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INTRODUCTION
	On November 18, 2020, the Committee on Youth Services, chaired by Council Member Deborah Rose, and the Committee on Women and Gender Equity, chaired by Council Member Helen K. Rosenthal, will conduct a joint oversight hearing on New York City Department of Youth & Community Development Learning Labs. Witnesses invited to testify include the New York City (“NYC” or “City”) Department of Youth & Community Development (DYCD), advocacy groups and organizations, community members and other interested stakeholders.
BACKGROUND
Child Care and COVID-19 in New York City
On March 7, 2020, following the outbreak of the novel coronavirus (“COVID-19”) pandemic in the United States (U.S.), Governor Andrew Cuomo issued a State disaster emergency and the following week, on March 12, Mayor Bill de Blasio issued an Emergency Executive Order, which directed all agency heads “to take all appropriate and necessary steps to preserve public safety and to render all required and available assistance to protect the security, well-being and health of [New Yorkers].”[footnoteRef:1] As COVID-19 continued to spread internationally and locally, and continued to be a threat to public health in NYC, the City and state implemented extraordinary measures to slow transmission by limiting interactions among people who do not live in the same household.[footnoteRef:2] This included the Governor ordering every school in the state to close by March 18 and develop an alternative plan for child care, with an emphasis on serving health care professional and first responder parents/caregivers.[footnoteRef:3] By March 22, with five percent of the world’s confirmed cases, the NYC region was declared an epicenter of the pandemic, increasing pressure on government officials to implement more drastic measures.[footnoteRef:4] [1:  NYC Board of Health, Order of the Board of Health of the City of New York for the Closure of Certain Child Care Programs and Family Shelter-Based Drop-Off Child Supervision Programs, City of New York (Apr. 3, 2020), available at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/imm/covid-19-closure-of-child-care.pdf. ]  [2:  Id.]  [3:  Id.]  [4:  Jesse McKinley, “New York City Region Is Now an Epicenter of the Coronavirus Pandemic” NY Times (Mar. 22, 2020), available at https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/22/nyregion/Coronavirus-new-York-epicenter.html. ] 

The NYC Department of Education (DOE) established Regional Enrichment Centers (RECs) and Emergency Childcare Centers in DOE buildings, DOE pre-K centers, and community-based programs across the five boroughs, to provide child care and education to children with healthcare worker, first responder and other essential government employee, food worker and pharmacy employee caregivers.[footnoteRef:5] RECs, which were staffed by DOE employees and community-based partners, served thousands of children throughout the City, providing them with three daily hot meals, remote learning time with their teachers, and activities like art, music, and physical education, as well as social and emotional support.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  NYC Board of Health, Order of the Board of Health of the City of New York for the Closure of Certain Child Care Programs and Family Shelter-Based Drop-Off Child Supervision Programs, City of New York (Apr. 3, 2020), available at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/imm/covid-19-closure-of-child-care.pdf.]  [6:  NYC Department of Education, Regional Enrichment Centers, City of New York (2020), available at https://www.schools.nyc.gov/enrollment/enrollment-help/regional-enrichment-centers. ] 

The following month, the Board of Health then ordered all other school-based instructional programs for children ages three through five, and all center-based child care programs and family shelter-based drop-off child supervision programs serving children ages birth to five and operating with a Department of Health and Mental Health permit, to close and cease operations before April 6.[footnoteRef:7] Meanwhile, most families that were not qualified to send their child(ren) to a DOE child care program had to keep them home, and school-aged children finished the academic year via remote learning.[footnoteRef:8] Once NYC schools reopened in October 2020, students engaged in either, or a blend of, in-person instruction and remote learning.[footnoteRef:9] [7:  NYC Board of Health, Order of the Board of Health of the City of New York for the Closure of Certain Child Care Programs and Family Shelter-Based Drop-Off Child Supervision Programs, City of New York (Apr. 3, 2020), available at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/imm/covid-19-closure-of-child-care.pdf.]  [8:  See Eliza Shapiro, “All the Reasons This Will Be a Bleak Summer for N.Y.C. Children” NY Times (Apr. 23, 2020), available at https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/23/nyregion/nyc-pools-schools-closed-summer.html.]  [9:  On July 8th, 2020, Mayor de Blasio announced that NYC public schools would be reopened in October 2020 on a blended schedule—a combination of in-person and remote instruction—to protect health and safety of 1,126,501 students amid the COVID pandemic. NYC Department of Education, “Choose Your Learning Preference for the 2020-2021 School Year” City of New York (2020), available at https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-year-20-21/return-to-school-2020/choose-your-learning-preference-for-the-2020-2021-school-year; see also Eliza Shapiro and Mihir Zaveri, “New York Becomes First Big City in U.S. to Reopen All Its Schools” NY Times (Oct. 1, 2020), available at https://www.nytimes.com/2020/10/01/nyregion/nyc-coronavirus-schools-reopen.html;  See also “New York City Schools Will Reopen This Fall with ‘Blended Learning’ Model, Mayor Says.” CBS News, 8 July 2020, available at https://www.cbsnews.com/news/nyc-mayor-de-blasio-unveils-school-reopening-plan-fall/.] 

Access to affordable high-quality child care, which can be critical to sustain a caregiver’s labor force participation,[footnoteRef:10] was limited even in the days before NYC was the U.S. epicenter of the coronavirus. Child care challenges have long been a barrier to work, especially for mothers, who disproportionately take on unpaid caregiving responsibilities when their family cannot find or afford child care.[footnoteRef:11] While the City has invested in universal pre-kindergarten programs for three- and four-year-olds,[footnoteRef:12] many low- and moderate-income caregivers struggle with the high cost of child care for infants, toddlers and after school.[footnoteRef:13] [10:  John Halpin, et al., “Affordable Child Care and Early Learning for All Families,” Center for American Progress (2018), available at https://cdn.americanprogress.org/content/uploads/2018/09/12074422/ChildCarePolling-report.pdf.]  [11:  John Halpin, et al., “Affordable Child Care and Early Learning for All Families,” Center for American Progress (2018), available at https://cdn.americanprogress.org/content/uploads/2018/09/12074422/ChildCarePolling-report.pdf.]  [12:  NYC Mayor Bill de Blasio, “Mayor de Blasio and Chancellor Carranza Announce Over 9,500 Families Receiving 3-K for All Offers” Press Office (May 30, 2019), available at https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/270-19/mayor-de-blasio-chancellor-carranza-over-9-500-families-receiving-3-k-all-offers#:~:text=As%20part%20of%20the%202019,up%20from%20six%20originally%20planned.. ]  [13:  NYC Comptroller Scott M. Stringer, “NYC Under 3: A Plan to Make Child Care Affordable for New York City Families” (May 2019), available at https://comptroller.nyc.gov/wp-content/uploads/documents/Child-Care-Report.pdf. ] 

Pre-pandemic, in NYC, the cost of child care could be a family’s largest expense, with the average space in a child care center for an infant costing over $21,000 per year.[footnoteRef:14] That is, more than three times as much as in-state tuition at the City University of New York and more than the median rent in each of the five boroughs.[footnoteRef:15] While there is some public funding to help both parents and providers offset the costs of child care, only about one in seven infants and toddlers in families income-eligible for assistance actually receive a subsidy, largely due to a lack of funding.[footnoteRef:16] So, effectively, only seven percent of all infants and toddlers were in publicly funded care, compared to an estimated 45 percent of three- and four-year-olds.[footnoteRef:17] [14:  Id.]  [15:  Id.]  [16:  Id.]  [17:  Id.] 

Additionally, child care centers are generally located in higher-income communities and do not have the capacity to accommodate a significant percentage of children. In a 2019 report, the NYC Comptroller estimated that child care centers and family day care providers had capacity for only 22 percent of children under two in the City.[footnoteRef:18] While nearly half of all of NYC’s community districts had a ratio of child care capacity to children of less than 20 percent and, in the 10 neighborhoods with the least capacity, there were more than 10 times as many infants as there were available child care spaces.[footnoteRef:19] [18:  Id.]  [19:  Id.] 

Despite the efforts of the City to meet the needs of NYC families, challenges remain for those seeking child care; and the pandemic has only exacerbated these issues. By the time NYC schools were closed, many child care centers shut down as demand waned and the programs could no long sustain themselves on already thin margin lines.[footnoteRef:20] Data suggests that programs nationally lost nearly 70 percent of their daily attendance in one week during the pandemic, per the National Association for the Education of young Children and Early Care & Education Consortium.[footnoteRef:21] [20:  Kendra Hurley, “The Last Daycares Standing” Bloomberg CityLab (Mar. 28, 2020), available at https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-03-28/will-daycares-survive-the-covid-19-outbreak. ]  [21:  Id.] 

While the state offered waivers to local services districts that wanted to expand child care services to families affected by the coronavirus, they were also required to implement costly cleaning, sanitizing and disinfecting routines to ensure the health and safety of staff and children.[footnoteRef:22] At a time when little was known about COVID-19 and its transmission, some families chose to keep their children from attending child care, resulting in the loss of business for that provider.[footnoteRef:23] Eventually the state forced the closure of child care centers, which really hit those low-income child care workers hard and led to the closure of many child care businesses.[footnoteRef:24] Nationally, according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, COVID-19 cost the child care industry more than 335,000 jobs in March and April alone, about a third of the pre-pandemic total.[footnoteRef:25] [22:  New York State Office of Children and Family Services, Coronavirus Information (COVID-19): News and Updates (March 16-October 19, 2020), available at https://ocfs.ny.gov/main/news/COVID-19/. ]  [23:  Dana Goldstein and Julie Bosman, “As Day Care Centers Reopen, Will Parents Send Their Children?” NY Times (May 29, 2020), available at https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/29/us/coronavirus-child-care-centers.html.]  [24:  New York State Office of Children and Family Services, Coronavirus Information (COVID-19): News and Updates (March 16-October 19, 2020), available at https://ocfs.ny.gov/main/news/COVID-19/.]  [25:  U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Table B-1. Employees on nonfarm payrolls by industry sector and selected industry detail, U.S. Department of Labor (n.d.), available at https://www.bls.gov/news.release/empsit.t17.htm. ] 

Lastly, the coronavirus killed Black and Latinx New Yorkers at a much higher rate than white New Yorkers.[footnoteRef:26] Not only did the pandemic lay bare the profound health care disparities that have been long known in the City, but it widened other socioeconomic inequities. With regard to the child care industry, providers comprise an overwhelming women-led, low-wage workforce.[footnoteRef:27] In NYC, 93 percent of employed child care workers are women, and 25 percent live in poverty while 53 percent have incomes low enough to qualify for a child care subsidy.[footnoteRef:28] [26:  Beckie Strum, “Blacks, Latinos in NYC disproportionately fall victim to coronavirus” CityWatch, MarketWatch (Apr. 9, 2020), available at https://www.marketwatch.com/story/blacks-latinos-in-nyc-disproportionately-fall-victim-to-coronavirus-2020-04-08. ]  [27:  NYC Comptroller Scott M. Stringer, “NYC Under 3: A Plan to Make Child Care Affordable for New York City Families” (May 2019), available at https://comptroller.nyc.gov/wp-content/uploads/documents/Child-Care-Report.pdf.]  [28:  Id.] 

NYC Department of Youth & Community Development’s “Learning Labs” Program
On July 16, 2020, Mayor de Blasio unveiled the “Learning Bridges” plan, to provide working families with young children (e.g., 3- and 4-year-olds) or children in grades K through 8, who are enrolled in a blended learning model,[footnoteRef:29] with 100,000 city-funded child care slots, irrespective of a family’s ability to pay.[footnoteRef:30] Under the “Learning Bridges” plan, DOE provides care for 3- and 4-year-olds through an expansion of its early-childhood education portfolio, while the component of “Learning Bridges” serving K through 8th grade students is termed “Learning Labs.”[footnoteRef:31] “Learning Labs” is offered by DYCD, through an expansion of its after-school programs portfolio, by partnering with community-based and cultural organizations, such as libraries, museums, and community centers, to provide full-day supervision and programmatic activities to school-age children on remote-instruction days.[footnoteRef:32]  [29:  “Mayor De Blasio Announces Free Childcare for 100,000 Students in the Fall.” City of New York, 16 July 2020, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/525-20/mayor-de-blasio-free-childcare-100-000-students-the-fall.]  [30:  Miller, Ryan W. “New York City Says Child Care Will Be Available for 100K Children in the Fall as Schools Partially Reopen.” USA Today, 16 July 2020, available at https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2020/07/16/new-york-bill-de-blasio-announces-child-care-covid-19/5450628002/. ]  [31:  Chang, Sophia. “New York City Plans To Offer 100,000 ‘Learning Lab’ Childcare Spots For Working Families This Fall.” Gothamist, 16 July 2020, available at https://www.gothamist.com/news/new-york-city-plans-offer-100000-learning-lab-childcare-spots-working-families-fall. ]  [32:  Id. ] 

“Learning Labs” operate from 8 am until 3 pm five days a week and incorporate remote-learning and age-appropriate recreational and enrichment activities, such as art.[footnoteRef:33] Participating children are provided with a breakfast, a lunch, and a snack.[footnoteRef:34] To enroll a child, a parent or a guardian has to fill out an application on the NYC DOE web site and then, await an offer letter with the assigned program site and details.[footnoteRef:35] The enrollment site is to be within the family’s close proximity and is to be one linked to the child’s school to allow him/her to participate in the program with children from the same school and on the same schedule.[footnoteRef:36] Additionally, certain child populations are prioritized for enrollment, such as children residing in temporary housing and NYCHA housing developments, children receiving child welfare services, children of NYC DOE school and program personnel, including staff of the “Learning Bridges” sites, children of essential workers, and children with Individualized Education Plans (IEP).[footnoteRef:37] [33:  “Learning Bridges Summary.” NYC Department of Education, Sept. 2020, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/queenscb2/downloads/pdf/notices/2020/nyc_department_of_education___learning_bridges_summary.pdf. ]  [34:  Id.]  [35:  Id.]  [36:  Id.]  [37:  Id. ] 

At program sites, children are sorted into small groups with children from the same school, and on the same schedule, to attend the program, which allows for group stability due to reliable predictability and routine, but to also assist with limiting interpersonal exposure between students and site staff.[footnoteRef:38] Groups are to be small in size to enable the required physical distancing.[footnoteRef:39] Program staff and participants are also required to wear masks and to undergo daily health screenings, with nurses available for in-person visits and tele-health appointments from 8 a.m. until 8 p.m. daily.[footnoteRef:40] Additional health and safety measures to be implemented at all program sites include frequent hand washing and protocols related to cleaning and disinfecting program areas.[footnoteRef:41]  [38:  Id.]  [39:  Id.]  [40:  Id. ]  [41:  Id. ] 

According to DYCD, the City plans to provide 100,000 seats by December 2020.[footnoteRef:42] As of October 12, 2020, there were 18,515 participants in the “Learning Bridges” program, encompassing both 3- and 4-K and K through 8th grade students.[footnoteRef:43] Additionally, as of November 5, 2020, there were 216 “Learning Labs” sites serving children in grades K through 8th across the five boroughs: 47 in the Bronx, 59 in Brooklyn, 57 in Manhattan, 38 in Queens, and 15 in Staten Island.[footnoteRef:44]  [42:  Valente, Danielle. “NYC DOE Launches a Survey about Its New Free Daycare Program, Learning Bridges.” Time Out, 21 Oct. 2020, available at https://www.timeout.com/new-york-kids/news/nyc-doe-launches-a-survey-about-its-new-free-daycare-program-learning-bridges-082420. ]  [43:  Id. ]  [44:  “Learning Bridges.” NYC Department of Education, Sept. 2020, available at https://www.schools.nyc.gov/enrollment/enrollment-help/learning-bridges. ] 

CONCLUSION
At today’s hearing, the Committees on Youth Services and Women and Gender Equity will seek to gain a better understanding of DYCD’s Learning Labs, from its conception and funding to accessibility and quality of services, to identify successes in the roll-out of “Learning Labs” by DYCD to and ways to amplify them, issues and challenges encountered with the program’s roll out, potential solutions and opportunities for improvement and innovation as the program ramps up, towards its year-end participation goal as well as learning how the Council can best support the Learning Labs program and families it serves.
	
	
	



9
image1.png




