












 
 

Testimony of the United Federation of Teachers  
before the New York City Council Education Committee’s  

oversight hearing on remote learning failures in New York City public schools 
 

March 6, 2024     
 
My name is Michael Mulgrew, and I am the president of the United Federation of 
Teachers (UFT). On behalf of the union’s more than 190,000 members, I want to thank 
the New York City Council’s Education Committee, especially Education Chair Rita 
Joseph, for holding today’s public hearing on the failure of New York City to plan for and 
properly execute a pivot to remote instruction on Feb. 13, 2024.  
 
That day's debacle cannot happen again. Let's review what happened. 
 
Educators were ready with their virtual classrooms launched and lessons prepped.  
Parents, grandparents and caregivers took time that day to help their young children log 
on. Students showed up for class. Who wasn't ready? The New York City Department of 
Education. 
 
And so when roughly 1 million students and adults attempted to log on within an hour 
window, the system collapsed. It was the virtual equivalent of children and educators 
showing up at a physical school building only to find the doors locked, the lights off and 
no information about where to go or what to do. 
 
The DOE and its vendor, IBM, did eventually manage to stabilize the system. By 12:30 
p.m. that afternoon, 970,000 teachers and students had logged into their classrooms. It 
was a testament to the relationships between educators, their students and the city's 
parents that education continued. 
 

● At PS/MS 124 in Ozone Park, 6th graders continued their research for their 
project on Egyptian gods. 

● At MS/HS 223 in the South Bronx, students were able to log into remote 
classrooms because the school kept its own email accounts as backup to the 
DOE's. 



● At the Manhattan Academy of Arts and Languages, high school students showed 
up for their first-period algebra class and hung in until the system stabilized. 

● At PS 136 in St. Albans, all 30 5th-grade students in an ICT class — a class that 
blends special needs and gen ed students — came for a full day that included a 
morning read-aloud and discussion of "Sofia Valdez for President," math 
exploration, and kudos at the end for all their hard work. 

 
The DOE and IBM will likely spend today's hearing subtly — or not so subtly — blaming 
each other for the collapse. Our job, and yours, is to get them to move past the blame 
game and to create a better process for the nation's largest school system to pivot 
quickly and effectively to a day of remote instruction.  
 
We have the following general recommendations for what the DOE must do throughout 
the year to ensure that remote learning runs smoothly when it is needed: 
 
Communication 

● Streamline communication among the DOE, schools and parents to 
ensure families have up-to-date information on remote learning 
procedures. 

● Provide clear, concise and accessible instructions on accessing 
technology platforms and participatory guidelines. 

Internet Access (this should be done quarterly throughout the school year) 
● Ensure schools have sufficient internet-enabled devices available for 

checkout in case of unexpected school closures. 
● Provide families with guidance on accessing free or low-cost internet for 

eligible students. 
Equity and Access 

● Minimize the digital divide by offering a variety of learning materials and 
technology options that cater to students' different needs and preferences 
(including for the students in shelters). 

● Identify and support students who cannot access remote learning through 
digital technology. 

Remote Instruction Plan 
● Update the existing Emergency Remote Instruction Plan, which must 

include methods for ensuring devices, internet access, special education 
and related services for students with disabilities and preschool students 
with disabilities. 

● Clearly define expectations for staff regarding the balance of synchronous 
and asynchronous instruction during remote learning days. 

Supporting Teachers and Staff 



● Ensure teachers have adequate time for Other Professional Work (OPW) 
and parent engagement activities per their contract where appropriate. 

  
In addition, we recommend that the district enact the following policies to avoid any 
future repeats of this recent meltdown: 
 
Remote Pivot Policies: 
 

● Make the decision to go remote as early as possible to give families and school 
communities the maximum amount of time to prepare. 

● Immediately create and share a crisis remote learning management plan so that 
all stakeholders, including school staff, families and outside vendors, know what 
the process is when technical difficulties make it impossible to use the system as 
intended on a remote learning day.  

● Run at least one true stress test of the system before a remote day is needed, 
including a full simulation of what would happen when all students and staff 
simultaneously log in and access the resources available. 

● Expand the external capacity of the DOE to address technical difficulties and 
provide support without extensive reliance on external consultants. 

● Ensure that when external consultants or companies are used, they are included 
in any stress tests or other technical checks of the system and that their 
contracts hold them fully accountable for any failures of service.  

 
We will continue to need the ability to pivot to remote instruction for short periods 
because New York City will continue to be buffeted by snowstorms, flash flooding and 
the smoke of Canadian wildfires, to name a few recent emergencies. In addition, the 
New York City school calendar now recognizes some 18 religious, civic and cultural 
holidays. The calendar no longer has room for students to be off for "snow days" if we 
are to meet the state's requirements of 180 school days and not have students in class 
into July. 
 
We need the flexibility of short-term remote instruction for emergencies. It is the DOE's 
responsibility to make the transition as seamless as possible. 
 
 



PUBLIC ADVOCATE FOR THE CITY OF NEW YORK

Jumaane D. Williams
STATEMENT OF PUBLIC ADVOCATE JUMAANE D. WILLIAMS

TO THE NEW YORK CITY COUNCIL COMMITTEE ON EDUCATION
MARCH 6, 2024

Good afternoon,

My name is Jumaane D. Williams, and I am the Public Advocate for the City of New York. I
would like to thank Chair Joseph and the members of the Committee on Education for holding
this important hearing.

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 of this 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 the most impacted. These
disparities were not unique to NYC: a report released last year by UNESCO, the United Nations’
educational and cultural organization, found that this was a worldwide problem.1 The 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.

I want to applaud 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 the DOE now has a reserve of iPads and ChromeBooks to distribute to
students who need them.2 Still, many students went weeks or months without access to an
electronic device or broadband connection during the pandemic, and troubleshooting
technological issues was particularly difficult for families who do not speak English or have
limited English proficiency. Additionally, the devices that students received during the pandemic
are no longer WiFi enabled; WiFi ports and access were disabled in 2023 when those contracts
expired.

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 2020-2021
school year, the rate of chronic absenteeism was 41 percent,3 and while that number has come

3 https://www.chalkbeat.org/newyork/2022/9/16/23357144/chronic-absenteeism-pandemic-nyc-school/
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https://cdn-blob-prd.azureedge.net/prd-pws/docs/default-source/default-document-library/emergency-rem
ote-instruction-plan-092823.pdf?sfvrsn=c635752_6#:~:text=existing%20DOE%20contracts%20or%20coo
rdinate,to%20students%20who%20require%20them.

1 https://www.unesco.org/en/digital-education/ed-tech-tragedy
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https://cdn-blob-prd.azureedge.net/prd-pws/docs/default-source/default-document-library/emergency-remote-instruction-plan-092823.pdf?sfvrsn=c635752_6#:~:text=existing%20DOE%20contracts%20or%20coordinate,to%20students%20who%20require%20them
https://cdn-blob-prd.azureedge.net/prd-pws/docs/default-source/default-document-library/emergency-remote-instruction-plan-092823.pdf?sfvrsn=c635752_6#:~:text=existing%20DOE%20contracts%20or%20coordinate,to%20students%20who%20require%20them
https://www.unesco.org/en/digital-education/ed-tech-tragedy


down, it remains above rates prior to the pandemic. This cannot be entirely attributed to the way
the city handled remote learning—many students are struggling with trauma experienced by the
pandemic, and the transition from being isolated in their homes to returning 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
language barriers.

In 2020, then-mayor Bill de Blasio announced that students would have virtual learning days in
lieu of snow days, a policy that Mayor Adams has continued due to the increased number of
holidays on the school calendar. However, when the city experienced heavy snowfall last month
and students were instructed to log in to 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 tools. It is concerning to me that, prior to the snow day issues, NYC
Public Schools did not have a permanent Chief Information Officer for months. The DOE was
also aware that they were already over their contract in TPS (400) for years and lacked an auto
scaling contract necessary to do a fully remote day. 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.

Thank you.
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To the Committee on Education: 

My name is Molly Senack, and I am testifying today on behalf of the Center for Independence 
of the Disabled, New York (CIDNY) as their Education and Employment Community Organizer. 
This testimony is supported by Sharon McLennon Wier, Ph.D., MSEd., CRC, LMHC, Executive 
Director of CIDNY. 

On February 13, NYC public schools held classes remotely due to inclement weather. The 
decision was announced the previous day, so that families had a chance to prepare. The larger 
plan the Mayor and the schools Chancellor have made for NYC public schools’ ability to 
transition seamlessly to virtual learning when necessary has been in the works for much longer: 
Schools did a practice run of what a remote learning day would look like back in October, and in 
December, families were urged to make sure all of their school accounts were up to date, just 
in case of an emergency remote learning day. However, despite this preparation, when over a 
million students tried to log into class on February 13, many found they were unable to due to 
technological outages that were linked to the schools’ virtual platforms. Preliminary data 
showed that school attendance dropped about 9% between Monday and Tuesday (from 87% to 
78%, respectively), and a survey conducted by the Citywide Council on Special Education 
(CCSE) revealed that many of the students who struggled to attend class that day were 
students with disabilities. 

This survey included the responses of 753 parents of children with an Individualized Education 
Program (IEP) and revealed that only 53% of these students who attended a school in Districts 
1-32 were able to access all of their classes. For students attending a District 75 school, that 
number was only 41%. 13% of students enrolled in a D1-32 school were unable to access any 
remote classes at all, as were 28% of students enrolled in D75 school. If pivoting to remote 
learning is going to become the standard when physical classroom presence is impossible, these 
numbers aren’t acceptable. 

However, while both disabled and nondisabled students experienced difficulty attending virtual 
class en masse, students with disabilities face a unique issue when it comes to remote learning: 
a student with an IEP is entitled to related services, such as occupational therapy or speech 
therapy. Those services are not necessarily offered remotely. According to this CCSE survey, 
27% of students enrolled in D1-32 did not receive all of their related services remotely on 
February 13, nor did 36% of students enrolled in D75 schools. 

Those numbers are unfortunate, not only because students missed out on the supports that 
allow them to fully engage with their learning material, but because this issue was not 
unexpected. In the 18 months that NYC public schools incorporated some form of long-term 
remote learning into class schedules, tens of thousands of students missed out on their 
mandated services, resulting in the filing of the federal class action complaint Z.Q. v NYC 



Department of Education by Advocates for Children against the both the NYC and the NYS 
Departments of Education. The complaint states that the DOE failed to provide students with 
the technological devices and specialized instruction they are legally entitled to under the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), that adequate measures were not taken to 
ensure that virtual learning settings would be conducive to students with disabilities which make 
it difficult to sit still or look at screens for long period of time, and that the DOE did not provide 
adequate interpretation services for parents who speak a language other than English, which 
interfered with parents’ ability to assist their child when they struggled with remote instruction. 
The complaint further states that students who experienced a gap in their education due to 
these missed or interrupted services could not depend on receiving compensatory services in a 
timely manner. 

This complaint was initially filed in November 2020, and its 2022 dismissal was reversed in 
2023. The DOE cannot say it did not anticipate challenges in providing students with disabilities 
with the supports they are entitled to remotely. Investments need to be made in providing 
resources for families whose children might face additional struggles with learning remotely. 
These include finding alternatives or compensatory options for mandated services that require a 
physical presence (like occupational therapy), providing more interpretation services, and 
investing in more hiring in special education in general (through expanding recruitment, 
mentor, and incentive programs), so that existing shortages of instructors and providers of 
related services are not further exacerbated by a change in learning environment. If a pivot to 
remote learning in emergencies, like the expected snowstorm on February 13, is going to 
remain standard in NYC public schools, figuring out how to provide related services remotely 
must be as much of a priority as sorting out the technical issues that prevented students from 
logging on in the first place, since both issues prevent students from participating in class, and 
students with disabilities are less likely to have that lost time made up to them. 

Thank you for your time and consideration. 

Sincerely,   
    
Molly Senack (She/Her)   
Education and Employment Community Organizer   
Center for Independence of the Disabled, New York    
Email: msenack@cidny.org  Phone: (917)-415-3154 
 

 



2/27/2024

Education Committee
New York City Council
250 Broadway
New York, NY 10007

Dear Members of the Education Committee,

I am writing on behalf of the East Flatbush Community Development Corporation to express our
deep concern regarding the failures of remote learning in New York City public schools. As an
organization dedicated to the well-being and development of our community, we have witnessed
firsthand the challenges faced by students, parents, and educators during the COVID-19
pandemic.

Remote learning has been a significant challenge for many families in East Flatbush, particularly
those without access to reliable internet service or adequate technology. The lack of in-person
instruction has resulted in learning loss, decreased engagement, and increased disparities in
educational outcomes among our students.

Given the ongoing uncertainties surrounding the pandemic and the challenges of returning to
full in-person learning, we strongly recommend that the New York City Department of Education
provide parents with the option to enroll their children in a virtual learning program. This option
would allow families to choose the learning modality that best meets their needs while ensuring
that students continue to receive a high-quality education.

We believe that offering a virtual learning option would not only provide flexibility for families but
also help address some of the issues that have arisen from the transition to remote learning.
Additionally, it would ensure that all students have access to a safe and effective learning
environment, regardless of their circumstances.

We urge the Education Committee to consider our recommendation and take action to
implement a virtual learning option for parents in New York City. Thank you for your attention to
this matter, and we look forward to working with you to ensure the success of our students.



Sincerely,

William Hazell
Deputy Director
East Flatbush Community Development Corporation
www.eastflatbushcdc.org

http://www.eastflatbushcdc.org
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Testimony of InsideSchools

Good afternoon and thank you Chair Joseph and members of the Education
Committee for the opportunity to speak today. My name is Natasha Quiroga and I
am Director of Education Policy and InsideSchools, of The New School’s Center for
New York City Affairs. For twenty years, InsideSchools has served as a vital
resource for millions of families throughout their children’s K-12 education by serving
as the one-stop-shop where NYC families, including immigrant families and newly
arrived migrant families living in temporary housing, can better understand New York
City public schools.

During the pandemic, InsideSchools supported families to navigate online learning
and produced several reports on the well-documented digital divide and solutions to
equitable remote learning for all children. Data shows that remote learning during the
pandemic further increased inequities for our most vulnerable students. Low-income
students of color in NYC experienced almost twice the learning loss of their white
peers after the pandemic. Students in poverty were chronically absent at a rate of
almost twice as high as their peers from families above the poverty line.

Unfortunately, the digital divide continues for the City’s most vulnerable students, as
displayed during the most recent transition to remote learning on February 13th.
Families who struggled to access the internet and devices during the pandemic don’t
necessarily have access now. There are an additional 36,000 newcomer students
living in temporary housing who didn’t experience remote learning during the
pandemic in NYC and are unfamiliar with the devices, software, and protocol used.

While some students were loaned tablets by their schools for the remote snow day,
logging in still presented challenges. Many families struggled to log in despite
waking up at 5am in preparation where they encountered error messages and
lagging connections. 23% of the parents we surveyed said their children were
unable to participate in remote learning that day. Some parents relied on help from
other parents to eventually connect later in the day.

These challenges are compounded for newly arrived migrant children living in
temporary housing. Wi-Fi is notoriously slow and unreliable in shelters. Children
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https://insideschools.org/
https://www.centernyc.org/reports-briefs/2020/6/22/digital-learning-during-covid-19-how-have-new-yorks-schools-fared


have limited access to computers or any device and parents are unfamiliar with DOE
technology platforms. During our workshops at shelters, InsideSchools has helped
many parents create MySchools accounts and even email accounts. We also met a
few mothers who don’t have a cell phone. For these parents, how are they supposed
to connect with the school or other parents if they have trouble logging in on remote
learning days?

The lack of devices and technology also impacts the effectiveness of school
communication with the most vulnerable families. Many families we help in shelters
were unaware they had to apply to middle or high school. If parents don’t know
about this application process, an effort that DOE and schools spend months
disseminating information and translating into multiple languages, how will they find
out about remote learning on such short notice or get support the day of?

The environmental conditions of children who live in overcrowded households and in
temporary housing further amplifies the disadvantage. Struggling to concentrate on
online lessons is even harder in a small hotel room with siblings and parents.
English learners face the additional challenge of navigating a remote learning
system ill-equipped to support their needs.

Families need access to the technology as well as instructions and day of technical
support on how to connect so their children can access remote learning. Beyond
access and infrastructure, schools and teachers need sufficient support and
professional development to teach effectively online. A sudden snow day does not
allow for adequate lesson planning. Some parents also reported that their children’s
teachers were unable to log in, resulting in messages sent via Google Classroom
and children completing homework packets offline.

Funding to support school and shelter-based staff to better support immigrant
students and students living in temporary housing as well as funding for culturally
and linguistically-responsive community-based organizations that can more
effectively support our immigrant children when the system fails to do so are critical
in ensuring equitable education for all. Investments in establishing a NYCPS
Immigrant Family Communications System that supports the Office of Language
Access and Marketing and Communications at the DOE to take into account
families’ varying levels of literacy and access to digital media would also help
improve communications with families. We urge DOE to share their plan in
developing future remote learning days and more effectively supporting the City’s
most vulnerable families.

Thank you for the opportunity to testify and for your interest and support of children,
youth, and families in New York City. 

Submitted by:
Natasha Quiroga
Director of Education Policy & InsideSchools
Center for New York City Affairs
The New School

Contact: quirogan@newschool.edu 
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