Covering NYC Education Resources

L. Hancock 8/06
General Tips:

1. Report from the grassroots up, from children to chancellor and not the other way around

2. Do not expect to gain access to a school by cold-calling the principal or central headquarters. Work your neighborhood sources instead. Finesse your way in the door preferably with a trusted escort. Be respectful of the students and school officials.

3. Educate yourself about education issues

4. Write for people, not educrats (no jargon)

5. Include the voices of children, keeping in mind the golden rule: “Treat children the way you would want other reporters to treat your own.” 

NYC Education Sources

Use a variety of diverse groups and officials who have interests in the public schools to surround a school and thus a story. Ask sources to help connect you to a specific school:

1. Citywide Education Advocacy and Research Organizations

Advocates for Children (www.advocatesforchildren.org): A research and legal rights organization for students

United Parents Association (www.upanyc.org): Umbrella organization for all PTA presidents 

Education Priorities Panel (www.edpriorities.org): Budget and education research group (on the liberal end)

Manhattan Institute (www.manhattan-institute.org): social services national think tank (on the conservative end)

United Neighborhood Houses: Umbrella group for 37 welfare settlement houses that deal with schools for after school issues

Institute for Education and Social Policy (www.nyu.edu/iesp): an NYU-based education research group

2. Labor Unions
United Federation of Teachers

International Union of Operating Engineers, Local 891 (head custodians)

Council for supervisors and Administrators (principals and superintendents)

DC37: Represents kitchen workers, school aides

Teamsters: Represent security guards

3. Neighborhood Sources and Elected Officials 

City council member, assembly person, state senator, sometimes congress person

Former school board members

Pastors, priests, imams of local religious institutions

Tenant organizations

Youth groups and other social service groups that provide services to students

PTAs or other parent organizations

Teachers – try to talk to them independently outside the school building

Students – essential sources

Web Sites:

The Department of Education for New York City: www.nycenet.edu. Besides citywide data and surveys, the site includes very useful “School Report Cards” statistical profiles of individual schools. The data include school budgets, standardized test results, ethnicity and race of students and teachers, drop out rates, attendance rates for both students and employees, the percentage of special education students, English Language Learners (jargon for those who don’t yet know English), etc. (Remember, hard data is only a piece of the story.)
Inside Schools data (www.insideschools.org), is a non-profit site compiled by employees at Advocates for Children, a legal advocacy group that assesses individual schools. Though not every city school is included yet, the site is a growing database that provides on point information. It is geared for parents.

Education Writers Association (www.ewa.org) has a wealth of links and information on education issues nationwide. Look up its recent publication, “Standards for Education Reporters.”

Columbia J-School’s Youth Beat site includes links to education reporting data, and tips on interviewing children (www.jrn.columbia.edu/studentwork/children). Read stories from past students.

Gotham Gazette links to NYC Education sites at (www.gothamgazette.com)

ERIC, data clearinghouse for all education related queries (www.askeric.org)

Campaign for Fiscal Equity, Inc. (www.cfequity.org): a group currently suing the state for equal funding for NYC schools

"Education Budget for Dummies"
This report, prepared by the New York City Council Committee on Education, 
aims to help New Yorkers understand the multi-billion education budget and 
learn how to influence the budget process. It outlines funding for teacher 
salaries and pensions, school supplies, capital improvements, 
transportation, and other costs. See the report (in .pdf format) at
http://www.nyccouncil.info/pdf_files/reports/budgetforparents.pdf
National Center for Education Statistics (www.nces.ed.gov) best federal source of stats

Recommended NYC Education Books

Lessons from New York City Schools, Diane Ravitch and Joseph Viteritti, eds.

In Schools We Trust, by Deborah Meier (school reform)

Savage Inequalities, by Jonathan Kozol  (budgets, race, poverty)

Small Victories, by Samuel Freedman (a year in Seward Park High School)

From the Outside Looking In, by Christina Rathbone (a year in West High School)

The Best New York City Elementary Schools, by Clara Hemphill (also volumes on middle schools and high schools)

Miracle in East Harlem, by Seymour Fliegel

The Big Test, by Nicholas Lemann (general, standardized testing)
Special Note on Access to City Schools:
Access to New York City Public Schools has always been problematic for city reporters. It is important for reporters to respect the safety of students and the need for teachers and principals to conduct classes without unwanted interruptions. At the same time it is important to understand both the importance of public and press access to schools, and the rights of school employees to speak to the press. 

There is a great deal of confusion among school employees in the city about their own rights and obligations. You may often hear from principals, “I can’t speak to you without getting permission from my superintendent, or from the Department of Education.” While supervisors and the central office like to know what reporters are up to, principals do not need their express permission before speaking with you. They may speak to whomever they wish. It’s a violation of any government employee’s civil liberties to require permission from supervisors to speak to the press. That being said, tread carefully, and with the deepest respect. Refer to the following link for documents and clips that help clarify the access dilemma: http://www.jrn.columbia.edu/studentwork/children/examples/schools_tips.doc
