Philadelphia school district proposes $4.6 billion budget to avoid cuts and prioritises repatriation of Native American remains
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The Philadelphia School District has proposed a $4.6 billion budget for the 2025-26 school year, which includes plans to utilise $300 million from reserves to avoid layoffs and programme cuts. This approach was outlined as officials seek to maintain current service levels amid growing financial challenges.
On Thursday evening, at a public meeting, community members voiced their concerns and perspectives regarding the proposed budget. Superintendent Tony B. Watlington Sr. expressed his intention to draw on the district’s fund balance to ensure the district can meet its immediate financial obligations, while simultaneously advocating for increased funding from city and state sources in the future.
Parents and other attendees had mixed reactions. Some expressed gratitude for the district’s efforts to stave off cuts and layoffs for the time being. However, several participants conveyed that even the proposed budget is insufficient to meet fundamental needs. Two students from the Academy at Palumbo, a magnet high school in South Philadelphia, described ongoing issues at their school, such as consistently broken bathrooms and a longstanding rodent infestation. One student, My Le, who has mobility challenges, recounted difficulties caused by non-functioning elevators that forced her to climb to her classroom on the fifth floor, resulting in a reluctance to attend school.
Palumbo currently employs three school counsellors who serve approximately 1,200 students, tackling multiple responsibilities. My Le emphasised to the school board the scarcity of support, noting, "That is not nearly enough support, and this isn’t just an issue at Palumbo. I implore you to please fight for us. Fight for schools that motivate us to wake up in the morning."
Superintendent Watlington and the school board are expected to present the budget to the City Council on Tuesday, with a formal adoption scheduled for 29 May.
In addition to funding and support concerns, there was a strong call from parents, students, and community members for the revitalisation and prioritisation of school libraries. Philadelphia’s school district is reported to have one of the worst library-to-school ratios among major US cities. Presently, only three schools—Central, Masterman, and Penn Alexander—have full-time librarians. South Philadelphia High and Shawmont Elementary maintain part-time library staff.
Recently, federal funding that supported efforts to rebuild school libraries was discontinued, and district officials have yet to clarify the future of this work. Sirus Nannery, a student at Shawmont Elementary, which reinstated its library this year after a budget threat nearly led to its closure, spoke about the library’s importance. "I feel that Shawmont’s library and other schools’ libraries are very important for education," he said. "We do need them to give students the knowledge they need to pursue a successful career."
Separately, the Philadelphia School District has unanimously agreed to repatriate Native American human remains found at Central High School. The remains were first discovered in 2021 when a skull, reportedly used for anatomy instruction, was uncovered. Investigations revealed no other human remains in the district’s schools.
Local anthropologists helped identify the remains as those of a Native American man. Under the federal Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act, institutions that benefit from federal funding must return Native American remains to their lineal descendants or culturally affiliated tribes.
Despite efforts, the district was unable to trace a direct tribal affiliation. However, the Cheyenne and Arapaho Tribes have agreed to accept and bury the remains, a decision supported by Superintendent Watlington. The board’s unanimous vote to proceed with repatriation reflects compliance with federal law and respect for cultural heritage.
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