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Policy Proposal Information

POLICY PROBLEM: What is the problem that you are trying to solve? How does this problem
affect your life? (Max. 300 words)

New York City, despite being a beacon for diversity, houses the most segregated school system in
the nation (UCLA). This can be attributed to a number of policy, housing, and budgeting decisions
that result in students having educational experiences that are worlds apart in quality.

Among the many facilities that high-poverty schools are unable to provide their students are
in-house libraries, and this further deepens the educational inequity they already face.

School libraries are essential; they significantly influence literacy rates (media, digital, and more),
and they provide a safe space for students to engage with each other, as well as new ideas. They
gave kids who frequented psychiatric hospitals and incarceration a place to ground themselves, an
experience the Queens Coordinator of School Libraries had at her District 75 school.



https://www.americanprogress.org/article/investing-in-school-libraries-and-librarians-to-improve-literacy-outcomes/
https://thebeaconfhhs.org/892/features/a-bittersweet-goodbye-to-ms-klemas-hills-co-librarian/

The freedom to explore outside the classroom through reading is essential in molding the life-long
learners we want to emerge from our education system. Thus, New York State mandates that every
school establishes and maintains a library (Commissioner’s Regulation 91.1) and has a certified
librarian to run it (Commissioner’s Regulation 91.2).

However, without the funds to create these libraries and hire librarians, the state regulation falls
short. Recent studies suggest only 60% of NYC public schools have libraries and only 40% have a
certified librarian (Chalkbeat). And, just like every other education issue, high-poverty schools have
it worse.

| recently graduated from Forest Hills High School, which Melissa Jacobs, the Director of Library
Services for the NYC DOE, described to me as “one of the few comprehensive schools left” given
the quality of our school library. | remember my school library as the place that allowed me to thrive
academically and emotionally, and | want other students across NYC to be able to say the same.

POLICY LEVEL: What type of policy are you proposing? Federal, State, or Local?

Local/City

POLICY SOLUTION: What policy would you like to see implemented? (Max. 500 words)

As many educators know, if money is not provided, it won’'t be done. Though, money is provided—
millions every year to each school. However, individual principals are given the autonomy to use
their school budget as they see fit, and that's where things get messy. Another art teacher or new
computers? A mental health office or a librarian? As former NYC Council Education Committee
Chair Mark Treyger noted to me, for small, high-need schools, these questions are asked often.
Fair Student Funding, the formula NYC uses to determine school funding, is heavily based on
student enrollment.

Whether your school has been given 4 or 40 million, whether your PTA raises $500,000 or nothing
at all, you are still expected to have a librarian.

Given that high-poverty schools also have the highest needs— social workers, extra teachers,
paraprofessionals, and other additional resources— they are most prone to lacking a library. More
than 81% of schools with poverty rates higher than 75% did not have a librarian staff member
budgeted- roughly six percentage points higher than schools with lower poverty rates. (Chalkbeat)




Black and Latino students in NYC are considerably behind their white and Asian counterparts when it
comes to literacy. This disparity reflects not only the shortage of reading specialists but also the
absence of school libraries in high-poverty schools that are deeply segregated.

My solution to ensure that every NYC school has a library is to shift the responsibility for funding
from individual principals to central budgeters, with a designated percentage of the overall budget
allocated specifically for libraries. Mark Treyger points out that central funding for school social
workers has created significant progress in ensuring each school has one. Alternatively (or
additionally, if we’re feeling hopeful), it could be adding a librarian's salary to the base aid given to
each school. Currently, each school is given 225k to cover the cost of a principal and secretary's
salary.

My proposal will first go before the NYC Council. After passing through the education committee, a
bill to centrally fund libraries within the NYC DOE could be enacted. However, if the Council
believes the State should take on more responsibility—given libraries are a state-level
mandate—they might pass a resolution urging the State to allocate part of its education funding to
school libraries. Since a resolution holds no force of law, pursuing a city-level bill offers a more
immediate solution.

The most important stakeholder in making my proposal a reality is current NYC Council Education
Committee Chair, Rita Joseph — and she’s already on board. As a former elementary teacher in
Brooklyn, Joseph led a book club, organized author talks, and frequently read children's books so
that she could recommend them to her students. During my discussion with her, she not only
supported my idea for centralized funding but formulated a plan to hold a hearing in City Hall on
why the library inequity exists in the first place; the ball is rolling.



https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/subject/publications/stt2022/pdf/2023010NY4.pdf
https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/subject/publications/stt2022/pdf/2023010NY4.pdf

SELLING THE POLICY: Why do you think this policy will effectively address the problem?
(Max. 350 words)

Diversity and equity are ideals that require continuous effort to achieve, and no group knows this
better than the NYC Council- a council majorly composed of women, and that recently restored
over $200 million to the public library system. Having a library in every school won’t undo decades
of systemic racism. But, it will incite progress in closing the incredibly consequential literacy gap
that prevents students from escaping generational poverty. The time to act is now. In an era when
hundreds of books are pulled from shelves, when a global pandemic has disrupted learning, and
when higher education is a ladder to success, we can no longer ignore the consequences of
allowing school libraries to be an unfunded mandate. Centralized funding is undoubtedly the most
promising path to equity, and Jacobs, Joseph, and Treyger agree. Without a set consequence for
principals who fail to comply with the commissioner's regulations, principals can continue to neglect
library funding, even though the Office of Library Services tirelessly encourages the opposite. Stop
leaving school library access— immersive and meaningful educational experiences— up to chance;
inconsistency is inequity.

I am confident in my ability to advance my policy, given its endorsement by the most influential
stakeholders, and my capacity to rally public support. As a journalist, | have honed the crucial skill
of storytelling and built a robust network with major news outlets, including The New York Times,
Chalkbeat NY—a leading outlet on education news—and Epicenter NYC. It's important that
policymakers and the public hear from those most affected by school library access: students.
Thus, | plan to wield my voice as a tool for change by writing an op-ed for Edisco, a youth
educational policy news outlet, about how my school library served as a critical third space in which
| found community.

| want policymakers, parents, teachers, and students to confront NYC’s school segregation
head-on. We need equitable change, and my policy will do just that. In the words of Joseph, “Every
student deserves access to a school library, regardless of zip code.”




