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AUDIT REPORT IN BRIEF 
 
This audit determined the adequacy of Department of Education (DOE) and School 

Construction Authority (SCA) controls over the collection, analysis, and reporting of school 
capacity information to ensure the accuracy and reliability of the utilization data reported in the 
Enrollment–Capacity–Utilization Report, also referred to as the Blue Book.  There are two major 
components in the calculation of the school building utilization rates reported in the Blue Book: the 
enrollment of students and the capacity of the schools they occupy.  The enrollment data is 
obtained from DOE’s Automate the Schools (ATS) system.  The information on the school 
buildings’ capacity is generated through Annual Facilities Surveys (AFSs) that have been 
conducted by SCA since 2003.  Every year, school principals are asked to confirm or revise the 
room usage and size information indicated on the AFSs.  SCA calculates the utilization rate for 
each school by dividing the enrollment figure by the adjusted capacity figure.  

  
The Blue Book is issued annually and is intended to identify “the maximum physical 

capacity of all [DOE] buildings to serve students, compared to actual enrollments, which together 
allow for a standard framework with which to assess the utilization” of DOE’s schools.  The 
information provided in the report is intended to allow DOE and SCA “to understand the 
conditions under which multiple schools share a single building; make informed decisions about 
enrollment growth or placement of new schools or programs in under-utilized buildings; and plan 
for major capital projects . . . and other upgrades that expand a building’s capacity.”   

 
The primary scope of the audit was Fiscal Year 2010 (July 1, 2009, through June 30, 2010). 
 

Audit Findings and Conclusions 
 
Controls over the collection and reporting of school capacity data in the Blue Book need to 

be improved.  The audit identified some deficiencies in the data collection process leading up to the 
reporting of capacity figures and utilization rates in the Blue Book.   

 
The audit concluded that principals have not been adequately informed by DOE and SCA 

about the importance of their roles in the collection of school capacity data and that SCA could 
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improve its monitoring of the principals’ reporting of this data.  Our comparison of actual school 
room functions to the ones the principals noted on the surveys for 23 sampled schools disclosed 
that the functions of almost one quarter of the sampled rooms were reported incorrectly by the 
principals, and that more than two-fifths of these had implications for the capacity data presented in 
the Blue Book.  Our comparison of room sizes as indicated on school building blueprints to the 
sizes the principals noted on the surveys for the 23 schools disclosed that the sizes of more than 
one-third of the sampled rooms were reported incorrectly by the principals, and that about one-
sixth of these had implications for the capacity data presented in the Blue Book.  As a result of 
these weaknesses, the reliability of the school capacity and utilization information reported in the 
Blue Book is diminished.   

 
Audit Recommendations 

 
To address these issues, the audit recommends that DOE and SCA: 

 
 Enhance, through training or supplemental communication, principals’ awareness 

of the significance of the information they provide on the AFSs. 
 

 Consider collecting, analyzing, and reporting information about the availability of 
excess space in each school. 

 
 More effectively use Blue Book data to identify over-utilized schools. 

  
To address these issues, the audit also recommends that SCA: 
 

 Ensure that AFSs are updated to correct any inaccuracies identified during AFS 
verification visits to the schools. 

 
 Ensure that all school room functions and sizes are checked during AFS verification 

visits. 
 

 Ensure that it consistently calculates accurately the utilization rates reported in the 
Blue Book based on the given enrollment and capacity figures. 

 
Agency Response 

 
In their response, DOE and SCA officials generally agreed with four recommendations, but 

disputed the need to implement the other two recommendations concerning collecting and 
reporting on the availability of excess space in each school and more effectively utilizing the Blue 
Book data to identify over-utilized schools.  Additionally, the agencies disagreed with the 
significance of the findings. 
 

In their response, DOE and SCA misrepresent the audit results by netting out the school 
capacity overstatements and understatements we identify.  For example, concerning the 
inaccuracies relating to room functions identified by the audit, the agencies state that “the net 
impact on capacity for the 23 schools [we sampled] would be six seats.”  The agencies do not 
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provide an explanation as to how they arrived at this number.  Furthermore, netting the 
overstatements and understatements over a number of schools is of no value in relation to a 
significant purpose of the Blue Book, which is to identify the capacity of each individual DOE 
school building.  For example, if the agencies overstated the capacity of one school with a capacity 
of 100 by 30 students and understated the capacity of another school with a capacity of 100 by 30 
students, using DOE’s and SCA’s methodology there is no error as the net impact on system 
capacity is zero.  However, this methodology ignores the fact that each of these schools has a 30 
percent error in its capacity.  DOE’s and SCA’s methodology only makes sense if the goal is to 
match total seats with total enrollment within the system.  As the data is used to make decisions 
regarding individual schools and groups of schools, the best reflection of the accuracy of the Blue 
Book is the error rate of each individual school.   

  
DOE and SCA compounded this error by apparently applying our test results, which are 

based on a sample of rooms at the 23 schools, to the total capacity of these schools.  DOE and SCA 
state that their net result of six students “represents 0.04% of the total capacity of these 23 
schools.”  It appears that they derived this percentage by dividing the net discrepancy in capacity 
for the 23 schools (which they calculated to be six students) by the total reported school capacity of 
15,009 students for the 1,226 rooms at these schools.   However, this is a fundamentally flawed 
analysis.  The capacity discrepancy at issue here does not relate to all of the rooms at the 23 
schools but rather to a sample of 145 rooms at these schools. The more accurate approach would be 
to divide the total discrepancy in capacity for the 23 schools1 (which we calculated to be 173 
students) by the reported capacity of 2,395 students2 for the sampled 145 rooms at those schools.  
This leads to an error rate of 7.22 percent, not the 0.04 percent presented by DOE and SCA.   

 
We must note, however, that the purpose of our testing was not to verify the reported 

capacity and utilization rates but rather to assess the controls employed by DOE and SCA to ensure 
the accuracy of those figures.   Had it been our intent to verify those figures, the number of rooms 
tested would have been much greater to enable us to statistically project our results with reasonable 
precision.  Similarly, the number of errors found, and the impact of those errors, would likely have 
been greater also.  

 
  

                                                 
1 To arrive at the total discrepancy in capacity for the 23 schools, we added the discrepancies in capacity for 
the individual schools.  In determining a school’s capacity discrepancy, we calculated the net impact on 
capacity for that school. 
2 This figure cannot be determined from the Blue Book, but can be inferred by reviewing the AFS responses 
of the principals at these schools.   
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Background  
 
Both DOE and SCA monitor the use of space in the City’s public schools.  DOE’s 

Enrollment–Capacity–Utilization Report, also referred to as the Blue Book, is issued annually and 
is intended to identify “the maximum physical capacity of all [DOE] buildings to serve students, 
compared to actual enrollments, which together allow for a standard framework with which to 
assess the utilization” of DOE’s schools. The information provided in the report is intended to 
allow DOE and SCA “to understand the conditions under which multiple schools share a single 
building; make informed decisions about enrollment growth or placement of new schools or 
programs in under-utilized buildings; and plan for major capital projects . . . and other upgrades 
that expand a building’s capacity.” 

 
There are two major components in the calculation of the school building utilization 

rates reported in the Blue Book: the enrollment of students and the capacity of the schools they 
occupy.  The enrollment data is obtained from the ATS system.  The data represents the official 
student enrollment as of October 31 of each year for each public school in the City.  According 
to DOE, to help ensure that the official enrollment is accurate, DOE requires that schools 
conduct self-audits to remove from the official student register all discharged students and long-
term absentees as of October 31.  DOE also stated that the enrollment figures produced by the 
schools are validated by its Auditor General’s Office by conducting audits of discharged 
students and those with low-attendance rates for a sample of schools.  Once the student 
enrollment data as of October 31 is validated by the DOE Auditor General’s Office, it is 
forwarded to SCA.   

 
The information on the school buildings’ capacity is generated through AFSs that have 

been conducted by SCA since 2003.  An initial AFS is completed by the school principal.  In 
subsequent years, school principals are asked to confirm or revise the room usage and size 
information indicated on the AFSs.  In early November of each year, SCA informs the 
principals by e-mail that the survey is available online for completion by the end of January.  
After the surveys are completed, SCA visits a sample of the schools to validate the AFS data.  
After validating the data, SCA calculates each school’s capacity.  

 
SCA uses an Oracle-based computer program to calculate the capacity of each school 

building based on the data contained in the AFS.  The potential capacity of a room depends on 
its function and size and on the grade of the students assigned to the room.  According to the 
Blue Book, the City’s Building Code requires at least 35 square feet per pupil for pre-
kindergarten and kindergarten classrooms and 20 square feet per pupil for grade 1 through grade 
12 classrooms.  The target capacity of a room represents SCA’s desired goal for the number of 
students to be assigned to the classroom.  Table I shows the target capacities for special 
education classrooms and for general education classrooms for grades pre-kindergarten through 
12.  
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Table I 
Target Capacities for Various Classroom types 

 
Classroom Type  Target Capacity 

District 75 Special Education* 6 - 12 

Non-District 75 Special Education* 12-15 

Pre-K 18 

Grades K-3 20 

Grades 4-8 28 

Grades 9-12 30 
* District 75 provides educational and other services to special education students 

in a variety of supportive environments.  Non-District 75 special education 
services are provided in a general education environment. 

 
The formula for calculating capacity generally excludes spaces used for administrative 

or other non-instructional purposes.  Certain rooms, such as libraries, auditoriums, lunchrooms, 
and rooms less than 240 square feet, are excluded from all calculations.  SCA calculates the 
utilization rate for each school by dividing the enrollment figure by the capacity figure.  Table II 
shows the major factors used in calculating the capacity figures and utilization rates. 

 
Table II 

Attributes Used in Calculating the  
Capacity Figures and Utilization Rates  

Reported in the Blue Book 
 

Attribute Description 

Unadjusted maximum capacity 

Sum of maximum capacities for each instructional 
room in school (or building). Capacity is based on the 
grade (pre-k through 12) or program (e.g., special 
education)

Unadjusted potential capacity 

Sum of potential capacities for each instructional 
room in school (or building).  Determined by dividing 
a room’s total square footage by 35 for grades pre-k 
and kindergarten and by 20 for grades 1-12 

Total unadjusted capacity Sum of the lower of maximum or potential capacity 
for each instructional room in school (or building) 

Total adjusted capacity 
Derived by (1) subtracting a specific number of rooms 
(e.g., support rooms,* parent-teacher room) and/or (2) 
applying certain program efficiency ratios.**    

Current enrollment Student enrollment of school (or building) as of 
October 31

Utilization percentage Current enrollment divided by total adjusted capacity
*  These include rooms supporting the teaching of art, music, computers, etc. and rooms serving 

students who require additional instruction. 
** These relate to the percentage of a school day that a room is expected to be used. 
 
Overall enrollment, capacity, and utilization data for each school is presented in the Blue 

Book.  Two distinct measurements of capacity and utilization are presented in the Blue Book.  



 

6 Office of New York City Comptroller John C. Liu 
 

The first, the Target Capacity and Utilization Rate, shows performance relative to capacity and 
utilization goals.  The second, the Historical Capacity and Utilization Rate, shows trends over 
time.  This audit focuses on the Target Capacity and Utilization Rate.  The Blue Book report for 
school year 2009-2010 was issued in September 2010.    

 
Objective  

 
The objective of the audit was to determine the adequacy of controls over the collection, 

analysis, and reporting of school capacity information to ensure the accuracy and reliability of the 
utilization data reported in the Blue Book. 

 
Scope and Methodology Statement  

 
We conducted this performance audit in accordance with generally accepted government 

auditing standards.  Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain sufficient, 
appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on our 
audit objectives.  We believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our 
findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives.  This audit was conducted in accordance 
with the audit responsibilities of the City Comptroller as set forth in Chapter 5, §93, of the New 
York City Charter. 

 
The primary scope of the audit was Fiscal Year 2010 (July 1, 2009, through June 30, 2010).  

Please refer to the Detailed Scope and Methodology section at the end of this report for a 
discussion of the specific procedures followed and the tests conducted on this audit.  

 
Discussion of Audit Results 

 
The matters covered in this report were discussed with DOE and SCA officials during and 

at the conclusion of this audit.  A preliminary draft report was sent to DOE and SCA officials on 
July 19, 2011, and was discussed at an exit conference held on August 8, 2011.  A draft report was 
sent to DOE and SCA officials on August 19, 2011, with a request for comments.  We received a 
written response from DOE and SCA officials on September 6, 2011.  In their response, DOE and 
SCA officials generally agreed with four recommendations, but disputed the need to implement the 
other two recommendations concerning collecting and reporting on the availability of excess space 
in each school and more effectively utilizing the Blue Book data to identify over-utilized schools. 

 
Additionally, the agencies disagreed with the significance of the findings, and stated the 

following: 
 
The DOE and SCA will be evaluating how best to address the areas highlighted for 
potential improvement by the auditors, but we continue to stress the fact that the 
immediate impact on the capacity calculations for the Blue Book is far less 
significant than the Audit Report, with its emphasis on technical reporting errors that 
have no impact whatsoever on capacity and utilization calculations, seems to 
suggest. 
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In their response, DOE and SCA misrepresent the audit results by netting out the school 
capacity overstatements and understatements we identify.  For example, concerning the 
inaccuracies relating to room functions identified by the audit, the agencies state that “the net 
impact on capacity for the 23 schools [we sampled] would be six seats.”  The agencies do not 
provide an explanation as to how they arrived at this number.  Furthermore, netting the 
overstatements and understatements over a number of schools is of no value in relation to a 
significant purpose of the Blue Book, which is to identify the capacity of each individual DOE 
school building.  For example, if the agencies overstated the capacity of one school with a capacity 
of 100 by 30 students and understated the capacity of another school with a capacity of 100 by 30 
students, using DOE’s and SCA’s methodology there is no error as the net impact on system 
capacity is zero.  However, this methodology ignores the fact that each of these schools has a 30 
percent error in its capacity.  DOE’s and SCA’s methodology only makes sense if the goal is to 
match total seats with total enrollment within the system.  As the data is used to make decisions 
regarding individual schools and groups of schools, the best reflection of the accuracy of the Blue 
Book is the error rate of each individual school.   

  
DOE and SCA compounded this error by apparently applying our test results, which are 

based on a sample of rooms at the 23 schools, to the total capacity of these schools.  DOE and SCA 
state that their net result of six students “represents 0.04% of the total capacity of these 23 
schools.”  It appears that they derived this percentage by dividing the net discrepancy in capacity 
for the 23 schools (which they calculated to be six students) by the total reported school capacity of 
15,009 students for the 1,226 rooms at these schools.  However, this is a fundamentally flawed 
analysis.  The capacity discrepancy at issue here does not relate to all of the rooms at the 23 
schools but rather to a sample of 145 rooms at these schools.  The more accurate approach would 
be to divide the total discrepancy in capacity for the 23 schools (which we calculated to be 173 
students) by the reported capacity of 2,395 students for the sampled 145 rooms at those schools.  
This leads to an error rate of 7.22 percent, not the 0.04 percent presented by DOE and SCA.   

  
We must note, however, that the purpose of our testing was not to verify the reported 

capacity and utilization rates but rather to assess the controls employed by DOE and SCA to ensure 
the accuracy of those figures.   Had it been our intent to verify those figures, the number of rooms 
tested would have been much greater to enable us to statistically project our results with reasonable 
precision.  Similarly, the number of errors found, and the impact of those errors, would likely have 
been greater also.  

 
The full text of DOE’s and SCA’s written response is included as an addendum to this 

report. 
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FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Controls over the collection and reporting of school capacity data in the Blue Book need to 

be improved.  We identified some deficiencies in the data collection process leading up to the 
reporting of capacity figures and utilization rates in the Blue Book.   

 
The audit concluded that principals have not been adequately informed by DOE and SCA 

about the importance of their roles in the collection of school capacity data and that SCA needs to 
improve its monitoring of the principals’ reporting of this data.  Our comparison of actual school 
room functions to the ones the principals noted on the AFSs for 23 sampled schools disclosed that 
the functions of almost one quarter of the sampled rooms were reported incorrectly by the 
principals, and that more than two-fifths of these had implications for the capacity data presented in 
the Blue Book.  Our comparison of room sizes as indicated on school building blueprints to the 
sizes the principals noted on the AFSs for the 23 schools disclosed that the sizes of more than one-
third of the sampled rooms were reported incorrectly by the principals, and that about one-sixth of 
these had implications for the capacity data presented in the Blue Book.  As a result of these 
weaknesses, the reliability of the school capacity and utilization information reported in the Blue 
Book is diminished.  

 
Controls over the Collection of School Capacity Data Need to Be Improved 

 
Our review of the AFSs submitted by the 23 schools in our sample3 revealed that the 

information relating to room usage and size reported by the school principals is often inaccurate.  
Consequently, the reliability of the school capacity and utilization data reported by SCA in the 
Blue Book that is based on this information is diminished. 

 
As noted above, there are two sources of data for the Blue Book: the official student 

enrollment information produced by ATS and the school building capacity information reported by 
the principals on the AFS.  The school building data is updated each year by principals to reflect 
the current function and size of each room.  This information is then used by SCA to calculate 
school capacity figures and utilization rates.  Consistent with our audit objective, we focused our 
testing on the school capacity information collected and reported by principals on the AFS.   

 
Inaccurate Room Function and Measurement Data Reported by Principals  
 
Between January 25 and February 17, 2011, we visited a sample of 23 schools and 

observed a sample of 145 rooms.  Our comparison of the actual room functions to the ones listed 
on the AFSs that were completed in November and December 2010 disclosed that the functions of 
34 (23 percent) of the 145 rooms were reported incorrectly by the principals.  For 15 (44 percent) 
of these 34 rooms, the misreporting of the functions affected the school capacity data to be reported 
in the Blue Book.  Therefore, the functions of 10 percent of the rooms (15 of the 145) both were 
reported incorrectly and negatively affected the quality of the school capacity data to be reported in 
the Blue Book.  For example, one sampled room was listed on the AFS as being a “coach’s office” 
(which is excluded from the capacity calculation), but during our visit, school officials explained 

                                                 
3 In addition to 17 schools that we randomly selected from DOE’s list of all schools, we randomly selected six 
schools from SCA’s list of the 296 schools it visited during school year 2009-2010. 
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that they use the space as a “resource room.”  The target capacity for a resource room in 
elementary school is 28 students (which is included in the capacity calculation). 

 
The formula for calculating capacity allows certain types of rooms (e.g., guidance 

counselor rooms, audiovisual rooms, and administrative rooms) not to be counted towards the 
school’s capacity.  Therefore, in addition to changing, intentionally or otherwise, the capacity of a 
school by providing incorrect room size information, a principal could change the capacity by 
indicating on the AFS that some instructional rooms are being used for administrative purposes or 
vice versa.  Of the 15 rooms in our sample for which the misreporting of their functions on the 
AFSs affected the school capacity data to be reported in the Blue Book, four rooms listed on AFS 
as being non-instructional were actually used for instructional purposes, and three rooms listed as 
being instructional were actually used for non-instructional purposes. 

  
As noted previously, maximum target capacities are dependent upon the classroom type 

(e.g., kindergarten, middle school, special education).  As a result, incorrectly identifying the room 
type on the AFS has implications for the capacity figures to be presented in the Blue Book.  Four 
of the 15 rooms were identified on the AFSs as being special education classrooms when they were 
actually general education classrooms (or vice versa), and four of the rooms were indicated to be 
classrooms of a certain grade that have different maximum target capacities than those for the 
actual grades of the classrooms. 

 
Furthermore, our comparison of room sizes as indicated on the school building blueprints 

provided by the schools and the SCA to the sizes noted on the AFSs disclosed that, at the 20 of the 
23 schools for which blueprints were available, the sizes of 43 (35 percent) of the 124 sampled 
rooms were reported incorrectly by the principals.4  (Blueprints were unavailable or illegible for 21 
rooms.)  For seven (16 percent) of these 43 rooms, the incorrect measurements affected the school 
capacity data to be reported in the Blue Book.  Therefore, the sizes of 6 percent of the rooms 
(seven of the 124) both were reported incorrectly and negatively affected the quality of the school 
capacity data to be reported in the Blue Book.   

 
Of the remaining 36 rooms (43 – 7), 19 were non-instructional rooms.  Although not 

currently included in the capacity calculations, the incorrect room size information on these 19 
rooms is still a potential concern should the rooms be used for instructional purposes in the future.  
For the other 17 rooms, while the room measurements reported on the AFSs were incorrect by 
more than 20 percent, the square footage for both the AFS-reported and the blueprint-indicated 
sizes equaled or exceeded the size required to service the target capacities for the rooms and, as 
such, did not affect the reported school capacity figures (as stated earlier, capacity is determined by 
taking the lower of target capacity and potential capacity).  The incorrect room size information on 
these 17 rooms is still a potential concern in light of an observation that we make later in this report 
regarding the need to accurately identify the total excess room space that a school building might 
have.    

 
  In some instances, principals also recorded other incorrect information on the AFSs.  

Although we only systematically reviewed AFSs to determine whether there were room usage or 

                                                 
4 We allowed a 20 percent error rate between the blueprint measurements and the room sizes reported on the 
AFSs before concluding that the sizes of the rooms had been incorrectly reported. 
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size errors, we also noticed that the AFSs for two school buildings housing more than one school 
misidentified the school or organization to which a total of three rooms were assigned.  Two of 
these three rooms could be counted toward school capacity.  In addition, we noted that an 
instructional room at one school and four non-instructional rooms at two other schools were not 
reported at all on the AFSs.  Although only the instructional room counted toward school capacity, 
the AFSs submitted to SCA by all three of these schools did not provide complete and accurate 
descriptions of the available facilities. 

 
Our interviews with principals disclosed that many of them completed the surveys without 

having a clear understanding of how the survey data would be used.  Although SCA does discuss 
the purposes of the survey in the AFS instructions sent to the principals, it appears that this 
information has not been fully grasped by many of them.  As a result, principals might not be 
performing this function as carefully as necessary.  There appears to be a need for SCA or DOE to 
augment the instruction’s explanation of the survey’s purposes by including this topic in training 
programs or by re-emphasizing the importance of the survey in supplemental communication.   

 
In addition, there is a potential risk that some principals might intentionally provide 

inaccurate information on the surveys.  For example, officials at two schools told us that they 
believe that the purpose of the AFS is to identify extra space in public school buildings to be 
occupied by charter schools or other schools.  Officials at one of these two schools told us that they 
try as much as possible to deter DOE from placing a charter school in their school building.  It is 
important to note that we found no evidence that these or any of the other principals for the 
sampled schools intentionally provided misleading information on their surveys.  However, by 
completing the surveys so that their schools are not considered to be under-utilized, some 
principals might avoid having a charter school being placed in their schools.   

 
 To mitigate the risk of principals’ reporting inaccurate information on the surveys, DOE 

and SCA need to more effectively communicate to the principals the importance of the school 
capacity information being collected.  To further address this risk and the potential risk of 
principals’ reporting intentionally misleading information on the surveys, SCA needs to strengthen 
its controls over the collection of this information, as discussed in the next section.   

 
DOE/SCA Response: “The intent of the Blue Book is not to capture the specific functions 
and specific sizes of every room in every school building.  Rather, it is to calculate the 
capacity of our buildings and our building-level utilization rates in a systematic and 
uniform way.  Therefore, the highlighting of errors made by principals in room-function 
reporting or room-size reporting in the Annual Facilities Surveys (‘AFSs’) that do not 
impact capacity and utilization calculations misses the point.” 
 
Auditor Comment: We do not understand DOE’s and SCA’s rationale.  Unless the specific 
functions and sizes of every room in a school building are captured, the capacity and 
building-level utilization rates upon which they are based will be deficient.  Our report’s 
highlighting of errors is intended to call attention to general control weaknesses in the 
gathering of this data which, as we point out, can-- but does not always have-- an impact on 
the capacity and utilization calculations. 
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DOE/SCA Response: “Even if one accepts the Comptroller’s Office’s error count, only ten 
(10%) percent of the errors cited, or 15 out of 145 rooms, had any relevance for the 
calculation of the schools’ capacity in the Blue Book.  Moreover, the net impact on 
capacity for these 23 schools would be six seats.  That represents 0.04% of the total 
capacity of these 23 schools.” 
 
Auditor Comment:  As stated in the Discussion of Audit Results, the basis upon which 
DOE and SCA support their position is fundamentally flawed.  The “net” impact over the 
23 schools is misleading because it does not inform the reader of the true impact on 
individual schools.  Further, the purpose of our testing was to evaluate the controls DOE 
and SCA had in place to ensure the accuracy of the reported capacity and utilization rates, 
not to verify those figures.   Had it been our intent to verify them, the number of rooms 
tested would have been much greater.  Likewise, the number of errors found, and the 
impact of those errors, would likely have been much greater also.  
 
DOE/SCA Response: “Even if one were to accept the Comptroller’s Office’s error count, 
only six (6%) percent of the errors cited, or seven out of 124 rooms, had any relevance for 
the calculation of the schools’ capacity in the Blue Book.  Moreover, the net impact of the 
cited errors in room size reporting would be 24 seats or 0.16% of the total capacity of the 
23 schools tested.” 
 
Auditor Comment: As stated previously, DOE’s and SCA’s methodology is flawed.  Had 
the purpose of our testing been to verify the capacity and utilization rates, a much larger 
sample would have been selected, and it is likely that the errors found, and the impact of 
those errors, would be much greater. 
 
SCA Monitoring of School Capacity Data Collection Needs to Be Improved 
 
SCA’s monitoring system for ensuring the accuracy of the school capacity data reported by 

principals is not consistently implemented, reducing the accuracy of the school capacity figures 
and utilization rates reported in the Blue Book.  

 
SCA officials told us that they review the accuracy of a sample of the AFSs every year.  

SCA said that it tries to visit about 20 percent of the school buildings each year.  During these 
visits, which began in 2006, SCA staff is required to check the accuracy of the room functions and 
sizes reported by the principals and to update the AFSs to correct any inaccuracies.  SCA 
conducted AFS verification visits to 296 school buildings during the 2009-2010 school year. 

 
However, the SCA did not consistently update the AFSs to correct the survey inaccuracies 

it identified during its visits.  Between January 2010 and May 2010, SCA visited eight of the 23 
schools in our sample to verify the information reported on the 2009-2010 AFSs.  SCA staff 
identified inaccuracies relating to 126 rooms at these eight schools; however, SCA did not update 
the AFS for 30 (24 percent) of the 126 rooms.  All 30 inaccuracies related to one of the eight 
schools.  For 14 of the 30 rooms, the uncorrected inaccuracies could have affected the capacity 
figure reported in the Blue Book.  By not updating AFSs as necessary, the reliability of the 
information in the Blue Book, which is based on AFS data, is diminished.  Furthermore, the 
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inaccuracies would likely continue indefinitely because the uncorrected AFSs would then be sent 
to the schools in subsequent years for review and confirmation by the principals.  

 
In addition, AFS inaccuracies at another one of the eight schools visited by SCA were not 

identified by SCA staff.  All 10 rooms we measured differed in size by more than 55 percent from 
the sizes reported on the AFS.  One of these rooms was reported on the AFS as being 325 square 
feet in size (and included in the capacity calculations), but this room was actually only 170 square 
feet in size (and therefore should have been excluded from the capacity calculations).  Although 
SCA informed us that its procedure is to check all room functions and sizes during its visits, it 
appears that SCA staff did not do this consistently. 

 
DOE/SCA Response: “It is worth noting that the rooms cited as being reported incorrectly 
in this test overlapped with the previous one, therefore, the estimated impact to capacity is 
duplicated to some extent. The net difference in the capacity for the rooms cited by the 
auditors as not being updated after SCA review would be six seats or 0.12% of the capacity 
of the eight schools tested on this measure, or 0.04% of the capacity of the 23 schools 
included in the audit.” 
 
Auditor Comment:  The overlap cited by DOE and SCA is immaterial; only one of the 
rooms cited in this test was also cited in a previous test.  Regarding the net capacity 
difference, as stated previously, DOE’s and SCA’s methodology is flawed. Had we 
intended to expand our test of controls to also verify the accuracy of the room sizes and 
functions reported, a much larger sample would have been selected (and the errors found 
would likely have been greater also).  Further, DOE and SCA compound their error by 
attempting to expand our tests results to all 23 schools, although they acknowledge that we 
did not conduct this test at 15 of those schools. 
 
To improve the reliability of the Blue Book, the SCA needs to ensure that all room 

functions and sizes are checked during its AFS verification visits and that the AFSs are updated to 
correct any identified inaccuracies.  

 
On a related matter, when we reviewed the utilization rate calculations for the 1,981 

schools5 listed in the Blue Book for the 2009-2010 school year, we found calculation errors for 13 
of these schools based on the capacity and enrollment figures presented in the report.  These errors 
ranged from 2 to 33 percent and averaged 4 percent.  Although the vast majority of the calculations 
were done properly, SCA needs to ensure that it consistently calculates in an accurate manner the 
utilization rates it reports in the Blue Book based on the given enrollment and capacity figures.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
5 This figure exceeds the 1,619 schools that DOE identified on its list of schools that were in operation during 
the 2009-2010 school year.  The additional 362 schools include charter schools located in DOE buildings and 
certain special education schools. 
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Recommendations 
 
DOE and SCA should: 
 
1. Enhance, through training or supplemental communication, principals’ awareness of 

the significance of the information they provide on the AFSs.   
 

DOE/SCA Response: “Prior to the release of the surveys, the SCA alerts the principals 
as to the purpose and importance of the survey process….  After the release of the 
survey, SCA-assigned analysts follow-up with principals through e-mails and telephone 
calls, regularly reinforcing the original message, the survey’s importance, and its 
potential impact.  The SCA and DOE recognize the need to continue to expand the 
ways in which we can heighten principals’ awareness as to the importance of the 
survey and the Blue Book, and therefore we agree with this recommendation.” 

 
SCA should: 

 
2. Ensure that AFSs are updated to correct any inaccuracies identified during AFS 

verification visits to the schools. 
 
DOE/SCA Response: “The SCA does agree that a more formal procedure should be 
established to provide consistent documentation for the disposition of recommended 
changes….” 
 

3. Ensure that all school room functions and sizes are checked during AFS verification 
visits. 

 
DOE/SCA Response: “The SCA agrees that a more formal procedure for verifying 
room size and function during the AFS site visits should be established to provide a 
consistent approach for all analysts.” 

 
4. Ensure that it consistently calculates accurately the utilization rates reported in the Blue 

Book based on the given enrollment and capacity figures. 
 
DOE/SCA Response: “The manual calculations that resulted in the discrepancies 
identified in the audit have been eliminated.  The process has been automated to 
prevent future errors.” 
 

Limitations of the Blue Book 
 

DOE and SCA told us that the Blue Book informs but is never the sole input for 
assessments of the need for new school construction, school expansions, room conversions, grade 
reconfigurations (such as changing a K-6 school to a K-5 school), or rezonings to address 
overcrowding or to take advantage of opportunities to place new district schools, charter schools, 
or educational programs in under-utilized schools.  According to SCA, while the agency uses the 
Blue Book’s capacity data in its evaluations of the need to build additional school capacity, it does 



 

14 Office of New York City Comptroller John C. Liu 
 

not use the book’s enrollment data.  Rather, SCA uses enrollment projection data for the upcoming 
five-year period that is based on neighborhood housing, economic development, and population 
trends.  In addition, SCA’s analyses are focused on districts or sub-districts and not on the needs of 
an individual school.  DOE states that it considers information from several sources, the Blue Book 
being just one, when it attempts to identify existing school buildings that could benefit from room 
conversions to address overcrowding or those that could accommodate additional schools or 
programs.  Once such a school building is identified, no decisions on the future use of the building 
are made until detailed on-site reviews are completed.  

 
Even if the Blue Book data is entirely accurate, due to the limited nature of the data, it is 

appropriate that DOE and SCA only use it in conjunction with other sources of information.  
Although the Blue Book can help identify schools that might be over- or under-utilized, the data 
does not provide definitive utilization information.  For example, the formula for calculating 
utilization rates does not consider the number of teachers assigned to each school.  If a school has a 
shortage of teachers, some classrooms might not be in use but might still be counted towards the 
school’s capacity while other classrooms might be overcrowded. 

 
For a theoretical example, consider two high schools, each of which has 20 instructional 

rooms.  Each room is 600 square feet in size and can (at 20 square feet per student) accommodate 
30 students, which is the target capacity for 9th through 12th grade classrooms.  In addition, each 
school has 600 enrolled students.  The target capacity of each school would be up to a maximum of 
600 students, which is arrived at by multiplying the capacity (30) of each instructional room by the 
number of rooms (20) at that capacity.  However, one of the two high schools has a sufficient 
number of teachers to provide instruction in all 20 classrooms throughout the day, while the other 
high school has a shortage of teachers relative to the first school.  By dividing the enrollment figure 
by the capacity figure, we arrive at a utilization rate of 100 percent for each school.  However, 
while the students are reasonably accommodated in the first school, the second school would likely 
have some vacant instructional rooms and some other instructional rooms that are overcrowded 
due to the teacher shortage.6 

 
We are not advocating that teacher data be added to the Blue Book.  We recognize that 

Blue Book data must be reviewed in conjunction with other data, such as average class size and 
student/teacher ratio information, to better determine a school building’s actual utilization.  
However, there is certain capacity information that could be added to the Blue Book to improve its 
usefulness.   For example, the Blue Book could include information on each school indicating how 
many of its rooms exceed the room size needed to meet the target capacities for the rooms and the 
total excess space at each school.  One of our sampled schools had three 6th through 8th grade 
classrooms with 28 students each that were between 1,026 to 1,107 square feet in size.  However, 
the formula used to calculate capacity figures for the Blue Book does not consider the excess space 
beyond the required 560 square feet in these rooms.  The formula thereby ignored the 466 to 547 
square feet of additional space in each of these three rooms.  

 
As a result, the capacity figures reported in the Blue Book do not present the full picture of 

the space situations in the schools.  Schools with large instructional rooms can be reported as 

                                                 
6 The actual calculation formula is considerably more complex than the formula used in this example.  
Nevertheless, we believe that the use of the actual calculation formula would likely lead to a similar result. 
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having the same capacity as schools with the same number of instructional rooms that are smaller 
in size due to the target capacity limits imposed in calculating space utilization.  Therefore, to 
better assess the capacity of our schools and to make more informed decisions about the under- or 
over-utilization of school buildings, SCA should consider collecting, analyzing, and reporting 
information about the availability of excess room space in each school.  Identifying schools with 
considerable excess room space could then lead to assessments of the feasibility of expanding their 
capacities by creating additional rooms in the excess space.  

 
DOE/SCA Response: “By using the sub-heading ‘Limitations of the Blue Book,’ we 
believe that the Comptroller’s Office, perhaps inadvertently, is slighting where it should be 
praising the DOE’s and SCA’s robust system of internal controls, checks, and balances 
around the use of capacity and utilization data, in combination with other data and inputs, 
to inform our capital construction planning, our placement of new schools or programs in 
under-utilized buildings, and other measure to expand a building’s capacity or to relieve 
overcrowding in a building.” 
 
Auditor Comment: This audit was targeted specifically to those controls related to the 
collection, analysis, and reporting of data used in the Blue Book.  We did not evaluate, and 
therefore offer no opinion on, the adequacy of DOE’s and SCA’s controls related to their 
overall capital planning.   
 
Recommendation 
 
DOE and SCA should: 
 
5. Consider collecting, analyzing, and reporting information about the availability of 

excess space in each school. 
 
DOE/SCA Response:  “Surveys for individual school buildings published on the DOE 
website contain size information for each room.  The SCA works closely with the DOE to 
coordinate the realignment of these spaces where feasible, in order to create additional 
capacity.  Each year as part of the Blue Book publication process, the SCA reports the 
number of ‘new seats’ that are scheduled to become available for that school year.  This 
section includes seats created through Capital Task Force (‘CTF’) projects.” 
 
Auditor Comment: DOE does not identify where these surveys may be located on the DOE 
website, so we are unable to verify this statement or the extent to which these surveys can 
be used in identifying excess space in schools. 
 

Other Matter 
 

Limited Use of the Blue Book 
 
Notwithstanding the limitations of the Blue Book, DOE stated that the information reported 

in the book is still used to some extent for planning purposes.   According to DOE, its Division of 
Portfolio Planning uses the Blue Book as a starting point in discussions about how to better use 



 

16 Office of New York City Comptroller John C. Liu 
 

space to create new school options and relieve overcrowding.   DOE provided us with various 
documents, including a report listing schools that DOE identified as under-utilized based on the 
utilization data reported in the Blue Book.   

 
DOE did not, however, provide evidence that a comparable report relating to over-utilized 

schools is produced.  DOE officials did provide some examples of actions they have taken to 
address over-utilized schools.  In our sample of 23 schools, we found one school that was very 
overcrowded and had adjacent land on which to expand but, according to the principal, no action 
has been taken.  The school, which according to the Blue Book for the 2009-2010 school year had 
a utilization rate of 153 percent, was so overcrowded that hallways were used for instruction, and 
the auditorium was so small that students shared seats during events.  The school utilization rates 
for school years 2006-2007, 2007-2008, and 2008-2009 were 110 percent, 149 percent, and 178 
percent, respectively.  In addition, for 15 years, a trailer has been used for a kindergarten 
classroom, which can present hazardous conditions (a slippery walkway and set of stairs) when 
there is a snowstorm.  According to the principal, there are about 30,000 square feet of adjacent 
City land, but DOE and SCA have not taken any action to address the overcrowding.  The principal 
stated that DOE and SCA have been informed several times about the situation.  DOE officials told 
us that they are beginning to discuss a possible action to address the overcrowding situation at this 
school.  

 
DOE/SCA Response: “The Audit Report misrepresents the efforts by SCA and DOE to 
identify and address ‘over-utilized’ schools.  In slighting those efforts, the Comptroller 
appears to rely entirely on one red herring and one anecdote.  The red herring is that the 
DOE posts an Under-utilized Space Memorandum, but no comparable report relating to 
over-utilized schools.  The DOE separately posts the Under-utilized Space Memorandum 
on its website because it is required to do so under New York State Education law, Section 
2853(a-3)(1).  It in no way indicates a greater policy interest in identifying under-utilized 
schools.  The Blue Book itself is a report of both under-utilized and over-utilized schools.” 
 
Auditor Comment:  Apparently, DOE and SCA misunderstand the point we are making.  
We are not assessing DOE’s and SCA’s overall planning in addressing over- and under-
utilized space.  Rather, we asked those agencies for evidence of the Blue Book’s role in that 
planning.  However, DOE and SCA provided little evidence that they used the Blue Book 
in identifying and targeting over-utilized space.    
 
DOE/SCA Response:  “The Audit Report cites one school, of the 23 visited, where the 
principal bemoaned lack of action to remedy significant and persistent overcrowding.” 
 
Auditor Comment:  Of the 23 schools visited, only three (including the aforementioned 
school) had utilization rates of greater than 125 percent. (The utilization rate was not a 
determining factor in our selection of the sampled schools.)  Had we visited a larger 
number of schools with similar utilization rates, it is possible that other principals would 
have voiced similar complaints.   
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Recommendation 
 
DOE and SCA should: 
 
6. More effectively use Blue Book data to identify over-utilized schools.  

DOE/SCA Response: “The DOE provided the Comptroller with numerous concrete 
examples of recent actions taken to address over-utilized schools.  Accordingly, we do not 
believe the findings in the Audit Report remotely support the Comptroller’s implication 
that the SCA and DOE do not effectively use the Blue Book as a starting point to identify 
over-utilized schools.” 
 
Auditor Comment:  The examples provided by DOE and SCA may illustrate various 
actions taken to address over-utilized schools, but they do not demonstrate the Blue Book’s 
role in those actions.   Considering the time and effort expended by DOE and SCA in 
preparing and publishing this document, DOE and SCA should identify and develop more 
tangible and formal means by which the Blue Book is used in helping to identify over-
utilized schools. 
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DETAILED SCOPE AND METHODOLOGY 
 
We conducted this performance audit in accordance with generally accepted government 

auditing standards.  Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain sufficient, 
appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on our 
audit objectives.  We believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our 
findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives.  This audit was conducted in accordance 
with the audit responsibilities of the City Comptroller as set forth in Chapter 5, §93, of the New 
York City Charter. 

 
The primary scope of the audit was Fiscal Year 2010 (July 1, 2009, through June 30, 2010).  
 
To gain an understanding of the process followed to compile the Blue Book, we conducted 

walk-throughs of several DOE and SCA units and interviewed DOE and SCA officials involved in 
the collection, analysis, and reporting of school capacity and utilization data.  We also reviewed the 
instructions that SCA sends to the principals on how to complete the AFS.  

 
To obtain background information about the schools’ involvement with the collection and 

reporting of school capacity data, we judgmentally selected four schools and interviewed the 
schools’ officials concerning the AFS process.   We also reviewed the most recent AFSs and other 
relevant documentation relating to the Blue Book at these schools.   

 
To assess controls over the collection of AFS data and to evaluate the data’s reliability, we 

obtained from DOE a list of 1,619 schools that were in operation during the 2009-2010 school year 
and randomly selected 17 schools.  We selected six elementary schools, three middle schools, four 
high schools, three hybrid schools,7 and one from the category of “other schools.”8  We 
interviewed the principals of the 17 schools to determine their understanding of their roles in 
collecting data for the Blue Book.  We assessed the accuracy of the data reported by the principals 
by verifying at each school the functions of five rooms that were randomly selected from the AFSs 
submitted by the schools during the 2010-2011 school year.  We later determined the sizes of these 
rooms based on the schools’ or SCA’s blueprints of the buildings and compared the sizes of the 
rooms to what was reported by the principals on the AFSs.   

 
To evaluate SCA oversight of the collection of capacity data from the schools, we 

randomly selected six of the 296 school buildings SCA visited during the 2009-2010 school year to 
review the accuracy of SCA reports on these visits.  At each school, we observed 10 rooms 
randomly selected from the most recent AFS.  We measured the sizes and determined the functions 
of these rooms.  We compared the information collected during our visits to the SCA site-visit 
reports (as well as to the data reported by the principals on the AFSs and the information on the 
five blueprints that were available for the six schools).  Because two of the 17 schools randomly 
selected from the list of all schools had also been visited by SCA during the 2009-2010 school 
year, we also compared the information collected during our visits to these two schools to the SCA 
site-visit reports.  Finally, for the total of eight schools, we reviewed the SCA site-visit reports to 

                                                 
7 The hybrid schools category includes such schools as elementary/middle schools and middle/high schools.  
8 The “other schools” category includes such schools as special education schools that do not have regular pre-
k through 12th grade classes.    
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determine whether the agency updated these schools’ AFSs to correct all the inaccuracies it 
identified during its site visits. 

  
To verify the reliability of the formula used in the calculation of capacity figures and 

utilization rates, we reviewed a detailed calculation of the capacity figure and utilization rate for 
one school selected by SCA.  We also recalculated the capacity figures and utilization rates of four 
schools (three from our random sample of 23 schools and one from our background sample of four 
schools) and assessed the validity of the assumptions, inclusions, and exclusions in the formula.  
We also checked the accuracy of the Blue Book’s utilization rate calculations for all the schools 
based on the capacity and enrollment figures presented in the Blue Book. 

 
The results of the above tests, while not statistically projected to their respective 

populations, provide a reasonable basis for us to assess the adequacy of controls over the 
collection, analysis, and reporting of school capacity and utilization data to ensure the accuracy and 
reliability of the Blue Book.  

 
 






























