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Introduction
On January 20, 2021, the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Mark Treyger, will conduct an oversight hearing on “Impact of COVID-19 on Student Learning and Academic Achievement.” Witnesses invited to testify include representatives of the New York City (NYC or the City) Department of Education (DOE or the Department), students, parents, educators, unions, advocates, and other interested stakeholders.
Background
COVID-19 has had a devastating impact on society as a whole. One critical impact has been on the City’s school system and the academic learning and achievement of its 1.1 million students. With limited time to prepare for transitioning 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 learning loss suffered by students and the response from the de Blasio Administration and the DOE 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.] 

The abrupt transition to remote learning occurred over a single week – from the March 16th  citywide school closure to March 23rd when full remote learning launched, with just three days of teacher training during March 17th -19th.[footnoteRef:2] Teachers and education advocates have testified at prior education committee hearings that this  short timeframe was not adequate to fully prepare teachers to engage their students’ social-emotional, mental health and academic needs.[footnoteRef:3] Moreover, to enable students without technology at home to learn remotely, the DOE initially loaned 175,000 technology devices to students, and ordered 300,000 internet-enabled iPads to distribute to its students in need.[footnoteRef:4] Although it took months to distribute devices to students who needed them, approximately 321,500 internet-enabled iPads had been distributed to students by July.[footnoteRef:5] The immediate switch to full-time remote learning coupled with hundreds of thousands of students not being able to meaningfully participate in remote learning due to lack of technology also contributed to learning loss and academic regression for students, especially the most vulnerable—students with disabilities, students in temporary housing, and multilingual learners.[footnoteRef:6]  [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 and September 3, 3030, available at: https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/Calendar.aspx.]  [4:  New York City Department of Education Elected Officials briefing call, May 4, 2020.]  [5:  Reema Amin, “The education department distributed 321K iPads to NYC students for remote learning. Now principals have to get them back,” Chalkbeat, July 29, 2020, accessed at https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2020/7/29/21347043/remote-learning-devices-distribution-nyc.]  [6:  See e.g. Michael Elsen-Rooney, “‘There has been a learning loss’: NYC Education Department launches plan to address ‘COVID achievement gap,’” Dec 10, 2020, Daily News, accessed at https://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/education/ny-nyc-schools-covid-achievement-gap-plan-20201210-mdin2lda6zb4vjiasxglitieri-story.html. 
] 

COVID-19 and the introduction of remote learning into the school system has presented a myriad of challenges that have and will continue to have a lasting impact on student learning and academic achievement.
Impact of COVID-19 on Student Learning
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 typical of summers and so-called “summer slide”, with steeper declines in mathematics than in reading.[footnoteRef:7] The NWEA projects that students started the 2020-21 school year with roughly 70% of the learning gains in reading relative to a typical school year, but just 50% of the typical learning gains in math.[footnoteRef:8] Additionally, studies of summer learning loss show that students from marginalized backgrounds tend to experience more severe learning losses than their counterparts[footnoteRef:9] 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:10] Some researchers also express a 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:11] [7:  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. ]  [8:  Id.]  [9:  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/. ]  [10:  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. ]  [11:  Id.] 

Additionally, research suggests new approaches in 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:12] NIBI also reports that during remote learning educators taught less new material, especially educators teaching in high-poverty schools.[footnoteRef:13] [12:   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/ ]  [13:  Id.] 

Studies also show that parents are concerned about their children’s learning during the current pandemic. 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:14] Additionally, 53 percent of parents indicated difficulties with distance learning.[footnoteRef:15] Notably, challenges with distance learning 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:16] [14:  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/. ]  [15:  Id.]  [16:  Id.] 

New York State Requirements and Guidance
In July 2020, New York State Education Department (NYSED) and the Board of Regents released guidance for the reopening of school buildings. The guidance set forth the following teaching and learning requirements to ensure student learning: 
· All schools must ensure that they have a continuity of learning plan for the 2020-2021 school year. Such plan must prepare for in-person, remote, and hybrid models of instruction.
· Instruction must be aligned with the outcomes in the New York State Learning Standards. 
· Equity must be at the heart of all school instructional decisions. All instruction should be developed so that whether delivered in-person, remotely, or through a hybrid model due to a local or state school closure, there are clear opportunities for instruction that are accessible to all students. Such opportunities must be aligned with State standards and include routine scheduled times for students to interact and seek feedback and support from their teachers. 
· Instruction aligned to the academic program must include regular and substantive interaction with an appropriately certified teacher regardless of the delivery method (e.g., in person, remote or hybrid). 
· Schools must create a clear communication plan for how students and their families/caregivers can contact the school and teachers with questions about their instruction and/or technology. This information needs to be accessible to all, available in multiple languages based on district or charter school need, widely disseminated, and include clear and multiple ways for students and families to contact schools and teachers (e.g., email, online platform, and/or by phone).[footnoteRef:17]  [17:  Id.] 

Additionally, the State outlined a number of items for schools to consider adopting during reopening including for schools to develop instruction that are inclusive, culturally responsive, use locally determined formative or diagnostic exams to determine student needs and target additional academic and social-emotional support and provide training and support for families to ensure comfort and ease with instructional programs and instructional technological platforms and devices.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Id.] 

Cancellation of New York State Exams
	As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, NYSED canceled 2020 English language arts and mathematics state exams for grades 3-8[footnoteRef:19] and June 2020 and August 2020 high school Regents exams.[footnoteRef:20] Recently, the State announced that January 2021 High School Regents Exams would also be canceled. [footnoteRef:21] Currently, no decisions have been made regarding June 2021 and August 2021 Regents Exams or 2021 elementary and middle school state exams.[footnoteRef:22]  [19:  New York State Education Department, “State Education Department Issues Guidance on Graduation and Course Requirement Changes Due to COVID-19 and Ongoing Statewide School Closure,” April 7, 2020. Accessed at: http://www.nysed.gov/news/2020/state-education-department-issues-guidance-graduation-and-course-requirement-changes-due.]  [20:  New York State Education Department, letter to District Superintendents, Superintendents of Schools Principals of Public, Religious, and Independent Schools Leaders of Charter SchoolsDistrict, April 30, 2020. Accessed at: http://www.nysed.gov/common/nysed/files/programs/coronavirus/nysed-covid-19-cancellation-august-2020-regents-exams.pdf.]  [21:  New York State Education Department, “January 2021 Regents Examinations Cancelled Due to Ongoing Pandemic,” November 5, 2020. Accessed at: http://www.nysed.gov/news/2020/january-2021-regents-examinations-cancelled-due-ongoing-pandemic.]  [22:  Id.] 



DOE Efforts
Teaching Staff
While the November 2020 Financial Plan did not add any headcount for the DOE this year, the Department’s 2020-21 school re-opening plan, which offers a hybrid instruction option for students, has resulted in a need for additional teaching staff.[footnoteRef:23] In response to this need, the de Blasio Administration announced on September 14th that it would reassign 2,000 existing DOE staffers to teaching positions.[footnoteRef:24] As of November 2020, the DOE claims that it has re-assigned 4,500 staff members including central staff, substitute teachers, and paraprofessionals to teaching positions.[footnoteRef:25]. [23:  NYC DOE 2020-2021 School Re-opening Plan. Available: https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-year-20-21/return-to-school-2020/teaching-and-learning]  [24:  Michael Elsen-Rooney, “NYC promises 2,000 additional teachers to address shortage. Principals union says that falls ‘woefully short,’” Sep 14, 2020, Daily News, accessed at https://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/education/ny-teacher-shortage-additional-ataff-20200914-h2dc6rjqb5db7p23rwr73yxocu-story.html. ]  [25:  City Council Finance and DOE Finance November Plan Discussion ] 

Device Distribution
After transitioning to remote learning in March 2020, the DOE took a number of measures to help ensure students had the tools they needed to learn. The DOE loaned 175,000 technology devices to its students from its own inventory,[footnoteRef:26] and also implemented a plan to loan 300,000 internet-enabled iPads to public school students in need.[footnoteRef:27] To obtain an iPad, families were, and are still, required to complete a Remote Learning Device Request form on the DOE’s website.[footnoteRef:28] Initially the DOE had set a deadline of April 23rd to alert the Department that a device was needed, but that was lifted and the DOE reported that iPads would instead be distributed on a continuing rolling basis.[footnoteRef:29] In October, the Mayor announced that DOE Central would be purchasing another 100,000 devices due to family/parental surveys showing a great need for devices, despite having 950,000 devices available for students at the start of the pandemic, noting that “some obviously are kept in schools.”[footnoteRef:30]  [26:  New York City Department of Education Elected Officials briefing call, May 4, 2020.]  [27:  Id.]  [28:  New York City Department of Education, “iPad Distribution.” Accessed at: https://www.schools.nyc.gov/learn-at-home/ipad-distribution. ]  [29:  New York City Department of Education Testimony at NYC Council Education Executive Budget Oversight Hearing. Accessed at https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=4429895&GUID=E9ED5A91-2B52-4531-B29F-C6F19D4CF563&Options=Advanced&Search=.]  [30:  Mayor Bill de Blasio media availability, “Transcript: Mayor de Blasio Holds Media Availability,” October 6, 2020, accessed at: https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/698-20/transcript-mayor-de-blasio-holds-media-availability. ] 

Remote Learning Platforms/Continuity of Learning
Even with the entirety of the New York City public school system switching to remote instruction in March 2020, and the subsequent reopening of schools in Fall 2020, students continued to learn five days a week. When physical classrooms reopened, students engaged in “blended learning,” which involves students learning virtually through remote instruction part of the week and the remaining days learning in physical school buildings.[footnoteRef:31] While engaged in remote learning, students learn in one of two ways: i) synchronous instruction, i.e. real-time teacher-to-student interaction and collaboration or ii) asynchronous instruction, i.e. self-paced learning activities that take place independently of the teacher, which can include assignments, projects, or recorded video lessons.[footnoteRef:32] However, data released in late October showed that only 280,000 DOE students, approximately 26% of the student population, actually attended classes in person in the fall.[footnoteRef:33] Since that time, the DOE gave parents one more chance to opt for in-person classes for the rest of the school year, but the number choosing to return to classes in person increased to just 335,000 or roughly a third of the City’s district school students, leaving approximately two-thirds of students learning remotely all year.[footnoteRef:34] [31:  New York City Department of Education Elected Official Briefing Call, July 8, 2020. Notes on file with committee staff.]  [32:  New York City Department of Education, “Teaching and Learning,” accessed at: https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-year-20-21/return-to-school-2020/teaching-and-learning. ]  [33:  Jessica Gould, “Just Over a Quarter of NYC Public School Students Have Attended In-Person Instruction This Year So Far,” Gothamist, Oct 26, 2020, accessed at https://gothamist.com/news/just-over-quarter-nyc-public-school-students-have-attended-person-instruction-year-so-far. ]  [34:  Alex Zimmerman, “NYC gave families one more chance to choose in-person learning. Few did,” Nov 20, 2020, Chalkbeat, accessed at https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2020/11/20/21587625/opt-in-hybrid-nyc-school.] 

To support remote educational instruction, the DOE developed student accounts in Google Classroom, Google Meet, Microsoft Teams and Microsoft Office 365.[footnoteRef:35] Initially, after first prohibiting its use due to student privacy concerns, the DOE partnered with Zoom to offer schools and students a free Zoom account.[footnoteRef:36] [35:  New York City Department of Education, “DOE Student Accounts,” accessed at: https://www.schools.nyc.gov/learn-at-home/technical-tools-and-support/doe-student-accounts.]  [36:  Id.] 

Additionally, while the DOE has been increasing social-emotional curriculum and learning across grade levels in recent years in accordance with NYSED guidance,[footnoteRef:37] in the wake of the pandemic it  has dramatically increased efforts to address social-emotional health and wellness and has recognized that remote learning needs to be inclusive of high quality social-emotional learning.[footnoteRef:38] [37:  New York State Education Department, “New York State Social Emotional Learning Benchmarks,” accessed at: http://www.p12.nysed.gov/sss/selbenchmarks.html. ]  [38:  New York City Department of Education Elected Official Briefing Call, May 18, 2020. Notes on file with committee staff] 

The DOE made clear that all schools needed to continue to prioritize the following in the current school year:
· Allow time for teachers, staff and students to readjust to being in school buildings and to adapt to changes;
· Dedicate the first few weeks of school to providing social and emotional support as part of the school reopening plans;
· Integrate social-emotional learning and trauma-informed care into core academic instruction; and
· Prioritize mental health supports throughout the 2020-2021 school year.[footnoteRef:39] [39:  New York City Department of Education, “Teaching and Learning,” accessed at: https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-year-20-21/return-to-school-2020/teaching-and-learning. ] 

The DOE also released a Bridge to School Resource Guide with tools for educators, including lesson plans, activities and other resources for both remote and in-person learning, to help students build coping skills, process grief, and re-connect during the first few weeks of school.[footnoteRef:40] [40:  Mayor Bill de Blasio Press Release, “Mayor Bill de Blasio, First Lady Chirlane McCray, and Schools Chancellor Richard A. Carranza Announce “Bridge to School,” August 26, 2020, accessed at: https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/615-20/mayor-de-blasio-first-lady-mccray-chancellor-carranza-bridge-school-.] 

In addition to the social-emotional learning component, as part of its school reopening plan submitted to the State, the DOE issues a quarterly release of a common, standards-aligned trajectory of learning for English Language Arts, math, science and social studies “to support continuity of instruction across the [DOE] and serve as a complement to each school’s shared and inclusive digital curriculum whether delivered remotely or in person.”[footnoteRef:41] [41:  New York Education Department, “New York City Department of Education's District School Reopening Plan: Submission to New York State Education Department,” p. 66, accessed at: https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-year-20-21/district-school-reopening-plan-submission-to-nysed.] 

Finally, the DOE acknowledges the importance of arts instruction and physical activity and states that both will be taught as part of learning, whether the student is remote or learning in-person.[footnoteRef:42] In its school reopening plan, DOE has acknowledged that its continued focus must be on: i) investing in technology; ii) working with teachers to become effective online educators; iii) updating curriculum to reflect blended learning; and iv) ensuring that guidelines and curriculum include social-emotional learning and mental health supports.[footnoteRef:43] [42:  New York City Department of Education, “Teaching and Learning,” accessed at: https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-year-20-21/return-to-school-2020/teaching-and-learning.]  [43:  New York Education Department, “New York City Department of Education's District School Reopening Plan: Submission to New York State Education Department,” p. 7, accessed at: https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-year-20-21/district-school-reopening-plan-submission-to-nysed.] 



2021 Student Achievement Plan
	On December 10, 2020, Mayor de Blasio and Chancellor Carranza announced the launch of the 2021 Student Achievement Plan, with the aim of closing the COVID-19 achievement gap.[footnoteRef:44] The Plan focuses on six core areas: [44:  Valente, D., “The 2021 Student Achievement Plan from NYC schools: What parents need to know,” Time Out, December 11, 2020, accessed at: https://www.timeout.com/new-york-kids/news/the-2021-student-achievement-plan-from-nyc-schools-what-parents-need-to-know-121120. ] 

1. Getting a baseline of what ground has been lost;
2. Increasing high quality digital curriculum available for every school;
3. Launching a one-stop digital learning hub;
4. Deepening professional development;
5. Expanding Parent University; and
6. Confronting the trauma and mental health crisis faced by students.[footnoteRef:45] [45:  Id.] 

No further information is available on the department website at this time.
Issues and Concerns
Teacher Issues
The rapid shift of 1.1 million students to remote learning due to COVID-19 created a host of issues, including a lack of preparation and training for teachers.[footnoteRef:46] In his initial announcement on school closure, Mayor de Blasio revealed that teachers would receive just three days of training on how to deliver remote instruction from March 17th – 19th in preparation for the launch of remote learning for students on March 23rd.[footnoteRef:47]  [46:  Jonathan Gomez, “It’s More Than Machines: The Emerging Concerns About NYC’s Online Learning,” City Limits, March 28, 2020, accessed at https://citylimits.org/2020/03/28/its-more-than-machines-the-emerging-concerns-about-nycs-online-learning/?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=cb_bureau_ny.]  [47:  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. ] 

Also, there were not enough teachers to meet the need precipitated by the shift to remote learning.[footnoteRef:48] As previously noted, the DOE re-assigned 4,500 staff members including central staff, substitute teachers, and paraprofessionals to teaching positions, but that was far short of the projected need for 10,000 additional teachers.[footnoteRef:49] As a result, while in-person classes were small due to social distancing guidelines, remote classes were allowed to exceed 60 students in some cases.[footnoteRef:50]Also, students with disabilities have been assigned remote classes that are far larger than what they are entitled to under their individual education plans, according to advocates.[footnoteRef:51] [48:  Michael Elsen-Rooney, “NYC promises 2,000 additional teachers to address shortage. Principals union says that falls ‘woefully short,’” Sep 14, 2020, Daily News, accessed at https://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/education/ny-teacher-shortage-additional-ataff-20200914-h2dc6rjqb5db7p23rwr73yxocu-story.html.]  [49:  Id.]  [50:  Christina Veiga, “How big (or small) are classes this year? NYC advocates want online and in-person breakdown,” Oct 23, 2020, Chalkbeat, accessed at https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2020/10/23/21531015/nyc-advocates-want-class-size-data.]  [51:  Id.] 

Constant Change
Another significant issue facing students, parents, teachers and others in the school community has been the constant change to school reopening and closure plans, as the following timeline illustrates: 
· March 16th – NYC public school close.[footnoteRef:52] [52:  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] 

· September 16th – Full-time remote instruction begins for all students.[footnoteRef:53] [53:  Mayor Bill de Blasio Press Release, “Mayor de Blasio, Chancellor Carranza, and Labor Reach Agreement to Reopen New York City Schools,” September 1, 2020. Accessed at: https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/627-20/mayor-de-blasio-chancellor-carranza-labor-reach-agreement-reopen-new-york-city-schools#/0.] 

· September 21st – Blended learning begins for students in grades 3-K and Pre-K, as well as all grades in District 75.[footnoteRef:54] [54:  Id.] 

· September 29th – Blended learning begins for students enrolled in K-5 and K-8 schools.[footnoteRef:55] [55:  Id.] 

· October 1st – Blended learning begins for students enrolled in middle schools, high schools, secondary schools (schools spanning grades 6-12), and transfer schools/adult education.[footnoteRef:56] [56:  Id.] 

· October 6th – Governor Cuomo announces cluster one initiative using colored zones. Schools in red zones and orange zones would be closed for 14 days and students engaged in full-remote learning; schools in yellow zones would remain open but subject to weekly mandatory testing.[footnoteRef:57] [57:  Governor Andrew Cuomo Press Release, “Governor Cuomo Announces New Cluster Action Initiative,” October 6, 2020, accessed at: https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-cuomo-announces-new-cluster-action-initiative. More than 120 schools were closed under the Cluster Action Initiative. See ABC News at: https://abc7ny.com/schools-closing-covid-cluster-new-york-initiative-color-zones-in/6850250/.] 

· November 19th – Schools shut down and return to full-time remote instruction for all students because Mayor de Blasio announces the city reaching a 3% testing positivity 7-day average threshold.[footnoteRef:58] [58:  Eliza Shapiro, “New York City to Close Public Schools Again as Virus Cases Rise,” November 18, 2020, NY Times, accessed at: https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/18/nyregion/nyc-schools-covid.html. ] 

· December 7th – School buildings reopen for students in 3-K, Pre-K and those students those who opted for in-person learning in grades K–5.[footnoteRef:59] [59:  Office of the Mayor press release, “Mayor de Blasio and Chancellor Carranza Announce Plan to Return to In-Person Learning in New York City Schools” (Nov. 29, 2020), available at https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/817-20/mayor-de-blasio-chancellor-carranza-plan-return-in-person-learning-new-york.] 

· December 10th – School buildings reopen for District 75 students.[footnoteRef:60] [60:  Id.] 

Additionally, from the moment schools re-opened, the DOE had a protocol in place for classroom and full school closure in the event of a COVID-19 case being confirmed.[footnoteRef:61] Since schools reopened in September 2020, there have been 5,174 classroom closures; 447 24-hour building closures; and 799 extended building closures.[footnoteRef:62]  [61:  New York City Department of Education, “Health and Safety.” Accessed at: https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-year-20-21/return-to-school-2020/health-and-safety.]  [62:  New York City Department of Education, “Daily COVID Case Map.” Accessed at: https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-year-20-21/return-to-school-2020/health-and-safety/daily-covid-case-map.] 

The sudden closure of school buildings and individual classrooms may be putting students’ mental well-being at even greater risk as many parents, students, teachers, and pediatricians contend that in-person learning optimizes students’ emotional, mental and physical wellbeing and limiting such experience is causing harm.[footnoteRef:63] While an additional concern for parents has been that only students who had originally signed up for in-person learning would be permitted to participate in the City’s latest reopening plans,[footnoteRef:64] the back-and-forth of closing and reopening school buildings, the short notice for plan changes and the limited options for in-person learning have left parents and caregivers repeatedly scrambling for childcare options after the City’s plan for free childcare through Learning Bridges was delayed.[footnoteRef:65] As of the January 20, 2020, City public middle and high schools remain closed with those enrolled students engaged in full-time remote learning. [63:  Dr. Jennifer Lighter, “Straight talk on NYC’s school closure: A pediatrician’s blunt opinion.” Nov 19, 2020, NY Daily News, accessed at: https://www.nydailynews.com/opinion/ny-oped-straight-talk-on-nycs-school-closure-20201119-iugx7h2ns5csbgdmd4wsoxq7eu-story.html. ]  [64:  Eliza Shapiro, “New York City Will Reopen Elementary Schools and Reduce Hybrid Learning” NY Times (Nov. 29, 2020), available at https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/29/nyregion/schools-reopening-partially.html (explaining that out of approximately 335,000 students who chose in-person learning, roughly 190,000 are eligible to participate in this new reopening plan for elementary and District 75 schools) ]  [65:  Id.] 

Technology Issues
In addition, the Mayor announced that only the first 25,000 iPads out of the 300,000 ordered, would be distributed the week of March 23rd.[footnoteRef:66] The remaining iPads were to be delivered on a staggered basis with new shipments arriving from Apple each week and then sent to IBM for “staging,” which meant connecting them to the internet, adding all necessary applications, and enabling content filtering.[footnoteRef:67] After being staged, the iPads were assigned to individual students and shipped to homes.[footnoteRef:68] While understandable, this process meant that the distribution of devices to students took many weeks, leaving many, primarily low-income, students at a significant disadvantage and falling further behind their peers.[footnoteRef:69] [66:  Id.]  [67:  Annalise Knudson, “240K devices for remote learning will be distributed to NYC students by end of April,” SILive.com, Apr 14, 2020, accessed at https://www.silive.com/coronavirus/2020/04/240k-devices-for-remote-learning-will-be-distributed-to-nyc-students-by-end-of-april.html.]  [68:  Id.]  [69:  Zimmerman, A. and Gould, J., “5 weeks into online learning, NYC is still racing to get thousands of devices to students,” Chalkbeat, Apr 25, 2020, accessed at https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2020/4/25/21236279/students-lack-devices-nyc-schools-coronavirus.] 

A lack of timely access to internet-enabled devices is one of several issues that have triggered concerns that the coronavirus has exacerbated inequities in instruction and learning and widened the achievement gap for vulnerable students. Low-income students and families who have less experience with technology require more support to set up and participate in online learning, but such support is not always easily accessible.[footnoteRef:70] Many families, especially low-income, may be dealing with issues such as job losses, food insecurity, and other stressors that impede their ability to fully participate in remote learning.[footnoteRef:71] Moreover, COVID-19 has had a disparate impact on low-income communities of color in NYC,[footnoteRef:72] thus Black and Latinx students are more likely to suffer a negative impact on learning due to the trauma of losing a family member to the virus. [70:  Id.]  [71:  Id.]  [72:  Sharon Lerner, “Coronavirus Numbers Reflect New York City’s Deep Economic Divide,” The Intercept, Apr 9, 2020, accessed at https://theintercept.com/2020/04/09/nyc-coronavirus-deaths-race-economic-divide/.] 

Parent Concerns
Many parents are concerned that their children have fallen far behind academically as a result of the switch to remote instruction and other disruptions resulting from COVID-19. Some parents would like the option to request that their child(ren) repeat a grade to make up for lost instruction due to COVID-19.[footnoteRef:73] [73:  John Whittaker, “Bill Would Allow Students To Repeat A Grade,” The Post-Journal, May 16, 2020, accessed at https://www.post-journal.com/news/local-news/2020/05/bill-would-allow-students-to-repeat-a-grade/. ] 


Students with Disabilities
The approximately 200,000 NYC public school students with disabilities are also suffering learning loss during this pandemic.[footnoteRef:74] As related services, like speech, occupational and physical therapy move to virtual, teletherapy sessions, without teachers, paraprofessionals or other skilled professionals on hand, “[p]arents have been forced to assume the roles of part-time special-service providers.”[footnoteRef:75] Additionally, in recognition of difficulties resulting from a shift to remote learning, city, state and federal guidance have relaxed certain requirements to allow schools to provide what is required in a student’s IEP “to the greatest extent possible.”[footnoteRef:76] For example, schools may reduce the amount of targeted help students receive from special education teachers, a service known as “Special Education Teacher Support Services,” or SETSS, such as small group instruction in specific subjects like reading or math.[footnoteRef:77] [74:  Shapiro, E. and Harris, E., “This Is Schooling Now for 200,000 N.Y.C. Children in Special Education,” New York Times, Apr 29, 2020, accessed at: https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/16/nyregion/special-education-coronavirus-nyc.html?action=click&module=News&pgtype=Homepage.]  [75:  Id.]  [76:  Alex Zimmerman, “NYC gives the OK to shrink special education services amid coronavirus upheaval,” Chalkbeat, Apr 8, 2020, accessed at https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2020/4/8/21225484/nyc-gives-the-ok-to-shrink-special-education-services-amid-coronavirus-upheaval.]  [77:  Id.] 

Multilingual Learners
English language learners (ELLs), also known as multilingual learners (MLLs), normally face language barriers and other challenges resulting in a low graduation rate of 41% compared to the overall rate of 77% for students citywide last year.[footnoteRef:78] The switch to remote learning has created additional hurdles for MLLs. In addition to difficulties with English literacy, low-income immigrant families often have problems with digital literacy, which is generally low in households that do not have devices and internet access.[footnoteRef:79] Due to a shortage of bilingual teachers and staff, both tech support and communication regarding instruction and assignments in families’ native language is in short supply.[footnoteRef:80] [78:  Amin, R. and Basu, S., “For NYC students learning English, remote learning can come with steep barriers,” Chalkbeat, Apr 20, 2020, accessed at https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2020/4/20/21230497/for-nyc-students-learning-english-remote-learning-can-come-with-steep-barriers.]  [79:  Id.]  [80:  Id.] 

Students in Temporary Housing
Difficulty with digital literacy is one, among many, concerns for students experiencing homelessness, also known as students in temporary housing (STH).[footnoteRef:81] For many STH, schools provide “a source of stability in an otherwise unstable life” with predictable routines, connections to peers, and relationships with trusted adults who can offer much-needed emotional support.[footnoteRef:82] Any disruption in learning, as occurred in the time between the closure of schools and when many STH received and were able to use an iPad, may have widened the achievement gap for these already academically-struggling students.[footnoteRef:83] [81:  ICPH Blog, “10 Things to Know about Homeless Students Amid the COVID-19 Crisis,” Institute for Children, Poverty & Homelessness, March 31, 2020, accessed at https://www.icphusa.org/blog/10-things-to-know-about-homeless-students-amid-the-covid-19-crisis/.]  [82:  Id.]  [83:  Id.] 

Budget Issues
Given the severity of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on NYC schools, efforts to combat the projected learning loss for students are likely to be costly. However, the City’s budget has already experienced deep cuts due to the pandemic and is facing a $3.8 billion deficit for the budget year beginning July 1st, which may grow to $6 billion or more.[footnoteRef:84] At this hearing, the Committee hopes to learn more about how DOE expects to provide schools and students with needed supports to help overcome learning loss and other negative pandemic impacts in this tight budget context. [84:  Martin Z. Braun, “New York City’s Budget Faces $2 Billion Risks, State Comptroller Says,” December 22, 2020, Bloomberg News, accessed at https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-12-22/nyc-2021-budget-faces-2-billion-risks-state-comptroller-says#:~:text=The%20largest%20U.S.%20city%2C%20and,budget%20year%20beginning%20July%201.] 

Conclusion
Today’s hearing will provide an opportunity for the Committee to examine the DOE’s current plans to address learning loss and the academic needs of students resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, students, parents, teachers, unions and other educational stakeholders will also have an opportunity to raise their concerns about the DOE’s ability to provide needed supports to students during the current pandemic.
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