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Here are some stories I  helped uncover 2008-2015 
showing lies, waste, subterfuge  and fraud by  

NYC and NYS  Education officials  

• Chris Cerf investigation, 2007-2008 

• NYC teacher evaluation system, 2009-2010 

• Parthenon report, 2011 

• Success charter school push outs, 2011 

• The Pearson Pineapple, 2012 

• inBloom saga, 2011-2014 

• Custom Computer Specialists contract, 2015 

 

 

 

 

 



Chris Cerf investigation, 2008 
• Dec 2006: Chris Cerf, former COO at Edison Charter schools,  

and DOE consultant, hired as Deputy Chancellor of the NYC 
Dept of Education. 

 

• February 2007: Cerf asked by  parent leader  at a public  
meeting whether he owns Edison stocks.  

 

• Cerf vociferously denies this, without revealing that he had 
just divested the stocks that morning, after learning that he 
would be asked this question. (As reported in the NY Times). 

  

• I  and others request the Special Investigator for Schools, 
Richard Condon, to investigate legality of Cerf holding onto 
these stocks this long, including when he was consulting. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2007/02/09/nyregion/09edison.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2007/02/09/nyregion/09edison.html


Special Investigator’s report  
• Though Condon’s report  is completed in August 2007, it was not publicly 

released until I FOILed  the report more than a year later, in December 2008.  
  
• It revealed a negative finding from the Conflict of Interest board, showing that 

when Cerf hurriedly divested the stock he asked Edison officials for a donation 
for a favored charity in return.   
 

• “It appears that you were aware that Edison schools was likely to come 
before the DOE and/or to be affected by your official actions on behalf of 
DOE,“ 
 

• The board recommended no  disciplinary action but reminded Cerf that such 
violations "can result in civil fines of up to $10,000 ... and other penalties."  
 

• Special Investigator also found that Cerf had relinquished an ongoing 
consulting contract with another Edison-connected firm only at the same time 
as he gave up the stocks, a contract that could have been worth $2.5 million. 
 

• These negative findings brought up later when Cerf was appointed NJ 
Education Commissioner by Chris Christie. 

•   
 
 



Daily News & NY Times headlines 

http://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/education/schools-big-eyed-conflict-board-article-1.354285
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/12/05/education/05cerf.html


Cerf FOILed Report heavily redacted  
as Gotham Schools (now Chalkbeat) noted  



NYC Teacher evaluation system 
2009-2010 

• In December 3, 2008, DOE released a document justifying  their 
pilot test-based teacher evaluation system: “Teacher Data Initiative: 
Support for Schools; Frequently Asked Questions, that said: 
 

• “A panel of technical experts has approved the DOE’s value-added 
methodology. The DOE’s model has met recognized standards for 
demonstrating validity and reliability.”  
 

• On Feb. 23, 2009, I FOILed for the names of members of this panel 
and any written materials they had produced, approving the model 
and methodology that used by DOE. 
 

• On May 24, 2010, more than fifteen months later, I  finally received 
a response.  
 

http://schools.nyc.gov/NR/rdonlyres/D611E8B0-ED2D-4125-8B2A-BEB289C27DB2/0/TeacherTDIFAQs.pdf
http://schools.nyc.gov/NR/rdonlyres/D611E8B0-ED2D-4125-8B2A-BEB289C27DB2/0/TeacherTDIFAQs.pdf


What the FOILed document revealed 
• In response to my FOIL,  DOE contradicted their earlier claim:  

 
• " …approval of the model and methodology rested with the DOE, and not with any “panel 

of technical experts.” As a consequence, I have been informed that there are no responsive 
records that will answer this aspect of item three.“ 
 

• DOE sent a report “Statement on the New York City Teacher Value-Added Model” dated 
August 29, 2008, written by Tom Kane and Jon Fullerton of Harvard, Jonah Rockoff of 
Columbia and Douglas Staiger, Dartmouth College 
 

• These academics wrote that they were “not endorsing any particular use  [of the model] for 
accountability, promotion or tenure” and added other caveats including;  
 

• "1) Test scores capture only one dimension of teacher effectiveness, and they are not 
intended to serve as a summary measure of teacher performance… 
 

• 2) If high stakes are attached, there will be potential to game these measures by teaching to 
the test, selecting students, altering difficult-to-audit student characteristics, or outright 
cheating. … 
 

• 3) To calculate expected test scores…there are likely to be additional factors not yet 
considered that influence student achievement. …etc. "  
 
 

http://www.classsizematters.org/Statement_on_NYC_Teacher_Value_Added_Model_Final.pdf
http://www.classsizematters.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/05/Statement_on_NYC_Teacher_Value_Added_Model_Final.pdf
http://www.classsizematters.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/05/Statement_on_NYC_Teacher_Value_Added_Model_Final.pdf
http://www.classsizematters.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/05/Statement_on_NYC_Teacher_Value_Added_Model_Final.pdf


I held onto this information until a 
propitious news hook occurred…. 

• In October 2010, DOE said they would release the teacher data reports to 
the public, with teacher names attached, after Joel Klein urged reporters 
to FOIL them. 
 

• This was despite a promise by Chris Cerf in a letter to Randi Weingarten of 
the UFT 2 years before.  
 

• Cerf had written,  “DOEs’ [sic] firm position and expectation that Teacher 
Data reports will not and should not be disclosed or shared outside of the 
school community, defined to include administrators, coaches, mentors 
and other professional colleagues authorized by the teacher in question…” 
 

• When the DOE went back on its promise, the UFT sued in court, to block 
the release of teacher names, claiming breach of promise, that the data 
was unreliable, and the release would be a violation of their  privacy. 

http://ny.chalkbeat.org/2010/10/20/city-release-of-teacher-ratings-would-break-2008-deal-with-union/.VvLI2HozxiM


With this news hook, I gave the FOILed report to 
investigative reporter Juan Gonzalez 

• Juan revealed  in his column that the expert panel had not 
attested to the validity of the methodology used to 
evaluate teachers --  quite the contrary 
 

• In an interview, one of the panel members who helped 
devise the rating system, Jonah Rockoff, cautioned: “We do 
need someone with expertise in the right to privacy of 
public employees to make a careful decision about whether 
this should be released…” 
 

• Juan also pointed out that it had taken DOE more than a 
year to respond to my FOIL while now Klein was rushing to 
release the teacher data reports as soon as reporters had 
FOILed them. 

http://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/education/schools-chancellor-joel-klein-release-data-12-000-teachers-article-1.189051




Parthenon report and closing schools -
2011 

• In 2008, the Parthenon Group, consultants for the Gates Foundation , 
wrote a confidential report for the DOE  
 

• I along with several others received a draft copy in late 2009 by an 
someone outside DOE. 
 

• Parthenon consultants concluded that the graduation rates of NYC high 
schools  were determined largely by the number of over-age 8th graders 
who were sent there by the DOE HS enrollment office  
 

• “Should we consider constraints on the HS admissions process that take 
into consideration the predicted graduation rate of the school? (e.g. 
“don’t allow any school to have a predicted rate less than 45%”) 
 

• I shared it to one reporter in Jan. 2010 who wasn’t interested; but then 
filed it away for the future. 
 



In 2011, DOE was engaged in mass 
closures of struggling high schools 

• I remembered the Parthenon report, and sent it 
to GothamSchools reporter Maura Walz. 
 

• She immediately saw the significance of the 
analysis and wrote about it. 
 

• The Parthenon report was widely cited as 
showing DOE’s own complicity in concentrating 
struggling students in certain HS & dooming them 
to failure.  





In  2011, I met a former charter school 
parent  

• Karen Sprowal, whose son along with several other boys were 
kicked out of Harlem Success charter school within a few weeks of 
entering Kindergarten 
 

• She had an amazing story to tell, and had documentary  evidence 
including emails with Success staff  
 

• I knew Mike Winerip of the NY Times was looking into charter 
schools 
 

• I introduced her to Winerip, who wrote a column about this 
 

• His was one of the first of many articles to expose the push-out 
practices of Success charters 



NY Times , July 10, 2011  

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/07/11/nyregion/charter-school-sends-message-thrive-or-transfer.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/07/11/nyregion/charter-school-sends-message-thrive-or-transfer.html


The Pineapple: 2012  

• In April  18, 2012, NY gave the second year of 
Common Core aligned exams produced by 
Pearson . 

 

• As I had the previous year, I blogged about 
what I’d heard about these error-full, 
confusing, and product-laden exams  and 
asked people to leave comments  

 





Someone did leave a comment. 

• I Googled “Hare and the Pineapple”, searched Facebook and  within twenty 
minutes, found out that students, parents and teachers had been 
complaining about a ridiculous passage in Pearson-designed exams about a 
race between animals and a talking Pineapple,  with absurd questions in at 
least  six states since 2006. 

 
• I also asked my 8th grade son when he arrived home if he’d had this passage 

on his ELA exam ; he confirmed it and said he’d argued with his best friend 
about the right answers. 



The next day, April 19, 2012 
The next morning on my way to a meeting in DC,  on the train, I blogged about this 
and posted the link to the post on my NYC Ed list serv 

http://nycpublicschoolparents.blogspot.com/2012/04/pineapple-and-hare-pearsons-absurd.html


When I was in DC I got a call from a 
Daily News reporter  

Rachel Monahan asked me a few questions and said she was 
doing a story on the question which appeared that night  

 

 



Firestorm! 
• Lots of reporters followed up, both print and TV 

 
• Commissioner John King held a press conference  

and released the full Pineapple passage and its associated 
questions. 
 

• After claiming that a committee of NYS teachers had 
reviewed and approved this section of the exam, King said 
he would remove it from the scoring of the exam. 
 

• But the controversy went on for weeks, with a Pearson 
memo “leaked” to Time Magazine, and stories in the 
national and international media   

http://usny.nysed.gov/docs/the-hare-and-the-pineapple.pdf


• eviewed by a committe 





Story goes on for weeks … 



The talking Pineapple became a symbol for 
incompetence & absurdity of standardized testing 



 
John Oliver’s  takedown on testing  

May 3, 2015  HBO show “Last Week Tonight” 
featured the Pineapple and showed my original 

blog post  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J6lyURyVz7k


January 2016 Report on testing from Center for 
American Progress  reveals the continuing 

impact of this story  



 
Excerpt from CAP report : 

Results of surveys of parents in several states 
asked about their attitude towards testing  

https://cdn.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/28135807/MendIt-ESSA-report.pdf


inBloom  saga 2011-2014 
• In August 2011, Vicki Phillips of the Gates Foundation wrote about a project called 

the Shared Learning Collaborative,  which she described as a state-led suite of 
online tools shared with 9 states and districts , operated in conjunction with 
Rupert Murdoch’s Wireless  Generation & aligned with the Common Core. 



I blogged about this six days later on HuffPo… 



5 months later… 

• December 2011:  NY Board of Regents approves 
NYSED’s plan to share personal student and teacher 
data with the Shared Learning Collaborative LLC, as 
reported in the Wall St Journal.  

 

• The Gates Foundation initially awards $76.5 million to 
this LLC, with $44 million going to Wireless Generation, 
to design and operate the system. 

 

• Eventually the Gates Foundation will spend over $100 
million on this effort.  

 

http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052970203430404577096872141255542.html


For more than a year – 
December 2012- February 2013: frustration!  

• I start blogging about this and asking NYS Ed Dept for the contract, and get no 
response. 
 

• Diane Ravitch blogs about this several times as well.  
 

• I hold press conferences , and reach out to NY elected officials , 
Superintendents, and school board members, none of whom know anything 
about this   
 

• I contact parents in the 8 other states and districts participating in this project,  
who have been told nothing about it. 
 

• I  email and call  many national reporters including several on the NY Times, 
none of whom are interested in the story 
 

• The Gates Foundation spins off inBloom as a separate corporation on February 
6, 2013.  
 



Finally in March 2013 
•  After months of trying, I finally contact the first 

national reporter to realize the importance of this story 
--Stephanie Simon, then of Reuters, later of Politico. 
 

• Simon publishes a bombshell article in Reuters on 
March 3, 2013, which is also the first day of SXSW Edu 
conference in Austin Texas, co-sponsored by Bill Gates 
and inBloom Inc.  The story causes a huge buzz. 
 

• Her story is followed up by Hechinger Report, Politics 
365, The Denver Post, and The Answer Sheet, and eight 
months later in October 2013, in a New York Times 
article  by one of their technology reporters. 

http://www.reuters.com/article/2013/03/03/us-education-database-idUSBRE92204W20130303
http://digital.hechingerreport.org/content/big-data-and-schools-education-nirvana-or-privacy-nightmare_402/
http://politic365.com/2013/03/13/public-school-parents-and-advocates-protest-violation-of-kids-privacy/
http://politic365.com/2013/03/13/public-school-parents-and-advocates-protest-violation-of-kids-privacy/
http://yourhub.denverpost.com/southjeffco/inbloom-program-concerns-some-jeffco-schools-parents/jTMLABit2XDv3qWL475hQI-story?source=DPWidget
http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/answer-sheet/wp/2013/03/13/lawsuit-charges-ed-department-with-violating-student-privacy-rights/
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/10/06/business/deciding-who-sees-students-data.html?ref=education




Boom!  
• Almost immediately after the Simon’s  article is published, parents 

start protesting in the all nine inBloom states and contacting their 
school boards, Superintendents and state officials. 
 

• These officials get upset and react to parent outrage  
 

• One by one, every state  and district pull out of inBloom in eight 
months between April – November 2013 – except for NY 
 

• Finally, the NY Legislature passes a bill to block any data-sharing 
with inBloom on March 31, 2014. 
 

• April 21, 2014:  inBloom closes its doors  



2015-2016: $1.1 billion contract going 
to corrupt contractor  

• February 2014: I am looking over proposed contracts to be voted on that 
week by our appointed school board, the Panel for Education Policy 
 

• Though little info is provided, I notice that a huge contract - $1.1B over 
five years, extendable to $2B over 9 years – is to be awarded a company 
called Custom Computer Specialists for internet wiring and equipment. 
 

• I Google the name and find my own NYC Council testimony from 2011 on 
wasteful and corrupt NYC DOE contracts. 
 

• I am amazed to find this same company was implicated in a kickback 
scheme that defrauded the DOE of millions of dollars just a few years 
before, in cahoots with a consultant who had been convicted and gone to 
jail. 

http://www.classsizematters.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/10/testimony-on-contracts-10.31.11.pdf


I blog about this immediately and contact 
reporters… 



NY Post & Daily News follow up… 

 

 

 

 

 

http://nypost.com/2015/02/24/doe-hiring-tech-firm-linked-to-kickback-scheme/
http://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/educatiohttp:/www.nydailynews.com/new-york/educatiohttp:/www.nydailynews.com/new-york/education/dept-ed-contract-sketchy-tech-firm-not-compute-article-1.2128207n/dept-ed-contract-sketchy-tech-firm-not-compute-article-1.2128207n/dept-ed-contract-sketchy-tech-firm-not-compute-article-1.2128207


As does Chalkbeat 

http://ny.chalkbeat.org/2015/02/25/ahead-of-vote-a-tech-contract-raises-questions-of-transparency/


After reporters inquire…. 

• The DOE  hurriedly “renegotiates” & lowers 
the price of the contract to $637 M, instead of 
$1.1 B, revealing how inflated the contract 
was in the first place  

 

• Despite the bad press and outraged 
comments at the PEP meeting, the Panel 
approves the contract 10-1  



The next month, City Hall kicks back 
and cancels the contract …first time 

this has ever occurred 



In December 2015, DOE rebids the internet 
contract to several companies for $472 M  

• This saves $163 million over the renegotiated  “reduced” price.  
 

• Or nearly $627 million less than the initial price of $1.1 billion it was 
supposed to cost originally 
 

• I estimate the savings at $727 million, because now DOE has a 
chance to gain $100 million in federal E-rate funds that it was cut 
off from since the original scandal that the company was involved 
in.   
 

• DOE announces that they will  now post more details of contracts at 
least 30 days before the PEP vote – as elected officials demanded --
-- instead of the night before, as previously. 



December 23, 2015  



Lessons learned 
• Use FOIL , peruse budget documents and read 

blog comments 

• Analyze, dissect and figure out in advance what is 
important and newsworthy  

• When you obtain interesting info, pitch the story 
to a reporter – who are usually looking for good 
stories  

• If you can, wait for a relevant news hook 

• If no reporter bites, blog about it yourself, be  
persistent and never give up! 



Sample Freedom of Information Act 
letters  

• Sample federal FOIA letters here: 

• http://www.nfoic.org/sample-foia-request-
letters  

 

• Sample state FOIA letters here: 

• http://www.nfoic.org/state-sample-foia-
request-letters  
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