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By Meaghan Casey

It doesn’t matter where you came 
from; it’s where you’re going that counts.

That is the message being spread 
to unite high school students from 
Pittsburgh Brashear and Pittsburgh 
Langley, and Pittsburgh Oliver and 
Pittsburgh Perry as they prepare for 
their transition as part of the District 
Realignment Plan for the 2012-13 
school year. The Pittsburgh Langley 
facility will be converted to house a 
new K–8 school, current Langley high 
school students will be assigned to 
Pittsburgh Brashear. The plan also calls 
for the closure of Pittsburgh Oliver High 
School, assigning students to Pittsburgh 
Perry High School, which will convert 

from a full- to partial-magnet program. 
Administrators and staff at all 

four schools have been working 
diligently to make sure that transition 
is as smooth as possible. Pittsburgh 
Brashear Principal John Vater has 
even reached out to personally call the 
families of Pittsburgh Langley students, 
welcoming them and documenting and 
addressing any concerns. 

“I’m a fan of larger schools and 
I’m looking forward to the increased 
number of students walking through 
our doors in the fall,” said Vater. 
“Because of the size of our building 
and the number of clubs, activities and 
courses that we can offer, I think it 

What’s in store for Pittsburgh 
schools  in  2012-13?
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HAPPY STUDENTS, HAPPY TEACHERS, HAPPY FUTURES
Students, such as these at Pittsburgh Brookline, are encouraged to DREAM: Dare to Believe and Achieve, Respect My Community, Exert  
Extraordinary Effort, Act Responsibly, and Make the Right Decisions.  Pages 10-11.                  photos: jason cohn

Pittsburgh Perry juniors BrittNee Watkins and Chelsea Schubert plan 
for the transition of Oliver students attending Perry next year.
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See REALIGNMENT, Page 14
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Nearly two years ago our school 
district made headlines when we 
reached a new five-year collective 
bargaining agreement with the 
Pittsburgh Federation of Teachers (PFT) 
in June 2010. With improving student 
achievement as its driving force, the 
landmark agreement was overwhelm-
ingly ratified by the membership. It 
included specific language around 
maximizing teacher effectiveness to 
advance students’ academic growth. 
And, it has become the cornerstone of 

our unwavering focus on teacher effectiveness. Teachers are 
the most important school-based factor for accelerating student 
achievement and reducing racial disparities. Most importantly, 
our District has been unified with a common purpose of 
Promise-Readiness for our children, which the teachers’ union, 
our Board and the entire staff and community support.

Today, I’m pleased to report that we have made significant 
progress in advancing the teaching profession in a way that 
focuses on student achievement. On behalf of our Board and 
the entire District, I applaud the many dedicated teachers 
who embrace the new data and opportunities we have made 
available for professional growth. This thank you is especially 
important and timely since National Teacher Appreciation week 
is May 7–11. Thank you to all who continue to put the best 
interests of our students first.

Excellence for All is the vision 
for our students and staff

Excellence for All is the District’s guiding vision for the 
improvement of both our students’ academic performance and 
our staff’s work performance in getting our children Promise-
Ready. What we set out to do is definitely working. 

• Our students are achieving better—PSSA scores are on 
the rise and racial disparities are beginning to narrow, 
but we must do more to increase our rate of progress 
significantly for all students.

• We achieved AYP (Adequate Yearly Progress) as a 
District twice in the past three years, which is a distin-
guishable feat among urban districts nationwide.

• Our community is invested in our student’s success 
through the Pittsburgh Promise® and we’ve already had 
more than 3,200 students benefit from it. 

• Our teachers have become empowered partners in our 
success with nearly 100 in new leadership roles that help 
to spread effective teaching practices throughout the 
District with a focus on our neediest students and schools.

• Our school district has been recognized nationally for 
our work to transform and improve public education 
and for embracing the way we’re helping teachers to 
improve their impact on students.

Internally, our culture is changing and we’ve worked hard at 
staying focused on what’s best for students, while finding ways to 
deliver education more efficiently. All of this change has not been 
without challenge, compromise and, in some cases, discomfort. 
Change is not easy. We fully recognize that our teachers are the 
key to keeping students engaged and motivated in the classroom. 
Families, students, community as well as our Board, adminis-
trators, staff and the leadership of our unions are all important 
members of the team dedicated to maintaining our momentum 
as we continue to navigate change. But most importantly in our 
schools, it is our teachers that matter most in accelerating student 
achievement and reducing racial disparities.

At the heart of our new way of helping teachers to help 
students is the nationally recognized Pittsburgh Promise® 
scholarship program. We will see our first group of four-year 
Promise college students graduate this spring. Promise-
Readiness is deeply rooted in our schools and throughout our 
community. The support of our foundations, citizens, and 
corporate community for our students is ongoing and says a 
lot about how special Pittsburgh is. We have many people, in 
addition to our teachers, to thank for their encouragement and 
support. These past few years have demonstrated that a path 
for change is possible when all of us put the interest of children 
first when it comes to transforming public education. 

In the midst of changes to improve 
performance, budget challenges arise

Pittsburgh is in an enviable position. We are similar to districts 
across the Commonwealth and country in our need to make 
painful financial reductions. However, we are unique in the 
amount of grant monies that have been invested in what matters 
most for our children—having effective teachers. It means that 
at the same time we may need to make reductions to our General 
Fund operating budget, we will also be continuing to add the 
necessary resources from the supplemental grant monies that are 
mandated to be used for our teacher effectiveness work. 

For the upcoming school year, we have worked hard to 
create a new, more cost-effective educational delivery model. 
Our challenge was to continue to build the Promise-Readiness 

of all students while doing so with fewer resources. It means we 
will be making changes. While some of the changes may affect 
the quantity of what we used to have, they are not intended 
to affect the quality of our children’s education. For example, 
we will be closing some schools to address excess capacity 
in our buildings and increasing some class sizes to be closer 
to national averages. We believe we have planned a way to 
achieve these efficiencies without impacting the quality of the 
education our children will receive and in a way that increases 
equity. Under the new educational delivery model, every child 
has access to the arts and library services, and every school will 
have a teacher with the additional responsibility to focus on 
supporting family engagement for their school. 

As you may remember, in June 2011 we reduced more than 
200 of our central office staff who were funded through the 
General Fund operating budget. This year, based upon our 
new educational delivery model, we will be making significant 
reductions in July to the number of school-based staff for the 
start of school next year. We anticipate that these reductions 
will result in hundreds of school-based furloughs, including 
teachers, paraprofessionals and clerical staff. The term 
“furlough” is used when an individual has recall rights for a 
future vacancy. The term layoff is used when an individual does 
not have recall rights, as is the case for non-certificated staff 
most of which are in central office.

More factors should be considered when 
having to reduce the teacher workforce

Currently, we are obligated by state law and our collective 
bargaining agreement to conduct a furlough process based 
on only one criterion—seniority. In the past, seniority was an 
important factor in order to protect teachers from discrimi-
nation. Additionally, there was not an adequate evaluation 
system in place, which could provide reliable evidence to 
differentiate teacher performance.

Today, we are in a different place. The District and the 
teachers’ union have worked together to develop and implement 
a new evaluation system that is fair and consistent for teachers. 
This is why the District feels strongly that we must work 
together to improve upon the current seniority-based furlough 
process. I have two main concerns with keeping the status quo: 
first, the disproportionate impact that seniority-based furlough 
will have on some of our schools, and secondly, our failure 
to use the data we have on teacher performance to inform the 
furlough process. There is a better way, one that advances the 
goal of an effective teacher in every class so that our children 
are best served. 

Now, when we must furlough more staff at one time than in 
the District’s 100-year history, it is tragic that we are unable to 
consider the factors that matter the most. I feel strongly about 
the need to put children first, and that is why I am asking the 
teachers’ union to consider other factors beyond seniority for 
the furlough process.

The education of our children has never been more important 
for their life success, for the progress of our City and the 
well-being of our nation. In Pittsburgh, we have chosen to lead 
rather than follow. Our District’s sustainability and competi-
tiveness depends on how well we are able to adapt to a difficult 
economy and growing pressure on public education for results. 
We should be gratified to see how the work of our staff and 
the support of our community are beginning to achieve better 
outcomes for our students. Yes, we have much more to do, but 
there is evidence that what we are doing is working. I feel so 
blessed to be a part of Pittsburgh. Pittsburgh is and can continue 
to be a special place. We are on the right path.

Dr. Linda Lane is Superintendent of Pittsburgh Public Schools

Teacher effectiveness key to increasing achievement 

DR. LINDA  
LANE

Superintendent Dr. Linda Lane and Pittsburgh Promise 
Executive Director Saleem Ghubril volunteered as “guest 
grocery baggers” to support the current in-store, at-the-
register promotion for shoppers to make donations to 
The Pittsburgh Promise®, a scholarship program aimed at 
removing the financial barrier to higher education for eligible 
students graduating from Pittsburgh Public Schools.
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AS PITTSBURGH PUBLIC 
SCHOOLS CELEBRATES ITS 
100TH BIRTHDAY, members 
of  the Pittsburgh Board of  Education 
were asked to answer the following 
question: What five accomplishments 
would you would want this Board to be 
remembered for 100 years from now? 
Here are their answers.

MARK BRENTLEY
1. Under the leadership of 

former Board President 
Alex Mathews, the  
Pittsburgh Public Schools 
Board of Directors  
conducted a national search to fill the 
vacancy for superintendent by hiring the 
best candidate available.  The candidate 
happened to be the first African American 
superintendent, Dr. John Thompson.

2. PPS 2012 Grand Prize Magna Award  
Winner for annual Take A Father To School 
Day. The Magna Awards is a national recog-
nition of school districts who demon-
strate highly innovative thinking across 
the country. The award is given by the 
American School Board Journal and the 
National School Board Association.

3. The PPS high school that tracks and 
documents the success of some of their 
graduates by featuring their pictures 
and profiles on the wall on the first 
floor of their school. Today there are 
nearly 270 alumnae featured on the 
Westinghouse Hall of Fame.

4. The establishment of the PPS school 
for performing arts (CAPA) middle and 
high school - CAPA and Rodgers CAPA

5. Change of board policy to allow 
women, minority and small business 
owners equal access to PPS business 
opportunities. 

THERESA  
COLAIZZI

1. The Pittsburgh Promise®,
2. Our Empowering 

Effective Teachers 
work with the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation.

3. Our Pittsburgh Emerging Leadership 
Academy (PELA) program to train our 
own principals.

4. Maintaining AYP.
5. Contracts with all of our bargaining units, 

with no work stoppage, even during the 
most difficult financial times in education. 

JEAN FINK 
1. We managed to keep 

our schools running 
with drastic financial 
reductions.

2. We right-sized the 
District while maintaining Excellence for All.

3. We kept our arts programs and most 
of our sports so our kids are able to 
build memories.

4. We promoted and maintained the 
most current technology for both our 
students and staff.

5. We promoted programs that gave students 
an opportunity to qualify for the Pittsburgh 
Promise to attend higher education and 
open the door to a successful future. 

SHERRY HAZUDA
1. Through good gover-

nance and by overcom-
ing the challenges of 
shifting long-established 
paradigms, we created 
an educationally progressive district that 
is sustainable fiscally and environmentally. 

2. The electric synergy created through 
the collaboration of board, administra-
tion, staff, community, government and 
academia towards the common goal of 
educating all children positioned Pitts-
burgh Public Schools to be a district of 
choice. 

3. Despite operational challenges, technology 
was incorporated into every facet of educa-
tion allowing PPS to deliver personalized, 
meaningful instruction more cost-effectively. 

4. Our success as national leaders in our 
Empowering Effective Teachers work 
and the Pittsburgh Promise led to a change 
of culture in the city where education 
from PreK to post-secondary is valued by 
all and attainable for every student. 

5. We laid the groundwork for PPS graduates 
to flourish and they have become sought-
after employees with a positive impact on 
the economic development of the region 
and the health and welfare of all residents. 

DR. REGINA HOLLEY
1. Advocate parent and 

community involve-
ment at the school and 
District level.

2. Increase the number of 
children ready for kindergarten.

3. Increase the number of students that 
are Promise-Ready for life.

4. Increase the graduation rate to at least 
90 percent.

5. Make 90/90 schools a reality within 
Pittsburgh Public Schools.

WILLIAM ISLER
1. Comprehensive PreK 

and kindergarten for all 
PPS children.

2. All students are 
Promise-Ready and 
able to take advantage of The Pittsburgh 
Promise®.

3. Pittsburgh is a sustainable school 
district that is fiscally and academically a 
model for the country.

4. The Empowering Effective Teachers 
project has been implemented district-
wide and all children are benefiting from 
excellent class instruction and an academi-
cally challenging educational environment.

5. Parents are welcome partners actively 
participating in their children’s education.

FLOYD “SKIP” 
MCCREA
1. Creating an evaluation 

tool for all District 
employees.

2. With the help of the Bill 
and Melinda Gates Foundation, ensured 
an effective teacher is in every classroom.

3. Adjusting the District to meet the 
changing population demographics and 
economics of the City.

4. The Board saw a need to update its 
policies and did so, starting a perpetual 
updating process.

5. Making equity and equality synonymous 
for all students.

SHARENE SHEALEY 
1. Helping the City to 

grow and thrive by pro-
viding a variety of high 
quality education  
choices for families.

2. Preparing all students for college or 
workforce certification.

3. Working collaboratively to improve the 
education outcomes of all students.

4. Being fiscally responsible.

5. Providing supports for Pittsburgh’s fami-
lies so that all children are successful. 

THOMAS H. 
SUMPTER JR.
1. This Board of 

Directors eliminated 
academic disparities in 
the District.

2. This Board of 
Directors exposed all students in the 
District to an effective teacher.

3. This Board of Directors significantly 
increased academic achievement in the 
District.

4. This Board of Directors helped to 
stabilize District finances.

5. This Board of Directors caused the 
District student population to increase. 
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Workforce 
reductions 
a reality 
By Paul halloran

At a time when the District is 
achieving progress academically—
making AYP twice in three years—it 
had to find a way to continue to accel-
erate academic progress with fewer 
resources. Similar to school districts 
across the country and Commonwealth, 
Pittsburgh Public Schools is facing 

financial challenges and has to find 
a more efficient way to continue to 
deliver quality education.  In Nov. 
2011, the District approved a new 
Education Delivery Model that includes 
course reductions, class size adjust-
ments, and position reductions that will 
result in staff furloughs (see page 1). 

The school-based staff furloughs 
are projected to be the largest in the 
District’s 100 year history. According 
to Jody Buchheit Spolar, Chief Human 
Resources Officer for Pittsburgh Public 
Schools, the District expects to have 
approximately 350 fewer teachers 
than it does now when the next school 
year begins in August. The number of 
teacher furloughs may fluctuate based 

on retirements and resignations the 
District receives over the next several 
months. When also taking into account 
furloughs for paraprofessionals, secre-
tarial and clerical staff, counselors and 
librarians, the total number of furloughs 
will be more than 500. 

Spolar said the District is committed 
to communicating with staff early. 
Although the Pittsburgh Federation 
of Teachers (PFT) Collective 
Bargaining Agreement states Aug. 1 as 
the deadline for furlough notification, 
the District will email provisional 
furlough notifications by May 31. 
Official furlough notices will be 
mailed to homes by July 31. 

Since this will likely be the largest 

layoff in PPS history and furloughs 
are based solely on system seniority, 
the District is requesting the PFT work 
in collaboration to identify a furlough 
plan that is good for teachers, students 
and education. Currently state law and 
the contract with the PFT require that 
seniority be the only factor in deter-
mining which teachers are furloughed. 

Superintendent Linda Lane has been 
clear with the PFT leadership regarding 
her two main concerns with keeping the 
status quo: the most vulnerable schools 
are disproportionately impacted and 
data we have on teacher performance 
that could inform the furlough process 
is being ignored. She believes there is a 
better way, one that advances the goal 

of an effective teacher in every class so 
that our children are best served.

 “We can no longer rely on a 
teacher-furlough system that doesn’t 
account for the strides we have made in 
understanding the effectiveness of our 
teachers. We also must hold on to the 
spirit of collaboration we fostered in 
the development of our Empowering 
Effective Teachers plan,” said Lane. 

According to Spolar, the District 
and the PFT could agree upon a 
different way to furlough teachers. 
“We would welcome the opportunity 
to get the union’s support on using 
criteria other than seniority in order 
to have a fair furlough process that is 
best for kids.”  
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Engaging parents 
remains a priority 

By Meaghan Casey

At the heart of every student success story is the helping hand of a 
parent. 

Recognizing that and responding to the need to engage parents in a more 
impactful way than ever before, Pittsburgh’s Excellence for All Parent 
Steering Committee has been hard at work this year, unveiling a number 
of new priorities and initiatives aimed at boosting parent awareness and 
involvement. 

“I’m passionate about this,” said Errika Jones, coordinator of the 
District’s Office of Teacher Effectiveness, who is overseeing the efforts. 
“We have this whole movement around Empowering Effective Teachers, 
but we also have to have engaged parents, and we need to use new methods 
to pull them in. Effective teachers plus strong parent engagement is a win 
every time.” 

One of the new initiatives is a Parent Perception Survey, which is 
available online at www.ppsparentengagement.com, and will also be mailed 
to families. The survey seeks parent input on the teaching and learning 
environment at each school. Survey results will be shared with District 
administrators and school leadership teams, including parents. Results will 
help to shape each school’s improvement plan. 

Another focus of the committee, which meets monthly and is made up of 
at least one parent from every school in the District, has been on improving 
District customer service.

“We’re looking at the District’s website and individual school websites to 
make sure parents can find what they’re looking for, whether that’s teacher 
rosters or an updated calendar of events,” said Jones. “The improvements 
should focus on giving parents what they really want.” 

Jones, the parent of two daughters—one in first grade and the other in 
eighth—speaks from personal experience. 

“When you have open lines of communication between home and school, 
you feel so much more comfortable as a parent,” she said. “I love how my 
daughter’s principal [Cynthia Wallace of Pittsburgh Montessori PreK–8] 
uses AlertNow once a week to tell us specifics about what’s going on at the 
school or to lay out the agenda of a meeting, because she knows parents 
have limited time and we need to make choices.” 

Additionally, the committee has been working to develop a set of 
recommendations on elements of effective parenting. They have engaged 
the help of Carnegie Mellon University graduate students to research 
best practices and help develop a framework for the District’s parent 
engagement policy. 

“They’re looking at what’s working, across the country and here 
in Pittsburgh, and they’ve brought a good level of academic rigor to 
the process,” said Lynette Wright, co-chair of the Parent Engagement/
Best Practice subcommittee. “Then we’ll be able to test out their 
recommendations with the educators and parents who live and breathe it, 
and we’ll keep on making improvements.” 

Wright is the parent of one daughter, a second-grader at Pittsburgh Allegheny. 
She has been serving on the Parent Steering Committee for three years. 

“There are different levels of parent engagement—from getting your child 
to do his or her homework or get to bed on time, to taking time to meet with 
your child’s teacher,” said Wright. “Each aspect is extraordinarily important.” 

TAKE THE SURVEY: PPSPARENTENGAGEMENT.COM

“WHEN YOU HAVE OPEN LINES OF COMMUNICATION 
BETWEEN HOME AND SCHOOL, YOU FEEL SO MUCH MORE 
COMFORTABLE AS A PARENT.”

–ERRIKA JONES
COORDINATOR, OFFICE OF TEACHER EFFECTIVENESS

Lynette Wright works with her daughter, Nicolette, and classmate Jayla Martin at Pittsburgh Allegheny.
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By riCh Fahey

Nationwide, the school lunch program is getting a radical 
makeover. Locally, Pittsburgh Public Schools is working to 
meet new state and federal guidelines.

On Jan. 25, First Lady Michelle Obama and Agriculture 
Secretary Tom Vilsack unveiled the first new standards for 
school meals in 15 years in the federal program that feeds 
32 million students each day. On any one day, the Pittsburgh 
schools provide 18,000 lunches and 11,500 breakfasts. 

The meal requirements are part of the Healthy, Hunger-Free 
Kids Act, which was championed by the First Lady and signed 
into law by President Obama. 

Curtistine Walker, the acting director of the Pittsburgh Schools 
Food Service, is charged with making sure school meals adhere 
to the guidelines while staying within a budget.

The Food Service’s slogan is Serving Today’s Children for a 
Healthier Tomorrow, which also serves as a mission statement. 
The United States Agriculture Department (USDA) provides 
subsidies and USDA foods to participating schools that agree to 
serve lunches that meet federal requirements and to offer free 
or reduced price lunches to eligible children.

“Fortunately, we don’t have to make many changes because 
we started making changes a few years ago,” said Walker, who 
also serves as president of the School Nutrition Association of 
Pennsylvania (SNAPA).

The new guidelines for school lunches call for more fruits 
and vegetables, including dark leafy green vegetables; more 
red and orange root vegetables, such as sweet potatoes; beans, 
legumes, and fat-free flavored milks instead of 1-percent milk, 
which will still be part of breakfast.

A typical breakfast kit that might be served in the schools 

would include cereal; a whole grain bread equivalent; 
100-percent fruit juice and 8 oz. low-fat milk is to accompany 
the breakfast kit. A nutritious hot breakfast is served at least 
three times a week that contains whole grain entrees such as 
French toast sticks and mini-pancakes.

Like any food service venture, the school lunch program relies 
greatly on feedback from its customers. At the middle and high 
school levels, the presentation of the food is particularly important.

“We’re always experimenting at the middle and high school 
levels,” said Walker. “Items the students like become part of the 
menu cycle.”

Walker is responsible for the supervision and training of 
all supervisors who monitor the meal programs in Pittsburgh 
Public Schools. Her resume includes working in management 
in the restaurant business, teaching home economics in the 
Aliquippa School District and Foods and Nutrition at the 
Beaver County Vocational and Technical School. 

Walker is a graduate of Penn State with a degree in Home 
Economics Education and has a master’s in vocational 
education from the University of Pittsburgh. She also has certi-
fications in early childhood development and interior design.

The Food Services department has begun to make strides to 
promote healthy eating habits by doing the following:

• Serving as the liaison between the District’s physical 
education department and the Mid-Atlantic Dairy 
Association in implementing the Fuel Up to Play 60 
program in which students commit to healthy eating and 
physical activity every day. 

• Working with school administrators to create healthy 
eating component s into the District’s health curriculum.

• Reinstating Nutrition Advisory Councils at High Schools.

NEW SCHOOL MEAL STANDARDS

 ENSURE STUDENTS ARE OFFERED BOTH 
FRUITS AND VEGETABLES EVERY DAY 
OF THE WEEK

 SUBSTANTIALLY INCREASE THE 
OFFERINGS OF WHOLE GRAIN-RICH 
FOODS

 OFFER ONLY FAT-FREE OR LOW-FAT 
MILK VARIETIES

 LIMIT CALORIES BASED ON THE AGE 
OF CHILDREN TO ENSURE PROPER 
PORTION SIZE

 INCREASE THE FOCUS ON REDUCING 
THE AMOUNTS OF SATURATED FAT, 
TRANS FATS AND SODIUM

Pittsburgh schools comply with new guidelines

eat well

Autumn Hanna and Zyar Salter enjoy healthy lunches. Tenera Johnson loves the oranges available at lunchtime. Jihad Wright stretches in gym class at Pittsburgh Schaeffer.
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Advanced courses 
now accessible to 

more students
By Meaghan Casey

The barrier to accessing the District’s most rigorous courses is 
being broken down this year at three Pittsburgh high schools. 

Under the Talent Development Initiative, students who 
have demonstrated high achievement and met specific course 
requirements now have the opportunity to enroll in Centers for 
Advanced Studies (CAS) courses, previously only available 
to students identified as gifted. The initiative is being piloted 
this school year at Pittsburgh Brashear, Pittsburgh Langley and 
Pittsburgh Perry, and will expand to District-wide in the fall.

“We wanted to allow students who have demonstrated that they 
can do the work and are motivated to meet the challenge of CAS 
the ability to access the courses,” said Allison McCarthy, coordi-
nator of the District’s K–12 Gifted and Talented Education. 

Students who have already been identified as gifted will still 
have access to CAS courses and will continue to have a Gifted 
Individualized Education Plan (GIEP), as well as the mentorship 
of CAS facilitators. However, other interested students will not 
be required to have a GIEP to enroll in CAS courses. Instead, 
they will have the opportunity to apply for specific content areas 
(math, English, science, social studies and world language) 
based on their PSSA scores, final grades and achievement data. 
The goal is to expand entry to the courses across the District and 
improve the program through greater diversity, teacher training 
and curriculum development.

Already, there have been more than 500 applicants for next 
year, 80 percent of which are eligible and 40 percent of which 
are African-American students. 

“We want every student to be appropriately challenged,” said 
McCarthy. “And adding more diversity and depth to the courses 
is truly a positive change.”

Ideally, students who enroll in the CAS courses as ninth- and 
10th-graders will be better prepared for Advanced Placement 
(AP) courses in grades 11 and 12. The CAS courses are also 
aimed at getting students Promise-Ready for both postsecondary 
education and The Pittsburgh Promise® scholarship. 

McCarthy is excited about the new opportunities the initiative 
will present, but urges elementary- and middle-school students 
to continue to take advantage of the rigorous course work before 
they go to high school. 

“If a student’s truly gifted, it’s to their benefit to be cultivated 
early on,” McCarthy said. 

Earlier this year, McCarthy was named a recipient of the 2012 
Advanced Placement Program Outstanding Teacher Award, 
Middle States Region, sponsored by the College Board. 

“It speaks to the District’s commitment to see students 
enrolling in and succeeding in AP courses,” said McCarthy. 
“Our teachers are the ones in the classrooms every day with the 
students, and their level of dedication is commendable. I really 
want this to be a strong program to validate their hard work.”

Pittsburgh was also awarded the Advanced Placement Incentive 
Program (APIP) grant, which is a three-year grant meant to 
support STEM and English AP and IB programming. The 
funding is going towards professional development for teachers; 
curriculum development; and student supports, such as AP and 
IB “Champions” or liaisons in all high schools, review sessions, a 
three-week summer program and an online prep program. 

“Students don’t necessarily walk into AP classes in grades 
11 or 12 ready to go,” said McCarthy. “We’re trying to put the 
supports in place and create AP vertical teaming starting in 
middle school, making sure that teachers in grades 6–10 are 
aware of what their students will need to know and are preparing 
them for a rigorous level of coursework in the years ahead.”

RAISING THE BAR
Teacher Leah Bienemann, left, goes over Charles Dickens with Taylor Grayson at Pittsburgh Brashear.

Pittsburgh Brashear students John Theakston II, left, Samone Rainey, front right, and Autumn Maurin are hard at work.
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EMPOWERING EFFECTIVE TEACHERS

By Paul halloran 
A concentrated effort to improve the quality 

of instruction in Pittsburgh Public Schools has 
been in place for the last several years, starting 
with the implementation of the Research-based 
Inclusive System of Evaluation (RISE) in 2009. 

The intent of RISE—the result of collabo-
ration between the District and the Pittsburgh 
Federation of Teachers (PFT)—was to develop 
a system that defines effective teaching and 
prescribes a comprehensive and meaningful 
evaluation tool, with teachers playing an active 
role in the evaluation process. Rowland Bynum, 
Chemistry Teacher at Pittsburgh Perry explained 
“RISE helps me grow by just making me really 
look at what I’m doing, look at my craft.” 

RISE, which was piloted in the 2009-10 school 
year, is in its second year of District-wide imple-
mentation. RISE has been met with widespread 
approval—PFT President Nina Esposito-Visgitis 
has called it “the best laid-out initiative I have seen” 
in 30 years in the District—but it is still only one 
mechanism by which PPS teachers are evaluated. 

Shortly after RISE was introduced, the Bill & 
Melinda Gates Foundation awarded the District a 
$40 million grant to be used for its Empowering 
Effective Teachers plan, which was also devised 
in conjunction with the PFT. This plan was a 
commitment by the District and PFT to dramati-
cally improve student learning by ensuring an 
effective teacher in every classroom. Instead of 
treating teachers as if they are widgets and are all 

the same, PPS and the PFT promised to develop 
fair measures of effective teaching that would 
help teachers improve, drive recognition and 
promotional opportunities for effective teachers, 
and increase accountability for student outcomes. 
PPS and PFT leadership recognized that public 
education was changing, and they committed to 
working together to lead the way. 

“There are many factors that contribute 
to how students succeed in school and after 
they graduate,” said Sam Franklin, Executive 
Director of the Office of Teacher Effectiveness. 
“But the most important school-based factor 
is the quality of teaching. The most important 
thing we can do is make sure every child 
experiences effective teaching every day.” 

To meet this challenge, the District needs strong 
measures of teacher effectiveness that do justice to 
the complexity of teaching.  So PPS has developed 
additional measures of teacher effectiveness to 
complement RISE.  Now, PPS is one of few school 
districts with three measures of effective teaching.

“The most important thing is that by getting 
teacher input, they can trust the process,” 
Esposito-Visgitis said. “No one wants to be 
evaluated on one measure. We want to make sure 
that teachers continue to buy in to the process.”

“Having multiple measures allows us to 
give teachers very specific and actionable 
information to improve their practice,” said Dr. 
Jeannine French, Chief of School Performance. 

Value-added measures have been developed 
for the purpose of estimating the contributions 
of individual teachers, teams of teachers, and 
schools to the achievement growth of students. 
The work, which was completed by Mathematica 
Policy Research, Inc, was also supported by the 
American Federation of Teachers and a technical 
advisory board of national experts.

By controlling for factors outside of the 
teachers control, and focusing on academic 
growth instead of absolute achievement, 
value-added measures are the fairest method 
available for using student assessment results 
as a measure of effective teaching.  

A teacher’s value-added rating is determined 
by calculating the difference between a student’s 
predicted outcome on an assessment—determined 
by the student’s achievement history as well as 
other characteristics of the student and his or her 
peers—and the student’s actual outcome. The value-
added result for a teacher is the average difference 
for all students taught over three years of teaching.

Mathematica Policy Research, Inc found 
when reviewing PPS teacher data, that “The most 
effective teachers in PPS produce gains in student 
achievement that, if accumulated over several 
years without decay, could erase achievement gaps 
between black and white students, or between 
Pittsburgh students and statewide averages.”

The value-added results are reported to 
individual teachers and schools privately as a 
percentile ranking.  For teachers, the ranking 
estimates where they stand in relation to other 
teachers teaching the same subjects and grades 
within PPS. For schools, the ranking estimates 

where they stand compared to schools serving 
the same grades statewide.

According to Dr. Mary Wolfson, Project 
Coordinator in the PPS Office of Research, 
Assessment and Accountability, more than 700 
Pittsburgh teachers have received a value-
added report. “This is the first time teachers 
are getting a report of their actual contributions 
to student growth and achievement,” she said. 

Another measure of effective teaching in 
the District’s Empowering Effective Teaching 
efforts is the Tripod student survey, which is being 
implemented District-wide this year after several 
pilots were done the last two years. This year, 
students in more than 1300 classrooms are using 
this research-based tool to provide specific infor-
mation about their experiences in the classroom. 

According to Wolfson, the goal is to survey 
two classrooms for every K–12 teacher in 
the District, using a survey developed for 
Cambridge Education by Dr. Ron Ferguson, 
at the Harvard University Graduate School of 
Education. The survey asks students to reflect 
on their experiences in the classroom.

“Students are not rating teachers’ profes-
sional practice,” Wolfson said. “They are 
describing their experiences in the classroom. 
It is meant to be informative for teachers.”

While none of these measures are perfect, 
together they provide much better information 
about teacher effectiveness than has ever been 
available—a big improvement over the old way of 
doing teacher evaluation. With these measures in 
place, PPS and the PFT can focus on using these 
new tools to help teachers improve their practice, 
and to make better decisions so that every student 
has an effective teacher. “I really believe that we 
have captured what it means to be a good teacher 
in the Pittsburgh Public Schools.” said Dr. French.

Alfonzo Deiuliis works with Pittsburgh King fifth-grader Michael Williams.

“I REALLY BELIEVE THAT WE HAVE 
CAPTURED WHAT IT MEANS TO 
BE A GOOD TEACHER IN THE 
PITTSBURGH PUBLIC SCHOOLS.”

–DR. JEANNINE FRENCH (LEFT)

CHIEF OF SCHOOL PERFORMANCE

New measures 
in place  

to enhance 
effective 
teaching

Student engagement
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By Meaghan Casey

Before a student can matriculate to the college 
of his or her dreams, there are the challenging 
hurdles of grades 9, 10 and 11 to negotiate. 

To bolster student confidence, preparedness and 
motivation to achieve in the early high school years, 
Promise-Readiness Corps teams were introduced last 
year as part of the Empowering Effective Teachers 
plan. Promise-Readiness Corps teachers are linked 
with cohorts of ninth-graders and they stay together 
through grade 10. Teams meet frequently and 
look at reports of students’ achievement history, 
attendance trends and behavioral records. Their 
goal is to ensure that each one of their students 
is on track to graduate and be Promise-Ready.

For students, the Promise-Readiness Corps 
offers an opportunity to build strong relation-
ships with a team of teachers and staff during a 
critical transition period in their academic career. 
For teachers, it offers structures to maximize the 
rewards of teaching and improve the teaching and 
learning environment, including time for profes-
sional collaboration and advising. An additional 
44-minute period has been added to the school 
day for teams to work collaboratively to improve 
student achievement and provide advisory support.

“Everyone benefits when teachers are 
granted time during the school day to review 
student performance and classroom data and to 
create plans for improvement,” said Pittsburgh 
Brashear Principal John Vater. “I think we’ve all 
seen progress and I think the students are more 
motivated to achieve at their highest potential.”

Building on what was pioneered last year on a 
voluntary basis, this year’s Promise-Readiness Corps 
teams, formed through a competitive selection process, 
are at five high schools—Pittsburgh Allderdice, 
Pittsburgh Brashear, Pittsburgh Carrick, Pittsburgh 
Langley and Pittsburgh Oliver. There are 65 teachers 
total, including 26 who participated last year. These 
teams of effective teachers meet each day to track 
the progress of their student cohorts. At the start of 
2012-13, the third component of the program will be 
implemented that allows teachers to loop to the 10th 
grade with their students. By looping, or teaching the 
same cohort of students for two consecutive school 
years, Promise-Readiness Corps teachers will be 
better able to track their students’ academic and social 
development, informing more effective instruction. 

“Having a group of teachers clustered around 
a group of students is an ideal situation,” said 
Dr. Christiana Otuwa, the District’s Assistant 
Superintendent for Secondary Schools. “Our 
teachers are able to keep a pulse on the students 
and make sure they are Promise-Ready at different 
intervals throughout their high school experience.”

“It’s been remarkable to see the growth of 
the teams and the bonds that have been formed 
with teachers, students and families,” said 
Jamie Kinzel-Nath, the District’s coordinator 
of high school performance. “We are able to 
see the impact of teamwork on the relationships 
between colleagues and students.”

Kinzel-Nath frequently makes site visits 

at each of the schools and all of the Promise-
Readiness Corps teams meet throughout the year 
for training and discuss best practices. 

Some schools, such as Pittsburgh Allderdice, 
have also recruited the help of older students, 
setting up a peer mentoring program in which 
seniors meet with small groups of underclassmen 
once a week and supervise freshman lunch.

“It’s all about making sure ninth- and 10th-graders 
are supported,” said Kinzel-Nath. “We’re trying 
to comprehensively find solutions for students 
and strengthen the teaming tools in all schools.”

The Promise-Readiness Corps position is one 
of several new career ladder positions, agreed 
upon by the Board and the Pittsburgh Federation 
of Teachers (PFT) last spring, that provide 
extra pay for extra time and responsibilities. 
Through grant funding, Promise-Readiness 
Corps teachers are paid an additional $9,300 per 
year and are also eligible for a bonus of up to 
$20,000 each if they exceed expected results in 
student academic achievement, attendance and 
course credits over the two-year looping period.

“We are now in an unprecedented era of 
accountability and scrutiny of teacher practice,” 
said Bill Hileman, PFT vice president for middle 
schools. “Even though the stakes are high for 
stepping forward, our teachers have done so 
because the stakes are higher for our students. 
We need to do everything we can to ensure that 
our students can access the Pittsburgh Promise.”

In addition to the Promise-Readiness Corps, 
the other career ladders include Clinical Resident 
Instructors and Learning Environment Specialists 
(see Page 10). Clinical Resident Instructors are 
working at Teacher Institute sites at Pittsburgh 
Brashear and Pittsburgh King PreK–8, where 
effective teachers are striving to enhance each 
student’s learning experience and support the 
growth and development of pre-tenured teachers, 
teacher leaders and administrators.  

In conjunction with the school transition plans 
this fall, placement of Promise-Readiness Corps 
teachers will occur first at Pittsburgh Carrick, 
Pittsburgh Allderdice and Pittsburgh Brashear, 
ensuring that schools with existing programs will be 
staffed with new ninth-grade teams. If the District 
is able to place more teams, teachers will be staffed 
at Pittsburgh Perry, Pittsburgh Westinghouse and 
Pittsburgh Milliones, in that order.

PROMISE-
READY, 
SET, GO!

Promise-Readiness Corps 
teachers motivate  

students to succeed

Pittsburgh Brashear’s ninth-grade Promise-Readiness Corps teachers Greg Curtin and 
Jamie Lynne Bianco discuss student performance and classroom data.

“EVEN THOUGH THE STAKES ARE 
HIGH FOR STEPPING FORWARD, 
OUR TEACHERS HAVE DONE 
SO BECAUSE THE STAKES ARE 
HIGHER FOR OUR STUDENTS. ”

–BILL HILEMAN
VICE PRESIDENT FOR  

MIDDLE SCHOOLS, PFT

Senior Will Graham is part of the peer mentoring program at Pittsburgh Allderdice.
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By Meaghan Casey

The secret to being an effective teacher, says Kellie Skweres 
of Pittsburgh Brashear, is being able to build positive relation-
ships with your students.

“When it comes down to it, that’s the most important aspect 
of teaching,” Skweres said. “As kids get older, they want to 
know, ‘Does this teacher really care about 
me?’ Is this teacher invested in me?’ Even if 
they won’t do it for themselves, often times 
they’ll go to the ends of the earth to succeed 
for you, as long as you have that connection 
with them.” 

Skweres, a 13-year veteran teacher in the 
Pittsburgh Public Schools, is in her first year 
at Pittsburgh Brashear, in the hybrid role 
of a Promise-Readiness Corps member and 
Clinical Resident Instructor. In addition to her 
responsibilities teaching ninth- and 10th-grade 
English, including Centers for Advanced 
Studies (CAS) courses, she is responsible 
for new teacher introduction and mentoring 
through the Teaching Institute at Pittsburgh 
Brashear. 

“It’s the best of both worlds –teaching and 
mentoring,” she said. 

The mentoring component connects 
pre-tenured teachers to Clinical Resident 
Instructors and exposes them to effecting 
teaching and high-functioning classrooms. 
As a Clinical Resident Instructor, Skweres 

opens up her classroom to mentees and supports them through 
classroom observation and feedback sessions, training and 
regular check-ins. 

In February, Skweres was one of about a dozen Pittsburgh 
educators to join approximately 250 teachers, administrators 
and education advocates at the “Elevating and Celebrating 
Effective Teaching & Teachers” conference in Scottsdale, 
Ariz., sponsored by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and 

designed to elevate teacher voices and celebrate examples of 
exceptional teaching. Skweres was asked to present on the role 
of Clinical Resident Instructors, speaking about her transition to 
becoming a teacher leader and the district’s work around equity 
and closing the achievement gap. 

“A lot of the focus of the conference was on teachers who 
are trail blazers around the nation, making a difference and 
changing the look and shape of their districts,” said Skweres. 

“It was certainly eye-opening to attend and 
think about how we can apply some of those 
ideas here in Pittsburgh.”

Born and raised in Pittsburgh, Skweres was 
a graduate of Pittsburgh Allderdice. Before 
accepting her new career ladder position at 
Pittsburgh Brashear, she taught at Pittsburgh 
Oliver, Pittsburgh Frick (now Obama), and the 
former Pittsburgh Prospect. She was initially 
wary of transitioning from middle school to 
high school, but praises the teaching dynamic 
created by the Promise-Readiness Corps. 

“I was hesitant to make the move, because 
I loved middle school so much and was 
nervous I wouldn’t be able to develop the 
same kind of connections,” said Skweres. 
“But the Promise-Readiness Corps fits me like 
a glove. As a team, we’re able to accomplish 
so much with our kids, and with each other. 
It’s a wonderful experience, building on 
each other’s strengths and creating a sense of 
stability and consistency from one grade to 
the next.”

Elevating & Celebrating Effective Teaching: 
Kellie Skweres shines in new career ladders position

Brashear’s Kellie Skweres believes that positive relationships with students are essential.

Pittsburgh Public Schools educators attended the Elevating and Celebrating Effective Teaching and Teachers conference, sponsored by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation.
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By Paul Halloran

One of the key initiatives in the Empowering Effective Teachers plan is a Positive 
Teaching and Learning Environment. The premise behind it is simple: In order 
for teachers to be effective, they must be able to work in an environment that is 
supportive of teaching and learning.

Pittsburgh Public Schools and the Pittsburgh Federation of Teachers (PFT) envision the 
District having teaching and learning environments where all students have the opportunity 
to achieve at a high level, take advantage of The Pittsburgh Promise® and succeed in post-
secondary education.

“A Positive Teaching and Learning Environment continues to be the primary focus 
of the PFT,” said union president Nina Esposito-Visgitis. “We want all our members 
and all students to be in places where they can best teach and learn.”

Two years ago, more than 85 percent of teachers responded to the first working 
conditions survey, which was geared to identifying improvements that could be made 
at individual schools and District-wide. As a result of the feedback from the educators, 
a Teaching and Learning Environment Liaison was appointed in every school, charged 
with working with the principal and school Leadership team on action items and 
improvement plans. The liaisons are teachers who receive a modest stipend.

The working conditions survey is in its third year and has been expanded to include 
non-teaching staff, according to Eddie Willson, Associate Director of Teaching and 
Learning Environment for the District. The participation rate is now 93 percent, 
something which gratifies Esposito-Visgitis.

“The surveys would indicate our members are pleased with the Positive Teaching 
and Learning Environment initiative,” she said. “And we continue to work with 
schools where it may be lacking.”

As a way to provide extra support to high-needs schools, the District launched a 
new Career Ladder position, Learning Environment Specialist at seven schools this 
school year. Learning Environment Specialists are classroom teachers with a reduced 
teaching schedule, who participate on school teams to ensure that school-based goals 
for a positive teaching and learning environment are being met. A full-time Teaching 
and Learning Environment specialist has been appointed to work in the following 
schools: Pittsburgh Brashear, Pittsburgh Faison, Pittsburgh King, Pittsburgh Langley, 
Pittsburgh Perry, Pittsburgh Oliver and Pittsburgh Westinghouse. 

“They are meant to be coaches for behavior and the learning environment,” Willson 
said. “Their job is to help create a positive school and classroom culture.”

Willson likened the specialists to reading and math coaches who have been in place 
for more than a decade. 

“We want to disseminate the best practices from those seven schools to all our 
schools,” Willson said. “The specialists are focusing on non-academic issues and 
working with the administrative team to create school-wide behavior plans.”

Willson noted the specialists are also serving on transition teams for schools that 
are closing or receiving students from schools that are closing.

The next step, according to Willson, is to determine how a Positive Teaching and 
Learning Environment correlates to the academic achievement of students. “We are in 
the research phase on that,” he said.

The District has also started to compile data on discipline within the schools. 
“There is not a lot of data on referrals that do not lead to suspension,” Willson said. 
“We are creating a system to track individual students and aggregate the information 
by school, race, gender and grade level. Then we can look at academic achievement in 
comparison to discipline issues at the school or within a sub-group of students.”

As part of that effort, the District is conducting training for school discipline 
committees this summer, with the intent of standardizing the process of disciplining 
students. “We are training principals and administrators on creating effective 
discipline committees,” Willson said. “One of the keys to a Positive Teaching and 
Learning Environment is having an effective discipline committee.”

Pittsburgh Arsenal PreK-5 has a monthly discipline committee meeting at which 
referrals to the main office and the school’s Learning Advancement Center (LAC) are 
discussed. The LAC is an area that can accommodate students needing timeout space 
or who are at-risk for negative behaviors, according to Principal Ruthie Rea.

“We look at referrals based on grade level, gender and race,’” Rea said. We have 
honest conversations about what we are going to do to put a plan of action in place.”

Rea said the positive environment at her school is the result of a school-wide effort, 
in which social worker Dolores Patrick plays a key role, along with TLE Liaison 
Jennifer Frisco. 

“We have created a common language for students and staff,” Rea said. “We make 
sure that expectations are aligned and we are being consistent in holding students 
accountable for their behavior.”

“LEARNING ENVIRONMENT 
SPECIALISTS ARE MEANT TO BE 
COACHES FOR BEHAVIOR AND 
THE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT. 
THEIR JOB IS TO HELP CREATE 
A POSITIVE SCHOOL AND 
CLASSROOM CULTURE.”

EDDIE WILLSON
DISTRICT ASSOCIATE DIRECTOR OF 

TEACHING AND LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

A positive learning  
environment leads to 

effective teachers

happy days
Santana Corr and Marmed Zine have community time at Pittsburgh Arsenal.

Pre-K student Alonia Perry with Pittsburgh Arsenal Principal Ruthie Rae. Brookline’s Claire Figura shows off her notebook. Pittsburgh Brookline students, such as Christian Tarrant, receive beads for positive classroom behavior. Arsenal’s Hadija Muzhimu, left, and Ayla Covarrubias.

Hamadi Mganga, Izahaki 
Nesphoro and Tyree Searcy play 

the drums during community 
time at Pittsburgh Arsenal. 

photos: jason cohn
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By Paul halloran 
Four years ago, they were walking across the stage at high school 

graduation to receive their diplomas, which came with a Promise. This 
year, that Promise has come to fruition.

Students in the Pittsburgh Public Schools Class of 2008 were the first 
to have the opportunity to earn scholarships through The Pittsburgh 
Promise®, a program in which students can, as of this year, earn up 
to $10,000 a year for four years of college. More than 300 of those 
students are graduating from college this year.

“It makes you smile and it reminds you that this is totally worth it,” 
said Superintendent Dr. Linda Lane. “It is exciting and gratifying.”

According to Saleem Ghubril, executive director of the Pittsburgh Promise, 
more than 3,200 Pittsburgh students have earned Promise scholarships 
totaling $25 million since the program was launched in 2008. In addition 
to those graduating from four-year schools this year, another 200 have 
already earned a two-year degree or workforce certification, Ghubril said.

The Promise was first announced in 2006. A year later the University 
of Pittsburgh Medical Center committed to donating up to $100 million, 
including $10 million in startup funding; the remaining $90 million was 
a challenge grant to spur the fundraising necessary to create a permanent 

endowment. In order to meet the challenge, the Promise must continue 
to raise $15 million a year for the next eight years.

In order to be eligible for the Promise, students must have at least 
a 2.5 GPA and an attendance rate of better than 85 percent. They also 
must have attended Pittsburgh Public Schools from the beginning of 
their freshman year of high school. 

“The Pittsburgh Promise was a game-changer for me,” said Julia 
Cahill, a 2008 Pittsburgh CAPA graduate who will receive her bachelor 
of fine arts degree from Carnegie Mellon on May 20. “I would not be 
the person I have become without the experiences I have had at CMU.”

Of the Class of 2008, 835 students applied for Promise scholarships 
as seniors in high school. Others have applied since, so there are more 
than 1,000 students from that class receiving money from the Promise. 

There is an ongoing effort in Pittsburgh Public Schools to ensure 
that all students are Promise-Ready, so they make take full advantage 
of the opportunity presented to them. As part of the Empowering 
Effective Teachers Initiative, Promise-Readiness Corps (PRC) teachers 
were introduced last year, allowing for greater continuity for students 
in grades 9-10. The goal is to ensure that every student is on track to 
graduate and be Promise-Ready.

PROMISE FULFILLED

By Paul halloran

As Pittsburgh Public Schools commemorates its centennial, 
there is a family whose roots can be traced to the very early days 
of public education in the city—and what a compelling story it is.

Sophie Bailey Nelson and her husband, Frank Arnold Nelson 
Sr., came to Pittsburgh from Alabama  in 1923. Both were well 
educated—Sophie had earned a bachelor’s degree by the time 
she was 18—and taught at Alabama Normal School (which 
became Alabama State University).

There were no black teachers in Pittsburgh at that time, so 
Frank took a job with the Post Office, while Sophie went about 
the business of changing the culture. 

Sophie and Frank’s daughters, Sophia and Fannetta, were outstanding 
students at Westinghouse High school, and Sophia became the school’s 
first black valedictorian in 1934. Her younger sister was set to follow in 
her footsteps two years later, until her music teacher was pressured 
by the principal into changing her grade from an A to a B, ensuring 
there would not be another black valedictorian so soon.

That was an injustice that Fannetta Nelson Gordon lived with 
for the last 72 years of her life, until she died in 2008. Not that 
she let it keep her down, however; she went on to teach English 
and German in PPS while becoming an accomplished pianist who 
played with the National Negro Opera Company.  Her last job was 
supervisor of foreign languages for the Pennsylvania Department 
of Education, according to her nephew, Dr. Nelson Harrison.

Last year, the Westinghouse Alumni Association did its part to 
correct the injustice, holding a ceremony to recognize Fannetta 
Nelson as the 1936 valedictorian of Westinghouse High. Her big 

sister, Sophia Phillips Nelson, 94, was there to accept the honor on 
her behalf.  Sophia also had a distinguished career in education, 
earning a doctorate from the University of Pittsburgh in 1950 
and eventually becoming chair of the English department at West 
Virginia State University. Also on hand was Hillard Jordan, a 
grand-nephew of the Nelson sisters, along with his children.

While the Nelson sisters and their brother, Frank Nelson Jr., were 
pursuing higher education at the University of Pittsburgh,  their 
mother was fighting for the rights of blacks to become public school 
teachers in the city as the first state chairman of the NAACP in 
Pennsylvania.  Sophie Bailey Nelson helped Judge Homer S. Brown 
get elected to the State Legislature and to the Pittsburgh School 
Board, where he continued to advocate for black teachers.  So, when 
the board finally relented in 1946, Judge Brown gave her the honor 
of naming the first six black teachers in Pittsburgh Public Schools.

“That’s a pretty serious legacy to grow up with,” said her 
grandson, Nelson Harrison, a clinical psychologist who has had 
a lifelong  passion for music, becoming a professional trombone 
player at age 13 and playing with the likes of Count Basie for 
three years after he completed his Ph.D. in 1974 at Pitt.   

The unyielding commitment to education that Sophie Bailey 
Nelson displayed has been passed on to future generations. Nelson 
Harrison said members of his extended family have earned more 
degrees from Pitt than any other family;  Sophia Bailey and Frank 
Arnold Nelson Sr.’s children account for nine; Nelson Harrison, his 
siblings and first cousins account for 12 more; and the inclusion of 
their spouses and the third generation would add eight.

It is entirely fitting that the doors to teaching first opened by 
Sophie Bailey Nelson have been walked through by dozens of 
family members, including Nelson Harrison’s mother, Rozalia, 
and her sister, Thelma, both of whom taught in PPS for many 
years. The tradition has been carried on by the next two genera-
tions, as there are seven educators either retired or currently 
working in PPS and other districts.

First class of scholarship winners graduates

Nelson family’s roots in Pittsburgh schools run deep

Sophia P. Nelson, center, was joined by family members, 
including grand-nephew Hillard Jordan and his children Bryant 
and Isabella, at a ceremony recognizing her late sister, Fannetta.

Members of the first class of Promise 
Scholars and their colleges, from left: Joshua 
Devine, Penn State; Julia Cahill, Carnegie 
Mellon; Nick Beckas, Duquesne University; 
and Daeja Baker, Chatham University. 

More than 300 Promise 
Scholars will graduate 
from college this year 

Scholars can receive  
up to $10,000 
a year for four years

More than 3,200 
Pittsburgh students 

have earned Promise 
Scholarships

$25 million has 
been awarded since the 
program began in 2008
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By riCh Fahey

The seed was planted in a Spanish class Elsbeth Pollack took 
at Pittsburgh Allderdice High in 2001 with Marsha Plotkin, 
then a Spanish teacher and now the world language curriculum 
supervisor for Pittsburgh Public Schools.

Pollack, a 2005 graduate of Pittsburgh Allderdice, found 
she had an affinity for not only the language, but the cultures 
that spoke the language, and especially the Mexican and the 
Mexican-American communities in the southwestern U.S. on 
both sides of the border.

As a senior in high school, she took a tour along the border 
sponsored by BorderLinks, a nonprofit educational group based 
in Tucson, Ariz., which organizes trips in the Arizona-Sonora 
borderlands to assist individuals in understanding the border 
region and the themes of immigration.

In the fall semester of her junior year at Beloit (Wisc.) 
College, Pollack participated in the program “Crossing 
Borders: Gender and Social Change in Mesoamerica,” hosted 
by Augsburg College’s Center for Global Education. She spent 
time in El Paso, Texas, and Juarez, Mexico and lived with a 
Mexican, Spanish-speaking host family in a Mexican town 
called Ocotepec for four months.

After graduating from Beloit with a degree in comparative 
religious studies, she made her way back to Tucson, where 
for the past 2½ years she has been a program organizer for 
BorderLinks, on the front lines of what has become perhaps the 
most emotional and controversial issue of the day: immigration.

In an e-mail to Plotkin to update her on what she is doing, 
Pollack credited her former teacher for playing an important 
role in her career.

“I had my first-ever high school class with you and enjoyed 
all of them after,” she said. “Thanks for being a spark in my 
interest in the Spanish language and culture of the Americas.”

Plotkin was happy to hear from her former student, and 
especially pleased that she was able to parlay her language 
skills into a career.

“Elsbeth was a great student and I remember her well. I also 
know how a trip to Mexico had quite an impact on her.”

Pollack had taken a trip to Monte Albán, an archaeological 
site in Mexico, with a relative prior to taking Plotkin’s Spanish 
class. She did her 10th grade GIEP (Gifted Individualized 
Education Plan) project about Monte Albán. Not only did she 
do a presentation on the ruins themselves, but she included a 

description of how the people lived in that region of Mexico 
(Oaxaca) before the Spanish conquest.

“The project was awesome,” Plotkin said. “It was the type of 
project you remember for a long time. It was a pleasure to teach 
her.”

Pollack uses her Spanish skills every day, whether it’s 
interpreting for groups, having conversations with co-workers, 
translating documents, listening to radio stations, or reading 
news coming from Mexico.

A typical tour organized by BorderLinks would visit with 
individuals and organizations on both sides of the border that 
impact or are impacted by legislation, and would explore 
culture, language, class, and the everyday border reality: 
deported migrants, Border Patrol agents, humanitarian 
aid groups, activists, religious leaders, border residents, 
ranchers, and many others. The agency also hosts seminars on 
immigration issues for organized groups, including educators.

BorderLinks also has a sister organization in Nogales, 
Mexico, in a community center that provides meals for students 
whose parents are working in the factories. The Tucson and 
Nogales sites also partner in summer camps.

While working with BorderLinks, Pollack must comply 
with federal rules for nonprofits and is forbidden to engage in 
political activity. On her own time she can and does participate, 
and her latest cause is the controversy involving the Mexican-
American ethnic studies program in the Tucson Public Schools.

State education officials had found the district in violation 
of a controversial state law banning classes designed for a 
particular ethnic group, or that “promote resentment toward a 
race or class of people,” or that “promote the overthrow of the 

U.S. government.” 
State officials have said the classes promote resentment 

of whites and demonize them as oppressors, while others, 
including Pollack, say they simply teach Hispanic students 
more about their culture and are a more accurate depiction of 
historical facts.

The state’s decision forced the Tucson school board to end 
the program or face the loss of $14 million in state aid. The 
battle over the program is ongoing.

“It’s all about letting kids of Hispanic descent see themselves 
in history,” said Pollack.

“THANKS FOR BEING A SPARK IN MY INTEREST 
IN THE SPANISH LANGUAGE AND CULTURE OF 
THE AMERICAS.”

–ELSBETH POLLACK
TO PITTSBURGH ALLDERDICE WORLD LANGUAGE 

SUPERVISOR MARSHA PLOTKIN

Elsbeth Pollack has made it her mission to help those of Hispanic descent see their place in world history.

World language 
class inspired 
Allerdice graduate 
to find unexpected 
career path

MEXICO CITY

CUERNAVACA
OCOTEPEC

MONTE ALBÁN
OAXACA

JUÁREZ

Elsbeth Pollack 
has traveled to 
Mexico many 
times as part of 
many programs. 
Here’s where they 
are located:

crossing borderscrossing borderscrossing borders

ALUMNI 
PROFILE
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will be a good move for the Langley students.”
Plans have been made so that Pittsburgh 

Langley students visit Pittsburgh Brashear at 
least twice before the end of this school year 
and a number of joint field trips and activities 
have been coordinated, along with student 
focus groups and community meetings. 

Similar to Pittsburgh Brashear, Pittsburgh Perry 
has rolled out the welcome mat for Pittsburgh 
Oliver students this year, organizing special 
events, dinners and grade-level team building 
days and creating student, parent, community and 
staff transition teams. Any one participating in a 
meeting or event has been asked to contribute to 
the school’s unity chain and/or unity quilt. Learning 
environment specialists in every high school, who 
are charged with the task of helping students feel 
safe and welcome, have also taken on an active role 
with the high school realignment transitions. 

“No one is ever happy about closing schools,” 
said Superintendent Linda Lane. “High school 
closures are particularly difficult because 
students and alumni indentify with those schools 
and have emotional ties. But while difficult, these 
decisions are necessary as we remain committed 
to building a strong, sustainable public school 
district for the families in Pittsburgh.” 

School closings and 2012-13 student assign-
ments are as follows: 

“In lieu of the ever-rising operating costs of the 
District, it is essential that the focus of resources 
remains on the instruction and academic supports 
that contribute to student achievement, as opposed 
to retaining brick and mortar facilities in every 
neighborhood,” said Lane.

“We had more than 10,000 empty seats in 
schools throughout the District, and we couldn’t 
continue to operate like that,” she said. “The plan 
addresses the District’s under-enrolled classrooms 
that result in unnecessary costs to taxpayers and 
calls for better usage of school facilities.”

In addition to the closures, the Board 
approved the reconfigurations outlined below. 

Another change effective this fall is that 
Pittsburgh Obama 6–12 is moving to the 
Peabody facility in East Liberty. 

New feeder patterns have also been established, 
which will help to maintain sustainable school and 
class sizes and make it easier for families to predict 

the pathway for their children’s school assignments 
for grades K–12. The District is also adjusting its 
Educational Delivery Model in a way that will 
continue to increase student achievement while also 
gaining greater efficiencies. “Courses will be merged, 
resulting in fewer variations of one course, and 
giving students more opportunities,” said Jeannine 
French, the District’s chief of school performance. 

Under the new model, K–8 students will 
receive at least one day a week of art, music and 
physical education. High school students will have 
the option of at least two world language offerings, 
more Advanced Placement and art and music 
offerings. All students in grades K–12 will have 
access to rigorous academic classes, arts, music 
and physical education, school library services, 
certified student services staff and family and 
community engagement opportunities.

The model was developed with the goal of 
increased equity across all schools. Currently, 
10 of the District’s schools do not have a 
full-time counselor or social worker; 10 are 
without library services; three lack visual arts; 
and four do not offer music. District officials 
were mindful of the importance of trimming 
rather than cutting, when coming up with 
the more cost-effective Educational Delivery 

Model, which will increase certain class sizes 
and streamline offerings to maximize acces-
sibility but ensure all students receive a full 
complement of education and support services.

“For a lot of our students, art or music can be a 
way into the academic program, helping them to 
find their passion and drive them toward higher 
achievement. The arts are very much a part of the 
cultural heritage of Pittsburgh and arts education 
is very important,” said Lane. “While some 
people might see it as a frill, I don’t.”  

This strikes a chord with many Pittsburgh 
Oliver students who did not have the oppor-
tunity to take music classes this year, but will 
be able to at Pittsburgh Perry next year. 

“A major benefit to merging the schools is 
that it allows us to offer students more in terms 
of programs and courses,” said Nancy Kodman, 
executive director of the District’s Academics 
and Operations Integration. “It’s a win-win in 
terms of expanding music and drama, athletics, 
JROTC and AP and world language offerings 
that the smaller schools were just not as 
equipped or staffed to provide.”

More information about schools in transition 
and new feeder patterns can be found at www.
pps.k12.pa.us/CitySchoolsFiscalChallenges

Realignment 
plan provides 

equity in 
offerings

REALIGNMENT: from Page 1

Perry student Breann Collins and Oliver students Dashawna Jones and Shadara Thomas brainstorm ideas for the merging the two schools.

when he was only 18 months old. He doesn’t ever remember 
a time when he wasn’t listening to music.

Weber’s comparison to Stevie Wonder pleases Abram, who 
met Wonder backstage after a concert in 2007 and got to jam 
with him for about a half-hour. There are several examples 
of Abram’s work on YouTube, including a stirring cover of 
Wonder’s “Signed, Sealed, Delivered.”

“He has had some influence on me and I admire him as 
a fellow musician,” said Abram, who spends his morning at 
Pittsburgh CAPA, a creative and performing arts magnet school 
for students in grades 6–12. He has classes in orchestra, choir, 
percussion and piano, before moving to Pittsburgh South Hills 
Middle School for his academic subjects.

“I love school, so my favorite subject would have to be all 

subjects,” said Abram. “I love to learn everything that I can. I 
always ask a lot of questions.”

Abram usually arrives at school early and often visits with 
Pittsburgh CAPA Principal Melissa Pearlman before school.

“Shai is very sociable and kind and greets everyone by 
name,” said Pearlman. “He can usually tell by the tone of my 
voice the kind of day I’m having.”

When he’s not playing music—which isn’t often, he 
admits—Abram enjoys movies and listening to the Bible 
on CD. He said his blindness has not hampered his making 
music: “Since I’ve been this way I have known no other way, 
so it comes easy for me.”

Abram was asked if he would like to study music after high 
school and make a career out of it. “I do plan on this but my 
mom (Sharon Elliott) says as long as I’m happy and I’m living 
and loving and putting God first, I can’t go wrong,” said Abram. Shailen Abram, center, with parents Sharon Elliot and Donald Williams.

CAPA student makes sweet music at blues showcase
ABRAM: from Page 20

CLOSINGS
Fort Pitt PreK–5
Langley High School
Murray K–8
Northview PreK–8
Oliver High School
Schaefer K–8
Stevens K–8 

STUDENT ASSIGNMENTS
Arsenal PreK–5, Woolslair K–5
Brashear High School 
Arlington PreK–8
King PreK–8, Morrow PreK–8
Perry High School  
New K–8 at Langley
New K–8 at Langley, Westwood   
  K–5, South Hills 6–8

RECONFIGURED 
SCHOOLS
Morrow PreK–5

Westwood K–8

McCleary E.C.

STUDENT ASSIGNMENTS

PreK–5 expands to PreK–8: 
PreK–4 in Morrow, 5–8 in Rooney
Changes from a K–8 to K–5,  
6–8 to South End
Arsenal PreK–5
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RODNEY NECCIAI
PITTSBURGH PHILLIPS K–5

When Pittsburgh Langley opens 
its doors in the fall as the District’s 
new K–8 West End school, it will be 
under the leadership of seasoned 
principal Rodney Necciai. 
Necciai is currently principal of 
Pittsburgh Phillips K–5, which 
was the District’s runner-up 
among all schools to demonstrate 
improvement in math PSSA 
scores from 2010 to 2011. It 
also charted the highest gains for 
African-American students in that 
same category—with proficiency 
climbing from 63.4 percent to 
86.5 percent in just one year. 
 “I could have stayed at Phillips 
forever,” said Necciai. “We have a 
culture that I love that celebrates 
diversity and promotes equity and 
high achievement. But the chance 
to open a new school from the 
ground up—bringing in new 
teachers and reaching out to the 
community—is a once-in-a-career 
opportunity. Sometimes change is 
good, and I’m hoping to take what 
we did here and replicate that on 
a bigger scale.”

The Pittsburgh Langley facility, 
which will welcome students 
from Pittsburgh Schaeffer K–8 
and designated feeder patterns 
from Pittsburgh Stevens K–8, will 
be equipped to cater to a much 
larger student population and, 
in addition to the enhanced 
classroom space, it will 
house two gyms, 
a library and an 
auditorium.
Necciai is 
positive 
about the 
benefits 
of a K–8 
setting, 
both in 
terms of 
charting 
a steady 
path 
toward 
proficiency 
and preparing 
students for 
high school and 
higher education. 
“In a K–8 school, you 
build consistent expectations 
and routines, and when we talk 
about equity, that consistency will 
be huge,” he said. “We want to 

send these students on to high 
school with the right tools to 
succeed and take advantage of 
the Pittsburgh Promise.”
Necciai, who began his career 
as a physical education teacher 
for the Hillsborough County 

School District in Tampa, 
Fla., joined Pittsburgh 

Public Schools in 
1996 as a health 

and physical 
education 
teacher at 
Pittsburgh 
Weil. The 
next year, 
he joined 
the staff 
of the 
former 
Prospect 
Middle 

School, 
where he was 

later appointed 
the acting 

assistant principal 
and additionally served 

as the school’s activities and 
transportation director. He was 
appointed principal of Knoxville 
Elementary in 2002 and principal 
of Pittsburgh Phillips in 2006. 

WAYNE WALTERS
PITTSBURGH OBAMA 6–12

“Transition with a global mission” 
is the theme that Dr. Wayne 
Walters, principal of Pittsburgh 
Obama 6–12, hopes to reinforce 
in the coming school year as he 
and his staff and students relocate 
to the former Pittsburgh Peabody 
High School facility.
Walters, celebrating his 20th year 
in the District, has been principal 
of Pittsburgh Obama—formerly 
Pittsburgh Frick/Pittsburgh 
IB—since its inception as an 
International Baccalaureate World 
School. Located in the East Side 
community, the school was a 
traditional middle school, hosting 
grades 6–8, until 2008 when it 
was selected to merge with the 
former Pittsburgh Schenley as 
part of Pittsburgh’s redistricting 
plan. It is certified as an 
International Baccalaureate (IB) 
Middle Years Programme (grades 
6-10) and a Diploma Programme 
(grades 11-12). This spring, it 
will graduate its first class since 

converting to a 6–12 school.
“There will be some change as 
we move, but the integrity and 
high level of excellence of the 
program will remain,” 
said Walters, 
who is looking 
forward to 
the facility’s 
new 
amenities 
and 
space, 
which 
includes 
a 
gym—
the 
largest 
in the 
district—
an 
auditorium, 
a full athletic 
field and additional 
classrooms. Students 
will have the opportunity to 
take their IB exams on-site, 
rather than having to go to the 
University of Pittsburgh for the 
testing. 
Walters has solicited input 

from invested parents, staff and 
community members and put 
together a 30-member Transition 
Committee to lead the work in 

preparing families for next 
year.

“The group is 
very committed 

to making 
sure our 
stakeholders 
are 
informed 
and have 
confidence 
in what to 
expect in 
the months 
ahead,” said 

Walters. 
Before being 

appointed 
principal of 

Pittsburgh Frick/
Obama, Walters served 

as a teacher at Pittsburgh 
King and assistant principal at 
Pittsburgh Northview. He has 
served in an administrative role 
for the past 12 years. 

PPS intensifies 
efforts to close 

achievement gap
By Meaghan Casey

The racial gap in academic achievement remains one of the nation’s 
most pressing problems in education, and it is an issue that Pittsburgh 
Public Schools is tackling head-on. 

“Equity has to be embedded in what we do, in our decisions, in our 
reform efforts, in our allocation of resources,” said Superintendent Dr. 
Linda Lane. “ Our data compiled by Mathematica tells us that the most 
effective teachers can produce gains in student achievement that, if 
accumulated over several years without decay, could erase that gap.”

Across the District, the racial gap narrowed by 2.5 percentage points in 
both math and reading in 2010-11 from the previous academic year, but 
officials acknowledge a disproportionate number of African-American 
students are still not achieving at grade level.

“When we talk about our commitment to provide Excellence for All 
and make our students Promise-Ready, all means all students,” said Viola 
Burgess, who was appointed by Lane as the District’s Principal on Special 
Assignment for Educational Equity. “A percentage of our students are just 
not making the grades, and we have to look at that.”

Prior to this year, Burgess served as principal of Pittsburgh Allegheny 
K–5, which recorded one of the largest gains in reading performance—15.7 
percent—among African-American students from 2010 to 2011. During 
her five years at the school, located in the heart of the North Side, Burgess 
developed community time to bring her students together and foster a sense 
of school-wide unity and respect.

“The students knew there were people in that school who believed in 
them and cared for them,” said Burgess. “It was like a family, and when 
you’re a strong, functional family, there’s the mindset that ‘I can.’”

In February, The Heinz Endowments put $1 million behind the District’s 
efforts to increase equity. The grant is being awarded over a 28-month period. 

“It is our shared goal with the Pittsburgh Public Schools that this 
grant be used to focus and strengthen their current efforts with respect 
to ensuring that each student has an equal opportunity to realize her 
or his academic potential,” said Robert Vagt, president of The Heinz 
Endowments. 

As part of the grant funding, the District was able to secure the 
consulting services of Dr. Pedro Noguera, a professor of education at 
New York University and an urban sociologist whose scholarship and 
research focuses on the ways in which schools are influenced by social and 
economic conditions in the urban environment. Noguera is assisting the 
District in developing and implementing an equity plan and is providing 
leadership and guidance to help support the Pittsburgh Oliver-Perry merger 
that will take place in the fall. 

“Pittsburgh has a great sense of what needs to be done,” said Noguera. 
“I commend them for confronting the issue of racial disparity and the next 
step is to find a way to build on and replicate the successes already taking 
place in some of the schools.” 

According to Burgess, Noguera’s work at Pittsburgh Perry will be of 
critical importance, both in terms of facilitating the transition and devel-
oping a blueprint of strategies to replicate in other schools. 

“The merger is an important and timely issue right now and we need to 
make sure the supports are there, in terms of curriculum and instruction 
alignment and community and student engagement,” said Burgess. “We’re 
working with staff members to strengthen teacher leadership, because now 
more than ever, it has to be a team approach going into next year.” 

“The staff has been open and extremely receptive,” said Noguera, who 
visited Pittsburgh Perry for a community meeting in late March. “The key 
focus early on will be making sure the students feel well integrated and 
making sure the staff is ready to meet their needs. Beyond the transition, 
there’s the larger issue of academic performance and accountability that 
we’ll have to address.”

p r i n c i p a l  p r o f i l e s
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Transportation 
changes will 
reduce deficit 
By Paul halloran 

As the District attempts to close a $21 
million operating deficit this year, it is hoping 
that changes in the transportation system will 
account for $1.2 million in savings. 

Staring in the fall, all Pittsburgh Public Schools 
will be placed on one of three transportation tiers 
that will correlate with the start and end time of 
the school day. Tier 1 schools will start at 7:11 
a.m. and end at 2:16 p.m.; Tier 2 schools will 
start at 8:10 a.m. and end at 2:51; and Tier 3 
schools will start at 9:10 and end at 3:51.

This will allow school buses to go on three 
runs in the morning and three in the afternoon. 

“We are trying to maximize efficiency by using 
one bus to go to three schools instead of two,” said 
Ted Vasser, PPS Director of Pupil Transportation. 

The bulk of the savings will be realized by 
eliminating Port Authority passes for 1,300 
students, who will instead be transported on school 

buses. About 2,500 students—including those 
at non-public schools—will remain on District-
funded Port Authority passes, according to Vasser. 

Vasser said the District is in discussions 
with private, charter and parochial schools to 
which the District provides daily transportation 
for approximately 6,000 students, either by 
Port Authority pass or school bus.

“We want to see if we can maximize our 
efficiency with those students the same way we 
are trying to do with (PPS) students,” he said.

Under the new tier system, high schools will 
start at 7:11 a.m., which will be 25–50 minutes 
earlier than this year. The changes will have 
very little impact on elementary and middle 

schools, the vast majority of which will see their 
start times adjusted by no more than 15 minutes. 
For a complete listing of start times visit www.
pps.k12.pa.us/CitySchoolsFiscalChallenges.

Vasser said Pittsburgh Perry has experi-
mented with an early opening this year—7:16 
a.m.—and it has “worked out without a hitch.”

The transportation savings are part of phase 3 
of the Building a Sustainable District plan geared 
to addressing the operating deficit projected 
for the next four years. Other facets of phase 3 
include additional central office workforce reduc-
tions, reductions or restructuring of centralized 
programs and savings through contracted 
services that are not staff-related.

SUMMER DREAMERS
Academy gets a 

makeover 
By Paul halloran

The Summer Dreamers Academy has undergone a bit of 
a makeover this year, but there are still plenty of exciting 
academic and enrichment opportunities available for Pittsburgh 
students in grades K–8.

Summer Dreamers was run with substantial funding from the 
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) in its first 
two years of existence. As a result, there was no limit on how 
many students could be served. In 2010, 1,200 students in grades 
6–8 participated, while the number grew to 5,439 students last 
year when the program was expanded to grades K–8.

The federal stimulus funding expired after last year, resulting 
in a reduction in budget from $6.3 million to $2.9 million, 
according to Christine Cray, Project Manager for Summer 
Dreamers Academy. The District will receive some funding from 

the Wallace Foundation and the Fund for Excellence, and will 
utilize some Title I funds in order to run the program this year.

“We’ve made some changes so we can serve as many kids as 
possible,” Cray said.

The primary change is in the number of sites—from 14 last 
year to three this year: Pittsburgh Carmalt, Pittsburgh King and 
Pittsburgh Milliones. Students will be assigned to sites based on 
where they live as opposed to what school they attend. “That will 
shorten bus rides and reduce our transportation costs,” Cray said.

Summer Dreamers will continue to be offered at no charge to 
students, who will be selected to participate based on academic 
needs and family income. 

First preference will be given to students who have scored 
basic or below basic on their 2011 PSSA (grades 4-8) or DIBELS 
(K-3) exams and who qualify for free or reduced-price meals. 
Second preference will be given to students who have scored 
basic or below basic on the PSSA or DIBELS or who qualify 
for free or reduced-price meals. If any spots remain, they will be 
given to students who do not fall into either category.

“We are prioritizing for children that are most at risk for 
learning loss in the summer,” Cray said. “Kids in lower socioeco-
nomic status are typically more likely to lose academic skills.”

Cray said the program should be able to accommodate 
approximately 2,300 students this year, an average of about 255 
per grade level. The program will run Monday–Friday from 
8 a.m. to 4 p.m. for five weeks, from July 16–Aug 17. Every 
student will have an individual schedule that will include two 
90-minute academic and two 90-minute activity blocks. 

The academic blocks will consist of literacy and math. 
The literacy section will be based on a National Geographic 
content-based literacy curriculum, while the McGraw-Hill 
Number Worlds curriculum will serve as the foundation for the 
math instruction.  Both programs are being tweaked by PPS 
curriculum writers familiar with Summer Dreamers to ensure 
that the lessons align with PPS core curriculum and they are fun 
and engaging, in keeping with the feel of Summer Dreamers.

There will be 25 different activity options, with similar 
activities offered at each site. “That’s one of the benefits of 
having only three sites,” Cray said.

While some of the activities will be conducted offsite—for 
example, the Frick Museum will host students daily—field trips 
and guest speakers have been curtailed in order to reduce expenses 
and have fewer disruptions to the curriculum, Cray said. 

Last year, the average daily attendance was 3,137—about 58 
percent. This year, an attendance policy has been instituted in 
which students will be removed from the program if they miss 
more than three days.

“We want to make sure kids are taking full advantage of 
the program,” Cray said. “If parents know they are going to 
have a conflict, we’re asking them to please not register their 
children.”

One feature that will remain is the Scholastic book fair at 
each site. Campers are given $20 in credit to purchase books to 
take home.

Summer Dreamers Academy will be staffed with approxi-
mately 250 PPS teachers and paraprofessionals. Enrollment 
forms were mailed to every family with children in grades K–8. 

The deadline to apply is May 18. More information is 
available on our website at www.pps.k12.pa.us or by calling the 
Parent Hotline at 412-622-7920.

Summer Dreamers students have 25 activity options. Students had fun learning at the 2011 summer academy.

Early Intervention Summer Program serves 
eligible preschool age children with disabilities Students 
are eligible based on needs identified in their Individualized 
Education Plan (IEP). The program will be available at 
Pittsburgh Chartiers, Pittsburgh Conroy and Pittsburgh 
Milliones on Monday & Tuesdays, 9 a.m. to 2:15 p.m., July 
2 to Aug. 7. 

High School Summer School at Pittsburgh Allderdice 
will give students in grades 9–12 the opportunity to make up 
a failing grade, prepare for the SATs or complete graduation 
requirements. Classes will be held Mon.-Fri., 7:30 a.m.–2:35 
p.m., Jul. 2–30. Students attending a PPS high school must be 
registered for the appropriate courses by their counselor 
no later than June 5. Make-up courses are $50 each. 

Extended School Year (ESY) services will be provided 
for qualifying special education students to prevent basic skill loss 
that may occur during breaks in the educational schedule. ESY 
programs will be held at Pittsburgh Greenway for students in 
grades K–8; Pittsburgh South Brook for grades 9–12;  Pittsburgh 
Conroy, Pioneer and McNaugher (to be held at Greenfield this 
summer).  ESY will operate Mon.–Fri., 8 a.m.–1 p.m., Jul. 10–Jul. 27.

ADDITIONAL SUMMER LEARNING

OTHER SUMMER PROGRAMS INCLUDE AP SUMMER ACADEMY, IB SUMMER ACADEMY, AND MERCK SUMMER PROGRAM. FOR MORE INFORMATION, VISIT PPS.K12.PA.US.
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Pittsburgh Allegheny K–5
Molly O’Malley Argueta, Principal
810 Arch St., 15212
412-323-4100

Pittsburgh Arsenal PreK–5
Ruthie Rea, Principal 
215 39th St., 15201
412-622-7307

Pittsburgh Banksville PreK–5 
David May, Principal
1001 Carnahan Road, 15216
412-571-7400

Pittsburgh Beechwood PreK–5
Sally Rifugiato, Principal 
810 Rockland Ave., 15216
412-571-7390

Pittsburgh Concord K–5
Susan Barie, Principal 
2350 Brownsville Road, 15210
412-885-7755

Pittsburgh Dilworth PreK–5 
Dr. Monica Lamar, Principal
6200 Stanton Ave., 15206
412-665-5000

Pittsburgh Faison PreK–5 
Lou Ann Zwieryznsk, Principal
7430 Tioga St., 15208
412-247-0305

Pittsburgh Fulton PreK–5
Kevin Bivins, Principal 
5799 Hampton St., 15206
412-665-4590

Pittsburgh Grandview K–5 
Dr. Ethel Flam, Principal
845 McLain St., 15210
412-488-6605

Pittsburgh Liberty K–5 
Barbara Soroczak, Principal
601 Filbert St., 15232
412-622-8450

Pittsburgh Lincoln K–5
Deonne Arrington, Principal
328 Lincoln Ave., 15206
412-665-3980

Pittsburgh Linden K–5
Victoria Burgess, Principal 
725 S. Linden Ave., 15208
412-665-3996

Pittsburgh Miller K–5
Margaret Starkes-Ross, Principal 
2055 Bedford Ave., 15219
412-338-3830

Pittsburgh Minadeo PreK–5 
Melissa Wagner, Principal 
6502 Lilac St., 15217
412-422-3520

Pittsburgh Morrow PreK–5
Alivia Clark, Principal
1611 Davis Ave., 15212
412-734-6600

Pittsburgh Phillips K–5 
Rodney Necciai, Principal 
1901 Sarah St., 15203
412-488-5190

Pittsburgh Roosevelt PreK–5 
Vincent Lewandowski, Principal
Primary Campus (PreK-1)
200 The Boulevard, 15210
412-885-7788
Intermediate Campus (2-5)
17 W. Cherryhill St., 15210
412-885-7780

Pittsburgh Spring Hill K–5 
Todd Van Horn, Principal 
1351 Damas St., 15212
412-323-3000

Pittsburgh West Liberty K–5
Kathy Moran, Principal 
785 Dunster St., 15226
412-571-7420

Pittsburgh Whittier K–5
Elaine Wallace, Principal 
150 Meridan St., 15211
412-488-8211

Pittsburgh Woolslair K–5
Lisa Gallagher, Principal 
501 40th St., 15224
412-623-8800

Pittsburgh Brookline K–8 
Valerie Lucas, Principal 
500 Woodbourne Ave., 15226
412-571-7380

Pittsburgh Carmalt PreK–8
Dr. Sandra Och, Principal 
1550 Breining St., 15226
412-885-7760

Pittsburgh Greenfield K–8 
Eric Rosenthall, Principal 
1 Alger St., 15207
412-422-3535

Pittsburgh Manchester PreK–8 
Theresa Cherry, Principal 
1612 Manhattan St., 15233
412-323-3100

Pittsburgh Mifflin PreK–8
Edward Littlehale, Principal 
1290 Mifflin Rd., 15207
412-464-4350

Pittsburgh Montessori PreK–8
Cynthia Wallace, Principal 
201 S. Graham St., 15206
412-665-2010

Pittsburgh Schaeffer K–8 
Primary Campus (K-3)
Martin Boonstra, Acting Principal
1235 Clairhaven St., 15205
412-928-6560
Intermediate Campus (4-8)
Leah Rae Bivins, Principal
3128 Allendale St., 15204
412-778-2170

Pittsburgh Stevens K–8
Jessica Colbert, Principal 
822 Crucible St., 15220
412-928-6550

Pittsburgh Sunnyside K–8 
Laura Dadey, Principal 
4801 Stanton Ave., 15201
412-665-2040

Pittsburgh Westwood K–8
Denyse Littles-Cullens, Principal
508 Shadyhill Rd., 15205
412-928-6570

Pittsburgh Arlington PreK–8
Kevin McGuire, Principal
Primary Campus (PreK-2)
2429 Charcot St., 15210
412-488-4700
Intermediate Campus (3-8)
2500 Jonquil Way, 15210
412-488-3641

Pittsburgh Colfax K–8
Adam Sikorski, Acting Principal 
2332 Beechwood Blvd., 15217
412-422-3525

Pittsburgh Fort Pitt PreK–5
Ola Flowers, Acting Principal 
5101 Hillcrest St., 15224
412-665-2020

Pittsburgh King PreK–8 
The Teaching Institute
John Vater, Principal; Angel Wash-
ington & Kim Safran, Co-principals
50 Montgomery Place, 15212
412-323-4160

Pittsburgh Murray PreK–8 
James Nath, Principal 
800 Rectenwald St., 15210
412-488-6815

Pittsburgh Northview PreK–8 
Dr. MiChele Holly, Principal 
310 Mt. Pleasant Road, 15214
412-323-3130

Pittsburgh Weil PreK–5 
Holly Ballard, Acting Principal 
2250 Centre Ave., 15219
412-338-3840 

Pittsburgh Allegheny 6–8 
Toni Kendrick, Principal
810 Arch St., 15212
412-323-4115

Pittsburgh Arsenal 6–8
Patty Camper, Principal 
220 40th St., 15201
412-622-5740

Pittsburgh Classical 6–8 
Valerie Merlo, Principal 
1463 Chartiers Ave., 15220
412-928-3110

Pittsburgh Schiller 6–8 
Paula Heinzman, Principal 
1018 Peralta St., 15212
412-323-4190

Pittsburgh South Brook 6–8 
Gina Reichert, Principal 
779 Dunster St., 15226
412-572-8170 

Pittsburgh South Hills 6–8 
Dr. Deborah Ann Cox, Principal
595 Crane Ave., 15216
412-572-8130

Pittsburgh Sterrett 6–8 
Sarah Sumpter, Principal 
7100 Reynolds St., 15208
412-247-7870 

Pittsburgh CAPA 6–12 
Melissa Pearlman, Principal
111 Ninth Street, 15222
412-338-6100

Pittsburgh Milliones 6–12
Derrick Hardy, Principal 
3117 Centre Ave., 15219
412-622-5900

Pittsburgh Obama 6–12 
Dr. Wayne Walters, Principal
129 Denniston Ave., 15206
412-622-5980

Pittsburgh Sci-Tech Academy
Dr. Robert Scherrer, Principal
107 Thackeray St., 15213
412-325-7620 

Pittsburgh Allderdice HS
Melissa Friez, Principal
2409 Shady Ave., 15217
412-422-4800

Pittsburgh Brashear HS
The Teaching Institute
John Vater, Principal; Angel Wash-
ington & Kim Safran, Co-principals
590 Crane Ave., 15216
412-571-7300

Pittsburgh Carrick HS
Dr. Jennifer Murphy, Principal 
125 Parkfield St., 15210
412-885-7700

Pittsburgh Langley HS
Sophia Facaros, Principal 
2940 Sheraden Blvd., 15204

412-778-2100

Pittsburgh Oliver HS 
Dennis Chakey, Principal
2323 Brighton Rd., 15212
412-323-3250

Pittsburgh Perry HS
Nina Sacco, Principal
3875 Perrysville Ave., 15214
412-323-3400

Pittsburgh Westinghouse HS
Shemeca Crenshaw, Principal
1101 N. Murtland Ave., 15208

412-665-3940

Pittsburgh Conroy 
Rudley Mrvos, Principal 
1398 Page St., 15233
412-323-3105

Pittsburgh Gifted Center 
Dr. Jerry Minsinger, Principal
1400 Crucible St., 15205
412-338-3820

Pittsburgh McNaugher 
Jane Doncaster, Principal 
2610 Maple St., 15214
412-323-3115

Pittsburgh Pioneer
Dr. Sylbia Kunst, Principal 
775 Dunster St., 15226
412-571-7405

Pittsburgh South Side Annex 
Rhonda Brown 
93 South 10th St., 15203
412-488-5185

Pittsburgh Student Achievement
Dalhart Dobbs Jr., Principal
925 Brushton Ave., 15208
412-247-7860

Clayton Academy
Howard Bullard, Principal
1901 Clayton Ave., 15214
412-586-3481

Pittsburgh Bon Air
252 Fordyce St., 15210
412-325-4291

Pittsburgh Chartiers 
3799 Chartiers Ave., 15204
412-325-4291

Pittsburgh Homewood 
7100 Hamilton Ave., 15208
412-325-4291

Pittsburgh McCleary 
5251 Holmes St., 15201
412-325-4291

Pittsburgh Spring Garden
1501 Spring Garden Ave., 15212
412-325-4291

K–5 SCHOOLS

K–8 SCHOOLS

ACCELERATED LEARNING 
ACADEMIES (ALA)

6–8 SCHOOLS

6–12 SCHOOLS

HIGH SCHOOLS

SPECIAL SCHOOLS

EARLY CHILDHOOD

IF YOU HAVE A CHILD WHO WILL 
BE FIVE-YEARS-OLD BY SEPT. 

30, IT’S TIME TO REGISTER FOR 
KINDERGARTEN! LEARN HOW AT  

WWW.PPS.K12.PA.US
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Pittsburgh Public Schools has won one 
of three grand prize awards from the 
American School Board Journal for 
Take a Father to School Day, 
an initiative started by school board 
member Mark Brentley Sr. in 2007. 
For that day, fathers as well as male 
role models are encouraged to spend 
a day at their child’s school. This is the 
14th consecutive year for the special 
day, which will be on May 18.

The Japanese Speech Competition 
took place on March 2, 2012 at the 
University of Pittsburgh. Pittsburgh 
Allderdice students competed 
against other school districts such 
as Upper St. Clair, Shaler and Butler, 
among other schools. There were 
also two schools from West Virginia. 
Winners included: Yinping Hu, grand 
prize–Advanced and Advanced Plus 
level. She was awarded an electronic 
dictionary from the New York 
Japanese Embassy; Khoi Dao, second 
place–Beginners Level; Joshua Grail, 
third place–Beginners Level. 

Pittsburgh Brashear student and 
wrestling star Godwin Nyama received 
the Allegheny General Hospital 
Sports Medicine Extra Effort Award. 

More than 250 Pittsburgh 
Brashear students, teachers and 
staff took part in the National Day 
of Silence on April 20. The school’s 
Gay-Straight Alliance organized its 
first successful Day of Silence by 
having students sign up at lunches 
to not speak for the entire day. The 
participants represented students 
nationwide who have been bullied, 
killed or have committed suicide 
because of their sexual orientation, 
gender identity/expression, or 
because they were perceived by 
their peers as being gay, lesbian, 
bisexual or transgender. 

Pittsburgh Carrick’s Parent 
Academy has conducted numerous 
workshops, outreach activities, 
community meetings and school 
tours. The Parent Academy’s mission 
is to bring parents and community 
members of Pittsburgh Carrick’s 
entire feeder area into the school 
for partnership towards the success 
of all students. Not only is it an 
extension of the high school mission 
to Read Actively, Think Critically, 
and Strive Constantly, parent and 
community engagement is proven 
to increase student performance. For 
more information on Parent Academy 

activities at Pittsburgh Carrick High 
School, call 412-885-7700 or email 
amiller3@pghboe.net. 

The Pittsburgh City Council officially 
declared March 7, 2012 Perry/Oliver 
Unity Day. Beginning in the 2012-13 
school year, Pittsburgh Oliver 
students will attend Pittsburgh 
Perry Traditional Academy. While 
there is always apprehension with 
change, staff, students, community 
members, and even City Council and 
the Pittsburgh Steelers are working to 
make the transition for all involved as 
smooth as possible. Members of the 
student body, as well as administration 
and faculty from both schools met in 
council chambers and were awarded 
an official copy of that declaration, 
which now sits proudly on the 
counter at Perry. In celebration of 
the day, members of the Steelers 
challenged the Perry and Oliver faculty 
and staff to a basketball game. Along 
with community building events for 
unity, parents, PPS administration, 
Board members, faculty, staff, 
community agencies and students 
have all come together for a number 
of meetings to discuss how to make 
this transition a positive experience 
and ensure a successful outcome. 

Each spring for the past decade, poets 
at Pittsburgh CAPA and Carnegie 
Mellon University have come together 
to share their poetry and ambitions 
as writers in a unique mentoring 
program sponsored by jointly by 
the two schools. Over the course of 
one semester, CMU students, each 
partnered with a CAPA student, 
develop poetry writing assignments 
and mentor the CAPA students 
as they work the poems out 
together. Visits between the two 
schools provide CAPA students the 
opportunity to explore writing at the 
college level and CMU students to 
explore careers in teaching writing. 
The project culminates in a joint 
publication, a journal called “Boundary 
Street,” and an evening poetry reading 
at CAPA’s Black Box Theatre. The 
event was held April 10.

Two Pittsburgh Science and 
Technology Academy students 
were accepted into the Distance 
Learning Center (DLC) STEMPREP 
Project, a vehicle for producing 
the next generation of minority 
researchers in science, technology, 
engineering, math (STEM) and 
medicine. Alex Butler, grade 8, and 
Neeloy Chakraborty, grade 7, were 
accepted into this unique program. 

Selection of participants into the 
STEMPREP Project occurs in the 
seventh and eighth grades, and is 
made on the basis of demonstrated 
academic achievement, high SSAT 
scores, motivation, maturity, 
perceived academic potential and 
a stated commitment to complete 
the rigorous internship each 
summer during the 10-summer 
regimen. Other students currently 
in the program include Kevin 
Williams and Senque Little-Poole, 
both ninth-graders at SciTech. 

Pittsburgh Arsenal was recognized 
by UPMC for the Health Rangers 
mentoring program in the January 
2012 edition of its “Extra” newsletter. 
Sixteen grade 7 and 8 grade students 
participate for two hours a week at 
Children’s Hospital in departments 
such as radiology and human 
resources, learning about hospital 
jobs, career goals and life choices.

Pittsburgh Sterrett’s boys 
basketball team earned the title of 
middle school champions for 2012.

On Feb. 4, Pittsburgh Sterrett 
took 17 students to the regional 
Pennsylvania Junior Academy of 
Science competition at Keystone 
Oaks and 12 of those students won 
a first-place ribbon. Four students 
placed second and one student 
placed third. All first place winners 
will go to Penn State’s main campus 
in May for the state finals. 

Pittsburgh Carmalt had three 
regional winners in the Pennsylvania 
Junior Academy of Science competition 
and three winners in the Citizens 
Bank writing competition. The school 
received a Council proclamation for 
Carmalt’s Community Day Everyday 
Project, which is run through a 
Verizon Grant. Carmalt had a Future 
Cities competition winner in best 
use of ceramics, creative model 
design and student choice award.

Pittsburgh Colfax won the 
18th annual African American 
History Bowl. Ben Foster (grade 
8), Angel Wheat (grade 8), Andi 
Halim (grade 7) and Scott Graves 
(grade 7) represented the school 
along with their coach, Mr. Goerk. 
Pittsburgh Colfax has partnered 
with Carnegie Mellon University 
and the East End Youth Project to 
provide an afterschool program 
for students in grades 3-8. The 

program runs every Tuesday 
and Wednesday and provides 
academic support for students.

Each Tuesday, sixth-grade students from 
Pittsburgh Colfax attend Carnegie 
Mellon University as part of the CMU 
Science Squad with science teacher 
Mr. Wolfe. The partnership with the 
university is aimed at apprenticing 
young scientists. Congratulations to 
Colfax parent Dr. Jessie Ramey, who 
was invited to the White House 
to attend a Community Leaders 
Briefing on March 23. 

On Feb. 16, Pittsburgh Banksville 
K–5 was alive with the sights, sounds, 
and smells of native cuisine from 
more than 17 different countries 
at the school’s International Food 
and Information Fair. In addition to 
incredible foods from countries such 
as Uzbekistan, Greece, Argentina, 
India, Pakistan, and Tanzania, the event 
included music from Africa and an 
Uzbek violinist. Guests were treated 
to a Greek fashion show, Mehendi 
tattoos from India, and family puzzles 
and games. More than 320 parents, 
family members, students, community 
members, and staff celebrated the 
many diverse cultures that make 
Banksville a thriving neighborhood 
and the school an integral 
centerpiece of that community. 

Pittsburgh Phillips has a highly 
motivated group of parents that 
work to keep the students and their 
families engaged and connected. Their 
efforts were recently recognized by 
the Parents Teachers Organization, 
which named them one of the best 
parent groups in the country.

Pittsburgh Faison kindergarten 
classes visited the The Frick 
Pittsburgh to participate in the 
Draw Me a Story exhibit.  While 
there, the children saw several 
illustrations from children’s books 
spanning 100 years, including Where 
the Wild Things Are by Maurice 
Sendak, The Phantom Tollbooth by 
Norton Juster and Max and Ruby 
books by Rosemary Wells. In the 
Car and Carriage Museum students 
also saw several Model T cars and 
an old-time Rolls Royce. Support 
for this partnership with the Frick 
Art & Historical Center is provided 
by The Grable Foundation.

On Feb. 21, Channel 2 and Dave 
Crawley came to Pittsburgh 
Minadeo to do a story on the first 
Pittsburgh school to have a team of 
students in grades K–5 enter the kids 
marathon, which took place on May 5. 

Fourth-grade Pittsburgh Minadeo 
communications teacher Melanie R. 
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Bozic and visual arts teacher Ruth 
Bedeian are using a cross-curricular 
approach to content learning with a 
particular focus on cultural relevancy 
by integrating visual arts and writing. 
This project, at the Hazelwood 
Library, is their Supported Growth 
Project (SGP), which is part of the 
District-wide RISE teacher evaluation 
process. The goal of this particular 
SGP is to design assignments 
that dig deeper into the cultural 
heritage of each child—in this case, 
African-American children. The 
work promotes self-discovery, self-
esteem and reflection for students 
who may not always be successful 
in a traditional classroom setting. 

For the last three years Pittsburgh 
Montessori has had the privilege 
of being part of CRAE (Culturally 
Responsive Arts Education). The 
Heinz Endowment funded this 
project to expose students to African 
and African-American teaching artists 
in the classroom at least once a week. 
We have artists teaching African 
drumming, Congolese dancing, 
spoken word/poetry, fiber arts, visual 
arts and genealogy. The first year, 
students explored the idea of self, 
year two focused on others and 
this year’s theme is community 
with an emphasis on social justice. 

Sixth- and seventh-grade students at 
Pittsburgh Stevens have partnered 

with Prime Stage this school year. 
Under the direction of teacher 
and literacy coach Kathy Calla, the 
students at Stevens enjoy having 
the education director from Prime 
Stage, Christina Farrell, bring drama 
into their classrooms. By the end of 
this school year, Ms. Farrell will have 
come into our classrooms 10 times. 
This partnership with Prime Stage has 
been instrumental in helping students 
develop confidence in their reading as 
the experience enables them to make 
that invaluable connection between 
the visual arts and the written form. 

In January, Pittsburgh Stevens 
partnered with the Greentree Rotary 
to hold a free book fair. In order to 
promote reading the entire school 
went to local libraries throughout 
the city and asked for the books 
they had left over after their used 
book sales. The school accumulated 
approximately 2,500 books, which 
were categorized into groups by grade 
level. In addition to helping to obtain 
the books, 20 volunteers from the 
Greentree Rotary and Canevin High 
School delivered, set up and helped 
the students choose the books they 
wanted take. Each student was able 
to choose five books. 

On March 2, Pittsburgh Spring Hill 
teamed up with partners Reading 
is Fundamental and Citiparks to 
celebrate Dr. Seuss’ birthday and Read 

Across America Day while combining 
the arts and literature. During the 
homeroom period each student 
was able to choose from a selection 
of new books generously provided 
by RIF.  Local storyteller Cynthia 
Battle captivated students with her 
renditions of Dr. Seuss favorites: The 
Cat in the Hat and Green Eggs and Ham. 
The event was organized by Gretchen 
Eckroat, general music teacher, and 
Shelly Kraus, librarian at Pittsburgh 
Spring Hill K–5.

On Feb. 7, Pittsburgh Spring Hill 
K–5 sponsored Are You Smarter than 
a 3rd/4th/5th Grader? A Math Game 
to Learn More about the PSSA. Parents 
and students went head-to-head in 
a lively competition.  At each grade 
level, teams of students and parents 
competed in a Jeopardy-type game to 
see who could get the most points. 
In grades 3 and 5, students beat the 
parents, but grade 4 parents carried 
the day. Everyone was a winner 
because they learned more about the 
PSSA, the state assessment that all 
students in grades 3–5 take. The event 
was organized by Dr. Susan Smith, 
K–5 math specialist at Spring Hill. 
Leaders for the game included: Helen 
Hill, Kelly Heilman and Amy Trilivas, 
while Georgia Kotula had activities 
for younger children. Other staff 
who assisted were Becky Zastawa, 
Gretchen Eckroat and Georgia Kotula. 

Pittsburgh Weil ALA has a unique 
community partnership with the Hill 
District Education Council. The council 
is comprised of members of the Hill 
District community, Pittsburgh Public 
Schools Board members, as well as 
members of the Pittsburgh Weil staff. 
There is a shared vision amongst the 
members around the importance 
of academic achievement as well as 
extracurricular opportunities for the 
children of the Hill District. The council 
meets monthly to share data around 
achievement and suspensions. There 
is also the opportunity to share good 
news and volunteer opportunities. 
Amongst other things, the council is 
responsible for supporting the Spanish 
program in which the students of 
Pittsburgh Weil participate. 

Fifth-grade students at Pittsburgh 
Whittier K–5 held their third 
annual holiday fundraiser for the 
Western Pennsylvania Humane 
Society in December. Students 
called this year’s fundraiser “Help 
Our Furry Friends Escape Their 
Pens.” Students made posters 
to hang throughout the building, 
decorated donation cans to place 
in each classroom, and spoke to 
students in each classroom to 
educate them about this worthy 
cause. This year they raised the 
most money since we started this 
annual campaign in 2009: $752.

In 2010, Pittsburgh Pioneer 
Principal Dr. Sylbia Kunst and 
the Pioneer staff announced the 
acceptance of a $100,000 grant 
through the Edith L. Trees Charitable 
Trust to realize the dream of 
a sensory garden for Pioneer 
students. The grant was used in 
partnership with the Western 
PA Conservancy to design and 
oversee the implementation of the 
sensory garden in Pioneer’s back 
yard designed by MTR Landscape 
Architects. The sensory garden 
allows students to experience the 
world in ways they would not be 
able to in their community or in the 
classrooms. It stimulates the senses 
of sight, smell, touch, taste and sound 
also awareness of the body in space, 
temperature, space and enclosure. If 
one sense is limited, students have 
alternate ways to explore and 
experience the garden. Teachers 
and staff utilize the garden as an 
extension of the classroom and 
therapy room with the development 
of a series of lessons that tie the 
indoors with the outdoors. It 
allows students in wheelchairs to 
practice mobility outdoors in a 
variety of surfaces. The garden is 
nearly complete after having the song 
benches and shade structure installed.

May 18 – Take a Father to 
School Day

May 25 – No School

May 28 – No School

June 8/9 – Commencement 
(see schedule page 18)

June 13 – Last day of 
school, all students

2012-13
Aug. 29 – First day of 

school, 9th grade 
students only*

Aug. 30 – First day of 
School*

Sept. 3 – No School

Sept. 26 – No School  

Oct. 8 – K–5, K–8, 6–8 
Parent Teacher 
Conferences  
– K–5, K–8, 6–8 
only, No school

Oct. 11 – Early Dismissal 

Oct. 12  – 6–12, High School 
and Special Schools 
Parent Teacher 
Conference Day  
– No school for 
High School, 6–12 
and Special Schools

Nov. 6 – No School

Nov. 12 – No School

Nov. 22/23 – Thanksgiving 
Holiday  

Dec. 24–Jan. 1 – Winter 
Break

Jan. 21 – No School

Jan. 28/29 – No School  

Mar. 22 – Early Dismissal

Mar. 25–29 – Spring Break

May 27 – No school  

Jun. 12 – Last day of school

SPECIAL SCHOOLS

PITTSBURGH PUBLIC SCHOOLS
ACADEMIC CALENDAR

* All schools, including Accelerated 
Learning Academies, are following 
the same school calendar.
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By riCh Fahey

After his performance on March 11, 14-year-old Shailen Abram 
was not, for once, singing the blues.

That’s because the keyboardist and grade 8 student at Pittsburgh 
CAPA 6–12 and Pittsburgh South Hills Middle School had just won 
the Youth Blues Showcase sponsored by the Blues Society of Western 
Pennsylvania. Abram is guaranteed a slot in the 2013 Youth Blues 
Showcase at the 2013 International Blues Challenge in Memphis, 
Tenn., and received a cash prize to help with the expenses.

Abram, who has been blind since birth, may be only a teen, but those 
who have heard him play know he is wise beyond his years musically.

Jonnye Weber, president of the Blues Society of Western 
Pennsylvania, was effusive in her praise for Abram. “He blew us away. 
He reminded us of a young Stevie Wonder,” Weber said. “He played 
the keyboards better than many veteran performers. He immediately 
engaged the audience and drew them into the performance.

“His energy was exciting and refreshing. His command of the 
backup band and orchestrating their participation in his performance 
was amazing. His voice was rich and clear. It was a total package.”

Weber said all of the students who participated in her group’s 
competition were talented, but Abram took it to another level. 

“He was able to command the stage and he had the audience eating 
out his hand,” said Weber, who added that Abram also showed his 
ability to play several different musical genres. “He has to put the 
time in but he has the voice, the talent and the charisma to have a 
future in this business some day if he wants it.”

Abram, who will attend both Pittsburgh CAPA and Pittsburgh 
Brashear High School next year, was also slated to perform at the Western 
Pennsylvania Blues Society’s Blues Challenge on April 14, the upcoming 
Benefit to Fight Blindness on June 10 and other Blues Society events.

“I prefer to play with other musicians but I also can hold my own,” said 
Abram. “I have my own band and I compose my own music all the time. 
It’s hard to say what my style is, since I have so many types of music and 
listen to all types. I think I can say I love gospel first, then everything else. 
It’s like I see music all the time in my daily routine.”

Abram has been playing since his fingers first touched the keys 

“HE PLAYED THE KEYBOARDS BETTER THAN MANY 
VETERAN PERFORMERS. HE IMMEDIATELY ENGAGED 
THE AUDIENCE AND DREW THEM INTO THE 
PERFORMANCE.”

–JONNYE WEBER, PRESIDENT
BLUES SOCIETY OF WESTERN PENNSYLVANIA

CAPA student 
makes sweet music 
at blues showcase

See ABRAM, Page 14 SHAILEN ABRAM
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