






































































































































































































Proposed Int. 1028-A Testimony 
New York City Council Committee on Education Hearing 

 
April 19, 2017 

 
Léa Jean-François 

Young Women’s Advisory Council Member, New York City Young Women’s Initiative 
Girls for Gender Equity 

 
Hello, my name is Léa Jean-François. I am a seventeen year old woman attending Curtis High                               

School, a large high school located in the North Shore of Staten Island where I have found a place in the                                         
International Baccalaureate program and countless clubs and community activities. Thank you to the                         
Council Members who have put in countless effort and time into the issues that daily affect New York City                                     
residents. With much gratitude, I applaud New York City Council Members dedication and notable work.   

Today, I represent the Young Women’s Advisory Council at Girls for Gender Equity. We are part of the                                   
Young Women’s Initiative (YWI) that was launched by Speaker Melissa Mark-Viverito and the New York City                               
Council to identify the gaps in services for young women ages 12-24, with a focus on cis and trans women of                                         
color. YWI brings together leaders and organizers who work with teens and young adults and advocates for                                 
them in all aspects of our society, with the goal of crafting policy recommendations that address racial,                                 
gender and other disparities. This is being done with young women at the center of the conversation as                                   
active and consistent participants in discussions.  

Girls for Gender Equity is also a member of the Sexuality Education Alliance of NYC, a broad coalition                                   
working to pass and implement comprehensive sex in grades K-12. Comprehensive sexuality education is                           
deeply important to me and my community, especially young people of color who identify as trans or                                 
gender non-conforming. When I was in high school, I was given the proper review of what it means to be                                       
sexually healthy. I was taught a foundation of consent: where I can get contraceptives, what being a mature                                   
sexual adult looks like, and other resources I can take with me when I go to college. My school was lucky                                         
enough to partner with a hospital on Staten Island and have some representatives from the hospital come in                                   
and inform us about a range of topics from where students can get birth control for a reduced price and                                       
what HIV is. However, this did not happen until the second semester of my last year in high school. So, by                                         
the time my class was taught this, a majority of us had been in relationships and had to figure out all of that                                             
information on our own. Sexual education is crucial, and if not taught at an earlier age can in an instant                                       
change one’s future. Moreover, my high school is a community based school, andmajority of what makes up                                   
my school is the work of other organizations. Unfortunately, not every school can partner with a hospital or                                   
receive representatives. However, if a sexual education platform is created across New York City, it can be                                 
taught by teachers in schools starting in elementary school. Young people need comprehensive sexuality                           
education and the opportunity to work with fellow peers on the Sexual Health Education Task Force.                               
Although I received a rather late form of sex ed, I am grateful for it and recognize that I am a cisgender                                           
woman. I wondered during class, what about other students who are trans or gender non-conforming? Is                               
the health center in my school or the one recommended useful for them? Moreover, there was no discussion                                   
of being transgender in my sex ed class at all! I think it is important to create an inclusive form of sex ed so                                               
that more than a select few can benefit from it. 

Sexual education is extremely important and should be taught at an earlier age, so throughout high                               
school, students can understand what it means to be sexually healthy. Lastly, it is important to create an                                   
inclusive form of sex ed so that it is affirming for all sexualities and gender identities.  



It is important to pass bill, Int. 1028-A, which recognizes the immediate need for a thorough                               
assessment of how sexual health education is actually being implemented in public schools citywide, and                         
calls for timely recommendations to improve that effort through the establishment of a sexual health                             
education task force with a minimum of 8 members: 3 experts from the field, 1 teacher, 1 non-teaching staff                                     
from a school, 1 high school student, 1 LGBTQ-GNC expert, and 1 representative from DOHMH. However, it                                 
must be amended that there should be at least two high school students on the task force. From my                                     
experience as a young person, creating institutional change is more effective when there’s at least two of us                                   
at the table. 

A clear public policy that is sufficiently funded and includes an achievable timeline for                           
implementation of K-12 standards and accountability measures for enforcement and evaluation will help to                           
ensure that every school has the ability to provide supportive and inclusive education to all of its students.                                   
As such, we respectfully request the Council’s support on proposed int. 1028-A.  

I thank the New York City Council for working with the Young Women’s Advisory Council on making                                 
this a possibility through the Young Women’s Initiative and look forward to working together to ensure that                                 
cis and trans girls of color and gender non-conforming youth of color receive adequate and comprehensive                               
sex-ed.   

 



 

Proposed Res. No 1415 
New York City Council Committee on Education Hearing 

 
April 19, 2017 

 
Jadayah Spencer  

Young Women’s Advisory Council Member, NYC Young Women’s Initiative 
Girls for Gender Equity 

 
 
Good afternoon, my name is Jadayah Spencer. I am 21 years old and a graduate of New York University. At                                       
the United Nations, I serve as Chair of the Youth Steering Committee in the Department of Public                                 
Information, having assisted that department in New York and South Korea. Lastly, as of a few weeks ago, I                                     
am the Executive Director of the International Youth Leadership Institute. Thank you for taking the time to                                 
hear us today. It is an honor to come today before the members of the Council that are tasked with                                       
overseeing the educational structures in one of, if not the greatest, most diverse and influential cities in the                                   
world.  
 
Today, I represent the Young Women’s Advisory Council of the Young Women’s Initiative, an initiative                             
launched by Speaker Melissa Mark-Viverito and the New York City Council to identify the gaps in services for                                   
young women age 12-24, with a focus on women of color. YWI brings together leaders and organizers who                                   
work with teens and young adults, with the goal of crafting policy recommendations and programming that                               
address racial, gender and other disparities. This is being done with young women at the center of the                                   
conversations in partnership with Girls for Gender Equity. As an anti-violence and education organization,                           
Girls for Gender Equity is committed to centering young people of color as experts of their lives. 
 
Today I am here to ask you to call on New York State to convene a task force that will assess the cultural                                             
relevance of curricula across subject areas in middle and high school. This task force will explore the                                 
grounding curriculum in core content that challenges racism, ableism, and sexism and will affirm students                             
across spectrums of gender and sexuality. 
 
I think it’s always important to have shared definitions for the words we use. You all are part of the                                       
Education Committee, and the word Education has two different Latin roots: there’s "educare," which                           
means to train or to mold, and "educere," meaning to lead out. To bring out of someone, that which is                                       
already in them. 
 
Every child has within them an innate curiosity, and an innate capacity with which to acquire knowledge,                                 
which satisfies that curiosity– if only for a moment. New York City makes a promise to its children and youth                                       
that it will offer an education that will serve as a stepping stone towards achieving greater heights. 
 
But an education that doesn’t honor and tell the stories of all our city’s people, is an education that is                                       
inherently incomplete. An incomplete education endangers and oppresses students from marginalized                     
groups by erasing their stories and uplifting narratives that they cannot relate to.  



 

This beckons the question: If students cannot see themselves in the education they are receiving, how can                                 
we make the case that their education is relevant, and actually prepares them for what lies ahead in an                                     
ever-changing economy? 
As a young girl growing up in Bed-Stuy Brooklyn, I loved to learn. However my parents felt that what I was                                         
learning in school was insufficient, and made sure to supplement my formal education with                           
out-of-the-classroom experiences, including trips to museums, libraries, and cultural events, among many                       
other things, all with the goal of piquing my curiosity and teaching me about my own people’s rich history–                                     
something they couldn’t count on our school system to do. Students in NYC classrooms today, however, are                                 
still learning “Columbus sailed the ocean blue in 1492.” 
 
I think of the power of Hidden Figures, a movie which tells the story of three Black women who help put the                                           
first American, the first person on the moon. And how news stories are reporting that the telling of this story                                       
alone, is correlated with an uptick in interest in STEM careers among Black and Brown youth and girls. As                                     
wonderful as it was, it shouldn’t take having a movie come out, for us to consider the impact of                                     
representation. 
 
The New York Times recently published a story highlighting a new study which found that black boys who                                     
had a black teacher during their elementary school years were less likely to drop out of high school and                                     
more expected to attend college. Recalling our initial definition of education– bringing out of someone that                               
which is already in them– I think the question of educational curricula within our schools, might be better                                   
framed as “What kind of person do we want a New York City education to produce?” 
 
Do we want to produce a person who is culturally aware, knowledgeable and appreciative of the differences                                 
that exist between people? Do we want to produce students who can carry New York’s torch of leading                                   
economies and impacting cultures worldwide? Do we want NYC Public schools to be more safe and uplifting                                 
spaces where every child can unlock the potential within them? I have been all over the world, studying                                   
issues in education in each country I go to. And every time, I think about how the education I observe in that                                           
country, compares to the public school education I received growing up at here home. I’ve learned that even                                   
in China, the writings of Alex Haley have been taught in classrooms. Even in Tanzania, contributions of                                 
people of color to the field of solar energy and mathematics are taught. 
 
We simply cannot afford to fall behind. As a youth in New York City, I am strongly recommending that you                                       
convene a task for that will serve to analyze and improve our curriculums across middle school and high                                   
school.  
 
By doing so, we empower students of our great city to have a deeper understanding of themselves and the                                     
world, as well as the endless possibilities that exist for them.  
 

I thank the New York City Council for working with the Young Women’s Advisory Council on making this a                                     

possibility through the Young Women’s Initiative and look forward to working together to ensure that cis                               

and trans girls of color and gender non-conforming youth of color are affirmed throughout their educational                               

journey.  

 



Hello, and good afternoon to you all. My name is Sherell Farmer, I am 16 and a junior at 

Midwood High School at Brooklyn College. I am also a member of the New York Civil Liberties 

Union’s Teen Activist Project, more commonly known as TAP and the Sexuality Education 

Alliance of New York City (SEANYC) Youth Leadership Council. In school & my various 

organization time & time again we speak on the multiple improvements that we see need to be 

made in NYC public schools, namely in sex ed. Thus, I’d like to thank the council members, 

specifically those who have signed on to Bill 1028-A, and those looking to learn more about Bill 

1028-A. for giving me the chance to speak and submit testimony today.  

It’s impossible to avoid sex. And I say that to mean that since the time we watch our first sitcom 

the topic is dropped, scenes are shown and in the streets of our boroughs, we hear those around 

us discussing it and eluding to it topic. Consequently, we become curious and in a strange way 

knowledgeable. I’ve known what sex is longer than I can even image, but I was didn’t first learn 

about it in a classroom or from my parents. The information I’ve received from the media, 

random friends, and everywhere else, has always been accurate, but thankfully, the various 

organization I’m involved in have always guided me and ensured that I’m probably informed.   

 

However, not all teens are in such great & informative organizations – but all teens do attend 

school, and the majority in New York City attend public & charter schools. Ensuring that our 

schools have informative, comprehensive, accurate, and engaging sex education would help feed 

knowledge to students to who don’t receive the knowledge from their parents or another safe 

source. Our teacher should not be televisions or google as neither of those sources are always 

right and neither of those can answer all of our question.  

 

The implementation of the task force would thus be a great move that we, as students, receive the 

type of sex ed that we deserve. A survey that we conducted at SEANYC demonstrated that many 

students don’t receive sex ed until 12th grade – 4 years too late. By the 12th grade many students 

could’ve long engaged in sex, uniformed and potentially unprotected, This is often the case in 

my school, with many on teams never receiving sex ed until their senior year of high school. 

Although I was personally fortunate enough to receive sex ed in the 9th grade the unit was merely 

a week in health class, and that week was not exactly informative. I recall being shown needless 

statistic after statistic, being told the name of birth control methods but never what they were, 

and a video of child birth. A condom demonstration was never even performed. Furthermore, my 

school, though apparently very open about condom distribution doesn’t do a very good job of 

informing its students – I didn’t find out that I could get condoms at school until this year. My 

school succeeds in preparing me in math, history, English and other core subjects, but if I was to 

go forward in life primarily on the sexual education I got in school I’d be at great risk. A task 

force could work on all of these vices ensuring that sex ed in schools is more than a snippet of 

knowledge but enough to take us through a lifetime. 

In making the task force I think that it’s essential that we include more than one students as how 

can we speak on students’ needs and education without including students. We are the ones 



actually experiencing it and therefore we need to have a seat at the table to decide what happens 

there. One student being on the task force would not be enough as our experiences vary by 

school, thus, multiple students are needed to establish multiple perspectives. 

 

Creating a task force, that is youth inclusive, to investigate the state of sex ed in our city should 

not be a question and I hope this hearing shows the council that it needs to become action. Thank 

you for allowing me to speak today.  

 



Subject: Testimony for bill Int. 1028-A 
 
Hello, 
 
My name is Alessia Milstein and I am a current junior in a New York City Public High School. I 
am also a proud member of the Sexuality Education Alliance of New York City’s Youth Council. 
Sadly the motivation for me to join this council was the poor sex education I have received thus 
far. In my experience all I have been taught is all the ways sex can kill me and how to have 
proper hygiene. Although the lessons are important, my sex education has sorely lacked topics 
like sex education for the LGBTQ+ community, education surrounding consent, and various 
types of birth control. I have been lucky enough to have sufficient sex education in my New 
York Public Middle School yet many of my friends had no version of sex education till high 
school. I am also lucky to even have had a form sex education in 9th grade while only 63.5% of 
the 314 students surveyed by SEANYC had any sex education in high school. This lack of sex 
education results in outcomes like higher percentages of teen pregnancies, STD’s, and ill-
informed people entering the world. New York City is supposed to be the most progressive, 
accepting, and best city in the nation. We have a duty to spearhead what will hopefully become 
a nationwide movement to meet the National Sex Education Standards and improve them. I am 
sending you this in support of bill Int. 1028-A. This bill is a necessity and would greatly improve 
NYC youth as a whole. It should also be noted that the task force created from this bill should 
have NYC students, in the end it is our education being reviewed. We deserve more than one 
seat at the table. Thank for letting me send you this testimony and I hope it helps put the issue 
of poor sex education into perspective. 
 
 
 
Sincerely,  
 
Alessia Milstein 
 



Culturally Relevant Education Testimony 
 

Ocynthia Williams 
 

Resolution 1415 
 

Good Afternoon, 
 
My name is Ocynthia Williams, a founding member of the New York City Coalition 
for Educational Justice, and co-director of the Harlem Renaissance Education 
Pipeline, Cradle 2 Career, Collective Impact Partnership. We’re working to 
improve educational outcomes for students in Harlem’s District 5. I’m testifying 
today in support of Resolution 1415.  
 
I want to thank Speaker Mark-Viverito, Council Member Palma, and Levin for 
sponsoring this much needed resolution. Calling for the NYS Education 
Department to convene a task force to assess the cultural relevance of state 
learning standards across subject areas, and all grades, is more important now, 
than ever. 
 
We are at another critical moment in our history where racism, xenophobia, 
Islamophobia, sexism, and so many other phobia’s are at the forefront in our 
nation. In the halls of our Federal government, we are witnessing, out in the open, 
that if you are different than Anglo-Saxon European white, you are not valued as 
much as a human being. It’s scandalous, but true. As we stand on the shoulders 
of those who have fought to eradicate this kind of thinking and belief, we have 
the opportunity to lift up their fight and help to end this mindset and make sure 
that the future leaders of our country know better, and value the life of all people, 
no matter their race, color, religion, who they love, or how they identify 
themselves. There is no better place to start and change this mindset than in 
schools, and what we teach our babies. 
 
I’m the mom of six children who all attended NYC Public Schools, and I can tell 
you they were not taught our true history! Sure they learned a little about Black 
History during the 28 days we celebrate Black History month, but the vast 
majority of their history was taught by me, and my family! That shouldn’t be, and 
it can’t continue to be if we’re to survive as a people. I taught my kids that people 



are people, period! It didn’t matter if they were different! And I can tell you, my 
house was always filled with their friends from all different backgrounds, and 
cultures, and we learned from each other.  
 
I don’t want to have to buy books like James Loewen’s Lies My Teacher Told me, 
or Zinn’s A People’s History of the United States for my grandkids to know their 
true history and the contributions our people contributed to our society. I want 
them to learn in class from a relevant curriculum. I want their classmates, 
whomever they may be, to learn about it from the curriculum that is being taught 
in school. I want there to be relevant questions on the standardized testing and 
testing for the admittance to specialized High Schools. 
 
I want to see this task force bring back recommendations that are honest and 
truthful about the state of our current curriculum, and provide solutions that are 
reflective of the children our schools serve today. I hope they recommend that all 
involved in public education, from State Ed, to Districts, and local school boards 
are all trained in culturally relevant standards. It is going to take every person in 
the school building, every person making decisions about our kids curriculum and 
learning, to understand and believe that our kids are relevant, and the kind of 
education they receive must reflect who they are as students. Our kids deserve 
to be treated with respect, valued for who they are and what they bring to the 
classroom and society. Thank you. 
 
  

 
 



 
  
 

NYC Council Committee on Education — Introduction 1028-A and Resolution 1415 
April 19, 2017  

 
 
The Sexuality Education Alliance of New York City (SEANYC) is pleased to submit testimony 
for today’s Education Committee oversight hearing. SEANYC thanks our strong supporters, 
Chair of the Education Committee, Council Member Daniel Dromm for his leadership in 
convening this hearing, as well as Council Members Laurie Cumbo and Annabel Palma for 
introducing Introduction 1028-A and Resolution 1415, respectively. Thank you also to Speaker 
Melissa Mark-Viverito and the entire Committee for their continued support of comprehensive 
education.  
 
The Sexuality Education Alliance of New York City (SEANYC) is a broad coalition that 
advocates for comprehensive, K-12 sexuality education that meets the National Sexuality 
Education Standards for all New York City youth. We aim to foster safe learning environments 
where students can access the information and skills they need to make healthy decisions and 
fulfill meaningful and productive lives. As proponents of comprehensive and inclusive education 
and positive social and emotional learning, SEANYC is proud to testify in support of Intro. 
1028-A and Reso. 1415, legislation that would help New York City to better assess current gaps 
in education and concrete measures for improvement. 
 
SEANYC also runs a youth leadership arm called the Youth Advisory Council (YAC), 
comprised of New York City students affiliated with community-serving organizations including 
Planned Parenthood of New York City, the TORCH Program of the National Institute for 
Reproductive Health, Children’s Aid Society, and the New York Civil Liberties Union 
(NYCLU).  
 
Recently SEANYC’s youth leaders conducted a poll of 314 public and charter school students 
who completed grades 6–12 during the 2015-2016 school year1 and found that many students 
are not receiving they sex ed they deserve. Among students polled, regardless of whether they 
received sex education in school, many indicated they did not have the information they need to 
make healthy decisions for themselves and their bodies. In fact, 59% of students did not learn 
about consent in school or elsewhere and 63% of students did not learn about gender identity or 
expression in school or elsewhere. 
 

                                                
1 Poll results available at SexEdNYC.org 

http://sexednyc.org/


Furthermore, only 64.5% of students polled reported receiving any sexuality education classes in 
school. Among these students, there were significant disparities in what topics students learned. 
While 93% of students that said they had sex ed in school reported that they learned about HIV, 
only 62% said they learned how to put on a condom, critical for effective HIV prevention. 43% 
of students did not learn about gender identity/expression in school and 38% of students did not 
learn about consent in school. 
 
When asked how their schools could improve sexuality education, many students shared 
feedback that they wanted more sexuality education classes starting in earlier grades, more 
trained health teachers, and more inclusive and open environments for learning that include 
LGBTQ inclusive material.  
 

“Throughout my whole high school experience I have not had sex ed. So a sex ed class should be provided 
so we are to educate ourselves professionally and not by things are friends say.”  
– 12th Grader, Bronx Public School 
“Having a real health teacher.”  – 12th Grader, Manhattan Public School 
“They can go beyond heteronormative teachings and be more open about asking questions.” 
– 11th Grader, Brooklyn Public School 
“By being more open about it and stop being so negative towards sex.” – 12th Grader, Queens Public 
School 
“More LGBT sex ed.” – 11th Grader, Staten Island Public School 

 
The need for comprehensive sexuality education is urgent and SEANYC applauds Speaker 
Melissa Mark-Viverito for working to help close current gaps in the provision of health 
education. Intro 1028-A calls for a thorough assessment of how sexual health education is 
implemented in all public schools, along with timely recommendations to improve that effort 
through a sexual health education task force. The Mayoral-appointed eight-member task force 
would include three experts from the field, one teacher, one non-teaching staff from a school, 
one high school student, one LGBTQ-GNC expert, and one representative from DOHMH. This 
legislation is an important tool for improving New York City’s provision of health education and 
SEANYC commends the Speaker and Council for prioritizing this issue. We also recognize that 
to achieve our goals of comprehensive sexuality education in all grades, this administration must 
take immediate steps to implement sexuality education in all middle and high schools and 
expand to all grades kindergarten through 12th.  
 
The need for a robust sexual health education policy in New York City is urgent. One in three 
New York City teens report experiencing abuse in their romantic relationships,2 LGBT youth are 
significantly more likely to face sexual assault and bullying than their peers,3 and rates of sexually 
transmitted infections are increasing dramatically among young people. The City’s Independent 
Budget Office’s recently found that chlamydia, gonorrhea, and syphilis have reached their 
highest reported levels in 30 years in New York City. New York City needs a holistic approach 
to combatting sexually transmitted infections and helping young people to lead healthy, safe and  
empowered lives.  
 

                                                
2 “Statistics." Day One. Accessed April 18, 2017. http://www.dayoneny.org/statistics. 
3 “First National Study of Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Students’ Health Finds Higher Levels of Physical/Sexual Violence and Bullying Than Peers.” 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, August 2016. Accessed April 18, 2017. http://www.cdc.gov/nchhstp/newsroom/2016/lgb-youth-
report-press-release.html. 

http://www.dayoneny.org/statistics
http://www.cdc.gov/nchhstp/newsroom/2016/lgb-youth-report-press-release.html
http://www.cdc.gov/nchhstp/newsroom/2016/lgb-youth-report-press-release.html








With this understanding, SEANYC also strongly supports Resolution 1415, which calls upon the 
New York State Education Department to convene a task force to assess the cultural relevance of 
state learning standards across subject areas and address racism, gender inequity, and 
discrimination embedded in current curricula. In order for young people to thrive, they must have 
an education that that values inclusion, acknowledges their history, and supports and reflects 
their gender, identity, race, abilities, and cultural background and lived experiences. 
 
In an effort to support and strengthen proposed legislation 1028-A, we recommend the task force 
include broader representation of youth input, and encourage the addition of more than one 
student representative to the committee. We also recommend that there be public response 
mechanisms put in place for all New York City students, as well as parents and teachers, to 
provide feedback throughout the task force’s review and recommendation process, and that all 
task force members commit to adhering to the National Sexuality Education Standards for 
curriculum review.  
 
SEANYC supports the December 1st deadline for Intro 1028-A’s proposed task force to report its 
findings. We appreciate the urgency that this bill puts on improving sexuality education and 
believe that this deadline ensures that we continue to move forward towards improving sexuality 
education in NYC. We would like to see the progress of the task force be regularly monitored 
and the timeframe for submitting findings and recommendations adhered to.  
 
SEANYC is proud to support the proposed legislation and looks forward to the quick passage of 
both the Resolution and Introduction. In addition to the aforementioned legislation, we call on 
New York City to enact a bold policy initiative that allocates resources to the implementation of 
sexuality education in all schools and all grades K-12, including District 75 schools, with 
adequate funding for training and teaching staff, and robust enforcement measures for 
accountability and evaluation. Cities across the country, including Boston, Chicago, and 
Broward County have enacted comprehensive K-12 sexuality education programs. It is time for 
New York City to join them. 
 
 

### 
  
  
The Sexuality Education Alliance of New York City (SEANYC) advocates for comprehensive, K12 
sexuality education that meets the National Sexuality Education Standards for all New York City youth. 
SEANYC fosters communication between advocacy groups and direct service organizations to better 
support each organization’s work around sexuality education, and serves as a resource for policymakers 
and agencies in New York City and State.  
  
  
  



Lucia Diaz
NYC City Council Hearing on Resolution 1415
April 19, 2017

My name is Lucia Diaz and I am the mother of an 11-year old daughter in NYC public schools,
and a member of Make the Road New York and the Coalition for Educational Justice. I am here
to testify in support of City Council Resolution 1415, calling on the State Education Department
to create a task force to review state standards and make them more culturally relevant.

I am Latina, and I love that New York City has so much cultural diversity; students in the public
schools speak 180 different languages; 41% are Latino, 27% African American, 16% Asian, 13%
Muslim. Many children in immigrant families were born here, like my daughter, and don’t know
much about their parents’ country of origin.

As parents, we teach our children at home about the culture of our countries, but we need the
schools to be as multicultural as the students themselves are.

Right now we see that in the media, our children are hearing racist messages from the federal
government and the society saying that they are not welcome here, they are not valued, and
this damages the emotional stability of our children. Our public schools must teach our children
that they are important and that they are essential parts of New York society as great
entrepreneurs, politicians, artists and more; and that they are an important part of the United
States economy; and that their culture and their people are valued and important. This can’t
happen just on holidays or in special months; it must be integrated through the curriculum,
projects and materials of every class and every grade.

We know that in this moment there are many children suffering anxiety, fear and pain because
of what is happening at the national level. They are coming to school with questions, but the
school staff is often uncomfortable, or unprepared to answer the questions that the children
have about what they’re seeing, hearing, or feeling. Teachers should be prepared to facilitate
conversation, and use this moment to teach and help students grow up in a safe and healthy
environment.

As parents, we want our children to graduate high school prepared for college and careers, and
a productive life of learning and leadership, and that they can be in relationship with each
other, without any type of discrimination and then can live in peace and harmony.

Martin Luther King said the function of education is to teach children to think intensely and
think critically: “Intelligence plus character – that is the goal of true education.” The City
Council’s proposal for a NY State task force to review state standards and curriculum for
cultural responsiveness will help make that a reality.

Thank you.



Maria Gil
Testimony to NYC Council on Resolution 1415
April 19, 2017

My name is Maria Gil, I am a mother of six girls and a member of Make the Road New York and
the NYC Coalition for Educational Justice. I would like to testify in support of the Council’s
resolution regarding a state task force to make state standards more culturally responsive.

For approximately 18 years I have served as a volunteer in the schools my daughters have
attended. Throughout those years I have experienced the lack of a Culturally Responsive
Education. These difficult experiences caused by indifference inside of schools have marked my
life, my daughters and my community. Now that we see an increase in racism in this country, I
think it is time to really have an education that is culturally responsive. I have always desired
children to be able to come into their classrooms and feel welcome and at home, in a cultural
environment where they see themselves reflected.

Recently, I asked my oldest daughter; who is a student at Lehman college. If throughout her
elementary, middle school or high school years had she ever felt completely included within the
schools curriculum, environment and community as a Latina who is Mexican-American.
Her response was NO, not really. She told me that the teachers always thought she was a good
student, but never saw her heritage represented in the curriculum, books and materials. She also
felt that the school staff never saw the potential she could have had developed or the potential
she already had. This same perception was also projected to the other students as well.

I am here because I want very deeply for all children, no matter what race or religion or gender,
to feel welcome in their schools and have the right to a good quality education that every one
deserves.

Thank you.
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Submission to the New York City Council 

Committee on Education 

Regarding Int. 1028-2015: Creating a Sex Education Task Force, Int. No. 1028-A: and 

Int. No. 1028-A: Mandating distributing Gifted and Talented Program Information with  

Pre-K Parent Materials, and Resolution1415-2017:  Creating a Cultural Sensitivity Task Force 

By the United Federation of Teachers 

April 19, 2017 

 

The United Federation of Teachers wishes to thank Chairman Danny Dromm and the members 

of the Education Committee for the opportunity to share our views on supporting sex education 

for the city’s children, challenging the system to address our learning standards from a culturally 

sensitive perspective and promoting greater equity for the gifted and talented program.   

We particularly wish to thank Speaker Melissa Mark-Viverito for the vision that she laid out in 

her State of the City message, underscoring the importance of addressing the social-emotional 

educational needs for our students together with their need to achieve at high levels 

academically.  

Int. 1028-2015: Creating a Sex Education Task Force  

We support Int. 1028-2015 sponsored by Councilmember Laurie Cumbo recommending creating 

a sexual education task force to review and recommend sexual health curriculum in New York 

City public schools. While the Department of Education requires sex education as part of its 

comprehensive health education standards for students in grades 6 through 12, sex education is 

just one segment of this curriculum. We believe there’s a real opportunity to provide more in-

depth curricula, address a growing range of education issues concerning sexuality and healthy 

relationships and to expand developmentally appropriate lessons at earlier ages. 

As a union of professionals, we would like the task force to review the staffing gap. By its own 

reporting, the DOE has only 153 licensed health educators; this number falls far short of the 

staffing needed to meet current health and sex education requirements and makes it impossible to 

expand to students in younger grades. Sex education doesn’t register on the radar in 

Comprehensive Education Plan for most schools — effectively, it’s not a priority. From an 

implementation standpoint, it’s unrealistic to expect school leaders to include staffing lines for 

more licensed health educators, without raising the priority or providing incentives. In the 
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union’s current issue of the New York Teacher, our vice president of academic high schools, 

Janella Hinds, pressed the issue of consent education as a follow up to our December 2016 

Delegate Assembly, where the governing body passed a resolution seeking to expand this aspect 

of sex education. 

Our collective bargaining agreement supports including educator voice with respect to education 

policy and programs that impact our members and students. We agree with the diversity of 

voices recommended in the proposed bill, but would certainly be open to more teachers at the 

table.   

Int. No. 1028-A: Distributing Gifted and Talented Information in Pre-K Materials 

The UFT has long been a proponent of equity and access to a high-quality public education. 

Gifted and talented programs in our city’s schools have an equity problem. So, we’re pleased 

that Councilmember Robert Cornegy has focused a spotlight on this issue by sponsoring Int. No. 

1028-A requiring the DOE distribute gifted and talented information to parents with its pre-K 

materials. While this goes a long way to mitigating the lack of access to information to 

underserved families, we remain concerned that the information provided to parents is centered 

on testing. The union has gone on record with this committee on several occasions expressing 

our objection to high stakes tests, particularly for students in pre-K through the second grade.   

As reported this past March in Chalkbeat, “New York City’s gifted programs are starkly 

segregated by race and class. A majority of city students are black or Hispanic. But those 

students make up only 27 percent of gifted enrollment. And while 77 percent of students 

citywide are poor, the poverty rate in gifted programs is about 43 percent.” 
1
 High achieving 

Black and Latino students are not identified for these opportunities at the same rate as their white 

and Asian peers and are therefore are significantly underrepresented in city gifted programs. 

Borough Presidents Eric Adams and Reuben Diaz formed a task force to address the gifted and 

talented equity issue in their respective boroughs.  

Over the last 20 years, as many school districts across the nation have focused on raising 

standards for all students, there was an over-emphasis on testing. Admission into the city’s gifted 

and talented programs relies heavily on the scores youngsters receive on two tests. Our early 

elementary teachers agree with the experts, that there are better ways to identify exceptionally 

bright students.  

The New York Times in its article, “Why talented Black and Hispanic students can go 

undiscovered,” reported on Florida’s Broward County and how it shifted its gifted admissions 

policies to include children who scored relatively high on the district’s standardized test, but had 

missed the cut score. It noted that Black and Hispanic students who were subsequently added 

particularly benefited, resulting in significantly higher proficiency in reading and math. 
2
 As 

we’ve previously published in our New York Teacher publication, citing alternatives to test-

based admission, gifted students “need challenging, inquiry-based, accelerated instruction to help 

them reach their potential.” 
3
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As a city, we finally got it right that providing families with access to universal, high-quality, 
full-day pre-K is among the most important things we can do to help prepare young 
children for school and beyond, especially for those living in poor communities. We have 
the opportunity to take this to the next level and let all, not just some, parents know how to 
navigate the gifted and talented landscape. 

Resolution 1415-2017 – Assessing Cultural Sensitivity in State Learning Standards 

Ensuring that our state learning standards provide our children with what they need to achieve 

and exceed academic proficiency across all required curricula is important to our members. We 

also believe, however, that our approach to delivering instruction and in engaging with parents 

and guardians should acknowledge students’ diverse perspectives and cultures. We support 

Councilmember Annabel Palma in her Resolution 1415-2017 calling upon the New York State 

Education Department to convene a task force to assess the cultural relevance of state learning 

standards across subject areas in elementary, middle, and high school. Additionally, to explore 

the grounding of standards in core content that challenges racism, ableism, and sexism, and is 

LGB and TGNC-affirming.  

This resolution aligns with the union’s anti-bullying BRAVE initiative: Building Respect, 

Acceptance and Voice through Education. BRAVE has brought a wealth of information to our 

school communities about the importance of cultural sensitivity and the social-emotional damage 

that can undermine our students’ ability to grow, develop and learn when we don’t take these 

issues seriously. Our parents and students come from an ever expanding group of nations and 

cultures. Engaging them in ways that promote understanding will deepen their connection to 

their academic instruction and to their school communities.  

Advancing a culturally-sensitive approach in all curricula and communications just makes sense. 

The language we use in our instruction, our documents and any corrective measures can all be 

tempered through enhanced cultural competence on the part of the Department of Education.  

Closing Thoughts 

These proposed bills and the resolution can play a role in laying the foundation for a child’s 
social, emotional and intellectual development, including critical thinking, responsible 
decision-making and feeling like a valued and respected member of the school community. 
Our children and young adults deserve to be healthy and safe. We need to do all we can to reduce 

the pressures that take away students’ voice, respect and dignity. 

If we are serious about helping our students to become college- and career-ready, we must 

support a more holistic, equitable approach to their education.  
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