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Thank you for the opportunity to submit testimony on the need for continued funding 
for critical early childhood care and education programs. My name is Betty Baez 
Melo, and I am an attorney and Director of the Early Childhood Education Project at 
Advocates for Children of New York (AFC). For more than 50 years, Advocates for 
Children has worked to ensure a high-quality education for New York students who 
face barriers to academic success, focusing on students from low-income 
backgrounds. Every year, we help thousands of families navigate the education 
system, starting from the time children are born.  
  
We believe that every child should have access to a high-quality early childhood 
education program where they can learn and grow in a safe and nurturing 
environment that sets them up for a successful education and future. Unfortunately, 
eligibility requirements have historically resulted in some low-income children being 
left out of these important programs.  
 
We were pleased when the City launched Promise NYC in 2023 to help fill this gap 
and increase access to early childhood programs, and we appreciate the City 
Council’s efforts to secure funding for this initiative over the last three years. Since 
its launch, the program has allowed young children from low-income families to 
participate in early childhood education programs that would have previously 
excluded them. Not only has it given these children the chance to engage with peers 
and develop early learning skills, the program has also created opportunities for 
parents to work knowing that their children are being cared for.  
 
Unfortunately, the Mayor’s Preliminary Budget does not include funding to continue 
this crucial initiative. If funding is not extended, children risk being turned away from 
their programs after June and no new families would be eligible to apply for care.  
  



 

 

Demand for Promise NYC has exceeded capacity, and there continues to be a critical need for this 
program. In Fiscal Year 2025, the City allocated $25 million for Promise NYC. We’re calling on the 
City to extend and baseline at least $25 million for this initiative in the Fiscal Year 2026 budget.  
 
We are similarly concerned that without significant additional investments, thousands of children 
will lose access to child care and education programs because of a shortfall in the City’s Child Care 
Block Grant (CCBG) funds. We are pleased that, with the support of New York State, New York 
City has been able to expand the number of children receiving low-income child care vouchers in 
recent years. In fact, between June 2022 and February 2025, the number of New York City children 
using a low-income child care voucher increased from 7,400 to more than 60,000. However, we are 
deeply concerned that the City has indicated it will be unable to maintain this level of service unless 
there is a substantial increase in funding. The much-needed increase in market rates implemented in 
October 2024 will result in New York City and other counties needing more funding to serve the 
same number of children, but such increased funding was not included in the Governor’s Executive 
Budget. Furthermore, New York City is expecting the demand for mandatory child care vouchers to 
increase with the reinstatement of cash assistance work requirements. The increase in market rate, as 
well as the growing demand among families the City is mandated to serve, requires more funding. 
 
The Administration for Children's Services (ACS) has indicated that the City will need an estimated 
$2.006 billion in the FY 2026 New York State budget for the City’s Child Care Assistance Program 
in order to continue to serve the same number of low-income children moving forward  
in addition to the growing number of families the City is mandated to serve. This total funding 
amount includes an additional $127 million for FFY25 and a total of $1.879 billion for FFY26 
(about $860 million above the Governor’s commitment). Without increased financial support, the 
City has estimated that, as families recertify for continued assistance, each month, 4,000-7,000 
children would lose child care assistance due to insufficient funding. Having thousands of children 
lose child care assistance in the middle of the year would be extraordinarily disruptive and 
destabilizing for children, families, providers, and employers. We urge the Council to work with the 
Governor and State Legislature to ensure funding is allocated to maintain the City’s current capacity 
to provide subsidized care for low-income families and prevent thousands of children from losing 
much-needed child care assistance.   
   
We are attaching Advocates for Children’s full budget priorities. We look forward to working with 
you as the budget process moves forward. Thank you for the opportunity to submit testimony.  
 
 

https://advocatesforchildren.org/policy-resource/budget-priorities-2026/


Sustain impactful programs. 
We appreciate that last year, in the face of expiring federal stimulus funding and city funding, the 
Administration and the City Council provided continued funding for many impactful education 
programs that would have otherwise been rolled back or eliminated. While a number of these 
programs were baselined, others were funded for one year only. The Mayor’s FY 2026 Preliminary 
Budget extends funding for two of them—Summer Rising and Learning to Work—for another year, 
but many other critical programs were left out and are once again at risk of severe cuts. We are 
calling on the City to avoid taking a step backwards and extend and baseline funding for these 
programs—helping to ensure their long-term stability and support for students and families. 

Key programs left out of the Preliminary Budget that are funded with one-year city dollars expiring 
in June 2025 include: 

• Early Childhood Education
• Preschool special education classes ($55M)
• Promise NYC ($25M)
• 3-K and Pre-K: 3-K ($112M), Extended day seats ($25M), and Outreach ($5M)

• Immigrant Family Communication and Outreach ($4M in expiring funds; we are requesting an
increase of $3M, for a total allocation of $7M, for FY 2026)

• Restorative Justice ($12M)
• Mental Health Continuum ($5M)
• Community Schools ($14M)

Make additional investments to address pressing needs. 
It is also essential for the City to keep moving forward by increasing investments to address the 
pressing needs we see on the ground in our work with families every day—including the need for 
legally mandated preschool special education services, one-on-one or small group reading support, 
mental health support, and accessible schools. We urge the City to: 

• Provide preschoolers with disabilities with the evaluations and services they need ($70M) and
extend enhancements of the recent early childhood labor agreement to staff at preschool
special education programs at community-based organizations.

• Expand access to one-on-one or small group support for students who need more help
learning to read ($17.5M).

• Enhance services at school-based mental health clinics ($3.75M).
• Make more schools accessible to students, parents, educators, and community members with

physical disabilities ($450M in capital funding over five years).
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Sustain impactful programs funded with city 
funding scheduled to expire in June 2025. 
The following education programs are funded, in whole or in part, with one-year city funding set to 
expire in June unless extended in the FY 2026 budget. The funding amounts listed are the dollar 
amounts needed merely to sustain these existing programs at their current funding levels; unless 
funding is extended, students will lose access to these programs. The City should extend and 
baseline funding for these programs. 

EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION 

Preschool special education classes ($55M) 
Even as the City has expanded 3-K and Pre-K, 450 three- and four-year-olds with disabilities were 
waiting for the seats they needed in preschool special education classes as of late January 2025, in 
violation of their legal rights. We appreciate that the City included $55M in the FY 2025 budget to 
open new preschool special education classes. While this funding is not sufficient to address the 
need for preschool special education classes and services, it has provided seats for hundreds of 
children with autism and other disabilities who would otherwise be going without the classes they 
need and have a legal right to receive. However, the $55M is one-year city funding set to expire in 
June. As the City keeps working to use this funding to open new classes this year, it is important for 
everyone to know as soon as possible that funding will continue next year and beyond. 

Promise NYC ($25M) 
No child should be turned away from an early learning program. In January 2023, the City launched 
Promise NYC to increase access to subsidized childcare for children who would otherwise be 
ineligible for existing programs due to federal eligibility requirements. We appreciate that the City 
increased the initiative’s funding for FY 2025, allowing 1,000 children to enroll in early care and 
education programs—helping prepare them for success in elementary school and beyond, while 
also enabling their parents to work and connect with resources. However, the full $25M in 
Administration for Children’s Services (ACS) funding for Promise NYC will run out at the end of 
June if not extended in the FY 2026 budget. 

3-K and Pre-K: 3-K ($112M), Extended day seats ($25M), and Outreach ($5M) 
3-K and Pre-K programs provide high-quality early learning opportunities to children—helping 
prepare them for success in kindergarten and beyond. The previous Administration used temporary 
federal funding to expand 3-K, which had 17,500 children participating in 2019–20 and now serves 
around 40,000 students. We appreciate that the City has continued the program with city dollars 
and also invested additional funding to provide more extended day seats and do much-needed 
community outreach. However, the City’s current investment in early childhood education includes 
one-year city dollars for 3-K ($112M), extended day seats ($25M), and outreach ($5M), all set to 
expire in June. 
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MULTI-FACETED IMMIGRANT FAMILY COMMUNICATION & OUTREACH 
($4M in expiring one-year city funds; we are requesting an increase of $3M, 
for a total of $7M)   
This initiative strengthens New York City Public Schools’ (NYCPS’) communication with immigrant 
families—many of whom would otherwise be left without important information—by using local 
ethnic media to share school-related updates, sending paper notices to families’ homes, reaching 
families via phone calls and text messages, helping schools bolster their translation and 
interpretation systems, and collaborating with immigrant-facing community-based organizations to 
create and launch information campaigns. However, this work is currently supported by $4M in 
one-year city funding that expires this June. Given the increase in the number of newly arrived 
immigrant families in New York City, it is critical for this initiative to continue, particularly at a time 
when changes in federal policies could lead families to keep their children out of school or avoid 
accessing educational services for which they are eligible. In addition to restoring the current $4M 
budget, the City should invest an additional $3M (for a total allocation of $7M) to help meet the 
growing need for translation and interpretation and to help ensure information—including 
information about the rights of students with disabilities—reaches families who speak languages 
other than English via comprehensive information campaigns. 

RESTORATIVE JUSTICE ($12M) 
All students deserve schools where they feel safe and supported, but without sufficient resources 
and appropriate alternatives for addressing behavior and helping students navigate conflict, schools 
will continue to resort to suspensions—which do not repair relationships or make schools safer ; 
disproportionately impact students of color, students with disabilities, and youth who are homeless 
or in the foster system; and have been linked with lower educational attainment and higher odds of 
future contact with the juvenile or criminal legal system. Restorative justice practices enable schools 
to keep students in the classroom while helping them resolve conflicts and build and repair 
relationships. We appreciate that the FY 2025 budget included $12M in increased city funding to 
replace expired federal stimulus dollars. However, this $12M was for one year only. 

MENTAL HEALTH CONTINUUM ($5M) 
The Mental Health Continuum is a cross-agency partnership (NYCPS, Health + Hospitals, 
Department of Health & Mental Hygiene) to help students with significant mental health needs 
access expedited mental healthcare. This innovative model, which was highlighted in the Mayor’s 
Mental Health Plan and the City Council’s Mental Health Roadmap, supports students at 50 high-
needs schools through school partnerships with H+H mental health clinics, dedicated staff to 
provide students with timely access to mental health services, a NYC Well hotline to advise school 
staff, mobile response teams to respond to students in crisis, and training for school staff in 
Collaborative Problem Solving to build their capacity to address student behavior. Recognizing the 
youth mental health crisis, the Mayor announced last April that the City would open 16 mental 
health clinics as part of the Mental Health Continuum. These clinics are now up and running, serving 
thousands of students. However, the $5M for this initiative (NYCPS: $787K, H+H: $3.74M, 
DOHMH: $472K) is set to expire in June. 

https://www.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/mh/care-community-action-mental-health-plan.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/mh/care-community-action-mental-health-plan.pdf
https://council.nyc.gov/mental-health-road-map/
https://www.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/283-24/mayor-adams-nyc-health-hospitals-open-16-mental-health-clinics-new-york-city-public-schools
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COMMUNITY SCHOOLS ($14M) 
Community schools provide students and their families with wrap-around supports and services, 
such as after-school programming, adult education classes, and medical, dental, and mental 
healthcare. Community schools have had a positive impact; a report found that compared to 
otherwise similar schools, community schools in New York City had significantly lower chronic 
absenteeism; higher on-time graduation; and fewer disciplinary incidents. While most of the City’s 
400 community schools have baselined funding, the City is currently using $14M in one-year city 
funding to support more than 50 community schools.   

NOTE: The above is not a comprehensive list of important education programs at risk; other 
initiatives funded with one-year expiring city funding include: 

• Teacher Recruitment ($10M) 
• High-Impact Tutoring ($4M) 

• Arts Programming ($41M) 
• Student Success Centers ($3.3M) 

Make additional investments to address pressing 
needs. 
Ensuring that key programs remain funded at their current levels is important, but not sufficient to 
meet student needs. In our work on the ground with families, we see a significant need for 
additional supports, including the following investments. 

Provide preschoolers with disabilities with the evaluations and services they 
need ($70M) and extend enhancements of the recent early childhood labor 
agreement to staff at preschool special education programs at CBOs. 
Parents know that the preschool years provide a critical window for addressing developmental 
delays, but thousands of them hit a wall when trying to secure the most basic services for their 
children.  Forty-five percent of preschoolers with IEPs—more than 14,400 children—ended the 
2023–24 school year without ever receiving at least one of the types of services the City was 
legally required to provide. This year, we have continued to hear from numerous families whose 
preschoolers are waiting for their services to begin, as well as families unable to get an appointment 
for a preschool evaluation in the first place. In fact, as of late January, more than 5,600 preschoolers 
with IEPs were receiving none of their mandated services—representing 22% of all preschoolers 
recommended for related services and/or Special Education Itinerant Teacher (SEIT) services (a 
part-time special education teacher to help include a 3-K or pre-K student in their general 
education class). An additional 5,800 preschoolers were receiving at least one, but not all, of their 
services. While we appreciate the $55M investment in FY 2025 to open new preschool special 
education classes, this funding does not address the need for evaluations or the need for services 
for children with disabilities participating in general education or integrated 3-K and Pre-K classes. 
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The City must address these legal violations and ensure young children with disabilities are not left 
waiting for the help they need. The City should invest and baseline at least $70M to provide 
preschoolers with evaluations and mandated services by taking steps such as launching more 
NYCPS evaluation teams; hiring more Committee on Preschool Special Education (CPSE) staff to 
help parents with the evaluation and Individualized Education Program (IEP) meeting process; hiring 
more NYCPS service providers and teachers; and allocating funding to NYCPS Pre-K Centers and 
schools with 3-K and Pre-K programs so that young children receive their special education services 
where they go to preschool. 

In addition to this investment, the City should extend the enhanced provisions of the early 
childhood education labor agreement reached this fall to staff at preschool special education 
programs at community-based organizations. While AFC has no vested interest in teacher 
compensation, we are very concerned about the implications of returning to a system where 
preschool special education teachers are the lowest paid teachers in New York City, despite 
working with children with some of the most intensive needs—including children with severe 
autism, serious medical conditions, or significant behavioral needs—and doing so over the twelve-
month school year. Continuing to exclude teachers of preschool special education classes from the 
agreement will likely result in teachers leaving for higher paid jobs, classes closing, and even more 
children sitting at home in violation of their legal rights. 

The City should invest and baseline at least $70M to address the systemic failure to provide 
preschoolers with disabilities with the evaluations and services they need and should extend the 
enhancements of the recent early childhood labor agreement to staff at preschool special education 
programs at CBOs to help address the shortage of preschool special education classes.   

Expand access to one-on-one or small group support for students who need 
more help learning to read ($17.5M). 

Far too many NYC students struggle to become skilled readers: less than half of all students in 
grades 3–8, including only 37% of Black and Hispanic students and 21% of students with disabilities, 
are reading proficiently, according to the 2024 State tests. In 2023, the City launched NYC Reads, an 
ambitious effort to overhaul reading instruction in grades K–5. This initiative, which has now rolled 
out Citywide, requires each community school district to choose one of three pre-approved 
reading curricula to use in all its elementary schools; in the past, individual schools had free reign to 
choose their own curricula, resulting in widespread use of ineffective programs. While there is still 
much work to do to help schools implement new curricula to their maximum effectiveness, 
including continuing the job-embedded training critical to the initiative’s success, NYCPS must also 
prioritize improving systems of support for struggling readers. Even when core instruction in the 
early grades is strong, there will always be a subset of students who need more individualized 
attention and targeted instruction. At AFC, we continue to hear from families of students across 
grade levels who have dyslexia or other reading difficulties and have been unable to access the help 
they desperately need. Often, we need to take legal action to help them obtain intensive private 
tutoring due to difficulties finding effective reading interventions in the public schools. 

Building a robust system of intensive intervention and support for students struggling with reading 
is a necessary piece of the puzzle. While some schools have already started offering evidence-based 
reading interventions that align with the approved core reading curricula, many others need to buy 
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new materials and train educators in delivering the new programs. In addition, schools must have 
sufficient staff capacity to provide intervention to all students who need it. While schools receive a 
yearly allocation for Academic Intervention Services (AIS), these funds are rarely sufficient to hire a 
full-time staff member and must cover intervention in both reading and math. In fact, there are 
almost 500 schools that each received less than $15,000 this year for AIS. Increasing that allocation 
and providing additional money for curricular materials and training would help schools ramp up to 
address the needs of struggling readers. 

The City should invest and baseline at least $17.5 million to help schools deliver one-on-one or small 
group intervention to more students who need extra help learning to read.  

Enhance services at school-based mental health clinics ($3.75M).  
Children are facing a well-documented mental health crisis. School-based mental health clinics 
(SBMHCs) provide on-site mental health services to children during the school day, including 
psychiatry, medication management, family peer support, youth advocacy, and counseling. SBMHC 
staff work closely with school staff to identify children in need and coordinate services. SBMHCs 
work to engage the whole family and can serve family members at their community location. 
SBMHCs provide crisis mental health services, helping to ensure children receive a supportive 
response when they are in need and reducing the use of suspensions and punitive disciplinary 
measures.  

Currently, most funding for SBMHCs comes from Medicaid, which does not adequately cover the 
range of supports and services that students and school communities need. Supplemental funding is 
needed to provide additional services, such as consulting on specific behavioral supports for 
classrooms, working as part of a school’s crisis response team, providing support to the full school 
staff on behavior support, and being on call to de-escalate crises.  

Providing existing school-based mental health clinics with supplemental funding to help fill this gap 
would allow clinics to better integrate into school communities and better support students with 
behavioral and mental health challenges. The City should invest and baseline at least $3.75M to provide 
the additional resources these SBMHCs need. 

Make more schools accessible to students, parents, educators, and community 
members with physical disabilities ($450M in capital funding over five years). 
More than 30 years after the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) prohibited discrimination on 
the basis of disability, physical barriers to full inclusion remain widespread in New York City’s 
schools—and as a result, New Yorkers with disabilities continue to be excluded from buildings that 
are central to public life. In fact, only about a third of schools are fully accessible to students, 
teachers, parents, and community members with disabilities. 

Five years ago, the situation was much worse—fewer than one in five schools was fully accessible as 
of the start of the 2018–19 school year—and New York City invested a historic $750 million in the 
2020–2024 Capital Plan to improve school accessibility. While this funding has enabled significant 
progress, there is much work left to do: NYCPS itself estimated that it would take $1 billion in each 
of the next four five-year plans to reach “maximum practical accessibility” by 2045. 
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At a minimum, the City must make the investments necessary to keep pace with the work done 
over the past five years. The 2025–2029 Capital Plan currently includes $800 million for school 
accessibility projects, an amount that represents a decreased commitment to improving school 
accessibility once inflation is taken into account. 

The City should allocate an additional $450 million—for a total investment of $1.25 billion—for school 
accessibility projects in the 2025–2029 Capital Plan, with the goal of making at least 45% of buildings 
that serve as the primary location for a school fully accessible by 2030. 
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