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M Judge’s ruling that
state has short-
changed New
York City children
is hailed by
educators and
officials here
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Schools Chaneellor Hareld O.
Levy called the dacision deeply
gratifying and a defining moment
for all public school children.

A Manhattan judge has confirmed
a claim city educalors and advoe-
cates have been making for years:
New York state’s funding systermn vi-
clates the state constitution and de-
nies a sound education to New York
City's 1.1 miilion public school stu-
dents, including the estimated 57,000
on Staten Island,

State Supreme Court Justice Le-
land DeGrasse also ruled that the
funding system defied federal law
because it hurts the city’s minority
students, who make up about 73 per-
cent of the state’s total minority stu-
dent population.

The ruling stemmed frem a law-
suit tiled six years ago by the Cam-
paign for Tiseal Equity (CFE), a
coatition of parent, teacher, educa-
tion and civic groups. The suit
claimed that eity kids are cheated
oul of as much as $1 blllion a year
because they represent 37 percent
of the state's student population yet
receive only 34 pereentof the state's
aducation dollars.  vi

‘The judge did not suggest a spe-
cific solution, but said legislators
mudst-have one in'place by Sept. 15.

“Phe court will notlat this time
prescripe a detailediremedy for
these violations,” the Judge wrote,
“Rather; it is the. Legislature that
must, in the first instanée, take steps
to referm the current system.”

He warned he won't hesitate to
intervene if the state's lawmakers
fail to implement needed reforms
by that dale.

After briefly reviewing the 180-
page ruling, several Staten Istand
education advocates hailed the de-
cision as a-fa¥reaching; iandmark
victory.

“IUs an exciting day for the kids
in the city of New York and the
Board of IEducation,” said Kevin
Sheehy, a biology teacher ai Tot-
lenville High School, who serves as
chapter chairman of the United
Federation of Teachers.

Although DeGrasse-left details of
the remedy to the Legislature, the
judge said New York City schools
need hundreds of millions of dol-
lars to bring them inte compliance
with the state constitution. Jerry
Cammarata, Staten Island's repre-
sentgtive to the Board of Lduca-
tiofi.sald the increased funding -
could amdiifitto as much as $2,006

" more per New York City student.

If the money were divided equally
ameng the city's students, Staten
Istand could receive about $114 mil-
lion.

“First and foremost we must look
at gelting more money into the sys-
tem," saig Cammarata, the Island
member of the board. “We then
must fairly look at the distribution
and how it will serve the local neigh-
borhoods.”

He said i{ was premature to tell
how the money will be divided
among schools, or evea the bor-
oughs. The money could be used to
alieviate overcrowding, extend the
schoot day, and give students a bet-
ter command of science, math and
English,

Scheols Chancellor Harold O.
Levy called the decision deepiy
gratifying and a defining moment
for all public scheol children. “It
prevides an opportunity to creaie a
leve! playing field in education for
students here and in other high-
needs districts,” Levy said.

Tor the approgimate 41,500 ele-
mentary and intermediate school
children in District 31, more mon-
ey could translate into more per-
sonnel, said Superintendent Christy
Cugini. 1f the borough received
more state funding, he would leck
to hire more guidance counselors,
schoo) aides, and safety agents, said
Cugini, noting he would also en-
hance “whatever we're currently
doing.

“If we had more money te do it,
the presumption is we'd Have bet-
ter results.. It all hinges on if they

make & distribution per.cdpita? -

said Cugini. Perhaps feaclier
salaries will increase, he said,

Calis to the Brooklyn and Staten
island Schools (B.AS.1.S.) Superin-
tendent's office were not returned.

Sheehy, a veteran biology
teacher, said he, too, hoped teach-
ing salaries in the city would in-
crease as a result of the ruling. “The
court recognizes that New York
City teachers are uaderpaid, Hone
estly, [ hope we'll be able Lo altrael
quality teachers.”

DeGrasse's decision found in fa-
vor of the Camnpaign for Fiscal Eg-
uity's argument about. teachers,
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Staten Island Schools
Superintendent Christy
Cugini said he would Jook 10
hire more guidance coun-
selors, school aides, and
safety agents if the borough
received more state funding.

Kevin Sheehy, Tottenvile
High: School biclogy teacher
and chapter chaiman of the
United Federation of
Teachers: "It's an exciting day
for the kids in the city of New
York and the Board of
Education.”

Jerry Cammarata, Staten
Island’s reprasentative to the
Board of Education, said the
increased funding could
armount {o as much as
$2,000 more per New York
City student, and Staten
Island could receive about
%114 million.
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new teachers,” wrote the judge.
“While BOE's efforts prior to 1997
were sometimes haphazard and
even counterproductive, it has
since engaged in a number of ini-
tiatives designed to attract new
teachers to its schools.

“The problem is not BOE’s sales
pitch, but its product.”

Although the judge did not
equate a “sound education” with
the knowledge necessary to pass
the new Regents examinations, he
did expand the definition beyond
an education that allows high
school graduates {o simply serve
as jurors and voters.

According to DeGrasse, the
state Court of Appeals definition
mentioned above is merely a
“template” for a sound education,
not the thing itself,

The state also argued that the
failure of the average New York
City student to perform as well
academically as the average stu-
dent in the rest of the state was
the result of the student’s social
background and not because the
state was hot spending enough
money.

At a Manhattan press confer-
ence, Joseph Wayland, the CFE's
lawyer, said the court rejected the
state’s argument and the lawyer
called it pretty “sad.” An impover-
ished background does not pro-
hibit learning, he said. “If they [the
students] have resources, they can
succeed,” Wayland said.

Wayland repeatedly stated the
ruling did not contain news but
simply validated what was al-
ready known: The state failed to
provide the Board of Education
with adequate funding, making the
agency incapable of providing a
“sound basic education” to its stu-
dents.

Michael A. Rebell, executive di-
rector of the Campaign for IFiscal
Equity, said the judge’s ruling was
consistent with remarks Gov.
George E. Pataki made in his
State of the State address last
week, At that time, Pataki called
the state’s current funding system
a “dinosaur” and called for funda-

mental changes in funding formu-
las that would give schools more
flexibility and target state aid in-
creases to high-need districts, one
of which is New York City.

“We are in the process of re-
viewing the court’s 200-page deci-
sion,” said Pataki spokesman Mi-
chael McKeon in a statement.

Assemblyman Robert Straniere,
a South Shore Republican, lauded
Pataki's propoesal and said it was
foo early to tell what effect the
DeGrasse ruling would have. “I'm

- convinced that New York City will

finally get our fair share with the
changes that the governor pro-
posed,” Straniere said.

Jerry McLaughlin, a spokesman
for state Sen. Marchi (R-Staten Is-
land) said the veteran lawmaker
would work with Senate Majority
Leader Joseph Bruno {R- Rensse-
laer) and other New York senators
to “try to achieve the best possible
result for New York City.”
McLaughlin said the ruling will
probably be challenged.

“This is a governmental and po-
lifical process,” he added. “If the
courts require a change in the
school aid formula, that's one
thing. The achievement of it is an-
other.”

Democratic legislators were
more hopeful about the possible
fallout of the DeGrasse decision.
“I think this is a tremendous vic-
tory,” said Assemblyman John
Lavelle (I>-North Shore), who also
chairs Staten Island’s Democratic
party. ‘

Assemblyman Eric Vitaliano
(D-Mid-Island) said it was possible
that the governor would challenge
the court decision; however, it was
likely that the ruling would be
upheld, as it has been in simiiar
cases in other states. He called
DeGrasse's decision “absolutely
correct.

“We've been saying this for
years and education advocates in
the city have been saying it for
years. And now finally the court is
saying it,” said Vitaliano.

Puring the trial, which ran from
October 1999 through May 2000,

with several breaks, the state ar-
gued that it was doing what it was
legally required to do — {o pro-
vide students with a sound educa-
tion.

The city’s 1.1 million students
are 37 percent of those in the
state’s public schools, but they get
34 percent of the money allocated
to education, Wayland told De-
Grasse, who heard the {rial with-
out a jury.

According to Wayland, in the
1996-97 school year, he said, the
city spent $8,171 on each public
school child while the state aver-
age was $9,321, $1,150 more. This
means the state gave the city
more than $1 billion less than it
would have if it spent the same
per pupil in the city as in the rest
of the state.

This inequity prevents the city’s
school children from getting the
“sound basic education” that state
law mandates, Wayland said, and
he asked DeGrasse to declare the
state’s funding policies illegal.

DeGrasse did.

The CFE coalition alse accused
the state of violating Title VI of
the federal Civil Rights Act of
1964, which forbids discrimination
against anyone taking part in pro-
grams funded with federal tax
Money.

The CFE argued that the state’s
school funding discriminates ra-
cially, since 83 percent of New
York City's students are from mi-
nority groups and 73 percent of all
minority students in the state are
in the city.

DeGrasse agreed. “The court
finds that the state school funding
system has an adverse impact on
minority public school children
and that this disparate impact is
not adequately justified by any
reason related to education,” the
judge wrote.

Wayland said the education al-
locations are actually political
deals carried out by the state’s
chief political leaders, “three men
in a room,” so that actual need
piays litile role in whe gets what.

(Associated Press material
was used in this report,)



