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Time to Really Fix Pittsburgh Schools 
 
The Pennsylvania Department of Education released its 2004 PSSA test results for the 
state�s school districts. Pittsburgh�s numbers once again indicate that no matter how 
much money is spent by the district, the schools are still unable to provide an adequate 
education for the students.  How much longer can the apologists for the Pittsburgh Public 
Schools make excuses for the overall dismal performance of its students?   
 
They focus on the small gains made by the fifth and eighth graders where the percentages 
of students scoring below proficiency (those scoring at a basic or below basic level) in 
reading or math decreased from 2002 to 2004.  Despite these gains, there still remains a 
large percentage of these students who are below proficient in both math and reading.  In 
the fifth grade, 38 percent of the students in math and 37 percent in reading did not 
achieve the proficient level.  At the eighth grade level, 42 percent of students did not 
achieve proficiency in math and 31 percent fell short in reading.   
 
What about eleventh grade students, the test takers who are closest to entering the 
workforce or college?  The numbers are extremely problematic.    
 
The percentage of all eleventh grade students who scored below proficiency in math has 
varied little from 50.4 percent in 2002 to 50.8 percent in 2004.  For eleventh graders who 
scored below the proficient level of reading, there has been small improvement as the 
percentage decreased from 41 percent in 2002 to 39 percent in 2004.  However, at this 
juncture in their education, it is a travesty that only 50 percent and 61 percent of these 
soon-to-be graduates achieved at least proficient skills in math and reading respectively.   
 
The data for African American students is even worse.  The percentage of African 
Americans that scored below proficient in math is a staggering 82.5 percent in 2004�
virtually the same as the 82.7 percent in 2002 (but an improvement over the 84 percent in 
2003).  The results are slightly better on the reading part of the test�72.1 percent scored 
below proficiency in 2004.  The group scored better than those who took the test in 2002 
(74.1 percent), but not as well as those who took the test in 2003 (71.8 percent).  Again, 
these are the students who are closest to graduating and entering the workforce and 
higher education.  The Pittsburgh Public Schools System is not serving them well.    
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The monetary commitment of the district�and the community�continues to grow while 
the performance results of the students continue to be unacceptable.  People working for 
the school system argue they do not have the resources to do the job properly.  However, 
the data belie that claim.  For the 2001-02 school year the operating budget was more 
than $457 million and served 37,612 students�$12,163 per student.  In the 2003-2004 
school year spending had increased to more than $525 million with nearly 3,000 fewer 
students (34,619) �$15,184 per student.  The annual operating budget has increased by 
15 percent, while the student population has decreased by 8 percent.  As a result, per 
student expenditures have jumped 25 percent in three years.   
 
How much longer will the community, parents and taxpayers tolerate such an expensive 
education system that delivers such a dismally poor academic performance? Surely, the 
time has come for drastic changes.  The State Department of Education ought to step in 
and take charge of administering the Pittsburgh School District. Their first reform should 
be to give parents a $10,000 voucher for each student and let them send their children to 
the school of their choice. The second reform would be to enter into contracts with a 
number of private companies and non-profit organizations who would run the various 
schools, offering a variety of educational approaches for parents to choose from. These 
companies and non-profits would be held accountable both by the Department of 
Education and by parents who would be free to move their children if the schools do not 
deliver a quality product.    
 
At $10,000 per student, the parents would have adequate resources to shop around for the 
best educational opportunity for their children.  And by cutting education expenditures 
from the current $15,000 per pupil, taxpayers would save almost $180 million.   
 
It is time to demand a major overhaul of City schools. The system as it exists now has 
demonstrated that it is incapable of fixing itself. Clearly, students who are being so 
poorly served in the present system deserve much better. Taxpayers have a right to expect 
more.  
 
There is blame enough to go around.  Finger pointing at teachers, parents, the school 
board and management has long since become a useless exercise. Only a dramatic change 
in the system will cut through all the finger pointing and excuse making. The state has an 
obligation to ensure that students who want to learn have that opportunity.  Failure to 
follow through on that obligation is a moral failing.       
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