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Pittsburgh Public Schools Budget Public Hearing Testimonies
December 16, 2024

#1
Shirley Ann Hill
Retired Teacher

     I have followed the public hearings regarding the unfair treatment of former Montessori teacher Ms. Stephanie Lapine by principal Kellie Meyer. Throughout my 41-year career with PPS, I too was subjected to toxic principals like her.  Ms. Stephanie Lapine was removed from her classroom December 19, 2023 by Kellie Meyer.  After many attempts by parents/guardians, Kellie Meyer did not offer an explanation for Ms. Stephanie Lapine’s sudden removal.  Ms. Stephanie Lapine was cleared in February 2024 but was “conveniently transferred” to another school that does not have a Montessori program.  Why was Ms. Stephanie Lapine not reinstated at Montessori where she belongs?  Why is Kellie Meyer not being held accountable for her unfair treatment of Ms. Stephanie Lapine (the only lead black teacher)?  Some Montessori teachers have filed grievances and still nothing has been done.  Toxic principals like Kellie Meyer put fear in teachers who speak up by sabotaging their teacher evaluations.  I question how students are first when toxic principals are not held accountable.  

     Carrick High School has a very small percentage of black teachers.  “Study after study shows achievement among students of color rise if they are taught by a teacher who looks like them.  Yet the percentage of Black teachers working in public schools is around 7% nationwide.”  (Word In Black, July 5, 2024) BLACK STUDENTS AT CARRICK MATTER!!

     Computer Applications should be a mandatory business elective class for all incoming freshmen.  During my time at Carrick, some English teachers, CTE ITL, and CTE Director have indicated the importance of this class.  Freshmen are not getting the necessary skills in middle school.  When it is time to do a project, some of them are lost.  While at Carrick, I have helped students many times navigate through the necessary software to complete their projects.  Quite often teachers require students to do projects that utilize Microsoft Word, PowerPoint, and Excel.  These skills are beneficial to students beyond high school.  




#2
Karen Sloan
Parent

PPS folks -
Thank you SO MUCH for the work you do!

Tonight I am especially focused 
on my immense gratitude 
for the early childhood education 
provided to my children 
through the funding sources 
that made it no cost - tuition free - for our family.  

Free early childhood education,
with our family’s income circumstances,
is not available everywhere.
How wonderful that you make it possible
for so many Pittsburgh families!

Thank you!!

As you know I am a Montessori mom,
who LOVES Montessori education,
and who continues to raise awareness
of parents’ concerns regarding our
underskilled administration staff.
Parents who got so fed up 
that 35 elementary students
have unenrolled from Montessori,
not coming back this year.

(For a quick comparison - last year it was just 
9 elementary students who did not come back.)

This year’s drop of 35 students was unusually large,
with its crisis of classroom violence
that became unnecessarily exacerbated by
our underskilled principal.
However, our principal’s poor leadership
and totally inadequate parent communication skills,
means that enrollment stabilization
in elementary grades will remain an elusive goal
until we have new leaders.

Now, on the topic of PPS wide enrollment stabilization,
facilities utilization planning
and Early Childhood Education,
I want to offer parent perspective input
that I hope will be a gem of an idea to consider.

I have been to many
of the facilities utilization meetings, though not all,
and as best I can tell, this is new input.

Perhaps simple, and certainly doable. 
Input I hope helps with recently highlighted
needs for enrollment stabilization
in Early Childhood Education.

Dr. Walters - this is for you.

As a parent with preschooler years
just recently behind me,
my memory is fresh with the delight 
of how much easier it made 
our family’s day-to-day routine with co-located 
Early Childhood and Elementary education.
It is AMAZINGLY helpful to have
only one place to go to 
for all the daily drop offs and pickups.
Along with one location for school events,
school community building, playground fun,
all that good stuff!

Having combined middle and high school years
feels much less crucial,
as kids are so much older.
Yet having one’s very young children 
at an all in one ECE/K-5 school
feels safe, almost at a primal level.

Montessori’s set up is a transferable model for 
any co-located Early Childhood and Elementary facility,
Through combining Gym, Art, Music, and Library teachers, 
along with having entirely combined 
preschool-kindergarten classrooms,
ALL the children have access to 
these specialized enrichment classes,
while also retaining a smaller elementary size, 
that our youngest PPS kids can be known by ALL school staff.

Miss Stephanie Lapine is 
an invaluable resource for teacher training 
In offering such combined settings.
I hope PPS will make the most of
Miss Lapine’s incredible professional gifts!






#3
Jayda Hopkins
Student





#4
Dawnika Hopkins
Parent







#5
Roderick Ramsey
On Behalf of Cloud Collective Media Productions “Flight Club”

Not Attending




#6
Mark Rauterkus
Parent, Community Member


Not Attending



#7
Jessica Kwasniewski
Teacher/Staff, Parent





#8
Sarah Zangle
Parent 





#9
Lily Allman
Student







#10
Valerie Webb-Allman
Parent






#11
Stanley Andrew Lowe
On Behalf of Manchester Neighbors


#12
Emily Alder
Parent







#13
Tracy Turner
On Behalf of Manchester Neighbors






#14
Evelyn Mitchell
On Behalf of Manchester Neighbors








#15
Roberta Bowra
On Behalf of Manchester Neighbors







#16
Deborah Blackwell
On Behalf of Manchester Neighbors







#17
Article Colemen
On Behalf of Manchester Neighbors







#18
Taylor Woodruff
On Behalf of Manchester Neighbors







#19
Melinda Mix
Teacher / Staff






#20
April Clisura
Parent, School Bus Driver







#21
Lauren Abt
Parent 






#22
Michael Cummins
Parent, Community Member






#23
Emily Sawyer
Parent
Although we have been given a reprieve on the timing of possible school closures, the District is still working behind the scenes on what plans going forward will look like. Outside of possible school closures, we know we need to work on lots of things – last month, I spoke about sports, extracurriculars, and art and music education. Today I will talk about magnets and the gifted program.

Our system of magnets desperately needs an overhaul, if it must continue to exist, to ensure that it is not exacerbating inequity and resource hoarding. This can include making the application process less onerous and removing exclusionary entrance requirements or adding layers to assignment processes that can start to create more equitable access. I know magnets are seen as an untouchable golden cow in pretty much every “urban” district struggling to keep white and wealthy people in them, but they are often doing more harm than good. When people talk about how much they love their magnet schools, they are describing how school should be for every child.  It is not good enough that only a limited number of students get access to these kinds of schools. The harm of magnets is often obscured by the argument that they offer more opportunity to Black, brown, and poor kids who otherwise would “have to” go to their “failing” neighborhood schools. But real solutions to the problem can’t be based on scarcity, and magnets are by definition based on scarcity. Even if you expand capacity in magnets, there will still only be a few more spaces where a few “lucky” kids – who might or might not be Black or brown or poor – get to be in “lucky” spaces, but that’s not good enough. These “lucky” spaces hoover up resources and funnel them mostly to those already most privileged, while we rarely talk or think about all the kids we “leave behind” in these apparently “unacceptable” neighborhood schools where WE have manufactured the conditions that make them the way they are!!! Not to mention how magnet schools siphon talent and resources away from neighborhood schools making it almost impossible to build programs, teams, etc, and creating a vicious cycle where students and families feel like they have to go to magnets to even access these programs, thus further eroding the enrollment base that then exposes neighborhood schools to closure threat due to low enrollment. It’s self-defeating in the most unnecessary way. For instance, if a student transfers out of my kid’s neighborhood school to go to a magnet, but can return to the neighborhood school to take advantage of a club, sport, or other program not offered at the magnet, can my kid go to the magnet to take part in a club, sport, or other program that’s not offered at their neighborhood school? Or what about where the District allows conglomerates of magnets to create teams and programs where a single magnet would not be able to support one, but doesn’t seem to do the same for “regular” schools? Am I missing something, or are we further encouraging draining talent from our neighborhood schools by allowing magnet students and families to “have their cake and eat it, too?”

We also know that the gifted program needs to be overhauled, both in the entrance processes but also in the implementation. An opt-out testing mechanism as well as ensuring that testing is culturally responsive and multi-modal would go a long way to improving entrance processes. I have an elementary school student who is in the gifted program, and he regularly has to choose between school activities and going to gifted. Last week he missed his once-every-six-days instrumental pull-out because it was on “gifted day”. That same day he also missed making stew with his class during his math and social studies lesson. A few weeks ago he had to choose between going on a field trip and going to gifted. These are completely unnecessary choices. Gifted should not require students to be bussed to a separate building when it could be offered at the school they already attend. This is less disruptive and has the possibility of being less alienating as well. I know gifted education is mandated by the state, but honestly, every kid deserves to have the rigorous and enriched lesson delivery that kids at the gifted center get. I cried the first (and only) time I went into the Gifted building because it’s just the way school should be for all kids, and the gifted center proves that we can do it when we want to. Bringing gifted into the building would make it much easier to ensure that every kid gets a rich and enriching educational experience. There was a good deal of talk a few meetings back about “the isolation of being gifted in the general ed classroom” but what about the isolation of not being “identified?” 

Any time I find myself thinking that something would be completely unacceptable for my kid (ie going to a non-magnet school or any change to the gifted program), I wonder why I would accept it as ok for any kid?  The host of the Nice White Parents podcast said it best, 
Nice white parents can’t have it both ways: we can’t hoard resources for our own kids (grab every advantage for our own children) and also maintain our identities as good citizens who believe in equitable schools. We can choose to hoard resources, and segregate ourselves, and flee the moment things feel uncomfortable. Or we can choose to be the people we say we are. We could have a school system that serves every child. We could demand it. It is in our power to help create it.
But instead we keep demanding “special” places like magnets for our “special” children who couldn’t possibly go to that “regular” school down the street. Eugene Debs said, 
In this system absolutely no [one] is secure, and you instinctively know it… You strain every nerve to educate your [child] and give [them] advantages. Over whom? Over the [child] of your neighbor. You are told everlastingly there is room on top. On top of whom? On top of your fellow [person]. 
Is this the attitude we want to be practicing in front of our children? We must destroy the narrative that fewer magnets or more equitable accessibility to magnets and gifted will decrease academic rigor by remembering that excellence comes in many forms and is expressed in many ways, and that teachers, administrators, and district leaders set expectations, not “the kind of student” who comes through the doors.
Frequently Asked Questions About Gifted Education, National Assoc for Gifted Children
Identifying gifted and talented students with equity proves difficult, K-12Dive

At November’s Board legislative meeting, student academic awards were handed out. The awardees attended Allderdice, CAPA, or Sci-Tech only. Since it is absurd to believe that there were no “deserving” or capable students at any of PPS’s other secondary schools, we have to assume that this is just another indication of the vast disparities in opportunities afforded across PPS campuses.

Public schools work, but only where they are afforded the resources to do so. And that tends to be in white, middle class and affluent communities, or in special, reserved programs like magnets or gifted.
In contrast, without comparable resources, Black and Brown students are more likely to:
• sit in crowded classrooms;
• be taught by first year teachers and/or by teachers who have not met basic certification requirements;
• attend schools with higher teacher turnover rates;
• have less access to high level math and science courses (often a prerequisite for college);
• have less access to guidance counselors,7 librar- ians, nurses, technology and other critical resources, and
• be removed from the classroom altogether and placed in some form of detention.
(Confronting the Education Debt, AROS report, 2018)

Although these resource disparities exist on larger state and national levels, they also exist (and therefore can be changed) at the district level, as well. These kinds of choices are fully within our control. Just like choices about sports, extracurriculars, art and music education (which I spoke about last month), as well as magnets and gifted programming.
In 1954 the U.S. Supreme Court declared the doctrine of “separate but equal” unconstitutional, ordering public schools to be integrated to better serve children of color and our collective good. Resistance to the Court’s ruling, from white people who sought to maintain the advantage of superior schools for their own children, was immediate and fierce. In most places, racial and class segregation persisted. (Confronting the Education Debt, AROS report, 2018) It was no different in Pittsburgh.
Does continuing to carve out exceptions make us feel better, like we are at least doing something, when real solutions feel too hard or challenge our own privilege? Do we not realize, when we celebrate kids “beating the odds,” that we made the odds, and we could instead make a system where there are no “odds” to beat?

..........................................
Thanks,
Emily Sawyer 






#24
Anne Farris
Parent

Celebrate and Build on Enrollment and Graduation Rate Successes and Continue to Focus on Stability

Hi, I am Anne Farris, parent of a Dilworth student and resident of the North Side.

Dr. Walters, it is an incredible achievement to have increased enrollment in elementary and middle schools, as well as the tremendous rise in graduation rates under your leadership.

Per the District, “Recent financial investments have significantly improved student-to-counselor ratios.” The district is moving closer to the American School Counselor Association’s recommended ratio of 250:1, now at no more than 350:1 - a significant improvement from 699:1. This is measurable success - I trust you will continue with this investment.

In regards to enrollment, per your December 9th communication, there was only a slight decrease of .37% in enrollment in 2024, compared with 1.47% in 23-24 and 2.6% in 22-23. Under your leadership, we are seeing a positive trend in enrollment numbers for the first time in over a decade.

In your November 15th communication, announcing both a recommendation for no school changes for the 25-26 school year and updated Magnet fair and Magnet application dates, it says, “Change is essential to ensure that all students – no matter their zip code – have access to high-quality learning environments and experiences that prepare them for success in all aspects of life.”

Please shed light on the plans for the future of PPS Magnet Programs. As that letter also states, “the District cannot guarantee that students enrolled or accepted into a magnet school will be able to remain beyond the 25-26 school year.” Please show your commitment to stability toward increasing enrollment and graduation rates with a promise that any plan to end or phase out the PPS magnet programs will allow for all currently enrolled students to attend that program through the highest grade level offered.

In an ERS-led town hall, Mr. Walker expressed his support to end PPS K-5 magnet programs, saying they are not doing what they were intended to do. However, K-5 magnet programs are an option to students from all PPS district zip codes and programs like Allegheny Traditional Academy, Dilworth Traditional Academy, Fulton French language, Liberty Spanish language, Linden Mandarin language, Phillips Spanish language, and Woolslair STEAM have more diverse student bodies than many neighborhood schools. What would the PPS portfolio look like, what might it be able to offer all students, if this were the model for ALL K-5 schools? 

I join the community in urging you to reimagine a better PPS by modeling what that looks like and building on those models. I urge you all in 2025 to look toward changing the status quo by building up versus tearing down.

Happy Holidays!
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Always, in all ways.




