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Introduction 

Public education in Philadelphia is in crisis.  
 
Barely half of the city’s students read and do math on grade level. In an alarming number of high 
schools fewer than half of students graduate high school. Only 25 percent of students who attend 
neighborhood high schools enroll in postsecondary education. Unemployment is nearly 40 percent 
higher than the state average. There's no question that we need to do better. 
 
Part of the solution rests in the hands of state lawmakers. There is an urgent need for a fair, student-
based state funding formula. That's why a broad-based coalition of educators, business leaders, and 
policy advocates from all over the political spectrum have come together to support a new 
education-funding policy. 
 
But focusing attention on 
Harrisburg alone ignores a 
singular opportunity to improve 
public education in the city for 
thousands of families right now, 
through the aggressive 
expansion of schools that are 
achieving results for low-
income and minority 
students. 
 
For poor and minority students 
in Philadelphia, there really are 
two kinds of schools: those that 
work and those that don’t. 
Students who end up in the 
effective schools achieve 
significantly better outcomes. This variation in outcomes is not dependent on school type, student 
income levels, or other out-of-school factors. By expanding the “system” of effective schools, we 
can give more students access to a higher quality education. 
 
Philadelphia School Advocacy Partners advocates for the policy and regulatory conditions to help 
create and expand great schools in Philadelphia. This paper seeks to reaffirm that mission and to 
inform the public discussion about Philadelphia's educational challenges with a fresh look at newly 
released information. We rely on data from the 2013-14 Pennsylvania School Performance Profiles 
(SPP) to compare the differences between two systems of schools—effective and ineffective— and 
to bolster recommendations for a path forward. We note that the SPP is not a perfect tool for 
school evaluation; there is no perfect tool. But whether one uses the SPP, the School District’s 
School Progress Reports (SPR), scores from state reading and math assessments, or any other 
combination of assessment measures, the story is the same: there is a vast chasm between the 
performance of schools serving similar populations of students in Philadelphia. 

“For poor and 
minority students in 
Philadelphia, there 
are two kinds of 
schools: those that 
work and those that 
don’t.” 
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The Two Systems 

Low-income students are unequally served by 
two very different systems in Philadelphia.  
 
In an analysis of schools that enroll at least 80 percent economically disadvantaged students, there is 
one system of schools that is effective and one that is – by any measure – wholly ineffective.1 The 
first system, referred to hereinafter as the “high-impact system,” is composed of public schools in 
Philadelphia that scored above 70 on the 2013-2014 School Performance Profile (SPP) – the state’s 
cutoff for schools “on the right track” – while serving student bodies that are at least 80 percent 
economically disadvantaged. 
 
The second system, referred to hereinafter as the “underperforming system,” is composed of public 
schools in Philadelphia that scored under 40 on the 2013-14 SPP.2 This score represents 
approximately the bottom 1 percent of schools statewide. 
 
Despite demographically similar student populations, the data show that there is a wide disparity in 
student performance between these sets of schools. 
 
Unless noted otherwise, all data used in this analysis are publicly available on the School 
Performance Profile website (www.paschoolperformance.org).  

 
Student Demographics of the Two Systems 

 

 Underperforming 
System* 

High-Impact  
System**  

Enrollment 16,397 10,088 

Minority (%) 93.1% 96.6% 

Economically 
Disadvantaged (%) 

90.8% 88.3% 

Qualify for Free 
Lunch (%)*** 

76.9% 76.0% 

    *School Performance Score < 40 
    **School Performance Score > 70 and serving at least 80% economically disadvantaged students 

   ***As reported to the National School Lunch Program                   
(http://www.portal.state.pa.us/portal/server.pt/community/national_school_lunch/7487)   

                                                 
1 “Economically Disadvantaged” here means students who were reported by their District to the Pennsylvania 
Department of Education as economically disadvantaged. 
2 Two schools were excluded from this analysis because of their unusual situations and demographics: the District-run 
Workshop School, which has existed for only one year; and ARISE Academy Charter High School, which is open only 
to foster children. Combined enrollment at these two schools comprises about 1 percent of the group analyzed in this 
report. 

http://www.portal.state.pa.us/portal/server.pt/community/national_school_lunch/7487
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Academic Performance 

While serving similar student populations, the 
high-impact system dramatically outperforms 
the underperforming system.   

 
Compared to students in the underperforming system, 
students in the high-impact system are: 
 

 Three times more likely to read and do math 
on grade level 

 One and a half times more likely to graduate 
and seven times less likely to drop out of 
school 

 
Additionally, in the underperforming system only 17 out 
2,347 seniors—0.7 percent—are likely to be college-
ready, according to ACT and SAT scores; only 0.3 
percent passed an Advanced Placement (AP) exam. In the 
high-impact system, 19.4 percent of seniors are likely to be 
college-ready, and 5.9 percent passed an AP exam.  
 
Historical performance data indicate that these 
discrepancies have persisted for years. In fact, the 
underperforming system’s overall proficiency in math and 
reading was even lower in 2004-2005 than it is today, 
despite recent budget cuts.1 
 
It is important to note that this data does not provide a 
fully detailed picture. For instance, “economically 
disadvantaged” doesn’t account for different levels of 
poverty within this subgroup of schools, nor can test 
scores give a complete picture of school quality.  
 
But it is clear that parents are seeking alternatives to the 
underperforming system. Enrollment in the 
underperforming system of schools stands at 
approximately 59.2 percent of capacity, compared to 
98.7 percent in the high-impact system.2 
 

                                                 
1 According to 2004-2005 PSSA scores, the average math and reading proficiency in the underperforming schools for 
which data was available was 14.4 percent, compared to 20.9 percent today. 
2 Enrollment and capacity figures come from the most recent School District Facilities Master Plan and charter wait-list 
data. 

20.9%

61.4%

0%

50%

100%

Average Proficient/Advanced

Average Proficiency Level
(2013-14 PSSA and 

Keystone)

59.5%

90.8%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Graduation Rate

Graduation Rate

0.7% 0.3%

19.4%

5.9%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

College-Ready
on ACT/SAT

Passing AP
Exam

College Readiness

   Underperforming System 
   High-Impact System 



5 
 

Cost Implications 

The cost of continuing to operate a system of 
underperforming schools has huge implications 
for students, the city, and the School District. 

Students in the underperforming system face a challenging future as a result of the ineffective 
education they receive. Students without a high school diploma have a 50 percent higher 
unemployment rate than high school graduates.1 Furthermore, a high school dropout earns $260,000 
less over a lifetime.2 This means that, if students in the underperforming system graduated at the 
same rates as those in the high-impact system, together they would earn $1.05 billion more in their 
lifetimes. 

 
Additionally, research shows that 
the societal cost of a high school 
dropout relative to a high school 
graduate is $292,000.3 Therefore, if 
students in the underperforming 
system graduated at the same rates 
as those in the high-impact system, 
taxpayers would save nearly $1.2 
billion. 

 
But perhaps most compelling is the 
level of resources that the District 
spends today on schools that are 
falling woefully short. According to 
most recent building-level budget 
data, the District this year will 
spend approximately $129 million 
operating the 19 traditional district 
schools in the underperforming 
system.4  We further estimate that 

the District will spend at least $20 million more on the three charter schools in that group. In all, the 
District is spending an estimated $150 million this year on schools that are persistently 
underachieving. It is worth emphasizing that this is just building-level spending, which excludes 
debt service and other substantial District-wide costs. 

                                                 
1 “Fast Facts: Unemployment Rate Increases for High School Dropouts Aged Twenty-Five and Older,” accessed 
December 4th, 2014. http://all4ed.org/articles/fast-facts-unemployment-rate-increases-for-high-school-dropouts-aged-
twenty-five-and-older/ 
2 “High School Dropouts: A Quick Facts Sheet,” accessed December 4th, 2014. 
http://www.betterhighschools.org/docs/nhsc_dropoutfactsheet.pdf  
3 “The Consequences of Dropping Out of High School,” accessed December 4th, 2014.  
http://www.northeastern.edu/clms/wp-content/uploads/The_Consequences_of_Dropping_Out_of_High_School.pdf  
4 “School Budgets,” accessed December 4th, 2014. https://apps.philasd.org/SchoolBudgets/ 

“This year the 
District will spend 
approximately $129 
million operating the 
19 traditional District 
schools in the 
underperforming 

system.” 
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The Role of School Sectors 

What matters is not the type of school but its 
effectiveness. 
 
One of the most heated education debates in Philadelphia concerns the two public school sectors – 
traditional district schools and public charter schools. The sectors are frequently pitted against one 
another, with advocates on both sides claiming that one sector or the other is more effective.  
 
The data show that this debate presents a false choice for Philadelphia students and families. To the 
contrary, the evidence makes it clear that the underperforming system and the high-impact system 
are comprised of both charter schools and traditional district schools. What matters, then, is not the 
type of school but its effectiveness. 
 
In formulating a strategy for moving forward, it is worth noting, though, that charter schools are 
over-represented in the group of high-impact schools effectively serving low-income and minority 
students, making their growth an important part of 
any effort to better serve low-income students.  
 
The best schools serving disadvantaged students 
are disproportionately charters. As shown in graph 
at right, out of the 17 schools in the high-impact 
system, 12 – or 70 percent – are public charter 
schools.  
 

Furthermore, charter schools are 
skewed toward good performance and 
away from poor performance. As shown 
in the graph to the left, 30 percent of all 
charters serving this population scored 
above 70, while only 3 percent of district 
schools did; 55 percent of district schools 
scored below 55, while only 30 percent of 
charters did. 
 
That said, it is also important to note that 
there are three charter schools included in 
the underperforming system. As with the 
rest of that group, aggressive intervention 
in those schools is necessary. 
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Recommendations 

Philadelphia must expand effective schools as 
quickly and aggressively as possible. 
 
There is no question that all schools in Philadelphia—both those at the high end of performance 
and the low—need to improve, and that we must continue to address the many systemic challenges 
that confront students and the city alike. Yet the presence of a number of relatively effective schools 
in the city presents a direct path to improve academic outcomes for thousands of schoolchildren. As 
a matter of common sense, we should multiply effective schools through expansion and replication 
as quickly and aggressively as possible. We must ensure that more students have access to high-
impact schools that are producing the results that all children deserve.  And we should make no 
distinction about whether the high-impact schools in question are charters or traditional public 
schools. 
 
We recommend that the SRC and School District: 
 

1. Aggressively expand those schools that are most effectively educating low-income students. 

The SRC should take steps to expand effective district schools along the same timeline. Furthermore 

through the charter application process, the SRC has the opportunity to approve a number of new 

schools that would be operated by organizations already running some of the most effective schools 

in the city. The SRC should approve every charter applicant with the potential to serve high-

poverty students effectively while staggering the openings of these schools in order to allow 

time to manage the resulting financial impact (i.e., shed fixed costs). Furthermore,  

 
2. Set clear and transparent goals for the number of students served by high-impact schools in 

each of the next five years. The SRC should end the practice of distributing resources with no 

orienting goal around the number of students in the most effective schools. Whether using the state’s 

SPP or the District’s SPR as the guiding data set, the District and the SRC should set public 

benchmarks for how many additional students each year will have access to effective schools. 

 
3. Intervene in schools with an SPP under 40. In expanding effective schools, the SRC and the 

District should prioritize options for families living in the catchment areas of schools with an SPP 

under 40 (or comparable threshold utilizing the SPR). The SRC also should seek to intervene in all 

schools with scores under 40 – both charter and District – by closing or putting them under new 

management. It should carefully weigh mitigating circumstances such as a recent turnaround effort 

that is still in an early stage or demonstrable measures of academic progress aside from SPP. 

 
4. Remove barriers to access to high-impact schools for low-income and minority families.  

Philadelphia’s complicated and confusing school transfer and application process has the effect of 

denying some of the city’s neediest families access to effective schools. The District should work 

with charter operators to simplify this process and push back the deadline to apply to District 

schools so that more families can fairly and easily take advantage of the effective schools that are – or 

should be – available to them. 
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Conclusion 

It’s time to end the caustic and unproductive 
debate between school sectors in Philadelphia.  
 
The evidence makes clear that the real question for students, families, and taxpayers should be why 
we continue to tolerate a system in which some schools successfully educate our children, and others 
fall dramatically short of this vitally important task. Policymakers, starting with the SRC, owe it to 
families to stop underwriting ineffective schools at the expense of effective ones. 
 
Every year of lost learning makes it harder for students to catch up and widens the inequality gap. It 
is time to invest with urgency in schools that work.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

About Philadelphia School Advocacy Partners 

Philadelphia School Advocacy Partners (PSAP) was created by the Philadelphia School Partnership 
(PSP) to advocate for policy and regulatory conditions, at both the state and local level, so that great 
urban schools of all types can thrive and grow.  

The organizations share a vision that every child in every neighborhood has access to a great school 
and graduates from high school prepared for college or a career. We believe that great schools come 
in all types and exist in all sectors, and that every great school starts with a talented leader and the 
belief that all children can learn and achieve at high levels. 

To contact us, please email info@philaschooladvocacy.org 

For more information on PSP, please visit http://www.philaschoolpartnership.org 

 
 

mailto:info@philaschooladvocacy.org
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Appendix 
 
“High-Impact” System 

School Type 2014 SPP 

Young Scholars CS Charter 89.2 

Folk Arts-Cultural Treasures CS Charter 88.4 

Conwell Russell MS District 82.9 

Mastery CS-Pickett Campus Charter 79.5 

Mastery CS -Shoemaker Campus Charter 79.5 

Kirkbride Eliza B Sch District 78.0 

Wissahickon CS Charter 76.7 

KIPP West Philadelphia Preparatory Charter Charter 74.7 

Mastery Charter School Mann Campus Charter 74.6 

Russell Byers CS Charter 74.1 

Mastery CS - Cleveland Elementary Charter 73.9 

Dobson James Sch District 73.5 

Catherine Joseph Sch District 72.6 

Pan American Academy CS Charter 72.4 

Parkway – Center City District 71.5 

Freire CS Charter 71.2 

Mastery CS-Harrity Campus Charter 70.2 
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“Underperforming” System 
 
 

 

School Type 2014 SPP 

The SD of Philadelphia Virtual Academy District 13.0 

Kensington Urban Education Academy District 29.3 

Franklin Benjamin HS District 31.1 

Roosevelt Theodore MS District 31.8 

Tilden William T MS District 32.6 

Strawberry Mansion HS District 33.1 

Penn Treaty Sch District 34.6 

Fels Samuel HS District 35.0 

Rhodes E Washington Sch District 35.1 

Bartram John - Main District 36.1 

Sayre William L MS District 37.1 

Kensington Creative & Performing Arts HS District 37.3 

Leeds Morris E MS District 37.9 

Frankford HS District 38.0 

Universal Audenried Charter School Charter 38.1 

Kensington Culinary Arts District 38.9 

Lincoln HS District 38.9 

Kensington Intern Business Finance & En District 39.2 

Overbrook HS District 39.3 

World Communications CS Charter 39.3 

King Martin Luther HS District 39.4 

Walter D Palmer Leadership Learning Part Charter 39.8 


