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Oversight: Examining the Administration’s Plans to Transition Kindergarten-Aged Children from ACS centers to Public School
On March 5, the Committees on General Welfare and Education will examine the Administration’s plans to transition kindergarten-aged children from ACS child care centers to public school.  Representatives from the Administration for Children’s Services (ACS), the Department of Education (DOE), DC 1707, the Council of School Supervisors and Administrators (CSA), advocates, and members of the community are expected to testify.
Background

Early childhood education is fundamental to fostering children’s development in later years.
  Research has long established the benefits of early childhood education in enhancing a child’s emotional experiences, social interactions, intellectual capacity, physical health, and overall success in many facets of life.
  The National Center for Children in Poverty has identified poverty as one of the most harmful risk factors to young children, including to their emotional development.
  The Center also reports that “getting children off to a positive start in the early school years makes a long-term difference.”
  Ensuring that children have access to child care is critical to society and the long-term health of the City.  

ACS child care centers provide high quality early education to children in low income families in New York City.  Nationally, the majority of children in low income families have parents who are employed: 56% have one parent who works full-time/year-round, and 25% have at least one parent working part-time or full-time for part of the year.
  Ensuring that low-income families remain self-sufficient requires providing proper child care support.
  

ACS provides subsidized early childhood education (ECE) services for low-income children, ages six weeks to six years, throughout New York City.  Currently, there are 652,423 children under age 6 in the City, 345,508 of whom are eligible for ACS ECE services.
  According to ACS, the need for ECE has grown over the last ten years for several reasons, including an increase in the number of children under age five, an increase in the number of mothers who have entered the workforce, an increased poverty rate among single mothers, and the release of conclusive research that demonstrates how significantly children’s experiences in the first years of life impact their development.
  As such, “the number of children in need of quality ECE arrangements has increased while there is a corresponding shortage of services during the very stages of development when high quality nurturing experiences can have a lasting impact on children’s success in school and life.”


Both ACS and DOE provide ECE services.  ACS supports several different types of child care programs.   Group Child Care refers to center-based programs that have contracts with the City to provide year round, full-day care for a specific number of children.  Family Child Care is an unlicensed type of care, where a non-relative provider cares for a small number of children in her own home.  In Family, Friend and Neighbor Care (FFN), also called “informal” or “legally exempt” care, an unlicensed relative or non-relative cares for one or two children in the child or the caregiver’s home, and parents receive vouchers from ACS to pay for the care.
  ACS also contracts with community based organizations (CBOs) to provide Head Start, which is “a federally subsidized pre-school program primarily for 3- and 4-year-old children living in poverty.”
 In addition, all four-year-old children in the City are eligible for Universal Pre-Kindergarten (UPK), which is administered by the DOE and can be either part-time (half-day) or run the length of a school-day.
  Often, UPK slots in CBOs are co-located within ACS Head Start and Child Care programs.
  Children who need after school services receive them through the Out-of-School-Time (OST) program, which is administered by the Department of Youth and Community Development (DYCD).
  

ACS provides ECE services to 93,205 of the 345,508 children (approximately 27%) eligible for subsidized services within New York City.
  Another 6,166 children are direct Head Start grantees, and 47, 385 receive UPK services through the DOE.
  Taken together, approximately 42% of eligible children receive subsidized ECE services.
  According to ACS, the utilization of ACS contracted services is at a historic low, partially because the demographics of certain neighborhoods where centers are located has changed over the last several years, and partially because some centers are competing with other public and private child care resources that are in the same area.

ACS’ Budget Deficit and Resulting Strategies

In November of 2008, ACS Commissioner John Mattingly announced that ACS was facing a $62 million gap to its subsidized child care budget this fiscal year, because of rising child care costs that had not been matched by increased federal and state funding.
  Over the last few years, the City has “made up the difference for child care spending with one-time financial strategies. . . [which] are no longer viable now in this economic climate.”
  As a result, Commissioner Mattingly testified that ACS would be making changes to its subsidized child care system that would “focus [ACS’] limited resources on the most vulnerable families and the highest quality programs,” and would avoid cutting the subsidies of over 7,300 children from low-income families.
  Specifically, ACS was taking three actions:  1) reducing capacity within child care programs that were chronically underenrolled over the last three years; 2) requiring ACS centers that have both ACS and federal Universal Pre-Kindergarten (UPK) funding to reallocate costs to ensure that the City “is not paying for the same service twice;” and 3) transitioning kindergarten age children from ACS centers to DOE public school and OST programs.
  The third cost-saving strategy is the topic of today’s hearing.
The planned shift of kindergarteners from ACS centers will affect over 3,000 children who were born in 2004 (who will turn five by December 31, 2009).
  As of September of 2009, DOE will provide all public kindergarten services, which will no longer be offered at ACS contracted centers.
  Those who need after school and summer care (currently provided by ACS centers) will have to register separately for OST on a different timeline; ACS anticipates that OST registration information for the fall will be available for a June/July release.

DOE Kindergarten Admissions Process

In New York City, children are required to attend school from age 6 through the end of the school year in which they turn 17.
  In order for a student to register at a New York City public school, the parent and child must both appear and must present proof of residence, the child’s birth certificate or passport, child’s immunization records and child’s latest report card or transcript if available.
 Pursuant to the Chancellor’s regulations:

· Children whose sixth birthday falls within the calendar year of admission must be admitted to the first grade or to another appropriate placement.

· Children whose fifth birthday falls within the calendar year of admission must be admitted to kindergarten whether these children are entering school for the first time or being transferred from another school.

· Children whose fourth birthday falls within the calendar year of admission are to be admitted to pre-kindergarten, limited to designated schools and subject to available seats.

If a student is pre-registered or registered to attend an elementary school that he or she is eligible to attend, that student must remain eligible at the time of admission in order to attend.
   With regard to kindergarten admissions, zoned schools must accept students in the following order of priority:

1. Zoned students whose verified siblings will be enrolled in grades K-5 in the school at the start of the following year in September;

2. Zoned students other than those in (1) above applying to the zoned school;

3. Non-zoned students whose verified siblings will be enrolled in grades K-5 at the start of the following year in September who are residents of that district;

4. Non-zoned students whose siblings will be enrolled in grades K-5 at the start of the following school year in September who are residents of another district;

5. Non-zoned students other than those in (3) above who are residents of that district;

6. Non-zoned students without siblings in the school who are residents of another district.

Non-zoned schools must accept students in the following order of priority:

1. District students whose verified siblings will be enrolled in grades K-5 in the school at the start of the following school year in September;

2. Out-of-district students whose verified siblings will be enrolled in grades K-5 in the school at the start of the following school year in September;

3. District Students other than those in (1) above; 

4. Out-of-district students other than those in (2) above.

According to the DOE’s website, all students entering kindergarten in September 2009, “including students currently attending a pre-kindergarten program at a New York City public school or a Community based organization and student with disabilities”
 should apply in person directly to the school they are interested in attending, including their zoned school by March 6, 2009.
  DOE will send assignment offers to families in mid-March. After receiving an assignment offer, families must visit the school in person by April 13th to pre-register their child and accept the offer.  Families who are interested in having their child attend kindergarten in District 1 or District 3 ( if it is not their zoned school) must apply directly to the Borough Enrollment Office, no later than March 2.

School Overcrowding

Overcrowding, defined as “the extent to which a school system’s student population exceeds its capacity,” has historically been a problem faced by New York City public schools. 
  The DOE publishes an annual report, commonly known as the “Blue Book,” which includes the physical capacity of all school buildings, compared to actual enrollments, which allows utilization rates to be calculated.
  The methodology used for calculating capacity, which differs slightly for elementary, middle and high schools, is defined in the Blue Book and takes several factors into consideration, such as the “programming efficiency” of instructional space.
  Over time the methodology has changed, particularly when it comes to projected class sizes, thus, for comparison purposes, the Blue Book lists two separate utilization rates for each school, using both the Historical method and the newer Target method, which uses smaller class size targets.
  It’s important to note that the Target method is the one currently used by DOE in projecting space needs and developing the Five Year Capital Plan.
  

Since 5-year olds entering the public school system from ACS child care centers would primarily affect elementary schools, discussion of overcrowding here will focus on elementary schools.
  According to the latest Blue Book, elementary schools citywide are at 95% utilization, using the Target method of calculation.
  This 95% utilization figure is an average of elementary schools in all 32 community school districts, incorporating schools that are severely overcrowded in some neighborhoods with those in other communities that are underutilized.  In another official measure of overcrowding, 26% of City public elementary schools exceed their capacity (i.e. have utilization rates higher than 100%).

In the past year, several reports have been released that document current overcrowding in New York City public schools, particularly in certain neighborhoods in the City.
  For example, the Manhattan Borough President issued two reports highlighting overcrowding in four communities, Lower Manhattan, Upper East Side, Greenwich Village/Soho and Midtown/Flatiron/Madison Square, resulting from the inability of the school system to keep pace with rapid residential growth in those areas.
  Similarly, the Comptroller released a report identifying rapidly expanding communities throughout the City where elementary and middle school overcrowding is, or will soon become, problematic, including Downtown Brooklyn/DUMBO, Soundview-Castle Hill/Throgs Neck, Flushing, College Point, Whitestone, Long Island City, and Tottenville, Charleston, Eltingville, among others.
  

Researchers have also questioned the accuracy of DOE data on school capacity and utilization based on the results of a survey of public school principals.
  More than one third of all NYC public school principals (492) responded to the survey, with nearly half (48%) of respondents saying they believe that the official utilization rate for their own school as reported in the Blue Book is inaccurate.
  Further, more than half of principals at schools that DOE reports as underutilized say their schools are actually overcrowded.
 
One thing that all of these reports have in common is their criticism of the DOE’s capital planning process as inadequate to meet the school system’s capacity needs, especially in addressing areas of rapid growth.  DOE’s current 2005-2009 Five Year Capital Plan provided funding for 63,000 new seats, of which 21,000 were created between September 2004 and September 2008.
  More than 34,000 additional seats are in process and will be made available by September 2012, for a total of 55,000.
  This leaves approximately 8,000 of the 63,000 promised seats from the 2005-2009 Five Year Capital Plan to be carried over into the next plan.  In fact, the Proposed 2010-2014 Five Year Capital Plan includes funding for only 25,000 seats, including the 8,000 seats to be carried over (effectively adding just 17,000 new seats).
  

Issues and Concerns

The Council, advocates, unions, and parents have raised several questions regarding how the Administration’s plan to transition kindergarteners to DOE will affect service delivery to children, how it will operate logistically, and what effect it will have on existing ACS child care centers.  One major concern regarding the impending influx of more than 3,000 ACS 5-year olds is that it will exacerbate public school overcrowding, affecting not just the children transitioning from ACS child care centers, but many other students in the receiving schools as well.  As previously mentioned, according to DOE’s own calculations, elementary schools are already at 95% of capacity overall, with schools in many neighborhoods far exceeding 100% utilization.  Moreover, critics have long contended that DOE’s Blue Book doesn’t accurately reflect true school capacity and utilization, a contention that the aforementioned survey of principals seems to support.  Certainly, the determination of whether a school is overcrowded is very much a function of the methodology used to calculate school capacity.  The Target method currently in use reflects class sizes of 20 in grades K-3 and 28 in grades 4 and above.  However, the DOE is under a State mandate to reduce class sizes in grades 4-12, and DOE’s five-year class size reduction plan proposes to reduce class size in K-3 to 20 and in grades 4 and above to no more than 23 students.
  Thus, the Target method accurately reflects class size reduction goals in grades K-3 but not in grades 4 and above.  If the Blue Book Target method were adjusted to more closely reflect class size targets in grades 4 and above (or even current class size averages for grades 4-6 which range from 23.4 to 25.6)
 the utilization rate for elementary schools citywide would exceed 100% and would provide a more realistic view of existing overcrowding as schools struggle to reduce class sizes.


The impact of the transfer of more than 3,000 new Kindergarten students on DOE’s budget and, more importantly, the budgets of the affected schools, is also unknown.  School budgets are tied to student enrollment so moving another 3000 or so children into schools will undoubtedly drive up spending.  Only about 41% of the DOE's budget is State funded, and approximately 8% from federal funding, so more than 50% of education spending comes from the City funds.
 Thus whatever the cost, the majority must come from DOE’s shrinking budget.


Moreover, as a result of the current economic crisis, many families who have previously enrolled their children in private schools or who had planned to enroll their kindergarten age children in private school, are now unable to afford the high cost of tuition and are rethinking their decision.  A recent New York Times article pointed out that parents who had relied on their bonuses to pay for their child’s education but did not receive them, are now forced to consider sending their children to public school.
  The article purports that “Parents are weighing options for September 2009. Some conclude that one child may benefit from private school but not the other. Or that they’ll pay for private elementary school then enter the public system. Or the reverse.”
  For this reason, it is likely that there will be an influx of children who would otherwise have attended private institutions seeking seats in New York City public schools.

OST is also facing cuts to its budget in the coming fiscal year.  According to the Preliminary Mayor’s Management Report, total enrollment in OST programs increased by 8 percent from October of 2007 to October of 2008.
  Furthermore, enrollment is expected to increase for the duration of this fiscal year but the impending budget reduction will result in fewer contracts and slots.  As a result, “the total number of OST participants at the close of Fiscal 2009 and Fiscal 2010 is expected to be lower than for Fiscal 2008.”
 
In response to these concerns, ACS has simply reported that “system-wide DOE has the capacity to absorb the additional 5-year-olds” and that ACS and DOE are currently “matching system-wide capacity to identify the physical space needed to serve the influx of kindergarten-eligible children.”
  In addition, “[i]ndividualized plans will be developed depending on the need.”
  At today’s hearing, the Committees will seek more detailed information about these responses.  

In addition, the plan raises questions regarding the children’s physical location and how many will have to travel to receive services.  ACS centers provide a full day of care for children; parents usually drop them off in the morning and pick them up at the end of the work day, after 5:00 p.m.
  Accordingly, parents who cannot afford private care can work full time.  In contrast, in public school the day normally ends at 3:00, which would require parents to find additional child care for afternoon/early evening hours.  As previously stated, the Administration plans that these children will be provided with OST services.  However, the question remains whether OST has the capacity to serve these children, particularly in light of proposed cuts to the DYCD’s budget, and how a child will physically get to the program if it is not located in the child’s school.  As Council of School Supervisors and Administrators (CSA) describes it:
First, the after-school program may be in a different location from a child’s school.  Who will pay for the transportation?  Second, children would likely be moved from the neighborhood in which a parent works thus presenting a logistical problem at pick-up time.  And third, untrained high school and college students staff these DYCD after-school programs and cannot provide the same quality of care as Day Care Center teachers.


The plan also begs the question of the future of the child care centers, many of whom will lose children but, according to ACS, cannot fill the slots with younger children.
  According to several child care advocates, the “policy translates into approximately 130 vacant classrooms at ACS contracted sites.  The loss of these slots may destabilize ACS programs and threaten their overall viability.”
  Because subsidized child care is such a precious resource for low-income parents, and less than one-third of eligible children are receiving services in the City, it is important that it remain a viable option.  

The Committees will question ACS and DOE about these concerns at today’s hearing and will request more detailed information about the transition.
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