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I am Maggie Moroff, the Coordinator of the ARISE Coalition.   We are a group of parents, advocates, 

educators and academics who have been working together for nearly a decade to push for systemic 

reforms in special education to improve the day-to-day experiences of and long-term outcomes for 

students with disabilities in New York City public schools.    

Thank you for the opportunity to speak at today’s hearing.  With my time, I’d like to address accessibility 

in NYC’s public school buildings. 

As some of you have heard me testify previously, NYC lacks a sufficient number of accessible public 

schools at every level.  Last year, the Department of Justice found that 83% of the City’s elementary 

schools are not fully accessible and that 6 of the City’s 32 community school districts have no fully 

accessible elementary schools.   We have reviewed DOE data currently available online, and the 

numbers for schools serving students in middle and high school are even worse.   7 of the 32 community 

school districts have no a fully accessible middle school and 9 have no fully accessible high school.    
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Instead, the DOE relies heavily on “partially accessible” schools that may offer students with certain 

accessibility needs access to parts of the building.    That’s clearly insufficient.  The members of the 

ARISE Coalition work with many families searching for appropriate accessible seats.  Those families often 

find that schools labeled as “partially accessible” don’t work for their children in a number of critical 

ways.  In some of those buildings, there is limited or non-working elevator access.   Key rooms, including 

cafeterias, science labs, auditoriums and libraries, aren’t always designed to accommodate students 

using wheelchairs.    When you layer other key factors families consider in the school choice process 

such as distance, size, and curriculum, that leaves students with accessibility needs based on mobility, 

vision and hearing with extremely limited options. 

A committee of ARISE members has been meeting for some time now with City Hall, the Mayor’s Office 

for People with Disabilities, and the DOE to discuss accessibility in our schools.  We have discussed 

issues around both increasing accessible school options and ensuring that families have the information 

they need to identify and consider accessible options in the enrollment process.   We have definitely 

seen movement and increased attention to the needs of all individuals – students, parents, and school 

staff – who require accessible school options, but the movement is slow and insufficiently funded.    

 I’m here today to say that the City needs to invest increased funding to make additional schools 

accessible on a shorter timeline.    The 2015-2019 Capital Plan allocates $100 million for improving 

school accessibility.  That translates to major improvements in only about 17 school buildings over the 

course of five years.  The City has already spent this funding.  In response to a settlement in a lawsuit 

regarding disaster planning, the February amendments add another $28 million to ensure that a number 

of current DOE buildings can serve as accessible emergency shelters.  However, to make these buildings 

accessible shelter sites, only the first floor, and not even necessarily all rooms on the first floor, would 

need to be accessible.  Including this shelter site funding, funding for accessibility projects represents 

less than one percent of the total funding in the Capital Plan. 

At a minimum, we therefore recommend that the City double the amount of funding dedicated to 

making schools accessible – adding at least an additional $125 million.   Of that funding, we’d suggest 

that $100 million be allocated to major capital improvements to render more buildings fully accessible 

and to smaller renovations to improve the accessibility of other schools.   That money would enable 

major renovations on approximately 15-17 additional schools – bringing the number to around 35 

schools over five years – still a drop in the bucket when considering the big picture.  We’d urge that 

another $25 million be allocated to a fund dedicated to facilitating families’ requests for reasonable 

accommodations to school buildings based on individual students’ needs.  When a student with 

mobility, hearing or vision needs is admitted to a school that is not accessible, but renovations would 

enable attendance, funding needs to be available to accommodate the project.   

Before I conclude, I want to thank the City Council for recommending additional funding for improving 

school accessibility in its response to the Mayor’s preliminary budget.  Questioning at last week’s 

hearing on the education portion of the current budget proposal further illustrated Council Members’ 

commitment to the issue.  We look forward to working together towards this common goal and I am 

available to answer any questions you may have on my testimony. 

Thank you again for your time this afternoon.   


