
By Pauline Liu
SPECIAL CORRESPONDENT

Anger and threats expressed by 
members of the public at school board 
meetings across the nation have prompted 
some trustees to quit while others are 
asking police to protect their homes. While 
the sources of tension vary, two prominent 
topics are masking policies and diversity, 
equity and inclusion initiatives (DEI).

In Nevada, five trustees of the Elko 
County school board resigned in August. 
They did not indicate their reasons, 
but some residents blamed community 
pressure over mask mandates, vaccine 
requirements, COVID-19 testing and 
district reopening plans. The new board 
president asked the public for unity 
“instead of fighting about everything.”

Closer to home, the Aug. 10 meeting 
of the Guilderland Board of Education in 
Albany County temporarily adjourned after 
50 minutes of a public comment period 
in which residents debated the merits of 

masking. “Multiple community members 
interrupted other members with shouting 
and insults,” seven board members 
recounted in a letter to a local newspaper. 
“There was little adherence to the board 
policy time limit of three minutes per 
public comment; there was rancorous and 

aggressive arguing between community 
members that threatened to devolve to 
violence; there appeared to be targeting of 
people of color for the worst vitriol.”

Several board members said 
they received threatening emails 
afterwards, including trustee Blanca 

Gonzalez-Parker. She reported the 
emails to police, who patrolled her home 
overnight. 

In other districts, controversy over 
DEI has led to political campaigns 
targeting school board members. In 
Virginia, protesters have accused the 
Loudon County Board of Education of 
indoctrinating students by teaching them 
that America is a racist nation and other 
tenets of “critical race theory” developed 
by law professors (see story, page 6). 
Efforts to recall seven of nine members of 
the board are underway.

Another recall campaign is being 
waged against a pediatrician on the 
school board in Fargo, N.D. Dr. Tracie 
Newman, who is also the county’s public 
health officer, is entering school board 
meetings through a back door to avoid 
parents who are angry over what they 
see as hypocrisy. Like California Gov. 
Gavin Newsom, she was photographed 
maskless at a social event. 

Nation’s political and cultural divides 
take toll on school board members
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Remembering 9/11

See DIVIDES, page 6

An Aug. 12 meeting of the Clarkstown school board was adjourned after residents refused to wear masks 
and yelled at board members. Supt. Martin Cox resigned effective Sept. 15, citing personal reasons.  
E Copyright Peter Carr – USA Today Network

Dear NYSSBA Members:
By the time you read this, you 

probably have already heard the sad 
news: we have cancelled our Annual 
Convention & Education Expo scheduled 
for late October. With an increasing rate 
of COVID-19 infections translating to 
a loss of business, the New York Hilton 
Midtown could not guarantee it would be 
open on our planned dates. So, reluctantly, 
the NYSSBA Board of Directors decided 
to cancel the Convention and the Pre- 
Convention School Law Seminar. 

If your district paid any registration 
fees, they will be automatically refunded. 
Any Hilton reservations within the 
NYSSBA room block were cancelled 
on Sept. 20 (but be sure to cancel any 
reservations made outside the NYSSBA 
block or at other New York City hotels).

A virtual version of the Pre- 
Convention School Law Seminar is being 
planned; the fee will be $200. 

And please join me at a FREE, virtual 
member event on Monday Oct. 25. This 
is not an online Convention, but it will 
feature some top-notch speakers we have 
been working with. You will have to 

register for this event, and the details will 
be sent to you soon. 

Sincerely,
Bob Schneider, Executive Director

Uncertainty about hotel reopening
leads to Convention cancellation

Reported daily new COVID-19 cases in the United States (7-day moving average).  
E Source: U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
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Warm welcome
Kim Ross, superintendent in Green Island, greets students on the first day of 
school. The PK-12 Heatly School is launching a distance learning program that 
will enable students in grades 9-12 to take classes in American politics and 
social problems, among other subjects.  E Photo courtesy of Capital Region BOCES
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With our students’ 
return to in-person 
school this fall – many 
for the first time in 
months or more than 
a year – there is much 
concern about learning 
loss during their 
pandemic-induced 
absence from school 
buildings.

That’s a serious 
concern, though I’ll 
admit that the phrase 
“learning loss” puzzles 
me a bit. Is learning 
something you can drop 

or misplace, like a favorite earring or a contact lens?
“Oops! Mom, I lost my learning, again.”
What we really are talking about is the lost 

opportunities for learning our students experienced 
during months of remote schooling. Irregular schedules 
and social isolation also took their toll.

Some researchers estimate the learning gains for 
students during the last school year at just 40 to 60 
percent of what they would gain in a typical year. 

Perhaps a better term would be “incomplete 
learning,” which some researchers favor. That doesn’t 
sound quite as irreparable as “lost learning.” And it 
conveys that some learning has taken place. 

Research-based strategies to address incomplete 
learning are discussed in a recent NYSSBA research 
report, Addressing Learning Loss and Student Well-
Being. (It can be found on nyssba.org.)

One promising tactic is called “high-dosage” tutoring. 
This provides frequent sessions with tutors and personalized 
instruction with just one, two or three students in each 
tutoring session. That may sound like an expensive solution, 
but it should be considered and used whenever possible.  

Tending to students’ socio-emotional needs as 
they return to school also is a big part of helping them 
reacclimate, adjust and recover, so they can get back on 
track with learning and growing.

And teachers can’t do a great job if they are 
feeling exhausted, worried about their own health, 
coping with new demands and fielding endless 
questions from parents. Appropriately, many school 
districts are going to be making a concerted effort this 
year to help teachers and administrators manage stress. 
(See story, page 7.)  

We may gain a clearer picture of the academic 
impact of the pandemic on New York’s students when 
the State Education Department releases results of the 
spring 2021 state assessments. Those numbers have 
to be taken with a grain of salt, however, since low 
participation could limit the assessments’ usefulness for 
educators. We also don’t know how much students may 
have benefited from summer enrichment programs and 
other learning opportunities that came later.

As school board members, we have a tendency to 
be optimistic no matter what the challenge. We need to 
be. Our students and staff need to hear that we believe 
in them and know that we are giving them the resources 
they need to succeed.

New York’s $9 billion for emergency relief to 
schools from the federal American Rescue Plan (ARP) 
should be particularly helpful for putting the good ideas 
of our local educators into action.

For instance, $90 million is to be devoted to 
comprehensive after-school programs, $90 million 
to summer enrichment and $449.8 million generally 
to “addressing the impact of lost instructional time,” 
according to the State Education Department. 

All of the strategies must be “evidence-based,” 
meaning they have been shown to be effective, and 
closing academic gaps is explicitly identified as a goal 
of ARP in New York.

NYSSBA has a role in fostering higher student 
achievement by providing your district with relevant 
information and resources, as well as training and advocacy. 
In that vein, I look forward to hearing from Susanna Loeb, a 
speaker at our virtual member event on Oct. 25.

Professor Loeb has focused on learning loss in her 
research at Brown University’s Annenberg Institute for 
School Reform, and she already has suggested some 
practical tips for education advocates looking to support 
teachers as they work to help our students catch up.

Maybe you, like me, are reluctant to say learning 
has been “lost” during the pandemic. Classroom lessons 
have been lost. Opportunities for personal interaction 
and structure have been lost.

But let’s not declare learning to be lost, just yet.
Learning is like our emotional health and equilibrium. 

It suffered during the pandemic, but that does not mean it’s 
a permanent loss. We can recover. We will recover. 

As school boards, we can support our 
superintendents as they continue to refine their plans 
for making academic progress and improving school 
climate this year. We can ask good questions, identify 
adjustments that may be needed and adopt policies that 
foster a healthy educational environment.

That’s our role, pandemic or no pandemic.

What the heck is ‘learning loss’?

Fred Langstaff
NYSSBA President
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ALBANY UPDATE

Virtual Open Meetings Law reauthorized

How much do you know about Gov. Kathy Hochul?

Lt. Gov. Benjamin has focused on criminal justice, affordable housing

By John Daley
GOVERNMENTAL RELATIONS  

REPRESENTATIVE

On Sept. 2, Gov. Kathy Hochul signed 
the bill package that resulted from early 
September’s extraordinary session of the 
Legislature. Included in this package was 
a reauthorization of the ability of school 
boards and other local governments to meet 
virtually under the Open Meetings Law. 

Virtual open meetings were 
previously authorized by executive order 
during the state’s COVID-19 disaster 
declaration. During that period, local 

government bodies, including school 
boards, were able to hold their meetings 
virtually without permitting in-person 
attendance of members or the public. 
This ability effectively ended upon the 
expiration of the disaster declaration in 
June 2021. 

The new law reauthorizes virtual 
meetings until Jan. 15, 2022. Boards 
may meet via conference call or a similar 
service (such as videoconferencing), so 
long as two conditions are met. First, 
the public must have the ability to view 
or listen to the proceedings. Second, the 
proceedings must be recorded and later 
transcribed. Under this law, holding 

meetings virtually is at the discretion of 
local officials and is not a requirement. 

This issue is likely to come up in 
some form during the coming legislative 
session, and the law could be modified 
based on feedback from school boards 
and other forms of local government. One 
issue: how do notice requirements come 
into play? 

Under existing state law, board 
members must publicly notice how 
and from where they are virtually 
participating. This practice is not changed 
by the new law and remains in place. 
This can be a cause for concern among 
participating board members, as it often 

means the location of an individual’s 
home residence must be publicly 
disclosed. 

Another issue: should the ability to 
meet remotely exist on a permanent basis 
to cope with future states of emergency 
(e.g., weather conditions)? 

“NYSSBA supported similar 
legislation this past session,” said Brian 
Fessler, director of governmental relations. 
“We are pleased to see this virtual meeting 
flexibility, at local discretion, restored for 
the near future. We will continue to work 
with legislators on the issue of virtual 
meetings as we approach a new legislative 
session in January.”

By Alicia Gené Artessa
GOVERNMENTAL RELATIONS  

REPRESENTATIVE

Gov. Kathy Hochul officially  
took office on Aug. 24, 2021, becoming 
the first female to hold the position in 
New York. 

Although her rise to the title was 
unexpected, she hit the ground running 
acting on everything from the COVID-19 
pandemic to the gun violence epidemic to 
women’s rights.

On her first day in office, she directed 
the Department of Health to institute a 
universal mask requirement in schools. 
In addition, she launched a COVID-19 
testing in schools program using $585 
million in federal funds. 

She also set forth policies to 
encourage a vaccine mandate for school 
employees. Finally, she established an 
additional back-to-school testing program 
partnership with the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, Rite Aid and 
BioReference and acquired millions of 
masks for students and educators. 

Recently, she announced a “VAX 
to School” program in which free 
vaccinations will be available for 

students ages 12 to 17 in zip codes with 
vaccination rates below the state average. 
She also supports a vaccine mandate for 
school employees.

Hochul was born Kathleen Mary 
Courtney on Aug. 27, 1958, in Buffalo. 
She grew up in a lower middle-class 
family in Erie County near the Bethlehem 
Steel Plant, where her father worked. 
He went on to run a tech company. Her 
mother ran a flower shop and advocated 
for victims of domestic violence, although 
she was not a victim herself. 

Hochul attended Hamburg High 
School and graduated from Syracuse 
University with a bachelor’s degree 
in political science. In 1983, Hochul 
graduated from Catholic University Law 
School in Washington, D.C. 

While in college she worked as an 
intern in the state Assembly, where she met 
a pre-law student named Bill Hochul. They 
married in 1984 and have two children. 
A former U.S. Attorney for Western New 
York, Bill Hochul is senior vice president 
for Delaware North, which describes itself 
as “a leading regional casino operator.”

Hochul worked as an attorney 
in D.C. before serving as counsel to 
multiple federally elected officials from 
New York. She returned to Western New 
York in 1991 and worked as a lobbyist 
for small business groups. With her 
mother and aunt, Hochul also founded 
the Kathleen Mary House, a charity that 
supports victims of domestic violence. 

Hochul was first elected to public 
office in 1994, when she won a seat on the 
Hamburg Town Board, a position she held 
for 12 years. In 2003, she was appointed 
as Deputy Erie County Clerk and later was 
elected to the same position. At the time, she 
was the highest elected female in the county. 
In 2011, she took to the national stage by 

winning a high-profile special election to 
replace a Republican member of Congress.

She served during the 112th Congress 
with priorities that included helping small 
businesses, protecting Medicare, and 
balancing the budget. Hochul broke with 
her party in multiple votes. Although 
only in Congress for a short time – she 
narrowly lost re-election to a Republican 
– Hochul managed to make a name for 
herself as a bipartisan public servant.

After she left Congress, Hochul 
worked for M&T Bank in Buffalo. She was 
elected lieutenant governor in 2014 and 
spent most of her time traveling across the 
state. Hochul prides herself on visiting all 
62 of New York’s counties every year and 
is seen as an upstate representative.

She is viewed as a moderate 
Democrat; she regularly ran on the 
Conservative Party line in local and 
county races. She was endorsed by the 
National Rifle Association in 2011, but 
she later supported the SAFE Act, one of 
the nation’s toughest gun control laws. 

Hochul has stated that she will run in 
the 2022 New York gubernatorial election. 

“We have established a relationship 
with Gov. Hochul’s office and look forward 
to working with her,” said NYSSBA 
Executive Director Robert Schneider.

By Alicia Gené Artessa
GOVERNMENTAL RELATIONS  

REPRESENTATIVE

Lt. Gov. Brian Benjamin was 
appointed by Gov. Kathy Hochul and 
sworn into office in September 2021. 
Previously, Benjamin was the New York 
State Senator for District 30, which covers 
Harlem, East Harlem and the Upper West 
Side. He focused his legislative career 
on criminal justice reform and affordable 
housing.

Benjamin, 44, was born in Harlem 
and his mother is a Caribbean immigrant. 
His parents were union workers in New 
York City, where Benjamin graduated 
from high school. Benjamin attended 

Brown University for his undergraduate 
education, receiving a degree in public 
policy. In addition, he earned 
an MBA from Harvard 
Business School.

After graduation, 
Benjamin worked as an 
investment banker at Morgan 
Stanley. Later, returning to 
Harlem, he worked building 
affordable housing and 
served as chair of Community 
Board 10 and the Land Use 
Committee. 

Benjamin was active in grassroots 
progressive politics throughout his 
academic and professional life. He served 
as a 2012 delegate for President Barack 
Obama and as a member of Obama’s 

National Finance Committee. Eventually, 
he joined public service officially and 

took office in the New York 
State Senate during a 2017 
special election.  

He pursued progressive 
policies including divesting 
the state public pension funds 
from private prisons. He 
urged passage of the Tenant 
Protection Act of 2019 to keep 
rent controlled apartments 
affordable in New York City, 
and he has been a strong 

proponent of criminal justice reform. 
Benjamin also served as the chair of the 
Budget and Revenue Committee and 
as Senior Assistant to Majority Leader 
Andrea Stewart-Cousins. 

Benjamin is the sponsor of 
education-related bills. For instance, 
S.848 “provides for a gun violence 
prevention program in the public 
schools” and S.5155 calls for local 
“policies and procedures for responding 
to students having mental health crises in 
a manner that does not include contacting 
law enforcement unless implied or direct 
threats of violence or other criminal 
activity is involved in school safety 
plans.” Both currently are in committee.

 “Our governmental relations staff 
has communicated with Brian Benjamin 
about legislative matters over the years, 
and we look forward to future discussions 
in his capacity as lieutenant governor,” 
said NYSSBA Executive Director Robert 
Schneider.

Gov. Kathy Hochul

Lt. Gov. Brian Benjamin
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Togetherness matters. 

If we learned anything

FOR INFO, VISIT NYSIR.ORG.  NEW YORK SCHOOLS INSURANCE RECIPROCAL, 333 EARLE OVINGTON BLVD, SUITE 905, UNIONDALE, NY  11553

from last year, it’s that.  And  
when you belong to NYSIR, an insurance provider that’s  

owned by the schools it covers, you learn, as well, that together- 
ness can deliver an important value proposition, 

too.  n  School property and liability insurance is 
our only business, and the districts and BOCES 

that run the company are our only customers. 

They rely on NYSIR and each other for value-added coverages,  
responsive claims service and leading-edge risk management.  
That kind of togetherness goes a long way toward explaining  

why we’re New York’s leading K-12 insurer.  n  Looking  
for insurance coverage that’s customized to schools?

Let’s get it. Together.

By Paul Heiser
SENIOR RESEARCH ANALYST

The rate school districts will have to 
pay to the state Employees’ Retirement 
System will fall sharply in 2022-23 
compared with the 2021-22 rate, the state 
comptroller’s office announced.

The 2022-23 employer contribution 
rate will be 11.6% of employee payroll, 

down from the 16.2% rate in the current 
fiscal year. ERS covers non-instructional 
school district employees such as 
food service workers, custodians and 
secretaries.

The contribution rate is calculated 
using multiyear projections of the fund’s 
investment returns, employee salary 
growth, employee retirement or withdrawal 
rates and other factors. Contributions to 
ERS are collected each February. 

ERS rate to fall   TikTok trend inspires 
school vandalism 

By Eric D. Randall 
EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

“A viral TikTok challenge has 
been sweeping across schools in the 
country,” three principals in an upstate 
school district recently wrote to parents. 
“The challenge has students damaging, 
vandalizing and stealing school property.”

The idea of the "devious licks" 
challenge is to steal or vandalize school 
property, record a video and not get 
caught. And it’s been sweeping the 
nation. Videos have been posted on 
TikTok with the hashtag #deviouslicks 
and getting hundreds of thousands and 
sometimes millions of views.  

“The trend originated on Sept. 
1, 2021, after TikTok user jugg4elias 
posted a video showing a box of 
disposable masks they claimed to have 
stolen from school, with the caption 
‘A month into school... devious lick,’” 
according to Wikipedia. 

“Please speak to your students about 
this troubling trend,” the principals urged 
parents. “Any student caught damaging 
or stealing school property will be subject 
to lengthy school suspensions and will 
be referred to law enforcement for any 
appropriate criminal prosecution.”

There is debate on whether stern 
warnings will help or hurt the situation, 
however. The New York Times quoted 
digital marketing experts who worry 
that warnings will just encourage more 
bad behavior through the so-called 
“Streisand effect,” named for singer and 
actress Barbara Streisand.

In 2002, photographer Kenneth 
Adelman took more than 12,000 
photographs of the California coastline 
in an effort to document coastal erosion, 
according to KnowYourMeme.com. 
“One of the photographs taken showed 
an aerial view of Barbara Streisand's 
Californian mansion.”

After the photo appeared in an 
online gallery, Streisand sued the 
photographer. But if her goal was to 
protect her privacy, it backfired. Although 
only six people had downloaded the 
image before her lawsuit, the site began 
receiving 420,000 visits per month.

According to The New York Times, 
one TikTok user posted that he planned 
to steal more after a school administrator 
threatened dire consequences, “cause it’s 
even funnier now.”  

U.S. Senator Richard Blumenthal 
thinks a social media ban might work.

“TikTok needs to ban these videos,” 
he said. “Ban the users who did it.” 

ERS EMPLOYER CONTRIBUTION RATE
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LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT

By Mark Snyder
LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT MANAGER

Transparency: The public demands 
it, board candidates promise it and school 
boards strive to provide it. Is complying 
with the state Open Meetings Law (OML) 
and Freedom of Information Law (FOIL) 
enough to satisfy a board’s obligation to 
provide transparency? Or is there a higher 
standard to strive for?

Transparency refers to how well 
the school board maintains open and 
honest lines of 
communication, 
keeping all stakeholders 
informed on decisions 
and, often, the reasons 
for those decisions. 
Failure to maintain 
transparent governance leads to mistrust 
in the community and contentious 
board meetings. As a result, excelling 
in transparency should be an ongoing 
objective of the board.

Step one is for board members to 
understand and follow the Open Meetings 
Law, which is designed to ensure that 
the school board behaves and conducts 
business in an ethical manner and in full 
view of its stakeholders. For instance, the 
OML puts strict limits on what the board 
can discuss privately or through email. 

To ensure compliance with the 
OML, the board must make sure that all 
district business is discussed during a 
properly convened board meeting that 
is open to the public. Board members 
must be careful not to discuss district 
matters with each other outside of the 
meeting. This includes discussions 
regarding upcoming board decisions, 
problem-solving brainstorming sessions, 
and conversations supporting a specific 
viewpoint on a district issue. Violating 
the OML can have consequences ranging 
from bad press to litigation, which tend 

to increase the level 
of mistrust in the 
community.

Executive 
sessions are the 
only portion of the 
board meeting that is 

conducted outside of the public’s view, 
and this can lead to questions among 
both board members and members of 
the public about whether the board is 
honoring its duty to be transparent. A 
long history of quasi-judicial decisions 
by the state commissioner of education 
has reinforced that boards must ensure 
that the discussions that are taking 
place during executive session are 
only those that are permitted by law 
(personnel, litigation, etc.). The board 
must never use executive session to 

discuss district matters that they would 
rather not address in public, nor should 
executive session be used to pre-game 
how the board will vote on upcoming 
issues. 

Everyone in an executive session has 
the duty to ensure the board is following 
the law. If discussion strays to a topic 
that should be discussed in public, it 
is incumbent upon the board president 
to either end the discussion or return 
the board to open session. All board 
members have an obligation to call for a 
halt to any conversation that they believe 
to be unlawful. 

One way to increase transparency is 
to provide opportunities for stakeholders 
to join board committees. This fosters 
a collaborative culture that is more 
inclusive of diverse opinions and points 
of view. It is important to remember, 
however, that the committee can only 
make a recommendation to the board. 
The board still has the final voice in 
district decisions.

Conducting and sharing information 
from district-wide surveys is another 
way to improve transparency. By 
engaging in climate surveys, the district 
is able to provide every stakeholder the 
opportunity to share their thoughts and 
experiences, which will, in turn, drive 
the decisions of the board. As a follow-
up to the survey, the board could ask for 

a presentation highlighting the results of 
the survey to be shared during a board 
meeting, thus sharing the feedback 
(complimentary and constructive) with 
the community.  

A final tip for improving transparency 
is developing a protocol for follow-up 
to concerns that are brought before the 
board during public comment sessions. 
Too often, members of the public leave 
with the impression that their comments 
are being ignored. To build more trust and 
transparency, the board or superintendent 
can ask an administrator to follow up 
on the concern. At the following board 
meeting, an administrator can provide a 
brief report on any follow ups to public 
comments. This strategy notifies the 
public that the board is interested in their 
concerns and is ensuring that they are 
being addressed.

Public trust is very fragile, which is 
why many boards struggle to maintain 
positive relationships with their 
stakeholders. Good governance practices 
go hand-in-hand with transparency as 
they ensure that school board members 
are fulfilling their duties responsibly 
and ethically. For more information on 
building trust and fostering transparency 
in your board-community relations, 
contact Darci D’Ercole, NYSSBA’s 
director of leadership development, at 
(518) 783-3764.

Transparent governance

IN-PERSON: Attend our New School Board Member Academy  
live and in person (Sponsored by New York Schools Insurance Reciprocal (NYSIR)

 Niagara Falls NEW DATE  .  .  .  .  .  October 1-2 

 Latham   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  November 12-13
 

ONLINE: Convenient, self-paced and user friendly with  
24/7 access via computer, tablet or mobile device.

  COVID safety protocols continue to 
evolve. Please check the registration

page at nyssba.org/smt for any updates  
to the in-person events.

Sharpen your leadership skills. Learn about board 
governance and fiscal oversight. Fulfill all your 

state-mandated training requirements.

Whether in person at a New School Board Member Academy, or 

through our NEWLY redesigned online courses and learning platform, 

choose the NYSSBA state-mandated training that works best for you.

2021

STATE-MANDATED TRAINING

you need.

you can trust.

Your Training. Your Way.

Veteran members looking for a refresher receive a  
DISCOUNT on in-person training.

For more information and to register visit  
nyssba.org/smt
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DIVIDES, from page 1

There are at least 63 recall efforts 
affecting 160 school boards nationally, 
according to Ballotpedia, which tracks 
U.S. elections. 

There is no recall mechanism for 
school board members in New York State. 
But anti-DEI sentiment fueled a change 
of the composition of the school board in 
Smithtown, Long Island during the last 
election. Three incumbent trustees were 
unseated by a trio of challengers that 
were endorsed by an organization called 
Save Our Schools (SOS), which opposes 
critical race theory and claims it is taught 
in Smithtown schools. 

According to Smithtown 
Superintendent Mark Secaur, CRT is 
not taught in its schools. “Some folks 
are conflating CRT with diversity, 
equity and inclusion, and I’m trying to 
carefully draw a distinction between 
the two because the work around DEI is 
incredibly important,” Secaur said. 

Secaur noted that public comment 
sessions at school board meetings have 
changed in recent months. “There’s just 
increased polarization, politically, and 
we’re seeing unfortunately some of the 
same battle lines being drawn in public 
education. It saddens me because our task 
is to teach all of the students and prepare 
them for the world beyond school,” he said.

In an effort to promote more 
constructive dialogue with community 
members as well as reach out to the 
school board’s critics, Secaur sought BOE 
approval to hold “community chats” in 
the high school library. The meetings are 
held several times a month and have been 
going “wonderfully,” he said.

“People have been asking tough 
questions, and I'm giving them my best 
answer,” Secaur said. “No one’s mean 
or being rude. People have a better 
understanding because we can talk at 
length about an issue.”

Disagreements over mask 
requirements intensified over the summer 
in anticipation of the reopening of school. 

The absence of any state guidance 
on masking until the end of August put 
school boards in the middle of the one 
of the nation’s sharpest divides. “The 
abdication of the Department of Health 
on this issue was felt throughout the 
state and has led to widespread lack of 
standardization of safety measures across 
districts,” Guilderland board members 
wrote in a letter to a local newspaper, the 
Altamont Enterprise. 

In Buncombe County, North Carolina, 
anger over the district’s mask mandate 
spurred 30 parents to “overthrow” the 
school board by disrupting a meeting and 
declaring themselves trustees. Meanwhile, 
an anti-mask incident in Tennessee 
drew national headlines when protesters 
threatened doctors who spoke at a 
Williamson County school board meeting. 
They even followed the doctors to their 
cars afterwards with shouts of, “We know 
where you live.”

Legal challenges have been launched 
on both sides of the issue. Families of 
students with disabilities are suing to 
stop bans on mask mandates in the states 

of Tennessee, Florida, Utah, Texas and 
South Carolina. The families argue that 
their children are being forced to chose 
between their health and education.

Meanwhile, a private school from the 
Buffalo area, Christian Central Academy, 
filed a lawsuit on Sept. 7 claiming that the 
mask mandate threatens its survival because 
its parents oppose masks. The school, 
located in affluent Williamsville, spent 
$27,000 to install air purification systems in 
each classroom. 

Some school boards are opposed to a 
mask mandate. 

“We respectfully request that you 
reconsider the statewide school mask 
mandate and leave the decision in the 

hands of local school districts and duly 
elected boards of education who know 
their specific communities best,” the 
William Floyd school board in Suffolk 
County wrote to Gov. Kathy Hochul. 
The board said it had developed a 
“hybrid-masking” approach: “students 
can lower their masks when seated 
at their desk socially distanced from 
others. They are also permitted to lower 
their masks outdoors at recess, for 
participation in physical education class 
(socially-distanced activities) and while 
eating.” Masks would be required to be 
on when “moving around the classroom, 
walking through hallways or otherwise 
engaged in small- or large-group 

instruction where social distancing is 
not possible.”

 In Broadalbin-Perth, school board 
members penned a lengthy open letter 
dated June 22 opposing a mask mandate, 
saying “the circumstances here in 
Broadalbin are unlike circumstances in 
the large cities for which most rules are 
fashioned.” 

“Our board remains opposed to 
mandating masks for schools,” School 
Board President Ed Szumowski told  
On Board. “The guidance from the CDC 
has changed numerous times (sometimes 
taking self-contradictory positions) … 
we ought to defer to the discretion of the 
parents in the decision,” he said.

Superintendents are baffled by claims  
that schools teach critical race theory 

By Pauline Liu
SPECIAL CORRESPONDENT 

and Eric D. Randall
EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

Critical race theory (CRT) has gone from being a 
little-known academic term to a hot button issue within the 
span of a year. The terms “critical race theory” and “CRT” 
have appeared in more than 5,000 news articles per month, 
according to the Education Writers Association.

Many of these stories involve schools. According to 
NBC News, at least 220 school districts faced a backlash over 
diversity and equity initiatives from May through August. 

“School board meetings have become battlegrounds 
where community members heatedly label the district’s equity 
agenda and even the implementation of social-emotional 
learning as attempts to implement critical race theory,” 
according to Daniel Domenech, executive director of AASA, 
the School Superintendents Association. 

Republican-dominated legislatures including Oklahoma, 
Tennessee, Texas, Iowa, New Hampshire, Arizona and South 
Carolina have passed laws banning CRT from being taught in 
K-12 classrooms. Superintendents in those states – and others 
– have said that the concern is misplaced because CRT is not 
taught or part of teacher training in their K-12 schools. 

Domenech says the criticism is puzzling: “There is no 
clear definition as to what CRT is other than a 40-year-old 
academic concept being used to counter the diversity and 
inclusion efforts. CRT is the latest crisis adding stress to the 
superintendency.”

So what is CRT? While hard to define and describe, it 
can be summarized as “the work of progressive legal scholars 
seeking to address the role of racism in the law,” according to 
“A Lesson on Critical Race Theory,” an article published by 
the American Bar Association.

CRT emerged from law school classes in “critical legal 
studies,” which is defined by Cornell Law School’s Legal 
Information Institute as follows: 

Critical legal studies (CLS) is a theory which states 
that the law is necessarily intertwined with social issues, 
particularly stating that the law has inherent social biases 
… CLS states that the law supports a power dynamic which 
favors the historically privileged and disadvantages the 
historically underprivileged. CLS finds that the wealthy and 
the powerful use the law as an instrument for oppression in 
order to maintain their place in hierarchy.

The Heritage Foundation, a conservative think tank, said 
in a 2020 “backgrounder” report that there are three main 
things to understand about critical race theory:

• “Critical Race Theory makes race the prism through 
which its proponents analyze all aspects of American life.”

• “CRT underpins identity politics, which reimagines the 
U.S. as a nation driven by groups, each with specific 
claims on victimization.”

• “CRT’s intolerance can be found in schools, the 
workplace, and the entertainment sector, ‘normalizing’ 
belief in systemic racism for the average American.”
Another question is how CRT became connected in 

many people’s minds to school programs to promote DEI. 
First, there are some common terms and concepts (systemic, 
privilege, intersectionality, storytelling, narrative, etc.) that 
are used by both law professors and DEI trainers and speakers 
such as Ibram Kendi (author of How to be an Antiracist). 

 Another explanation for how CRT has been associated with 
DEI involves a Fox News broadcast on Sept. 1, 2020. Christopher 
Rufo, a documentary film producer and political activist, said 
that training given to federal employees on diversity, equity and 
inclusion was a form of “cult indoctrination” for its focus on white 
privilege and systemic racism – key ideas in the CRT canon. 

Then-President Donald Trump saw Rufo’s interview. 
Within days, he issued an executive order excluding from 
federal contracts any diversity and inclusion training 
involving “divisive concepts” or “race or sex scapegoating.” 

That order was rescinded by President Joe Biden on his 
first day in office, but skepticism of DEI programs remains high. 

“Diversity, equity and inclusion is a euphemism for critical 
race theory, and we demand the Niskayuna School District stop 
pushing this hateful ideology,” Niskayuna parents Jill and Donald 
Canestrari wrote in public comments read aloud at a recent meeting. 

At a recent school board meeting in Cooperstown, 
resident Peter Russo said he sees CRT as “designed to destroy 
our republic and our community by devaluing its principles 
and by making race the critical factor in all decisions.”

Currently a senior fellow at the Manhattan Institute, 
Rufo has bragged on Twitter about his role in the DEI/CRT 
controversy. “We have successfully frozen their brand – 
‘critical race theory’ – into the public conversation and are 
steadily driving up negative perceptions. We will eventually 
turn it toxic, as we put all of the various cultural insanities 
under that brand category,” he wrote on March 15.

References:
“A Lesson on Critical Race Theory,” American Bar 
Association; bit.ly/3ziBONQ
“Critical Race Theory, the New Intolerance and Its Grip on 
America,” Heritage Foundation; report.heritage.org/bg3567
“Internationally known author, professor Kendi speaks with 
NYSUT members on anti-racism,” www.nysut.org/news/2020/
july/many-threads-event
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SCHOOLS TODAY

By Merri Rosenberg
SPECIAL CORRESPONDENT

After a year of making adjustments to remote and 
hybrid teaching, teachers are facing a whole new set of 
challenges this fall. As teachers are asked to attend to 
the mental health and support needs of students, many 
are pointing out that teachers could use compassion and 
support themselves.

“I frequently talk to teachers from all over the 
country,” said Madeline Will, a reporter for Education 
Week. “I hear again and again: ‘We’re exhausted. This 
isn’t sustainable. We’re not OK.’”

About 60% of teachers say they experience job-
related stress frequently or always, according to an 
EdWeek Research Center survey in July. And 41% say 
they are less effective at their job when they are stressed.

In a recent article, Will quoted Anne Sylvester, who 
said she left high school teaching after 25 years to protect 
her mental health. “I’ve always enjoyed teaching, but the 
rest of it is exhausting and chronic,” Sylvester told Will.

One factor in teachers' stress is the Delta variant and 
how it might affect this school year.

“Uncertainty leads to anxiety,” said Dr. John Garruto, 
a school psychologist in the Oswego City School District. 
“When a crisis comes, human beings are good at meeting 
challenges. Over a period of time, there’s anxiety: ‘Are 
we going to have things the way they were before?’ With 
the Delta variant here, there’s so much worry.”

And this fall, teachers are being asked to enforce 
school safety rules that some consider unrealistic. 
“Asking middle and high school students to socially 
distance is like asking a dog not to bark,” according to 
Caren Baruch-Feldman, a school psychologist in the 
Harrison Central School District in Westchester County.

Superintendents say they understand that teachers’ 
mental health will need special attention in 2021-22.

“Teachers’ stress has far exceeded any I’ve ever 
seen,” said Dr. Angelina Maloney, superintendent of 
the Brunswick (Brittonkill) Central School District in 
Rensselaer County. 

“Teachers take care of kids first, so it’s incumbent 
on leaders to give teachers time and mental support,” 
said Eric Byrne, superintendent in the Rye school district 
and president of the Lower Hudson Council of School 
Superintendents. “Professional development will include 
staff check ins.”

The American School Counselor Association, the 
National Association of School Psychologists and the 
U.S. Department of Education have all recommended 
that school districts make a concerted effort to address 
teachers’ trauma and stress.

“In the beginning [of the pandemic], the focus was 
all on students, affirming psychological and physical 
safety for students,” said Christopher Van Houten, a 
school psychologist in the Malone school district in 
Franklin County. “We were not as concerned about 
[teachers’] mental and emotional health.”

That’s been changing as school boards and school 
administrators have heard teachers describe their 
experiences during the pandemic in stark terms.

“It was a collective trauma,” according to Kara 
McCormick-Lyons, a seventh-grade teacher and president 
of the White Plains Teacher Association. 

“We were working at an unsustainable pace,” said 
McCormick-Lyons, citing the need for teachers to quickly 
learn new technology, and respond to student and parent 
emails well past the usual working day. Teachers also 
coped with anxieties about their health, and the health of 
their loved ones, said McCormick-Lyons, as well as the 
loss of family members.

“We are not in normal times,” said Garruto, the 
Oswego psychologist. “We don’t have four good tires. 
We’re driving on a donut and can’t drive the car in the 

same way.” However, “there is light at the end of the 
tunnel.”

So, what can school leaders do to make 2021-22 
better for teachers? Below are some suggestions from 
school psychologists:  

Address common concerns. Teachers may be afraid 
of what’s next, Garruto said. He recommended that 
school leaders deliver upbeat, empowering messages such 
as, “It’s not as bad as last year, and you already know you 
can do this.” 

Allow time off for mental health. Policies ought 
to make it easy for a teacher to take a day off for 
mental health reasons, said Van Houten, the Malone 
psychologist. “Respect professionals for the space they’re 
in,” he said. “Our district has five personal days, with no 
explanation and no doctor’s note.”  

Encourage self-care. “We need to be aware of 
our feelings and need to manage ourselves in order 
to manage others,” according to Beth Rizzi, a school 
psychologist in Wappinger Falls Central School District 
in Dutchess County and president of the New York 

Association of School Psychologists. Therefore, districts 
should encourage self-care by teachers. For instance, 
a district can share a calendar of suggested self-care 
actions or affirmations such as one available from www.
actionforhappiness.org. 

Rizzi recommends the book Emotional Agility: 
Get Unstuck, Embrace Change, and Thrive in Work and 
Life by Susan David, a psychologist at Harvard Medical 
School. The book suggests four actions: (1) recognize 
your patterns; (2) label your thoughts and emotions; (3) 
accept them; and (4) act on your values.

Teachers can reduce their own stress in the classroom 
by learning how to interact with students using positive 
phraseologies, according to a PowerPoint presentation on 
social-emotional learning that Rizzi shared with On Board. 
For instance, instead of saying, “Quiet down!” a teacher 
might say “Can you use a softer voice?” 

Byrne, the Rye superintendent, added that 
attention also needs to be paid to the mental health of 
administrators and the well-being of administrative 
teams. “It was a very tough year, last year,” he said.

Addressing teachers’ anxiety seen as priority 
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ISSUES IN EDUCATION

Research Briefs
School closures afforded 
students more sleep time 

Here’s a silver lining to school 
shutdowns. The shift to remote learning 
due to COVID school closures brought 
student sleep patterns more in line with 
what research recommends, according to 
the results of a recent study. 

A survey of 590 teens in grades 
6-12 attending school remotely in 35 
US states conducted in May and June 
of 2020 found that students awoke an 
average of 2.6 hours later during school 
closures and got an average of nine 
hours of sleep nightly. It also found that 
77% of survey participants reported 
getting sufficient nightly sleep during 

school closures, compared with 30% 
before school lockdowns.

Students were able to sleep later due 
to a shift in instructional times, the study 
found. Nearly 9% of survey participants 
had synchronous classes (online live inter-
active), 18.8% had asynchronous classes 
(online and not live), and 72.5% had a 
combination of the two. During school 
closures, participants’ synchronous class 
start times varied, with 17.1% starting 
between 7:30 and 8:15 a.m., 20.2% start-
ing between 8:30 and 9 a.m., 35.6% start-
ing at 9:15 a.m. or later, and 27.1% with 
no designated start time (including those 
without synchronous classes).

To read the study, go to:  
bit.ly/3kctz1D.

Standardized tests evolving 

Standardized tests are changing 
from what many adults may have experi-
enced as students, according to Stephen 
Sireci, a professor of psychometrics at the 
University of Massachusetts Amherst. In an 
article in The Conversation, Sireci laid out 
six ways standardized tests are evolving:

• They are less commonly used in 
high school and college admissions. 

• Rather than taken by students 
seated at desks in front of a proctor, 
tests are increasingly being taken at 
home on a variety of devices. 

• Tests are becoming integrated 
with a wide array of instructional 
software. For example, some tests 

use technology to assess students 
while they are learning. 

• Exams recognize the cultural diversity 
of students by reflecting more diverse 
material to which students from 
different groups can relate.

• More tests are using technology 
to personalize assessments and 
encourage student engagement. For 
example, the level of difficulty of the 
test can change based on how well 
students are doing while they take it. 

• Newer tests deemphasize comparing 
students to one another and instead 
highlight the knowledge and skills 
students have demonstrated and what 
they need to work on.

- Paul Heiser, Senior Research Analyst

Population fell in 57% of school districts 
since 2010, according to U.S. Census data 

By Paul Heiser
SENIOR RESEARCH ANALYST

Nearly six in 10 school districts across New York 
saw their total residential populations decrease between 
2010 and 2020, according to a NYSSBA analysis of the 
recently released 2020 U.S. Census data. 

Over the 10-year period, 387 of the state’s 681 
school districts – 57% – saw the total population of 
residents within their boundaries decline. Meanwhile, 
294 school districts (43%) gained population. 

As a whole, New York State added 823,147 people 
to its population – an increase of 4.2%. The bulk of that 
growth occurred in New York City and seven downstate 
counties (Dutchess, Nassau, Orange, Putnam, Rockland, 
Suffolk and Westchester). 

Upstate New York, on the other hand, lost a total of 
1,586 residents from 2010 to 2020. Of the 50 counties 
that comprise upstate New York, 37 lost population while 
only 13 gained. 

Demographics of almost all school districts are 
shifting. About 99% of New York’s school districts (673 
out of 681) saw their populations of white residents as 
a proportion of their total populations decrease between 
2010 and 2020. The “Asian alone” (that is, no other 
ethnicity besides Asian) population as a proportion of 
the total population increased in 78% of school districts 
(533 out of 681), more than any other race category. The 
proportion of the population identifying as two or more 
races increased in all 681 districts. 

E.J. McMahon, senior fellow at the Empire Center 
for Public Policy, says the census will result in a further 
shift of Assembly and Senate seats from upstate to 
downstate when legislative districts are reapportioned. 
McMahon also pointed out that the unique challenges 
surrounding the 2020 census means the data may be less 
reliable than usual. 

“The 2020 Census count was uniquely tricky … 
because of the COVID-19 pandemic and resulting 
lockdown,” McMahon wrote on the Empire Center’s 
blog. “By April 1, 2020 – the date to which the Census 
is pegged – many New York City dwellers already had 
temporarily moved to urban and rural areas. But no hint 
of a decrease is reflected in the city’s population count, 
which reflects permanent residency.” Also, college 

students were taking classes from home. He speculated 
that some of them may have been counted twice. 

David Little, the executive director of the Rural 
Schools Association of New York State, said the decline 
in population in upstate rural communities is easy to 
understand. 

“People don’t leave on their own; they leave because 
their jobs leave,” Little told On Board.  

Demographic trends are scary for rural 
communities, agreed John Sipple, a professor in 

the Department of Global Development at Cornell 
University. “We need to build magnets upstate to attract 
new people and the regional economic zones favor the 
upstate cities and are having virtually no impact on the 
rural areas,” he told On Board.

Little expressed hope, however. He said new Gov. 
Kathy Hochul has experience with upstate New York 
and rural areas in particular. He also is optimistic that the 
Legislature will uphold its pledge to phase in foundation 
aid over three years.

REGIONAL POPULATION CHANGES, 2010-2020
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School districts remember Sept. 11, 2001
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What if one 
e-mail could 
simplify school 
board service?

Read NYSSBA’s weekly
Message from the Executive Director.

Do yourself a favor. Read it. It’s that easy. 

Look for it in your inbox every Sunday evening.

• Don’t miss out on this recap of the week in education news.

• Stay current regarding issues of governance, regulation 
and operations best practices.

• Save time by getting the information in one place, 
with links to sources if you need them. 

Pre-con Law revised 

NEWLY ELECTED?  
OVERWHELMED? 

WE’RE HERE TO HELP.

Visit nyssba.org/experience to start your new 
role as a school board member.
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LEGAL AGENDA

‘Child Find’ activities may increase 
for districts due to the pandemic 

USDOE emphasizes need to have IEPs in place

District required to provide COVID-19 screening tests to charter school students

By Shubh N. McTague
STAFF COUNSEL

Recently, the U.S. Department of 
Education’s Office of Special Education 
and Rehabilitative Services (OSERS) 
issued the first in a series of guidance 
documents related to the implementation 
of the Individual with Disabilities Act 
(IDEA) based on the challenges districts 
face with providing services and programs 
as schools return to in-person instruction.

The guidance, which takes the 
form of questions and answers, focuses 
on a school district’s “child find” 
responsibilities under Part B of the 
IDEA. Those responsibilities require 
that districts identify, locate and evaluate 
all children with (or who are suspected 
of having) disabilities who need special 
education or related services regardless 
of the severity of the disability. 

According to the guidance, because 
of COVID-19, some children have not 
enrolled in school, some have disenrolled 
and others have attended school only 
virtually. Therefore, districts may need to 
assess whether their current procedures 
are enough or whether there could be 
additional ways to meet their obligation 
under child find.

The guidance states that districts 
can use new federal funding under the 
Elementary and Secondary School 
Emergency Relief Fund and the 
Governor’s Emergency Education 
Relief Fund to carry out child find 
responsibilities. OSERS notes that some 
of these funds can be used for:

• Addressing backlogs of initial 
evaluations not completed within the 
timeline or that were delayed due to 
the pandemic.

• Hiring additional special education 
and related services staff.

• Contracting with outside vendors 
and practitioners to perform 
assessments.

• Paying costs associated with 
training existing staff to acquire 
the necessary expertise and 
qualifications to conduct evaluations. 

• Upgrading assessment and evaluation 
tools.
In addition to sources of funding 

for child find, the guidance addresses 
other considerations related to a district’s 
child find obligations. For instance, 
the switch to online or virtual learning 
made it difficult for teachers to observe 
their students face-to-face. Thus, it 
limited their opportunity to recognize 
if the student was potentially in need of 
services. 

In light of the educational 
disruptions caused by the pandemic, 
including a switch to virtual learning, 
OSERS states that districts should 
examine whether existing child find 
policies and procedures are enough to 
meet their obligations. As such, districts 
should determine if new child find 
activities, in addition to what is already 
done, are necessary in order to properly 
locate and identify students who may be 
eligible under the IDEA.

For example, the guidance suggests 
that coordinated efforts between 
districts, the state education department 
and associated public agencies can 
increase awareness for educational 
supports, not just in terms of academic 
performance but also for students’ 
social-emotional, behavioral and 
mental health needs. Also, districts 

can increase access to awareness of 
screenings for students that may have 
a disability by “placing information 
booths and providing information 
about the screening process in settings 
frequented by families (e.g., health 
departments, physician’s offices, public 
parks, amusement parks, shopping 
malls and children’s stores), conducting 
social media campaigns on multiple 
online platforms, partnering with other 
stakeholders or holding screening events 
in the community.”

While child find activities can aid 
districts in locating and identifying 
students that may be eligible for services 
under the IDEA, it is important to note 
that under certain circumstances, students 
may not be eligible. The guidance states 
that “a child must not be determined to be 
a child with a disability if the determinant 
factor is due to a lack of appropriate 
instruction in reading or math.” Therefore, 
district need to gauge whether the level 
of a student’s performance is “primarily 
attributable” to the limited instruction 
in order to make a determination as to 
whether a student should be referred for 
an evaluation.

Finally, the guidance reminds districts 
to evaluate all children who have COVID-
19, long COVID symptoms or other post-
COVID conditions if their symptoms are 
impacting their ability to learn and they 
are suspected of having a disability as a 
result of COVID-related symptoms.

The guidance also provides 
additional general information on 
referrals and evaluations for districts to 
review. Districts should further refer to 
additional requirements under New York 
Law, regulations and guidance.

The full OSERS guidance is 
available at bit.ly/3u9rxTz.

By Shubh N. McTague
STAFF COUNSEL

While acknowledging that school 
districts have worked hard to meet 
children’s needs and provide required 
services to students with disabilities, 
the U.S. Department of Education noted 
in an Aug. 24 letter that some students 

with disabilities have experienced 
difficulty accessing the general education 
curriculum during the pandemic, limiting 
their academic progress. 

In the letter, the Department’s Office 
of Special Education and Rehabilitative 
Services (OSERS) emphasized that, 
despite the pandemic, children with 
disabilities must receive appropriate 
services under the Individual with 

Disabilities Act (IDEA) and that schools 
must deliver services consistent with 
students’ individualized education 
programs (IEPs) during the 2021-2022 
school year. 

The letter notes that with few 
exceptions, the IDEA does not allow the 
U.S. Department of Education to grant 
waivers from its requirements. Therefore, 
school districts may be vulnerable to 

litigation if parents believe they have failed 
to fulfill their obligations under the IDEA.

Accordingly, districts should 
ensure that they are fulfilling all of their 
obligations under the IDEA this school 
year. A copy of the letter can be found at 
bit.ly/3zpkIy8.  Districts are also advised 
to consult a recent question and answer 
guidance issued by OSERS at:  
bit.ly/3u9rxTz.

By Shubh N. McTague
STAFF COUNSEL

Under Education Law section 912, 
school districts must provide resident 
children with any or all of the health and 
welfare services that are made available to 

the children attending the public schools 
of the district.

In the case of King v. Bd. of Educ. of 
the City Sch. Dist. of the City of N.Y., the 
Appellate Division of the state Supreme 
Court, First Department, found that this 
provision of the Education Law required the 
New York City public schools to provide 

and administer COVID-19 screening tests to 
resident students attending specific charter 
schools when requested “upon identical terms 
as testing provided to public schools[.]”

The court found that screening tests 
were health and welfare services under the 
Education Law, and that once a nonpublic 
school made a request for the same services, 

they must be provided. However, the court 
stated that these tests were only required for 
children, not staff or any charter school that 
was not part of the litigation.

Districts should be aware that this case 
is binding only on the region covered by 
the First Department (New York County 
and Bronx County) and not the entire state.

School districts have a legal obligation, called "child find", to identify students with disabilities.
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Today’s fundamentals extend well beyond 
academic measurement. We are members of 
a strong community, committed to keeping 
one another safe, respecting personal privacy 
and helping every student succeed. Fiscal and 
functional challenges cannot defeat us. In brand 
new ways, school boards are fostering innovation, 
collaboration and flexible learning. As you move 
forward and new questions arise, be sure to 
count on the most convenient, authoritative Q&A 
resource on New York school laws.
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SCHOOL POLICY

By Courtney Sanik
SENIOR POLICY CONSULTANT

Policy work gives rise to many 
questions. Here is a checklist of seven of 
the most common questions your board 
or policy committee should ask when 
reviewing policies. The idea is to stress-
test your policies during the drafting 
process to ensure nothing is overlooked 
that may cause problems during 
implementation.  

 
1.     Does this policy clearly define the 

district’s goals and objectives and 
reflect the board’s vision on this 
matter? 
Every policy should tie back to the 

mission and vision of the district. You 
may have goal-oriented verbiage at the 
beginning of a section to help clarify 
the rationale for the policy in relation to 
a specific topic. Writing policies with 
mission and vision in mind makes it 
easier to tie goals with objectives in each 
policy. 

2.     Does this policy accurately reflect 
the current or intended practice of 
the district? 
It is common for 

school districts to 
have some policies 
that have become 
outdated and no 
longer match the 
practice in the district. 
With the ever-
changing landscape of laws, regulations 
and best practices, it’s common for 
administrators to update practices but 
forget there’s a policy on it. Being 
familiar with your policy manual or 
being able to do a quick topic search is 
helpful in preventing this problem. 

3.     Does the policy adequately cover 
the subject and offer meaningful 
policy guidance? 

Whether a given policy provides 
“meaningful” guidance is a matter of 
judgment. Does the policy offer clear 
guidance so the administration can 
implement the policy effectively? Does it 
include who will be responsible for what 
and what forms of accountability will 

apply? Is the reason 
for the policy clear? 
Policy should not be 
words on a page to 
fulfill a requirement but 
a useful tool for people 
who work in or are 
served by the district.

4.     Are the titles of the responsible 
personnel correct? 
A policy might assign a responsibility 

to the “assistant superintendent for 
personnel” but now the relevant position 
is the “director of diversity, equity 
and inclusion.” If a responsibility is 
assigned in a policy, be sure it reflects 
the correct title of the person who has 
been given responsibility for that area. 
With the notable exception of the DASA 

coordinator (who must be listed in the 
code of conduct by name), assigning 
responsibility should be done by title, not 
by the names of individual staff members. 

5.     Where appropriate, is 
accountability called for (e.g., 
periodic reports, submission of 
data, review of data and policy)? 
Accountability is called for in 

most policies. Monitoring of a policy 
is essential in determining whether the 
implementation has been effective. Does 
the time frame of reporting, submission 
of data and evaluation meet legal 
requirements? If there’s no set legal 
requirement, does the time frame make 
sense for the district? 

6.     Is the policy written so the average 
person can understand it?
You want the policies to be not only 

accessible – online is a good way to do 
this – but able to be read and understood 
by the community. In New York, roughly 
22% of adults are unable to read prose at 
a proficient level. It makes sense to use 

straightforward and easily understood 
language. (See “Is the language in your 
policy manual outdated?” in the July 20, 
2020, issue of On Board)

If you want to check the readability of 
your policies, you can do so in Microsoft 
Word or via several online sites. (The 
location of the command depends on 
your version of Word. You will find it 
somewhere in the “Review” or “Proofing” 
tabs.) The article you are reading gets a 
score of 99% which means that the average 
fifth grader would be able to understand 
it. (For reference, according to The Flesch 
Reading Ease formula a score of 90-100 
can be understood by an average fifth 
grader. Eighth and ninth grade students 
can understand documents with a score of 
60-70 and college graduates can understand 
documents with a score of 0-30.)

7.     Are there already any policies on 
this topic or related to this topic in 
the manual that may also need to 
be updated? 
Lastly, check your work. A policy 

change may impact another policy or 
regulation. They need to be in alignment 
so there’s no question of the board’s intent 
and direction. 

If your policies have been cross-
referenced well, this will be easier. If not, 
you’ll have to use the search function (or 
go page by page if you’re not in a digital 
format). Look for anything that is similar 
to the topic and evaluate if the change to 
the first policy impacts another policy. 

That’s it. When you get to a point 
where you think you might be done, go 
through the list above or have someone 
who did not work on it go through to 
make sure you hit all the points.  

If you have any questions regarding 
this or other policy process topics, 
suggestions for articles, or questions in 
general, please reach out to us at policy@
nyssba.org or call (800) 342-3360 and 
ask to speak to someone in the Policy 
Department. 

HOW YOU CAN  
CONTRIBUTE TO On   BOard

On Board welcomes submissions of articles and opinion pieces relevant to a 
statewide audience of education leaders in New York State, especially from school 
communications professionals, superintendents, principals and others working in 
K-12 public education. We are particularly interested in stories about outstanding 
school programs that could serve as models for other school districts and articles 
about how trends in public education are manifesting in New York State. 

Submissions should be 700 to 1,400 words and are subject to editing.
We also welcome submissions of photographs that show students 
engaged in learning and tell the story of educators in public schools being 
innovative and fulfilling their missions. Letters to the editor that comment 
on anything that has appeared in On Board are also welcome. 
Letters to the editor should be 375 words or less. 

Send submissions to Editor-in-Chief  
Eric Randall at editor@nyssba.org

To reduce stress in the long run, 
stress-test policies during drafting
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School board members take on one of the 
most important citizen responsibilities: 

overseeing the education of the community’s youth.

Take time to recognize and honor 
their contributions through

School Boards Lead 
So Students Can

ACHIEVE
Learn how you can thank your 
local school board members 
visit www.nyssba.org/sbrw

School Board Recognition Week
October 18 - 22, 2021

Get Involved!
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NYSSBA NEWS

By Eric D. Randall
EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

The Board of Regents has named the 
2022 New York State Teacher of the Year: 
Carly Santangelo, an agriculture teacher 
in the Cuba-Rushford Central School 
District in Allegany County.

“Santangelo engages students, 
colleagues and the community by 
connecting academic content to life-long 
skills through school-wide, hands-on 
projects,” according to a news release by the 
State Education Department. “She actively 
purses opportunities to expand the walls of 
her classroom through grants, field trips, 
community connections and guest speakers. 
She believes in service learning and works 
alongside her students to give back to the 
community in and outside of school.”

An active 4-H and Future Farmers 
of America member, Santangelo studied 
agriculture in high school. She holds 
a master of arts in teaching with dual 
certification in agriculture and biology at 
Cornell University.

 Prior to teaching at Cuba-Rushford, 
Santangelo taught at the Belmont Career 
and Technical Center, first in Animal 
Science and then as the integrated 
academic science teacher. She volunteers 
with Allegany County 4-H.

In the coming year, Santangelo will serve 
as an ambassador for teachers throughout the 
state and will be the New York State nominee 
for the National Teacher of the Year.

“Taking a moment to honor New 
York’s top teachers is important as we 
strive to highlight the significant and 
noble work that they do each and every 
day,” said Commissioner of Education 
Betty Rosa.

A video on Santangelo’s work was 
produced by New York State United Teachers 
(NYSUT). It can be viewed bit.ly/3lFXz5M.

 “Carly’s ability to meet students where 
they are when they arrive in her classroom 
and then help them accomplish what she 

knows they are able to is inspiring,” said 
Jolene DiBrango, executive vice president 
of NYSUT. “Her drive to be a better teacher 
based on their feedback speaks volumes to 
her selfless attitude and dedication to creating 
a welcoming learning environment in which 
every student can achieve their best.”

Finalists for the 2022 New York State 
Teacher of the Year were:

• Amber Chandler, an eighth grade 
ELA teacher in the Frontier Central 
School District.

• Jeanne Lance, a fourth grade teacher 
in the Watervliet City School District.

• Heather McCutcheon, a visual arts 
educator in the Herkimer Central 
School District. 

• Lynn Sajdak, a special education 
teacher focusing on life skills and 
workforce development in the 
Hamburg Central School District.
The New York State Teacher of the 

Year Program is administered by the New 
York State Education Department. 

Cuba-Rushford agriculture teacher named 
New York State Teacher of the Year

Carly Santangelo and her students hold chickens 
they are raising. The gardens around them are the 
raised bed gardens that Santangelo's classes built, 
planted and maintain. E Photo courtesy of the Cuba-

Rushford Central School District

How to nominate a teacher for Teacher of the Year 

By Rachel Murat
2020 NYS TEACHER OF THE YEAR

In September 2022, your school 
district could be just like Cuba-
Rushford – proud that one of your 
teachers has been named New York 
State Teacher of the Year. Wouldn’t it be 
great to highlight all the amazing things 
your district has to offer AND spotlight 
a teacher in your district? 

The purpose of the Teacher of the 
Year program is to:

• Support the development of programs 
throughout the state that recognize 
great teachers in their schools.

• Engage exemplary teachers in 
professional development by 
completing the New York State 
Teacher of the Year application.

• Identify and celebrate one teacher per 
year as the New York State Teacher 
of the Year who will represent all of 
New York State teachers at events 
throughout the State and at national 
events with Teachers of the Year 
from across the United States.
All it takes is a nomination from you or 

another member of your district community 
to get the ball rolling!  You can find our 
nomination forms at bit.ly/3lzMe75.

Contact the author at  
rmurat@me.stier.org. 
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DISTRICT EMPLOYMENT BULLETIN

Join us for one of three 
in-person academies 
around the state or our 
live virtual event.

OCTOBER
1 ROCHESTER
- - - - - - - - - - - - - -
15 LIVE VIRTUAL

Whether you’re a seasoned board offi cer, 

a board member interested in learning 

more or somewhere in between, NYSSBA’s 

2021 Board Offi cer’s Academy provides 

the building blocks for leading an effective 

school board. 

This year’s topics include:

• Roles and Responsibilities 
of Board Offi cers

• Improving School Board Effectiveness

• DEI in Education

• Board President Panel Discussion

2021 BOARD OFFICERS ACADEMY

Register today at nyssba.org/events

LEVEL UP
Focus on Effective Leadership 

at NYSSBA’s Board Offi cers Academy

Sponsored By

School Boards

Superintendents

Central Office Administrators

Principals & Assistant Principals

Building-Level Administrators

Support Staff

You Choose the Rubrics*. You Select the Competencies. 
SuperEval Facilitates the Rest.

Our evaluation process is evidence-based and promotes 
healthy leadership teams through reflection and conversation. 

Advance your district goals with SuperEval. 

A Customizable Platform To
Conduct Leadership Team Evaluations

Strong teams. Boundless schools.

SuperEval.com   |   (844) 312-3825   |   info@SuperEval.com

*SuperEval supports a number of different rubrics including all three of NYSSBA’s evaluation instruments.

Superintendent Vacancy
Naples Central School District

The Naples Central School District is seeking an 
outstanding educational leader.

Qualified applicants should submit the following no later than  
October 15, 2021:

•	 APPLICATION 
•	 LETTER OF INTEREST 
•	 RESUME 

•	 NYS CERTIFICATION 
(COPIES) 

•	 THREE CURRENT 
LETTERS OF REFERENCE

Application materials should be submitted on-line: 
www.wflboces.org/naples 

Dr. Vicky Ramos 
W-FL BOCES District Superintendent 

131 Drumlin Court 
Newark, NY 14513

MISSION: The Naples Central School District challenges and supports 
all students to develop their diverse talents and abilities in a safe 

environment with rigorous opportunities. Students will graduate with 
the skills and confidence needed to excel in their chosen pursuits.
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NYSSBA NEWS

By Cathy Woodruff
SENIOR WRITER

Edward L. McCormick, the longtime 
president of the Dutchess BOCES board 
and member of the board of Arlington 
Central School district, has been awarded 
NYSSBA’s highest honor for school 
board service.

McCormick, also NYSSBA’s 
statewide president in 2000 and 2001, is 
winner of the 2021 Everett R. Dyer Award 
for Distinguished School Board Service.

First elected to the Arlington Central 
School District Board of Education in 
1987, McCormick has served on both the 
Arlington and Dutchess BOCES boards 
for more than 30 years. He has been 
president of the Dutchess BOCES for 
most of his years on the board, and he 
served as chairman of an interim Board of 
Education for the Roosevelt Union Free 
School District shortly after his NYSSBA 
presidency in the early 2000s.

“Ed has been a consistently positive 
influence in all the places he has been,” 
said current NYSSBA President Fred 
Langstaff. “Our board service at all levels 
has been more effective because of Ed’s 
leadership, and his collegiality is a model 
for all school board members to follow. 
His tireless dedication to providing 
excellent educational opportunities for all 
students is inspiring.”

Although he is stepping down 
from the BOCES board this year, 
McCormick recently was elected 
to a new three-year term on the 
Arlington board, where he has served 
continuously for 35 years.

During McCormick’s board 
tenure, “he has provided unwavering 
guidance and vision to generations of 
students,” Dutchess BOCES District 
Superintendent Richard M. Hooley 
wrote in support of his nomination for 
the Dyer Award.

McCormick’s admirers say he has 
provided similar inspiration and support to 
his board colleagues.

“Ed has been the model of kindness, 
clarity and patience in helping me adapt 
to the Empire State,” said Dutchess 
BOCES Trustee Gully Stanford, a 
relative newcomer to board service in 
New York.

Arlington board member Mark 
A. Tornatore, praised McCormick as a 
“guiding light” who has led the district 
and the board through construction 
projects, building closings, superintendent 
searches and budget challenges. 

McCormick’s tenure as NYSSBA 
president saw construction of the 
association’s current headquarters in 
Latham in 2001. As BOCES president, 
McCormick recently helped to shepherd 

a process leading to the first major capital 
project for Dutchess BOCES in 50 years. 

Now the CEO of McCormick 
Management Consulting, McCormick 
retired from IBM Global Services in 
2002 after more than 32 years in financial 
operations for the company, including 
accounting, cash management, budgeting 
and procurement.

He graduated from Savannah State 
University with a bachelor's degree in 
accounting, and his current professional 
areas of interest include non-profit 
management, strategic planning and 
community engagement. He has 
volunteered with numerous community 
and non-profit organizations, and 
his national affiliations include the 
National Black Council of School 
Board Members.

Ed McCormick named winner of Dyer award

Ed McCormick. E Photo courtesy of Ed McCormick

McCormick is the president of the Dutchess BOCES board. He is wearing a hard hat in this photo in honor of 
groundbreaking for a capital project. E Photo courtesy of Dutchess BOCES

Construction Management Services 
Legacy and Strategic Planning – Pre-Referendum – Pre-Construction – 
On-site and Post-Construction Management

      Turner provides building services to institutions who recognize the value of  
 a partner who works diligently and creatively to find the best possible solution  
 for each particular project.

      Turner maintains a strong local presence in New York State with offices in  
 Albany, Buffalo, New York City and Syracuse.

      Turner’s successful experience with over 230 New York School Districts  
 and BOCES provides clients with extraordinary knowledge of educational  
 capital projects.

Turner Construction Company provides  
building services to clients who value  
diligence, resourcefulness and creativity  
in a partner. We maintain a network of  
offices in North America and around the 
globe, with a staff of 10,000 employees  
who work on more than 1,500 projects  
each year. With $17 billion in annual  
construction volume, we rank first or  
second in the industry’s major market  
segments. 

As a North America-based, international 
company, we are able to offer clients the 
accessibility and support of a local firm  
with the stability and resources of a  
multi-national organization.

Ask us how Turner Logistics and Green 
Buildings can shape your future!

ALBANY   
Jen Robbins ...............518.432.0277  
Gary Jones .................518.432.0277   

BUFFALO  
Steve Perrigo..............716.853.1900

SYRACUSE  
Chris Gray .................. 315.374.6634

NEW YORK CITY  
Doug Diercksen ........212.229.6434

PARTNERSHIP = 
PRE-REFERENDUM  
TO OCCUPANCY & 
BEYOND

www.turnerconstruction.com Building the Future
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