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INTRODUCTION
On Wednesday, April 27, 2022, the Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries, and International Intergroup Relations, chaired by Council Member Chi Ossé, will conduct an oversight hearing on Using NYC Libraries to Help Overcome BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and People of Color) Youth Learning Losses Due to COVID-19. The Committee will also hear Resolution Number (Res.) 57, sponsored by Deputy Speaker Diana Ayala, which calls upon Congress to pass, and the President to sign, the Puerto Rico Self-Determination Act of 2021, H.R. 2070. Those invited to testify include representatives from the New York Public Library (NYPL), the Queens Public Library (QPL) and the Brooklyn Public Library (BPL), advocacy groups, community members and other interested stakeholders.
BACKGROUND
COVID-19 has had a devastating impact on society. One critical impact has been on the academic learning and achievement of the City’s young people, including the 1.1 million students living in New York City (NYC). With  the sudden shift to full-time remote learning at the onset of the pandemic in March 2020 and ongoing school building closures due to COVID-19, students, parents, educators and education advocates have expressed deep concern regarding the aggregate learning loss suffered by students and the response from the City in meeting and addressing this challenge.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  See public testimony from prior education hearings on May 27, 2020; October 23, 2020; November 20, 2020; and December 16, 2020, available at: https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/Calendar.aspx. ] 

Impact of COVID-19 on Student Learning and Impact on BIPOC Families
The abrupt transition to remote learning in spring 2020 occurred over a single week: on March 16th there was a citywide school closure and by March 23rd, full remote learning launched. In that time, there were only three days of teacher training during March 17th-19th.[footnoteRef:2] Teachers and education advocates have testified at prior NYC City Council hearings[footnoteRef:3] that this short timeframe was not adequate to fully prepare teachers to engage their students’ social-emotional, mental health, and academic needs.[footnoteRef:4] Additionally, research suggests that the widespread and rapid switch to remote schooling will have negative long-term academic consequences. For example, the Northwest Evaluation Association (NWEA) has identified a “COVID-19 slide,” in which students showed patterns of academic setbacks throughout an extended closure usually typical of summers, and so-called “summer slide,” with steeper declines in mathematics than in reading.[footnoteRef:5] NWEA projects that students started the 2020-21 school year with roughly 70 percent of the learning gains in reading relative to a typical school year, but just 50 percent of the typical learning gains in math.[footnoteRef:6] Studies focused on summer learning loss also show that students from marginalized backgrounds tend to experience more severe learning losses than their counterparts[footnoteRef:7] and researchers are concerned that low-income students, students with disabilities, and other at-risk populations will fall further behind their peers as a result of the COVID-19 slide.[footnoteRef:8] Some researchers also express concern that the share of students who end up repeating at least one grade at some point could rise due to the disruption from the COVID-19 pandemic.[footnoteRef:9] [2:  Office of the Mayor press release, “New York City to Close All School Buildings and Transition to Remote Learning,” March 15, 2020, accessed at https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/151-20/new-york-city-close-all-school-buildings-transition-remote-learning.]  [3:  See public testimony from prior education hearings on May 27, 2020, September 3, 2020, January 20, 2021 and December 8, 2021, available at: https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/Calendar.aspx.]  [4:  See public testimony from prior education hearings on May 27, 2020 and September 3, 3030, available at: https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/Calendar.aspx.]  [5:  Kuhfeld, M. & Tarasawa, B., “The COVID-19 slide: What summer learning loss can tell us about the potential impact of school closures on student academic achievement,” Northwest Evaluation Association, April 2020, accessed at https://www.nwea.org/content/uploads/2020/05/Collaborative-Brief_Covid19-Slide-APR20.pdf. ]  [6:  Id.]  [7:  David M. Quinn and Morgan Polikoff, Summer learning loss: What is it, and what can we do about it? The Brookings Institution, September 14, 2017, accessed at https://www.brookings.edu/research/summer-learning-loss-what-is-it-and-what-can-we-do-about-it/. ]  [8:  Pamela Davis-Kean, “Few US students ever repeat a grade but that could change due to COVID-19,” September 10, 2020, The Conversation, University of Michigan, accessed at https://theconversation.com/few-us-students-ever-repeat-a-grade-but-that-could-change-due-to-covid-19-143883#:~:text=According%20to%20government%20data%20collected,to%20the%20COVID%2D19%20pandemic.&text=Some%20states%2C%20like%20Florida%2C%20require,to%20repeat%20third%20grade%20altogether. ]  [9:  Id.] 

Additionally, research suggests new approaches to teaching during the pandemic have resulted in student learning loss. According to the National Institute of Biotechnology Information (NIBI), teachers have consistently reported that they were unprepared to provide remote instruction and that a large percentage of their students failed to log in to complete assignments.[footnoteRef:10] NIBI also reports that during remote learning, educators taught less new material, especially educators teaching in high-poverty schools.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Dr. Kyndra V. Middleton, The Longer‐Term Impact of COVID‐19 on K–12 Student Learning and Assessment, Jul 23, 2020, National Institute of Biotechnology Information, Wiley Public Health Emergency Collection, accessed at: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7405157/ ]  [11:  Id.] 

Studies also show that parents are concerned about their children’s learning. According to research by the Education Trust, almost 90 percent of families are concerned about their children falling behind academically due to COVID-19-related school building closures.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  The Education Trust, “Parents Overwhelmingly Concerned Their Children Are Falling Behind During School Closures. Accessed at: https://edtrust.org/parents-overwhelmingly-concerned-their-children-are-falling-behind-during-school-closures/. ] 

In particular, advocates assert that the COVID-19 pandemic has made gender, racial, and economic disparities “even worse overall,”[footnoteRef:13] with research indicating that minority and immigrant-serving organizations in NYC were among the hardest hit by the pandemic.[footnoteRef:14] Notably, the aforementioned data from the Education Trust indicates that difficulties with distance learning over the past two years have had a particularly significant negative impact on Black and Latino families, with 82 percent of Latino and 75 percent of African American parents reporting concerns about not having the resources or supplies to support their child academically.[footnoteRef:15] [13:  Sami Abu Shumays, The SVOG Fiasco is Emblematic of Arts Funding in the US (Apr. 10, 2021), available at https://abushumays.medium.com/the-svog-fiasco-is-emblematic-of-arts-funding-in-the-us-fdd25e7a3397.  ]  [14:  See Hakim Bishara, Immigrant-serving Arts Organizations Hit Hardest During Pandemic, Study Says (Dec. 17, 2020), available at https://hyperallergic.com/607491/immigrant-serving-arts-organizations-hit-hardest-during-pandemic-study-says/. ]  [15:  The Education Trust, “Parents Overwhelmingly Concerned Their Children Are Falling Behind During School Closures. Accessed at: https://edtrust.org/parents-overwhelmingly-concerned-their-children-are-falling-behind-during-school-closures/] 

Library Response
	When the pandemic hit in 2020, the libraries were forced to close their doors. However, the three library systems (NYPL, QPL and BPL) moved online, with each branch seeing exponential increases in the number of those accessing virtual library resources and services.
The New York Public Library
On March 13, 2020, the NYPL’s 92 locations temporarily closed for in-person services.[footnoteRef:16] During that time, sign-ups for the Library’s free e-reader app, SimplyE, increased by 227 percent.[footnoteRef:17] Well over two million SimplyE e-checkouts were conducted in 2020 alone.[footnoteRef:18] Additionally, there was a 240 percent increase in online program attendance from April through June of 2020, with 53 thousand virtual attendees reportedly participating in a variety of online programing,[footnoteRef:19] including services for researchers, students, and job seekers.[footnoteRef:20] More than two thousand people participated in one-on-one career sessions hosted by the Science, Business and Industry Library (SIBL).[footnoteRef:21] In September 2020, “Grab and Go” services, where visitors access a small area of the open branches to pick up holds placed online or by phone using one of the Library’s three socially distant checkout systems, were offered at 50 branches.[footnoteRef:22] By the end of 2020, a total of over 323 thousand patrons had been able to continue borrowing electronic and physical materials since the libraries’ temporary closure was first announced on March 13, 2020.[footnoteRef:23] [16:  New York Public Library (2021). The New York Public Library: Year in Impact (March 20202-March 2021).  Available at https://www.nypl.org/help/about-nypl/year-in-impact/2020-2021 ]  [17:  Id.]  [18:  Id.]  [19:  Id. ]  [20:  Id.]  [21:  Id. ]  [22:  Id.]  [23:  Id.] 

For students, the NYPL partnered with Brainfuse, an online tutoring company, and made free one-on-one tutoring in English and Spanish available for students of all ages.[footnoteRef:24] With an eye toward promoting professional development and increasing technological skill-sets, including advanced proficiency with Microsoft Office Suite, coding and website development, the NYPL’s TechConnect initiative was established to fill the gap for students, patrons and communities.[footnoteRef:25] Additionally, the NYPL website promotes a wide range of after school activities and resources including STEAM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Art, and Math).for Kids and Teens, and Teen Reading Ambassador programs,[footnoteRef:26] which also include the Teens 360 Initiative, offering resources to “combat the social, emotional, and educational impacts of the pandemic.”[footnoteRef:27]  [24:  NYPL. (2021) Hearing Testimony to the Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Intergroup Relations, Monday December 13, 2021. Available at https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=5256384&GUID=614F49D5-A6FC-46B9-B582-6B3C4297C622&Options=&Search=]  [25:  Id.]  [26:  NYPL: Back to School with NYPL. (2022). Available at Back to School with NYPL | The New York Public Library]  [27:  Id.] 

The NYPL also endeavored to equip young New Yorkers with resources relevant to the COVID-19 pandemic and its effects. The Teen Center at the Stavros Niarchos Foundation Library (SNFL) continued to offer teens a place to explore technology, such as classes in Recording Studio Basics, Introduction to Logic ProX and ProTools digital sound recording platforms, courses in photography and video basics, as well as career-focused guidance courses designed to help teens identify careers suited to their interests”[footnoteRef:28] On October 5, 2021, the New York Public Library system announced it had eliminated all late fees, "past, present, and future”[footnoteRef:29] to encourage equity and library use.[footnoteRef:30] Finally, the NYPL stated that they are committed to continue to monitor the pandemic, and as circumstances warrant, stands ready to adjust programming as COVID-19 protocols dictate.[footnoteRef:31]  [28:  NYPL: Teen Center (2022). Available at https://www.nypl.org/locations/snfl/teen ]  [29:  NPR.org. (2021). The nation’s largest public library system is ending late fees forever. October, 5, 2021. Available at https://www.npr.org/2021/10/05/1043412502/library-fees-eliminated-new-york; ]  [30:  NYC City Council, NYPL Testimony at the FY2023 Preliminary Budget Hearing (Mar. 8, 2022), available at https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/MeetingDetail.aspx?ID=935612&GUID=6A3D9AB7-373A-4491-BD2B-0AB800DFBABA&Options=info|&Search=.]  [31:  NYPL.Org. (2021) Get the Best of NYPL in Your Inbox. Available at https://pages.email.nypl.org/page.aspx?QS=3935619f7de112ef7250fe02b84fb2f9ab74e4ea015814b7 ] 

Queens Public Library QPL
Within two weeks of the QPL’s closure due to COVID-19 in March of 2020, the QPL swiftly transitioned to virtual programming with expanded access to digital collections, with a full complement of online virtual activities including children story times, Hip-Hop DJ sessions, and Zumba classes.[footnoteRef:32] QPL staff were able to transition STACKS, their premier afterschool programming, to fit a virtual model which enabled the continuation of STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Mathematics) workshops and art projects for students of all ages.[footnoteRef:33] In addition to Grab and Go services, the QPL also continued to offer career services to job seekers by providing access to resources such as job search and interview skills development throughout the pandemic.[footnoteRef:34] In July of 2021, 62 branches, including the Queens Central and Flushing Libraries, began lifting restrictions in order to begin allowing pre-pandemic activities.[footnoteRef:35] The return to a full complement of services included unlimited in-person browsing and customer seating at QPL branches, computer use and laptop loan programs, and the gradual resumption of indoor programming, all of which follow COVID-19 safety protocols.[footnoteRef:36] [32:  QPL. (2021) Hearing Testimony to the Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Intergroup Relations, Monday December 13, 2021. Available at https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=5256384&GUID=614F49D5-A6FC-46B9-B582-6B3C4297C622&Options=&Search=]  [33:  Id.]  [34:  QPL offers virtual resume assistance through their ‘Job & Business Academy.’ Assistance is available Monday through Friday, on a first-come first-served basis. See Queens Public Library, Job Search and Interview Help (last visited Nov. 10, 2020), available at https://www.queenslibrary.org/programs-activities/job-business/job-search-interview-help. ]  [35:  NYPL.Org. (2021) NYC Libraries to Open All Remaining Available Locations, Begin a Return to Pre-Pandemic Service in July. Available at https://www.nypl.org/press/press-release/june-24-2021/nyc-public-libraries-open-all-remaining-available-locations-begin ]  [36:  Id.] 

Further, to narrow the digital divide, QPL loaned 475 mobile hotspots to students throughout the pandemic[footnoteRef:37] and importantly, established the President’s Council for Racial Equity (PCRE) to “identify barriers in policy, procedure and practices” and find solutions in programming, staff recruitment, culture and governance” to create a more equitable space for comprehensive and inclusive planning to ensure the institution’s present and future endeavors.[footnoteRef:38] [37:  Id.]  [38:  Id.] 

Brooklyn Public Library
	Like the NYPL and QPL, the 63 branches of the BPL quickly pivoted to offer a selection of online virtual content to complement its in person outdoor summer programming in addition to Grab and Go services.[footnoteRef:39] During the pandemic, the BPL’s “University Open Air” free series of classes, taught by professors, researchers, and academics, trained in partnership with the Prospect Park Alliance and the Cinema Ephemera, offered “an eclectic mix of short films, concert footage and studio visits” projected on the façade of the Central Library at sunset.[footnoteRef:40] BPL also continued to provide virtual assistance at their reference desk, daily Dial-A-Story for children, a telephone buddy program for older adults, one-on-one resume services, and job search workshops.[footnoteRef:41] The BPL returned to unlimited browsing and customer seating for its patrons while ensuring COVID-19 safety protocols remain in place while offering resume and career service assistance,[footnoteRef:42] along with continued ESOL (English to Speakers of Other Languages) services and citizenship classes[footnoteRef:43] and courses in both synchronous and asynchronous formats.[footnoteRef:44] 	 [39:  Brooklyn Public Library, Press Release: Brooklyn Public Library to Open an Additional Six Branches for Grab-and-Go Service on September 14 (Sep. 10, 2020), available at https://www.bklynlibrary.org/media/press/brooklyn-public-library-64.]  [40:  Id.]  [41:  Id.]  [42:  BPL offers patrons resume and career help via email through their Business and Career Center. See Brooklyn Public Library, Career Help (last visited Nov. 10, 2020), available at https://www.bklynlibrary.org/business/career-help. ]  [43:  From the onset of COVID-19, BPL’s ESOL program has assessed and enrolled hundreds of ESOL participants providing virtual instruction in 16 ongoing classes for civics education and digital fluency. We facilitated 13 We Speak NYC sessions virtually and currently have 4 online citizenship classes and 12 virtual conversation groups. Id.]  [44:  Since March 2020, QPL’s ALP has served over 1,800 students through hosting ESOL, HSE, citizenship, and computer classes, and hosted over 100 virtual courses, as well as one-on-one tutoring.] 

Realizing many of their Adult basic Education students “could no longer attend virtual classes toward the end of the month when their cell phone data plans ran out,” the BPL teamed with two organizations, No One Left Offline and Devices for Students, who were able to lend mobile hotspots to individuals who may been otherwise unable to continue their education.[footnoteRef:45]  [45:  QPL. (2021) Hearing Testimony to the Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Intergroup Relations, Monday December 13, 2021. Available at https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=5256384&GUID=614F49D5-A6FC-46B9-B582-6B3C4297C622&Options=&Search=] 

The Role of Libraries in Helping BIPOC Youth to Overcome Learning Losses
	A November 2021 Center for an Urban Future (CUF) report entitled, “Branches of Recovery: Tapping the Power of New York’s Public Libraries to Ensure an Inclusive Recovery and Rebuild a More Equitable City” argued:[footnoteRef:46]  [46:  Center for an Urban Future. (2021). Branches of Recovery: Tapping the Power of New York’s Public Libraries to Ensure an Inclusive Recovery and Rebuild a More Equitable City. November, 2021. Available at https://nycfuture.org/pdf/CUF_Libraries_Report_final_11-30.pdf ] 

In many of the neighborhoods hit hardest by the pandemic, libraries are among the only trusted resources for immigrants, teens, older adults, and those on the wrong side of the digital divide. For example, in 64 percent of the city’s neighborhoods, branch libraries are the sole public hub for career services and support for jobseekers. Libraries are the only local, public resource for small business owners and aspiring entrepreneurs in 67 percent of the city—including many neighborhoods where minority and immigrant-owned businesses are still reeling from the pandemic—at a time when thousands of lower-income New Yorkers are turning to entrepreneurship out of necessity. And as the city faces the consequences of widespread learning loss, libraries are the only local, public provider of family literacy programs in over one-third of city neighborhoods—and among the only options for free, drop-in homework help.[footnoteRef:47] [47:  Id.] 

CUF emphasized that because libraries are a trusted provider of so many programs and services, “New York City’s public libraries contain nearly limitless potential to help spur a full recovery from the pandemic, strengthen hard-hit communities in a time of immense need,” and, with continued support, help to “grow the social infrastructure needed to cultivate a more equitable city.”[footnoteRef:48] [48:  Id.] 

CONCLUSION
At today’s oversight hearing, the Committee seeks to learn more about efforts of the City’s three library branches in supporting young New Yorkers and helping BIPOC youth and vulnerable populations in NYC overcome learning loss due to COVID-19. 













	
Res. No. 57
 
Resolution calling on Congress to pass, and the President to sign, the Puerto Rico Self-Determination Act of 2021, H.R. 2070.
 
By Council Members Ayala, Rivera, Farías, Hanif, Cabán, Restler and Avilés
 
Whereas, According to the United States Census Bureau’s 2017 American Community Survey, nearly one million New York City residents are of Puerto Rican descent; and
Whereas, Because Puerto Rico is an insular U.S. territory, and not a state, Puerto Ricans lack the right to have voting representation in Congress and to participate fully in federal elections; and
Whereas, The United Nations has recognized Puerto Rico as a self-governing political entity under General Assembly Resolution 748; and
Whereas, According to the Council on Foreign Relations, “Puerto Rico is a political paradox,” facing a multi-layered economic and social crisis that is rooted in its long-standing status as a U.S. territory and has been compounded by government mismanagement over the years; and
Whereas, According to the Harvard Political Review, recent economic and social issues stemming from repeated natural disasters, mishandled federal assistance, and rising debt have underscored the urgency of re-evaluating Puerto Rico’s status as a territory, prompting discussion of a democratic referendum on the issue; and
Whereas, Article 1 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, to which the United States is a signatory and which it is required to recognize, establishes that all peoples have the right to self-determination and “by virtue of that right they freely determine their political status and freely pursue their economic, social and cultural development”; and
Whereas, According to a press release by Congresswoman Ayanna Pressley on October 9, 2020, “Puerto Rico’s status as a U.S. territory has served as a roadblock to the Island’s progress, inflicting over a century of hurt and harm on the Island’s residents and depriving them of their fundamental right to determine their own future.”; and
Whereas, The bill known as the Puerto Rico Self-Determination Act of 2021, H.R. 2070, introduced in Congress by Representative Nydia M. Velázquez of New York, would recognize the right of the people of Puerto Rico to call a status convention through which they would exercise their right to self-determination; and
Whereas, In accordance with fundamental principles of human rights, Puerto Rico, rather than Congress, must determine its own future by having the authority provided under the Puerto Rico Self-Determination Act to support its enfranchisement and democratic self-governance; now, therefore, be it
Resolved, That the Council of the City of New York calls on Congress to pass, and the President to sign, the Puerto Rico Self-Determination Act of 2021, H.R. 2070.
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