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Executive Summary

This year, every school district in New York State will finally receive 100% of the Foundation 
Aid funding which they are owed. Although this is a celebratory moment, this is the bare 
minimum that the children of New York are due. For too long, the children of New York have 
endured the effects of entrenched segregation, racism, and resource inequity. Our children 
deserve more than the bare minimum, and it will require more to eradicate the profound 
disparities rooted in our state educational system. 

For the first time in New York State history, high-need majority Black and Latinx school 
districts will finally receive the funding they were due to provide students with a “sound 
basic education.” Students, families, and community organizers have spent the last 30 years 
demanding that the state stop underfunding high-need majority Black and Latinx school 
districts and, instead, work to ensure all districts have the resources necessary to provide 
students with a high-quality education. In 2018, AQE released a report, Educational Racism, 
showing that the state at the time owed $2.6 billion to 25 high-need majority Black and 
Latinx school districts despite the state’s promise to implement Foundation Aid funding. In 
this report, we return to the 25 high-need, majority Black and Latinx school districts to show 
both how the increased funding has the potential to improve educational opportunities and 
outcomes,  and why employing the current Foundation Aid formula is still insufficient to meet 
the full educational needs of all students. 

Highlights from the report include:

•	 Foundation Aid –  New York’s equitable funding formula designed to provide adequate funding 
to high-need school districts – emerged in 2007 after more than a decade of legal battles. 
Despite a state constitutional mandate to provide students with a “sound basic education,” 
after its enactment, the state did not fully fund Foundation Aid until the 2023-24 school 
year, when Governor Kathy Hochul announced a $2.7 billion increase in school funding. The 
additional funding is vastly improving educational equity, especially as contrasted to the past 
decade of underfunding which led to widening inequality

•	 New York State remains the most segregated state for Black and Latinx students, deepening 
the levels of inequity within the state’s education system. The disproportionate impact of the 
Covid-19 pandemic on high-need, majority Black and Latinx communities made inequities 
facing these communities even worse.than before. 

 •	 The intentional and chronic underfunding of the 25 high-need, majority Black and Latinx 
school districts was evidence of systemic, racial discrimination that dramatically affected 
the future opportunities of these students. Fully funding Foundation Aid has allowed these 
districts to respond to support and better serve students. Districts have already begun to 
reduce class sizes, invest in social-emotional learning, increase English language learner 
programs, and hire additional staff. 
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•	 To ensure that all students have access to the resources they need to succeed, state leaders 
must continue to fully fund Foundation Aid and update the formula to account for school 
districts' changing demographics and needs. 

•	 Governor Hochul and the New York State Legislature must allocate funds to the New York 
State Department of Education to establish a commission to update the Foundation Aid 
formula. 

•	 The state has not significantly updated the formula in fifteen years, resulting in a formula that 
relies on outdated information and limited weights which fail to reflect students' evolving 
needs. Although the increase in funding will impact student outcomes, the current Foundation 
Aid formula cannot account for the complete needs of high-need, majority Black and Latinx 
school districts. 

•	 Updating the Foundation Aid formula must be equitable and inclusive, requiring input 
from those most impacted by inequitable school funding. Specifically, parents, students, 
educators, administrators and community members must have the opportunity to share their 
experience and perspective on school funding, what are the impacts of underfunding and 
what is needed in schools.  

•	 State leaders must update and adopt a more equitable version of the funding formula 
that responds to the needs of students in the 21st century, taking into consideration the 
challenges the pandemic brought as well as those stemming from systematic underfunding of 
public schools. 
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Introduction

Foundation Aid emerged from an advocacy campaign and lawsuit organized by New York 
parents who were frustrated by the continual underfunding of their children’s schools.1 
Determined to “[f]ind a way to get it done,”2 these parents formed the Campaign for Fiscal 
Equity in 1993 and sued New York State.3 In 2006, the Court of Appeals, the highest court in 
the state, found that the state needed to increase school funding to meet New York State’s 
constitutional guarantee to “a sound basic education” for all children.4 The court ordered 
the state to create a new funding structure to equalize school funding.5 As a result, in 2007, 
Governor Eliot Spitzer called for a $1.4 billion increase in school funding and changes to the 
school funding formula as part of a pledge to provide $5.5 billion in aid over four years.6 The 
legislature enacted into law the Foundation Aid formula, designed to provide more funding to 
high-need school districts.7 This required New York State to use the formula to determine how 
much state funding – Foundation Aid – each school district would receive.

Despite this win, advocates and parents fought for equitable school funding for over a 
decade after the establishment of Foundation Aid.8 For years after the Foundation Aid formula 
was formally implemented, New York State refused to fund schools at the level they were 
owed.9 This enduring practice of underfunding public schools impacted low-income, high-
need school districts, especially majority Black and Latinx districts. In 2018, AQE released a 
report showing that 25 high-need, majority-minority districts were owed 62% of the unpaid 
Foundation Aid and that the spending gaps between these school districts and wealthy 
districts grew to over $10,000 per pupil between 2007 and 2018.10 The intentional and chronic 
underfunding of these 25 school districts was evidence of systemic, racial discrimination that 
dramatically affected the future opportunities of these students.11
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After a decades-long advocacy campaign and additional lawsuits, New York State is finally 
using the formula and providing the legally required funding for Foundation Aid.12 In 2021, 
the state committed to fully funding Foundation Aid within the next three years. 13This year, in 
the 2023-24 Executive Budget, Governor Kathy Hochul announced a $2.7 billion increase in 
Foundation Aid, marking the completion of the three-year phase-in and the beginning of the 
permanent commitment to maintain 100% of  Foundation Aid to determine school funding.  14

While this is a moment of celebration, it will take more than simply adhering to the existing 
Foundation Aid formula to fix the deep disparities in educational outcomes caused by 
decades of educational racism and resource inequality in majority Black and Latinx school 
districts. To drastically  improve the educational outcomes for these students, we need to take 
bold steps to update the main  school funding formula. In the sixteen years since the state 
codified the Foundation Aid formula, the state has not significantly reviewed or updated the 
formula; parts of the formula rely on data that is more than 20 years out of date.15 Using an 
outdated formula fails to account for the real and changing needs of students and ignores the 
impact of the Covid-19 pandemic – especially for those in high-need districts with a majority 
of Black and Latinx students. 16
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This report will show the impact of resource inequality in majority Black and Latinx school 
districts and the importance of fully funding these school districts. This report returns to the 
25 high-need, majority Black and Latinx school districts that were owed the majority of unpaid 
Foundation Aid funding in 2018 to show that the needs of these students cannot be fully met 
unless the state updates the Foundation Aid formula. The state must update Foundation Aid 
to better account for the current needs of students, especially those in high-need, majority 
Black and Latinx districts who need state funding the most.

History of Segregation and Resource Inequality 

New York State has a long history of racial segregation in its public schools. In the 1960s, 
following the U.S. Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education, state policy 
makers acknowledged that "racially imbalanced schools" – schools that had 50% 
or more Black students – deprived students of the right to equal educational opportunities 
guaranteed to them under state law.17 Efforts by the Board of Regents and the New York State 
Department of Education to integrate public schools led to a backlash from white parents 
and local school boards, resulting in protests and legal challenges. Succumbing to these 
pressures, the New York State Legislature reduced support and funding for the Department 
of Education, and replaced supporters of desegregation on the Board of Regents. During 
this period, white families flocked to the suburbs, deepening the entrenchment of racial 
segregation in the state. By the 1980s, state-initiated efforts to desegregate public schools 
dramatically decreased, setting the foundation for the racial and socioeconomic inequities 
that exist today.18

Since Brown v. Board of Education, New York public schools have become more 
segregated, especially for Black and Latinx students who are also more likely to 
attend schools with high poverty levels.

Black and Latinx students across New York State are still impacted by this harrowed history. 
Since Brown v. Board of Education, New York public schools have become more segregated, 
especially for Black and Latinx students who are also more likely to attend schools with 
high poverty levels.19 A June 2021 report published by UCLA showed that New York State 
has the most segregated school system for Black and Latinx students.20 These students are 
being isolated in schools that lack the proper funding and resources, creating an inequitable 
educational reality. 



In 2003, the New York Court of Appeals ordered the state to provide the necessary funding to 
all public schools to ensure that all students receive a “sound basic education.”43 Outraged 
after years of sending their children to schools with deteriorating facilities, overcrowded 
classrooms, and inexperienced teachers, parents and families argued that the state could not 
provide children with a “sound basic education” under these appalling conditions.44 Despite 
the court agreeing with these families and ordering the state to act, 30 years later, children 
across the state – primarily in high-need Black and Latinx communities – continue to attend 
schools under similar conditions. At rallies, town halls, and legislative hearings, one will hear 
demands from students, families, and community leaders calling for the state to finally meet its 
constitutional duty to provide a “sound basic education.” 

New York State Senator Robert Jackson, a dedicated public servant for over 50 years and 
the lead plaintiff in the Campaign for Fiscal Equity lawsuit, recalled his experiences at rallies 
with concerned families, frustrated by the state’s disregard for their children’s educational 
outcomes. When speaking with families, Senator Jackson denounces the acceptance of 
this mediocre standard, recognizing that “a sound basic education is the minimum” and 
communities must “want more.”45 After enduring years of neglect at the hands of the state, 
state leaders have attempted to convince families and students that the standard for what the 
children of New York State deserve – what the state owes them – is a subpar entitlement to 
“the basic literacy, calculating, and verbal skills” that will enable them to vote and serve on a 
jury. 46

The children of New York deserve more than a “basic” education; many students, mainly 
from affluent and white districts, are getting far more. These students attend schools with 
the resources to prepare them to be more than just jurors and voters. The standard must 
change. The state must allocate the necessary funding to produce citizens of a globalized and 
technological world while also nurturing the “whole child” – developing students’ ability to 
build relationships, create positive self-identities, and foster healthy emotional skills. 

W H AT  I S  A  " S O U N D  B A S I C  E D U C AT I O N " ?  C H A N G I N G  T H E  S TA N D A R D
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Impact on 25 High-Need School Districts 

This pattern of systemic racial discrimination and resource inequality continues to impact 
New York school districts, particularly high-need districts with a majority of Black and Latinx 
students. The State Education Department defines “high-need school district” as a district 
with a high poverty rate and a high concentration of students who require additional funding 
– such as students with disabilities, English language learners and low-income students. 
21High-need school districts have a heightened requirement for resources, compared with 
wealthier school districts, as they must be responsive to the varying needs of their students 
compounded by high poverty levels and systemic bias.22 These needs include, but are not 
limited to, hunger, untreated chronic health problems, homelessness, lack of language 
accessibility resources, parental job loss, and limited access to technology. 23
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 All of the 25 school districts identified in this report serve at least 60% of students living 
in poverty and most have high numbers of students who are English language learners, 
housing insecure, in foster care, or migrants.24 Poverty, racism and the related challenges 
also impact students’ mental health needs. National studies indicate that Latinx students are 
particularly likely to have persistent feelings of sadness or hopelessness and Black students 
are disproportionately likely to attempt suicide.25 All these challenges were exacerbated by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Every region of New York saw a decline in public school enrollment over 
the past five years, but high-need school districts like Rochester and New York City saw the 
largest declines.26 Many families relocated to other districts during the pandemic. A declining 
student population decreases the funds available to the district because school funding is tied 
to levels of enrollment.27 Layering adequate weighting for all students, on top of enrollment 
will ensure that schools have sufficient funding to address students’ needs, academic and 
otherwise. 
 

DISTRICT % BLACK AND LATINX 
STUDENTS 

% ECONOMICALLY 
DISADVANTAGED 

% ENGLISH 
LANGUAGE LEARNERS

Westbury 96 82 31

Rochester 87 90 15

Wyandanch 98 93 30

Brentwood 94 92 33

East Ramapo 93 89 41

Peekskill 89 80 24

Buffalo 66 82 17

Amityville 90 83 21

Central Islip 94 63 32

Schenectady 52 76 5

Yonkers 77 80 13

Syracuse 63 81 18

Hempstead 96 69 42

Middletown 81 77 11

Newburgh 77 65 15

New York City 66 76 14

Poughkeepsie 85 80 12

Copiague 85 83 17

Mount Vernon 93 73 8

Dunkirk 59 74 17

Freeport 92 69 22

Port Chester 85 77 33

Fallsburg 64 71 19

Albany 65 65 11

Roosevelt 100 73 28
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What Schools are Doing with Full Funding 

Now that Governor Hochul has fully funded Foundation Aid, the 25 high-need school districts 
can use these funds to dramatically improve opportunities for their students. According to 
plans submitted to SED, many districts are intending to use these new resources to reduce 
class sizes, which will allow for more individualized attention to the challenges that each 
student faces.28 For instance, New York City reported planning  to reduce early-childhood 
class sizes by hiring an additional 140 teachers across 72 high-need elementary schools. 
29Rochester schools will invest in anti-racism/restorative practices, social-emotional learning, 
and a culturally responsive curriculum to ensure that their schools provide, “high-quality 
teaching and learning for all.”30 Buffalo Public Schools plan to use the increased funding to 
recruit and retain a diverse and effective body of school staff.31 As thousands of immigrant 
children enter New York schools, increased funds will allow schools to implement additional 
bilingual and English language learner programs to provide legally mandated support services 
to these students.32 Schools will also be able to invest in educational technology to support 
student learning in an increasingly digital world. 33

Schenectady City school district was asked to educate children with its hands 
behind its back. We were pinching pennies ... now that we are finally getting 
what we are owed, we will be able to do more. I don't think that's a coincidence.

J A M A I C A M I L E S

Within the first two years of the Foundation Aid phase in, schools began to utilize the 
increased funding to better support and serve students. Buffalo Public Schools hired multiple 
new staff including 14 elementary school teachers, 10 reading teachers, 5 psychologists/
social workers, and 14 special education professionals.34 Rochester City School District 
and Kingston City School District upgraded school meal options to include more fruits and 
vegetables.35 New York City expanded the number of schools with English Language Learner 
programs.36 Poughkeepsie City School District, Hempstead Union Free School District, 
and Albany City School District utilized increased funds to provide additional services to 
students with disabilities and students experiencing homelessness; expand social-emotional 
support services; and implement academic support services.37 These new initiatives are basic 
programs that will enable schools to finally meet the minimum standards of a sound basic 
education, a standard that they should have already met years ago. 

As New York State finally implements full funding of the Foundation Aid formula, it is too 
soon to see the full impact of equitably funding schools. It will likely take a few years to see 
the scope of change that full funding will bring. However, even in the brief time that school 
districts have had access to increased funding, they have begun to see positive changes. As 
parent and school board member Jamaica Miles, a plaintiff in the New Yorkers for Students’ 
Educational Rights case, said about her local schools, “Schenectady City school district was 



The story of education in Rochester is emblematic of the struggle in majority Black and Latinx 
school districts across the state. Years of systemic racism in the form of redlining, restricted 
job opportunities, police brutality, and years of poor living conditions, and white flight in the 
mid-twentieth century left Rochester schools as one of the most racially and economically 
segregated districts in the country.47

	 Our 2018 report, Educational Racism, identified Rochester as one of 25 high-need 
and majority Black and Latinx school districts that were chronically underfunded due to 
manifestations of systemic racism in the state’s school funding structure.48 In 2020, 87% of 
the students enrolled in Rochester City School District (RCSD) identified as Black or Latinx 
and 90% of the student population met the criteria for being economically disadvantaged.49 
Between 2007 and 2018, New York State withheld over $110 million from Rochester schools.50 
The state’s withholding of funds was particularly damaging to Rochester schools as the 
district gets most of its funding (76%) from the state and RCSD, like the other “Big Five” 
school districts, is financially dependent on the city as they cannot levy their own taxes or 
independently set spending priorities. 51

RCSD faced significant financial challenges, including substantial budget shortfalls. In 2020, 
New York State law required the appointment of a fiscal monitor over RCSD to oversee 
the district’s fiscal and academic decisions.52 The financial constraints impacted students’ 
academic progress. A recent study found that more than 50% of Rochester public school 
students are two or more years behind in math and/or reading and 90% of kindergarteners 
are not reading at grade level.53 By third grade, 96% of students were still not proficient in 
reading.54

Despite these challenges, school and community leaders in Rochester have used the recent 
increase in funding from Foundation Aid and federal grants to implement a variety of new 
programs to improve educational experiences for Rochester students.55 RCSD invested in 
social-emotional learning supports, increased the number of school counselors, implemented 
evidence-based curriculums, and increased access to career and technical education and 
college tours to extend students’ graduation options. The district is also working to extend the 
number of community schools and create telehealth centers so that more students can access 
medical care. While school leaders are excited by these recent improvements, there are 
concerns that RCSD will not be able to maintain these programs as federal grants are set to 
expire within the next year and decreasing public school enrollment is projected to decrease 
the overall school budget over the upcoming school years. 

S P O T L I G H T  O N  R O C H E S T E R
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asked to educate children with its hands behind its back. We were pinching pennies ... now 
that we are finally getting what we are owed, we will be able to do more. I don't think that's a 
coincidence."38  



The Covid-19 pandemic deepened the inequities facing Black and Latinx students in high-
need communities as these communities were impacted the most by the pandemic.56 In 
New York City, Black and Latinx residents died from Covid-19 at double the rate of white 
residents.57 Studies showed that low-income Black and Latinx students disproportionately 
experienced learning losses due to multiple factors, such as limited access to technology and 
lack of appropriate physical space during remote learning.58 On average, students in majority 
Black and Latinx schools ended the 2020-2021 school year six months behind in math while 
students in majority white schools finished the school year only four months behind the normal 
yearly benchmarks.59 In reading, students in majority Black schools finished six months behind, 
students in majority Latinx schools five months behind, and students in majority white schools 
three months behind. 60

Additionally, the pandemic caused mental and emotional distress for high-need Black and 
Latinx communities, with students being the most impacted by the effects of the pandemic.61 
School closures and remote learning disrupted the stability and routines that schools provide, 
leaving students feeling socially disconnected. Students also lost access to mental health 
services offered through their schools, and due to budget cuts, many schools laid off essential 
staff, decreasing the level of support for students.62

  The chronic underfunding of schools serving Black and Brown students prior to COVID-19 
left many without the resiliency to respond to the needs of their students during the pandemic 
as adeptly as historically well-funded schools. Although New York State received supplemental 
federal funding due to the pandemic, these funds are set to expire soon, leaving schools 
without extra funding but with ongoing challenges.63 Adequate funding through Foundation 
Aid will allow schools to address additional student needs due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The learning loss from the pandemic disproportionately affected Black and Latinx students, 
requiring more resources in majority Black and Latinx school districts to help students get 
back on track.64 Advocates are calling for increased funding to support summer programs, 
afterschool and other extended learning opportunities, and enrichment programs.65 Education 
advocates have also recognized the need for increased funding for mental health supports in 
schools. 66

T H E  C OV I D - 1 9  PA N D E M I C  A N D  P U B L I C  E D U C AT I O N
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Why Foundation Aid Should be Updated 

While the increased resources from the full funding of the Foundation Aid formula will have a 
dramatic impact on student educational outcomes, New York State must continue to work to 
create a truly equitable education system. The current Foundation Aid formula cannot meet 
the full needs of high-need, majority Black and Latinx school districts. The formula is out of 
date and fails to account for the evolving needs of students. 



When asked what education means to her, Ina Ferguson, a mother, grandmother, and 
longtime advocate for Buffalo students, is emphatic in her response. “Nothing is more 
important to me than education. Period.”67 Education is so important to Ina because she 
knows that it is essential to securing children’s futures - especially for Black students like her 
grandchildren and neighbors. As she tells her grandson, “Education is your armor; You can’t 
arm yourself without education.” But while Ina continues to advocate for improved educational 
opportunities for her community, the process is frustrating, particularly when even the “wins” 
yield few benefits. While Ina was excited by the potential for improvements as a result of the 
increased funding from Foundation Aid and federal grants, “when boots are on the ground, 
we don’t see it.” Without actual implementation and improvements, the increased funding 
from Foundation Aid means little to the students, parents, and community members who are 
actually in these schools. 

Ina also recognized that solutions that only focus on funding school systems won’t be enough 
to address the full scope of needs of Buffalo students because, “what happens on the 
outside comes into school.” When children are hungry, tired, unable to access medical care, 
or have other additional stressors in their life, they are not able to maximize their educational 
opportunities. Ruth Turner, the Deputy District Superintendent for RCSD recognizes that 
because, “school is for the community, by the community,” public schools play an essential 
role in addressing endemic issues facing the larger Rochester community.68 Both Ina and 
Deputy Turner emphasized the importance of Community Schools, select schools that 
provide meals, classes, and resources for anyone in the city.69 These schools address the 
needs of their communities because they fill the gap between the needs of city residents as a 
whole and the work of public schools.70 Both called for districts to increase the number and 
accessibility of Community Schools in their respective cities. However, limited funds and the 
artificial separation of funding into “school projects” or “public welfare” creates continuing 
challenges for community leaders.71 To fully address the needs of students in high-need school 
districts like Buffalo and Rochester, state officials must create a school funding structure that 
considers the needs of students inside and outside of school. 

S P O T L I G H T  O N  C O M M U N I T Y  VO I C E S
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The current Foundation Aid formula has not been significantly updated in decades and still 
relies on data from the 2000 census to calculate community poverty levels.39 Comparisons 
between data from 2000 and 2016 show that 80% of school districts had an increased 
number of students living in poverty, with the average increase of 4.5%.40 A study by 
Syracuse University found that Foundation Aid funding would need to increase by 37% to 
provide a sound basic education to economically disadvantaged students.41 Additionally, the 
current Foundation Aid formula fails to consider additional needs of students who are housing 
insecure, migrants, in foster care, from single-parent families, or living in communities with 
concentrated poverty.42 Updating the Foundation Aid formula would allow the state to better 
account for the current needs of students and ensure that funds are allocated where they are 
most needed. 
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CFE Victory Tour: Community Conversations and Survey

To gain further insight into the state of public education now that the Foundation Aid formula 
is fully funded for the first time, AQE will be launching a two-part information-gathering tour 
in September 2023, consisting of an online survey as well as a series of conversations in key 
cities and communities across New York State. With the survey and conversations, we will 
collect responses and input from parents, educators, students and community leaders to dive 
deep into what’s happening in local school districts, and seek to answer the questions: has 
the new funding led to changes in your school? How could it still improve? 

AQE will issue a report summarizing the highlights and key findings from the survey and each 
of the tour locations. This feedback from parents and community members will inform our 
advocacy, and we hope, be informative to state and local decision makers as we look ahead 
to the 2023-24 state legislative session. 
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