
Parent Commission Recommendations on School Governance

The Parent Commission proposes changes in the current governance system, to provide necessary accountability and checks and balances, a more meaningful role for school districts, stronger parental input, and a better management structure and representation for special education students. Finally, we recommend that a commission be formed to develop a constitution for the NYC public school system.  

Each of these changes will help lead to fundamental improvements in our public school system and better outcomes for our children. After having our voice excluded from decision-making for the last seven years, we see the need for a new system that provides a real partnership between parents and the Mayor, rather than the autocracy that currently exists.  

Provide the necessary accountability and checks and balances

Mayoral control was based in large part on a promise of greater accountability. Instead, by acting as though they had unlimited power, the Mayor and Chancellor have been answerable to no one. As parents, we recommend a governance system distinguished by an educational partnership that includes the Mayor, a Board of Education whose members will strive toward cohesion and consensus, and new independent oversight agencies to verify financial and academic outcomes, investigate corruption, and respond to parental complaints.
· Ensure that the policies of the Board of Education, the Chancellor and the central administration are fully subject to state and city law.
No other governmental agency considers itself free from legal constraints. There is a long list of both state and city laws that the New York City Department of Education routinely violates. The Chancellor and the Board of Education must comply with laws passed by the City Council or State Legislature that apply to education policy or practices, contracting, or other governmental actions.
· Establish a more independent and responsive Board of Education
The Board shall consist of 15 members, each with fixed terms.  One seat will be reserved for a parent of a special education student. Five parent members will be elected directly by the members of the Community Education Councils, each member representing a discrete geographical area roughly equal in size in terms of its student population. All 6 must be parents of students currently in the public school system, or who have been in the system in the last five years. 

There will also be 3 Board members appointed by the Mayor, 1 appointed by the Public Advocate, and 1 by the City Council. The Board will also choose 4 additional members to fill a need for expertise in specific policy areas —for example, the needs of English Language Learners or high school students. Our expectation is that the collaborative process of selecting new members will encourage greater cohesion, as well as a decision-making process based more on experience and research than fads or political sound-bites.  

· Require that the Chancellor be an experienced educator, appointed by the Mayor from three candidates nominated by the Board, with no waivers allowed.

The Board will elect its own Chair from among its members, to run the monthly meetings. Every major policy and budget initiative must be approved with two months' notice, so that civic organizations, parent and advocacy groups, and Community Education Councils have the opportunity to analyze new initiatives and provide their views in advance.

· Create new offices to enhance transparency and accountability, each staffed and financed through a dedicated source of public funding. 

· An Independent Accountability Office to produce regular reports on educational outcomes, with full access to the data.

· An Inspector General to investigate and report to the public any case of malfeasance, corruption, or mismanagement of school system employees, including those at the top.  

· An Ombudsperson to address and resolve parental complaints, and to provide the Board and the Chancellor recommendations on how services, policies, or procedures affecting parents and their children should be improved.  

Ensure a more meaningful role for Community School Districts

We envision Community School Districts together with Community District Education Councils (CDECs) to be the basic unit of local school governance, to nurture parental and community involvement; make decisions on educational priorities, zoning and enrollment; oversee schools; and facilitate improvement of teaching and learning. For this to occur, the following steps must be taken.

 

· Reform the CDEC election process and composition. Every parent in the district will have a vote, with the possibility of extending this right to all registered voters. Each CDEC will consist of 11 voting members, including one Borough President appointee, 9 members elected by parents, and 1 community resident appointed by the CDEC itself. Though any community resident can run for any of these seats, at least one seat should be reserved for a high school parent; 1 seat for a parent of a child with an IEP, and 1 seat for a parent of an English Language Learner. One seat will be open (but not reserved) for a parent of a charter school student. There will be 2 non-voting high school students elected by their peers from district high schools.

· Restore Community School Districts as meaningful entities, and reinstate the rightful responsibilities and authority of District Superintendents. In particular, Superintendents will be required to spend at least 90% of their time within their own districts, supporting and improving instruction in their schools and helping to address parental problems and concerns. In consultation with CDECs and District Presidents Councils, they will help develop the annual capital plan, the district’s class size reduction plan, the Contract for Excellence spending, and the District Comprehensive Education plan.

· Assign high schools and 6-12 schools to their respective geographical districts to provide additional opportunity besides the Citywide Council for High Schools for high school parents to have input in policies and planning.
· Ensure that the CDECs have the full authority under the law to approve school siting, selection, restructuring, expansion, and reconfiguration of schools, as well as the closing, opening and relocating of all traditional public and charter schools in their districts. 

· Establish a central role for CDECs in selecting and evaluating the Superintendent. The CDEC will nominate three candidates in consultation with Presidents Councils, from which the Chancellor will choose one.

· Foster a meaningful partnership between CDECs and Community Boards. CDECs and Community boards can and should work closely together on issues related to zoning, city budgets, development and school overcrowding.  CDECs should also be closely involved in developing the capital plan and be consulted and involved at every step of the process.

Strengthen Parent Input

As the administration has silenced the parent voice, there is a critical need to ensure more vigorous parent input at the school and citywide levels. We propose that this occur in three ways: by clarifying and strengthening the role of the School Leadership Teams, reverting to the previous process for principal selection, and creating an independent citywide parent organization, to ensure that parents have the support and skills necessary to be equal partners in decision-making. 

· Restore to School Leadership Teams the authority to develop an annual school Comprehensive Educational Plan (CEP), including identifying annual goals and objectives, and to approve a school-based budget and staffing plan aligned with the CEP. 

· Allow the members of a school-based committee of parents and staff to participate in the selection of the principal, similar to the previous C-30 process, whereby three candidates are submitted to the district superintendent for final approval. The SLT will also be responsible for performing an annual space assessment of the school, which will be made available online. 

· Establish an Independent Parent Organization (IPO) and an ancillary Independent Parent Academy, professionally staffed, with a dedicated source of funding, The IPO will consist of individual parents as well as school-level PAs that choose to join, and will work to strengthen the parent voice at the school, district and citywide levels.

Improve Special Education 

The New York City public school system is the largest provider of special education and related services in the nation, serving nearly 181,000 children, or approximately 15% of the city's school-age population. Within the DOE, there are more than 18 distinct entities in addition to District 75, reporting to at least three deputy chancellors and one superintendent, each responsible for providing a different aspect of special education. There is also insufficient representation of parents of children with disabilities on the Panel on Education Policy and Citywide Education Councils. The repeated reorganizations and fragmentation under mayoral control has led to longer delays for initial evaluations and the provision of special services as well as extremely low rates of achievement and lower graduation rates than in any other part of the state.

· Expand the Citywide Council on Special Education (CCSE) to represent not just District 75 students and parents, but all children who receive a continuum of services mandated by an IEP (Individualized Education Program). 

· Reserve a seat for a parent of a special education student on each of the Community District Education Councils and the Citywide Council on High Schools, to serve as liaison to and provide crucial frontline input to the CCSE. As mentioned above, a seat on the Board of Education should also be set aside for such a parent, to be elected by the special education members of CDECs, the CCHS and the CCSE. 

· Require that a "cabinet-level" position (i.e., Deputy Chancellor) be established, charged with fulfilling and protecting the right to a "free, appropriate public education," as defined by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) for all students with special needs.

Convene a Constitution Commission

While we propose that our governance changes should be adopted into law by the Legislature in June, the Parent Commission believes that for significant improvement to occur in educational outcomes, more than governance must be addressed. Through a variety of governance structures and chancellors over the last 40 years, little has changed for the majority of students, who are primarily low-income children of color. To that end, the Commission seeks an explicit and legally binding statement of what education is intended to accomplish, to be embodied in a Constitution for the New York City public school system that would codify in law a shared mission with core principles, primary goals, and a policy framework that must be respected and upheld by whomever is governing the system. Only in this way can our public servants be held to account for the money, resources, programs and staff needed to provide educational excellence for all.
The Parent Commission has drafted a Sample Preamble to illustrate how principles and goals developed by consensus could provide the vision and mandates necessary to provide all our city's children with a truly comprehensive, public, and democratic education. For example, some mandates might involve resources for facilities and support staff, while others might involve educational philosophy regarding the use of multiple forms of assessment; the necessity of valuing diversity of ethnicity, race, and class; as well as the educational importance of racial and economic integration of schools. Additional mandates might address the interrelationship of schools with their communities, such as offering universal preschool; partnering on comprehensive health care, recreational sites, and adult education.
 
· Convene an independent commission to draft a Constitution, defining the mission, core principles, goals, and policy framework for New York City public education, whose members will be chosen in a fully transparent manner, to reflect the diversity of all our communities and to give all stakeholders (parents, students, teachers, administrators, community members) not only a seat at the table but equal power in the process.
· Base all state and city education laws and regulations on this Constitution once approved. 
For more information, visit www.parentcommission.org or call (718) 812-6728
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