April 12, 2021

The Honorable Bill de Blasio
Mayor of the City of New York
City Hall

New York, NY 10007

Re: Meeting the Need for Preschool Special Education Classes
Dear Mayor de Blasio:

As organizations committed to advancing education equity and supporting the academic and
social-emotional development of all children, we are writing to express our concern that 3-K and
Pre-K will never be “for all” until the City addresses the continuing shortage of seats in
preschool special education classes—a shortage that has left young children with disabilities who
have a legal right to such a class sitting at home or in settings that cannot provide the support
they need.

Over the course of your administration, you and your team have championed increased access to
early childhood education programs, but have left behind children with the most intensive needs
and the programs that serve them. At a time when New York City is receiving a historic federal
investment and expanding 3-K Citywide, we urge you to ensure a preschool special education

class seat for every student whose Individualized Education Program (IEP) mandates one and
to extend supports offered to 3-K and Pre-K programs, including salary parity for teachers, to
preschool special education programs run by community-based organizations (CBOSs).

As you know, while many preschoolers with disabilities participate in 3-K or Pre-K for All
programs, some children with more significant disabilities have IEPs that require more
specialized settings—preschool special education classes. Preschool special education programs
offer smaller class sizes and are led by teachers trained to educate students with disabilities.
Such classes are not only legally-mandated by these students’ IEPs, but provide students with
targeted academic and social-emotional interventions during a vital developmental phase.
However, even as the City has announced plans to expand 3-K to all 32 community school
districts this September, it is falling far short of providing preschool special education classes to
all children whose IEPSs require them.

Prior to the pandemic, the City was projecting a shortage of 1,000-2,000 preschool special class
seats, with a disproportionate need in the Bronx. While COVID-19 has led to a temporary
decline in preschool special education referrals this year, the City still has a current shortfall of
hundreds of seats in 6- and 8-student classes, which serve preschoolers with the most significant
needs. Without sufficient seats available, preschoolers with disabilities have been sitting at
home or in inappropriate preschool settings, in violation of their civil rights, while families have
watched their children’s academic and social-emotional development regress. The demand for
preschool special classes will likely only increase in the coming months, as children with
disabilities who missed out on months of services during the pandemic are identified as needing
more intensive intervention.



We appreciate that in recent years, the Department of Education (DOE) has opened a significant
number of preschool special education classes, increasing the number of seats in DOE Pre-K
Centers and public schools. However, the City has a legal obligation to ensure that there are
sufficient seats in preschool special education classes for all children with disabilities who need
them. Therefore, the City must either open more DOE preschool education classes or
ensure that CBOs—who run the majority of these programs—do so.

In addition, the fact that preschool special education teachers working at DOE-contracted CBOs
were excluded from the salary parity agreement that is raising the pay of other CBO-based early
childhood educators further compounds the problem. The City has already faced a wave of more
than 30 preschool special education program closures in recent years, in part because low
salaries make it difficult for programs to recruit and retain teachers. Because they were left out
of the existing salary parity agreement, teachers who lead preschool special classes at CBOs are
now some of the lowest-paid educators in New York City, despite serving preschoolers with the
most intensive needs; these teachers may choose to leave their current positions in pursuit of
higher-paid teaching jobs, including those that do not require special education certifications.
Unless the City provides CBOs operating preschool special education classes with supports
comparable to those provided to DOE-contracted CBOs operating 3-K and Pre-K classes,
including salary parity for preschool special class teachers, more of these programs may
need to shut their doors, exacerbating the shortage of preschool special class seats.

3-K and Pre-K will never be universal while preschoolers with disabilities are sitting at home
without the classes they need because the City has refused to make needed investments. We
urge you to ensure a preschool special education class seat for every preschool-aged child
whose IEP mandates one. In addition, to help prevent the closure of additional preschool
special education programs and provide a unified and equitable early childhood education
system, we urge you to extend 3-K and Pre-K program supports, including salary parity for
teachers, to preschool special education programs in DOE-contracted CBOs.

Sincerely,
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