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INTRODUCTION
On March 6, 2024, the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Rita Joseph, will hold an oversight hearing on “Remote Learning Failures in New York City Public Schools.” Witnesses invited to testify include representatives from the New York City (“NYC” or “City”) Department of Education (DOE) as well as students, parents, educators, unions, advocates and other interested stakeholders.
BACKGROUND
History of Remote Learning in NYC Public Schools
On March 23, 2020, in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, DOE abruptly transitioned to remote learning to allow educators to teach virtually as well as students to complete assignments, projects and exams online.[footnoteRef:2] To support students with remote learning, DOE initially provided 175,000 technology devices to students, and procured 300,000 internet-enabled iPads to distribute to its students in need.[footnoteRef:3] Although it took months to distribute devices, approximately 321,500 internet-enabled iPads had been distributed to students by July 2020.[footnoteRef:4]  [2:  Office of the Mayor press release, “New York City to Close All School Buildings and Transition to Remote Learning,” (March 15, 2020), accessed at https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/151-20/new-york-city-close-all-school-buildings-transition-remote-learning]  [3:  New York City Department of Education Elected Officials briefing call, May 4, 2020.]  [4:  Reema Amin, “The education department distributed 321K iPads to NYC students for remote learning. Now principals have to get them back,” CHALKBEAT NEW YORK (July 29, 2020), accessed at https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2020/7/29/21347043/remote-learning-devices-distribution-nyc.] 

While the transition was intended to be a temporary measure, remote learning remained in place until the end of the 2019-20 school year (“SY”)[footnoteRef:5] and, in September 2020, Mayor Bill de Blasio announced plans to return to in-person learning for SY 2020-21.[footnoteRef:6] SY 2020-21 began with blended learning, a mix of both in-person and remote learning options.[footnoteRef:7] However, as COVID-19 cases surged in the fall of 2020, all DOE schools reverted back to remote learning in November 2020.[footnoteRef:8] Schools reopened for in-person learning for some students in December 2020,[footnoteRef:9] but most families continued to choose remote instruction, with approximately two-thirds of students learning remotely for the remainder of the SY.[footnoteRef:10] Full-time, in-person learning returned for all students during the following 2021-22 SY.[footnoteRef:11] Since then, DOE has shifted to remote learning on two occasions: 1) on June 9, 2023, schools serving grades 9-12 and 6-12 in Districts 1-32 and 79 due to poor air quality;[footnoteRef:12] and 2) on February 13, 2024, all schools due to severe weather conditions.[footnoteRef:13] [5:  Maria Cramer, Conor Doherty, Alan Feuer, Michael Gold, Matthew Haag, Nicholas Kulish, Jeffery C. Mays, Jesse McKinley, Andy Newman, Sarah Maslin Nir, William K. Rashbaum, Eliza Shapiro, Liam Stack and Matt Stevens, “New York Closes Schools Through End of Academic Year,” NEW YORK TIMES (November 18, 2020), accessed at https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/01/nyregion/coronavirus-new-york-update.html. ]  [6:  Mayor Bill de Blasio Press Release, “Mayor de Blasio, Chancellor Carranza, and Labor Reach Agreement to Reopen New York City Schools,” (September 1, 2020), accessed at https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/627-20/mayor-de-blasio-chancellor-carranza-labor-reach-agreement-reopen-new-york-city-schools#/0.]  [7:  New York City Department of Education Elected Official Briefing Call, July 8, 2020. Notes on file with committee staff.]  [8:  Eliza Shapiro, “New York City to Close Public Schools Again as Virus Cases Rise,” NEW YORK TIMES (November 18, 2020), accessed at https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/18/nyregion/nyc-schools-covid.html.]  [9:  Office of the Mayor press release, “Mayor de Blasio and Chancellor Carranza Announce Plan to Return to In-Person Learning in New York City Schools” (Nov. 29, 2020), accessed at https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/817-20/mayor-de-blasio-chancellor-carranza-plan-return-in-person-learning-new-york.]  [10:  Alex Zimmerman, “NYC gave families one more chance to choose in-person learning. Few did,” CHALKBEAT NEW YORK (Nov 20, 2020), accessed at https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2020/11/20/21587625/opt-in-hybrid-nyc-school.]  [11:  DOE, Remote School Day, June 8, 2023, accessed at https://cdn-blob-prd.azureedge.net/prd-pws/docs/default-source/default-document-library/family-letters/family-letter-may-24-2021.pdf. ]  [12:  Id.]  [13:  DOE Website, “Weather Advisory: NYC Public Schools Switch to Remote Learning on 2/13,” February 12, 2024, accessed at https://www.schools.nyc.gov/about-us/news/morning-bell/previously/morning-bell/2024/02/12/weather-advisory-nyc-public-schools-switch-to-remote-learning-on-2-13. ] 

No Snow Day Policy
During SYs 2020-21 and 2021-22, the New York State Education Department (“NYSED”) authorized a “snow day pilot” initiative, which enabled school districts to conduct remote learning on days it would have otherwise closed due to an emergency, and to count these instructional days towards the annual hours requirement for State Aid purposes.[footnoteRef:14] Further, NYSED requires all school districts to amend their district-wide school safety plans to include plans for remote instruction, starting in SY 2023-24.[footnoteRef:15] These plans must outline how school districts will guarantee the availability of “devices, internet access, provision of special education and related services for students with disabilities, and the expectation for time spent in different remote modalities.[footnoteRef:16] DOE implemented a “no snow day” policy for SY 2020-21,[footnoteRef:17] which remained in effect for SYs 2021-22,[footnoteRef:18] 2022-23[footnoteRef:19] and 2023-24.[footnoteRef:20]  [14:  NYSED Website, “Remote Instruction and its Delivery under Emergency Conditions Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs), accessed at https://www.nysed.gov/edtech/remote-instruction-emergency-conditions-frequently-asked-questions. ]  [15:  Id.]  [16:  Id.]  [17:  Amy Zimmer, “This year, snowy days won’t bring ‘snow ‘days’ in NYC,” CHALKBEAT NEW YORK (September 15, 2020), accessed at https://www.chalkbeat.org/newyork/2020/9/15/21438212/snow-day-nyc-schools/. ]  [18:  DOE, NYC Department of Education School Year Calendar: 2021-2022, accessed at https://cdn-blob-prd.azureedge.net/prd-pws/docs/default-source/default-document-library/doe-calendar-sy-21-22.pdf?sfvrsn=c9024089_10. ]  [19:  DOE Website, “Calendar: 2022-2023 School Year Calendar,” accessed at https://www.schools.nyc.gov/calendar/2022-2023-school-year-calendar. ]  [20:  DOE Website, “Calendar: 2023-2024 School Year Calendar,” accessed at https://www.schools.nyc.gov/calendar/2023-2024-school-year-calendar. ] 

RECENT REMOTE LEARNING CHALLENGES
On February 12, 2024, DOE announced that, due to expected severe weather conditions, all public school buildings would be closed and students would engage in remote learning the following day, February 13, 2024.[footnoteRef:21] Despite Chancellor David Banks asserting that they were “more than prepared” for students to shift to online learning, that “[DOE has] taken some time as a school system to do simulations and to prepare,” students and teachers were confronted with “service unavailable” and other error messages as they attempted to log on.[footnoteRef:22] Others across the City reported issues accessing essential services including Google Classroom, Chromebooks and Zoom, while some teachers reported that they were struggling to even log into their emails and take attendance.[footnoteRef:23] About 30 minutes into the school day, DOE posted a message on X acknowledging the login issues and stated that they were working with their technology contractor IBM to resolve the matter.[footnoteRef:24] Although it is not clear how many students were impacted by the login issues, preliminary data shows that student attendance fell from 87% on Monday, February 12,[footnoteRef:25] to 80.4% on February 13.[footnoteRef:26]  [21:  DOE Website, “Weather Advisory: NYC Public Schools Switch to Remote Learning on 2/13,” February 12, 2024, accessed at https://www.schools.nyc.gov/about-us/news/morning-bell/previously/morning-bell/2024/02/12/weather-advisory-nyc-public-schools-switch-to-remote-learning-on-2-13.]  [22:  Troy Olsen, New York City Public Schools Will Hold Remote Classes Because of Snow,” NEW YORK TIMES, (February 12, 2024), accessed at https://www.nytimes.com/2024/02/12/nyregion/nyc-schools-snow-day-remote-classes.html.  ]  [23:  Id.]  [24: @NYCSchools. X, (February 13, 2024), accessed at https://twitter.com/NYCSchools/status/1757394942740025431. ]  [25:  Alex Zimmerman and Amy Zimmer, “Technical meltdown prevents NYC students from logging onto virtual classes during remote snow day,” CHALKBEAT NEW YORK (February 13, 2024), accessed at https://www.chalkbeat.org/newyork/2024/02/13/remote-snow-day-brings-tech-problems-preventing-students-logging-on/. ]  [26:  Anneta Bhole, Craig McCarthy, Carl Campanile, Susan Edelman and Jorge Fitz-Gibbon, “NYC parents and educators fume over disaster remote schooling ‘test’ as DOE promises more to come,” NEW YORK POST (February 19, 2024), accessed at https://nypost.com/2024/02/18/us-news/nyc-parents-and-educators-fume-over-disaster-remote-schooling-test/. ] 

Michael Mulgrew, president of the United Federation of Teachers, commented on the situation saying that teachers had anticipated problems, but touted the fact that despite the technological issues on the morning of February 13, by 12:30pm that day, 900,000 students and teachers were able to successfully utilize the remote learning system.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Id. ] 

ISSUES & CONCERNS
According to Chancellor Banks, DOE had “taken some time” to conduct simulations across the school system[footnoteRef:28] and hosted a citywide system test in October 2023 to prepare for remote learning days.[footnoteRef:29] DOE blamed IBM for technological glitches experienced on February 13, with Chancellor Banks stating that “IBM was not ready for prime time.”[footnoteRef:30] The Chancellor also asserted that DOE’s team had “checked all the boxes,” and advised IBM that they should expect nearly a million students logging into the system between 7:30 and 8:00am on February 13.[footnoteRef:31] Chancellor Banks ensured that DOE would conduct a “full analysis” of what went wrong, as February 13 is not expected to be the last remote learning day that the City will have.[footnoteRef:32]  [28:  NYC Office of the Mayor, Transcript: Mayor Adams Briefs Media on Preparations for Expected Winter Weather (Feb. 12, 2024), accessed at https://www.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/115-24/transcript-mayor-adams-briefs-media-preparations-expected-winter-weather. ]  [29:  Alex Zimmerman and Amy Zimmer, “Technical meltdown prevents NYC students from logging onto virtual classes during remote snow day,” CHALKBEAT NEW YORK (February 13, 2024), accessed at https://www.chalkbeat.org/newyork/2024/02/13/remote-snow-day-brings-tech-problems-preventing-students-logging-on/. ]  [30:  Philip Marcelo and Annie Ma, “New York City schools went online instead of calling a snow day. It didn’t go well,” AP (February 13, 2024), accessed at https://apnews.com/article/school-snow-day-remote-learning-2ef89fedcd4caefc3d6b6c483188e888. ]  [31:  Aneeta Bhole, Susan Edelman, Craig McCarthy, and Emily Crane, “Parents rip NYC over remote learning failures during winter storm as DOE puts blame on IBM: ‘Disappointed, frustrated and angry,” NEW YORK POST (February 13, 2024), accessed at https://nypost.com/2024/02/13/metro/nyc-remote-learning-plagued-by-tech-issues-as-winter-storm-hits/.]  [32:  Anneta Bhole, Craig McCarthy, Carl Campanile, Susan Edelman and Jorge Fitz-Gibbon, “NYC parents and educators fume over disaster remote schooling ‘test’ as DOE promises more to come,” NEW YORK POST (February 19, 2024), accessed at https://nypost.com/2024/02/18/us-news/nyc-parents-and-educators-fume-over-disaster-remote-schooling-test/.] 

IBM released their own statement the morning of February 13 to assert that they were “working closely with New York City schools to address [the] situation as quickly as possible” and that the “issues [had] been largely resolved.”[footnoteRef:33] Notably, IBM had not been involved in the simulations that DOE had conducted with schools to test the remote learning system.[footnoteRef:34] [33:  Philip Marcelo and Annie Ma, “New York City schools went online instead of calling a snow day. It didn’t go well,” AP (February 13, 2024), accessed at: https://apnews.com/article/school-snow-day-remote-learning-2ef89fedcd4caefc3d6b6c483188e888]  [34:  Id.] 

On February 15, NBC NEW YORK reported DOE has been operating without a permanent Chief Information Officer (CIO) for months.[footnoteRef:35] Scott Strickland, who the DOE press secretary described as “[bringing] to the role decades of experience in technology and over six years’ experience with [DOE]” has been serving as an interim CIO since the departure of the prior CIO in the summer of 2023.[footnoteRef:36] However, critics contended that the lack of a permanently installed CIO six months into the SY contributed to the remote learning problems on February 13.[footnoteRef:37] On February 23, 2024, the NEW YORK POST reported that Intekhab Shakil, who had served as CIO at the City Law Department, would join DOE as its CIO on February 26.[footnoteRef:38] [35:  Melissa Russo and Chris Glorioso, Top tech post vacant for months before NYC remote learning breakdown, NBC NEW YORK (Feb. 15, 2024), accessed at https://www.nbcnewyork.com/investigations/top-tech-post-vacant-for-months-before-nyc-remote-learning-breakdown/5139882/. ]  [36:  Id.]  [37:  Id.; Aneeta Bhole, New tech chief takes helm at DOE after remote learning meltdown during NYC snowstorm, NY POST (Feb. 23, 2024), accessed at https://nypost.com/2024/02/23/us-news/new-tech-chief-at-doe-after-snowstorm-system-failure/.]  [38:  Id.] 

CONCLUSION
At this hearing, the Committee is interested in understanding DOE’s preparations to pivot to remote learning. The Committee is also interested in learning how DOE will address identified remote learning issues in the future, as well as any contingency plan that may be put into place.
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