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Written Testimony - Budget Special Hearing 12-9-24

Release Transparent Budgets that highlight year over year changes in line items and highlight timely elements of the budget, such as how much is being spent on transportation, including for Greenway buses.

I appreciate that the board has paused the clock on school closures and reconfigurations temporarily, and seems to be going with a recommendation that Carrick HS remain open. I hope the district will use this time to talk especially to families and teachers in the schools that ERS proposed for closure and find out the hopes and wishes of those affected. I am still hopeful that some of these schools will remain open. I haven’t wanted to talk about anything work-related in my testimony, but the time has come. On my end as a school bus driver, I have experience with 2 schools that would be partly closed (Arsenal and Allegheny) and one of the things I see there “from the curb” is how engaged the teachers and administrators are in greeting and dismissing the students every day. It makes a huge difference in how those students start their day and addresses bus behaviour issues proactively and restoratively. I also have taken Miller students on 2 different class trips and could immediately see the atmosphere of the school being on display with the students once they got outside of the building - the teachers did not have to say one word about bus behavior on either trip. That’s pretty amazing. The preamble to the Budget document restates ERS’s final report conclusions, leading the public to believe that at least some elements of the recommendations, including planned closures, may play a part in developing the 2025 Budget. Also, the number of teachers and personnel assigned to schools for the coming school year does not appear in the 2025 Budget, leading to confusion.

Invest in PPS Community Schools:

The definition of equity demands that we spend dollars directly on the students who are most vulnerable and at risk. That seems to point to more personnel and more qualified personnel in certain schools. It also points to supports for families and parents in certain aspects of daily life, which could be accomplished by investing more in community schools, not closing some in the near future. One lesson learned from NJ’s Abbott School Districts that were given an infusion of funding is that the students made significant gains in the elementary grades, but those gains were all but lost in High School and beyond. One theory why that happened is that the negative aspects of life began to overtake the low-income students as they moved into high school. Or perhaps, the right interventions were not there for high school students.

Invest in Pittsburgh’s high schools:

If families don’t see a path forward to send their child to a safe PPS high school, they are probably not going to stick with us, even if Middle Schools are invested in. One concern I have is that some of Pittsburgh’s High Schools seem to demand really strong interventions now because many of the students are going out into the world at high risk of violence and substance abuse. I don’t see evidence of intervention from my place “at the curb”. I let the school know about students who are smoking and vaping during the 10 or 15 minute bus ride early in the morning and I have no idea if anyone ever talks with those students. Some have chronic coughs and are clearly at risk of substance dependence. I was threatened by a student who wanted to get off my bus to observe or join a fight outside the school and have no idea if anyone ever talked to that student. Students bring tasers and mace to school. From what I can see, PPS school officers have a relatively good relationship with students, but that ends at the front steps of the school. Police stationed outside of Perry are standing at the corner and they are not conducting proactive community policing. They are just there in case the crowd becomes out of control and spills into the street. They could direct traffic to let buses pull off from the school, but we sit there and get stuck at the light while kids on our buses clamor to get off and join the fight. If we had true investment in our kids where needed there would be more counselors and less police stationed out in front of the school - someone would greet the students at the curb in the morning and talk to them in the afternoon. I have a feeling administrators and personnel at the school are spread too thin. The more vocal teens on my bus have candidly shared some of their reactions to the violence with me, and it’s not good news. Serious fights are expected and normalized for some of the kids as a reaction to conflict. One student said “...and don’t say this is just kids being kids - it’s not - some people need to get their asses kicked.” We have kids coming as new refugees and immigrants and some of  their peers - both Black and white - are totally accepting of this kind of violence. Some PPS and bus company staff have experienced gun violence and other forms of violence in their personal lives and so have some of our students.

Increase investment in Summer Programming - Don’t Water Down BOOST

Please make sure summer offerings are at least as good for students at risk of stalling academic progress, as well as students with specific special needs. I remember looking at the roster for summer buses for BOOST and seeing some names of students who I was really glad were going to take advantage of it. One of these families was a set of half-sisters who had multiple challenges in the household - struggling to blend the household in the face of a homeless parent, a child in the household who had cancer, plus the two girls facing anxiety and adjustment issues and the parents trying to find jobs that work better for their schedule. However, the mother of one of the girls, who was then taking care of both, was a parent I remembered clearly because of her involvement. If she had to come out to the bus in her pajamas she would do so to ask how the girls behaved that day. 
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Always, in all ways.




