
1

Cut Costs, Not Ribbons:
Alternatives That Reduce School Crowding

July 2019



2

FOREWORD

Founded in 1932, the Citizens Budget Commission (CBC) is a nonprofit, nonpartisan civic 
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Elghanayan, Gabrielle Facquet, Suzanne Finnegan, Ann Flynn, Arthur Gianelli, Bud Gibbs, Kenneth 
Gibbs, William J. Gilbane III, Martin Grant, Peter Hein, H. Dale Hemmerdinger, Kent Hiteshew, 
William Hubbard, Rahul Jain, David Javdan, David Kaden, Steven Kantor, Elias Kefalidis, Eugene 
Keilin, Tom Kennedy, Marvin Krislov, Michael Kuh, Richard Levine, Eric Linzer, James Lipscomb, 
Evan McLaughlin, Haeda Mihaltses, Frances Milberg, Charles O’Byrne, Edward Piccinich, Carol 
Rosenthal, Andrew Rothbaum, Tom Rousakis, Michael Ryan, Edward Sadowsky, Brian Sanvidge, 
Timothy Sheehan, William Thompson, Merryl Tisch, Matthew Washington, Kevin Willens, Michael 
Zarcone, and Walter Harris, ex-officio.

This report was researched by Riley Edwards, Research Associate, and prepared by Riley Edwards, 
Charles Brecher, Senior Advisor for Health Policy, and Maria Doulis, Vice President. Ana Champeny, 
Director of City Studies, provided research guidance and support. Kevin Medina designed the 
graphics and publication.

A draft of this report was reviewed by staff at the New York City Department of Education and the 
New York City School Construction Authority. Their comments reflect their commitment to the 
public goals their agencies serve but do not necessarily indicate their endorsement of any views or 
recommendations contained within it.
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INTRODUCTION

New York City’s population has grown over the last two decades, and the city is attractive to 
young adults as well as families with children. This sustained popularity has perpetuated crowding 
in many public schools. The Department of Education (DOE) reports that 618 of its 1,413 school 
buildings are crowded; these buildings accommodate 520,000 of the city’s 1.1 million public and 
charter students and their capacity is 95,984 seats fewer than required. 

The DOE uses multiple strategies to cope with this problem, but its primary response is to build 
new schools. From 2005 through September 2018, the agency spent $9.1 billion to build new 
schools with a capacity of 98,302 seats. Another 20,488 seats funded by the current capital plan 
ending in fiscal year 2019 are in design or construction. The DOE’s capital plan for fiscal years 2020 
to 2024 includes $7.9 billion for 89 new school buildings with a capacity of 56,917 seats. 

Construction of new schools is slow, expensive, and not always well targeted to ameliorating 
crowding. More flexible and cost effective approaches, including rezoning, re-purposing available 
seats, and altering admissions policies, are underused by the DOE. New school construction should 
be used only when alternative strategies are inadequate.

Alternative strategies can address the entire current seat need of 32,000 at the high school level 
and 43 percent of the elementary and middle school seat need of 64,000, leaving a reduced need 
of about 36,000 seats to be achieved through new construction. This lower target could reduce 
capital spending by at least $2.4 billion and yield annual debt service savings of at least $150 million 
for New York City and State. New seats currently in design or under construction and projected 
enrollment declines could further reduce the need for added capacity in the new capital plan.

This report consists of four sections. The first describes the nature of the school crowding problem, 
explaining how the DOE measures it, what contributes to it, and where it is most severe. The 
second section describes the progress the DOE has made through new school construction, and 
documents the problems associated with this strategy. The third section describes alternative 
strategies involving more efficient use of school space and estimates how much those strategies 
can ameliorate the current problem. The final section identifies how much new construction would 
still be needed, and estimates the savings from the capital plan that would result from substituting 
alternative strategies for much of the planned new construction.  
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THE NATURE OF THE PROBLEM

DOE’s method to measure crowding has evolved over the years.1 Crowding can refer to “schools” 
and to “buildings.” Schools are administrative units to which staff and students are assigned, but 
they are not physical structures; buildings are physical entities that house one or more schools and 
in some cases other uses. 

This report uses “buildings” as the unit of analysis. These physical structures are most meaningfully 
characterized as crowded. The DOE determines if a building is crowded by comparing its 
instructional capacity to its student enrollment. Student enrollment is a relatively straightforward 
metric and is reported regularly. 

Instructional capacity can be determined in different ways. The DOE’s approach is summarized in 
Appendix I. The calculation involves two basic steps. First, the amount of instructional space in a 
building is identified. This requires exempting from the calculation a reasonable amount of space 
that is needed and used for non-instructional purposes. This includes administrative offices such as 
the principal’s and guidance counselors’ offices and areas such as cafeterias and auditoriums that 
are not used for instruction. 

Second, the student capacity of this instructional space is calculated based on standards for what 
is needed to safely and effectively serve the students. The capacity of a room is based on providing 
a minimum number of square feet per student up to a maximum class size. The minimum square 
footage per student for most grades (1-8) is 20, with more space for prekindergarten (pre-K) 
students and less space for high school students. Class size caps vary by grade and range from 
18 for pre-K to 30 for high school. (See Table 1.) A building is deemed crowded if its enrollment 
exceeds its calculated capacity.

Notes: Average class size is reported in the Mayor’s Management Report by individual grade level, pre-K through eighth grade. Averages for grades 1-3, 4-5, and 
6-8 are calculated with weighted averages of the enrollment in easch of those grades in 2017-2018 school year.

Sources: New York City Department of Education, on NYC OpenData, “2013-2018 Demographic Snapshot Citywide” (September 10, 2018); New York City De-
partment of Education, “Enrollment, Capacity & Utilization Report: Target Calculation, 2017-2018 School Year” (December 2018), pp. P1-H1; and United Federa-
tion of Teachers, “Joint Intentions and Commitments” (May 1, 2014), p. 45.

Table 1: Maximum Class Size in School Capacity Formula and United Federation of Teachers Contract

Pre-K

Kindergarten

Grades 1-3

Grades 4-5

Grades 6-8

Grades 9-12

School Capacity Formula 
Target Maximum
Class Size (2018)

18

20

20

28

28

30

UFT  Contract
Permitted Maximum

Class Size

18

25

32

32

30 to 33

34

Fiscal Year 2018
Average Class Size

NA

21.8

24.6

25.8

27.1

NA
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Crowding is in part a reflection of assumptions about class size. The DOE class size maximums used 
in the capacity formula are below current average class sizes in some grades and below the class 
size limits set by the United Federation of Teachers (UFT) union contract, which are the maximum 
class sizes the City is permitted to schedule. The class sizes used by the DOE are targets that reflect 
class size reduction efforts by the City, with the goal of ensuring sufficient space to attain these 
targeted levels in the long run.

Notes: Buildings housing multiple schools were categorized based on the schools that made up the largest total enrollment in the building. All figures include 
enrollment in DOE space which includes some enrollment in charter schools. Charter schools located in non-DOE space are not included in enrollment or capac-
ity figures. The two buildings in the Non-school or pre-K category are annexes containing standalone pre-K programs. Enrollment and capacity in these pro-
grams are not counted in the Enrollment, Capacity, and Utilization Report.

Source: CBC staff analysis of data from  New York City School Construction Authority, "Enrollment Capacity and Utilization Reports—Target by Organization" 
(accessed May 24, 2019, last updated January 31, 2019), NYC Open Data.

Table 2: Distribution of Enrollment, Capacity, and Crowding by School Building Level, 2017-2018 School Year

Enrollment Capacity
Utilization

Rate Number Seat Need
Overutilized Buildings

Elementary school 545,892 561,730 97% 482 (59,577) 75,415474
Elementary school 396,554 399,406 99% 373 (47,400) 50,252318
K-8 school 120,983 128,781 94% 87 (9,905) 17,703103
K-12 school 22,872 29,021 79% 9 (729) 6,87849
Early childhood school 5,483 4,522 121% 13 (1,543) 5824

Middle school 144,011 168,196 86% 43 (4,553) 28,738102

High school 335,820 369,234 91% 93 (31,854) 65,268217
High school 284,254 307,900 92% 70 (29,400) 53,046153
Secondary school 49,929 57,493 87% 22 (2,404) 9,96841
Alternative program 1,637 3,841 43% 1 (50) 2,25423

Non-school or pre-K 0 0 - - 0 02

TOTAL 1,025,723 1,099,160 93% 618 (95,984) 169,421795

Number Seat Surplus
Buildings with Excess Capacity

Categorizing Buildings by School Level

The nature of the crowding problem varies by school level. Traditionally students have been described as at 
one of three levels—elementary (grades kindergarten to 5), middle school (grades 6 to 8), and high school 
(grades 9 to 12). Since 2014 the DOE created opportunities for universal enrollment of four-year-old children 
into pre-K and more selected enrollment of three-year-old children. As of the 2017-2018 school year, the 
pre-K citywide enrollment was 67,881, with 29,664 of these students accommodated in DOE buildings and 
the remainder in programs run by community organizations or charter schools at separate facilities.2 

To categorize each building by level, the schools within each building were first categorized as elementary, 
middle, or high schools. Generally schools are organized to serve a single level. However, some exceptions 
are made to this pattern: some schools span grades K to 8, others span grades 6 to 12, and a handful serve 
grades K to 12. For the analysis in this report schools spanning grades K to 8 and K to 12 are identified as 
elementary schools, and those serving grades 6 to 12 as high schools. 

Buildings are categorized based on the level of the school they house; buildings with more than one school 
generally have multiple schools at the same level, but those with different level schools are identified based 
on the school or schools that made up the largest enrollment. 
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Citywide, 618 school buildings are crowded, with a shortage of 95,984 seats.3 (See Table 2.) The 
extent of the seat need at crowded school buildings and the seat surplus at non-crowded buildings 
vary by level. Nearly two-thirds of the seat need, or 59,577 seats, is in elementary school buildings. 
At the middle school and high school level, the seat need at crowded buildings is significantly 
smaller and less than the seat surplus at other buildings. 

Crowding can also be looked at geographically. Figure 1 shows the locations of elementary and 
middle school buildings by crowding status. Each of the 32 community school districts contains 
some crowded elementary buildings, but they are clustered in some areas, including southwest 
Brooklyn, much of Queens, and the central Bronx. In areas with many crowded elementary 
buildings, the middle school buildings are frequently not crowded.

Figure 2 shows the locations of high school buildings by crowding status. The distribution of 
crowded high schools resembles that of crowded elementary and middle schools, and uncrowded 
high schools are clustered in central Brooklyn.

Source: CBC staff analysis of data from  New York City School Construction Authority, "Enrollment Capacity and Utilization Reports—Target by Orga-
nization" (accessed May 24, 2019, last updated January 31, 2019), NYC Open Data, and “2017-2018 School Locations” (accessed December 20, 2018, 
last updated September 10, 2018), NYC Open Data.

Figure 1: Map of Middle and Elementary School Buildings by Crowding Status

Elementary School, Crowded

Middle School, Crowded

Elementary School, Not Crowded

Middle School, Not Crowded
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Differing Causes of School Crowding by Level

The causes of crowding vary by school level but are related to how students are assigned to schools. 
At one end are elementary schools with admissions largely defined by geographic school zones. On 
the other end of the spectrum are high schools with a citywide admissions process. Middle schools 
fall between the two.

Elementary School Admissions and Crowding

In 29 of the 32 school districts, elementary schools are “zoned.” The school is assigned a specific 
residential geographic area and accepts all students from that area. If more students enroll in a 
given year than the school has capacity for under the DOE’s standards, then the school becomes 
“crowded.” If enrollment reaches the UFT caps, the schools can cap enrollment and institute a 
lottery. 

Source: CBC staff analysis of data from  New York City School Construction Authority, "Enrollment Capacity and Utilization Reports—Target by Organi-
zation" (accessed May 24, 2019, last updated January 31, 2019), NYC Open Data, and “2017-2018 School Locations” (accessed December 20, 2018, 
last updated September 10, 2018), NYC Open Data.

Figure 2: Map of High School Buildings by Crowding Status

High School, Crowded

High School, Not Crowded
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Three geographically small districts have no zoning and students are free to choose any of the 
districts’ schools. In these “choice” districts principals and district officials have discretion to cap 
enrollment at a school if they believe it is becoming too crowded, and some students will not be 
able to enroll at their priority choice.

Middle School Admissions and Crowding

Some middle schools are zoned; 17 districts have 105 zoned middle schools.4 At these schools, 
crowding arises for reasons similar to those at elementary schools.5 The 17 districts with some 
zoned middle schools also have middle schools that are not zoned, which make up the majority 
of middle schools citywide. At un-zoned middle schools, or choice middle schools, admission 
is based on application, but only students living or attending elementary school in the district 
are eligible to apply.  These middle schools become crowded when school officials admit more 
students than indicated by their DOE capacity standards. Middle school officials may opt for more 
students because they feel the actual capacity is sufficient to instruct safely and effectively the 
larger number of students who want to attend the school.

High School Admissions and Crowding

Crowding arises in high schools for different reasons than in elementary schools. Only 22 of 423 
high schools are zoned.6  For the vast majority of high schools enrollment is determined through a 
citywide admission process in which students apply to multiple schools indicating their priorities. 
Schools select among the students using a variety of criteria including competitive exams, grades, 
attendance record, and in some cases a lottery. High school principals and DOE officials have 
discretion in deciding how many students to admit to a school without being limited by the DOE-
determined capacity. 

Crowding emerges in high schools because some are more popular than others, and officials are 
willing to accept more students than the DOE capacity standards specify. The appeal to students 
may be academic reputation, instructional approach, and convenient location. Although the schools 
are not zoned, many students do not want to travel extensively to attend school and opt for nearby 
high schools. In areas of dense and growing population these geographically convenient schools 
can become crowded. Both parents and officials are willing to trade off crowding for other criteria.

Illustrative of the sometimes “voluntary” nature of high school crowding are three of the city’s 
most competitive and prestigious high schools. The Bronx High School of Science is at 130 percent 
of capacity with 688 more students than its capacity; Brooklyn Technical High School is at 130 
percent of capacity with 1,336 more students than its capacity; and Stuyvesant High School is at 
122 percent of capacity with 612 more students than its capacity.  

Principals at these and other crowded schools may use school space more efficiently than the 
capacity formula assumes. For example, the formula for high schools assumes that regular 
classrooms can be used 7 out of 8 periods and specialty rooms, such as the gym or art room, can be 
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used 5 out of 8 periods. Principals who program classrooms more intensively than this may be able 
to accommodate the desired class sizes despite enrollment that is over the building’s calculated 
capacity. Similarly some crowded schools may rely on “split sessions” to accommodate added 
students; this arrangement extends the school day and adds periods during which classrooms may 
be scheduled.

Extent of School Crowding by Level

Crowding in Elementary Schools

Based on the DOE’s standards, 482 elementary school buildings are crowded.7 In total the crowded 
elementary school buildings are at 122 percent of capacity, representing a shortage of 59,577 
seats. The bulk of the shortage, 48,255 seats, is at 274 buildings that are at more than 20 percent 
above capacity. The 208 buildings less than 20 percent above capacity have a combined shortage 
of 11,322 seats or an average of about 54 per building. (See Table 3.) 

Crowding in elementary schools is not limited to zoned schools. The three choice districts together 
have 50 elementary school buildings, of which 12 are crowded.8 District-level utilization rates in 
these three districts ranges from 73 percent to 92 percent. In these districts without zones and 
with sufficient districtwide capacity, buildings are crowded because of voluntary decisions made 
by school officials and students’ families.

Note: Buildings housing multiple schools were categorized based on the schools that made up the largest total enrollment in the building.

Source: CBC staff analysis of data from  New York City School Construction Authority, "Enrollment Capacity and Utilization Reports—Tar-
get by Organization" (accessed May 24, 2019, last updated January 31, 2019), NYC Open Data.

Table 3: Distribution of Crowded Buildings by Level

Utilization Rate
Number of
Buildings Total Enrollment Total Seat Shortage

120% or over
100-119%

Total

120% or over
100-119%

Total

120% or over
100-119%

Total

120% or over
100-119%

Total

274
208
482

5
38
43

51
42
93

330
288

618

182,800
143,017

325,817

6,774
45,880

52,654

94,394
49,627

144,021

283,968
238,524

522,492

(48,255)
(11,322)

(59,577)

(1,198)
(3,355)

(4,553)

(28,225)
(3,629)

(31,854)

(77,678)
(18,306)

(95,984)

Elementary school

Middle school

High school

TOTAL
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Crowding in Middle Schools

Of 145 middle school buildings, 43 are crowded. However, only in four districts does middle school 
enrollment exceed middle school capacity; 13 crowded buildings are in these districts. Another 
21 crowded buildings are located in districts with excess capacity and some zoned middle school 
admissions, suggesting that the mismatch between the zone and its population may be a cause of 
crowding in these cases.9 The remaining nine crowded buildings are in districts that have sufficient 
middle school capacity and do not have any zoned middle schools.

The degree of crowding at middle schools is less than at elementary schools. In total the 43 crowded 
buildings have a shortage of 4,553 seats or 9 percent of their enrollment. The utilization is less than 
120 percent at 38 buildings; just 5 middle school buildings have utilization above 120 percent.10 

Crowding in High Schools

According to DOE standards 93 of 310 high school buildings are crowded with an excess enrollment 
of 31,854 students. In theory, however, no high school needs to be crowded, because admissions 
are decided on a citywide basis and citywide high school capacity exceeds enrollment—citywide 
utilization is 91 percent and there is a surplus capacity of 33,414 seats. 

Of the 93 crowded high school buildings, 35 are in Queens, 22 in Manhattan, 19 in Brooklyn, 13 in 
the Bronx, and 4 in Staten Island. On average the crowded buildings are at 128 percent of capacity. 
About half of the crowded buildings are at less than 120 percent of capacity with an average 
shortage of 86 seats.  Fifty-one high school buildings are at more than 120 percent of capacity, and 
these buildings account for 89 percent of the shortage of seats at high school buildings.11 Buildings 
become crowded because school officials decide to enroll more students than the official capacity 
at schools that are desired by students.
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THE SHORTCOMINGS OF NEW CONSTRUCTION

The DOE’s primary strategy to address crowding has been new school construction undertaken 
by the New York City School Construction Authority (SCA). In conjunction with the DOE, the SCA 
develops and implements five-year capital plans to build new school spaces and rehabilitate older 
ones. These plans are informed by demographic projections that forecast future enrollment by 
district and grade level.

Since 2005 the SCA has implemented three plans spanning fiscal years 2005-2009, 2010-2014, 
and 2015-2019 with $13.5 billion planned for new seats—about one-third of total DOE capital 
spending ($40.4 billion) in this period.12  This consisted of $12.2 billion for building new K-12 space; 
$872 million for accommodating the expansion of pre-K; and $490 million in funding for class size 
reduction projects for crowded schools in areas without funded new capacity. (See Figure 3.)13 

Through September 2018, $9.1 billion of the $13.5 billion has been spent constructing a total of 
98,302 seats. This total includes 54,825 seats under the 2005-2009 plan, 27,218 seats under the 
2010-2014 plan, and 16,259 seats built through September 2018 in the 2015-2019 plan.14 (See 
Figure 4.) Another 20,488 seats from the 2015-2019 are currently in progress and scheduled for 
completion by September 2022; the remainder of seats planned under the 2015-2019 plan were 
rolled into the 2020-2024 capital plan.15 

The DOE has proposed a $17 billion capital plan for fiscal years 2020 to 2024. It contains $7.9 
billion for 56,917 seats of new K-12 capacity, $550 million for additional pre-K and 3-K capacity, 

Note: TCUs are transportable classroom units. There is funding in the 2020-2024 capital plan to replace TCUs with permanent capacity.

Sources: New York City Department of Education, "Children First: 2005-2009 Five-Year Capital Plan, 2009 Final Report" (November 2009), pp. 
31-34; "2010-2014 Five-Year Capital Plan, Final Report" (Summer 2017), pp. 13-16; and "FY 2015-2019 Proposed Five-Year Capital Plan Amend-
ment" (February 2018), pp. C7-C11.

Figure 3: NYC DOE New Capacity Investments by Capital Plan Period, Selected Capital Plans
(dollars in billions)

New seats Class size reduction TCU replacement capacityNew pre-kindergarten seats

$4.31
$3.05

$4.80

$7.88

$0.87

$0.55

$0.49

$0.15

$0.18

Fiscal Years 2005-2009 Fiscal Years 2010-2014 Fiscal Years 2015-2019
In Progress

Fiscal Years 2020-2024
Planned

$6.16

$8.76
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$150 million for class size reduction, and $180 million to construct capacity to replace Transportable 
Classroom Units (TCUs) that are currently used for instruction.16  

This strategy has three shortcomings:

 � It is expensive;

 � It is slow; and

 � It has not been well targeted to alleviating crowding.

New Seats Are Expensive

The cost of a constructing a new seat has risen from just under $79,000 in the 2005-2009 plan to 
nearly $117,000 in the 2015-2019 plan. (See Table 4.) The 2020-2024 plan budgets $121,270 on 
average per new seat.

The rise in the SCA’s construction costs has been more rapid than for construction cost generally. 
The Building Cost Index (BCI) for New York City, which tracks a standardized combination of costs 
including labor and materials, rose 47 percent from 2005 to 2018, while the construction bid price 
per square foot for school capacity projects rose 104 percent and the average construction cost 
per square foot for new elementary schools rose 122 percent.17 (See Figure 5.) The reasons for this 
rapid rise in costs warrant further analysis, but the high and rising cost should be a major concern 
for the continued use of new construction as a primary strategy.

Sources: Department of Education, "Children First: FY 2010-2014 Five-Year Capital Plan, 2009 Final Report" (November 2009), p. 32; "2010-2014 
Five-Year Capital Plan, Final Report" (Summer 2017), p. 14-16.

Note: Does not include replacement seats or capacity built for charter and partnership schools.

Figure 4: NYC Public Schools Seats Added by Capital Plan

FY 2005-2009 FY 2015-2019FY 2010-2014

1,500
3,071 2,459

3,864

10,207
12,713

13,745

2,520
4,137

609

199

341

2,597

6,864

3,913

7,893

2,736 2,675

4,860

1,863

5,137

4,399

Sept
2004

Sept
2005

Sept
2006

Sept
2007

Sept
2008

Sept
2009

Sept
2010

Sept
2011

Sept
2012

Sept
2013

Sept
2014

Sept
2015

Sept
2016

Sept
2017

Sept
2018



11

School Construction Is a Slow Process 

Building a new school takes a long time. The process involves early steps of selecting a site and 
setting a scope for the project—size, grade levels, and other space uses. The SCA has design criteria 
that limit the potential site for a school, and parcels large enough to accommodate a school are in 
short supply.18 Siting a new school is a time-intensive process that involves multiple stakeholders.19 
Once a site and scope are set, the project goes to the design and then construction phases.

The SCA’s reports permit analysis of the time it takes for the design and construction phases.  New 
capacity projects in the 2015-2019 plan scheduled to be completed by September 2018 took an 
average of 41 months from the start of design to the end of construction.20 This does not include 
time for site selection and scoping, which could significantly lengthen this timeline.

Notes: 2015-2019 figures are for projects completed as of September 2018, not the full plan. Includes seats and funding for new K-12 and pre-K capacity. Does 
not include seats or funding for replacement capacity or charter schools. 2020-2024 figures are for specific projects identified, plus $504 million for citywide 
site acquisition costs. This does not include previous appropriations. The remaining $953 million for new capacity in the new plan is not allocated to specific 
projects.

Sources: New York City Department of Education, "Children First: 2005-2009 Five-Year Capital Plan, 2009 Final Report" (November 2009), pp. 31-34; 
"2010-2014 Five-Year Capital Plan, Final Report" (Summer 2017), pp. 13-16; "FY 2015-2019 Proposed Five-Year Capital Plan Amendment" (February 2018), pp. 
C7-C11; and "Proposed FY 2020-2024 Five-Year Capital Plan" (February 2019), pp. 17, 21-22.

Table 4: NYC Public School Seats Constructed and Cost Per Seat by DOE Capital Plan

Seats constructed

Funding for seats constructed ($ in billions)

Cost per seat

2005-2009
Completed

54,825

$4.31

$78,667

2010-2014
Completed

27,218

$3.04

$111,852

2020-2024
Proposed

56,917

$6.93

$121,720

Completed

16,259

$1.90

$116,684

In Pipeline

20,488

NA

NA

2015-2019

Sources: CBC staff analysis of data from New York City Mayor's Office of Operations, Mayor's Management Report (September 2018), p. 228, Septem-
ber 2008-2017 editions; Engineering News-Record, "New York City Building Cost Index" (accessed November 2018).

Note: No data for elementary school construction cost reported for Fiscal Year 2006.

Figure 5: Growth in Selected Construction Cost Measures, SCA and NYC, Indexed to 2005

2.04

2.22

1.47

1.00

1.20

1.40

1.60

1.80

2.00

2.20

2.40

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

Construction bid price for school capacity projects per square foot (SCA)

Annual Building Cost Index (NYC)
Average new elementary school construction cost per square foot (SCA)
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The long implementation period may be justified by the long life of the completed project, but 
can affect the degree to which a project achieves its goals. The demographic projections used to 
identify the need for a project may not capture later shifts that can increase or reduce the need 
for new capacity at a given site. Launching of new programs such as pre-K can alter priorities 
for needed space. New construction provides little flexibility to adjust to changing circumstances 
during its extended implementation.

New Seats Have Been Insufficiently Targeted 

New school capacity is not created exclusively to address current crowding. Buildings may be 
initiated in anticipation of population growth in designated neighborhoods. This analysis looks at 
the district level, but the DOE plans new capacity based on smaller units known as sub-districts.

Of the 93,277 seats built since 2007, a majority were for elementary students, the group for whom 
crowding is most serious. (See Table 5.) However, only about half the new elementary seats were 
built in districts that had a utilization rate of more than 100 percent in the 2006-2007 school year. 
Another large portion of the elementary seats were in districts with utilization between 90 and 
100 percent, suggesting they may have been addressing concerns for future crowding.  More than 
3,700 elementary seats were built in districts that had relatively low utilization. These may have 
been targeted investments aimed at reducing crowding in particular buildings or sub-districts.

More than one-third of the new seats were built for high school students. Given the citywide 
nature of high school admissions and the citywide surplus of high school capacity, these seats were 
not necessary to address crowding. 

Relatively little new capacity was built for middle school students. This is appropriate given the 
limited extent of crowding in these schools. Nonetheless, more than 7,000 middle school seats 
were built at a cost likely exceeding $700 million.21 With the large majority of these seats built in 
districts with low utilization these projects may have been initiated in response to pressures other 
than crowding.

Notes: Includes newly constructed buildings, leases, additions, and renovations. Excludes projects of the Capital Task Force as well as Pre-K centers.

Sources: CBC staff analysis of data from New York City Department of Education, "Enrollment, Capacity & Utilization Report: Target Calculation, 2017-2018 
School Year" (December 2018) and 2006-2007 through 2016-2017 editions.

Table 5: Number of Seats Constructed Between 2007 and September 2018 by School Level and
District Crowding Status in 2006-2007 School Year

Share
School Level

Elementary Middle High Total
District Crowding Status in

2006-2007 School Year

Crowded (≥100% Utilization Rate) 38.6%25,252 0 10,720 35,972

At Risk (90-99% Utilization Rate) 33.2%24,070 433 6,479 30,982

Not Crowded (≤90% Utilization Rate) 28.2%3,739 6,850 15,734 26,323

Total
Share

100.0%53,061
56.9%

7,283
7.8%

32,933
35.3%

93,277
100.0%
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UNDERUTILIZED ALTERNATIVE STRATEGIES

The DOE has identified four strategies in addition to construction and upgrading of school 
buildings that can reduce crowding—rezoning, repurposing seats, changes to admission policies, 
and programming. These strategies are more cost effective than new construction, but are 
underutilized by the DOE. If used more aggressively these strategies can reduce school crowding 
by two-thirds and avoid the expense of much of the planned new construction.

Rezoning—Increase the Flexibility of Elementary School Zones

A major contributor to school crowding is the current zoning of elementary schools. Rezoning, 
or greater flexibility in the implementation of zones, could permit students in currently crowded 
schools to move to schools with available capacity. 

Rezonings are rarely used to deal with crowding in elementary schools that are not affected by 
the opening of a new school building. DOE’s use of rezonings is illustrated by actions in the three 
school years spanning 2014-15 to 2016-17. In this period the DOE implemented 16 rezonings 
in 11 districts. Twelve of these were related to the zoning of a new building; in these cases the 
rezoning assigns future incoming students to the new schools and adjusts the zones of the pre-
existing schools. In only four cases was the rezoning undertaken to adjust incoming enrollment in 
pre-existing schools to better accommodate students and reduce crowding; two of these involved 
middle schools. 

Although some crowded schools are clustered within a district, many others are near a school 
with available capacity in the same or an adjacent district. (See Figure 1.) A more flexible system of 
overlapping or grouped zones could more effectively balance enrollment between nearby crowded 
and non-crowded elementary school buildings.

To identify the potential magnitude of crowding reductions possible through more flexible 
implementation of elementary school zones, crowded schools were “matched” with schools with 
excess capacity located within one mile of the crowded school.22 This analysis identified 19,224 
seats that could be used to reduce elementary school crowding. Allowing for practical difficulties 
in utilizing all the seats so identified, a reasonable estimate of the additional capacity from more 
flexible elementary school zoning is 16,000 seats.

Rezoning is not simple or easy. It affects the lives of families, some of whom may have chosen where 
to live based on the school zone, and rezoning proposals often face difficulty gaining community 
acceptance. However, rezoning remains one of the most effective tools to reduce crowding without 
the expense of new construction.
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Repurposing Seats

The DOE uses this term to include: (1) the reconfiguration of grades served in a school; for example, 
truncating a 5-8 school to a 6-8 school and expanding a K-4 school to a K-5 school; (2) moving 
schools from one building to another and opening new programs or schools in underutilized 
buildings; and (3) consolidating co-located schools. These approaches are used for a variety of 
situations and could be applied more frequently to relieve crowding.

In the three school years spanning 2013-14 to 2015-16 DOE approved 99 such proposals to be 
implemented in the 2014-15 to 2016-17 school years.23 Grade truncation and expansion accounted 
for 19 proposals; consolidations accounted for 12; re-siting accounted for 28; and opening new 
schools in existing buildings accounted for 40. In 87 of these actions, the buildings affected were 
underutilized; the actions were intended to benefit schools in ways other than reducing crowding. 
In the cases where a crowded school was involved, it is difficult to calculate the amount of crowding 
alleviated with the available descriptive information. 

While this summary indicates the DOE is using these strategies with some effectiveness, additional 
analysis suggests much more could be done. Two types of repurposing with substantial potential 
to alleviate crowding are making unused middle school capacity available to crowded elementary 
schools and making more effective use of non-instructional space.

Better Use of Middle School Capacity

Middle schools suffer least from crowding; the citywide utilization rate is a relatively low 86 percent 
and non-crowded schools have 28,738 vacant seats. A first priority for this unused capacity should 
be to address crowding at over-capacity middle school buildings, which have a seat need of 4,553. 
For the zoned middle schools, a rezoning strategy can be applied. For choice middle schools, 
reducing crowding requires the cooperation of students (and their parents) who currently select to 
attend the crowded schools and school officials who allow enrollment to exceed building capacity.

Among the 32 school districts, 19 have one or more crowded middle school buildings with a total 
shortage of about 4,500 seats. In 15 of those districts underutilized middle schools have unused 
capacity sufficient to offset fully the need in crowded buildings. In the other four districts the 
unused capacity is less than the total need.  

However, even in districts with sufficient middle school capacity, capacity may be separated 
geographically from seat need. Crowded buildings were matched with those with available 
capacity located within two miles of the crowded school. (This is a larger radius than that used 
in the elementary school analysis as middle school students are more able to travel farther to 
school.) This analysis identified 33 middle school buildings with available capacity within 2 miles of 
a crowded middle school. However, making use of a small number of available seats in a building 
may not be possible or practical. Considering only non-crowded buildings that could contribute 
at least 56 seats, or two classrooms worth of capacity, to alleviate crowding, 2,217 seats could 
be used to reduce middle school crowding. Allowing for other challenges in utilizing all the seats 
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identified, 2,000 seats is a reasonable estimate of the additional middle school capacity that could 
be captured.

Additional unused middle school capacity could be made available to students in crowded 
elementary school buildings. This capacity could be used to alleviate crowding in elementary 
schools by reconfiguring the grades served in underutilized middle school buildings. Middle schools 
also could be consolidated to fully or partially vacate a building that could be converted to an 
elementary or K-8 school. In some middle school buildings, there already may be sufficient capacity 
to open a small elementary school.

A similar geographic matching analysis was conducted to match crowded elementary school 
buildings to middle school buildings with available space within one mile, the same radius used in 
the earlier analysis matching crowded and underutilized elementary schools. Seventy-two middle 
school buildings with available capacity are located within one mile of a crowded elementary school. 

Not every available middle school seat could translate into an elementary school seat, as elementary 
class sizes are smaller and a new school would need administrative as well as classroom space. 
Considering only non-crowded buildings that could contribute at least 200 seats, the analysis 
identified 8,796 seats that could be used to alleviate elementary school crowding. Allowing for 
other challenges in making full use of this space, 7,500 is a reasonable estimate of the number of 
students in crowded elementary schools who could be accommodated in this fashion.  

Conversion of Non-instructional Space

A portion of each building’s space is reserved for non-instructional purposes. These uses are 
valuable and should be retained, but some of the administrative space and space allocated to non-
school uses can be converted to instructional capacity.

Of the DOE’s 1,413 buildings, 39 percent or 550 house multiple schools. Many of these multi-
school buildings were created during the Bloomberg Administration when 164 low-performing 
schools were closed and replaced with 654 smaller schools.24 In many cases the more numerous 
smaller schools were in the same building as the previous larger school. One consequence of the co-
located smaller schools is that the same building houses administrative and other non-instructional 
space for multiple schools rather than a single larger school.  Where multiple schools are in the 
same building, the administrative space potentially could be consolidated.

Under DOE guidelines each school is allowed up to eight rooms of more than 500 square feet for 
administrative purposes including a duplication room, storage room, nurse’s office, and general 
office as well as the principal’s office. In buildings with multiple schools some of this administrative 
space could be shared. Based on a detailed analysis of administrative space usage as reported in 
the Principals Annual Space Survey, there are few buildings in which a full eight rooms of this size 
per school are used for administrative purposes, but there are still opportunities for conversion of 
excess administrative space to use as classroom capacity. Assuming a moderate amount of space 
sharing, a reasonable estimate of the space needed for administrative purposes is eight rooms of 
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500 square feet or larger for the first school in a building plus six rooms for each additional school. 
In 40 buildings, the number of rooms of 500 square feet or larger used for administrative purposes 
exceeds this number by a total of 232 rooms. These excess administrative rooms could instead 
provide classroom space. 

Not all this added capacity would be in schools that are crowded. Among buildings with co-located 
schools, 33 percent are over capacity; in these cases the consolidation would directly reduce 
crowding.25 Sharing of administrative space in schools that are not themselves crowded can help 
reduce the problem because this capacity is available to relieve crowding under the strategies 
discussed above, including moving students to schools with available capacity. Allowing for these 
factors, a reasonable estimate is that half the capacity added by consolidation could effectively 
relieve crowding. Assuming an average capacity of 20 students per room, this yields 2,150 seats 
in high schools, 90 seats in middle school buildings, and 80 seats in elementary school buildings. 

The second opportunity for conversion of non-instructional to classroom space relates to uses not 
required to be in the school buildings. This includes space used by the UFT and by DOE central or 
district administration. Thirty-two rooms in 26 buildings are allocated to the UFT for its activities; 
15 of these rooms are 500 square feet or larger. One hundred seventy-eight rooms in 29 buildings 
are reserved for administrative use by either DOE central office or district staff; 69 of these rooms 
are 500 square feet or larger.26 These office activities could be moved to other office space rather 
than school buildings; using this space for classrooms would reduce crowding by about 990 seats 
citywide with over half the seats (500) in elementary schools, a large share (360) in high schools, 
and the remainder in middle schools.27 

Other space also includes the rooms allocated to community organizations for services to students 
and their families. Location in a school may help these organizations reach their target clients, but 
this may be a lower priority than reducing the crowded circumstances in which these students 
are taught. Community organizations occupy 470 rooms in 166 school buildings; 192 of those 
rooms are 500 square feet or larger.28 This space could provide about 1,920 seats citywide if 
used as classroom space, with a large majority in elementary school buildings (1,280) and the rest 
divided among high school (440) and middle school (200) buildings.29 The direct impact of these 
conversions is not entirely in currently crowded schools. However, the new capacity can facilitate 
the implementation of other strategies that reduce crowding by using available space in other 
schools.  

Changed Admission Policies—Enforcing Enrollment Caps at High Schools

One-third of the crowding problem is attributable to high schools, where 93 crowded buildings 
had a shortage of 31,854 seats. As previously discussed, this problem arises because the DOE 
allows enrollment to exceed its capacity standards in order to meet the preferences of students 
and parents.

This problem could be solved by capping enrollment at levels consistent with the DOE capacity 
standards, because adequate high school capacity exists citywide and students are selected for 
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schools on a citywide basis. The shortage of seats in crowded high schools (31,854) is well below 
the unused capacity at other high schools (65,268). Many crowded high schools are desired by 
both students and staff. If these stakeholders are opting for a “crowded” school, then change may 
not be necessary or desirable. Reducing enrollment would shift teachers and students to schools 
they desire less. 

If high school capacity caps are established, principals could be given discretion to exceed a cap, 
perhaps by up to 20 percent, if it does not affect pedagogical standards negatively. To the extent 
principals exercise this discretion, this crowding should be deemed an acceptable balance of 
priorities. Since citywide high school capacity is already adequate, and assuming some high schools 
will choose to maintain enrollment over their building capacity, changed admission policies could 
fully eliminate crowding at high schools.

Programming

The predominant practice under this strategy is “split session” schedules at high schools. These 
schedules extend the school day through some combination of starting earlier and ending later 
than traditional schedules. The extended day allows more than the traditional eight periods to 
be scheduled during the school day. Students are scheduled for different starting times and 
classrooms can accommodate more students because they are used for more time during the day. 
Crowding may still occur during the middle of the school day when all students are present, but 
this is less acute because students may be in lunch periods or other non-classroom activities during 
these periods. The capacity increase related to split sessions is difficult to calculate because of the 
varying schedules and lack of full-day impact, but a rough calculation is that adding one period 
increases capacity by about one-eighth or 12.5 percent.

In the 2017-18 school year, 42 high schools in 41 buildings used a split session schedule. All these 
schools had utilization above 100 percent, but their rates varied from 101 percent to 208 percent.30 
These 41 schools are a minority of the 93 high school buildings that had rates above 100 percent. 
No clear or firm decision rule appears to determine which crowded schools adopt split session 
schedules, but it is a technique used by popular high schools to accommodate students beyond 
their official capacity. For example, Bronx High School of Science and Brooklyn Technical High 
School each use a split session schedule. 

Using a split session schedule does not increase capacity according the DOE’s official calculation of 
capacity. Accordingly in this report no increased capacity is assigned to this strategy, and it would 
not be necessary to adopt split sessions if the previous strategy of new admission policies were 
adopted. However split sessions are a method by which, under new admission policies with some 
discretion for admission caps, more students could be accepted at the more popular high schools.
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Summary of Impacts

Table 6 summarizes the impact of the cost-effective strategies on the shortage of seats:

 � Increased flexibility in elementary school zones could reduce the shortage at elementary schools 
by 16,000 seats;

 � Using middle school space has two impacts. It could accommodate 2,000 students at currently 
crowded middle school buildings through changes to middle school zoning or admissions and 
provide 7,500 elementary seats through new elementary or K-8 schools in the remaining 
underutilized middle school buildings;

 � Capping high school enrollment, applied with discretion for local officials to exceed caps as 
discussed above, could eliminate high school crowding; and

 � The conversion of space from non-instructional to classroom use could add significant additional 
capacity:  2,950 seats at high school buildings, 420 seats at middle school buildings, and 1,860 
seats at elementary school buildings. 

Together, these strategies can eliminate the current seat need at high schools, reduce the middle 
school need to about 2,100, and reduce the seat need at elementary schools to about 34,000. 
The strategies identify more high school seats than are needed, but these may not be easily 
interchangeable with elementary school seats, so the remaining need in Table 6 reflects the full 
remaining need at middle school and elementary school buildings.

As the current capital plan is completed and projected enrollment declines, the current level of 
crowding may lessen. By 2022 20,488 seats in the current capital plan still in design or construction 

Sources: CBC staff analysis of data from New York School Construction Authority, "Enrollment Capacity and Utilization Reports—Target 
by Organization" (accessed May 24, 2019, last updated January 31, 2019), NYC Open Data; "DOE Building Space Usage" (accessed May 8, 
2019, last updated March 14, 2019), NYC Open Data; "2017-2018 School Locations" (accessed January 11, 2019, last updated September 
10, 2018), NYC Open Data.

Table 6: Capacity Gain From Cost-Effective Solutions to Crowding

Current Seat Need

Flexibly implement elementary school zones

Use middle school space

Set high school admissions limits

Repurpose space
Administrative space
Community-based organizations
United Federation of Teachers
DOE administration

Total Seats Identified

Remaining Need

Elementary

59,577

16,000

7,500

-

1,860
80

1,280
200
300

25,360

34,217

Middle

4,553

-

2,000

-

420
90

200
20

110

2,420

2,133

High

31,854

-

-

31,854

2,950
2,150

440
80

280

34,804

0

Total

95,984

16,000

9,500

31,854

5,230
2,320
1,920

300
690

62,584

36,350
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are slated to be completed. Furthermore, the DOE’s enrollment projections forecast a decline of 
4 percent of total enrollment including 7 percent in elementary school enrollment from the 2017-
2018 school year to the 2022-2023 school year. (See Table 7.) Taking into account these dynamic 
factors could further reduce the need for new seats.

Note: Includes grades K-12. Does not include enrollment in non-DOE space, char-
ter schools, or District 75.

Source: Statistical Forecasting LLC, "Enrollment Projections for the New York 
City Public Schools 2018-19 to 2027-28" (August 2018), prepared for the New 
York City School Construction Authority.

Table 7: NYC Current and Projected Citywide
Enrollment in Public Schools

Elementary

Middle

High

Total

2027-2028

394,366

183,354

275,095

852,815

2022-2023

393,661

193,347

294,348

881,356

2017-2018

424,191

201,890

290,569

916,650

Projected
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SAVINGS IN THE CAPITAL PLAN 

The DOE’s capital plan for fiscal years 2020-2024 totals $17 billion. Of this nearly $8.3 billion is 
for purposes other than creating new capacity, such as repairing and enhancing existing buildings 
($5.2 billion) and conforming to legal mandates relating to environmental and other concerns ($3.1 
billion). The greatest amount, nearly $8.8 billion, is for capacity projects, with nearly $7.9 billion 
for new K-12 capacity and the other funds for projects that deal with space for pre-K programs, 
expanded space at existing schools, and removal of TCUs. The $7.9 billion in new capacity funding 
includes $6.4 billion that is allocated for specific new buildings, $1.1 billion for site acquisition and 
environmental remediation citywide, and an unspecified allocation of $329 million.31

Table 8 shows the allocation of the $6.4 billion by school level and district crowding status (for 
elementary seats). Five new high schools account for $966 million and add 8,164 seats. If new 
admission policies were designed and enforced, these new buildings would not be needed to 
reduce crowding. 

Notes: Because high school admissions are citywide, the crowding status of the districts where they are sited is not shown. Cost does not include $504 million 
for citywide site acquisitions costs.

Sources: CBC staff analysis of data from New York City School Construction Authority, "Enrollment Capacity and Utilization Reports—Target by Organization" 
(accessed May 24, 2019, last updated January 31, 2019), NYC Open Data; New York City Department of Education, "Proposed FY 2020-2024 Five-Year Capital 
Plan" (February 2019), pp. 21-23.

Table 8: Planned New Seats in Proposed Fiscal Year 2020-2024 DOE Capital Plan by Borough and
District Crowding Status

ELEMENTARY/MIDDLE SCHOOLS

Brooklyn

Bronx

Manhattan

Queens

Staten Island

Citywide

District-level crowding Districts Buildings Seats Cost in millions

Over capacity 11 56 33,482 $3,730
Below capacity 21 28 15,271 $1,728

Citywide Elementary/Middle School Subtotal 32 84 48,753 $5,458

Over capacity 3 18 11,204 $1,139
Below capacity 9 8 4,031 $409

Over capacity 2 8 5,460 $638
Below capacity 4 8 4,270 $570

Over capacity 0 - - -
Below capacity 6 5 2,794 $325

Over capacity 5 22 13,138 $1,505
Below capacity 2 7 4,176 $425

Over capacity 1 8 3,680 $447
Below capacity 0 - - -

HIGH SCHOOLS

District-level crowding Districts Buildings Seats
Queens NA NA 5 8,164 $966

Citywide High School Subtotal 5 8,164 $966

Cost in millions

ALL LEVELS TOTAL 89 56,917 $6,424
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The remaining new capacity projects are 84 new schools of which 47 are elementary school 
buildings limited to grades K-5 and 37 are larger buildings with flexible space not yet designated 
for specific grades between pre-K and grade 8. The combined capacity of these new buildings is 
48,753 seats.

Some of these new elementary school buildings may be intended to serve goals other than reducing 
crowding. The 84 projects are located in 22 of the 32 school districts. Of these 22 districts, 11 are 
districts in which total enrollment currently exceeds capacity; the 56 projects in these districts 
provide 33,482 new seats at a cost of $3.7 billion. The remaining 11 districts with planned new 
seats currently have unused capacity; the 28 projects in these districts add 15,271 seats at a cost 
of $1.7 billion. Some of the latter projects may be related to situations at specific schools in those 
districts that are crowded.

As discussed above, implementation of the four cost-effective strategies could reduce the combined 
middle school and elementary school need to about 36,000 seats, a 25 percent reduction in the 
capital plan of 48,753 seats. Applied to the cost of the new elementary school buildings in the plan 
($5.5 billion), this could yield savings of $1.4 billion. Combined with the $966 million saved by not 
building high school seats, the total reduction in the planned fiscal year 2020 to 2024 capital plan 
could reach $2.4 billion. The previously noted projected enrollment decline and projects currently 
underway to expand capacity could further reduce the need for new capital investment and yield 
significant additional savings.  

These savings could be put to productive use. Within the capital plan, more funds could be allocated 
to improvements and enhancements in existing buildings in order to bring them to a state of good 
repair more rapidly than in the existing plan. Alternatively, the funds in the operating budget 
necessary to pay the debt service on the bonds planned for this new capacity could be reallocated 
to the DOE’s operating budget to improve instruction with added staffing or other measures. The 
debt service on $2.4 billion would be roughly $150 million a year.32 Because approximately half of 
the DOE’s capital spending is reimbursed by State building aid, the City would save $75 million and 
the State an equal amount.33  

         



22

APPENDIX A: SCHOOL CAPACITY FORMULA FOR 
PRIMARY SCHOOLS

This flow chart illustrates a simplified version of the formula used to calculate capacity of primary 
schools, according to the 2017-2018 Enrollment, Capacity & Utilization Report.

Sources: New York City School Construction Authority, "Enrollment, Capacity & Utilization Report: Target Calcula-
tion, 2017-2018 School Year" (December 2018), pp. P1-P3.

Calculate number, size, and use of rooms.

Total square footage divided 
by 35 for pre-K and 20 for 

grades 1-8.

Rooms for kindergarten 
through 3rd grade have 

maximum capacity of 20. 
Rooms for 4th-8th grade have 

a maximum capacity of 28.

Select the lower of the two possible room capacities.

Sum these room capacities to reach the total unadjusted capacity.

Include all remaining rooms, including any used for non-teaching 
purposes in excess of the allocation above.

Subtract a classroom for use as a parents’ and teachers’ room, and a 
second classroom for use as a guidance counseling room.

Subtract a specified number of classrooms based on total 
enrollment, some for use as “cluster” rooms for art, music, science, 

computers, etc. and some for use in remediation.

• Libraries
• Cafeterias
• Auditoriums
• Gyms
• Rooms less than 240 square feet
• Rooms of 240-500 square feet used for non-instructional purposes
• Rooms used by outside organizations

Exclude:

• General office
• Principal’s office
• Guidance office
• Nurse/medical office
• Storage
• Coach’s office
• Pre-kindergarten family room
• Duplicating room

Exclude up to 8 rooms of 500 square feet or greater for
administrative use, including:

The remaining capacity is the capacity of a school building. 
Utilization is calculated by dividing enrollment by capacity.
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[1] Changes in the methodology for calculating capacity make it difficult to compare capacity or 
utilization figures from before school year 2013-2014 directly to those from after 2014-2015.

[2] CBC staff analysis of data from Department of Education, “2015-2018 Demographic Snapshot 
Pre-K For All” (accessed March 22, 2019, last updated September 10, 2018), New York City Open 
Data, https://data.cityofnewyork.us/Education/2015-2018-Demographic-Snapshot-Pre-K-
For-All/u4g8-wkku.

[3] These figures include all enrollment in DOE space, including enrollment in charter schools in DOE 
buildings. Charter schools located in non-DOE space are not included in enrollment or capacity 
figures throughout the paper. See: CBC staff analysis of data from New York City School Construction 
Authority, “Enrollment Capacity and Utilization Reports—Target by Organization” (accessed May 24, 
2019, last updated January 31, 2019), NYC Open Data, https://data.cityofnewyork.us/Education/
Enrollment-Capacity-And-Utilization-Reports-Target/gkd7-3vk7.

[4] CBC staff analysis of data from Department of Education, “2017-2018 Diversity Report: Admissions 
Methods” (accessed May 29, 2019, last updated April 19, 2019), NYC Open Data, https://data.
cityofnewyork.us/Education/2017-2018-Diversity-Report-Admission-Methods/d9fi-geci.

[5] Includes middle school admissions at K-8 schools, K-12 schools, middle schools, and secondary 
schools (grades 6-12). Dataset includes a total of 485 schools at these levels.

[6]  Includes high school admissions at K-12 schools, high schools, and secondary schools (grades 6-12). 
Dataset includes a total of 423 schools at these levels. This does not correspond to the number 
of high school buildings, as buildings may contain multiple schools and schools may be located in 
multiple buildings. CBC staff analysis of data from Department of Education, “2017-2018 Diversity 
Report: Admissions Methods” (accessed May 29, 2019, last updated April 19, 2019), NYC Open Data, 
https://data.cityofnewyork.us/Education/2017-2018-Diversity-Report-Admission-Methods/d9fi-
geci. 

[7] This includes buildings categorized as elementary (K-5), early childhood (Pre-K or K through grade 2 
or 3), and K-8. Buildings housing multiple schools were categorized based on the schools that made 
up the largest total enrollment in the building.

[8] CBC staff analysis of data from New York City School Construction Authority, “Enrollment Capacity 
and Utilization Reports—Target by Organization” (accessed May 24, 2019, last updated January 
31, 2019), NYC Open Data, https://data.cityofnewyork.us/Education/Enrollment-Capacity-And-
Utilization-Reports-Target/gkd7-3vk7. 

[9] CBC staff analysis of data from Department of Education, “2017-2018 Diversity Report: Admissions 
Methods” (accessed May 29, 2019, last updated April 19, 2019), NYC Open Data, https://data.
cityofnewyork.us/Education/2017-2018-Diversity-Report-Admission-Methods/d9fi-geci; and New 
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York City School Construction Authority, “Enrollment Capacity and Utilization Reports—Target by 
Organization” (accessed May 24, 2019, last updated January 31, 2019), NYC Open Data, https://data.
cityofnewyork.us/Education/Enrollment-Capacity-And-Utilization-Reports-Target/gkd7-3vk7. 

[10] In considering the relatively modest degree of crowding among middle school buildings, it is 
relevant to recall that this analysis classifies buildings with some enrollment from middle school 
grades combined with elementary or high school grades in the latter categories; this reduces the 
middle school grade enrollment categorized as in middle school buildings and places some of that 
enrollment in buildings classified as elementary or high school.  CBC staff analysis of data from New 
York City School Construction Authority, “Enrollment Capacity and Utilization Reports—Target by 
Organization” (accessed May 24, 2019, last updated January 31, 2019), NYC Open Data, https://data.
cityofnewyork.us/Education/Enrollment-Capacity-And-Utilization-Reports-Target/gkd7-3vk7.

[11] CBC staff analysis of data from New York City School Construction Authority, “Enrollment Capacity 
and Utilization Reports—Target by Organization” (accessed May 24, 2019, last updated January 
31, 2019), NYC Open Data, https://data.cityofnewyork.us/Education/Enrollment-Capacity-And-
Utilization-Reports-Target/gkd7-3vk7.

[12] Total capacity figure of $13.8 billion does not include $535 million for charter school seats. The 
2005-2009 plan totaled $12.9 billion, with $4.12 billion for new capacity and $224 million for 
replacement capacity. The 2010-2014 plan totaled $11.0 billion, with $3.05 billion for new capacity 
and $457 million for replacement. As of October 2018, the 2015-2019 plan totals $16.5 billion, with 
$5.29 billion for new seats, $490 million in funding for class size reduction projects, $872 million for 
Pre-K for All capacity, and $287 million for replacing seats.

[13] In addition to the $13.8 billion committed for new seats, $968 million has been committed to 
replacing space lost due to building closures or nonrenewal of leases. This is not included in Figures 
2 and 3.

[14] This does not include replacement seats built when school leases expire or are not renewed. It also 
excludes 9,570 seats built in charter and partnership schools ($535 million in the 2005-2009 and 
2010-2014 plans), partially funded by outside organizations.

[15] New York City Department of Education, “Proposed FY 2020-2024 Five-Year Capital Plan” (February 
2019), pp. 16-17, www.nycsca.org/Community/Capital-Plan-Reports-Data#Capital-Plan-67.

[16] New York City Department of Education, “Proposed FY 2020-2024 Five-Year Capital Plan” (February 
2019), pp. 17-22, www.nycsca.org/Community/Capital-Plan-Reports-Data#Capital-Plan-67.

[17] CBC staff analysis of data from New York City Mayor’s Office of Operations, Mayor’s Management 
Report (September 2018), p. 228, https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/
mmr2018/2018_mmr.pdf, and September 2008-2017 editions; and Engineering News-Record, “New 
York City Building Cost Index” (accessed November 2018), www.enr.com/economics.

[18] For example, the SCA seeks sites of at least 20,000 square feet, away from major roads, and not 
near buildings with an incompatible use. See: New York City Council, “Planning to Learn: The School 
Building Challenge” (March 2018), p. 43, https://council.nyc.gov/land-use/wp-content/uploads/
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sites/53/2018/03/Planning-to-Learn-3.16.2018-high-resolution.pdf.

[19] See: New York City Council, “Planning to Learn: The School Building Challenge” (March 2018), p. 
43, https://council.nyc.gov/land-use/wp-content/uploads/sites/53/2018/03/Planning-to-Learn-
3.16.2018-high-resolution.pdf.

[20] CBC staff analysis of data of capacity projects from New York City Department of Education, 
“Proposed FY 2015-2019 Five-Year Capital Plan Amendment” (February 2018), pp. C7-C11, www.
nycsca.org/Community/Capital-Plan-Reports-Data#Capital-Plan-67.

[21] This assumes a cost per seat of $100,000, near the average for this period. (See Table 4.)

[22] GIS software was used to create a distance matrix of elementary school buildings. Only matches of 
crowded buildings to underutilized buildings within one mile were retained. Matches across borough 
lines between Brooklyn and Queens and between Manhattan and the Bronx were retained, as were 
matches across district lines within boroughs. Enrollment in excess of building capacity (seat need) 
was distributed to the nearest underutilized elementary school building match, with remaining seat 
need and available seats updated to reflect seats used. Seat need was then distributed to the second 
through fifth matches.

[23] This total excludes proposals to close schools. 

[24] Dennis Walcott, Testimony Before the New York City Council Committee on Education (October 2, 2013), 
www.chalkbeat.org/posts/ny/2013/10/02/the-bloomberg-administrations-theory-of-school-
improvement-in-a-nutshell/. 

[25] CBC staff analysis of data from New York City School Construction Authority, “Enrollment Capacity 
and Utilization Reports—Target by Organization” (accessed May 24, 2019, last updated January 
31, 2019), NYC Open Data, https://data.cityofnewyork.us/Education/Enrollment-Capacity-And-
Utilization-Reports-Target/gkd7-3vk7.

[26] CBC staff analysis of data from New York City School Construction Authority, “DOE Building 
Space Usage” (accessed May 8, 2019, last updated March 14, 2019), NYC Open Data, https://data.
cityofnewyork.us/Education/DOE-Building-Space-Usage/wavz-fkw8.

[27] These estimates assume an average capacity of 20 students per room, with half of the rooms used 
by the DOE and UFT over 500 square feet available to reduce crowding.

[28] CBC staff analysis of data from New York City School Construction Authority, “DOE Building 
Space Usage” (accessed May 8, 2019, last updated March 14, 2019), NYC Open Data, https://data.
cityofnewyork.us/Education/DOE-Building-Space-Usage/wavz-fkw8.

[29] These estimates assume an average capacity of 20 students per room, with half of the rooms used 
by community-based organizations over 500 square feet available to reduce crowding.

[30] Francis Lewis High School’s utilization rate is 208 percent. It is the only building over 200 percent. 
See: New York City Department of Education, Office of District Planning, “Space Overutilization 
in New York City Public Schools: Report on the 2017-2018 School Year” (April 19, 2019), www.
schools.nyc.gov/about-us/school-planning/district-planning. 
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[31] New York City Department of Education, “Proposed FY 2020-2024 Five-Year Capital Plan” (February 
2019), pp. 15-24, www.nycsca.org/Community/Capital-Plan-Reports-Data#Capital-Plan-67.

[32] Debt service payments are estimated to be repaid as level payments over 30 years at a 4.5 percent 
interest rate.

[33] If the funds were redirected to capital improvements of existing buildings, they would remain eligible 
for State reimbursement. See: New York City Independent Budget Office, “The School Construction 
Budget: Seeming Decline in State Funding a Matter of Fiscal Reporting, Not Support” (May 2015), 
p. 1, https://ibo.nyc.ny.us/iboreports/school-construction-budget-seeming-decline-state-funding-
matter-of-fiscal-reporting-not-support.pdf. 
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