
Testimony of Samuel D. Zurier concerning SB-2934 

 

In 2023, the Senate authorized the formation of a study commission to review national best 

practices to optimize the structural conditions that will support the professional excellence that 

Providence teachers pursue as they carry out their important work in the classroom.  The Senate 

chose this focus because the current adversarial relationship between labor and management has 

created mutual frustration which has impeded the district’s longstanding commitment to improve 

student outcomes and reduce achievement gaps.    

 

The Commission, formed from a broad array of stakeholders, heard public comment and 

expert testimony, issuing a report in 2024.  The report concluded that if and when urban public 

schools develop a culture of shared accountability between labor and management, educators can 

achieve professional fulfillment while producing better outcomes for students.  The Commission 

found that certain provisions of current state law (which date back to the 1960’s) prevent the 

establishment of a culture of shared accountability in the Providence Public Schools. Therefore, 

the Commission recommends the passage of a bill with three sections to remove these legislative 

barriers to progress.  The bill’s scope is limited to the Providence Public Schools.  The three 

sections are as follows: 

 

• Section One would permit the Providence Public Schools to develop a “career ladder” 

for its teachers, allowing them to be rewarded for professional excellence and the 

willingness to take on additional responsibilities.  This Section revises the current law’s 

requirement that compensation be tied strictly to years of service without regard to the 

needs of students or a teacher’s unique professional skills. 

 

• Section Two contains two reforms.   

 

o The first would remove the current mandate that all reductions in staffing 

resulting from declining enrollment be carried out exclusively on the basis of 

seniority.  If enacted, this would allow the Providence Public Schools to consider 

other criteria that would better align the faculty’s professional skills with the 

specific needs of the school’s student population.  Rhode Island’s current 

“seniority only” law is a national outlier.  The proposed reforms are based on the 

law of Massachusetts. 

 

o The second would establish a program of expedited due process for the review of 

teachers whose performance does not meet professional standards.  Current law 

requires multiple layers of review that can require years to bring about resolution.  

Based on the law of Massachusetts, Section One would establish an arbitration 

process enabling these decisions to be made fairly and promptly. 

 

 

• Section Three would provide as follows: 

 

o The Providence Public Schools will return to local control on July 1, 2026 subject 

to the following expectations: 



• 1. The School Board will: 

• a. Devote its primary focus to reviewing and improving student achievement outcomes; 

• b. Will work with the Superintendent in a collaborative partnership, including but not 

limited to the formation of the District’s strategic planning and priorities, and the 

preparation of meeting agendas. 

• 2. The Providence School Department will: 

• a. Adopt policies and procedures to promote labor-management collaboration, including 

developing performance evaluation criteria for administrators that place a greater weight 

on advancing collaboration with teachers; 

• b. Adopt policies and procedures that promote greater site-based management; 

• c. Place a greater priority on promoting educational initiatives at the building and 

classroom levels by granting teachers greater flexibility in the delivery of education to 

students. 

• 3. The City of Providence will: 

• a. Provide generous local support for the Providence Public Schools budget. Instead of 

limiting its contribution to the lowest possible “maintenance of effort” allowed under 

State law, the City will, at a minimum, increase its annual contribution per student to 

align with either inflation or the overall increase per student of State aid to the 

Providence Public Schools. 

o  

 

Exhibit 1 is a copy of the Study Commission’s Report. 

 

Exhibit 2 is a copy of a Power Point summarizing the Report’s findings. 

 

 

Bill S-2526, submitted by the City of Providence, would return the school district to local control 

on July 1 of this year.  It is important to note, however, that a successful return to local control 

requires additional actions, including legislation, that goes beyond the simple decree contained in 

this bill. 

 

 The Mayor published an extensive Plan for Return to Local Control last year, an excerpt 

of which is attached as Exhibit 3.  As noted at page 37 of that plan, the Mayor identified as a 

“Priority Action[] Before PPSD Returns To Local Control” as the need to: 

 

Support legislation that implements components of shared accountability at PPSD, 

including to address matters such as retention, seniority, due process for educators, and 

introducing a Providence-specific career ladder. 

 

 These initiatives were contained in three bills filed with the General Assembly last year 

(S-745, S-746, S-747) that were filed and heard last year before this Committee.  The bills were 

the product of a Senate Study Commission.  The bills also were endorsed by a City Council 

resolution, as noted in a letter from Council Member Anthony (Exhibit 4).   
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Helen Anthony 

Committee on Finance, Chair 
Rules Committee, Member 
Councilwoman – Ward 2 

 

Providence City Council  
Providence City Hall, 25 Dorrance Street, Providence, RI 02903 

 

Senator Hanna M. Gallo 

Chairwoman, Senate Education Committee 

Rhode Island Senate 

82 Smith Street 

Providence, RI 02903 

Re: Support for S0745, S0746, & S0747 

Dear Chairwoman Gallo and Members of the Senate Education Committee, 

I write in strong support of Senate Bills S0745, S0746, and S0747, sponsored by Senator Sam Zurier. 

These bills are grounded in a simple but important idea: Providence Public Schools not only need to 

return to local control, they also need to be set up to succeed when that happens. 

As a Providence City Councilwoman, I hear constantly from families, students, and educators who are 

frustrated and eager for change. They want a school system that works—and works for everyone. That 

message is loud and clear, and not just in private conversations. Every time the Council considers a 

charter school lease or contract, the chamber fills with families looking for better options. This growing 

momentum cannot be ignored. If we don’t respond to it, we’re putting the future of PPSD at risk. 

Each of these bills takes on a specific challenge within the school’s labor-management system and 

confronts problems that have gotten worse, not better, under state control, which began in 2019. These 

bills don’t set a date for the takeover to end. Instead, they focus on what needs to change so that when the 

schools do return to local control, all parties will be fully prepared and equipped. Without better systems 

for collaboration and accountability, we’re just going to repeat the same cycle. 

Anyone who has followed the struggles of Providence public schools—whether through community 

forums, City Council hearings, education reports, or School Board meetings—knows that the relationship 

between school administrators and in the classroom educators remains deeply strained.  A hallmark of the 

state takeover is the continuation of this tension, and that has proven a major barrier to progress. These 

bills won’t fix everything overnight, but they will help reset the rules of engagement and build a more 

functional and stable environment for students, teachers, and staff alike. 

Senate Bill 745 helps ensure due process for teachers when it comes to dismissal or demotion. It aligns 

Providence’s policies with what’s already working in other districts. It protects tenure while also making 

sure student needs are not forgotten. 

Senate Bill 746 gives Providence the option to adopt new kinds of salary structures. That kind of 

flexibility is important if we want to recruit and keep great teachers, especially in high-need roles. It gives 

us room to reward leadership and creativity while still managing the budget responsibly. 

Senate Bill 747 updates the way the district handles layoffs and reorganizations. Instead of focusing only 

on seniority, it allows the district to consider what’s best for students, like retaining teachers with valuable 

qualifications like in-district language skills or experience in high-needs schools. 



 
Helen Anthony, Esq. 

Councilwoman – Ward 2 

The Providence City Council unanimously passed a resolution in support of these bills. They are based on 

the recommendations of a special commission chaired by Senator Zurier that included the Council, the 

Mayor’s Office, RIDE, and the school district, all of whom voted to approve the commission's final 

report. None of us have forgotten why the takeover happened. The Johns Hopkins report was a wake-up 

call. The state took over for a reason, and while that intervention has had mixed results, it showed how 

urgent the need for change was. The Council’s recent trip to Springfield, Massachusetts, to witness how 

their Education Empowerment Zone has transformed their schools demonstrated to us how reforms like 

these can work when they are rolled out carefully and with the right leadership. 

Currently, the City Council’s Finance Committee, of which I am the Chair, is considering a city budget 

that includes a substantial increase in property taxes so we can meet our overdue and state-mandated 

school funding obligations. This is a tough ask for our residents. If they are being asked to contribute 

more, they deserve to know that we are doing everything we can to build a school system that is changing 

for the better. 

These bills don’t erode teacher’s rights. They clarify them. They don’t hand unchecked authority to 

administrators. They draw clearer lines and set expectations. And they don’t try to micromanage every 

decision. They create space and tools to solve problems locally and with a focus on students. 

Providence needs more than just local control. We need a school system that people believe in again. That 

starts with trust, transparency, and a commitment to working together. These bills are a step in that 

direction. 

Thank you for your time and for everything you do to support Rhode Island’s students. 

Sincerely, 
 

 

 

 

  


