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Good afternoon. My name is Kathleen Digan and I am a Governmental Relations Representative for the New 

York State School Boards Association. I want to start by thanking Senator Funke for bringing us together today 

for this important conversation.  

Issues regarding school safety as well as school district governance are at the center of NYSSBA’s mission. 

School buildings should represent a safe haven for our students so they can grow and learn. Too often in recent 

years we have seen the security of school buildings threatened or compromised. Parents, students and staff 

should be assured that their school is safe and secure.  

There has been growing concern regarding school buildings being used as polling locations for non-district 

elections. When schools are used as polling locations they are open to the public and school districts are unable 

to monitor who has access to their facilities. These concerns have led to some school districts wishing to be 

exempted from having their facilities used as polling locations. 

Earlier this year NYSSBA conducted an informal survey of public school district superintendents to gather their 

positons on school buildings being used for non-district elections. The survey found that about half of 

superintendents opposed having schools in their districts used as polling places and another quarter of 

respondents said it would depend on the particular school. I have copies of this survey here with me today for 

anyone who is interested.  

The survey also found districts believe that county boards of election were unlikely to grant school districts’ 

requests to exempt schools from being polling places in non-district elections. This is consistent with the 

message we hear from our members about their attempts to have their buildings exempted. One district even 

received pushback when they requested to move the polling location just from one school building to another 



 

 

building within their district, even though they offered to cover the costs of all public notifications regarding the 

change of location.  

Current election law states that, “if a board or body empowered to designate polling places chooses a public 

school building for such purpose, the board or agency which controls such building must make available a 

room.”  All other public buildings are afforded the ability to file a written request for cancellation as a polling 

location. While the board of elections has to review the request and could potentially overturn it, there is still an 

opportunity for these buildings to have their designation canceled. Public school buildings should be treated 

equitably with other public buildings.  

NYSSBA has drafted legislation to this effect and I have copies of it here with me today. This legislation is 

different from our initial proposal which would have allowed schools to decline to be a polling location 

outright. Based on our conversations with stakeholders, including Senator Funke, his staff, and many legislative 

colleagues, we have amended our proposal to incorporate their feedback, balancing the needs of our districts 

with the importance of identifiable accessible voting locations.    

NYSSBA appreciates Senator Funke’s effort to address these concerns and is pleased that he has brought 

attention to this important issue. However, S.4787 does not provide school districts with any powers they do 

not already have. Current law already allows local school boards to set their calendars; as such districts can 

already close or hold staff development days on an Election Day. The core issue at hand is that students should 

not be forced to give up an instructional day. In addition, we think it is important to recognize that school 

districts are being used for polling places beyond General Election Day. Primary and Special Elections take 

place throughout the year, sometimes with little warning.  

We respectfully request an amendment to this legislation that would allow school districts to have an appeals 

process when they are designated as polling places as opposed to mandating that they must close on General 

Election Day. NYSSBA believes that school boards need this option in order to maximize the safety of the 

students in their schools while prioritizing their primary mission, the duty of educational instruction.  

 

 


