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Thank you for this opportunity to address City Council today regarding important 

opportunities to improve our schools and provide more equitable educational opportunities for all 

children.  My name is Maura McInerney and I am the Legal Director at the Education Law 

Center (“ELC”), a statewide non-profit legal organization dedicated to ensuring that all of 

Pennsylvania’s children have access to a quality public education. ELC advocates for the most 

educationally at-risk children, including those living in poverty, children of color, English 

learners, children with disabilities and youth identifying as LGBTQ.  Over its nearly 45-year 

history, ELC has handled hundreds of individual and impact cases and engaged in policy reform 

at all levels.  My testimony today stems from ELC’s experiences handling hundreds of calls from 

parents, representing students in individual and systemic cases, and our collaborative work with 

stakeholders and community members.   

 
We urge the Committee to support critical investments in our schools to ensure the safety 

of our students, promote student learning, and improve school climate.  Specifically, the 

District’s budget must prioritize investing in school counselors, ensuring greater parent 

engagement, and supporting evidence-based services to reduce bullying and harassment. In 

addition, targeted funding is needed to support pregnant and parenting students, and ensure the 

health and safety of all students in all schools.   

 
School counselors play a critical role in supporting our students and communities.  

Currently, the District employs 322 counselors to serve 126,994 students and caseload 

distribution is uneven – leaving some counselors serving as many as 949 students.1  In some 

cases, students with the greatest needs — including those in high-poverty areas with significant 

levels of trauma and other mental health needs — receive the least help.  This ratio must change 

to comply with the 250:1 ratio recommended by the American School Counselor Association.2  

                                                           
1 City Council Resolution at http://phlcouncil.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/counselorsresolutiongym2019.pdf  
2 See Recommendation of American School Counselor Association at https://www.schoolcounselor.org/press  

http://phlcouncil.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/counselorsresolutiongym2019.pdf
https://www.schoolcounselor.org/press
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The District also needs to make a significant investment in other ways to improve school 

climate, including addressing bullying and harassment which have become more prevalent in 

schools across the District. This is illustrated by a federal administrative complaint ELC filed in 

2017 which alleged a systemic failure by the District to promptly and appropriately address 

pervasive and severe bullying of students with disabilities.3  The United States Department of 

Education’s Office for Civil Rights (“OCR”) opened an investigation and recently entered into a 

Resolution Agreement with the District which acknowledges violations of disability civil rights 

laws and directs the District to reform certain policies and practices.  Funding is needed for 

evidence-based bullying prevention strategies and services, the training for teachers and staff on 

how to recognize the signs of bullying, how to conduct an effective bullying investigation, 

providing students supports and services, and districtwide data collection and analysis.  Other 

needed investments to improve school climate include supporting trauma-informed learning, 

racial bias training, and school-wide positive behavior supports.       

 
Finally, the District should invest in providing targeted support services to address the 

unique and significant needs of pregnant and parenting students who account for 30% of drop 

outs overall, while a 2010 study reported that an estimated 70 percent of teen mothers in 

Philadelphia dropped out of high school.4  Students who are pregnant or parenting are more 

likely to repeat a grade, more likely to exhibit lower performance on standardized tests, and more 

likely to disengage from school.5 Through a two-year study of this issue, ELC learned that these 

students are often out of school from 4-6 weeks following the birth of a child.  Typically, during 

that time, students have no ongoing connection to teachers and receive no academic instruction. 

They are not eligible to apply for homebound instruction for 30 days.  Funding is needed to 

ensure that these students receive the academic support they need while out of school, transition 

support upon reentry to school to make informed decisions about school placement, and that they 

receive accommodations to breastfeed upon returning to school as well as access to childcare. 

Providing these critical interventions will change the lives two generations of students as 

children born to teen moms lag behind their peers, score lower on standardized tests, are more 

likely to drop out, and consequently nine times more likely to be poor and on welfare.6   

 

ELC urges City Council to ask how the current District budget will support these students 

and address these school climate issues. We also strongly support the Healthy Schools Agenda to 

provide more school counselors, and mental health and wellness resources in schools, build 

stronger bridges between home and school communities and modernize our school facilities to 

ensure the health and well being of all children.  Thank you for the opportunity to address these 

important issues.   
                                                           
3 ELC’s OCR Complaint filed in July 2017 is available at https://www.elc-pa.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/ELC-

Bullying-OCR-Complaint-redacted.pdf.   
4    "Pregnant and Parenting Teens in Philadelphia - Academic and Social Outcomes" February 2010 at 

http://www.philaedfund.org/sites/default/files/Pregnant%20and%20Parenting%20Teens%20in%20Philadelphia--

%20Academic%20and%20Social%20Outcomes.pdf;  
5   McCauley-Brown, C. “Pregnant and parenting youth: Do we know how they fare in school?” The Notebook, 

September 21, 2009.  
6   Teen Pregnancy's High Cost, Philadelphia Inquirer, August 2012 at http://articles.philly.com/2012-08-

30/news/33477284_1_teen-mothers-teen-pregnancy-rate-teen-births 
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http://www.philaedfund.org/sites/default/files/Pregnant%20and%20Parenting%20Teens%20in%20Philadelphia--%20Academic%20and%20Social%20Outcomes.pdf
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