








































































March 2, 2015 

 

To Chair Dromm and members of the City Council’s Education Committee, 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to testify at this oversight hearing on overcrowding in 

NYC public schools. I have a 6
th

 Grader and 10
th

 Grader at the Columbia Secondary 

School (CSS). CSS is an incredible unique school; I think you would find it very hard to 

find a school quite like it anywhere let alone in NYC.  We have a completely diverse 

student body AND a very high academic reaching curriculum, yet we are a totally 

underfunded and overcrowded middle- and high- STEM school in Harlem.  

 

CSS is co-located along with P.S. 125 and KippSTAR, a charter school Ralph Bunche 

Campus, which as an old elementary school with no fields or school-dedicated 

playground. Our 770 middle- and high-school students, plus faculty and staff, are 

warehoused in 2-1/2 floors of the 6-floor building.  

 

In 2007 we were told we were being temporarily housed at P.S. 125 while our own 

building was in the planning stages. That building, as well as promised funds, never 

materialized. Meanwhile, before we had finished growing per our agreement with the 

DOE, the DOE moved KippSTAR into the building. 

 

The co-location was based on an inaccurate Blue Book footprint that ignores storage, 

offices, and shared spaces. Students in three schools from kindergarten through 12th 

grade share the same small hallways, auditorium, stairwells, cafeteria and gyms. While 

CSS is the only overcrowded school in the building with 32-34 students per classroom, 

the shared space is negatively affecting all three schools.   

 

Examples that are negatively impacting my sons are absurd lunchtimes, my 10 grade son 

eats lunch at 10:30 in the morning, which is obviously detrimental to him and his studies 

being that he’s absolutely ravenous come the afternoon and has difficulty focusing on 

afternoon classes. 

My sons have to share a locker with 3 other kids and it’s so ridiculously overcrowded 

they don’t even bother so have to walk around school all day with ridiculously heavy 

bags and nowhere permanent to put jackets etc. 

Students changing for P.E. spill over into the hallways because of small bathrooms. 

In inclement weather, there are 64 students per gym class in order to fulfill P.E. 

requirements. In good weather, the students have to find space in the park. 

Afterschool sports are limited, since all schools need the same facilities from 3-6PM.  

Testing is compromised in a building that houses K-12. In April, H.S. students have to 

stay in their classrooms so hallway noise and P.E. classes won’t interrupt state testing for 

K-5 and M.S. students. For the June H.S. Regents, the reverse happens. Feeding all 

students at the end of the exams in the tiny cafeteria is nearly impossible. 

 

In 2012, the DOE asked CSS parents to choose whether we wanted a bigger cafeteria or 



adequate bathrooms or classrooms – an impossible choice, and one we shouldn’t have to 

make. The school’s only library – a NY State requirement -- was eliminated, becoming 

two small classrooms last year. How is this even remotely OK by educational standards? 

 

Due to space issues at our STEM school, there are no computer labs, music rooms, art 

rooms. Schools are required to keep student records and exams on file, but there’s no 

adequate space. There’s no appropriate meeting or work space for APs, deans, special ed, 

afterschool programs, guidance, parents, teachers, or students, though most or all of these 

are considered educational rights under New York State law.  

 

Poorly planned space formulas affect year-long instruction and place a huge burden on 

co-located schools to operate effectively. These Blue Book space formulas are both 

terribly conceived and inaccurately applied. As a result, education and all of our 

communities suffer.  

 

For those of you dedicated to addressing these issues, thank you. I hope your efforts can 

soon alleviate this horrendous situation for us and school communities across NYC. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Debbie Taylor-Kerman 
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The United Federation of Teachers would like to thank the Committee on Education and Chairman 
Dromm for holding this hearing. We appreciate the opportunity to share our views on strategies we 
believe will make a significant impact on improving outcomes for our children, beginning with the 
reduction of class sizes for early learners. 

A child’s ability to learn is compromised when classrooms and schools are overcrowded, and so we 
join with parents and education advocates in appreciation of the Council’s strong leadership on this 
issue.  

Everyone understands the value of individualized attention in the classroom. Unfortunately, thousands 
of our students are still jammed into oversized classes and thousands more are attending classes in so-
called ‘temporary’ trailers that are, in reality, decades old. What’s more, the Mayor’s Management 
Report released in September 2014 indicated that one-third of New York City’s elementary schools in 
the 2013–14 school year packed in more students than they were built for while simultaneously class 
sizes in the early elementary grades crept up for the sixth straight year.  

Class sizes in New York City have continued to increase across all grades year after year.  Across the 
board, New York City’s class sizes are considered the highest in the region and are limited only by the 
collectively bargained safeguards in the UFT contract. This past October, there were more than 3,500 
classes in excess of contractual limits, and although that was several hundred fewer than at the same 
time last year, the classes were dispersed over more schools than in the past.  

In order to lower class size system-wide, we need the space. Yet we believe the unmet need for seats is 
far greater than the number being funded. The city is slated to build 32,000 new seats under the new 
capital plan, but as detailed in a recent Independent Budget Office report, only 62 percent of those 
seats will be completed within the five-year span of the plan. What’s more, some estimates put the 
actual need for seats at between 45,000 and 70,000, meaning that we are not keeping pace with the 
demand. The city needs a comprehensive strategy to reverse this trend.  

What Class Size is the Right Size? 

In case there is any doubt, let us state unequivocally that the size of a class really does matter in the life 
of a student. It’s a matter of common sense. Teachers will tell you that they can provide more 
individualized and differentiated instruction when their class sizes are reduced, even by just three to 
five students.  

Critically, research shows that not only does classroom instruction in smaller numbers improve 
outcomes, but also the earlier children are able to be in smaller classes, the greater the impact on their 
reading achievement. Of particular note are the widely cited research trials from Tennessee’s 
Student/Teacher Achievement Ratio Project. According to its findings, class sizes of 17 or less 
significantly raise achievement for early learners, especially for minority students, with measurable 



gains documented through Grade 9. For children who spend their K-3 years in classes this small, there 
is, on average, an extra 7.1 months of learning, or almost a full year. 

Moreover, the Center for Public Education, an initiative of the National School Boards Association, 
found after reviewing 19 studies that met its standards for rigor that “most of the research shows that 
when class-size reduction programs are well-designed and implemented in the primary grades (K-3), 
student achievement rises as class size drops.” 

The UFT has determined, based on prevailing research on public schools as well as private day and 
boarding schools, that the early grades should be limited to 15 students per class. Reducing current 
class sizes to this level in elementary schools across the city would be a significant undertaking, both 
with respect to creating the infrastructure as well as recruiting certified educators.  

We are optimistic. Mayor Bill de Blasio’s universal pre-K initiative, which involved creating the 
programs and enrolling more than 50,000 4 year-olds this past fall, shows what can be accomplished if 
the political will is there. 

Cut Class Size By Closing Tax Loopholes 

We were encouraged to hear that the Department of Education is opening nine new schools in 
September, as part of its ongoing effort to provide relief from overcrowding. But the system needs a 
greater investment that we believe should come from the state. Gleaned from cash settlements with 
banks and financial institutions, New York State has an unanticipated $5 billion surplus. One-time 
payments are generally best suited for one-time expenses — like school construction.  

On a larger scale, reducing class size will take the will and commitment of both the city and state 
governments, as well as additional revenue. The UFT is aggressively pursuing every possible avenue to 
fund the renovation of current space and the addition of new buildings, both of which are needed to 
make classes smaller. We seek the City Council’s support for creative approaches to generating 
revenues for critically needed class-size reduction. 

This past December, the UFT unveiled the union’s proposal to lower class size by ending tax breaks for 
absentee owners of luxury coops and condominiums. The benefit that these non-New York City 
residents receive from an outdated tax incentive program is a loophole that nets them low property 
valuations. According to our analysis, the city could generate approximately $900 million a year in 
incremental income from the roughly 90,000 absentee-owner units currently receiving the 421a tax 
benefit. We posit that this revenue would cover the costs of reducing class sizes to 15 students per 
class in kindergarten through Grade 3.  

Not only is this a fair approach, but it also achieves our goal without adding a new tax. Residents who 
occupy their units would not be subject to the change in tax status that closing this loophole would 
achieve.  

It is only fair that New Yorkers who actually reside in city dwellings should be the ones to enjoy the 
benefit of the tax break. Out-of-town owners should not be eligible for below-market valuation. We 
invite you to review our entire policy memo, which we have enclosed as an addendum to this 
submission, and we welcome your support on this proposal. 

*** 



Support for Resolution No. 563  

The UFT supports Resolution 563, which opposes raising the current cap on new charter school 
authorizations in New York City and across the state. As Resolution 563 articulates, the cap has been 
raised twice in the past eight years and the rent provisions specific to New York City that require the 
city to pay the rent for charter schools for which there is no available space within the city’s already 
overcrowded school buildings would become even costlier if more charter schools sought the benefit. 
This financial impact is even more burdensome when you consider the fact that New York City schools 
have already been underfunded by more than $2.5 billion in school aid. 

What’s more, the UFT opposes rewarding charter operators and management companies that have 
consistently refused to educate their fair share of high-needs students. No change in the charter cap 
should be considered until charters comply with the 2010 state law that requires them to enroll 
proportionate numbers of students with disabilities, English language learners and other special-
needs students. Charter schools are also suspending students at up to 10 times the rate of district 
schools, another troubling fact that must be addressed. 

Closing Thoughts 

We urge the City Council to find ways to reduce class sizes for New York City schoolchildren before 
another school year begins. We also ask for the Council’s support in pushing for additional state school 
aid that would make class-size reduction more achievable. 

It’s been more than 20 years since a coalition of concerned parents and community members filed the 
Campaign for Fiscal Equity lawsuit challenging the constitutionality of the state’s school funding 
system, and seven years since the state enacted legislation in response to the settlement of that 
lawsuit that committed it to increase school aid to ensure fairer funding for poorer districts and 
reduce class size. In this timeframe, two generations of children have matriculated through New York 
City schools at a marked disadvantage to their suburban and wealthier district peers. 

Our students have endured the market-based approaches to education of the prior city administration 
where there were preordained winners and losers. We are now facing a governor who is using his 
power over the state budget process to hold school aid hostage. The time is now to turn the tide and 
give these children the best chance for a fairly funded quality education in classes small enough for 
them to obtain the maximum benefit. 

Instead of investing in what has proven to help student achievement — like small class sizes — the 
governor offers up a plate of failed ideas. Instead of providing fair funding for all school districts, he 
allows the gap between the richest and poorest school districts to grow. Instead of investing in small 
class sizes, Gov. Cuomo offers up a political choice: increased school funding only if lawmakers agree 
to his failed policies. 

### 



PART 1   �THE PERSUASIVE LOGIC OF 
LOWER CLASS SIZE

Parents almost uniformly understand the importance of small 
classes. Experts agree.

The Center for Public Education, an initiative of the National 
School Boards Association, found after reviewing 19 studies that met 
its standards for rigor that “most of the research shows that when 
class size reduction programs are well-designed and implemented 
in the primary grades (K-3), student achievement rises as class size 
drops.” (italics added)

While class sizes in surrounding areas are far smaller, including 
fewer than 20 students in the most affluent nearby suburbs, New York 
City has never made small classes a permanent strategy for student 
progress, and New York City classes on average are by far the highest 
in the region. 

The only current limit on class sizes comes from neither state 
nor city regulations, but rather from the teacher’s contract.  The cur-
rent contract caps – 25 to33 students in grades 1-5 – serve principally 
to deter the Department of Education from making class sizes com-
pletely unmanageable.

New York State agreed as part of its Contracts for Excellence (the 
legislative response to the successful Campaign for Fiscal Equity law-
suit) to spend nearly a quarter of a billion dollars in new state aid on 
city schools, with lower class size a priority for the use of these funds.

But an independent survey commissioned by the UFT in 2008 
showed that nearly half of the roughly 400 elementary and middle 

schools that received class size reduction funds did not reduce class 
size – and that class sizes actually increased in one-third of them.

In fact, class sizes rose across the system for six years, coming 
down very slightly in elementary schools in 2014, while increasing 
slightly in high school.

An analysis by Class Size Matters, a group with a long history 
of activism on this issue, showed that despite this apparent good 
news, more than 30,000 kindergartners were in classes larger than 
25, and hundreds of thousands of other students were in classes of 
more than 30.

The Class Size Matters analysis found that “at this gradual rate 
of decline, it would take 24 years in grades K-3 and 38 years in 4th-8th 
grades”  to reach even the modest class size reduction goals of the 
Contracts for Excellence legislation.

City should create smaller classes by closing tax loopholes
Dramatic step would help cement the gains of universal Pre-K program

“FAIR-TAX” APPROACH WOULD REDUCE BENEFITS FOR  
ABSENTEE OWNERS OF LUXURY APARTMENTS

New York City should embark next September on a long-term 
initiative to lower class size in the public schools to no more than 
15 students in kindergarten through third grade.

This dramatic step would help cement the expected gains to 
children’s learning from the universal pre-k program that started 
this fall.  It would also reflect the independent research that has 
identified 15 students as the optimum size in early grade educa-
tion. 

And it would begin to offer to all the city’s families the bene-
fits now enjoyed by those who can afford to send their children to 
the city’s most expensive and exclusive private schools.

While it will take a number of years and substantial capital 
investment to implement such a policy citywide, a UFT analysis 
shows that the administration could introduce it this fall in 100 
schools – generally in the city’s poorest communities – that now 
have spare classroom space.

The limited first-year cost would be easily accommodated 
in the overall Department of Education budget.   The ultimate 
annual personnel costs would be approximately $900 million for 
a citywide program.

This sum – the equivalent of little more than one-percent of 
the city’s $77 billion annual expense budget – can and should be 
raised by the city’s adoption of a “fair-tax” proposal.  This would 
make sure that absentee owners of nearly 90,000 apartments pay 
either reasonable real estate taxes on their properties, or that 
they become liable for the New York City income tax.

The city took an important first step in this direction in 2013 
by limiting one condo/co-op tax benefit to primary city residents.  
And every year approximately one million New York City families 
have to meet this standard – that of primary residency and liabil-
ity for the local income tax – to qualify for the rent stabilization 
and rent control programs that help maintain the presence of a 
middle class in the five boroughs.

While there will be resistance from some parts of real estate 
industry and other quarters, improving the city’s public schools 
is key to the city’s economic and social future, and lowering class 
sizes in the early grades is a critical strategy to accomplish that 
goal.  Out-of-town and foreign investors in New York City real es-
tate need to share that vision, and also share in the responsibility 
to see that it comes about.

Average Class Sizes, 2012-13, from SED Personnel Master File

District Grade 1 Grade 3 English 7 Math 7

East Ramapo 25 21 20 20

New Rochelle 22 23 23 24

Great Neck 16 19 22 24

Hempstead 25 24 27 27

Half Hollow Hills 20 24 25 24

New York City 27 26 27 27

Source: New York State

POLICY MEMO December 2014



STUDIES DEMONSTRATE IMPACT OF 
LOWER CLASS SIZE

Tennessee’s Project STAR (Student Teacher Achievement Ratio) 
is the example most cited by experts for its success.

The STAR program involved more than 11,500 students and 1,300 
teachers and – most importantly – random assignment of students 
into low (13-17 students)  or regular-sized (22-25 students) classes. 

As the National Education Policy Center February 2014 study 
said, the random assignment meant that “any differences in out-
comes can be attributed with great confidence to being assigned to 
a smaller class.”

“DOES CLASS SIZE MATTER?” a study sponsored by the Na-
tional Education Policy Center (NEPC) described STAR as “the best 
evidence on the impact of reducing class sizes.” Among the “unequiv-
ocal” positive results were higher student achievement for those in 
the smaller classes on math and reading standardized tests by 5 per-
centile rank points.

In addition, “When the results were disaggregated by 
race, black students showed greater gains from being as-
signed to a small class, suggesting that reducing class size might 
be an effective strategy to reduce the black-white achievement gap,” 
and that “small-class benefits in STAR were also larger for students 
from low socio-economic status families.”

A 2002 follow-up study of Project STAR students showed the pos-
itive effects of small classes maintained over time, as “students who 
participated in small classes for at least one year continued to show 
higher scores on standardized mathematics tests at grade 9. Minori-
ty students in small classes had greater gains in achievement than 
white students in small classes, and girls in small classes had larger 
gains than boys in small classes.”

Other studies that found significant benefits to lower class sizes 
include a program in Wisconsin –  Student Achievement Guarantee 
in Education (SAGE), an Educational Testing Service (ETS) study of 

student scores on the National Assessment of Educational Progress, 
and class size surveys in Israel and Great Britain.

HOW SMALL DOES A CLASS  
HAVE TO BE?

Based on the preponderance of reliable research and the ex-
ample of many successful private schools, the UFT is recommending 
that the early-grade class size limit be set at 15.

Traditional prep schools such as Phillips Exeter, 
Hotchkiss and St. Paul’s advertise class sizes of 12.  Pri-
vate day schools in the city (e.g. the Calhoun School, York 
Prep, Horace Mann, Nightingale-Bamford) have class siz-
es of 12-15 or even smaller.

Both the Tennessee STAR program and Wisconsin’s SAGE focused 
on class sizes average or capped at 15 students.  The National Educa-
tion Association recommends an optimum class size of 15 students in 
regular programs, especially in the early grades, and a proportionately 
lower number in programs for students with exceptional needs, includ-
ing children with disabilities and English language learners.

A 1978 analysis by Gene V. Glass and Mary Lee Smith of a num-
ber of class size studies found significant differences when classes 
were reduced from 20 to 15 students.

IMPLEMENTATION IN  
NEW YORK CITY

The Department of Education’s space utilization reports – 
known as the Blue Book – have been the subject of much dispute, 
particularly during the previous administration.   Critics charged that 
in its single-minded pursuit of space for charter schools, Bloomberg 
officials grossly overestimated empty space in school buildings that 
could be converted to charter school use.

While there has been some improvement under the de Blasio 
administration, there are still many questions about Blue Book meth-
odology that shows that the average utilization rate of elementary 
schools at about 97 percent. 

But those averages cover a wide range of utilization in the more 
than 600 elementary schools in the city.   A UFT analysis indicates 
that at least 100 schools have the two to four additional classrooms 
necessary to immediately reduce class size to 15 for kindergarten and 
first grade – and in a few cases more.

These schools are generally concentrated in the city’s most 
struggling districts, including District 9 in the Bronx, and Districts 
17, 18 and 23 in Brooklyn – all of which could benefit from an imme-
diate intervention.

Costs for additional staff of roughly 200 to 400 new teachers for 
this initial phase of the program should be easily accommodated 

NYC fiscal 2015
expense budget

$77 Billion
Cost of citywide

class size reduction -
just over 1%
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within the current budget of the DOE, which routinely hires two to 
four thousand new teachers or more every year.

When fully implemented in all schools for all four grades K-3, 
this initiative would require 7,000 – 8,000 new teachers in addition to 
the roughly 76,000 classroom teachers now in the system. 

On the expense budget side, the personnel and associated costs 
for the full citywide implementation of the class size initiative is esti-
mated at $900 million per year – less than 3 percent of the Department 
of Education’s current $26.5 billion annual budget, and just over one 
percent of the city’s overall FY 2015 expense budget of $77 billion. 

One immediate source of space will be closing Catholic 
schools, which have been hit by changing demographics and de-
clining enrollments. 

The Archdiocese of New York, which includes the Bronx, Man-
hattan and Staten Island, along with seven upstate counties, has 
closed more than 90 schools since the year 2000.  While schools are 
not necessarily tied to parishes, the Archdiocese recently announced 
that 50 of its current parishes will be consolidated;  the Diocese of 
Brooklyn, which covers Brooklyn and Queens, has shuttered dozens 
of its own schools in recent years.

The Department of Education should move immediately to buy 
or lease long-term school buildings in the five boroughs as soon as 
they become available.

Even with the acquisition of potentially hundreds of classrooms 
in former Catholic schools, creating a citywide program of dramat-
ically lower class size in grades K-3 will require major additions to 
the city’s current capital plan of $12.8 billion for FY-2014-18, which 
includes about $4 billion now set aside for new capacity.

Working on the assumption that as many as 7,000 new class-
rooms would be needed, we estimate that the construction program 
would mean an estimated $1.5 billion in new capital spending per 
year for the next seven years.   In addition, the longer the process 
takes – a particular issue in New York City because of difficulties of 
finding appropriate sites –  the more costs will rise.

Nevertheless, there is a source for the revenues necessary to 
support this expansion – the city can begin limiting unnecessary real 
estate tax breaks, particularly for non-residents.

 

PART 2  �NEW YORK CITY AS A TAX 
HAVEN FOR THE RICH

According to the New York City Department of Finance, ap-
proximately 90,000 condos or co-ops in New York City – 
primarily in Manhattan – are vacant most or all of the 
year.  The most recent U.S Census Bureau survey showed that more 
than half the apartments in one of Manhattan’s highest-price neigh-
borhoods – 57th to 63rd Streets, Fifth to Park Avenues – were vacant 

some or all of the year.
 New York real estate is more affordable than similar units in 

London and other global capitals, and the city is seen as a stable site 
for investment.   But it has a huge additional advantage for foreign 
buyers – a combination of outdated tax incentive programs such as 
421A and a dysfunctional assessment system leave these multi-mil-
lion-dollar units paying ludicrously low annual real estate taxes.

For example, the $115 –million penthouse in the 57th street 
building known as One57 will have an estimated monthly tax bill 
of only $1,700, compared to the just over $2,000 a month paid by a 
Brooklyn Heights brownstone which sold in December 2012 for less 
than one-twentieth  of the penthouse’s $115 million price.

Using the standard applied to 15 CPW, the owner of the average 
single-family home in Bellerose, Queens, would be paying less than 
$300 a year, rather than the nearly $4,000 he now pays. If the own-
er of an East Flatbush co-op worth $350,000 got an equivalent tax 
break, she would pay $186 per year in real estate taxes rather than 
the $3,002 in her current annual tax bill.

Federal and local laws and regulations make it relatively easy 
for foreign buyers not only to purchase property here, but to vest the 
ownership in a holding company, shell corporation or foreign bank 
account which screens the identity of the real buyer – and ensures 
that the owner is not liable for city income taxes.

The UFT suggests a new “fair-share” choice for foreign and out-
state absentee owners: either pay taxes on the actual market 
value of their units;  or become a New Yorker and be liable 
for the income taxes that other New Yorkers pay – includ-
ing other affluent citizens.

Other jurisdictions around the country impose such restrictions.  
And in terms of fairness – more than one million middle- and working 
class families must annually prove their residence in New York City 
to receive the much more modest benefits of rent stabilization and 
rent control.   Why should the ultra-rich be exempt from a similar 
requirement?

 

OUT-OF-TOWN OWNERS AND OUT-
OF-TOWN SPENDING

A UFT analysis found that residents of 15 CPW include signifi-
cant numbers who have out-of-town addresses: Southfork Holdings, 
a Florida firm; Tokolosh Holdings LLC of Seattle, Washington; and 
693399 Ontario Ltd., of Toronto, Ontario.  And while it is impossible 

OCCUPIED                  VACANT 

MANHATTAN
57th Street                                                        63rd Street

If an East Flatbush co-op owner 
paid the same real estate tax rate as the 
owner of a luxury co-op at 15 CPW
she would be paying less than $200 
 rather than her current $3,000 per year.



to determine from property records whether individuals are paying 
New York City income tax, some listed owners at 15 CPW have vot-
ing addresses in jurisdictions that range from Westchester County to 
New Jersey to Miami.

According to real estate agents, prospective buyers for One57 
include millionaires from Britain, Canada, China and Nigeria. A new 
building at 432 Park Avenue will rise 1,400 feet and be the tallest 
residential building in the western hemisphere.   According to pub-
lished reports, the new foreign buyers for units at the new 
432 Park come from Britain, South America, China, the 
Middle East and Russia.

Aside from occasional holiday visits – when the absentee own-
ers use their vacant apartments rather than luxury hotels – little of 
their income circulates here.  And because these units are effectively 
shelters for income, their purchases are generally cash deals and do 
not even generate local mortgages. (There is a very modest one-time 
local tax on the original purchase).

At the same time, the stratospheric prices for units in the new-
est high-end buildings – $50 million or more – push up costs for more 
modest co-ops, and allow luxury builders to acquire development 
sites at prices developers of more affordable housing cannot match.

 

DECADES OF TAX BREAKS AND 
QUESTIONABLE ASSESSMENTS

New York City real estate tax breaks have a long and reform-re-
sistant history.

In the 1970s, when the local real estate market was dormant, the 
city instituted the 421A program, which – with some modifications – 
continues to provide tax breaks for new apartment buildings.

In addition to 421A, the city has retained a crazy as-
sessment process that…provides owners of the luxury 
units in these areas with jaw-dropping tax discounts. 

While the simplest way to estimate the value of a piece of real 
estate is to look at sales of comparable properties, New York City 
co-op and condo tax rates are established by calculating the market 
value of neighboring rentals. There are a declining number of rental 
buildings in the city’s hottest neighborhoods, and the rental build-
ings themselves are generally older, thus reducing their value and 
bringing down the assumed – not the real value – of luxury condos 
and co-ops nearby.

To make matter worse, these benefits are combined with a cap-
ping system that limits year-to-year increases.   The result is that 
high-value properties are taxed at bargain-basement rates.

“FAIR TAX” CHOICE WOULD  
PRODUCE $900 MILLION A YEAR IN 
NEW INCOME

Our UFT analysis assumes a very modest average market value 
of $1.5 million for each of the roughly 90,000 absentee-owner units 
and a current tax bill that – with 421a benefits, phase-in caps and 
improper assessments – equals about one-quarter of the real market 
value of the unit.

With these assumptions, we estimate a 1.1 per cent tax rate on 

true market value would produce more than $900 million in new city 
revenues annually – an amount which would cover both personnel and 
debt service costs for the citywide k-3 class size reduction program.

The New York Fiscal Policy Institute, using a similar analysis, 
has recommended that the city introduce a graduated 4 percent tax 
based on comparable sales for all absentee-owner units with a mar-
ket value of more than $5 million.  That proposal, which would con-
centrate the tax burden on units worth more than $25 million, would 
bring in an estimated $665 million in new revenue every year.

 

A MODEST PROPOSAL (AND NOT 
WITHOUT PRECEDENT)

New York and other states have publicly acknowledged that pri-
mary residents deserve more favorable tax treatment.

New York State’s school tax relief program (STAR) program re-
duces the taxable value of homes, but only when they are the owner’s 
primary residence. (The tax break also does not apply to those with 
incomes over $500,000).

Florida offers a tax exemption to property owners who make 
their Florida home their primary residence. In addition to Florida, 
other states with such programs include Pennsylvania, Georgia and 
Illinois.

In 2013 the city began enforcing a state law that or-
dered a phase-out for non-primary city residents of one of 
the disputed tax benefits – a 1996 condo/co-op tax abatement 
program that was originally designed to equalize the tax burdens of 
apartment vs. homeowners.

While an important first step, the fiscal benefit to the city was 
limited by the fact that the same law increased the benefits for pri-
mary residences, and the law did not affect 421a or the assessment 
practices that so distort the taxable value of many Manhattan prop-
erties. 

In addition to the state and city’s action to limit one condo-co-op 
tax benefits to New York residents, the deBlasio administration has 
indicated a willingness to look at the concept of charging market tax 
rates for all absentee-owner units.

State Sen. Brad Hoylman has said he plans to introduce a bill in 
Albany in January that will help address this issue.

AN ISSUE OF FAIRNESS/INVESTMENT 
IN THE CITY’S FUTURE

Millions of working New York families make the city their pri-
mary residence in order to ensure their eligibility for rent regulated 
apartments.  Thousands of high-income New Yorkers pay city income 
taxes as part of the price of maintaining their residence here.

Fairness dictates that out-of-town owners who escape city in-
come taxes should not get a huge additional benefit from the city’s 
dysfunctional real estate tax process.

And simple justice demands that the hundreds of millions of dollars 
in additional city revenue that a fair tax policy would produce should be 
spent where it is most needed and where it will potentially have the 
greatest positive effect – on New York City public school children.
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Testimony of PS8 PTA Co-Presidents 

 

We are testifying as Co-PTA Presidents of PS8, the public elementary school located in 

Brooklyn Heights and downtown Brooklyn.  Our school has a long history with 

overcrowding.  In the fall of 2011, an annex to our building opened, adding 7 

classrooms to better manage the growing population; it was almost immediately filled 

to capacity.  Since that time, we have made many compromises as we continue to 

address ever increasing student enrollment at our lower school building – including 

the loss of many specialty classrooms, class sizes approaching the UFT limit of 32 

students/class in some grades, and this year, eliminating pre-K despite the mayor’s 

universal Pre-K priority.   

As our overcrowding situation gets more dire, we have been conducting outreach to 

parents and speaking with our elected officials, community leaders and members of 

the Department of Education and the School Construction Authority to help create 

short, medium and long term solutions to our overcrowding problem  

Our advocacy efforts thus far have taught us several things:  

1. The SCA and the DOE may use different class size targets in making their 

decisions. 

 

a. The SCA appears to use the K-3rd grade targets recommended in the 

settlement that arose from the Coalition for Fiscal Equity lawsuit (not to 

exceed 20 students/class) in their Blue Book projections.  However, it 

increased the recommended target for 4th-5th grade from 23 students/class 

to 28 students/class.  Why?  We don’t know.  

b. Our conversations with DOE officials about our school’s overcrowding 

problem have crystallized that the DOE’s approach in making enrollment 

decisions is based on a goal of 28 students/class (in grades 1-5) and the 

recognition that they can increase class size to the UFT limit of 32 

students/class when a school is overcrowded.   

c. The target class size numbers from the settlement may also be ignored 

when making funding decisions.  Many schools in NYC are underfunded 

under the Fair Student Funding formula.  When those schools appeal for 
additional funding, the appeal is often denied.  Why?  Because the DOE 

contends that class sizes can be pushed up to 32 students before funding 

for an additional classroom teacher is necessary.  This funding dilemma 

has led to overcrowded classrooms at PS8 in recent years – and at many 

other schools across the city. 

While we recognize that meeting the targets established in the settlement of 
Coalition for Fiscal Equity lawsuit depends on adequate state government 
funding, the NYC DOE needs to demonstrate its commitment to meeting those 
targets, both by explicitly and publicly acknowledging them as targets and by 
making every effort to implement them with available funds. 



2. When projecting enrollment trends for the following school year, the DOE does not 

explicitly account for rapid population growth due to new development.  DOE 

officials have indicated that they use past trends in forecasting future enrollment.  In 

school zones such as PS8’s – with skyrocketing development – such an approach 

likely underestimates enrollment.  In 2015 alone, nearly 550 new residential units 

are projected to come online in our school zone – translating to more than 150 new 

public elementary school students (according the SCA’s Public School Demand 

Brooklyn ratio).  While not all of these 150 students will enroll at PS8, the DOE does 

not explicitly factor any of this growth into their enrollment projections.  In fact, this 

year, PS8 saw a kindergarten pre-registration increase of 30 in-zone children over 

last year.  With only 3 fifth grade classes exiting our lower school and an indicator 

that kindergarten demand may reach 7 classes, our school and our community are 

in a very challenging situation for the fall of 2015.  More realistic enrollment 

projections could have left us all better prepared to address it.  

The DOE needs to be proactive in determining how new residential 

construction will affect enrollment trends from year to year – not reactive.  

3. Based on SCA data used by developers and data compiled by Downtown Brooklyn 

School Solutions, there is a clear need for a new school to accommodate increased 

public elementary school demand in our neighborhood.  Based on SCA data, the 

utilization rate of the 8 elementary schools that comprise subdistrict 2 in District 13 

has been predicted to reach 140+% of capacity collectively by 2018, indicating that 

rezoning alone will not solve our overcrowding problem.  However, the SCA’s 

Capital Plan does not include the need for additional elementary school seats to 

serve the PS8 zone, and the SCA continues to be profoundly un-transparent in terms 

of sharing the housing starts that they are incorporating into their capital needs 

projections. This needs to change.   

 

Neighborhoods need better access to the information the SCA is using to 

project school capacity needs, as well as a clear process for the public to weigh 

in during the capital needs projection process to help ensure that the funds 

the SCA is setting aside for the creation of new seats will meet future demand. 

 

4. Finally, the city needs to create clearer rules for developers to follow in addressing 

the impact of their development projects on school capacity.  Current city guidance 
suggests new developments can assess the “significance” of their impacts (which 

may affect whether and how they minimize or mitigate those impacts) by comparing 

new public school students generated by their development against a large group of 

regional schools – a so-called subdistrict.  In our case – our subdistrict has a capacity 

of almost 3,300 students and our school, PS8, only has a capacity of approximately 

500 students.  This approach is, at the very least, completely counterintuitive:  a 

proposed development that would have a less than 5% increase in the collective 

utilization rate of a group of 8 schools with a capacity 3,300 students may still 

completely overwhelm its actual zoned public school (with a capacity of only 500 

students).   

 



Guidance for developers should clarify that the impact a proposed 

development will have on its zoned public school must be part of the 

assessment of the environmental impacts of a project. 

 

Thank you for this opportunity to submit our testimony.  We appreciate all that you are doing to 

effectively mitigate public school overcrowding in our city.  We can be reached at 

president@ps8brooklyn.org should you have any follow-up questions. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Kim Glickman & Ansley Samson 
PTA Co-Presidents, PS8 
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