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I want to thank the members of the Commission for holding this hearing today, so that parents and
other members of the public can provide input on how our schools should be improved. My name is
Leonie Haimson and | am the Executive Director of the non-profit parent advocacy group Class Size
Matters.

On Monday, the DOE released the latest results of the learning environment surveys. These surveys
have been given since 2007, and every year, public school parents have responded that their top
priority for their children’s schools would be smaller classes. This choice outstrips the nine other others
offered by far, every year.!

This is no surprise. New York City has consistently had the largest class sizes in the state, and in the
Campaign for Fiscal Equity case, the state’s highest court concluded that NYC children were deprived
of their constitutional right to an adequate education in large part because of excessive class sizes:

»  “Plaintiffs presented measurable proof, credited by the trial court, that NYC schools have
excessive class sizes, and that class size affects learning.”

« “Plaintiffs' evidence of the advantages of smaller class sizes supports the inference sufficiently
to show a meaningful correlation between the large classes in City schools and the outputs...of
poor academic achievement and high dropout rates.”

« “[T]ens of thousands of students are placed in overcrowded classrooms.... The number of
children in these straits is large enough to represent a systemic failure.”

The Institute of Education Sciences cites class size reduction of one of only four reforms that have
been proven to work through rigorous evidence, and numerous studies reveal that smaller classes
narrow the achievement gap between racial and economic groups.? After controlling for demographic
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background, children who are placed in smaller classes are more likely to graduate from high school,
go to college, and own their own home more than twenty years later.* In a survey of New York City
principals co-sponsored by the City Council, 86 percent said that they were unable to provide a quality
education because of excessive class sizes.’

The settlement of the CFE case led to the passage of a state law in 2007, called the Contracts for
Excellence. One of the provisions of this law was to require that the city lower class size in all grades in
return for receiving additional state funding.6 In November 2007, a plan was approved by the state
that obligated the city to reduce class size over five years to a citywide average of no more than twenty
students per class in grades K-3, 23 students per class in grades 4-8 and 25 students in high school.”

Since 2007, NYC has received more than $2 billion cumulatively in additional state aid through this
program. Yet despite this fact, and despite the decision of the state’s highest court, average class
sizes have risen sharply for four years in a row at all grade levels, and are now the largest in 13 years
in the early grades.

More than 85 percent of all students in grades K-3 exceed the level of twenty that the city promised to
achieve by 2012 in their Contracts for Excellence plan, and more than half of all students in middle
school and high school are being taught in classes of thirty or more. (See Appendix for charts).

These class size increases have been caused by the following factors: increases in enrollment,
repeated budget cuts to public schools even when state aid and spending on overall education
spending was increasing, and a vast disinvestment in the classroom, reflected in a sharp reduction in
the number of teachers while thousands of out-of-classroom positions were added.®

In addition, city officials made two crucial policy decisions: they eliminated the early grade class size
reduction funding that had existed since 1999, despite their promise that they would retain this program
as part of the Contracts for Excellence plan, and they decided to ignore their commitment to cap class
sizes at 28 in grades 1-3 as part of a side agreement with the UFT. As a result, class sizes in these
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grades in many schools have grown to levels unprecedented since the 1980’s, with the number of
general education students in first through fifth grade classes of 30 students or more tripling from FY09
to FY12, with over 31,000 students now in such classes.’

A different sort of evidence is provided by last week’s release of the state test results. The highest
achieving charter schools in the city were the Icahn chain of charters, which cap class sizes in grades
K-8 at 18. ° The Harlem Children’s Zone charters, led by one of the members of this Commission, also
caps class sizes at very low levels.

One more important point: Over the last decade we have seen a ramping up of high-stakes
accountability, online learning and privatization policies in NYC. Our children have been held back, our
schools have been graded and/or closed, and our teachers evaluated in large part on standardized test
scores. At the same time we have seen the most rapid expansion of charter schools in the state, with
more than a hundred new charters opening up over the last decade, in large part because the city has
provided them with free space and services. Finally, online learning has also rapidly been expanded,
with hundreds of millions of dollars spent on technology and free laptops.*

And yet sadly, student achievement has lagged. When the city’s results on the most reliable
assessments -- the national exams called the NAEPs — are analyzed, by averaging the gains since
2003 of all six major economic and ethnic/racial subgroups, including White, Asian, Hispanic, Black,
poor and non-poor students, NYC comes out next to last among the ten largest school districts in the
nation in terms of the progress we’ve made.*? Asians were the only subgroup to increase their
relative ranking at any level or in any subject compared to their peers in other cities.

In addition, we are the only city tested in which non-poor students have lower average NAEP scores
now than in 2003. Finally, the achievement gap has not narrowed significantly between any economic
or racial group. | caution this Commission from simply recommending more of the same for the state as
a whole.

If we truly want to fundamentally improve results for our schools, we should heed the words of the
state’s highest court, the results of rigorous research, and the priorities of parents, and demand that
NYC comply with the law and provide the smaller classes that are necessary for our public
schoolchildren to receive their right to an adequate education.

Thank you for the opportunity to speak to you today.
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