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A Pittsburgh Education Proposal 
 
Enrollment in the Pittsburgh City School district has dropped from 40,181 in 1997-98 to 34,619 
at the start of the 2003-2004 year�a decrease of 14 percent in 5 years. Moreover, enrollment is 
projected to decline further to 28,000 by 2008.  Meanwhile, the District�s spending has risen 
dramatically over the last 5 years. Indeed, spending jumped from $401 million in 2000 to $489 
million in 2002�an increase of 22 percent in just two years. The ongoing plunge in enrollment 
reflects a serious and escalating disenchantment with the quality of education in the City schools. 
In response, an endless parade of feel good, ineffectual proposals have been recommended by so 
called education experts. These are mostly hot air as demonstrated by their long record of failure 
to improve the schools. 
 
We offer a better idea. Let�s have the foundations that have recently become vocal critics of the 
schools to do something new and innovative in setting up a totally funded alternative school for 
Pittsburgh youngsters. 
 
The foundations that funded the Mayor�s Commission on education spent $500,000 to get a study 
and report completed. These same foundations were contributing $3.5 million to the Pittsburgh 
schools before withdrawing the funding because of school board infighting and the lack of real 
progress in academic achievement. The Mayor�s Commission did return with the foundations� 
apparent desired recommendation; to wit, that the elected school board be replaced by one 
appointed by the mayor. This recommendation faces enormous uphill challenges and in any case 
is no panacea for the district in view of all the problems created by the teacher unions and the 
politically correct mentality that governs every decision made in the schools. 
 
If the foundations want to do something that will actually help Pittsburgh students and the parents 
who are truly concerned about the quality of education, they should redirect the $3.5 million to 
another effort.  Namely, the foundations should set up and fund a private school and provide 500 
students with $7,000 scholarships. This would be more than adequate to hire qualified teachers, a 
highly competent, motivated principal and pay for the needed facilities.  
 
The school would accept applications on a first come basis. Parents would be required to sign a 
contract that would require them to get the child to school and to be accountable for the child�s 
behavior.  Such a school would adopt the principles of excellence in education as outlined 
recently by the head of Winchester Thurston School: freedom to teach, freedom to hire the best 
teachers, freedom to evaluate teacher performance, and responsibility to the marketplace. The 
schools would also adopt the philosophy and methodologies of the �No Excuses� schools, which 
are successful in educating kids from all backgrounds. 
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By establishing and operating a successful school in the City, the foundations could demonstrate 
once and for all that in a safe and nurturing environment with creative teachers who are dedicated 
to academic achievement children can and will learn. At some point, maybe the school board 
would be shamed into creating and funding charter schools that would utilize the successful 
model of the foundation school.   
 
Given all their rhetoric about improving education, it is time for the foundations to stop worrying 
about funding reforms they have shunned in the past based on the excuse that the changes might 
hurt the public schools. It has become transparently obvious that the unions and the school board 
are unwilling or incapable of returning the schools to the high levels of performance the parents 
and taxpayers have every right to expect. As long as the schools are held hostage to the monopoly 
of the teachers� union, it is foolish to believe real, meaningful reforms will be undertaken.  Only 
the citizens and taxpayers in Pittsburgh have the power to wrest control of the schools back from 
union domination and political correctness, the twin enemies of excellence.     
 
While the foundations cannot save every child immediately, it can improve the education and 
futures of 500 children. And in so doing, they could create a firestorm of demand from other 
parents for the school board to do something.  
 
So, rather than continuing the hand wringing about the decline in academic quality and the 
outrageous level of per pupil spending, the concerned foundations should make a commitment to 
do something very positive and maybe a little radical by creating a free, alternative school for the 
children of Pittsburgh.  Ideally, the student body would represent a true cross-section of the City�s 
children.  The only common denominator of the students would be that their parents all care 
deeply enough to get applications in as soon as possible and commit to support the mission of the 
school.   
 
Undoubtedly, there would be a large number of disappointed parents. That in itself would speak 
volumes about the opinion of Pittsburgh parents regarding their current schools.  Large numbers 
of outraged parents might be precisely the kind of spur that could move the school board and the 
superintendent to begin putting together substantial, meaningful reforms that incorporate parental 
choice.   
 
As matters now stand, there is certainly little to lose by launching an alternative school for 
Pittsburgh�s school children. 
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