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The Pittsburgh public school district has transformed itself 

over the past decade from a cautionary tale to a school 

reform leader. In 2005, the district faced state takeover 

for failing to meet federal student achievement standards. 

Just four years later, it made federally mandated Adequate 

Yearly Progress (AYP) for the first time. A year later, in 

2010, Pittsburgh reached a landmark contract agreement 

with the local teachers union that embraced accountability 

and performance. Today, it is nationally recognized for its 

initiatives to improve instruction and has won millions of 

dollars in federal and philanthropic grants to fund these 

efforts. This transformation occurred because a group 

of energized school board members made a series of 

decisions that empowered strong leaders, built trust 

among former adversaries, and rallied the district around 

common goals. 

The Pittsburgh School District (PSD) covers an area of 55 

square miles that span both the city of Pittsburgh and 

the borough of Mt. Oliver. During the 2009–2010 school 

year, 28,000 students attended 73 PSD schools. Fifty-six 

percent of Pittsburgh students are African-American, 36% 

are white, and more than 70% qualify for free or reduced-

priced lunch. District-wide proficiency rates in math and 

reading increased from 2007 through 2010 but still lag 

behind state averages. In 2011, the district achieved AYP 

for the second time in three years.

Observers credit Pittsburgh’s improvements to 

the leadership of Mark Roosevelt, who served as 

superintendent from 2005 to 2010. But the district’s growth 

would not have been possible without collaboration 

from the Pittsburgh Federation of Teachers (PFT), led by 

President John Tarka, and the oversight of the Pittsburgh 

School Board, whose decisions—including the choice to 

hire Roosevelt and give him wide rein—played a key role in 

initiating and sustaining change in the district. The restraint 

and support of the school board will be crucial to sustaining 

and building on change in Pittsburgh going forward.  

A City in Transition

Pittsburgh faces challenges common to many urban 

districts. Demographic shifts, a persistent achievement gap, 

and a contentious labor-management climate have taken 

their toll. Since 2001, the district repeatedly failed to meet 

performance benchmarks in math and reading, leading to 

the threat of state takeover. Pittsburgh also lost thousands 

of students annually as parents moved their families to 

suburbs or enrolled their children in charter schools, leading 

to underenrolled schools, excess staff, and budget shortfalls. 

In 2005 alone, Pittsburgh lost 1,700 students, or 5.5% of its 

entire enrollment. 

Weak school board leadership during this period 

exacerbated these challenges. Board members disagreed 

about how to address key issues, leading to a fractured 

and disgruntled body. “It was unbelievable,” Bill Isler, a 

former school board president, says of the period before 

2005. “It was a dysfunctional board and in many ways a 

dysfunctional district.” 

Pittsburgh’s nine-member school board represents different 

geographic regions of the city and is chosen by residents in 

At a Glance 
School Board Members—9

Represents—9 districts

Number of Students—25,326

Number of Schools—59
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staggered elections every two years, with even-numbered 

districts alternating with odd numbered. Terms are for four 

years, which is meant to foster a balance of experience and 

new perspectives. But, in fact, turnover is low—more than 

half of the board has served since 2001. 

Role clarity has been a major challenge for the board. 

Pennsylvania code gives school boards responsibility for 

a wide range of functions, from drafting strategic plans 

and creating district policy, to hiring superintendents 

and adopting annual budgets, to overseeing smaller 

operational matters, such as field trips and all contracts. 

In the past, board members often succumbed to the 

temptation to micromanage and focus on issues that 

have little to do with student achievement. Indeed, some 

observers say that the school board’s greatest contribution 

to Pittsburgh’s progress since 2005 has been its ability to 

stay out of the way. 

New Directions

In 2002, the board’s dysfunction prompted three of the city’s 

leading philanthropies—the Grable Foundation, the Heinz 

Endowments, and the Pittsburgh Foundation—to halt new 

investments in the school system, a multimillion financial 

blow to the district. The decision was driven by ongoing 

feuds among board members and between the board and 

then-Superintendent John Thompson. Pittsburgh’s then-

mayor Tom Murphy even formed a special commission to 

respond to the crisis in district governance and leadership. 

It was clear that the district needed a transformational 

cultural change. The search for a new superintendent, 

following Thompson’s resignation in 2004, provided a 

crucial opportunity. In a decisive step, the board chose Mark 

Roosevelt, a former Massachusetts state legislator and 

recent graduate of the Broad Superintendent’s Academy. 

This was a risky move for a city that had long relied on 

traditional leadership systems and ideas. Roosevelt brought 

big, challenging ideas and an easy confidence to the table, 

which impressed the board. 

As Roosevelt prepared to take office in the summer of 2005, 

another significant personnel change occurred. After the 

death of Al Fondy, who had served as president of the PFT 

for more than 35 years, John Tarka, a former high school 

English teacher, assumed the role. 

A New Tone

Within two weeks of becoming superintendent in August 

2005, Roosevelt hired the Rand Corporation to determine 

which of the district’s 88 schools to close or consolidate. 

School closings are notoriously difficult to accomplish, 

and community groups and school board members often 

block closures of particular campuses. But with some 

Pittsburgh schools operating at only half capacity and a 

$50 million annual budget deficit, Roosevelt knew that 

closures were necessary. 

In November, Roosevelt asked the board to convert nine 

schools into K–8 schools, turn eight more into accelerated 

learning academies, and close 20 schools, cutting about 

8,400 of the district’s 13,700 empty seats and saving  

$10.3 million annually. Surprisingly, the proposal received 

little objection—largely because it was backed by a 

conclusive, impartial study. This early success set a new 

tone for accomplishment and action in Pittsburgh. 

The following year, Roosevelt announced the Pittsburgh 

Promise initiative, which pledges that every student 

who graduates from PSD with a 2.5 average GPA and 

a satisfactory attendance record will earn a college 

scholarship. (Today, students can receive up to $40,000 over 

four years.) The initiative spurred renewed support from 

local businesses and philanthropies, including a  

$100 million commitment from the University of Pittsburgh 

Medical Center. Perhaps more important, it energized 
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parents, teachers, and students around a common goal for 

achievement. The teachers union demonstrated its support 

through a $10,000 donation. 

Teacher Effectiveness

In 2008, the district and the union began collaborating 

on a new teacher evaluation system, Research-Based 

Inclusive System of Evaluation (RISE). During the 2009–

2010 school year, 28 schools—nearly half the district—

volunteered to pilot the program. Under RISE, teachers 

and administrators meet before and after observations 

to discuss performance and a plan for improvement. 

Teachers are then assigned to one of four levels: 

distinguished, proficient, basic, or unsatisfactory. Both 

teachers and principals consider the resulting evaluations 

more fair than those given under the previous system, 

in which teachers received only a “satisfactory” or 

“unsatisfactory” rating, and nearly all teachers were 

found to be satisfactory. 

In 2009, Pittsburgh received a $40 million grant from the 

Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation to support its work on 

RISE. This grant was part of a larger foundation initiative 

designed to support major urban districts in establishing 

and evaluating new evaluation systems that measure 

teacher effectiveness. In addition, the district and the PFT 

agreed to develop a performance-pay program for teachers 

and set a goal to increase the percentage of students 

graduating college ready (measured by performance on 

state math exams) from 29% in 2009 to 50% by 2014. 

In 2010, Pittsburgh won a $37.4 million federal Teacher 

Incentive Fund (TIF) grant to further support evaluation and 

compensation reforms.

Linda Lane, who worked on the Bill & Melinda Gates 

Foundation proposal as a deputy superintendent, 

describes the collaboration on RISE and the Bill & Melinda 

Gates Foundation and TIF proposals as a turning point in 

strengthening Pittsburgh’s union-district relationship. The 

school board received regular updates on the process but 

remained largely hands off. 

Trust Building 

In 2010, five years of trust building between the 

school board, the union, and the district paid off in the 

passage of a landmark teachers contract. The contract 

created six new “career ladder” positions that provide 

additional compensation for teachers who take on more 

responsibilities. The contract also created school-wide and 

district-wide performance bonuses and a new performance 

pay plan that provides annual bonuses up to $8,000 for 

effective teachers. Current teachers can opt in to the new 

performance-based pay schedule or remain on the previous 

schedule, which turned out to be essential in garnering the 

membership votes needed for approval. The contract also 

increased the number of years needed to earn tenure from 

three to four. 

Core leaders from the district and the union oversaw the 

work, but as with RISE, teachers were heavily involved. 

Seemingly small decisions—such as not including board 

members or attorneys in negotiations—were calculated 

to minimize expense and improve efficiency. Teachers 

approved the five-year contract, the longest in Pittsburgh’s 

history, by more than a 2-1 margin. The school board 

approved it in an 8-0 vote in June 2010 (one member 

abstained due to cost concerns).

The Road Ahead

Despite Pittsburgh’s progress, the district continues to 

face challenges. Key reforms are still in the implementation 

phase, including the new performance-pay system and an 

alternative teacher certification program. The emerging 

partnership between the PSD and the PFT also requires 

continuous care to maintain trust and urgency. 
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In the wake of the recession, the district continues to 

face budget shortfalls. A proposed $530 million budget 

for 2012 includes $11 million in spending cuts required by 

declining tax revenues. School closings also continue to 

be necessary—the PSD operated 73 schools during the 

2009–2010 academic year but reduced that number to 64; 

in 2011 another 7 schools are expected to close in 2012. 

And student achievement remains far from where it should 

be. Only 60% of Pittsburgh’s students graduated from high 

school in 2010, significantly below the national average. 

The revitalized Pittsburgh Board of Public Education will 

be essential to addressing these challenges. Community 

members have rallied to prevent the board from reverting to its 

former reputation. In 2009, the nonprofit A+ Schools launched 

an initiative called Board Watch, which trains volunteers 

to evaluate the school board on five good governance 

practices—focus and mission, transparency, conduct, role 

clarity, and competency—during its public meetings. 

The program was started in part because the public still 

has a largely negative view of the school board and little 

understanding of what the board actually does. “This 

program is as much about holding the board accountable 

as it is about engaging the public,” Carey Harris, founder of 

Board Watch, told Education Week. Board Watch issues a 

report card several times a year that grades the board on its 

performance and makes recommendations for improvement. 

In 2010, Roosevelt resigned to become the president of 

Ohio’s Antioch College, and the board named Dr. Linda 

Lane as superintendent. Lane, a district veteran, has 

played a central role in the reforms since 2005 and is well 

poised to continue pushing Pittsburgh toward growth 

without alienating key stakeholders. There is much that 

is encouraging in Pittsburgh’s reform efforts, and if the 

district’s labor, management, and school board can continue 

to focus on collaboration, efficiency, and its mission, they 

will continue to create benefits for Pittsburgh’s students.
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