
Good  morning … thank you … not here to rebut the School District’s April presentation … rather, here to build on 
what District leadership presented, digging in more deeply in some areas and bringing some additional data to the 
table. PSP wants the District to succeed; we believe it has to succeed. With the majority of students enrolled in its 
schools, no outside reform is big enough on its own to power the improvement Philadelphia needs. But inside 
reform is needed, too, and so we have to look closely at where things are working and where they aren’t.
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Orange dots are schools where PSP has made investments; gray dots are schools where principals and assistant 
principals have been trained in a PSP-funded leadership program.
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Charter investments include citywide charters that enroll via lottery, charters that use a lottery with a 
neighborhood preference, and Renaissance charters that are district neighborhood schools converted to charter 
management. While our investments have been largely focused on the charter sector, we also have been the 
largest funder directly into district schools since 2011.
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Charter sector here includes only citywide and neighborhood lottery schools (not Renaissance schools)
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New research out of Harvard concludes that two-thirds of academic growth in Newark, N.J., has been driven by 
moving students into higher-achieving schools, and one third has been driven by the harder work of improving 
instructional practices in struggling schools. Newark as a whole has made significant progress in creating better 
outcomes for low-income, minority students in the past decade. Our conclusion—from experience in Philadelphia 
and buttressed by the research—is that turnaround investing should play a role, but there is more upside in 
expanding schools that already are working and getting results for students.
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Philadelphia’s modest gains have been driven by students at the higher end of the income scale.
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Philly’s gap to the state has grown from 24 percentage points to 29 percentage points since 2010, in spite of recent 
improvement here in the city.
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Charters in elementary and middle grades outperform the District by a pretty big margin in reading; less so in math. 
At high school, as we’ll see in a moment, charters under-perform relative to the District’s magnet schools and 
outperform relative to the rest of the District.
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Note that the city’s improved graduation rate is not mirrored by comparable gains in SAT scores or Keystone 
results. It largely reflects more intentionality and success in ensuring students meet minimum requirements and 
attain the required credits. It’s important to get students their diploma, but there is a long way to go before we are 
dramatically improving students’ readiness for college and careers.
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Summarize: Philadelphia has shown modest gains in graduation rates and student assessments over the past six to 
seven years. But in general, the city has not kept pace with gains in large cities overall or when compared to the 
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania

The common refrain is that our schools need more money. I agree with that. Our schools are challenged in many 
ways, and to effectively overcome those challenges requires additional resources. But we must be clear-eyed that 
providing additional funding alone will not make our schools better. Leadership, management, training and 
curriculum all matter even more. Most of all, we need to elevate our expectations for what schools and students 
can do. If you are a parent, you know that children will rise to meet your expectations. When we bring low 
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expectations to urban education, as Philadelphia has for too long, poor results will be the result. Note: Enrollment has 
been fairly flat during this era, dipping by 4% or so during the middle years on this graph but recovering somewhat in the 
past few years.
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School District of Philadelphia spends nearly 40% more than Chicago on a per-pupil basis (after removing charter 
students and charter spending); the difference in consumer price index is about 7%.
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The student/teacher ratio has increased during this period, as the District has hired more and more instructional 
support staff.

Higher-performing Chicago, for comparison, has a slightly higher ratio than Philadelphia (12.9).
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3 times the rate of inflation
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Charters as a whole spend about 60% of dollars on instruction, which means the District and charters combined are 
spending 62% on instruction in 2017, vs. 60% in 2007.
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In Philadelphia, charter schools enroll 35% of the students and take in about 28% of the revenue.

Increasing charter enrollment has certainly put pressure on the District to watch costs. With 9% of all spending 
going toward debt service, and nearly 30% going to charters, the District has relatively little flexibility. 
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PSP pegs the difference in charter and district funding at a bit more than 2%--but we agree on the essential point.
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The bulk of district spending goes toward teacher salaries. While the average salary has gone down—reflecting 
minimal raises the past four years and more junior teachers in the system as a result of baby boomer teachers 
retiring, the District has not seen savings as a result. That’s because the cost of employee benefits, both pensions 
and health care, have been skyrocketing—up nearly triple the rate of inflation since 2005. 

In around 2012, Governor Christie pushed through legislation in New Jersey that required teachers to help pay for 
health insurance—some up to 30% of annual premiums. Philadelphia teachers only started contributing to health 
costs this year, and for most it’s a small percentage contribution.
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It’s worth noting that even with a decline the past five years, Philadelphia teachers earn more on average than peers 
across Pennsylvania or the nation.
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This is perhaps the most discouraging slide of the morning. 

A recent report by Excellent Schools Pennsylvania estimated that teacher absenteeism costs the District more than 
$100 million a year.

For contrast, other cities also have high teacher absenteeism—but not as high as Philadelphia. Nationally, the 
average rate of teachers missing 10 or more days per year is 27%.

Across the entire U.S. workforce, annual absenteeism averages 2.8 days per year (250 workdays total) Source: 
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Bureau of Labor Statistics

When teachers are absent, students who are already behind grade level fall even further behind. 

30



About 40% of the lowest-performing schools have fewer than 60% of students in the attendance zone choosing to 
attend them
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Many of the schools most in need of repairs also fall into the low-performing, under-enrolled bucket.
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On this slide, we are dividing total public-school revenues by total pupils (district and charter)
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Federal revenue excluded. Note that if we only included the locally funded share of school spending in each city, 
tax effort would be more comparable, as both of the other cities generate a larger share of their total spending via 
local tax dollars. 

Also, a 2017 study of relative tax burdens in U.S. cities (including income, sales, auto and property taxes) showed 
that Philadelphia has the highest percentage burden of any city in the United States except Bridgeport, CT, Newark, 
NJ, and New York City.
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Many other large cities tax commercial property at higher rates than residential properties
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The long arc of improvement in both Boston and Chicago started with policy papers published by a collection of 
each city’s largest employers, identifying weaknesses in the educational systems and prioritizing goal-setting and 
accountability, and increased funding, to power improvements in student outcomes
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