
PFT Candidate Questionnaire 
The following information was submitted to the PFT by the following candidate 

running for office in the May 2019 Primary Election 

Candidate Name: Helen Gym

 Party Affiliation: Democrat 

Office Sought: City Council At Large, incumbent
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Legislative Priorities

PFT Members have recently participated in a survey of their legislative priorities. We used the survey to 
formulate our legislative agenda for 2019. Please respond to areas of concern for PFT members, and 
comment on your experience/abilities addressing some of top issues.

On a 1-5 scale (5 being the most important), how important are the
following issues to you as a candidate? In the comments, please identify
any/all legislative solutions that you believe would address the issue.

Strongly disagree

1 2 3 4 5

Strongly agree
and commit

Investment in School Facilities Funding *
How signi�cant do you believe the $5B in deferred maintenance for school facilities is? How central of a part of your
candidacy/position in o�ce will this issue be?
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How signi�cant do you believe the $5B in deferred maintenance for school facilities is? How 
central of a part of your candidacy/position in o�ce will this issue be? 
  
The unconstitutional underfunding of public schools in Pennsylvania is perhaps more apparent 
in the condition of school facilities than almost anywhere else. Since coming into o�ce, I have 
driven an agenda that prioritizes attention to and action around improving the state of our 
school facilities. In my �rst year in Council, I helped young people lead a campaign for 
universal access to clean and safe water in schools. I passed a law requiring every school 
building (including private and charter) to have ample water hydration stations, and to annually 
test water safety with rigorous standards. This work is now highlighted in the District's "green 
schools" effort and led to the creation of the Philly Healthy Schools Initiative, a PFT partnership 
advancing a community-led, systems-change approach to safe school facilities. When 
temperatures reached an oppressive 90+ degrees at the start of the 2018-2019 school year, I 
worked with PFT to organize a media tour that drew my fellow Council members and state and 
local o�cials to demand an investment in our schools. When the media reported toxic 
conditions at Olney Elementary School, I contacted PFT President Jerry Jordan to do a site 
visit that cleaned up the school within 48 hours. And when parents and teachers at Academy 
at Palumbo protested over a catastrophic leak in their building, I met with educators to help 
�gure out solutions. In the months ahead, I’m working alongside PFT to lay the groundwork for 
long-term school construction and facilities investment plan. I consider this work essential to 
any vision for educational justice.

Strongly disagree

1 2 3 4 5

Strongly agree
and commit

Comments on Facilities Funding:

Do you support a City moratorium on charter schools? *
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I have been one of the city’s strongest voices for charter accountability. In 2016, I authored a 
study that showed how Renaissance charter schools were serving fewer neighborhood 
students after becoming charters than when they were under public management. As a result, 
the District put a moratorium on the conversion of public schools to charter - once the fastest 
growing section of the charter school sector. I have contested problematic charter operators, 
like Great Oaks Charter School, which eventually pulled out of consideration for charter, and 
challenged the lack of due process for the students and families at Wister Elementary School. I 
played a vocal role in opposing the implementation of mass charter operators. As I look ahead, 
I will continue to call for a limitation on relentless charter expansion, a complete end to cyber 
charters, and work toward an accountable system for public and charter schools alike.

No, should stay
as is

1 2 3 4 5

Yes, absolutely
needs to be

modi�ed

I have introduced the most comprehensive package of bills to radically restructure the City's 10 
year tax abatement program, one of the most generous tax subsidy programs in the nation. In 
2017 alone, the School District of Philadelphia forfeited $51 million a year in potential lost 
revenue. Meanwhile properties in the wealthiest sections of the city took the most use of the 
tax abatement. We can't afford to incentivize a program that bene�ts the wealthiest 
neighborhoods in Philadelphia at the expense of our school children. It's time to reform the tax 
abatement. In the coming months, I will be pushing for a public dialogue on changing the 
abatement so it incentivizes school funding and affordable housing. 

Comment on city wide ability to implement increased charter oversight
and/or ability to implement a charter school moratorium:

Are you in favor of modifying the 10 year tax abatement? *

Comments on your vision for the 10 year tax abatement:
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No, should stay
as is

1 2 3 4 5

Yes, absolutely
needs to be

modi�ed

Corporations and people of privilege and means must pay their fair share. When they don’t, 
they deprive our public schools of the funding they deserve. Last budget cycle, I introduced a 
package of equitable taxation laws, including a shift in the percentage of property taxes 
allocated for schools, a slow down of business tax cuts, and an increase in the Use and 
Occupancy (U&O) tax on corporate property owners, to drive additional revenue to schools. I 
also have challenged every Council proposal that seeks to weaken the U&O tax. At the state 
level, I support the Pennsylvania Budget Policy Center strategy of a fair share tax plan that 
does not violate the uniformity clause, and I also support a constitutional amendment in 
Pennsylvania that would allow progressive taxation.

Not important

1 2 3 4 5

Critical

I have held investigatory hearings to decry unmanageable class sizes and have challenged 
District o�cials on the record to commit to ending the practice of leveling. Class size 
maximums of 30/33 students, as established in the PFT contract, should remain maximums, 
not standard class sizes. I have consistently challenged the District on its large class sizes and 
high vacancy rates and demanded better from District leadership. 

Are you in favor of modifying the corporate tax structure so that wealthier
businesses and individuals increase their contributions? *

Comments on your vision for taxes:

How important is it for you to �nd ways to reduce class size? *

Comments:
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Not important

1 2 3 4 5

Critical

I supported the effort of a small schools coalition to win additional money for small schools to 
ensure adequate support personnel in the FY19 budget. I am on record as supporting 
additional support personnel, namely school based community liaisons to support parents and 
address truancy/bullying and other parent/community concerns.

Not important

1 2 3 4 5

Critical

One of my proudest achievements while on Council was winning a legal complaint that brought 
compensatory tutoring and support services to special education students at a number of 
schools suffering from teacher vacancies. This complaint came out of our paying particular 
attention to teacher vacancies and zeroing in on the impact for vulnerable students. Special 
education vacancies are not only problematic--they are unconstitutional. I will continue to to 
challenge our special education crisis, most evident through the lack of appropriate funding 
from the state. Special education costs have risen 97% since 2008, but state funding has failed 
to keep up. Governor Wolf has worked to restore critical funding to schools, but those 
increases have not kept pace with the needs of students. Statewide, local districts pay $20 for 
every $1 the state contributes to special education costs, but depending on local community 
wealth to fund schools is a recipe for inequity. I remain committed to elevating the issue of 
special education funding AND accountability to improve supports for this vulnerable student 
population

How important is it for you to �nd ways to increase support personnel? *

Comments:

How important is it for you to improve access to services for students with
special needs? *

Comments:
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Not important

1 2 3 4 5

Critical

My organizing work began in immigrant communities. My o�ce led a campaign for the �rst 
investments in bilingual school services since 2011, including 30 new ESOL teachers, bilingual 
staff and psychologists, and training. This came after we worked with organizers and partners 
to host a 500 participant Education Town Hall focused speci�cally on the needs of immigrant 
communities. II have worked diligently to push for a robust approach to language access 
throughout the School District, and will continue to support the work of Asian Americans 
United, JUNTOS, Vietlead, and others as they work to ensure that our schools are welcoming 
and supportive of our strong immigrant communities. 

Not important

1 2 3 4 5

Critical

How important is it for you to improve access to services for students who
are English Language Learners? *

Comments:

How important is it for you to increase access to school counselors? *
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School counselors are one of the backbones of our schools, and the virtual elimination of their 
position in 2013 was an abomination. I was proud to prioritize a win of a counselor in every 
public school in my �rst budget session with the District. While a counselor has been restored 
in every school, the 950 student threshold for counselors is not su�cient. Year after year, I lead 
Council to call on the School District to institute the American School Counselor Association 
recommended ratio of 250:1. I also believe in allocating counselors on the basis of student 
needs would provide critical resources where they are needed most, and support students who 
are more likely to experience lower rates of promotion and credit accumulation, and are at a 
higher risk of dropping out. I will continue to push for counseling services that exceed the bare 
minimum and show School District students and families that we are serious about supporting 
community trauma, mental health, and college and career readiness. 

Not important

1 2 3 4 5

Critical

In 2016, US News and World Report called Philadelphia the poster child of the school nurse 
de�ciency. One of my proudest accomplishments while in o�ce has been helping to restore a 
full-time nurse to every school. While I appreciate hearing stories of teachers and 
administrators stepping up to the plate to administer medication, every school needs to be 
su�ciently and consistently staffed with a nurse who has an understanding of students’ 
medical needs. I have continued to address concerns about the District’s inability to guarantee 
full-time, 5 day per week nursing coverage, especially when substitute nurses are needed.  

Not important

1 2 3 4 5

Critical

Comments:

How important is it for you to increase access to certi�ed school nurses? *

Comments:

How important is it for you to increase access to social services in schools?
*
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I have called upon the city to fully fund a social worker in every school, and was proud to work 
with CBH to help double the number of social workers in schools through a unique model that 
is City-funded and District driven. This new pilot program is designed  so that the social 
workers serve the larger community of the school. My hope is to bring this pilot program into 
every District school.

Not important

1 2 3 4 5

Critical

Not important

1 2 3 4 5

Critical

Our teaching force must re�ect the diversity of our communities. I have held Council hearings 
on teacher diversity, and have consistently challenged the District to strengthen partnerships 
with HBCUs and to create a pipeline effort to drive more candidates of color into the teacher 
recruitment programs. 

Comments:

How important is it for you to increase access to funding for CTE programs
in schools? *

Comments:

How important is it for you to increase the number of African American
teachers and educators of color in our schools? *

Comments:
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Not important

1 2 3 4 5

Critical

Not important

1 2 3 4 5

Critical

How important is it for you to protect the rights of workers to collectively
bargain and for educators to have a fair contract? *

Comments:

How important is it for you to expand the Community Schools model in
Philadelphia? *

Comments:
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My politics and policies come out of a broad movement for justice for the children, families, 
educators, staff, and communities �ghting for equitable and quality public schools for all. 
Through our powerful collective action, we ended a 17-year state takeover and shut down a 
corporate reform agenda that pushed privatization, blamed teachers, and defunded and closed 
down schools.  
 
My legislative record is the most comprehensive schools agenda out of Council in years: From 
beating back reckless charter school expansion to restoring nurses and counselors and 
doubling the number of social workers; from winning a state complaint for special education 
services to guaranteeing water access, instrumental music programs and school breakfast, I 
am committed to stabilizing our school budgets, supporting educators and making sure 
students get the schools they need and deserve.  
 
During my time on Council, I have: 
 
*Won a campaign to put a full-time nurse and counselor back into every school and double the 
number of social workers in schools; 
*Led a campaign to put three new �ltered cold water hydration stations in every single public 
school and to mandate a minimum ratio of water fountains in every school building (including 
private and charter schools); 
*Published a racial disparity study on student access to instrumental music programs, which 
resulted in every elementary school having an instrumental music program for the �rst time; 
*Won a moratorium on the conversion of public schools to charters and ended a mandatory 
minimum of teachers forced out of schools as part of the District’s turnaround strategy; 
*Helped establish new requirements for all public schools to provide free school breakfast in 
the classroom; 
*Helped lead a campaign to end suspensions in grade K-2 and reform school disciplinary 
practices; 
*Won a legal complaint that brought tutoring and support services to special education 
students at schools suffering from teacher vacancies; 
*Led a campaign for the �rst investments in bilingual school services since 2011; 
*Secured a $13.3 million investment in public schools from the Philadelphia Parking Authority, 
an all-time high in Parking Authority allocations since the agency's state takeover;* 
*Opened the door for immigrants and youth to serve as voting members on the Board of 
Education; 
*Investigated the handling of teacher vacancies, recruitment, and diversity hires; 

What is your vision for public education in Philadelphia, and how have you
worked (either currently in o�ce or your current position) to promote an
equity agenda in Philadelphia's schools?
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Drafted a report revealing poor academics and spending by a proposed charter school led by 
out-of-state hedge fund managers, resulting in their withdrawal from the District; 
*Introduced a package of equitable taxation laws, including changes to the city’s 10-year tax 
abatement, a shift in the percentage of property taxes allocated for schools, and an increase in 
the Use and Occupancy (U&O) tax on corporate property owners, to drive additional revenue to 
schools. 
 
Looking ahead, I’ll continue a human rights agenda for the Philadelphia public schools. Six 
years after the City shut down 24 public schools, I’m laying the groundwork for long-term 
school construction and facilities investment. I’m demanding the District ful�ll its 
constitutional obligation to meet curriculum mandates and teacher sta�ng. And I’m focused 
on a vision of safe schools that spends more money addressing student and staff needs than 
punitive disciplinary measures.

My agenda has focused on pushing policy and legislation that aims to make our schools 
stronger and that gives families and communities the basic supports that they need. I believe 
that education justice is inextricably linked to racial and economic justice. My policy agenda, in 
addition to restoring key resources to public schools, has therefore uplifted the communities 
that support our schools. From redressing dangerous youth residential placements, to 
providing legal counsel to tenants facing evictions, to ensuring that service sector workers 
know how much and when they will work, I will continue to put forward a policy vision that puts 
families, parents, teachers, and young people �rst. As such, I will continue to expand my work 
on affordable housing, juvenile justice, and equitable development, and will be a leading voice 
challenging any legislation that compromises funding for our public schools and the rights of 
public sector workers. 

I look forward to four more years of standing with teachers and leading a pro-public education 
agenda in City Hall. 

What are other legislative issues of top priority for you?

Is there anything else you would like to share with PFT members about your
candidacy? What are ways you see yourself working with the PFT in o�ce?
Are there other items on our platform that you believe will be signi�cant in
your work?
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