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Make Space for Quality Schools in Sunset Park is a campaign led by 
Sunset Park neighbors and community organizations whose mission is to ensure 
that schools in Sunset Park are built as soon as possible and where the need exists: 
in uncompromising locations without sacrificing necessary components for a sound 
educational foundation. We believe that the voices of Sunset Park's neighbors need 
to be included and that their active participation in the site selection process is 
essential.

Voces Ciudadanas, Inc. is a community organization based in Sunset Park, 
Brooklyn that works to build the collective power of migrants and other marginali-
zed groups by promoting leadership and community organizing, offering popular 
education programming and  creating spaces for dialogue so that social justice is a 
reality for all.

Frends of Sunset Park Friends of Sunset Park was founded in 1995 by María 
Roca, upon her return to the neighborhood. The best sited public park in New York 
City had suffered from serious neglect, but that was about to change. Fast forward 
twenty-plus years to find a well-maintained park, bursting at the seams with patrons 
of all ages, enjoying their park from Sunrise to Sunset – a transformation possible 
only by an ever evolving cast of Friends investing hundreds of thousands of volun-
teer advocacy hours.
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Executive Summary

iii

Sunset Park is among the most overcrowded neighborhoods in the City. 8 out of its 
10 elementary schools are overcrowded. On average, overcrowded schools in 
Sunset Park are at 143% capacity. The School Construction Authority (SCA) has 
failed to create the seats to address the need in Sunset Park, despite the availability 
of funds.

This report addresses two critical questions: What is the impact of school over-
crowding on Sunset Park children and parents? And, what do Sunset Park parents 
and residents think about potential solutions to the issue?

To address overcrowding in Sunset Park, this report recommends that:

• SCA must create at least 3,500 new seats by 2021 to cover existing need, where the need 
exists;
• SCA must not delay the creation of new seats any further;
• The DOE must commit additional funding to overcrowded schools for afterschool 
programs and special education services in an effort to ameliorate the damaging effects of 
overcrowding;
• Elected officials, the City and SCA should consider the use of eminent domain as an 
alternative to siting new schools;
• SCA must take into consideration the needs and concerns of Sunset Park parents in deci-
sions regarding where to build new schools.

To answer these questions, we did workshops, in-depth interviews and a commu-
nity-wide survey. Parents told us that due to school overcrowding in Sunset Park:

•A large proportion of children are in classes that exceed NY State standards;
• A large proportion of children are not receiving individualized attention 
from teachers;
• Children with special needs are not receiving adequate attention or services;
• Children are being sent to schools outside the neighborhood;
• Afterschool and enrichment programs are being cut or reduced.

Regarding potential solutions, Sunset Park parents and neighbors:

• Are very supportive of the use of eminent domain to build new schools; 
• Expressed safety and environmental concerns if a school were to be built 
west of 3rd Avenue.
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Enrollment and Capacity in Sunset Park Schools

Overcrowding in Sunset Park
A school is considered overcrowded when the number of students enrolled is 
larger than the number of students the school was designed to accommodate. 
Overcrowding in New York City’s public schools is a long-standing and growing 
problem. In 2012, more than one-third of the City’s public schools were over-
crowded (1). Overcrowding is particularly pernicious in immigrant communities. 
For every one percent increase in the immigrant population in a district, the 
overcrowding problem is 100 seats greater (2). In Sunset Park, a neighborhood 
where about half of its population is foreign born, school overcrowding is 
reaching alarming levels. Currently, of the ten elementary schools in the neigh-
borhood, eight are overcrowded. On average, overcrowded schools reach 143% 
of their capacity.

This report addresses two critical questions: What is the impact of school over-
crowding on Sunset Park children and parents? And, what do Sunset Park parents 
and residents think about potential solutions to the issue? 
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Impact of School Overcrowding

It is well documented that school overcrowding has negative effects on children’s 
academic achievement, teachers’ performance, and overall school environment. 

Students in overcrowded schools tend to feel overwhelmed and discouraged, 
reported difficulty concentrating and many said they could not find a quiet place 
to study in their schools. The negative effects of school overcrowding in student 
academic achievement is particularly felt among low income students. According 
to a study, the proportion of students that pass tests of reading proficiency and 
mathematics competency is 2% to 9% lower in overcrowded schools (3).

Overcrowded schools tend to increase the number of children in the classroom 
and, as several studies show, larger class negatively impacts academic achieve-
ment (4). One study found that 1st grade students in small classes showed better 
academic performance compared to those in regular classes even when regular 
classes had a teacher’s aide. The positive effects of small classes were long term. 
Students attending small classes in early grades were better off academically even 
when they returned to a regular class. Some of the reasons why small classes 
might improve student academic achievement may have to do with the quality of 
interaction between students and teachers. Teachers in smaller classes can devote 
more attention to students and provide individualized instruction. Moreover, the 
level of disruptive behavior that a student can tolerate might be lower in small 
classes (5).

School overcrowding also impacts teachers. In a study, 75% of teachers reported 
that overcrowding negatively affected classroom activities (6). Teachers in over-
crowded schools reported more noise, limited time to cover other than basic 
material and not enough time for further explanation. In another study, teachers 
reported that overcrowded schools create more non-instructional duties and 
paperwork that inhibits teaching and learning (7). Also, teachers in overcrowded 
schools reported higher levels of burnout compared to those in underutilized 
schools, which in some cases, lead to absenteeism (8). 2
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Martha, Liliana and Mariana
Martha has two daughters; Liliana who is in 3rd grade has always recei-
ved good grades. This year, however, she started falling behind. Martha 
wondered why that was the case since Liliana is always doing homework 
from the time she gets from school. When Martha asked the school, she 
was told that “there are many children in her classroom [30-32 children] 
and they [teachers] cannot review and grade children’s homework one 
by one…. So that’s the problem in the classroom. They [teachers] cannot 
give the attention that children deserve.” Martha tries to help her daugh-
ter, but it’s difficult when she does not have feedback from teachers 
about the progress of her child. Enrolling Liliana in an afterschool 
program is not an option. The school has a limited number of seats in its 
afterschool programs, seats are assigned by lottery and programs last 
only two months. Martha usually registers her daughter for the lottery, 
but has not been “lucky” enough to be selected. Martha said that “as her 
mom, I want the best for her, the best education within my reach, I’m 
always going to support her.”

Box 1

Background, cont...

The best way to address school overcrowding is to create new seats. In New York 
City, the School Construction Authority (SCA) is in charge of creating new seats by 
building new schools, leasing or utilizing space in existing school buildings. In its 
2016 Five-Year Capital Plan, SCA proposed an investment of $4.4 billion to create 
44,300 new seats city-wide. If the plan were to be followed according to schedu-
le, Sunset Park would have an additional 1,096 seats by 2021 (9). These additio-
nal seats would not meet the existing need, which according to the SCA’s estima-
tes it ascends to 2,610 seats, a number that more likely underestimates the real 
need.
 
According to the SCA, finding appropriate sites is one of the greatest challenges in 
building new schools in New York City and Sunset Park is no exception. For years, 
the SCA has claimed that no appropriate sites are available in the neighborhood. 
Failure to create new seats, however, will have a negative and long-lasting impact 
on Sunset Park’s children, who will have to bear the effects of a poor quality 
education due to overcrowding. 

1,096 
new seats will 
not meet the 

need of Sunset 
Park



Methods

This report is based on data gathered through workshops, a community-wide survey, and in-depth 
interviews. From January to May 2016, we conducted workshops at various public schools in the 
neighborhood where we engaged in a dialogue with parents about the impact of school over-
crowding on their children and families and brainstormed potential solutions to the problem. As 
we learned more about the issue, we realized that we needed to reach a larger number of parents 
to better understand the extent of the problem and the many ways it impacts children and fami-
lies.

From May 2nd to May 31, 2016, we conducted a 
community-wide survey. The survey was conduc-
ted in English, Spanish and Chinese Mandarin 
and implemented in schools, laundromats, parks, 
streets, and other places where parents gather. 
We made every attempt to cover different areas 
of the neighborhood to ensure a fair representa-
tion of views in our sample. We collected a total 
of 330 surveys. As we conducted the survey, we 
engaged in conversations with many parents who 
wanted to share their experiences and voice their 
concerns. We conducted six in-depth interviews 
with parents to deepen our understanding of the 
issue.
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Findings
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Experiences of School Overcrowding

Our survey asked parents to indicate some of the situations they have 
encountered in their children’s school. The most common issue parents met 
was large class sizes. About seven out of ten parents told us that the class-
room of their child(ren) had more students than it was supposed to have. We 
met parents who have children in classrooms of up to 30 or 32 students.

The second most common issue encountered by parents was the lack of 
individualized attention that children received from teachers with 65% of 
parents mentioning this as an issue. As the story of Martha and Liliana illus-
trates, the lack of attention that students receive from teachers can result in 
children falling behind their academic work (See Box 1).

7 out of 10 
parents have chil-
dren in classrooms 

that exceed NY 
State mandated 

standards

Mimi
Mimi has a 7 year-old daughter who is special in many ways, inclu-
ding the way she learns. She was placed in an IEP class where she 
was receiving one-on-one assistance. This year things changed “…Be-
cause of the need of the school due to overcrowding, now they put 
her in a three-to-one [session]. … I know my kid can learn from other 
kids, but my daughter hasn’t been able to be independent from other 
kids… It seems like I’m doing double the work because now I have to 
educate her about what the lesson is … and it is becoming more of a 
challenge for me … I don’t want her to fall behind… she’s in a special 
Ed class, but even with that it does not seem like sufficient attention 
for my child and her needs. … and I’m not going to put the blame on 
the teachers because there is too many kids …” Mimi decided to 
enroll her daughter in a tutoring program, but this represents another 
set of challenges for her family. “My daughter’s afterschool is not 
cheap, …Now I gotta work extra hard, double the job so that way I 
can get more hours so I can pay that bill because now I have another 
bill to pay… I need to get another job… so that I can make enough 
income to provide the needs for my entire home.

Box 2

6 out of 10 
parents said tea-
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attention to stu-

dents
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5 out of 10 
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cial needs are not 
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Children with special educational needs seem to be particularly affected by 
overcrowding. 46.7% of parents said that children with special needs were not 
provided with adequate attention or services. We met parents whose children 
had been placed in regular classrooms, sent to other schools to receive needed 
services or who saw services reduced. The stories of Mimi, Ana and Alma illustra-
te the impact of overcrowding on children with special needs and the sacrifices 
that parents have to make to ensure that their children receive adequate services 
(See Boxes 2, 3, and 5).

The third most common issue encountered by parents was having their children 
sent or transported to schools outside their zone or neighborhood due to over-
crowding. Anyone walking in the early morning along 7th and 6th Avenues in the 
40s will likely run into the line of buses taking children to other locations. This 
issue often represents a challenge for parents with children placed at different 
schools who have to split their time between various schools (See Box 4).

Findings, cont...

Ana and Luis
Six years ago, Ana enrolled his son, Luis in kindergarten at one of the 
zoned schools in Sunset Park. Soon after, she received complaints that 
Luis was misbehaving; he hit one child, broke the glasses of another and 
just would not sit still. His classroom had 27 children and teachers could 
not provide enough attention to Luis. They opted for reducing his time in 
school to half a day. This resulted in a big challenge for Ana who worked. 
After a few months, the school decided it could not accommodate Luis 
given its resources and space availability and referred him to a school 
outside the neighborhood, in Kensington. Ever since, Ana has traveled to 
bring Luis to school. She said, “It has been difficult. I have to take the R 
train then transfer to the F to bring him to school whether it is raining or 
hot. Some times, I didn’t have enough money for transportation and had 
to walk from home to the school. It takes 1 hour 20 minutes by walking; 
it’s half an hour by train.” While Ana qualified for transportation, she 
preferred not to use it given the limited personnel on the bus to look after 
her son. Luis is about to graduate from elementary school and for six 
years he and his mom have made the trek to get to school every day.

Box 3
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Findings, cont...
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Another issue voiced by parents was related to cuts in afterschool and enrichment 
programs with 47.9% of parents encountering this issue. Parents noted that the 
lottery system that is used in some schools discourages children who do not get 
into their preferred program. Moreover the duration of these programs, which in 
some cases is restricted to 2 months, limits the ability of children to fully develop a 
skill. For many working parents not having access to afterschool programs repre-
sents an economic burden on their families (See Box 6).

Other issues that parents encounter are: children eating lunch too early or too late, 
children not having enough time for recess, hallways and closets being used as 
offices or classrooms, limited adult supervision resulting in increased incidences 
of fighting and bullying, limited time to complete standardized tests, inadequate 
space to complete standardized tests, unsanitary school facilities, teachers beco-
ming impatient with children, and children having lunch in the classroom, which 
cuts into class time. 

5 out of 10 
parents said that 
afterschool pro-
grams have been 
cut or reduced



Findings, cont...

Potential Solutions
During our workshops, parents brainstormed potential solutions to the overcrow-
ding issue. It was not difficult for parents to name a number of sites in the neigh-
borhood that could potentially be used to build a new school (See Appendix A).
For our survey, we wanted to know whether two potential solutions to school 
overcrowding, often mentioned by decision-makers, would be considered 
adequate and supported by community members: (a) the use of eminent domain 
to build a new school and (2) the construction of a new school west of 3rd 
Avenue.

The overwhelming majority of parents  (80.9%) said that they would support the 
use of eminent domain to build a new school in Sunset Park. Another 11.5% said 
that they would support the use of eminent domain under certain circumstances.

8

Sai Jin
A mother of two spunky girls, Sai Jin came to the U.S. a few years 
ago. She was born in a small village in southern China. She came 
looking for a better life for herself and her daughters. Her older 
daughter goes to the school in her designated zone. Her youngest, 
however, was not given a seat at the same school due to overcrow-
ding. Instead, she was offered the option of going to a school few 
avenues away from home. Every day, Sai Jin and her daughters walk 
to school; one stays at the nearby school, the other takes the bus to go 
to her school. While having a bus makes it easier for Sai Jin to cope 
with this situation, she often has to divide her time between two 
schools: “It’s difficult to attend meetings because I have to go to two 
different schools.”  

Box 4

8 out of 10 
parents support the 

use of eminent 
domain to build 

new schools



Alma and Irene
One of Alma’s three children, Irene a 9 year-old girl, was diagnosed 
with autism, hyperactivity and intellectual disability. From an early 
age, she has been receiving special services. Since Irene started 
school, she has been referred to schools outside Sunset Park. Alma 
said that “here in Sunset Park, I have not seen special education 
schools. I have looked around. The school that they just referred me 
to, has a site in Borough Park, but there is no space there. So they sent 
me to one [in Bed-Stuy]… they told me that maybe at [P.S. 506] there 
was a paraprofessional, but when I came, the psychologist told me; 
‘there are no room for this kind of children, we don’t have space 
here.’ It’s a bit sad to have to send our children so far because there is 
no school assigned for them.” Everyday, Irene has to wake up before 
6:00 am to get ready for school. Having two children in different 
schools has made it difficult for Alma. She said that, “when there are 
parent-teacher conferences, I have to run and divide myself. My son 
is here in [a school in Sunset Park] and my daughter is over there [in a 
school in Bed-Stuy]. It’s complicated, it’s a long distance, too much 
traveling.”

Box 5

When considering whether a school west of 3rd Avenue was a viable 
solution, parents expressed many concerns. They cited the area’s industrial 
activities as dangerous for children and the breathing of pollutants, particu-
larly small particulate contaminants, and toxic fumes from vehicles trave-
ling in the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway as their primary concerns. Parents 
also expressed concern about the levels of traffic on 3rd Avenue (57%) and 
the presence of stores such as adult video stores in the area (50.3%). Many 
parents cited drug and gang activity in the area and the closeness to the 
river as concerns.

Findings, cont...

7 out of 10 
parents are concer-
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Cecilia and Chabeli
Cecilia has five children, three older ones and two young ones, Alex and 
Chabeli, 11 and 6 years old, respectively. School overcrowding has 
impacted Cecilia since her older kids were young. She said, “My eldest 
could not get help in her zoned school because there were no bilingual 
programs. She could not speak English…I had to take her to a school an 
hour away from here [Sunset Park]… Now I enrolled my youngest daugh-
ter in an afterschool program, but they did not accept her because there 
are many children and there are not enough spots for all… I have to pay 
someone to take care of her because I have to work and I don’t have 
anyone in my family who can look after her. I have to pay and part of my 
salary I have to give it to the person who looks after her. And that affects 
me because I don’t earn a lot. I don’t have a high salary to be paying, but I 
have to do it.” Beyond the additional expense Cecilia incurs, she lamen-
ted that Chabeli could not attend afterschool because, as she put it, “I 
think that if she were in one of those programs she would be learning 
different things instead of being in a place where some times she gets 
bored. The school does not have programs where she could continue 
learning.”

Box 6
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Findings, cont...
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As this report shows, children and families are enduring the negative effects 
of school overcrowding. The creation of new seats ought to be of the utmost 
priority if we are to mitigate the long-lasting negative effects of school 
overcrowding on children, their families and the Sunset Park community as 
a whole. We recommend that:

• SCA must create at least 3,500 new seats by 2021 to meet existing 
need and where the need exists

• SCA must not delay the creation of new seats any further. School 
overcrowding is having severe consequences for Sunset Park’s children 
as evidenced by this report. Delaying the creation of new seats can only 
result in further damage to children’s future academic success.

• The DOE must commit additional funding to overcrowded schools for 
afterschool programs and special education services in an effort to 
ameliorate the damaging effects of overcrowding.

• Elected officials, the City and the SCA should consider the use of 
eminent domain as an alternative to siting new schools where the need 
exists.

• SCA must take into consideration the needs and concerns of Sunset 
Park parents in decisions regarding where to build new schools. Areas of 
the neighborhood with safety and environmental issues should not be 
considered as viable options.

Policy Recommendations
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Appendix A

Missed opportunities to build a new school for Sunset 
Park’s children

56th and 8th Avenue
60th Street and Forth Hamilton
Fort Hamilton between 50th and 50th Streets
64th Street between 8th and 7th Avenues
41st Street and 8th Avenue
45th Street and 8th Avenue
43rd Street and 4th Avenue
462 36th Street

Potential sites where a new school could be built for Sunset 
Park’s children

517 39th Street 
39th Street between 4th and 5th Avenues
49th Street and 8th Avenue
43rd Street and New Utrecht Avenue
60th Street and 6th Avenue
62nd Street and 4th Avenue
62nd Street between 7th and 8th Avenues
968 4th Avenue at 37th Street
4104 4th Avenue
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Address: 664 49th Street - Brooklyn, NY 11220
Phone: 646-265-9174
E-mail: vocesciudadanasinc@gmail.com
Web: www.vocesciudadanasinc.org
Like us at FB: www.facebook.com/vocesciudadanasinc/

Make Space for Quality Schools
 in Sunset Park 

E-mail: qualityschools4sunsetpark@gmail.com
Like us at FB: https://www.facebook.com/quality-

Email: friendsofsunsetpark@yahoo.com 
Blog: http://friendsofsunsetpark-brooklyn.blogspot.com/
Like us at FB: https://www.facebook.com/Friends-of-Sun-
set-Park-167072156680913/
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Hon. Benjamin Kallos 
New York City Councilmember 
244 E 93rd Street,  
New York, NY 10128 

 
     March 1, 2017 

 
 
 
Dear Councilmember Kallos: 
 

I was pleased to read in the New York Times about your legislation to require 
residency-based tracking of applications to, and enrollment in, high-demand school 
programs. There is certainly a need for data to drive policy decisions to more fairly serve 
New York children. 
 

We are one of the largest special education law firms in the city, and for over 35 
years we have represented many thousands of families whose children's special education 
needs are unable to be met in the NYC education system.  
 

Like some of the examples the article mentioned (G&T, UPK) there are certain 
special education programs that are in high demand by qualified students but there aren't 
enough seats to meet the demand. As you probably know, 1 in 68 children is diagnosed 
with autism, and there is a huge need for evidence-based educational programs with small 
class sizes for these students—particularly when they are young.  
 

The ASD Nest program is one of the jewels of public education in this city, and 
we are beginning to hear good things about the (new on the scene) Intensive K and 
Horizon programs too. Unfortunately, there are far too few seats, serving only a tiny 



2 
 

fraction of the autism community--and this is one of the reasons so many parents end up 
in our offices. 
 

As you consider your legislation, please examine the way that data is currently 
collected regarding ASD Nest, ASD Horizon, and Intensive K.  
 

Please let us know if we can be of further assistance. 
 
 

Sincerely, 
 
 

 
 

Regina Skyer 



Good afternoon, my name is Litza Stark. I am the parent of a kindergartener and second grader at PS85 

in Astoria, Queens. Ours is a wonderful Title I school with passionate, committed staff and a very 

engaged parent community, but all of these assets are undermined by the structural problem of 

overburdened facilities and staff. 

 

The stated upper limit for kindergarten classes is 25 students, already plenty for a teacher to handle 

(and over the DOE’s target enrollment of 20). At PS85, our K classes have an average of 27 students 

each. Two out of the three classes are housed in trailers behind the school, in rooms that would be 

cramped with 20 kids, let alone 27 and more. Despite their inadequacy, I’m grateful for the trailers, since 

they provide the overflow space necessary to stave off otherwise terrible overcrowding. With or without 

trailers, the current situation is unsustainable, especially in a part of the city where small one- and two-

family homes are rapidly getting replaced by much larger developments. 

 

I call on you to confront this challenge aggressively, not just to accommodate any future influx of 

students, but to alleviate existing systemic overcrowding. The city rose to the challenge of housing 

thousands of PreK classrooms, and it must be a priority not to overlook the needs of older children. It is 

vital to (a) address existing overcrowding; (b) prepare for a growing population of school-age children, 

and (c) compensate for the funding that schools would lose based on per-student funding if class sizes 

go down. 

 

Thank you for your attention to this vital matter, I am so grateful to have elected officials who are 

attuned to the importance of our public schools. 

 

Litza Stark 

PS85 Queens PA officer and SLT member 

Astoria, Queens 

 



Problems with school planning and siting 
Testimony before City Council Education & 
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Leonie Haimson
Class Size Matters
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info@classsizematters.org
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Scope of the school overcrowding problem enormous

--42% of NYC schools were overcrowded according to 
latest available data in 2015-16 (at or over 100% target 
utilization)

-- 580,000 students (62% of total) were enrolled in 
these schools – about 40,000 more than year before.

Data: SCA “Blue Book” 2015-16



Yet February 2017 capital plan still very underfunded 

• Funds fewer than 45,000 seats citywide – about half (54%) necessary to 
alleviate current overcrowding and accommodate enrollment growth, 
according to DOE estimates.

• Only 29% of seats compared to DOE’s analysis of need have sites and are 
in process of scope and design.

• There is a huge variation across districts and boroughs in the number and 
percent of seats funded compared to DOE’s estimate of need. 

• Bronx is the most underfunded boroush according to the percent of 
unmet need for seats; Queens in terms of total number of unfunded 
seats. 
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Yet we don’t trust DOE’s need estimates 
• They are based upon an unreliable school capacity formula

• They are based upon unreliable estimates from housing starts using a CEQR 
formula that hasn’t been updated in nearly 20 years

• They are based upon widely divergent enrollment projections from two 
consulting companies

• The methodology DOE uses to incorporate all these unreliable components is 
non-transparent

• DOE says they “overlay” projections from housing starts over consultant 
enrollment projections but unclear what this means



DOE Capacity formula assumes overly large 
class sizes 

• Relies on school capacity formula that assumes class sizes larger than 
currently exist on average in NYC schools in grades 4-12 (28 students in 4-
8th grades; 30 in HS) 

• Thus the formula would tend to force class sizes even higher 

• Blue Book working group co-chaired by SCA President Grillo and CEC 2 
President Tanikawa urged in Dec. 2014 that school capacity formula be 
aligned with smaller classes in DOE’s C4E plan 

• Mayor’s office rejected that recommendation in July 2015



DOE enrollment projections inconsistent and 
vary widely from year to year
• DOE consultants Grier Partnership project a decrease of 59,000 students citywide between 2014 and 

2024 -- 57,000 fewer K-8 students and nearly 2,000 fewer in HS. 

• Statistical Forecasting projects over this same time period a decrease of 28,000 students --- 23,000 
fewer K-8 students and about 5,000 fewer in HS.

• Yet by using the housing start data applying the City Planning ratio, there will be more than 63,000 
additional students in 2024– about 27,000 more students in K-8 and about 17,000 in HS.

• The consultants’ forecasts also vary widely from year to year.  

• For example, just two years ago Statistical Forecasting projected an increase of about 60,000 students 
over next decade instead of decrease of 28,000.

• Data sources: Grier and Statistical Forecasting May 2015;  Statistical Forecasting July 2013, Housing 
start data, March 2016



District 2: another example of widely divergent projections & needs estimate

• District 2 in Manhattan has 3150 K8 seats funded in capital plan

• DOE claims 97% of the D2 need is funded, with unmet need only 82 seats.

• Latest projections from Grier Partnership consultants project that by 2024, D2 
enrollment will decrease by about 2000 students.

• At same time, Statistical Forecasting consultants project that by 2024, D2 
enrollment will increase by 1000 students

• Yet housing starts data also used to project enrollment with CEQR formula 
projects more than 7,500 additional K-8 students in D2 by 2024

• Data source: http://www.nycsca.org/Community/Capital-Plan-Reports-Data#Housing-Projections-70 



Numerous problems with City Planning CEQR ratio 
• City Environmental Quality Review (CEQR) ratio used by City Planning to project 

future enrollment from housing starts is borough-based rather than based on  
districts, neighborhoods or school zones 

• CEQR ratio hasn’t been revised since 2008 and relies on Census data more than 
16 years old.

• Mayor has vastly expanded PreK but CEQR ratio has not changed to account for 
thousands of new preK students  

• CEQR ratio estimates each Bronx housing unit will add nearly 4X students than 
Manhattan, though birth rate & enrollment increasing faster there than in Bronx

• Housing start data uses 10 year projections almost equal to 5 year figures

• In 13 out of 32 districts, NO difference between housing start data for 5 yr and 10 
yr projections



Problems with school planning process  

• Thresholds in city planning process very high

• A new project has to be projected to increase school overcrowding by at 
least 5% to even consider need for new school --even in communities 
where schools are already overcrowded

• In Manhattan would take a residential project of at least 310 units to 
trigger consideration of new school – no matter how overcrowded schools 
already are in the neighborhood 

• Planning process does not take into account cumulative residential 
development – only considers each project separately. 



Other problems with DOE Needs assessments

• Enrollment projections and DOE needs assessments don’t account 
for rapidly expanding charter school population though most of 
these students attend schools in public school buildings 

• DOE needs assessments claim to be neighborhood-based but 
defines neighborhoods with extremely large areas

• DOE needs assessments do not differentiate ES and MS seat needs

• DOE needs assessments are infrequently updated 

• Feb. 2017 capital plan includes needs assessment from Jan. 2016



School siting dysfunctional and inefficient

--There are overcrowded neighborhoods like Sunset Park  where schools 
have been funded for more than ten years without a single school sited or 
built ; 

--School Construction Authority only has one person on staff per borough 
looking for sites for schools; 

---The SCA never uses eminent domain to acquire sites unless the property 
has recently been on the market; 

--- SCA never “cold call” meaning identify suitable sites before they’re put on 
the market & inquire if the owner is interested in selling ;

--- There have been more than 4,000 seats funded for 3 years in the “class size 
reduction” category with only three small projects identified 



We need a new planning process for 
schools 

-- So that schools are built along with new housing and not lagging 
the process by years afterwards 

-----In most large states and districts, developers have to pay an 
“impact fee” to help fund new infrastructure including schools, but 
not in NYC  

--- With rapid pace of development and rezonings, without 
significant reforms we are falling further and further behind.



What is being done about this?

--Public Advocate Tish James, 22 Council Members, Class Size 
Matters and parent leaders pointed out many of the problems 
with school planning and siting  in a letter to the Chancellor in 
June 2015 .

--Last week, Speaker Mark-Viverito announced that Council 
would form an internal working group to come up with 
proposals to reform the process.

--We hope that this process will be open and transparent and 
elicit ideas for improvement from experts, parents, and 
members of the public.

https://www.classsizematters.org/letter-to-mayor-and-chancellor-to-expand-capital-plan-to-address-school-overcrowding/
http://council.nyc.gov/press/2017/02/16/1370/


Suggestions on how to elicit ideas for reform
• Reach out to Community Boards, Community Education Councils, 

advocates, parents and CBOs 

• Elicit ideas and information from professional organizations of architects 
and planners  about what is done elsewhere

• Hold forums and invite experts, activists and parents to speak

• Create a website with info on how to submit and post ideas

• As parent David Rosenberg wrote: DOE and the Council should “LISTEN to 
communities, teachers and administrators. It’s not that we don’t know 
what the problem is and what to do about it. WE DO. We need a vehicle for 
involvement in the decision making process regarding siting and planning. 
We need to be seated at the table. It needs to be a partnership.’ “



New York, NY 10035 

February 28, 2017

Written Testimony for New York City Council Joint Hearing 
for Committees on Education and Finance
School Planning and Siting for New Capacity

Marie Winfield winfieldmm@web.de
East Harlem/Community School District 4 resident
Central Park East 1 Elementary School parent

The announcement of a Council working group on school planning and siting for new capacity is 
a relief for communities experiencing the effects of projected rezoning under the Mayor’s 
Housing Plan. My local Community District in East Harlem spans both CSD 4 and CSD 5. As a 
member of the Land Use and Zoning subgroup of the East Harlem Neighborhood Plan, I 
advocated to ensure that the following recommendation be included under the Land Use and 
Zoning section: 

Recommendation 3.2 

Require the Department of City Planning, the Department of Education, ACS and School
Construction Authority to adequately project the impacts of new development on
school seat requirements and establish opportunities for new early childhood
education and school facilities to be built in the base of new developments. Approaches
for making student projections should include detailed analysis, such as the clear definition
of school building capacities based on current surveys. Require coordination around and
appropriate timing of development of school facilities as units are developed.

In East Harlem, we are currently inundated with new land use and community development 
projects in addition to a proposed neighborhood rezoning. Recently, Lexington Gardens II on 
East 118th Street was voted through to bring 390 units onto one city block. The Co-op Tech 
mixed-use residential proposal plans to bring 1,100 units, again onto one city block. The Bus 
Depot and African Burial Ground mixed-use has also been recently certified for ULURP with a 
worst case development scenario of up to 1000 units. Just announced at East 111th Street a 
mixed-use residential development there projects 655 units. 

Not all of these projects will merit environmental review individually for impacts on the local 
school district. While we expect a full environmental review through the neighborhood rezoning, 
there is still concern about what has happened in other neighborhoods — use of insufficient and 
incorrect demographics data, miscalculated growth projections, poor building surveys lead to 
overcrowding in classrooms, unsafe buildings at over 100% utilization, poor alternatives like 
trailers and multi-use rooms and the rise of charter schools overtaking traditional public school 
space. The CEQR threshold is too high, leaving private developers off the hook for mitigation for 
increased school seat generation. To improve significantly, CEQR methodology needs to be 
updated; input data on demographics and housing starts require updating; and assumptions of 
smaller class sizes are necessary, as consistently shown by Class Size Matters.  

mailto:winfieldmm@web.de


The process of developing better school planning and siting needs to involve community 
members and education advocates.  A review process with a local Community Education 
Council and using the CEC to identify local needs has not been sufficient for many 
neighborhoods. In East Harlem, CEC4 has not had the capacity to address any of these needs 
in the past years, either through studies or planning for the district. CEC4 consistently holds 
meetings without sending out agendas or engaging with the greater community. DOE and SCA 
cannot call discussing with CECs at empty meetings as vigorous community engagement. 
During the East Harlem Neighborhood Plan process, public school teachers, parents and 
families were also not engaged sufficiently as the schools and education subgroup was led by 
and focused on charter schools. No surprise that school seating and capacity and mitigation of 
the impacts of a neighborhood rezoning did not come up as an issue in this subgroup. Without 
consistent consideration of traditional public schools in new development, we will be left with old 
school buildings, which, instead of being rehabilitated to return to the public school portfolio, are 
now housing for artists or converted into luxury condos. 

Community engagement is necessary to coordinate studies and solutions that are meaningful 
for upzoned communities. For example, while the Educational Construction Fund proposes new 
school buildings for Co-op Tech, the Heritage School and Park East High School. No one can 
answer questions about what will happen to the city-owned building and site at Park East High 
School. The community should have input on what will become of the Park East HS building. At 
my daughter’s school, the addition of a new pre-K class with no discussion or notice to the 
greater community required that a school that existed only on one floor to knock down a wall 
over the summer, relocate a library space and the principal’s office and negotiate the next year 
with other entities in the building to bring the library space back down to the school’s floor so 
that elementary school students would not have to walk between floors to access the school 
library. We have schools, like many other neighborhoods such as The Youth Women’s 
Leadership School that is home to one of the famed gymnatoriums. Shared, multi-use space 
cannot be a continued trend in traditional public school buildings. This is not community-based, 
intelligent planning, especially not for progressive education schools that envision low class 
sizes as a part of the philosophy and curriculum.  

When decisions like the above can be made without real community engagement, it is clear that 
the recently announced working group needs to engage communities slated for rezoning to 
ensure that no rezoning goes ahead without out the proper planning for new school seats. All 
communities scheduled for upzoning need to be ensured that there will be enough school seats 
to accommodate the expected increased residential density. In these areas, like East Harlem, 
we have the most vulnerable populations in the public school system. In East Harlem, most 
schools have a large percentage of homeless students in both CSD 4 and CSD 5, according to 
the Institute for Children, Poverty & Homelessness. Coordination between residential 
development, schools and transitioning homeless children and families into permanent housing 
must be the highest priority for areas targeted for rezoning, like my neighborhood in East 
Harlem. We are looking forward to hearing the working group plan for community engagement 
that involves East Harlem residents, families, children, local community-based organizations, 
education activists, as well as data and demographic experts. 

Respectfully, 

Marie Winfield



 

 

 

 

The New York City Charter School Center 

David Golovner, VP, Policy & Advocacy 

Testimony Presented to The New York City Council Education Committee 

Oversight Hearing on School Planning and Sighting for New Capacity 

March 3, 2017 

The New York City Charter School Center (Charter Center) respectfully submits the following 
testimony on the proposed February 2017 Amendment to the Five Year Capital Plan of the School 
Construction Authority (SCA). The Charter Center thanks Chairpersons Dromm and Ferreras-
Copeland, and the other distinguished members of the Council Education and Finance Committees 
for the opportunity to comment on behalf of the New York City charter school sector. 
 
Background 

For the past seventeen years, public charter schools have helped to drive positive change in the 
educational landscape in New York City. A recent analysis by the NYC Independent Budget Office 
found that NYC public schools, including charters schools, outperformed public schools in the rest 
of the state by significant degrees in both math and ELA when controlling for demographic 

differences; notably, NYC charter schools outperform the rest of the state at even larger margins 
than their district counterparts.1  
 
There are 216 charter schools currently operating in all five boroughs with twenty-nine more 
authorized but still in their incubation periods. From its earliest days, NYC charter schools have 
provided families in traditionally underserved communities with high quality educational options. 
Additionally, over the last several years, the charter sector has sought to further diversify its student 
populations. Since 2012, the proportion of students with disabilities served by the sector has 
increased from 10.4% to 17.6%.2 Meanwhile, the sector continues to add innovative programming to 
serve all students, and embrace inclusion as a core tenet of its instructional philosophy, for which the 
NYC Special Education Collaborative within the Charter Center has persistently advocated the past 
several years. 

 
Though many operate in private facilities, charter schools have nearly always been perceived by the 
NYC Department of Education (NYC DOE) as an integral partner in its strategy to provide high 
quality schools for all students. In fact, of the 216 charter school currently operating, over 60% are 
doing so in facilities owned or leased by the NYC DOE. Additionally, the NYC DOE continues to 
provide some charter schools with public space, though the process can be both contentious and 
arduous.  
 
The 5-Year Capital Plan, the Need for New Capacity, and Charter School Growth 

                                                           
1 Sarita Subramanian and Joydeep Roy, New York State Student Achievement Test Results: New York City Public Schools No 

Longer Lag Rest of the State (New York City Independent Budget Office 2016). 
2 NYC Charter School Center calculation using data from the New York State Education Department.  



 

As the charter school sector continues to grow to meet increasing parent demand, it is critically 
important for any comprehensive capital plan to account for this projected growth.3 When 
considering utilization, the SCA factors in charter schools located in NYC DOE facilities. On the 
other hand, as it makes projections for additional capacity and future enrollment, it fails to consider 
the enrollment patterns and projected needs of the city’s charter schools. The long-standing reality in 
NYC is that families continue to seek public education options outside the traditional district sphere. 
This is particularly true in many of the community school districts with identified need by the SCA. 
In community school district 30, for example, the SCA has identified a need of nearly 6,000 
additional seats simply based on current over-utilization and projected district enrollment. What this 
projection fails to consider is the 4,000 students who submitted charter school applications for the 
2016-17 school year; this despite the fact that there were only five charter schools with just 700 
available seats.4 Not only must these charter schools turn away families for lack of space, other 

potential charter school leaders wanting to open new schools in these communities are unable to do 
so for lack of available facilities. The Charter Center, through its planning and incubation programs, 
has engaged with multiple planning teams that have had to alter their plans to open in this 
community school district because of current over-crowding (and consequent inability of the NYC 
DOE to site a school in a public facility), and the lack of viable private space.5 A more equitable 
capital plan would factor in some of this excess charter school demand, and consider potential added 
capacity for projected charter growth. 
 
A Coherent Co-Location Process 

As the Council Committee Report notes, one strategy used to alleviate over-crowding is to site new 
schools, including charter schools, in under-utilized facilities.6 While the Charter Center supports the 

continued co-location of charter schools throughout the city, it often appears that part of the process 
by which charter schools are granted public space is rather opaque. Charter schools interested in 
public space often engage with the NYC DOE blindly with limited information and data on which 
facilities, if any, have additional unused capacity for potential siting. By the NYC DOE’s own 
admission, its annual report on Enrollment, Capacity & Utilization (Blue Book) does not perfectly 
capture true utilization of its facilities.7 The Charter Center recognizes that no single snapshot can 
represent building capacity with one hundred percent accuracy. This fact alone, however, underlies 
the need for a system of greater transparency.  
 
Here, the NYC DOE should consider different approaches. One approach to consider is an open 
Request-for-Proposal (RFP) type system in which the NYC DOE would publicly post available 
space for siting based on current utilization, and other information relevant to the space, including, 
but not limited to, internal plans for the re-purposing of available seats, potential school closures, 
and consolidations. These announcements would inform a potential charter school of the number of 
available seats, the grade configurations for which the space is most optimal, and the criteria by 
which the siting will be made, among other considerations. Clearly, not every underutilized facility 
would be open to this RFP-type process; the NYC DOE, at its discretion, could choose to re-site its 
own schools to alleviate over-crowding, for instance. Where excess capacity remains unused, 
however, this RFP-type process would provide much needed transparency, and provide equitable 
footing for all charter schools for a potential siting.  

                                                           
3 The Charter Center estimated excess demand for charter school enrollment in the 2016-17 school year of over 44,000 
students. NYC Charter School Center, 2016-17 NYC Charter Schools Enrollment Lottery Estimates (2016). 
4 Id. 
5 The Committee Report  
6 New York City Council Committees on Education and Finance, Oversight: School Planning and Siting for New Capacity, 

February 28, 2017. 
7 Selim Algar, “Critics claim DOE fudged numbers of charter school vacancies,” New York Post, November 14, 2016. 



 

 
Again, we would like to thank the Council Education and Finance Committees, and Chairpersons 
Dromm and Ferreras-Copeland for the opportunity to present testimony on the this iteration of the 
Five-Year Capital Plan. We welcome the opportunity to engage with the Council and the NYC 
DOE to ensure that city education planning most accurately reflects citywide needs. 
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