify in person today that you must fill out a

witness slip, which is located to the desk of the
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COMMITTEE ON EDUCATION 7
Sergeant-at-Arms near the entrance of the room, even
if you already registered in advance.

To allow as many people as possible to
testify, testimony will be limited to three minutes
per person, whether you're testifying on Zoom or in
person. I'm also going to ask my colleagues to limit
their gquestions and comments to five minutes.

Please note that witnesses here in person
will testify before those on Zoom.

I would like to acknowledge my colleagues
that are present, Council Member Dinowitz, Council
Member Narcisse, Council Member Lewis, Council Member
Sanchez, Council Member Hanks, Council Member Hanif,
and Council Member Lee.

Now, without any further, I'd like start
our witness panel. I will turn to Committee Counsel,
Nadia Jean-Francois, to administer the oath.

COMMITTEE COUNSEL JEAN-FRANCOIS: Good
afternoon. I will call on each of you individually
for a response. Please raise your right hands.

Do you affirm to tell the truth, the
whole truth, and nothing but the truth before this
Committee and to respond honestly to Council Member

questions? Intekhab Shakil.
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COMMITTEE ON EDUCATION 8

do.

Strickland.

STRICKLAND:

Dimango.

Anwar.

Placencia.

Asher.

Yes.

Ramones.

Vadehra.

CHIEF INFORMATION OFFICER SHAKIL: Yes, I

COMMITTEE COUNSEL JEAN-FRANCOIS: Scott

DEPUTY CHIEF INFORMATION OFFICER

Yes.

COMMITTEE COUNSEL JEAN-FRANCOIS: Danielle

SUPERINTENDENT DIMANGO: Yes.

COMMITTEE COUNSEL JEAN-FRANCOIS: Zeeshan

CHIEF PRODUCT OFFICER ANWAR: Yes.

COMMITTEE COUNSEL JEAN-FRANCOIS: Johel

CHIEF TECHNOLOGY OFFICER PLACENCIA: Yes.

COMMITTEE COUNSEL JEAN-FRANCOIS: Randy

DEPUTY CHIEF INFORMATION OFFICER ASHER:

COMMITTEE COUNSEL JEAN-FRANCOIS: Kimberly

SUPERINTENDENT RAMONES: Yes.

COMMITTEE COUNSEL JEAN-FRANCOIS: Emma
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COMMITTEE ON EDUCATION 9

CHIEF OPERATING OFFICER VADEHRA: Yes.

COMMITTEE COUNSEL JEAN-FRANCOIS: Thank
you so much. You may begin your testimony.

CHIEF INFORMATION OFFICER SHAKIL: Good
afternoon, Chair Joseph, Members of the New York City
Council Education Committee. My name is Intekhab
Shakil. On February 26, 2024, I became the Chief
Information Officer of New York City Public Schools.
In this capacity, I oversee New York City Public
School Division of Instructional and Information
Technology, and I'm responsible for application
development, cybersecurity, school planning and
modernization and infrastructure teams that serve
over a million students and staff off New York City
Public Schools as well as our families.

I'm joined by Scott Strickland, Deputy
Chief Information Officer, Strategy and Governance;
Zeeshan Anwar, Chief Product Officer; Joel
Plascencia, Chief Technology Officer; and Randy
Asher; Deputy CIO of School Planning, Modernization,
and Partnership. Thank you for the opportunity to
discuss our work to support and enhance the
technology needs of our students and staff along with

Remote Learning Day on February 13th.
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COMMITTEE ON EDUCATION 10

I would like to thank Chair Joseph and
the Council for continuously advocating for students
of New York City and funding our technology efforts.
In my new role as CIO, I look forward to working
closely with the Council on behalf of our school
communities.

Since this is my first time appearing
before this Committee, I would like to share a little
about my background. With nearly 25 years of service
to New York City agencies, including over two decades
with New York City Public Schools and recent tenure
as Chief Information Officer at the City Law
Department, I bring a depth and breadth of experience
to the table. During my time at New York City Public
School, I led development of products such as New
York City Schools Account, TeachHub, and Parent
University, all aimed at enhancing the educational
experience of students, families citywide. I was in
DIIT when the pandemic hit in March 2020 and led the
development of systems to support student device
distribution and, as students and teachers return to
schools, the Daily Health Screening System. As CIO at
the City Law Department, our prime focus was

cybersecurity, and I played a pivotal role in
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COMMITTEE ON EDUCATION 11
establishing a business-driven cyber risk assessment
program and strengthening agency security measures in
alignment with citywide initiatives. At the heart of
my vision for technology for New York City Public
School is commitment to the principles outlined by
the Chancellor in his wvision for our public schools.
We are dedicated to fostering a safe and inclusive
digital environment that caters to the diverse needs
of our students and staff, ensuring equitable access
and support for all, regardless of their abilities
and, of course, prioritizing the reliable operation
of a data network, data centers, enterprise systems
to guarantee seamless delivery of educational
services and resources. Finally, recognize that
technology is not an end in itself, but a means to
empower our students for success in ever-evolving
world. Overall, I'm eager to provide the necessary
tools that will equip our students not only in the
classroom but also in navigating the world beyond
graduation. I look forward to hearing your concerns
today about the remote learning day on February 13th.
While we understand that technological glitches are

an unfortunate reality, we take this incident very
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COMMITTEE ON EDUCATION 12
seriously and are dedicated to ongoing enhancements
to our systems.

Now, Scott Strickland, Deputy CIO for
Strategy and Governance, will share details on last
month's shift to remote learning. Thank you.

DEPUTY CHIEF INFORMATION OFFICER
STRICKLAND: Good afternoon, Chair Joseph and Members
of the New York City Education Committee. My name is
Scott Strickland, Deputy Chief Information Officer,
Strategy Governance for the Division of Instructional
and Information Technology in New York City Public
Schools. From this past fall until last week, I
served as the Acting Chief Information Officer for
New York City Public Schools.

On behalf of Chancellor Banks, I thank
you for the opportunity to testify today. In addition
to CIO Intekhab Shakil, I am joined by Zeeshan Anwar,
our Chief Product Officer; Johel Placencia, our Chief
Technology Officer, and Randy Asher, our Deputy CIO
for School Planning, Modernization, and Partnerships.

Before I begin, I would like to thank
Speaker Adams, Chair Joseph, and the entire Council
for your advocacy on behalf of New York City school

systems, students, and meeting their needs in a
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COMMITTEE ON EDUCATION 13
digital age. I'm here to provide testimony regarding
the steps the New York City Public Schools took in
preparation for the remote learning day, our
experiences during the first citywide remote learning
day since COVID on February 13, 2024, and the actions
we have taken in response to the challenges students
and teachers encountered that morning.

I want to emphasize our dedication to
ensuring the smooth operation of our systems and
services, particularly during remote learning
periods. While we strive to minimize disruptions, it
is important to acknowledge that we cannot guarantee
that outages will not occur. However, what we can
assure is our commitment to respond promptly and
effectively to any issues that may arise. I know how
frustrating it was for many students and families who
experienced delays when logging in for class. We are
sorry we did not prevent this issue from arising.

What did we do to prepare the schools to
prepare to remote? This year, New York City Public
Schools began preparing to pivot weeks earlier than
last year in anticipation of inclement weather. Three
anchor documents were developed, updated, and shared

broadly across the agency. The first was our
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COMMITTEE ON EDUCATION 14
Emergency Remote Learning Plan, required by the New
York City Department of Education, outlining a plan
should the New York City Public Schools have to
permit to remote learning, the second was a Digital
Classroom Labor Agreement requiring all teachers to
establish a digital classroom by the end of September
and, third, annual updating of the Principal
Assessment for School Readiness to Transition from
In-Person to Temporary Remote Learning Checklist on
our InfoHub page, which houses all guidance and
resources for remote learning that all New York City
Public Schools educators can access.

Beginning in October 2023, we identified
three priority areas to ensure schools would be ready
to pivot to remote. First, students would have access
to a working device, second, students could log into
their digital classroom and, third, teachers have set
up their digital learning environment. School
superintendent points in each district and school
directors in each borough were tasked to support
schools directly with this effort. Additionally, our
central offices began reviewing data on these three
data points, reviewing percentages of devices

assigned to students, percentage of student log-ins,
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and percent of teacher log-ins on New York City
Public Schools systems. To begin, we shared
preparation guidance with schools and district
leaders including a checklist that included
information on these eight categories, devices for
students and staff, staff and student accounts,
digital learning environments, digital professional
learning, student supports and related services,
attendance and student outreach, budget and human
resources, and school community communications.

On November 27, 2023, schools were
directed to conduct a pivot to remote practice both
in-school and at home. They were given a window of
time for this practice to occur by December 8, 2023.
The exact date each district set was set by the
superintendent. These expectations were communicated
through system-wide email messaging to all New York
City Public Schools superintendents. Included in this
message was a letter for superintendents to share
with each of their principals and a letter that
principals could share with their families, the
Remote Readiness Practice Plan Family Letter. The
focus of the practice was to ensure students had

access to a working device, had access to the
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internet, and could access their digital classroom,
both in school and at home. In school, teachers were
to assure that students had guided practice on
logging in via their New York City provided username
and passwords. Discretion was given to principals and
teachers for additional digital learning activities
done in the classroom. The at-home practice activity
ranged from a homework assignment to an extension of
the day's learning conducted at home in the digital
environment. These were activities to test access to
the digital classroom for the student to complete
asynchronously rather than an activity of synchronous
teaching and learning. By December 20, 2023, all
superintendents confirmed their districts had
completed the pivot to remote practice activities.
During this fall and early winter, to this day, New
York City Public Schools regularly communicated and
collaborated with superintendents regarding device
and account access including these five things,
ensuring superintendents knew what to do about
centrally distributed devices not assigned to
students and student accounts with no log-ins,
requiring schools to inventory and assign devices to

students, distributing all central devices to schools
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COMMITTEE ON EDUCATION 17
that requested them, a total of 700,000 central
devices from April 2020 to December 2023, number
four, helping principals gather information about
current home devices to ensure students’ needs were
known and accounted for, a total of 50,000 students
indicated they had a device at home that could
support remote learning. We sent clarifying messages
to principals on January 3rd that they could send
school devices home for a pivot to remote day.
Additionally, we worked within New York Public
Schools and our partners at New York City Emergency
Management to improve our own internal communications
and decision-making processes to ensure we could have
an early and clear notifications to schools and
families in the case of a remote day.

February 12th, the day prior to the
remote learning day, once the decision was made on
February 12th to pivot to remote learning, DIIT
notified relevant vendors, including IBM and Digaro
(phonetic), who runs our service desk, to ensure they
were prepared to support the hundreds of thousands of
students who would be logging in to learn as well as
our tens of thousands of teachers and central staff

and support staff. We held a meeting with
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superintendents to announce a weather-related system-
wide pivot to remote learning for the following day
and to ensure districts were prepared for the
transition. Superintendents were reminded to review
the snow day closure guidance and to remind schools
to send devices home with students who may need them.
With regard to IBM, the DIIT team sent an
email at 1 p.m. on February 12th indicating that the
next day, February 13th, would be a remote learning
day for students and that we expected an increased
load for user log-in authentications and for them to
perform active monitoring. IBM acknowledged our
notification soon after receiving the email. February
13th, the citywide remote learning day. On February
13, 2024, a large number of New York City Public
School users, primarily students and teachers, were
unable to log into New York City Public School
systems at the beginning of the remote learning day.
After investigation, DIIT determined that the issue
was related to the user authentication services
provided by the IBM Security Verify Product that New
York City Public Schools had been using for several
years. Overall, the issues began and were identified

by DIIT around 7:45 a.m. IBM was notified at that
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time. IBM acknowledged receipt of our message and
investigated and immediately began to work on a
resolution as did DIIT. After several corrective
actions by both IBM and DIIT, the system appeared to
be stabilized mid-morning. New York City Public
School systems, including the IBM system, operated
without problems for the remainder of the remote
learning day and since. While there’s no definitive
data on how exactly how many students and teachers
were impacted, what we do know is that over 100,000
users were able to log in before 8 a.m. and between
15,000 and 40,000 users were able to log in every 10
minutes from 8 a. m. until 10 a. m. totaling over
660,000 users. By the end of the day, over one
million students, teachers, and staff were able to
log in to New York City Public School systems on
December 13th. The root cause of the issue was that
the number of New York City Public Schools users
logging in prior to 8 a.m. to start the remote
learning day exceeded the capacity of the system to
handle that peak load.

On the IBM side, the actions that were
taking that day included increasing the capacity of

New York City Public Schools authentication services
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along with adding more CPU processing power to one of
their services and isolating New York City Public
Schools traffic to one server while moving all other
clients to secondary servers. We also worked with IBM
to turn off an alternative QR picture-based
authentication option to have users use the standard
username password authentication model. This option
is for younger children and special needs students
and was operating unpredictably under the peak load.
Following this first pivot to remote day, we were
tasked with aggressively and accurately testing
systems in the event of another the system-wide pivot
to remote. We know how frustrating it was for many
students and families who experienced delays when
logging into classes, and we're sorry we did not
prevent this issue from occurring.

What has happened since February 13th?
Since February 13th, DIIT has been working with IBM
to develop an immediate and a long-range plan of
action to ensure that the next remote learning day
can avoid the problem we experienced on February
13th.

The immediate term plan includes the

possibility of staggering start times on a remote
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learning day to distribute the peak load on the IBM
user authentication Service. DIIT has also
successfully completed performance load testings in
its staging environment, which accesses an existing
IBM pre-production Authentication Service provided by
IBM for testing purposes. The objective of these
tests was to establish measurements of the system's
performance called a performance baseline. This pre-
production environment was used by DIIT as a close
replica of the live production environment but is not
yet an exact replica of the New York City production
environment.

Longer term, both DIIT and IBM were
performing automated performance tests on their test
systems to identify performance improvements that
could be implemented to reduce the risk of
overloading the system, even at New York City Public
Schools peak start of day volumes. In the past, while
we had superintendents test in all of their
districts, we did not conduct a load test where all
students and staff attempted to log in at the same
time. This would have been a substantial undertaking
that would have disrupted school and/or families and

staff time at home. That form of testing is also not
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an industry standard in terms of performance testing.
An industry standard is automated load testing in a
non-production environment, as noted above, similar
to what we do for our other systems. We are
continuing to consider the best way to test all our
systems going forward. As noted above, we are working
with IBM to ensure we do all the automated load
testing we can to ensure readiness. Once again, we
regret the problems caused by the issue with this IBM
system capacity. We value IBM for their rapid and
effective response to the problem and for being a
longstanding partner that clearly prioritizes our
students and families.

In conclusion, New York City Public
Schools and IBM recognize that the start of the
remote day did not go smoothly, and both teams are
working together to minimize the possibility of this
occurring again in the future. Our students, family,
and staff deserve better. We appreciate the
opportunity to speak to you today. Thank you.

CHAIRPERSON JOSEPH: Thank you. I'd like
to acknowledge our Public Advocate, Jumaane Williams,

Council Member Brewer, Stevens, Krishnan, and I'm
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going to turn over before I start my questioning to
the Public Advocate for his testimony.

PUBLIC ADVOCATE WILLIAMS: Thank you so
much, Madam Chair. I appreciate it. As mentioned, my
name is Jumaane Williams, Public Advocate of New
York. I want to thank Chair Joseph and the Members of
the Committee on Education for holding this important
hearing and from New York City Public Schools for
being here. This is my opening statement.

In 2020, New York City students
experienced an unprecedented disruption in their
learning due to the COVID-19 pandemic. For the first
time, the City's over one million students had to
switch to virtual learning and, while this was
necessary to slow the spread of COVID, we are still
feeling the effects today. The sudden dependence on
technology to access school deepened education
inequities already present in our schools with low-
income students, students with disabilities, ELL
students, and students in temporary housing are the
most impacted. These disparities are not unique to
NYC. A report released last year by UNESCO, the
United Nations Education and Cultural Organization,

found that there was a worldwide problem. The




10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

COMMITTEE ON EDUCATION 24
disparity between those who have access to the
internet and those who do not, known as the digital
divide, existed long before the pandemic but was laid
especially bare when it determined which kids were
able to go to school.

First, I want to applause the city for
providing hundreds of thousands of iPads and other
electronic devices to students who needed them during
remote learning. The pandemic forced us to address
the fact that access to the internet and electronic
devices have become an integral part of students’
education, and New York City Public Schools now has a
reserve of iPads and Chromebooks to distribute to
students who need them. Still, many students went
weeks or months without access to an electronic
device or broadband connection during the pandemic,
and troubleshooting technological issues are
particularly difficult for families who do not speak
English or have limited English proficiency. Many
students did not attend school at all for long
periods of time during remote learning, and chronic
absenteeism has been elevated. Since the switch to
remote learning for the 2020 to 2021 school year, the

rate of chronic absenteeism was 41 percent and, while
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that number has come down, 1t remains above rates
prior to the pandemic. This cannot be entirely
attributed to the way the City handled remote
learning. Many students struggling with trauma
experienced by the pandemic and the transition from
being isolated in their homes to return to school is
challenging. For students who lost connection during
the pandemic, it can be difficult to re-engage them,
but many students have been discouraged or left
behind, particularly students with disabilities who
did not receive all the compensatory services to
which they were entitled during virtual learning and
ELL students, who were doubly isolated both by school
closures and by language barriers.

In 2020, then Mayor Bill de Blasio
announced that students would have virtual-learning
days in lieu of snow days, plicy that Mayor Eric
Adams has continued due to the increasing number of
holidays on the school calendar. However, when the
city experienced heavy snowfall last month and
students were instructed to log into school at home,
the system crashed, leaving many students and
teachers unable to log in to Zoom, Google Classroom

school, email accounts, and even attendance tracking
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tools. Of course, it is a concern to me and many New
Yorkers that prior to the snow day issues, New York
City Public Schools did not have a permanent Chief
Information Officer for months. While one day lost to
technical difficulties is not the end of the world,
COVID has taught us that we need to be prepared to
provide our students with the best possible education
in any circumstances.

I just want to say thank you again to the
Chancellor who were at least accepted that something
went wrong, admitted that, and said they have to do
different. I wish more people within the
Administration would do that. I think it would help
our conversation go a long way but, even to that, I
think some of the explanations are left a lot to be
desired, and I'm hoping we can get some more answers
to what happened during this hearing. Thank you.

CHAIRPERSON JOSEPH: Thank you, Public
Advocate.

I'm going to yield my time to Council
Member Louis.

COUNCIL MEMBER LOUIS: Thank you, Chair,
and thank you to the panel for being here today. I'm

just going to ask all my questions and then you all
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can feel free to answer. The first question is in
regards to, everything is based off the statement,
but I wanted to know what is DOE's process to notify
vendors of critical technology support needs, meaning
who do you call or email and what's the process, and
what kind of acknowledgement is required for that?

The second one is in regards to your
statement on page five, when you reached out to IBM.
I wanted to know when did DOE actually communicate to
IBM that there was a technical problem and what means
of communication was used and what was said and
communicated with IBM? How often does DOE have an
executive level sync with IBM's executive team, and
what expectations are expressed at those meetings
that you have with IBM and did IBM meet its minimal
contractual obligation in terms of service on the
morning of the snowstorm, meaning did IBM perform or
was their performance met with the contract
requirements? If so, why did the contract not have a
higher level of performance?

Last one, which agency owns the contract
that IBM operates currently for the DOE? Thank you.

DEPUTY CHIEF INFORMATION OFFICER

STRICKLAND: I'll try to answer as many as I can.
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COUNCIL MEMBER LOUIS: I know that was a
lot, but just to provide some context based off your
statement, which I thought was fine.

DEPUTY CHIEF INFORMATION OFFICER
STRICKLAND: Great. Thank you. We have regular
meetings with our major vendors. We meet with IBM
weekly I think and they were aware that this was
coming. The exact communication went to them at 1
p.m. On the day before, we sent them an email, their
customer success representative who we deal with on
these kind of issues acknowledged that. I will say
that IBM has asked us to also in the future file a
service ticket which then gets into their help desk
scenario and gets the right support people lined up.
We've actually done that once or twice since. We had
threatening weather a couple of weeks ago, and what
they've asked for is, if we see something maybe going
to happen on a Thursday, put what they call a
proactive ticket in on a Monday, and let us know, and
then wave it down if it's not going to be a remote
day, and we actually have done that. We used Slack to
communicate on the morning of. They immediately
looked at their systems, and they were already

monitoring them and realized that a problem did
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