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Sarah Zangle

Thank you to the board for delaying changes and preserving 25/26 school year. We look forward to being part of a path forward that creates an improved, equitable and sustainable PPS.

With gratitude,

Sarah


Emily Alder
To the Pittsburgh Public School Board,
                I want to thank the School Board and Superintendent Dr. Wayne Walters for extending the timeline to consider the feasibility and logistics of the previously proposed school relocations, mergers, and closures. While the district is faced with difficult challenges surrounding utilization, cost of maintenance and upkeep in aging buildings, and the evolving educational needs of Pittsburgh’s students, I hope that this additional time and discussion also allows for an in depth learning and consideration of what some of the most vulnerable students require in their educational settings, and why the proposed relocation of Conroy to the current Pittsburgh South Brook’s building should be given additional thought and consideration. Any proposal to change a school building designed to support and educate students with significant disabilities should include consultation with disability advocates and no changes to the educational setting of these vulnerable students should be made until appropriate updates and accommodations have been established in any new setting. 
                My name is Emily Alder, and I am a proud parent to a 1st grader at Pittsburgh Conroy. This is our first year at Conroy, as last year we were in an Autism-Support classroom within a community school. While last year’s classroom was designed and structured to support the educational and learning needs of children on the autism spectrum, my son was unable to thrive in that environment due to the school building lacking the accommodations that many children with significant sensory processing, receptive language processing, and delays in motor planning require. For individuals on the spectrum, certain environments can be very dysregulating and can cause immense distress and physical discomfort. This was my son’s experience last year, to the point that he was unable to do any academic work and ultimately became self-injurious, daily hitting his head off the floor in total frustration and sensory dysregulation. I cannot express how hard it was to watch my sweet child become so anxious and self-aggressive that we were asked to bring him home early from school for safety reasons. An ill-equipped environment was preventing him from accessing his education. It was the first time that my husband and I felt utterly hopeless and lost in where to go next. Unfortunately, our experience is not unique, as this is the consequence of putting our most vulnerable students in environments that are not specifically designed to meet their needs. 
                Our IEP team set up a tour of Conroy in the spring, and we immediately saw the thoughtfulness, investment of financial resources, and the careful planning that had gone into the school building and environment. I cannot applaud and praise the staff and school environment of Conroy enough. Pittsburgh Public should be incredibly proud of this school and its impact on students and community. 
 
The following are some of the investments and resources that the Conroy building currently has:
-           bathrooms attached to classrooms to aid in toilet training and timely addressing of bathroom needs for students who cannot yet independently use restroom facilities
-          sensory and quiet rooms available on every floor of the building with dimmable lighting to provide an appropriate environment for emotional regulation
-           a full sensory gym with adaptive equipment to enable appropriate access to a well-rounded school experience 
-          an actual “apartment” constructed in the school to give students the ability to practice needed life skills in real-life scenarios such as how to knock on a door, how to make a bed, how to do laundry, how to pick out food from the kitchen to prepare a meal, etc.
-          a fully functioning kitchen for students to learn and practice job-readiness skills
-          access to a fenced in playground and field in the block next to the school for recess, gym, and practice for the Special Olympics teams to enable the children to safely access these opportunities for exercise, peer engagement, and enjoyment 
-          Access to the larger community including businesses, side walks, etc. for additional real life practice and community exposure 
Our son started at Conroy this fall, and he finally feels safe, regulated, and calm in a school setting. Due to this, his self-injurious behaviors have extinguished, and he is making significant academic gains once again. We finally found the right education curriculum and environment where my son can be his best self and is regulated enough that he can now learn. 
I request that the School Board visit Conroy and learn more about the existing accommodations and resources which have already been invested into the building prior to giving further consideration to South Brook’s campus for relocation. 
I implore that a thoughtful plan and budget for required renovations of South Brook be drafted and published to the community for review and input. 
I ask that Conroy remain at its current location until any new building is fully remodeled to replicate all existing services and accommodations. Any action undertaken prematurely, and without appropriate planning would prevent this vulnerable population from being able to access their education, and would not only bring harm to the students, but would also create costly and unnecessary compliance issues for the district.   
 Thank you.



Christine Porter, on behalf of Education Law

Testimony Submitted to Pittsburgh Public Schools Board of Directors
by Hetal Dhagat, Esq. and Christine Porter, Esq.
Education Law Center (ELC) November 25, 2024
Education Law Center (ELC) is a non-profit legal advocacy organization dedicated to ensuring that all of Pennsylvania’s children have access to a quality public education, in particular the most underserved students: children living in poverty, children of color, children with disabilities, children in the foster and juvenile justice systems, children experiencing homelessness, multilingual learners, LGBTQ and gender-nonconforming students, and students at the intersection of those identities.
Consolidation of Schools: ELC supports the District’s recent decision to delay any school closures and consolidations until after the 2025-2026 school year. We continue to call for increased transparency and for the District to center equity explicitly when considering any future school consolidations or closures, with a particular focus on how any consolidations or closures will impact Brown and Black students, students with disabilities, and multilingual learners. Racial equity must be a fundamental component of the decision-making process going forward. We also ask District leaders to engage meaningfully with the community.
We are hearing from a significant number of families concerned about potential school consolidations, closures, or moves and how they might negatively impact their children. For example, we are receiving a high number of calls from parents of students with disabilities of Conroy Education Center who are concerned about the proposed move to the South Brook building and whether such a move could meet their students’ educational needs. We ask the District to consult with the families and staff at Conroy before any further consideration of a move for the students at Conroy.
As we stated in our previous testimony, Pittsburgh’s schools are more than just buildings. They are critical community institutions. We applaud the District’s decision to delay consolidations and closures, and we encourage the District to increase community engagement and inclusivity in the decision-making process during this planned pause. Any eventual consolidation or closure plan must contain protections against the possibility of additional learning loss due to the disruption to students and families, especially for students with disabilities, multilingual learners, and other underserved students. We offer these comments in the spirit of what we know to be a shared commitment to creating an equitable process for all students, families, and community members. 

Virtual Accommodation:  ELC is concerned about the denial of requests of parents and community members to testify virtually before the Pittsburgh Public School Board, particularly when the requests are for virtual testimony as an accommodation for an individual’s disability. Several months ago, the District made a decision to end virtual testimony at Public Hearings, an option which had been in place for hybrid meetings from November 2023. Since then, ELC has been contacted by several parents who wish to testify at Board meetings but cannot because of their own disabilities or the disabilities of their children. When they asked for a virtual option, the District denied their accommodation requests, leaving submission of written testimony as their only option. The District already has the technological capability to allow for virtual testimony and we urge the District to offer this option to accommodate individuals with disabilities and to further its commitment to community engagement.

Who we are: The Education Law Center (ELC) is a non-profit legal advocacy organization dedicated to ensuring that all Pennsylvania’s children, from birth through twenty-one, have access to a quality public education. For 45 years, ELC has provided legal advice, consultation, and technical assistance to thousands of parents, advocates, and other professionals on issues of public education. Our work focuses on ensuring that the students, families, and communities most impacted are centered in the decision-making process and part of co-constructing solutions.

Thank you for welcoming the Education Law Center as a collaborator in this work. We remain available as a resource going forward.


Lauren Stuparitz
Libraries are learning sanctuaries:
Good evening
My name is Lauren Stuparitz and I am a community member, special needs advocate, parent of two in early childhood programs at PPS, and a part time substitute teacher here at PPS. My children go to Brashear EHS where I am a parent representative at policy council, and Chartiers EC Center where I am on a parent engagement team with staff.
I believe all students at any age have the basic right to education, literacy, freedom to learn, and freedom to read.  There is a reason that some people in history, under oppression, were forbidden to learn writing and reading. Because it is powerful! Our schools must maintain high quality libraries to offer learning sanctuaries to our children. Well- resourced and affluent districts don’t ever cut out their school libraries. They protect and enhance them. pPS must do the same and allow these spaces for opening minds and hearts to be respected as the powerful valuable sanctuaries they are. Full of books, digital resources, media, and the freedom to choose what to look up.
Furthermore- please restore meaningful parent/family engagement in your Early Intervention system. It is part of the IDEA federal law and PA state school and education code. Parents of special needs kids yearn for more understanding of EI ant PPS and their students’ learning and futures. We want to connect with you!
Also please restore virtual access to a hybrid school board hearing. It’s the way of the post pandemic world. Also you did the right thing to postpone the FU plan. Please continue to engage with the community and parents as we continue to work together moving forward.
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Always, in all ways.




