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CHARTER SCHOOLS IN PUBLIC SCHOOL BUILDINGS 

Best Practices for Co-Location 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Throughout New York City, students from Pre-Kindergarten through 12th grade are learning 

firsthand about “co-location,” the practice of two or more distinct schools existing in the same 

building and sharing spaces.  While some co-locations involve multiple public schools, this 

paper will focus on co-locations with charter schools in public school buildings.  All too often, 

co-location in New York City has led to the denial of parity and equity for all of the City’s 

public schools students.   

 

 This paper discusses best practices that are absolutely essential to prevent co-location 

practices that are unfair and deny parity to all public schools students.  These best practices 

will improve the process of co-location in New York City. 

 

The growth of co-location has driven the rapid 

increase in new schools in the City.  The New 

York City Department of Education (DOE) 

increased the number of new schools 

significantly during the administration of 

Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg.  In the six year 

period between 1996 and 2002 – the latter 

being the year Mayor Bloomberg first took 

office – the DOE opened 314 new schools, 

including 19 charter schools.  However, during 

the Mayor’s first two terms from 2003 and 2009 

– just one year more – the DOE opened 452 

new schools, including 74 charter schools.1 In 

the 2009-2010 school year, two-thirds of the 

City’s 98 charter schools were co-located in 

public school buildings, according to the New 

York City Independent Budget Office.2  The 

city currently supports 123 charter schools.3 

A report written jointly by the New York City 

Public Advocate and the Alliance for Quality 

Education explains, “Since obtaining new space is often the biggest obstacle to starting a new 

school, the Department (of Education) has enabled new schools to overcome this obstacle by 

offering space in buildings where schools are being phased out or in existing neighborhood 

school buildings.”4 

 When the parents are informed and involved, when the leadership of the various schools — 

especially the principals — communicate regularly and effectively, co-location can work.  Co-

A co-location is a change that will result in 

more than one school inhabiting a single school 

building or facility.  Some co-locations are new, 

meaning that a school that has historically 

utilized an entire facility will now have to share 

that space with another school.  But some co-

locations can also involve reconfigurations or 

extensions of existing shared facilities.  Some 

co-locations are referred to as re-sitings, which 

describes an existing school that is being moved 

from its current location into a building which 

is already occupied by one or more schools. 

Breaking Down Barriers, 

a report by the New York City Public Advocate 
and the Alliance for Quality Education 
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location can be an opportunity for schools with declining enrollment time to address the 

cause of the decline while continuing to serve their existing students, and can provide 

academic options for parents looking for choices in schooling for their children. 

However, many times co-locations do not work.  This is especially true when the new school 

moving in to an existing school’s building does so in a manner that does not foster 

communication and mutual respect, or when the new school does not pay for its fair share of 

resources.  In some instances, the co-locations have been blatantly unfair and denied parity 

to all students.  Co-locations may occur despite opposition – sometimes quite fierce – from 

the current school and community.  Sometimes, too, the new school can cause disruptions 

when, for example, it begins renovations before the existing school has had the opportunity 

to consolidate its classrooms and offices — and, in some cases, while the current school’s 

students are still finishing their academic year in the building.   

When questions are raised but not answered, when school leadership does not communicate 

well – or worse, refuses to communicate at all and just barrels in – problems ensue. 

Motivated to better understand co-location, its challenges, and its impact on existing schools, 

the New York Community Organizing Fund, Inc. (NYCOFI) initiated research into the issue.  

This paper is the result of that work and, based on the research, NYCOFI has set forth below 

best practices to maximize equity and fairness in the co-location process.  

 

Carlie Steen, Esq. 

Executive Director 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
This report is the result of extensive study of the practice of “co-location” in the New York 

City public school systems.5  Co-location occurs when two or more schools are located in the 

same building and share common spaces, such as auditoriums, gymnasiums, and cafeterias.  

While co-location can involve two or more public schools, this paper generally focuses on the 

co-locating of charter schools in district school buildings. 

 

In New York City, co-location affects almost a thousand schools 

that have either begun their existence sharing a building with 

other schools, or existing schools that have been required to give 

up space to accommodate an incoming school by the City’s 

Department of Education (DOE).  Co-locating schools isn’t new to 

the City, but the number has exploded since Michael R. 

Bloomberg became mayor in 2002.  As of the spring of 2012 there 

were 900 schools sharing space at a total of 380 campuses in the 

City’s public school system – meaning a third of all DOE  

buildings house more than one school organization.6, 7 

 

An argument can be made – and indeed, vigorously has been 

made – that the City should not engage in co-location at all.  

However, City officials have rejected this argument.  Therefore, 

this paper does not join the debate about whether or not co-

location should exist.  Rather, recognizing that it is unlikely that 

co-locations will be eliminated in the near- or mid-term, the 

research included an examination of several co-located schools to 

see how the process has worked – or not – in real situations. As a 

result, NYCOFI sets forth, in this paper, best practices for making 

co-locations workable and equitable. Based on this study, 

NYCOFI recommends an immediate moratorium on approving 

additional school co-locations within New York City until the best 

practices listed here can be institutionalized. 

 

Overview 
The practice of co-location raises major concerns, including the use of existing space and 

resources, the impact on future growth, and how the process itself is carried out.  In order to 

address them, the City’s protocols for approval of co-locations must be amended. 

 

Making co-locations work requires communication, transparency, and mutual respect.  The 

DOE, working side-by-side with school leadership, parents, and community, can work to 

make that happen.   

 

Unfortunately, resolving the issues related to inequity – space, funding, and other resources 

– is more complicated than communication problems.  The difficulty of co-location increases 

New York Communities 

Organizing Fund, Inc. 

(NYCOFI) is a 501(c)(3) 

community-based 

organization established 

in 2010 that seeks to 

empower low- and 

moderate-income New 

Yorkers to help 

themselves through 
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advocacy, research, and 

direct services.  NYCOFI 
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well-being of low-income 

and people of color 

communities throughout 

New York State. 
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with schools that are already struggling to get what they need to succeed.  If that individual 

school is then forced to share its limited resources with a school it considers to be “other” – a 

school run by a private company – resentments can arise.  

 

If the DOE insists on further expanding co-location, then it must at least do so in a way that 

provides the greatest chance that the co-location will be successful and equitable for all 

students, and not merely for those in the charter or other school coming in.  Based on our 

research and surveys, and with the goal of minimizing the negative effect of co-locations, 

NYCOFI recommends that the DOE adopt these best practices, which are intended as 

tangible recommendations and solutions for the DOE to adopt in order to increase the 

possibility that a co-location will be successful for all the parties involved:   

 

Space 

 Existing programs should not be disrupted, from cluster rooms for the arts to 

computer and science labs. 

 Separate, private spaces for therapists to provide services for special need 

students must remain intact. 

 The logistics of school placement in the co-located buildings should be 

addressed with care.  For example, charters should not be located in a way 

that divides the other school(s) in the building. 

 All schools in the building should have the space necessary for their 

administrative needs, and have adequate access to common areas, including 

cafeterias, gymnasiums, and playgrounds. 

 

Growth 

 The existing school should be able to retain the ability to expand for future 

growth.  For example, enrollment should not be limited for the existing 

school. 

 The existing school needs to be able to retain the opportunity to develop and 

create new school spaces to meet the needs of its students.   

 Schools with an existing waiting list should not be co-located, especially those 

that have a waiting list for Pre-Kindergarten.  Pre-K programs are in great 

demand and are deeply needed in many communities; a co-location that 

prevents neighborhood children from attending pre-K programs is not only 

unfair, but is guaranteed to create insurmountable tension. 

 

Resources 

 Students at the individual schools in a co-located building should have the 

benefit of equitable resources and appropriate services, with all schools 

serving comparable numbers of English Language Learners, special 

education, and free lunch students.   

 Charter schools that receive private funding should be required to pay their 

share of rent, maintenance, and utility costs.  When this is not the case, the 
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City is functionally subsidizing a private venture at the expense of the 

majority of the system’s public school students.   

 

Process 

 The DOE should work one-on-one with school leadership to more accurately 

estimate the space needed for existing and potential schools. 

 The approval of a co-location by local Community Education Councils (CECs) 

should be required. 

 A building council, representing each of the individual schools in the co-

located building, should be created to adequately address both the initial and 

ongoing issues related to the co-locations. 

 The co-location process should be decelerated.  The DOE’s current timeline of 

only six months simply does not allow enough time to genuinely hear and 

have a meaningful response that addresses legitimate criticisms related to 

proposed co-locations.  This includes seriously considering and then 

incorporating the critique and input from those associated with impacted 

schools.  The DOE needs to take and meaningfully consider community input, 

not merely make a “show” of listening.   

 

 

Methodology 
Over a five-month period, NYCOFI carried out an extensive review of the City’s co-location 

agenda that involves placing additional charter schools inside buildings that house pre-

existing public schools.  We surveyed parents and educators; attended community meetings; 

and reviewed hundreds of pages of reports, testimony, web pages, articles, and other 

documents on the issue.  We spoke with researchers and others interested in the issue, from 

community activists to educational experts. 

 

This study included two primary methods of collecting and analyzing data about co-location: 

1. Educators, parents, and community members at 13 schools provided verbal and 

written input through both informal presentations and conversations and prepared 

documents, with an additional 49 parents at six currently co-located schools in the 

City’s school system participating in interviews among those dropping off and picking 

up students at the schools. 

2. An analysis and survey of available academic research on the topic of co-location 

available as of October 2012.  Bibliography of sources consulted appears in the 

appendix. 
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Results 

Equity and Parity 

Inequity and a lack of parity are the main complaints in relation to co-locations.  With newly 

co-located schools proudly offering renovated classrooms, new computer equipment, and a 

variety of afterschool programs, there is often a stark contrast between the charter schools 

and neighborhood schools under the same roof.   

 

Space 

Co-locations very often require existing 

traditional schools to give up some of their 

current space to the incoming co-locating school.  

Classrooms – and sometimes entire grades –  are 

eliminated, with classes in existing schools 

becoming overcrowded, while those students see 

the incoming co-located schools with rooms 

available specifically for enhancements, such as 

karate, dance, and chess, that are remain empty 

more often than they are utilized. 

 

Process 

Providing a mere six months between notice and 

the opening of a co-located school does not allow 

for ample time for meaningful input.  Opening up 

opportunities for this essential participation 

might actually make co-locations smoother, and 

prevent adversarial relationships between well-

meaning parents of both groups of students. 

 

Communication 

Communication is absolutely crucial.  This 

communication must occur between the DOE and 

the schools, between the DOE and the parents, 

and between the schools to be co-located.  The 

school leadership of the co-located schools needs 

to meet regularly, and to have ways to track 

space needs and issues in a transparent, 

organized manner. Communication must also 

occur within the school leadership, and with the 

parents and community, who may feel a 

particular affinity to the building. 

 

In addition, parents of potential and existing 

charter schools students need to be made aware 

Whether a co-location is 

created when several schools 

are opened within a facility at 

once, or when a new school 

moves into a building already 

occupied by another school, 

issues regarding space 

utilization can be 

controversial.  Common spaces, 

such as the auditorium, 

gymnasium and cafeteria have 

to be shared between the 

schools.  Other school spaces 

that may be affected by co-

locations include cluster 

rooms, libraries, labs, and 

specialized spaces for special 

education.  If the co-location 

makes the school space more 

constricted within the facility, 

libraries, labs and cluster 

rooms may be converted into 

classroom space.  In addition, 

classroom space may be 

sacrificed to accommodate the 

incoming school, which could 

result in increased class sizes 

in some cases. 

Breaking Down Barriers 
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of the challenges with the process that have occurred in some previous co-locations, including 

the removal of rooms, other space, and fundamental resources from the public school.  

Parents must be knowledgeable about both the organization behind the charter school and 

the specific co-location itself.   

 

Community Feedback and Involvement 

Both parents and community members desire – and have a right – to be involved in the 

decision-making process regarding significant school use changes.  Moreover, without such 

involvement, the co-location will not be successful or perceived as anything other than an 

invasion of an outside group.  Involvement of parents and community members is not only 

just and fair; it is a practical and essential step.   

 

Transparency and Mutual Respect 

Transparency must exist regarding both the issues related to co-locating schools and the 

process involved in deciding which and whether or not schools are to be co-located.  This 

transparency needs to be available to all parties involved, including the school leadership, 

the students and parents, and the community experiencing the co-location. 

 

Mutual respect must also be an integral part of the relationships involved with co-locations.  

It is vital that the leadership of a new 

school that is moving in to a 

neighborhood and co-locating within 

an existing traditional public school 

work to establish relationships with 

community institutions, individuals, 

and parents to ensure that these 

relationships show respect for the 

parties involved.  Adults must model 

this mutual respect for the students 

at the involved schools to prevent 

disharmony. 

 

At a minimum, parental and community participation in decision-making regarding 

potential co-locations, including involvement in shared space committees, needs to be a part 

of the process.  More generally, the process for obtaining parent and community feedback 

needs to be improved.  Additionally, co-locations require greater transparency concerning 

access to information and opportunities for involvement. 

 

Finally, the City’s DOE must itself incorporate this transparency and respect into the co-

location process.  It is essential for the DOE to understand that a myriad of community 

members – not just parents, but also neighborhood residents – see their local school as a part 

of their community.  A private company moving in to the neighborhood to oversee a school — 

a company without connections to the community — must invest time and effort to overcome 

Overall, “some schools ‘are more equal’’ than 

others, says Leo Casey, Vice President with the 

United Federation of Teachers.  “Worse, many 

schools experience co-location . . . as a 

destabilizing force, causing overcrowding and 

oversized classes, and sending them into a spiral 

of academic decline.” 
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the belief that they are also not genuinely invested in the community.  This has been a 

commitment that some charter schools have seemed unwilling to make. 

 

Parents in particular need to be informed and involved – not only for their own child, but for 

all the children in their community who are affected by changes in the schools.  This includes 

parents on both sides of the schools: those whose children attend their neighborhood school, 

and those who are sending their children to the co-located charter school.   

 

Conclusion 
As previously stated, this paper does not address the underlying question of whether or not 

New York City should be engaged in the practice of co-locations.  However, if the City truly 

intends to continue with co-location, further study is needed to consider the issues discussed 

in this report.     

 

The current problems with co-location remain so pervasive that NYCOFI recommends:  

 

1. The City must perform a comprehensive review of the processes and protocols 

currently in place in order to make the system of co-location workable in New York.    

2. The New York City DOE needs to review and revise its procedures for measuring 

space within schools.  

3. A review of the effect that co-location has on access to pre-kindergarten and early 

childhood education. 

4. A moratorium on new co-locations until these steps and other necessary best 

practices can be evaluated and implemented. 

 

 

NYCOFI hopes this paper offers insight for those unfamiliar with the issue of co-location and 

its effect upon schools and communities.  NYCOFI intends for this paper to offer assistance 

to those faced with the prospect of a co-located school: when deciding whether to send their 

child to a school that is currently co-located or if confronting the prospect of their existing 

school being co-located.  If the best practices in this paper are followed by the parties 

involved, the process will be smoother and the result will be more acceptable to all those 

involved. 

 

Public education professionals, parents, and community leaders know what public education 

students need: parity of services that enable all students to learn and thrive, equitable 

spaces and resources for all children to effectively provide those services.  Everyone deserves 

the opportunity for a great education.   
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relocation of schools in other schools as a result of disasters such as the recent Hurricane Sandy.  As used 
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