
Candidate Response to PFT Education Platform   

Candidate: Nelson Diaz (D) 
Office: Mayor 

 
Overall Commitment to PFT Platform  
(5 = Strongly Agree and Commit; 1 = Strongly Disagree):  
Candidate’s Agreement: 5 
 
Responses to Individual Platform Components  
(5 = Strongly Agree and Commit; 1 = Strongly Disagree) 
 
1. Partnering with the State Legislature to implement a weighted funding formula, wherein factors such 
as poverty, special education needs, and English language learner status are considered when 
determining funding allotments for schools.  
Candidate’s Agreement: 5 

Comments: Which side of City Line Avenue you live on shouldn’t determine the quality of your child’s 
education. If you go to Delaware students get assignments on iPhones, but in Philadelphia many of 
our teachers aren’t even provided pens and paper. We receive far less than our fair share of state 
aid, as do many other high needs districts across the state, while wealthy suburban districts get too 
much state aid at our expense. Gov. Wolf campaigned on a pledge to tax shale gas drillers and use 
the money to fund education; we have to pass that tax so our children have the shot at success they 
deserve. As mayor, I’ll help build an expanded coalition of high needs districts from across the state 
to lobby and fight for a change to that reality. If the State Legislature refuses to pass a 
comprehensive fix to school funding formulas that follows our Commonwealth Constitution, I’ll 
support the lawsuit filed last fall to compel fair funding. 

 
2. Working to find additional, recurring revenue from local sources that will help sustain our schools; 
and exploring options such as reducing or repealing tax abatements or tax breaks for the very 
wealthy.  
Candidate’s Agreement: 5 

Comments:  In addition to increased state aid, we absolutely must find additional scalable, efficient 
funding streams for our schools and local government. “Sin taxes” on cigarettes and liquor sales are 
useful, but they can’t be the entire answer, while wage taxes, residential property taxes, and certain 
existing business taxes provide strong disincentives for companies and individuals to locate in 
Philadelphia. That’s why I would make fundamental tax reform a key component of my agenda as 
Mayor. On my first day in office, I’d sit down with the Governor, the City Council President, the School 
Superintendent, the President of PFT, and any other major stakeholders to develop a comprehensive 
fix to our funding problems, and we wouldn’t stop until we had a solution. As part of that process, I’d 
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insist that we need to shift more of our tax burden on to commercial property taxes, while requiring 
the revenue generating portions of large non-profits to pay their fair share of property taxes – and 
seeking an end to the “uniformity clause,” if not at the state level then at the very least at the local 
level. Our tax burden disproportionately falls on those who can least afford it, while simultaneously 
hurting our business community, and that’s just wrong. 
 

3. Supporting the dissolution of the School Reform Commission, and working with the PFT and 
community partners in creating a new, representative school board model for Philadelphia.  
Candidate’s Agreement: 5 

Comments: I’m currently the only candidate calling for the complete dissolution of the SRC and the 
immediate return of local control. “Reform” might be the SRC’s middle name, but it’s been 13 years 
and we haven’t seen any reform, only growing dysfunction and an increasingly untenable 
management structure. I would replace the SRC with an appointed school board comprised of 
parents who have children in our school system, and an appointed superintendent, in accordance 
with the current nominating committee structure mandated by the City Charter. I served on the 
nominating committee during the Bill Green Administration, and believe that that system can work. I 
would also be open to a charter revision to require City Council confirmation for appointees, but we 
must ensure that appointees serve at the pleasure of the Mayor. Under the current system, the 
Mayor’s power to impact the single most important thing to the future of Philadelphia is extremely 
limited, and I’d work to change that so that the Mayor is ultimately responsible for the direction and 
management of our schools. 

 
4. Collaborating as an ally to educators in Philadelphia: ensuring that they have access to necessary 
classroom tools and materials; and the ability to collectively bargain for better learning conditions for 
Philadelphia’s students.  
Candidate’s Agreement: 5 

Comments: Both my parents were union members, so I have a deep appreciation of the power of 
collective bargaining. You cannot impose major changes to a contract via administrative fiat. I 
believe the Mayor needs to show leadership, sit down major stakeholders, and work out your issues 
like responsible adults. That is especially important because of what is being done to our children in 
this city is a criminal act. I know that all of our children can succeed if we give them an opportunity, 
because I grew up in circumstances so similar to those facing many of our most vulnerable students. I 
grew up in public housing, working after school for minimum wage to help support my family, and 
only turned my life around because of my mentors and the opportunities put forward in the schools I 
attended. Every one of our children can succeed if we give them the chance. When teachers don’t 
have basic support – a full range of classroom supplies, support staff in classes with a high amount of 
students – we are setting them up to fail. And when our kids can’t reach their potential, all of us pay 
the price. That’s why I stood with President Jerry Jordan and members of our State Senate delegation 
to call for an 8% shale drilling tax – because by standing up for our teachers and students as a vocal 
ally, we are standing up for our future. 
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5. Committing to working in partnership with the community to develop and implement 25 unionized 
community schools by 2019, with a long term goal of expanding on this number.  
Candidate’s Agreement: 4 

Comments:  I support the general principles of developing and implementing Community Schools, 
and of protecting collective bargaining rights for teachers. I do not know enough about this proposal 
at this time to commit to a hard number of 25 such schools within my first term. I would be happy to 
work with the PFT, community based leaders, and with our school district to include such a plan in a 
broader initiative to improve school quality. 

 

6. Advocating for more charter school accountability; and recognition that charter funding has 
drained the traditional district schools and put neighborhood schools at odds with charters.  
Candidate’s Agreement: 5 

Comments: I support a complete moratorium on new charter school openings until we have solved 
our fiscal crisis and developed a fair funding formula that doesn’t cost the school district money in 
stranded costs every time a student goes to a charter school. We should be using charter schools the 
way they were initially thought of – as a relatively small program in which to experiment and see 
what works better for our students, not as a wholesale replacement for our traditional public schools. 
Expanding charter schools now hurts students in traditional public schools, costs us $7,000 per pupil 
per year, and provides no guarantee of improved education for those in charters. Charter schools 
are not inherently better than traditional public schools; some charters provide a good education 
and some do nothing of the sort, just as some of our public schools – like those I sent my own children 
to – are doing a great job and some are not. 

I believe in accountability, and in empowering educators to meet ambitious goals. Accountability 
without resources and without the power to make changes seems merely punitive. For those reasons, 
I’d empower an Inspector General to comb through what charter schools are doing, and make sure 
we’re getting what we pay for, and that there is parity between funding for charter school students 
and public school students.  

 

7. Highlighting the negative impact high-stakes testing has on students (such as anxiety, elimination 
of the arts in the curriculum, loss of instructional time); and promoting policies that put an end to the 
current “test and punish” environment that links the fate of schools and educators to high-stakes 
standardized tests.  
Candidate’s Agreement: 4 

Comments: Extracurricular activities are not a luxury – they’re a necessity. The right after school 
programs transformed me from a D student to an A student in high school, but those kind of 
opportunities aren’t available to far too many students in our district. More and more, there are 
reports of parents, students, educators and community leaders boycotting mandated high-stakes 
testing. Parents are questioning the amount of instructional time that their children are spending 
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preparing for these tests. In order to reach their full potential, our children need access to the arts, 
need physical education, need music, and need to experience the joy of learning for its own sake. If 
high-stakes testing jeopardizes our children’s access to such opportunities, that’s a significant issue. At 
the same time, I believe in accountability, and I believe test scores should be a component of school 
accountability – but never the only criteria schools and teachers are judged on. We need a holistic 
evaluation model, not one based entirely on a single, flawed metric. There’s a proper balance, and 
a right way to use tests for accountability, and I agree that we haven’t found it yet. 
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Additional Information on Issues and Priorities Rate the following priorities for your term in 
office: 

 
 

 
 

  

Priority/Issue/Concern 
H  

(high 
priority) 

M 
(moderat
e priority) 

L  
(low 

priority) 

D 
(disagree) 

Reduce class size  X    

Increase support personnel in schools X    

Settlement of a fair contract that is good for 
Philadelphia’s educators and students X    

Mandate full time, unionized registered school nurses in 
every school   X  

Mandate full time, unionized counselors in every school 
   X  

Mandating of wraparound services in schools 
 X    

Attendance and graduation improvement initiatives 
 X    

Access to high quality technology and high speed 
internet access in every classroom 
 

X    

Expansion of Pre-K eligibility and opportunity 
 X    

Elimination of teacher seniority 
    X 

Using taxpayer money to pay tuition for private and 
religious schools    X 

Modifying or reducing pensions    X 
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What are your top 3 legislative priorities for your term in office?  

1) Fixing our schools is my top priority. Without major investments in education, without solving our 
funding problem, and without reforming our schools and empowering educators to make sure our 
children are learning, our city cannot succeed. That’s going to require broad consensus among a 
number of people, and I believe I’m uniquely positioned to bring people together to achieve that 
consensus behind necessary changes. 

Part of that means demonstrating how our public school system impacts everyone, and requiring that 
all parties be represented in policy debates and decisions. It also means making sure those of charge 
of our schools have the power and resources they need to educate our children. A school that has 
strong leadership, support of its teachers, a creative and innovative environment, and engagement 
from parents and neighborhood leaders will benefit the social and economic development of the 
community as a whole. When community members and civic leaders rally around the success of a 
school, crime will decrease, business will increase, and neighborhoods will become more vibrant. 
Young, middle class families of all races living here, who have the opportunity to move to the 
suburbs, will want to stay here if we can fix our schools. 

In order to achieve these goals, I will fight for fair funding in order to ensure that schools have the 
resources they need to educate all of our children. I will work with the School District to bring back 
libraries and hire certified librarians; take a hard look at class sizes and find ways to keep them down, 
particularly from pre-K to 3rd grade, when kids need the individualized attention most. I will continue 
to address “summer slide” and expand the city’s programs that use recreation centers to provide 
literacy education in the summer. I will also explore the use of educational programs that use 
technology like smartphones, tablets and computers to supplement lesson plans and allow students 
access to technology in the classroom, at home, and at community sites such as the Philadelphia 
Free Library. We also need to connect classrooms with employment, internship, and career-oriented 
opportunities for our high school students. I will work to provide a safe and healthy environment for 
learning at all of our schools by meeting the individualized – physical, emotional, and social – needs 
of our children. By collaborating with existing community service providers and stakeholders, we must 
give the parents the tools they need and reach out to the most vulnerable of our children who need 
help. 

2) Our city needs to create jobs outside Center City and University City – something I’ve been fighting 
for since the 1970s. We cannot survive if only two areas are economically vibrant, and what’s more 
we know how to achieve this goal. As a Judge in the 1980’s I worked with local leaders on an 
economic development plan – committing the City to provide staff with access to banks and public 
monies and connect them with Community Development Corporations. Through this, we supported 
business corridors like El Bloque de Oro, the 52nd Street corridor, and the Germantown and Chelten 
Avenue business district. As Mayor, I will invest in our neighborhoods and bring these business corridors 
to all corners of the city. Each one of our neighborhoods should be able to share in the prosperity of 
Center City, in the development of the Navy Yard, and in the culture of our Arts District. 

We also need to invest more in small businesses – they are the key that will open up opportunity, 
increase wages, and grow our middle-class, and we lag behind the rest of America when it comes to 
support for small business. A lack of access to capital remains one of the biggest barriers to small 
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business growth. We need to connect entities like the Philadelphia Industrial Development 
Corporation with our neighborhood small businesses to ensure they can remain bedrocks in our 
community. The success of the PIDC in the Navy Yard has given us a template that we can bring to 
neighborhoods all over the city. 

Lastly, we must also train and prepare our workforce for existing and developing jobs. Not everyone 
has to go to college; not everyone wants to go to college. We should not lose these kids to the street; 
we need to work with our Community Colleges and other similar entities to develop vocational 
training programs that give young men and women marketable skills that they can carry in to the 
workforce. 

3) Finally, we have to reform the way our police force and our communities interact while improving 
public safety. The homicide rate has declined, but it still stands at over 15 murders per 100,000 people 
– a rate higher than New York, Houston, Los Angeles, and Chicago. As a former judge, I understand 
firsthand both the value and the problems with our criminal justice system. I know what it’s like to live 
in poverty, and how it feels to be scared simply walking down the street. I grew up in public housing, 
so this is an issue I fundamentally understand. To address our city’s issue with crime, we need true 
community engagement and community policing. If residents know and trust the police, and if the 
police act respectfully and collaboratively with the community, we can and will make our city better 
and safer. 

Additional comments 

Expanding on question 9, while every school needs nurses and counselors, I am not certain that every 
school needs a full time nurse and counselor. I strongly support expanding support staff, but do not 
want to establish a mandate that might not be appropriate for every situation and every school. 
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