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Executive Summary 
The Rochester City School District (RCSD) 2026-2027 Draft Budget uses the district’s savings, significantly cuts 
support services for students (social workers and guidance counselors), and nearly eliminates Home/Hospital 
Instruction to balance the budget. However, many positions were also added throughout the book, the largest 
increase being for Special Education. While The Children’s Agenda has many concerns with the cuts made in the 
Draft Budget, we applaud the Superintendent’s investments in Special Education and English Language Learners.  
 
The three focus areas of this report are Mental Health, School Climate and Suspensions, and School Meals, 
which were selected by the 70 parent leaders we work with in our Very Invested Parents (VIP) group. The Draft 
Budget makes deep cuts to social-emotional supports, alternatives to suspensions, and food service, which runs 
directly counter to our recommendations. We are also deeply concerned that no new mental health satellite 
clinics are opening next school year, leaving nearly 6,000 RCSD students without access to a clinic.  
 
We call on the Superintendent and Board of Education to reverse the damaging cuts to mental health supports, 
social-emotional supports, alternatives to suspensions, and food service. We also need greater transparency and 
public discussion about the many sweeping changes being proposed in the Draft Budget. 

 

Important Budget Takeaways 
• Most cuts concentrated among support staff and specialized programs:1 

• 52 positions cut for Social Emotional Supports (social workers, guidance counselors, restorative 
practices coaches, and school psychologists)2 

• School Climate budget slashed by $2.44 million (Help Zones) 

• 10.6% of food service staff cut 

• Roc Restorative Team reduced from 13 to 9 and given added responsibilities for mental health 

• Home/Hospital Instruction loses 95% of staff3 

• Large cuts to Rochester International Academy 

• Closure of Northwest High School 

• Number of classroom teachers largely unchanged despite declining enrollment 

• Special Education budget increased by $17.7 million and 94.2 positions 

• Opening one new Pre-K Center; moving and expanding the existing Pre-K Center 

 

 
1 These numbers are based on the Draft Budget published on April 14, 2026. For the most recent version visit: 
https://www.rcsdk12.org/departments/finance/ 
2 The Superintendent presented partial position restorations to social workers and guidance counselors on April 21, 2026, at 
the Public Budget Hearing; however, those changes are not reflected in the budget book, and the presentation that was 
shared was not uploaded to the district’s website or BoardDocs. 
3 Same as above, partial restorations were announced to HHI that are not reflected in the budget draft or available online. 

https://www.rcsdk12.org/departments/finance/
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Our Recommendations 
Mental Health 

1. Ensure all school buildings have on-site mental health professionals by adding mental health satellite 
clinics to the remaining 13 elementary schools that do not have one, and to Wilson Magnet High 
School. This expansion should be phased in over the next three years at a marginal cost of only 
$15,000 per building per year.  

2. Design mental health awareness and outreach campaigns tailored specifically to female and LGBTQ+ 
students.  

3. To the greatest extent possible, the staff providing mental health services should reflect the lived 
experiences, racial and ethnic backgrounds, and physical proximity (same neighborhoods) to students 
with whom they are working. 

4. Implement the above using a racial equity lens. 

 

School Climate and Suspensions 

1. There should be at least one Roc Restorative Coach for every high school and middle school (17 
total); there are currently 13.  

2. Budget $5 million to contract with outside agencies to provide additional professional development 
and training over the next 3 years for students/parents on restorative practices.  

3. Fund Help Zones/alternative to suspension rooms in every school.  

4. Provide publicly available data on school climate in each building through climate surveys of 
students. 

 

School Meals 

1. Maximize state reimbursement rates by participating in New York’s Farm to School program. 

2. Add $3 million in supplemental funding for food service to improve meal quality and variety.  

3. Work with a representative committee of parents and students to come up with meal ideas that 
make use of the $3 million in supplemental funding and reflect students’ cultures. 
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Introduction 
Scope of This Report 
The Children’s Agenda’s review of the Rochester City School District (RCSD) 2026-2027 Draft Budget is driven by 
input from over 70 parents and caregivers who make up our Very Invested Parents (VIP) group. The three focus 
areas selected by the VIPs this year are Mental Health, School Climate and Suspensions, and School Meals. 
Each section of this report covers one of these focus areas.  
 
RCSD’s Draft Budget makes over a dozen significant changes to programs and services for students, many of 
which are outside of the focus areas of this report. However, we will summarize the budget takeaways that 
stood out to us below. The Draft Budget is subject to change until the date of budget adoption on May 5, 2026, 
and for the purposes of this report we will be using the numbers published on April 14, 2026. 
 
RCSD’s budget depends heavily on revenue from New York State, and at the time this report is being written the 
State Budget has not been adopted. The RCSD Draft Budget is created using the governor’s proposed budget, 
and, because of this, the final revenue numbers could change but those changes are likely small, around one to 
two percent.  
 

Table 1. RCSD 2026-2027 Draft Budget Position Summary 
 

2025-26 Adopted 2026-2027 Draft FTE Change % Change 
Food Service 249.2 222.7 -26.5 -11% 
General 4,626.0 4,583.3 -42.7 -1% 
Special Aid 778.8 772 -6.8 -1% 
Capital  13.8 13.8 0 0% 
All Funds 5,667.8 5,591.8 -76 -1% 

 
Table 2. RCSD 2026-2027 Draft Budget Revenues and Appropriated Fund Balance 

 
2025-26 Adopted 2026-2027 Draft $ Change % Change 

General Fund $965,882,144 $1,003,326,696* $37,444,552 3.7% 
Food Service $26,537,345 $24,516,755 $-2,020,590 -8.2% 
Special Aid Fund $125,152,466 $126,943,668 $1,791,202 1.4% 
Total $1,117,571,955 $1,154,787,119 $37,215,164 3.2% 
*2026-2027 Draft Budget includes $23.9 million in fund balance usage under the General Fund line. 
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Major Changes Proposed in RCSD Draft Budget 
• Most cuts concentrated among support staff and specialized programs:4 

• 52 positions cut for Social Emotional Supports (social workers, guidance counselors, restorative 
practices coaches, and school psychologists)5 

• School Climate budget slashed by $2.44 million (Help Zones) 

• 10.6% of food service staff cut 

• Roc Restorative Team reduced from 13 to 9 and given added responsibilities for mental health 

• Home/Hospital Instruction loses 95% of staff6 

• Large cuts to Rochester International Academy 

• Closure of Northwest High School 

• Number of classroom teachers largely unchanged despite declining enrollment 

• Special Education budget increased by $17.7 million and 94.2 positions 

• Opening one new Pre-K Center; moving and expanding the existing Pre-K Center 

 

RCSD’s Recurring Strategies to Balance the Budget 
Going back to at least the year 2000, RCSD has faced a structural deficit which has led to tens of millions of 
dollars in budget cuts almost every school year (COVID-related aid providing a brief exception). In the past, RCSD 
has used five main recurring strategies to balance the budget: 

• Use the district’s savings (Fund Balance) to balance the budget and avoid cuts. 

• Make cuts to student support services to avert decisions related to declining enrollment. 

• Attempt to eliminate or change specialized programs for high needs students which are expensive 
relative to the number of students served. 

• Restructure or make cuts to Special Education and/or programming for English Language Learners. 

• Close and consolidate school buildings.  

The 2026-2027 Draft Budget focuses on using the district’s savings, cutting support services, and nearly 
eliminating Home/Hospital Instruction to close the gap. However, many positions were also added throughout 
the book, the largest increase being the 94.2 positions for Special Education. While we have many concerns 
with other spending areas, we applaud the Superintendent’s investments in Special Education services and 
English Language Learners in the Draft Budget.  
 

 
4 These numbers are based on the Draft Budget published on April 14, 2026. For the most recent version visit: 
https://www.rcsdk12.org/departments/finance/ 
5 The Superintendent presented partial position restorations to social workers and guidance counselors on April 21, 2026, at 
the Public Budget Hearing; however, those changes are not reflected in the budget book, and the presentation that was 
shared was not uploaded to the district’s website or BoardDocs. 
6 Same as above, partial restorations were announced to HHI that are not reflected in the budget draft or available online. 

https://www.rcsdk12.org/departments/finance/
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Budgeted Cuts Targeting Social Emotional Supports 
We are particularly concerned about cuts being made to social-emotional supports, especially to social workers 
and alternatives to suspensions: 

• 30.7 FTEs7 cut from the Social Work Department 

• 15.9 FTEs cut from Guidance Counselors  

• 4 FTEs cut from the Roc Restorative Team 

• $2.44 million cut from the School Culture and Climate Department 

If adopted, these cuts would significantly reduce the mental health support available to students at RCSD and 
likely cause higher suspension rates as alternatives would no longer be available to many students.  
 

Food Service Facing Large Reduction in Workforce 
Though the overall budget only reduces the number of FTEs by 1.34%, the reduction to Food Service is 10.64%. 
For context, this would be equivalent to cutting over 300 teaching positions. The scale of cuts and the impact on 
school meals are not discussed in the draft budget.  
 

Questions about Pre-K, Special Education, and Home/Hospital 
Instruction 
The Rochester Early Childhood Education Center is expanding and moving to a new location. A new Early 
Childhood Center is also opening in the Southwest of the city. Together these two centers will add 65.7 FTEs. 
However, at the same time, RCSD is cutting the number of Pre-K teachers districtwide by 15 FTEs. These 
numbers do not add up and would indicate that Pre-K sites are being centralized: moved out of buildings or 
Community Based Organizations to accommodate the expansion of the two centers. The number of K-38 
teachers districtwide is going up by 1.5 FTEs, with cuts in the General Fund being offset by additions in Special 
Aid.  
 
The district needs to be explicit and transparent with the public about its strategy for Pre-K. Increased State 
funding for 4 year-old Pre-K starting next school year and the likelihood of additional state resources for 3-K 
could be creating a financial incentive to convert community-based Pre-K classrooms to district-run ones. We 
have concerns about whether a centralized model will be more beneficial to RCSD families than a mixed delivery 
(schools and CBOs) model with more decentralized locations. It’s possible that elementary school teachers are 
being reassigned to Pre-K as part of this shift. Regardless, this shift will be disruptive to existing Pre-K classrooms 
without any clear educational benefit to the students.  
 
Special Education is seeing the largest increase in positions, with 94.2 FTEs. Special Education staffing should be 
driven by students’ needs and their Individualized Education Programs (IEPs). Such a large change in one year 

 
7 FTE stands for Full Time Equivalent, some positions are budgeted less than full time and appear as fractions. 
8 Teachers are categorized by ranges, this being Kindergarten to 3rd grade. 
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could signal some combination of addressing unmet needs, restructuring the department, or changing the 
continuum of services. Whatever the reasons are, there should be a much larger explanation and public 
discussion. 
 
Finally, Home/Hospital Instruction is gutted in the Draft Budget, with nearly a 95% reduction in staff going 
from 36.5 FTEs to 2 FTEs. According to the description for the program in the 2025-2026 Adopted RCSD Budget, 
“Home/Hospital Instruction is a flexible and inclusive program designed to meet the needs of students who are 
unable to attend school for reasons of disability, injury, physical/mental/emotional illness, or suspension.”  
A plan for how these students would receive instruction in place of the Home/Hospital Instruction program has 
not been shared or discussed publicly.  

Mental Health 
The Bigger Picture for Student Mental Health 
For the past decade the prevalence of depression, suicidal ideation, and self-harm among youth has increased to 
what the American Academy of Pediatrics has described as a “National Emergency”.9 The mental health 
struggles young people are going through have a direct impact on their education as mental health plays a 
critical role in student motivation, concentration, and attendance.  
 
Two key resources to understand student mental health locally are the Monroe County Youth Risk Behavior 
Survey (2023-2024),10 and the Behavioral Health Needs Assessment published by Common Ground Health in 
2025.11 The last report by The Children’s Agenda on the RCSD Budget also provides a useful summary of local 
and national statistics on student mental health.12 
 

RCSD Has Stopped Expanding Mental Health Supports 
Last year The Children’s Agenda raised concerns13 that the expansion of mental health clinics at the Rochester 
City School District (RCSD) could be slowed or even stopped because the previous superintendent and deputy 
superintendent who oversaw the expansion were leaving. As of the writing of this report in April 2026, no new 
mental health clinics are planned for next school year, and it seems the expansion of mental supports at RCSD 
has indeed stopped. Given the District’s funding constraints, adding more mental health clinics is a low-cost 
option, requiring only a marginal increase of $15,000 per building. 
 

 
9 American Academy of Pediatrics, 2021. https://www.aap.org/en/advocacy/child-and-adolescent-healthy-mental-
development/aap-aacap-cha-declaration-of-a-national-emergency-in-child-and-adolescent-mental-health/ 
10Monroe County Youth Risk Behavior Survey, 2024. https://www.monroecounty.gov/health-youth-risk-survey 
11 Monroe County Behavioral Health Needs Assessment, Common Ground Health, 2025. 
https://commongroundhealth.org/insights/reports/monroe-county-behavioral-health-needs-assessment-2025 
12 Review of Key Priorities in Proposed Budget for RCSD 2025-26, The Children’s Agenda. 
https://thechildrensagenda.org/publications/review-key-priorities-proposed-budget-rcsd-2025-26/ 
13 Review of Key Priorities in Proposed Budget for RCSD 2025-2026, page 10. 
https://thechildrensagenda.org/publications/review-key-priorities-proposed-budget-rcsd-2025-26/ 

https://www.aap.org/en/advocacy/child-and-adolescent-healthy-mental-development/aap-aacap-cha-declaration-of-a-national-emergency-in-child-and-adolescent-mental-health/
https://www.aap.org/en/advocacy/child-and-adolescent-healthy-mental-development/aap-aacap-cha-declaration-of-a-national-emergency-in-child-and-adolescent-mental-health/
https://www.monroecounty.gov/health-youth-risk-survey
https://commongroundhealth.org/insights/reports/monroe-county-behavioral-health-needs-assessment-2025
https://thechildrensagenda.org/publications/review-key-priorities-proposed-budget-rcsd-2025-26/
https://thechildrensagenda.org/publications/review-key-priorities-proposed-budget-rcsd-2025-26/


 Page 9 
 

This leaves 13 elementary schools and 1 high school without on-site mental health clinical support. These 
schools are projected to have a total enrollment of nearly 6,000 students. Even schools that do have a school-
based health center or school-based mental health clinic may be understaffed, or the services they provide 
could be underutilized because of poor communication with parents and students.  
 

Table 3. Schools Without School-Based Health Centers or Mental 
Health Clinics 

School Name 
Projected Enrollment 

2026-2027 
Projected 

Utilization14 
School 4 260 47 

School 5 466 84 

School 7 466 84 

School 15 367 66 

School 16 414 75 

School 19 373 67 

School 23 323 58 

School 34 458 82 

School 35 455 82 

School 42 465 84 

School 52 335 60 

School 53 345 62 

School 54 338 61 

Wilson High School 855 154 

Total Enrollment 5,920 1,066 

 

Highlighting the Behavioral Health Needs of LGBTQ+ and Female 
Students 
Some students are more likely to be impacted by behavioral and mental health struggles than others. Female 
students often have rates of depression and suicidal ideation at twice or more the rate of their male peers. An 
astounding 44% of female students at RCSD reported serious difficulty concentrating, remembering, or 
making decisions because of mental or emotional challenges.15 

 

 
14 Based on the national average utilization rate of 18% of students using school-based mental health services, which likely 
underestimates actual need. Source: https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/spp/results.asp#mentalhealth-march25-chart2  
152023-2024 RCSD Youth Risk Behavior Survey 

https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/spp/results.asp%23mentalhealth-march25-chart2
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LGBTQ+ students have some of highest rates of mental health challenges, with 52% of students reporting 
symptoms of depression in Monroe County, and 22% making a plan to commit suicide in the past year.16 
 

 
RCSD should prioritize professional development for staff that identifies and supports the unique mental 
health struggles of female students and LGBTQ+ students. There should also be targeted outreach to these 
populations, with tailored outreach campaigns that connect students to mental health supports.  

 
16 2023-2024 Monroe County Youth Risk Behavior Survey 
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Our Mental Health Recommendations 
1. Ensure all school buildings have on-site mental health professionals by adding mental health 

satellite clinics to the remaining 13 elementary schools that do not have one, and Wilson Magnet 
High School. This expansion should be phased in over the next three years at a marginal cost of only 
$15,000 per building per year.  

2. Design mental health awareness and outreach campaigns tailored specifically to female and LGBTQ+ 
students.  

3. To the greatest extent possible, the staff providing mental health services should reflect the lived 
experiences, racial and ethnic backgrounds, and physical proximity (same neighborhoods) to 
students with whom they are working. 

4. Implement the above using a racial equity lens. 

 

 
A child with a strong support system from the 

start, will grow into an adult who will be ok with 
asking for help before encountering an end. 

~ Angela, RCSD parent and member 
 of our Very Invested Parent group 

 

 

School Climate and Suspensions 
Impact of Exclusionary Discipline 
The findings from research on exclusionary discipline (suspensions and expulsions) has remained largely the 
same for decades: Students who miss extended periods of time at school due to suspensions are much more 
likely to fail, drop out of school, and end up in prison at some point in their lives.17 Suspensions are also 
handed out in biased ways that target students of color (particularly Black students), students with disabilities, 
and students living in poverty. The Children’s Agenda has touched on these harms in many past reports.18  
 

Trends in Suspensions at RCSD 
During the 2018-19 school year, just before the COVID-19 pandemic, the Rochester City School District’s 
suspension rate was 13%. Since students returned to in-person learning in 2021, the suspension rate at RCSD 
has increased and remained elevated with a 16% suspension rate last school year (2024-25). That means about 
1 in every 6 students is suspended at least once at RCSD every school year. However, suspension rates at RCSD 

 
17 Monahan, K.C., VanDerhei, S., Bechtold, J. & Cauffman, E. (2014) https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-014-0103-1 
18 Previous RCSD Budget Reports by The Children’s Agenda may be found at: 
https://thechildrensagenda.org/reports/education-prek-12/ 

https://thechildrensagenda.org/reports/education-prek-12/
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are much higher in grades 7 (36%), 8 (34%), and 9 (35%), so the number of students impacted by suspensions at 
some point during their enrollment at RCSD is at least double – if not triple – the overall rate.  

 
 

 
 
While the number of students suspended has gone up by 25% from before COVID to last year, the number of 
days students are suspended has increased even faster, going up 61%. The longer students are suspended, the 
more likely they are to fall behind in their coursework, have lower test scores, and fail their classes. As Charts 3 
and 4 show, suspensions impact students of color at higher rates and are longer on average than for white 
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students. These disparities in how suspensions are handed out contribute to the racial gap in academic 
achievement at RCSD. According to the ROC the Future 13th Annual State of Our Children Report Card, 39.4% of 
white students at RCSD were proficient in 3rd grade ELA, compared to 31.1% of Hispanic or Latino students, and 
18.2% of Black students in the 2023-2024 school year.19  
 

Budgeted Cuts to Social Emotional Supports and Roc Restorative 
Team 
In the past decade RCSD has implemented policy reforms to their Code of Conduct (manual for when to use 
student discipline) and funded alternatives to suspensions such as restorative practices and alternative to 
suspension rooms (Help Zones). These reforms showed promise between 2016 and 2019 with suspensions 
dropping by 33%.20 Since then, there have been many disruptions to this work: from a fiscal crisis at RCSD, to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, to turnover among RCSD leadership. These fitful, stop-and-go changes are all-too 
characteristic of RCSD, and demonstrate the difficulty of embedding cultural change for evidence-based, best 
practices in the institution. Those changes won’t happen without dedicated, institutional leadership by the 
Board of Education, and successive administrations pursuing long-term policy changes with strategy continuity 
aligned to budgeting and staff. 
 
The Draft Budget makes deep cuts to alternatives to suspensions. The Roc Restorative Team is being cut from 13 
positions down to 9. The Roc Restorative Team provides professional development to all schools in the district 
on restorative practices, and runs the Restorative H.U.B., which handles conflict resolution through restorative 
circles. The Restorative H.U.B. has a waitlist due to high demand and the small number of staff. The Roc 
Restorative Team’s capacity to provide this conflict mediation and professional development will significantly 
shrink with these proposed cuts. In addition, the Roc Restorative Team is now being tasked with implementing 
the mental health recommendations of the RCSD Board’s Ad Hoc Mental Health Committee. This will further 
strain the team’s resources to provide alternatives to suspensions throughout the district.  
 
RCSD’s Draft Budget cuts funding for the Office of School Culture and Climate (which includes the Roc 
Restorative Team) by $2.44 million. This cut likely includes the contract with outside agencies to staff alternative 
to suspension rooms. Schools that lose their alternative to suspension rooms will then be more likely to resort to 
in-school suspension.  
 
The critical support services students need when they are in crisis have also been slashed in the proposed 
budget. Social workers are being cut by 30.7 positions, and guidance counselors by 15.9 positions. As students 
have fewer trusted, proficiently trained adults to turn to, and fewer ways to connect to counseling or 
mentorship, there will be more student behaviors that result in suspension.  
 
  

 
19 See ROC-the-Future-13th-Annual-Report-Card-2024-25_Web-1.pdf 
20Breaking the School to Prison Pipeline, The Children’s Agenda; Page 6. https://thechildrensagenda.org/publications/2019-
breaking-the-school-to-prison-pipeline/ 

https://rocthefuture.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/ROC-the-Future-13th-Annual-Report-Card-2024-25_Web-1.pdf
https://thechildrensagenda.org/publications/2019-breaking-the-school-to-prison-pipeline/
https://thechildrensagenda.org/publications/2019-breaking-the-school-to-prison-pipeline/
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Budgeted cuts to alternatives to suspensions and social emotional supports: 
• Roc Restorative Coaches cut from 13 to 9 FTEs 

• School Culture and Climate Budget cut by $2.44 million, likely for alternative to suspension rooms (Help 
Zones) 

• Cuts 30.7 Social Workers 

• Cuts 15.9 Guidance Counselors 

• Cuts 2 School Psychologists 

 

Our School Climate and Suspensions Recommendations 
1. There should be at least one Roc Restorative Coach for every high school and middle school (17 

total); there are currently 13.  

2. Budget $5 million to contract with outside agencies to provide additional professional development 
and training over the next 3 years for students/parents on restorative practices.  

3. Fund Help Zones/alternative to suspension rooms in every school.  

4. Provide publicly available data on school climate in each building through climate surveys of 
students. 

 

 
Suspensions don’t fix the problem. Solutions do. 

~ Ismadelin, RCSD parent and member 
of our Very Invested Parent group 

 
 

School Meals 
Strategies to Improve School Meals 
Both New York State and the federal government offer supplemental funding programs to help school districts 
provide healthier and fresher food options to their students. Currently, the Rochester City School District only 
takes advantage of the federal Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program (FFVP).21 This program, which is specifically 
for elementary schools with the highest percentage of students eligible for free and reduced lunch, provides 
districts with $60 per eligible student for fresh produce. The fresh fruits and vegetables purchased through this 
program must be available free of charge for students at any time of day and cannot be served as a component 
of the existing breakfast, lunch, or afterschool snack offerings.  

 
21 See Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program (FFVP) | Child Nutrition | NYSED 

https://www.cn.nysed.gov/ffvp
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In the 2025-26 school year, RCSD received an award totaling $712,740 to purchase produce for 26 schools that 
serve pre-kindergarten through 6th grade students.22 This was an increase from the $656,220 the district 
received in the 2024-25 school year, which was awarded to support 27 elementary schools.23 The federal Fresh 
Fruit and Vegetable Program is an excellent resource that helps RCSD’s youngest learners have access to fresh 
fruits and vegetables in the classroom. Unfortunately, the program does not impact the quality of food that 
students districtwide are served for breakfast, lunch, and snacks, which are funded and sourced separately. 
 
To improve the quality of meals for all students throughout the school day, RCSD should consider 
participating in New York’s Farm to School program. Established in 2018, the Farm to School program (or 30% 
NYS Initiative) provides an enhanced reimbursement rate to districts that spend at least 30% of their total food 
costs for school lunches on eligible food produced and processed in New York. Participating districts receive a 
substantial boost in funding, with reimbursement rates rising from 5.9 cents per lunch to 25 cents per meal.24 
Buffalo City School District has participated in the Initiative for several years and has seen significant benefits. In 
the 2024-25 school year, the district received an enhanced reimbursement of over $800,000, which allowed 
Buffalo CSD to provide its students with fresh, high-quality foods while also supporting local farmers. An 
economic analysis of Buffalo’s participation conducted by Cornell University found that for every dollar spent in 
Initiative reimbursement, economic impacts to the state increased by $1.54.25  
 
Despite the benefits of this program, uptake from school districts has been limited. A 2025 audit by the NYS 
Comptroller’s Office found that out of 762 School Food Authorities (SFAs) eligible to participate outside of New 
York City, only 73 (10%) have been approved for reimbursement, and just $2.9 million of the appropriated $10 
million was spent in the 2024-25 school year.26 The most commonly cited reason that school districts have not 
opted into the Farm to School program was the administrative burden of having to account for school lunch 
spending separately from other food costs like breakfast and snacks. There is currently an effort in the NYS 
Legislature to expand the Initiative to include all school meals in order to increase participation in the program.27  
 
While there are certainly some administrative challenges associated with New York’s Farm to School program 
(30% NYS Initiative), RCSD is leaving critical funds on the table that could be used to improve school meal 
quality and variety. As food costs continue to rise, the district should explore opportunities to source more local 
food products through the Initiative’s enhanced reimbursement. 
 

Budgeted Cuts to Food Service 
RCSD relies entirely on federal and state reimbursement rates per meal to fund the Food Service department. 
For the 2026-2027 school year the projected budget is dropping by $2 million and 26.5 positions are being cut 
(10.6% of the workforce).  

 
22 See pg 7 School Year 2025-2026 Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program Awards 
23 See pg 5 School Year 2024-2025 Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program Awards 
24 See  30% New York State Initiative | Office of the New York State Comptroller 
25 See The 30% NYS Initiative: Designing Opportunities for Access, Equity, and Economic Impact in New York’s Farm to 
School Incentive Program 
26 See 30% New York State Initiative | Office of the New York State Comptroller 
27 See The push to expand New York's farm to school program 

https://www.cn.nysed.gov/sites/cn/files/2526ffvpgrantsawarded.pdf
https://www.cn.nysed.gov/sites/cn/files/2425ffvpgrantsawarded.pdf
https://www.osc.ny.gov/state-agencies/audits/2025/10/16/30-new-york-state-initiative
https://finys.org/sites/default/files/2023-12/AFT%20Report%2030%25%20Full%20Report%20v.%206%2011.30.23.pdf
https://finys.org/sites/default/files/2023-12/AFT%20Report%2030%25%20Full%20Report%20v.%206%2011.30.23.pdf
https://www.osc.ny.gov/state-agencies/audits/2025/10/16/30-new-york-state-initiative
https://spectrumlocalnews.com/nys/central-ny/politics/2026/03/30/farm-to-school-school-lunch
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Reimbursement Rates for Meals 
Low reimbursement rates play a significant role in food quality. Rising inflation has also put pressure on the cost 
of food and materials. To cut costs the Food Service department is relying on reducing its workforce. The impact 
of fewer cooking staff could be more reheated and processed or pre-made meals. The only way to improve 
food quality and maintain enough staffing to make meals from scratch on-site would be to supplement the 
Food Service budget. To jump start the process of improving school meals RCSD should use $3 million from its 
fund balance to supplement the Food Service budget. A representative committee of parents and students 
should be formed to develop culturally appropriate meal ideas using the supplemental funding.  
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Chart 5. RCSD Food Service Budget by School Year
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Our School Meals Recommendations 
1. Maximize state reimbursement rates by participating in New York’s Farm to School program. 

2. Add $3 million in supplemental funding for food service to improve meal quality and variety. 

3. Work with a representative committee of parents and students to develop meal ideas that make use 
of the $3 million in supplemental funding and reflect students’ cultures.  

 

 All children deserve to be inspired, supported, and 
placed in a position to succeed. When education 

systems listen to families and the proper and 
necessary supports are put in place, every child 

can reach their full potential. 
~ Nahmese, RCSD parent and member 

of our Very Invested Parent group 
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