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The New York Civil Liberties Union (“NYCLU”) respectfully submits the following 
testimony on the New York City Department of Education (“DOE”)’s response to incidents of 
bullying, harassment, and discrimination in New York City schools and efforts to improve 
school climate.   

 
We would like to thank the Committee on Education for giving the NYCLU the 

opportunity to provide testimony today on this pertinent and important topic.   
 

I.       INTRODUCTION 
 
 The NYCLU, the state affiliate of the American Civil Liberties Union, is a not-for-profit, 
non-partisan organization with nine offices across New York state and more than 210,000 
members and supporters. The NYCLU’s mission is to defend and promote the fundamental 
principles, rights, and constitutional values embodied in the Bill of Rights of the U.S. 
Constitution and the Constitution of the State of New York. Protecting and expanding students’ 
rights is a core component of our mission, and through our Youth and Students’ Rights program 
the NYCLU advocates for positive school climate and equitable access to quality education for 
all students.  
 

As part of our longstanding commitment to protect the right to a quality education for all 
children, we have spent over a decade advocating for schools to prevent and address harassment, 
bullying, and discrimination. Our work has included legislative campaigns in support of the 
statewide Dignity For All Students Act (“DASA”) and its local counterpart (“Local Law 42”), 
advocacy on behalf of individual targets of bias-based harassment, and ongoing participation on 
the State Education Department’s Dignity Act Implementation Task Force.  We served on the 
Mayor’s Leadership Team on School Climate and Discipline and we work regularly with 
individual educators and young people, including more than 100 members of our Teen Activist 
Project. In addition, our work to reform school discipline and restrict the role of the criminal 
justice system in schools affords us a unique perspective on the criminalization of student 
behaviors, including bullying. 

 
It is with this in mind that the NYCLU commends Councilmember Dromm for his years 

of leadership protecting students and improving schools. We hope this oversight hearing and 
related legislation will help the DOE identify barriers to success in improving school climate, 
and to take decisive action to support struggling schools. In the wake of the tragedy at the Urban 
Assembly School for Wildlife Conservation, we submit the following comments and suggestions 
to strengthen the DOE’s response and proactivity in addressing school climate issues. 

   
II.       SCHOOL CLIMATE AND THE DIGNITY FOR ALL STUDENTS ACT 

 
The New York City Department of Education has a responsibility to ensure that all of its 

1.1 million students are safe, welcomed, and successful at each of its more than 1,800 schools.  
This requires that all adults in the school building, including teachers, administrators, and non-
instructional staff, including school safety agents, be invested in and accountable for contributing 
to a positive school climate and engaged in finding positive solutions. The climate of a school—
healthy or unhealthy—is a team effort.  
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The Dignity For All Students Act, also known as the Dignity Act, is a framework for 
improving school climate.  This statewide law, which took effect in 2012, was designed to help 
schools combat bullying, harassment, and discrimination against students by investing in 
supports, prevention, and training. DASA mandates that each school designate at least one 
employee as a Dignity Act coordinator, who serves as the point of contact at the school for 
students who have suffered an incident of bullying, harassment, or discrimination (called the 
Respect for All (“RFA”) Liaison in DOE schools1).  Each Dignity Act coordinator is required to 
undergo in-service training to prepare him or her for the position.  The DOE’s Respect For All 
program implements DASA’s requirements in New York City.  Despite the protections that RFA 
is supposed to afford students, schools across the city have fallen down on their responsibilities 
to faithfully implement the law, harming school communities.   

 
The NYCLU will focus its comments and recommendations today in the areas of (1) 

staffing and training; (2) the criminalization of students in schools; (3) accountability and 
support; and (4) funding.   

 
A. STAFFING AND TRAINING 

 
a. TRAINING 

 
The training requirements under DASA need to be expanded and monitored to ensure 

that training is meaningful and ongoing for all school staff, including non-instructional staff.  
This extension and improvement in training is critically important as the city implements 
measures to increase the visibility of RFA liaisons.  Further, the DOE must closely follow the 
guidelines dictating the selection of RFA liaisons.   

 
DASA requires in-service training for all staff and pre-service training for teachers.2  

This comprises six-clock-hours, three of which must be in person; however, this six-hour 
training is not substantial enough to equip teachers with the skills to proactively address 
bullying, harassment, and discrimination in the classroom.  Further, it does not include any 
requirement for training on cultural competency, supporting LGBTQ students, or meeting the 
needs of other vulnerable groups of students.  

 
Studies across New York State have shown that Dignity Act coordinators are ill equipped 

to meet the demands of students in schools around issues of school climate, despite the required 
training in which they participate.  A 2015 study conducted by the Queering Education Research 
Institute3 found that the bulk of the DASA training for coordinators in upstate New York was 
focused on the legal details of the Dignity Act and procedures to avoid being subject to a lawsuit.  
The coordinators reported that they were unprepared to proactively create safe and supportive 
school environments.  In fact, those coordinators interviewed did not receive training on the 
social patterns of harassment, bullying, and discrimination, or strategies for proactively 

                                                 
1 Chancellor’s Regulation A-832 (II)(B). 
2 N.Y. Educ. Law §§ 13-14 (requirements also include pre-service training for school counselors, school 
psychologists, school social workers, and school administrators); 8 NYCRR § 52.21.   
3 Elizabeth Payne, Ph.D. & Melissa Smith, Ph.D., Implementing Dignity:  New York State’s Dignity for All 
Students Act Research and Recommendations, December 2015. 
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addressing these issues, despite the requirements in the law.  Many of the upstate Dignity Act 
coordinators did not even understand the difference between a proactive and a reactive measure 
in addressing school climate issues. 

 
To address concerns regarding the preparation and capacity of RFA liaisons to adequately 

and proactively address student complaints and school climate issues, the pre-service training 
requirement should be expanded beyond the six-clock-hour requirement and include follow-up 
training to ensure that staff take away proactive strategies for combatting harassment, bullying, 
and discrimination in schools.  Preventing and successfully addressing bias-based bullying, 
harassment, and discrimination requires school staff to be trained in understanding the ways in 
which students are marginalized, both by their peers and by school staff, identifying their own 
biases, and identifying how to affirm students’ identities.  This training should also include more 
comprehensive training on cultural competency, racial and ethnic bias, students with disabilities, 
sexuality, and gender identity so that staff are equipped to sensitively respond and support 
students.   
 

b. NON-INSTRUCTIONAL STAFF AND CULTURAL COMPETENCE 
 

The DOE must ensure 100% compliance with DASA and Chancellor’s Regulation A-
832, which requires in-service training for all staff members, including non-teaching staff.  This 
training must reach all staff, as students may report an incident of bullying, harassment, or 
discrimination to any staff member, not just the RFA liaison.  This training should be expanded 
to School Safety Agents and schools should be encouraged to train more than one staff member 
to serve as a RFA liaison.  This training should also cover topics including cultural competence 
and support for LGBTQ students.  Training for school staff should be ongoing throughout the 
year to guarantee they are equipped to not only handle the reporting requirements under DASA 
but also proactively address school climate issues. 

 
c. VISIBILITY 

 
  In October 2017, the New York State Comptroller’s Office released an audit that 

assessed the implementation of DASA around the state.  The Comptroller’s office found that 
75% of the schools surveyed outside of New York City did not post the name and contact 
information for the Dignity Act coordinators in the school and 65% of schools surveyed did not 
provide the name and contact information for the coordinator to students’ parents or guardians, 
as they are required to do by the Dignity Act.4   

 
This lack of visibility for Dignity Act Coordinators is not unique to school districts 

outside of New York City.  Respect For All requires that posters displaying the name and contact 
information for RFA liaisons be posted conspicuously in the school building, that parents be 
provided with a RFA brochure annually, and that students receive training on RFA by October 
31st each year.5  Despite the designation of an RFA liaison at every school, students are unable to 
accurately identify the RFA liaison at their schools.  In a 2017 survey of nearly 300 high school 

                                                 
4 Implementation of the Dignity for All Students Act, State Education Department, NYS Office of the State 
Comptroller, Report 2016-S-28, October 2017, available at http://osc.state.ny.us/audits/allaudits/093018/16s28.pdf.  
5 Chancellor’s Regulation A-832. 

http://osc.state.ny.us/audits/allaudits/093018/16s28.pdf
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students across 12 different schools conducted by our Teen Activist Project, only 19% of 
students could correctly identify the RFA liaison for their schools.  Eighty-eight percent of 
students did not know that NYC schools were required to have an RFA liaison and only 63% 
said that their school had one.6  These numbers are clear evidence that students do not know 
whom to contact when they encounter acts of bullying, harassment, and discrimination for 
support and guidance. 

 
The NYCLU supports Council members Dromm, Richards, and Menchaca’s proposed 

Intro 1538 to require the DOE to list on its website the name and contact information of the 
designated RFA liaison at each school and to require each school to list the RFA liaison on its 
individual school website.  This increased visibility will assist both students and parents in 
contacting the appropriate school professional to report incidents or received support.  It is 
unacceptable that only 19% of students correctly identified their RFA liaison.  This bill will 
increase this percentage and ensure that students are able to contact a trusted adult who can help 
them with issues they are facing.  However, this increased visibility will inevitably lead to 
increased demand on the RFA liaison.  Amplified training for RFA liaisons will be critically 
important if the DOE takes measures to increase their visibility.    

 
Finally, the DOE should ensure that RFA liaisons are selected in accordance with the 

requirements outlined in the DOE’s Implementing Respect For All document.  The DOE should 
mandate, not just suggest, that the full time staff member selected as the RFA liaison has (prior 
or contemporaneous) training in “human relations, cultural diversity, bullying prevention and 
intervention and/or conflict resolution, social emotional learning” or demonstrated expertise in a 
related area.  These roles are so critical to the school community that the people who hold them 
must be selected with care.  It is imperative that the RFA liaison is fully equipped to navigate the 
complicated dynamics in the school community and provide guidance to students experiencing 
bullying, harassment, or discrimination.   
 

B. CRIMINALIZATION OF STUDENTS IN SCHOOLS 
 
School counselors and social workers are an important part of the school community in 

addressing school climate issues before they escalate.  However, as we speak, school safety 
agents outnumber guidance counselors and social workers by more than 1,000.7  This allocation 
of resources sends a clear message about the DOE’s priorities.   

 
The DOE’s disproportionate reliance on policing and criminal justice measures to address 

school climate issues is not working.  It has already invested substantial resources in criminal 
justice measures in schools including the presence of school safety agents and metal detectors.  
Yet, these aggressive measures did not prevent the tragedy in the Bronx.  Criminalizing students 
and policing schools is not the answer:  it does not stop students from feeling marginalized and 
                                                 
6 LGBTQ Sex Ed & Safety:  A Survey of New York City High School Students, available at 
https://www.nyclu.org/sites/default/files/field_documents/20170320-nyclu-lgbt-ed-safety-survey.pdf.  
7 There are currently 4,177 guidance counselors and social workers in NYC DOE schools.  New York City DOE, 
Report on Guidance Counselors Pursuant to Local Law 56 of 2014, February 15, 2017, available at 
http://schools.nyc.gov/NR/rdonlyres/4C83BFEB-35F5-4263-B614-
84D61A8149A4/0/GuidanceCounselorReportandSummary21517final.pdf.  There are approximately 5,200 school 
safety agents.  https://twitter.com/nypdschools?lang=en. 

https://www.nyclu.org/sites/default/files/field_documents/20170320-nyclu-lgbt-ed-safety-survey.pdf
http://schools.nyc.gov/NR/rdonlyres/4C83BFEB-35F5-4263-B614-84D61A8149A4/0/GuidanceCounselorReportandSummary21517final.pdf
http://schools.nyc.gov/NR/rdonlyres/4C83BFEB-35F5-4263-B614-84D61A8149A4/0/GuidanceCounselorReportandSummary21517final.pdf
https://twitter.com/nypdschools?lang=en
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bullied.  However, an emphasis on social-emotional learning techniques and climate supports 
and the availability and visibility of trained, compassionate adults to proactively address 
bullying, harassment, and discrimination, may be able to get in front of issues before they 
escalate.   

 
The DOE must increase the number of guidance counselors and social workers in 

schools, thus committing to focus on mental health supports, and demonstrate that it is 
committed to improving school climate, and not just increasing police presence. 
 

C. ACCOUNTABILITY AND SUPPORT 
 

Both DASA and RFA contain many mechanisms to improve the visibility of liaisons in 
school communities, to ensure accurate reporting, and to assure the appropriate selection of 
liaisons.  The DOE must conduct an audit to verify that the certification submitted from each 
school in accordance with Chancellor’s Regulation A-832 is accurate.  Chancellor’s Regulation 
A-832 requires that the RFA posters be posted conspicuously; information is distributed yearly 
to students and parents and upon mid-year registration; that all staff receives required training; 
and that the RFA liaison receives additional, appropriate training.  As described previously, the 
State Comptroller found that many of the parallel requirements through DASA were not adhered 
to outside of NYC and it is probable that there would be similar findings throughout the DOE.  
Requiring each school to submit a certification is just one step in ensuring compliance – the DOE 
must conduct yearly audits, and not only in response to a tragedy.   
 

The DOE should analyze the data reported by schools in accordance with DASA to 
ensure accurate reporting.  Many schools appear to be underreporting – during the 2015-2016 
school year, nearly half (49.9%) of schools reported zero material incidents of bias-based 
bullying, harassment, or discrimination8 and 74.4% of NYC schools reported zero material 
incidents of cyberbullying.  While these numbers may be encouraging, they are 
disproportionately large and may be a sign of inaccurate reporting, a lack of training on proper 
categorization of incidents, or an ineffective RFA liaison.  An annual audit of schools that report 
zero material incidents would help ensure accurate reporting and a proportionate allocation of 
resources to schools that need additional supports.  

 
The DOE currently has ample data at its disposal that it can use to better allocate support 

to schools facing school climate issues.  This data on school climate and incidents of bullying, 
harassment, and discrimination submitted from schools should also be analyzed in real-time so 
that schools receive support as they need it, rather than after an annual reporting period ends.  
Increasing supports to schools that show a need, based on data, will help them make mid-year 
course corrections to improve climate and be more proactive in addressing the needs of their 
school communities.  Further, the DOE must ensure that schools are not penalized for accurate 
reporting, and schools with many incidents are given the resources to meet the challenge. 
 

                                                 
8 New York State Education Department School Safety and the Educational Climate Data Reporting, available at 
http://www.p12.nysed.gov/irs/school_safety/school_safety_data_reporting.html.  According to data from the 2015-
2016 school year, 896 schools out of 1796 schools in NYC reported zero material incidents of bias-based bullying, 
harassment, or discrimination and 1,337 schools reported zero incidents of cyberbullying. 

http://www.p12.nysed.gov/irs/school_safety/school_safety_data_reporting.html
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Transparency is a pillar of good government, including schools, and public reporting is 
an important tool to understanding how various policies and efforts are working. There is, 
however, a drawback to public reporting, which is that it can easily dis-incentivize accurate data 
collection, by attaching stigma and even overt punishment to the reports.  In addition, data 
without proper detail and context can lead to poor policy responses. We urge the Council to 
ensure that any additional reporting requirements, like those proposed through Intro 6825, are 
paired with resources, support, and protections for schools that are struggling.9  If a school has 
many incidents, it should receive more support, not less. Any other response virtually guarantees 
that reports will be falsified.  
 

Finally, implementation of a reporting provision is challenging. Currently, 896 schools 
report zero bullying incidents – proof that stigma is the enemy of good data. We recommend the 
Council examine ways it can improve current reporting accuracy rather than creating new 
requirements that will also be ignored. 
 

D. FUNDING 
 

If the DOE intends to fully support school communities in developing a positive school 
climate, it must commit appropriate resources and funding to this effort.  This includes 
increasing the number of guidance counselors and school social workers in schools; providing 
increased funding for improved, robust training; and allocating resources for audits to ensure 
compliance and accountability to target support to schools needing it most. 

 
III. RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
In order to support the DOE’s goal of fostering a positive school climate and addressing 

incidents of bullying, harassment and discrimination in a proactive manner, our 
recommendations are as follows: 

 
1. Expand pre-service training requirement in DASA beyond the six-clock hour 

requirement and include follow-up in-service training with a focus on cultural 
competence and supporting LGBTQ students 

2. Include school safety agents in RFA training under A-832 and train more than one 
staff member at each school 

3. Select RFA liaisons in accordance with requirements of A-832 
4. Post all RFA liaison contact information clearly and visibly on the DOE and 

individual school websites (Int. No. 1538) 
5. Increase guidance counselors and social workers in schools and decrease role of 

NYPD in schools 

                                                 
9 Council Intro 6825 would require the DOE to report the number of substantiated incidents of student-to-student 
bullying, harassment, intimidation, or discrimination every six months, as well as the number of complaints 
received, the number of times notices were sent to parents, the number of days between when a complaint is 
received and the notice is sent, the number of students who have experienced more than two incidents of bullying a 
year, and the number of incidents when follow-up action was taken.  The bill would further require the DOE to 
report any resources and support provided to address incidents, a description of trends, and a description of any 
recommendations to address the trends. 
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6. Audit to ensure school compliance with A-832 requirements beyond certifications 
7. Analyze school data to ensure proper reporting and audit schools that report zero 

incidents of bullying in a school year 
8. Analyze data in real-time to provide support to schools that need it most throughout 

the year 
9. Ensure that schools are not penalized for accurate reporting and are instead provided 

with resources and support 
10. Commit additional funding to schools for training, guidance counselors, social 

workers, and allocate funding for audits 
 

IV. CONCLUSION 
 

In conclusion, the DOE must do more to not only respond to incidents of bullying, 
harassment, and discrimination in schools, but also put in place proactive measures such as 
increased training, visibility, accountability and support, and funding to support a positive school 
climate.  

 
We thank the New York City Council’s Committee on Education for considering this 

testimony and for contributing to the discourse by holding hearings like this one. Matters of 
school climate are fundamental to the notion of a quality, safe, and supportive education.  We 
urge the DOE to adopt these recommendations. 
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