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August 12, 2020

SOUND THE ALARM
BLACK CHILDREN IN PITTSBURGH PUBLIC SCHOOLS 
ARE DROWNING!
I don’t know what else to do. This is not the first time I have “sounded the alarm.” If our children are important to us; and if their education is important to their life chances, then this alarm must mean something more than “just another alarm from Sala Udin.”

Black communities across America, and certainly including Pittsburgh, are being traumatized by multiple, simultaneous impacts. Clearly, preexisting health impairments makes a disproportionate amount to African Americans lethally victimized by the Coronavirus pandemic. In addition to health impacts African Americans are disproportionately impacted by the worst economic catastrophe in 100 years. Consequently, the public school systems are threatened with multiple threats to students, teachers and staff, as we decide how to return to class this fall. 

When schools closed last spring, the majority of black students in PPS were already several grade levels behind, especially in reading and math, and especially among black males. The reopening plans submitted by the school administration thus far, include no mention of this fact and therefore, include no strategy for “catching up” students who are academically less than proficient (failing) and in need of special attention.

The Pittsburgh School Board is close to locking in another contract for Dr. Anthony Hamlet. None of his supporters will argue that a contract renewal is warranted because he has done a spectacular job in academic outcomes for PPS students. He has not, and everybody knows it. His supporters make excuses for the poor academic performance because they want to “give him another chance.” Or, “We don’t want to engage in another lynching of a black male leader, like they did Dr. John Thompson.” His sycophants will not even argue that Dr. Hamlet has shown sufficient promise that he is likely to turn this disaster around in the next 4 or 5 years. They are sticking with him, not for the benefit of the children, but because he is on their team and nobody is willing to let the team take a defeat.
The question arises as to whether leaders in Pittsburgh, black leaders and white leaders, believe we deserve a high quality public school system. Or perhaps we question whether we truly believe our children are capable of achieving at a high level. In what other industry could the CEO be allowed to have his contract renewed, if 60%, or 70% of the automobiles would not start when you turn on the ignition? Or if 60% or 70% of the surgery patients died on the E.R. table? The majority of black students in PPS, are failing in reading and math at levels of 70-90%! In Westinghouse High School, 0% of students were proficient in math in 2017; 2.8% in 2018 and 2% in 2019.
This is a question that can no longer be left to just the School Board. The board demonstrated their complicity in 2016 when they hired a “search” firm which had NEVER conducted a superintendent search. Predictably, the “search” came back with a superintendent candidate who had NEVER been a superintendent anywhere, much less a major, urban, troubled school district. The decision of whether we will ever have a high quality school district must be in the hands of the city’s leadership – elected’s, foundations, faith based, nonprofits, corporate and most important of all – PARENTS.

This is the time for the city leaders to intervene – NOW! The last public hearing before the board pulls the trigger on renewing Hamlet’s contact is August 24 at 6pm. If your voices are not heard, with an overwhelming rejection, then our children may never recover from this Mis-education. And the city’s leadership will not be able to say, “We didn’t know.”

The current board works in close collaboration with a group called “One Pennsylvania” members, most of whom have no children of their own in PPS; they demand disarming the school police; abolishing all school police and security; eliminating out of school suspension of students below the 5th grade; and other “progressive” demands, some of which I also support, and some I don’t. They have funded and determined the outcome of certain school board elections and threaten others (Who got next? – Ask Devon). They are even in City and County Council with “Defund the Police” and “Abolish the Police” demands. 
Sometimes it feels like we have been infiltrated by an army of latte liberals who are bold in social media and the press, but striking deals behind the scenes that undermine the well-being of Black children and Black families. While they take the most radical and supposedly progressive positions on every other topic, they are eerily silent on the most important issue of all – the education of our children. 
This Administration and too many school board members have our kids in a figurative choke-hold. Instead of breathing hope and promise into our kids, we are playing political games with them and their lives by even considering renewing the contract of an ailing Superintendent. But “Black Lives Matter,” huh?

People ask me what to do. The most generous answer I can come up with is for the whole city to demand that the School Board consider extending the Superintendent’s contract for one year due to COVID-19, while the board prepares to conduct a real Superintendent search.   But renewing it for four or five years? No way. If we can’t demand that one simple thing, then we are all guilty for the loss of opportunity to literally save our children.
Parents, Pittsburgh leaders, residents, philanthropy, elected officials – wake up!

This is the time to SOUND THE ALARM. Please don’t ask me, “What should we do?” You are leaders. You know what to do and how to do it. You must just decide – are our children worth it?
Cordially,

Sala Udin
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