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Analysis of the NYC education budget and the capital plan in light of the 

coronavirus pandemic 

 

May 24, 2020 

Social distancing and smaller classes will be needed to reopen schools safely next year 

It was recently reported that 72 NYC Department of Education employees have died from Coronavirus, 

including 28 paraprofessionals and 28 teachers.1  Evidence has also emerged that children can develop 

serious illnesses after being infected with the virus, and even those who are asymptomatic are often 

effective transmitters.2 

Now that both the Mayor and the Governor have decided that our public schools will be closed through 

the end of June, it is time to start thinking about how they will be reopened next fall, to maximize the 

health and safety of students and staff, and strengthen the academic and emotional support that our 

students will need to make up for the myriad losses they have suffered this year. 

As Mayor de Blasio has said, “Next school year will have to be the greatest academic school year New 

York City will ever have because everyone is going to be playing catch up.” 3  And yet he has also 

proposed over $800 million in reductions to the Department of Education, including staffing freezes and 

at least $140 million taken directly out of school budgets, which would likely cause class sizes to grow 

even larger, the loss of  school counselors and more.  How could next year be the best year ever, given 

such drastic reductions?  In fact, our schools will need increased investments to provide the enhanced 

feedback and engagement that students will so desperately need after months of isolation and 

inadequate remote learning.  

Many countries, including Denmark,4 Germany5 and France,6 are gradually reopening their schools while 

implementing new protocols including frequent handwashing, temperature-taking and reducing class 

size, to obtain the recommended social distancing within classrooms and prevent the spread of the 

virus.  Some are lowering class size by limiting the number of students into the school at any one time 

through split or staggered schedules.   The American Federation of Teachers7 has recommended class 

size reduction be achieved in schools throughout our nation as well:  “one of the most important 

measures districts can take is to reduce class sizes…Class sizes of 12-15 students will, in most 

circumstances, make it possible to maintain physical distancing protocols.” 
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Smaller classes have also been shown through research8 to boost learning and provide the social and 

emotional connections that many students will need from their teachers, given the loss in learning, 

isolation and stress caused by the pandemic this year.  Shouldn’t class size reduction happen here too, 

and if so, how? 

Clearly, every available space would have to be used in our school buildings to accomplish the physical 

separation and smaller classes required.  Split sessions would also be implemented in overcrowded 

schools, and more funding for additional staffing.  At first glance, this would appear impossible, 

especially given the economic crisis the city is facing. Yet considerable savings could be obtained by 

cutting other, less critical areas of the education budget. 

Potential savings that could be used to hire more teachers and counselors next year 

As a letter signed by 34 City Council members pointed out, the city should reduce spending on 

“consultants, administration, cancelled or unnecessary testing, and contract [s]” rather than cut school 

budgets. 9 

Prominent among potential savings this year is a big chunk of the $1.1 billion spent annually on school 

busing, given that these buses have not operated since mid-March. Parents and advocates began a 

campaign10 against wasteful spending on unused busing, and the NYC Comptroller sent a letter11 to the 

Chancellor, pointing out that the city had no legal obligation to renew these contracts in the midst of a 

pandemic.  Following this, the DOE postponed the vote12 originally scheduled for the Panel for Education 

Policy on April 22 to approve $400 million for extending busing contracts through March and April.  

Cancelling these contracts through the end of the year could save as much as $700 million.13   

Considerable savings could also be achieved this year in energy, facilities, and supplies, given the fact 

that school buildings will be closed three and a half months by the end of June, and will likely shut over 

the summer as well.  About $570 million was allocated for energy and leases this year – with more than 

$175 million for energy and fuel costs alone.  Surely, at least $25 million could be saved in this category. 

While DOE has proposed to freeze the hiring of teachers, counselors, and aides, they plan to increase 

spending on School Safety Agents who are hired by the police, spending a total of more than $432 

million.  School Safety Agents already number over 5,500,  more than the number of counselors, social 

workers and school psychologists combined. 14 If the spending on these agents was merely frozen at last 

year’s levels, that would save at least $5.6 million right there. 

There are also considerable cuts that could be made to the bureaucracy. 155 employees were added to 

the DOE’s Central Administration in 2019, and 185 more to Borough Offices. 15  Large raises were 

awarded to administrators, leading to a 50 percent increase in the number of bureaucrats who earned 

more than $200,000 per year. 16     

See the below chart from the Independent Budget Office: 
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The category of School Support Organization, which includes Borough offices, has more than doubled in 

expenditures to $351 million since de Blasio was elected.  If spending on that level returned to what was 

spent in 2014, that alone could save another $147 million.   

This fall, DOE ordered many schools to administer computerized MAP assessments, which officials 

testified in the future all students would be required to take several times a year. 17 According to 

Checkbook NYC, the cost of the contract with NWEA, the company that produces these assessments, is 

$5.25 million with $1.66 million spent to date.18  Yet a randomized experimental study showed that the 

use of MAP exams was not correlated with any gains in student achievement, 19  and many educators20 

as well as researchers question their validity. 21 

With more than $570 million in savings described above, we could prevent any cuts to school budgets 

and allocate at least $100 million to hire staff to lower class size, as many parents, education experts 

and advocates urged, 22 at standing room only City Council hearings held in February before the 

pandemic hit. 23 

Moreover, about one third of elementary grade classes and 40 percent of middle school classes are 

inclusion classes, meaning that they include both general education students and students with 

disabilities and have two teachers per class.  Strong consideration should be given to dividing these 

classes in half, while keeping their inclusive nature, which would allow for class sizes of 10 to 16 without 

any additional hiring.   

NYC schools also have an average of 14 students per teacher, while average class sizes are nearly twice 

as large. Thousands of push-in specialists, as well as other personnel such as literacy coaches who 

generally spend little actual time working directly with students are already on staff.  Many of these 

instructional personnel could be re-deployed and assigned to teach their own classes, at no added 

expense. 

If split schedules are introduced, intensive tutoring should be provided to students when they are not 

attending school, either at their homes, or in community centers or other locales.  This could be done by 

enlisting thousands of volunteers from well-established organizations such as Literacy Inc., as well as 

recent college graduates whose salaries could be subsidized through the AmeriCorps program. 

Finding space for next year’s classes and beyond 

It will obviously be a huge challenge to find the space needed to resume classes next year, whether 

through overlapping or staggered schedules.  School overcrowding has always been a problem in NYC 
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but especially now that the coronavirus pandemic has hit hard, as plans for reopening schools will 

depend upon reducing class size and social distancing, to keep children and school staff safe from the 

further spread of the virus.  According to the latest data from the NYC Department of Education, over 

524,000 NYC students were enrolled in schools that were at or above 100% utilization last year.24  

As mentioned above, tutoring sessions could be utilized in spaces outside of school, especially for older 

students.  In addition, many PreK centers run by CBOs and by DOE are half-empty; others are 

underutilized, despite the rapid expansion of PreK over the last few years, because DOE overbuilt in the 

rush to expand PreK and also drew many students out of the local neighborhood PreK centers.   But we 

must also analyze the capital plan considering the need for the long-term alleviation of overcrowding in 

our schools. 

It is in this light that the NYC capital plan should be considered.  

Questions remain of whether the seats funded in the current plan will fulfill the need for new 

capacity. 

Given the current level of overcrowding and continued enrollment growth in many districts, it is difficult 

to understand how the 57,489 seats funded in the current FY 2020-2024 plan will meet the need to 

alleviate current and future overcrowding.  Local Law 167, passed in 2018, required the DOE to make 

more transparent its data sources and methodology for projecting the need for new school seats, and 

yet the DOE has so far failed to comply with this law. 25  More on this below. 

Also, the capital plan and the school utilization formula has never been aligned with the smaller classes 

that most experts believe should be achieved to provide an equitable and excellent education, and 

which will be especially crucial given the social distancing required next year to ensure the health and 

safety of students and staff.26 

The latest amendment to the FY 2020-2024 Capital Plan cuts seats in many districts  

Despite chronic overcrowding and large class sizes, the Department of Education’s FY 2020-2024 Five-

Year Capital Plan decreased funded seats for many districts in the amendments between February 2019 

and February 2020.  

There were 56,917 funded seats in the February 2019 version of the FY 2020-2024 Capital Plan,27 and 

57,489 funded seats in the February 2020 amendment.28  While this at first glance appears to be an 

increase in funded seats for Districts 1-32 and high schools, further analysis reveals otherwise.  

The February 2020 amendment to the FY 2020-2024 Capital Plan includes 2,344 additional seats for 

District 75 special education students, which were not previously included in the February 2019 version. 

Taking those seats out of the equation reveals a decrease in total funded seats from February 2019 to 

February 2020 from 56,917 to 55,145 seats for districts 1-32 and high school, a decrease of 1,772 seats.  

The following districts had decreases in funded seats between February 2019 and February 2020 in the 

FY 2020-2024 Five-Year Capital Plan, showing especially sharp cuts in seats for District 20 ,the most 

overcrowded district in the city, and for Queens high schools, most of which are also extremely 

overcrowded.  No explanation is offered for these cuts, which are unlikely to have so radically changed 

due to new enrollment projections or updated estimates of need. 
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Unbuilt seats from the previous FY 2015-2019 Capital Plan  

There is an even larger difference in number of the identified needed seats between the previous 

Capital Plan and the new one. The February 2018 version of the FY 2015-2019 Capital Plan 

acknowledged that there was a need for 83,056 seats though only 44,628 were funded,29 and according 

to the latest Feb. 2020 iteration of the current plan, only about 26,000 seats from that plan have been 

completed or are in progress.30  
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The February 2020 amendment to the new FY 2020-2024 Capital Plan has 55,145 seats identified as 

needed for D1-32 and high schools, all of which are funded. With the 26,000 seats from the previous 

plan this makes a total of 81,145 seats,  which is nearly 2,000 seats fewer than DOE identified as needed 

in Feb. 2018. Again, no explanation is provided for the decrease.  

In December 18, 2018 testimony before the City Council, Lorraine Grillo, President of the School 

Construction Authority gave several different explanations for the large cuts in funded seats in several 

districts and most notably in District 20 and District 24 between the previous and the new five-year 

plans.  At one point, she said the cuts were made because many schools had already been sited and built 

in these districts; at another point, she said it was because it was too difficult to find available sites in 

these districts.31   

In D20, according to the latest available data, 32 out of 33 elementary schools are at or above 100% 

utilization; with 25,414 out of :26,056 students enrolled in these schools (97.5 percent).  Six out of seven 

middle schools are at or above 100 percent utilization, with 8,568 out of 9,781 students in these schools 

(87.6 percent). 

In D24, 25 out of 40 elementary schools are at or above 100 percent, with 23,490 out of 31,807 students 

enrolled in these schools (73.9 percent0; 3 out of 8 middle schools are at or above 100 percent, with 

5,610 out of 10,332 students enrolled in these schools (54.3 percent). 

Without far more transparency from the DOE/SCA on how they estimate the need for new school seats, 

it remains impossible to ascertain what the actual rationale is for their adding seats in certain districts 

and subtracting seats in others.  

Unsited Seats in the current FY 2020-2024 Capital Plan 

In the February 2020 amendment to the FY 2020-2024 Capital Plan, a total of 17,613 seats are reported 

as having been completed or in progress from the current plan, leaving 39,876 seats unsited. Only two 

districts (8 and 12) have all funded seats completed or in progress.  

The following twenty-one districts still have thousands of seats unsited in the FY 2020-2024 Capital Plan 

as of February 2020:  
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This analysis of the Capital Plans brought up several unanswered questions: 

• Why was there such a large drop in identified needed and funded seats between the February 

2018, February 2019, and February 2020 Capital Plans?  

• Why are there such large decreases in number of funded seats for Districts that have been 

historically overcrowded?  

• What is the plan for the additional 39,876 seats in the FY 2020-2024 Capital Plan that still do not 

have sites? 

DOE and SCA non-compliance with Local Laws 167 and 168 

Two bills were passed in 2018 by the City Council, with the goal of helping to alleviate school 

overcrowding: Local Law 167,32 which required the DOE to make more transparent its data sources and 

methodology for projecting the need for new school seats, and Local Law 168,33 that created a Task 

Force for School Siting to expedite the identification of locations where new schools could be built.  

Both laws resulted from recommendations made by the City Council Working Group report “Planning 

to Learn,”34 as well as problems we had previously identified in our reports, including “Space 

Crunch”35 and “Seats Gained and Lost in NYC Schools: The Untold Story.”36  

We analyzed the DOE’s compliance with these two laws and found serious problems with both.  

Local Law 167 required the DOE/SCA to post their seats needs projections by December 1, 2019 and 

annually thereafter, disaggregated by grade level and by sub-district.  It also required them to make 

public whatever non-quantitative criteria went into their estimates, and any other data sources they 

used, ad explain the methodology used in putting all this information together to complete their 

estimates of how much new school capacity would be needed.  The law also mandated them to post the 

number of  school seats lost every year, to lapsed leases, and the elimination of mini-schools and 

annexes, which according to our report, “Seats Gained and Lost in NYC Schools”, often totals many 

hundreds or thousands of seats lost each year. 

Yet much of the data required by Local Law 167 is still not posted on the SCA webpage devoted to the 

Law, nearly six months after the legal deadline, and in fact, the DOE is providing no more data or 

information about the manner in which  they project the need for additional seats than before the law 

was passed.37 

None of the information concerning lost seats is posted; nor is there any disaggregated data offered by 

grade span organized by district and sub-district, as the law requires.  Nor is any non-quantitative 

criteria for decision-making listed offered, or the methodology by which the DOE puts together the 

various data sources they say they employ, including current school overcrowding, housing starts and 

enrollment projections, to come up with their final estimates.  

The goals set by Local Law 168 have also not been met. The School Siting Task Force was by law 
supposed to consist of an interagency task force that would issue a report by July 31, 2019 “to review 
city-owned buildings, city-owned property and vacant land within the city to evaluate potential 
opportunities for new school construction or leasing for school use.” 
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Yet this Taskforce met only twice, once in February and once on July 29, 2019, when the SCA projected a 

long list of city-owned sites on a screen and said they had rejected most all of them, for unclear reasons.  

Sometime after that date, a two-page document that purported to be the Task Force report was 

obtained by Class Size Matters from the City Council via FOIL.  According to the properties tab, it was 

authored by Cora Liu of the SCA.  Two appointed members of the Task Force, Shino Tanikawa, a parent 

leader appointed by the DOE, and Kaitlyn O’Hagan, then City Council Legislative Financial Analyst, said 

that they had not had any input on the report or the Task Force deliberations.   

The two-page report again identified only two locations out of tens of thousands of city-owned 

properties as potentially usable for schools, one on Avenue Y in D21 and the other at the former 

Flushing Airport in D25.  Via FOIL, we also obtained the spreadsheet that had been projected at the final 

Taskforce meeting.  Yet we found that the reasons cited for excluding potential sites were often 

incorrect and/or inconsistent.  For example, many sites were rejected in 13 districts – D2, D7, D9, D10, 

D11, D13, D14, D15, D24, D26, D27, D30 and D31 — with the explanation that these districts either had 

“all seats sited”, or only “small number of seats to site”, or they had “no seats funded”, even though 

each of them have substantial seats funded but unsited in the new five-year capital plan.  

Other potential sites were removed with the explanation that they were “100% under water” even 

though a closer analysis revealed  a  substantial portion of the property that was  not underwater; 

others were removed because the “lot size [was] too small” even though the spreadsheet listed them at 

20,000 sq. ft., which meets the size requirements of the SCA.  

In addition,  as admitted in the document, neither the Task Force nor the SCA had so far analyzed over 

22,000 empty lots  because they were privately owned. As far as we know the Task Force has not met 

again. A longer memo that details  troubling and confusing inconsistencies in the process and reporting 

of the School Siting Taskforce is posted on the Class Size Matters website.38  

Conclusion:  the overriding need to lower class size next year and in the future  

Our public schools still have not fully recovered from the last economic recession in 2007-2008, when 

class sizes increased sharply.  This fall, there were more than 325,000 students in classes of 30 or more. 

The number of children in grades 1st to 3rd in classes that large has risen by more than 3000 percent 

since 2007. 39  Class sizes in NYC schools remain on average 15-30 percent higher than the rest of the 

state.40 

As a result , student achievement in 4th grade reading and math in NYC has remained stagnant or 

declined over the last decade, as measured by the NAEPs, the most reliable national assessments. 41 We 

simply cannot afford to allow students to lose any more ground.   

Through creative thinking and targeted savings that could be used to pay for more teachers, counselors, 

and tutors, and redeploying other instructional personnel already on staff,  smaller classes could be 

achieved next year and in the future, schools could provide the necessary social distancing, and students 

could receive the instructional and emotional support that they will need more than ever before. 
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