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BY . MAJORITY STAFF: We can now go on the record.   1 

This is a transcribed interview of Dr. Tony Watlington conducted by the U.S. House 2 

CommiƩee on EducaƟon and Workforce.  Chairman Tim Walberg requested this interview as part of 3 

the commiƩee's oversight and invesƟgaƟve work into anƟsemiƟsm in the School District of 4 

Philadelphia.   5 

Would the interviewee please state his full name for the record?   6 

Dr. Watlington.  Tony Watlington, Sr.   7 

.  On behalf of the chairman, I want to thank you, Dr. Watlington, for appearing 8 

here today.  We appreciate your willingness to appear.   9 

I will now ask everyone else parƟcipaƟng today to introduce themselves.  10 

.  , minority counsel.   11 

.  , majority counsel.   12 

.  , general counsel for the DemocraƟc staff.  13 

Ms. Rauch.  Lynn Rauch, general counsel for School District of Philadelphia.  14 

Ms. CoƩon.  Rachel CoƩon, Arnold and Porter.  15 

Mr. Fishman.  Paul Fishman from Arnold and Porter. 16 

.  , majority legislaƟve assistant. 17 

.  And I'm , invesƟgaƟve counsel for the majority. 18 

The Federal Rules of Civil Procedure do not apply in this seƫng, but there are some guidelines 19 

that we follow, and I'll go over those now.  20 

Our quesƟoning will proceed in rounds.  The majority will ask quesƟons first for a maximum 21 

of 60 minutes.  The minority will then have an opportunity to ask quesƟons for an equal period.  22 

Rounds shall conƟnue unƟl there are no more quesƟons from either side.   23 

A 10-minute break shall be taken aŌer the majority's quesƟons and before the minority's 24 

quesƟons in each round, and a 10-minute break shall be taken following each round before the next 25 
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round begins.  The majority and minority may authorize a lunch break.  1 

We have an official reporter taking down everything we say here today to make a wriƩen 2 

record, so we ask that you give verbal responses to all quesƟons.   3 

Do you understand?   4 

Dr. Watlington.  Yes. 5 

.  To ensure the reporter can take down a clear record, we will do our best to 6 

limit the number of people asking quesƟons during any given Ɵme to just those people whose turn it 7 

is.  It's also important that we don't talk over one another or interrupt each other if we can help it, 8 

and that goes for everyone present at today's interview.   9 

All interviewees who appear before the commiƩee are encouraged to consult with counsel.  10 

Interviewees may also appear without counsel.   11 

It is my understanding that you chose to be accompanied today by counsel.  Is that correct?   12 

Dr. Watlington.  Yes. 13 

.  We want you to answer our quesƟons in the most complete and truthful 14 

manner possible, so we will take our Ɵme.  If you have any quesƟon about something you are asked 15 

or do not understand one of our quesƟons, please let us know and we're happy to repeat it.   16 

If you honestly do not know the answer to a quesƟon or do not remember, it is best not to 17 

guess.  Please just give us your best recollecƟon.   18 

And it's okay to tell us if you learned informaƟon from someone else.  Just indicate how you 19 

came to know the informaƟon.   20 

If there are things you do not know or cannot remember, just say so, and please inform us 21 

who, to the best of your knowledge, might be able to provide a more complete answer to that 22 

quesƟon.   23 

You should also understand that although this interview is not under oath, that by law you are 24 

required to answer quesƟons from Congress truthfully.   25 
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Do you understand this obligaƟon?   1 

Dr. Watlington.  Yes. 2 

.  This also applies to quesƟons posed by Members and congressional staff in an 3 

interview.   4 

Do you understand that?   5 

Dr. Watlington.  Yes. 6 

.  Interviewees who knowingly provide false tesƟmony could be subject to 7 

criminal prosecuƟon for perjury or making false statements.   8 

Do you understand?   9 

Dr. Watlington.  Yes. 10 

.  Furthermore, you cannot tell half-truths or exclude informaƟon that would be 11 

necessary to make the statements accurate.  You are required to provide all informaƟon that would 12 

make your response truthful.  A deliberate failure to disclose informaƟon may consƟtute a false 13 

statement.   14 

Do you understand?   15 

Dr. Watlington.  Yes. 16 

.  Is there any reason you are unable to provide truthful answers to today's 17 

quesƟons?   18 

Dr. Watlington.  No. 19 

.  Finally, I'd like to note that what we discuss here today is confidenƟal.  We ask 20 

that you do not speak about what we discuss in this interview to anyone not present here today to 21 

preserve the integrity of our invesƟgaƟon.   22 

Once the transcript of this interview has been reviewed by the commiƩee majority and 23 

minority and you for its accuracy, and then finalized by the commiƩee, it may be disclosed either in 24 

part or fully by the commiƩee.  At that point, you are free to discuss the interview.   25 
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2 

3 

This is the end of my preamble.  Is there anything my colleagues from the minority would 

like to add at this Ɵme?   

.  I'll have a brief preamble when we start, but I just want to make sure, are 

we -- can you pick up everybody?  I just saw there's two mics here.   4 

The Reporter.  So far, so good.   5 

Mr. Fishman.  Scream if it doesn't work. 6 

.  The Ɵme is 9:30 a.m.  I will now begin the first round of quesƟoning. 7 

EXAMINATION 8 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 9 

Q AnƟsemiƟsm has manifested in the School District of Philadelphia in many forms.  I'd 10 

like to ask about your views on manifestaƟons of contemporary anƟsemiƟsm.   11 

Is it anƟsemiƟc to call for or jusƟfy the killing of Jews? 12 

A Yes. 13 

Q Is it anƟsemiƟc to deny the Jewish people their right to self-determinaƟon?  14 

A Yes.  15 

Q Is it anƟsemiƟc to claim that the State of Israel is a racist endeavor?   16 

A Certainly a teacher has no business taking a point of view in a classroom.  But I also 17 

think that that might depend on circumstances and context relaƟve to First Amendment freedoms of 18 

speech.  19 

Q So it's not anƟsemiƟc to claim that Israel is a racist endeavor? 20 

A I don't know.  I think that it would depend on context that it was -- that was shared.  21 

Q Is it anƟsemiƟc to compare Israeli policy to that of the Nazis?   22 

A I think it is inherently problemaƟc.  I certainly don't agree with it, would not condone 23 

it.  Not sure, if someone said it in a context outside of their workplace, if it might be protected. 24 

Q So unsure if it's anƟsemiƟc or not? 25 



  

  
 

8 

A I don't know.  1 

Q Is it anƟsemiƟc to apply double standards to Israel not expected of any other 2 

democraƟc naƟon?  3 

A Would you repeat that quesƟon?   4 

Q Is it anƟsemiƟc to apply double standards to Israel not expected of any other 5 

democraƟc naƟon?   6 

Mr. Fishman.  I'm sorry, .  I don't even understand what that means.   7 

.  Applying a double standard to Israel?   8 

Mr. Fishman.  Applying a double standard about what?   9 

.  About anything.  About their government policy, about the country as a 10 

whole, something that you would not criƟcize another country for but you would criƟcize Israel for.  11 

It's part of the IHRA definiƟon of anƟsemiƟsm. 12 

Ms. CoƩon.  That doesn't make it clear, though.   13 

Mr. Fishman.  Right.   14 

.  So it's unclear?  Is that the answer?   15 

Mr. Fishman.  I'm just telling you I don't find the quesƟon clear because I don't know what 16 

double standards apply to -- applied to what?   17 

.  A general double standard.  You've not witnessed a general double standard 18 

being applied to Israel as compared to other naƟons?   19 

Mr. Fishman.  I'm not the witness.  I'm just saying I don't understand the quesƟon.   20 

.  Do you understand the quesƟon, sir?   21 

Dr. Watlington.  I don't understand the quesƟon.   22 

.  Okay.  Leave it at that. 23 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:  24 

Q What happened on October 7th, 2023?   25 
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A I recall on October 7th, 2023, there was a Hamas terrorist aƩack on Israel.  1 

Q On October 12th, 2023, you sent an email to the district that included resources from a 2 

group known as Learning for JusƟce.  Are you familiar with this email?   3 

A I recall sending a communicaƟon to district staff.  4 

Q Did you review the resources in this email before sending it out?   5 

A While I reviewed the email, I do not recall checking the links that were aƩached.  6 

Q Okay.  I'd like to introduce exhibits 1 and 2.  7 

    [Watlington Majority Exhibits Nos. 1. 8 

    And 2 were marked for idenƟficaƟon.]  9 

.  This is your email and a screenshot of the first resource linked in it.   10 

Ms. CoƩon.  Can I just ask a quesƟon?  I know there was some dispute as to whether the 11 

link changed.   12 

.  This is an archived version from the date that this was sent out.   13 

Ms. CoƩon.  Sorry.  I see the date as May 19th, 2021.   14 

.  It has not changed between then and October 7th, 2023.   15 

Ms. CoƩon.  I'm sorry.  I'm just confused about the dates here.  So this email which is 16 

screenshoƩed has the date September 12th, 2024, on it, which doesn't match the date --  17 

.  October 12th, 2023?   18 

Ms. CoƩon.  No.   19 

.  What are you looking at?   20 

Ms. CoƩon.  It says 9/12/2024 on the top of it.  Do you see that? 21 

.  No, that's just when --  22 

.  That's just when it was captured.   23 

.  Yeah.  That's just when it was captured.  If you look at when it was sent, it 24 

says October 12th, 2023.   25 
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Ms. CoƩon.  Okay.   1 

.  On the date line. 2 

Ms. CoƩon.  Okay.  So this was just screenshoƩed on that date? 3 

.  Yes.   4 

Ms. CoƩon.  Okay.   5 

Mr. Fishman.  Just so the record's clear, so what you're telling the witness is this is an email 6 

that you believe he sent on October 12th --  7 

.  Yes. 8 

Mr. Fishman.  -- or someone sent on his behalf through the system -- 9 

.  Yes.   10 

Mr. Fishman.  -- on October 12th of 2023 --  11 

.  Yes. 12 

Mr. Fishman.  -- but you all captured it on September 12th of 2024? 13 

.  We were provided this screenshot of this email, and it has this date on it.   14 

Mr. Fishman.  Okay.  Was it captured by the staff?  Or was it captured by somebody else?   15 

.  I'm going to leave it at that.   16 

Mr. Fishman.  Okay.   17 

Ms. CoƩon.  The more important point that I just want to clarify is I know there was some 18 

quesƟon about whether this content changed between the Ɵme the email was sent --  19 

.  Uh-huh. 20 

Ms. CoƩon.  -- and -- sorry -- the Ɵme the email was draŌed and when it was actually sent.   21 

.  Uh-huh. 22 

Ms. CoƩon.  And I'm curious when this capture was from.   23 

Mr. Fishman.  Of exhibit 2?   24 

Ms. CoƩon.  Of exhibit 2.   25 
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.  You mean this?   1 

Ms. CoƩon.  Yes.   2 

.  We used Web Archive. 3 

Ms. CoƩon.  But for what day?   4 

.  October 10th, 2023.   5 

Ms. CoƩon.  So this would be the content 2 days before this was sent? 6 

.  Yes. 7 

Ms. CoƩon.  So we don't actually know that this was the content linked that day.   8 

.  I'm going to ask about the content --  9 

Ms. CoƩon.  Okay.   10 

.  -- regardless of the date that it was on the website. 11 

Mr. Fishman.  Okay. 12 

Ms. CoƩon.  Okay.   13 

.  This resource opens by staƟng, "We know this conflict," the Israeli-PalesƟnian 14 

conflict, "connects to imperialism and other oppressive systems...We know that people are dying, 15 

fighƟng for their lives and engaging in liberaƟon movements to be heard and treated with 16 

dignity -- and that they've been doing so for decades."  17 

What are the liberaƟon movements that this statement refers to?   18 

Ms. CoƩon.  He didn't author this statement, just to be clear.  You're asking him to 19 

speculate as to --  20 

.  I'm asking him to -- about his opinion on a statement that is linked in an email 21 

that he sent out.   22 

Ms. CoƩon.  The content of which was 2 days before when he sent it out.   23 

.  Okay.  We will get another screenshot of this from 2 days later and it will be 24 

the same, and we will come back to this quesƟon. 25 
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Ms. CoƩon.  Okay. 1 

Mr. Fishman.  But to be clear, are you asking him to opine on the content of a document 2 

that he says he didn't remember reading?   3 

.  That he sent out. 4 

Mr. Fishman.  He didn't send -- he sent the link and he said he didn't remember reading the 5 

link. 6 

.  I think it sƟll maƩers that he sent out the link.  If he doesn't remember the 7 

content of a document which he sent out, then he can say that.   8 

Mr. Fishman.  I think he tesƟfied he didn't remember reading it at all. 9 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 10 

Q You don't remember reading this at all? 11 

A I did not -- I do not recall reading the links, this link or any link, prior to sending -- prior 12 

to our staff sending the message out. 13 

Q Got it.  So you sent the email without looking at any of the links in it? 14 

A I read the contents of the email but not the links -- 15 

Q Okay. 16 

A -- is my recollecƟon. 17 

Q When did you become superintendent?  18 

A I was named on April 1st, 2022, and took office on June 16th, 2022.  19 

Q Did you choose or approve the members of your transiƟon team?   20 

A While I had some familiarity, I did not choose the members of my transiƟon team.  21 

Q Who chose the members of your transiƟon team?   22 

A UlƟmately, they were viewed by co-chairs of the transiƟon team, who at that Ɵme was 23 

Dr. Guy Generals, president of the Community College of Philadelphia, and Andrea CusƟs, who I 24 

believe was the, at that Ɵme, I believe the CEO and president of the Urban League of Philadelphia.  25 
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Q Are you familiar with Jacob Bender?  1 

A The name doesn't ring a bell.  2 

Q He was on your transiƟon team.   3 

Specifically, do you recall that he was on the sub-commiƩee on AnƟ-Racist District Culture?  4 

A Given that there were in excess of 100 members on my transiƟon team, I'm not 5 

individually familiar with all 100.  6 

Q I'd like to introduce exhibit No. 3. 7 

    [Watlington Majority Exhibit No. 3 8 

    was marked for idenƟficaƟon.]  9 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 10 

Q This is a porƟon of an SDP, School District of Philadelphia, transiƟon team report that 11 

shows all the members of the sub-commiƩee on AnƟ-Racist District Culture.   12 

What was the purpose of this subcommiƩee?   13 

A All of the areas that are a part of the Board of EducaƟon-adopted goals and guardrails 14 

and prioriƟes of the school board, as the new superintendent who took office in June of 2022, I asked 15 

for a team to be created to do a couple of things.   16 

One, to take the feedback from my 100-day listening and learning tour and do a deeper dive 17 

into what are the next steps we need to take to make the School District of Philadelphia the 18 

fastest-improving large urban school district.   19 

And number two, to specifically dig into the prioriƟzed areas that the Board of EducaƟon 20 

deemed important as it was explained to me upon my hiring.  21 

Q And one of those areas was anƟ-racist district culture?  22 

A One of those areas was anƟ-racist district culture, correct.  23 

Q Are you aware that Mr. Bender was the execuƟve director of the Council on American 24 

Islamic RelaƟons, or CAIR-Philadelphia, at the Ɵme he was on your transiƟon team?  25 



  

  
 

14 

A I don't remember each individual member of the transiƟon team, but I clearly see that 1 

he is or was execuƟve director of CAIR.  It's clear to me now.  2 

Q Are you familiar with the organizaƟon CAIR?   3 

A I have some familiarity with the organizaƟon.  4 

Q Does the School District of Philadelphia work with that organizaƟon in any capacity, to 5 

your knowledge?   6 

A I'll say two things.   7 

One, I recall meeƟng -- I don't know if it was specifically with Jacob Bender, but members of 8 

the CAIR group who expressed, partly because, one, I asked the team to ensure that we have a 9 

transiƟon team that reflects the diversity of our school district in the NaƟon's sixth-largest city where 10 

nearly 160-plus languages are spoken, so we want to be responsive to our very diverse populaƟon.  11 

And number two, I asked the team to be sure that we have representaƟves in each of these 12 

subgroups.   13 

I found the members of CAIR that I met with around that Ɵme to be very interested, in my 14 

opinion, authenƟcally interested in providing support to the school district as was the case with 15 

several other groups.  16 

Q So you said that you wanted this transiƟon team to reflect the district's diversity.  Did 17 

the anƟ-racist culture subcommiƩee have a representaƟve for the Jewish community on it, to your 18 

knowledge?   19 

A The short answer, I don't know.  I don't know.  20 

Q Does not appear that it did. 21 

Mr. Fishman.  Well --  22 

Ms. CoƩon.  Yeah, I actually --  23 

Mr. Fishman.  When you --  24 

Ms. CoƩon.  I don't know how people -- what their religious affiliaƟon is, but I see at least 25 
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two individuals who I believe may self-idenƟfy as Jewish.   1 

.  Just because they self-idenƟfy as Jewish doesn't mean that they are 2 

representaƟves for the Jewish community as part of a Jewish group. 3 

Mr. Fishman.  That's fair, but --  4 

.  Okay. 5 

Mr. Fishman.  But the general counsel of the School District is on there, and she is Jewish.   6 

.  But she doesn't represent a Jewish group, like CAIR is a group that represents 7 

the Muslim  or Arab-American community. 8 

Mr. Fishman.  They represent certain people in that community, not everybody.   9 

.  My quesƟon was whether there was a representaƟve for the Jewish community 10 

akin to these individuals who represent various consƟtuencies.   11 

Mr. Fishman.  Got it.  Okay.   12 

Ms. CoƩon.  I also don't know what Mr. Bender's religious affiliaƟon is.   13 

.  He represents CAIR-Philadelphia.  He represents that consƟtuency.   14 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:   15 

Q Are you aware that CAIR was an unindicted coconspirator in a 2007 terrorism financing 16 

case?  17 

A No.  18 

Q The AnƟ-DefamaƟon League has described CAIR leaders as, quote, "trafficking in openly 19 

anƟsemiƟc and anƟ-Zionist rhetoric," end quote.  20 

Are you aware of CAIR's reputaƟon for fomenƟng anƟsemiƟsm?  21 

A No.  I have found the individuals represenƟng CAIR to be authenƟcally interested in 22 

the well-being and support of our students and interested in helping the School District of 23 

Philadelphia to become the fastest-improving large urban school district in the country.  24 

Q Are you aware that while at CAIR-Philadelphia, Mr. Bender offered a workshop called 25 
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"American Jews and PoliƟcal Power:  Myth or Reality?" 1 

A I'm not familiar with that.  2 

Q Are you aware of the anƟsemiƟc conspiracy theory that Jews control governments, 3 

banks, and the media?   4 

A I'm sorry.  Would you repeat that quesƟon?   5 

Q Are you aware of the anƟsemiƟc conspiracy theory that Jews control governments, 6 

banks, and the media?   7 

A I'm not sure if you're asking me if I'm aware of that in associaƟon with CAIR.  8 

Q Just in general, are you aware of it?   9 

A Yes, I am.   10 

Q Does a workshop Ɵtled "American Jews and PoliƟcal Power:  Myth or Reality?" raise 11 

any concerns from you from the Ɵtle of the workshop?  12 

A Could you repeat that Ɵtle?   13 

Q "American Jews and PoliƟcal Power:  Myth or Reality?"   14 

A I don't know enough about the Ɵtle or the context to offer an opinion.  15 

Q What kind of message does Mr. Bender's presence on your transiƟon team send to Jews 16 

in the School District of Philadelphia?   17 

Mr. Fishman.  How can he possibly answer that quesƟon?   18 

.  He is responsible for the individuals on his transiƟon team.   19 

Ms. CoƩon.  He said he wasn't. 20 

Mr. Fishman.  He said he wasn't.   21 

.  It is his transiƟon team. 22 

Mr. Fishman.  He said he didn't pick the members.   23 

.  So he's not going to opine on whether the fact that these members are on the 24 

team reflect on him in any way?   25 
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Mr. Fishman.  That's not what the quesƟon was.  The quesƟon was how does he think the 1 

Jewish community would react to that person's being on the thing, and he said he didn't know that 2 

CAIR had the reputaƟon that you just described. 3 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 4 

Q Do you view the members on this transiƟon team as reflecƟng on you in any way? 5 

A I view the members of the transiƟon team to represent the very rich diversity of the city 6 

of Philadelphia.   7 

Q Another member of your transiƟon team was Sharif El-Mekki.  Is that correct?   8 

A Yes.  I see him listed here.  Yes.  I recall that.  9 

Q Are you familiar with Mr. El-Mekki?  Do you know him?   10 

A I do know who Mr. El-Mekki is.  11 

Q Can you tell me more about SDP's relaƟonship with Mr. El-Mekki?   12 

A Mr. El-Mekki leads the Center for Black Educator Development and does, among other 13 

things, work in the School District of Philadelphia to help grow teacher pipelines and support teacher 14 

development.  15 

Q I would like to introduce exhibits 4 and 5. 16 
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    [Watlington Majority Exhibits Nos. 4     1 

 and 5 were marked for idenƟficaƟon.]   2 

.  Exhibit 4 is an Instagram post by Mr. El-Mekki where he defends district 3 

employees who have been the subject of repeated anƟsemiƟsm allegaƟons.  He says he would, 4 

quote, "choose teachers," end quote, like them, quote, "every single year."   5 

Does this endorsement reflect good judgment to you? 6 

Dr. Watlington.  If you'll permit me a moment to read it. 7 

.  Yes.   8 

Mr. Fishman.  Can I ask a clarifying quesƟon on the date?  On the boƩom it says October 9 

14th, 2024.   10 

.  Uh-huh. 11 

Mr. Fishman.  But in the post, it says something like "92w," which I interpret to be 92 weeks, 12 

if that's correct.  Do we have any idea when this post of his is from?   13 

.  October 14th, 2024. 14 

Mr. Fishman.  He posted on October --  15 

.  Uh-huh. 16 

Mr. Fishman.  Okay.  And so what does the "92w" mean? 17 

.  I'm not sure. 18 

Mr. Fishman.  Because October 14th --  19 

.  But this isn't a courtroom. 20 

Mr. Fishman.  No, no.  I'm just trying to -- but I'm trying to figure out when it was posted.  21 

If you're asking about whether he thinks it's good judgement --  22 

.  October 14th, 2024, is when this was posted.   23 

Dr. Watlington.  Okay.  Could you repeat the quesƟon? 24 

.  Sure. 25 
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BY : MAJORITY STAFF:   1 

Q Do you view this endorsement by Mr. El-Mekki of the individuals listed in this post as 2 

good judgment in terms of being teachers every single year for every single class that he would 3 

choose?  4 

A I don't know Mr. El-Mekki's thinking, and I'm unable to make a determinaƟon about 5 

whether his post represents good judgment, bad judgment, indifferent judgment, or the like.  6 

Q Because you aren't familiar with -- I mean, from the words on this page, you are unable 7 

to make a judgment about whether you believe this is a thing that a person with good judgment 8 

would post?  9 

A I don't know the context with which he posted that post or what his thinking was --  10 

Q Okay.   11 

A -- so I can't opine on his moƟve. 12 

Q Exhibit 5 is the first two pages of a report by Mr. El-Mekki.  In it he states that, quote, 13 

"Every lesson plan is a poliƟcal document, and every classroom interacƟon a poliƟcal statement."   14 

Do you agree with that statement?   15 

A I think in the School District of Philadelphia we are very clear:  Teachers may not, shall 16 

not, and should not promote any poliƟcal or personal perspecƟves in the classroom, and our job is to 17 

teach children how to think and not what to think.   18 

Q So Mr. El-Mekki's statement does not reflect the district's philosophy on K-12 19 

educaƟon?   20 

A I don't know his intended message.  Teaching the ConsƟtuƟon in a classroom, it's a 21 

poliƟcal document obviously.  But I don't -- but teachers have no business teaching a poliƟcal point 22 

of view.  23 

Q Camika Royal cochaired this subcommiƩee.  Is that correct?   24 

A I want to double-check the notes here that you shared with me so I can be sure.   25 
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Mr. Fishman.  And by "notes," he just means the document itself. 1 

.  That's fine.  2 

Dr. Watlington.  Yes.  Dr. Camika Royal.  Yes.  She was a commiƩee cochair. 3 

.  I'd like to introduce exhibits 6 and 7.  4 

    [Watlington Majority Exhibits Nos. 6     5 

 and 7 were marked for idenƟficaƟon.]  6 

.  These are Instagram posts by Dr. Royal made on July 4th, 2023, and July 4th, 7 

2024.  I'll read parts of them.  8 

Here she states, "In this house we believe:  The American dream is a scam.  Policing 9 

originates from runaway slave patrols.  Capitalism exploits.  Colonialism is evil.  The Founding 10 

Fathers were racist.  American imperialism must end.  America was built on genocide & slavery.  11 

We are on stolen indigenous land."  12 

Do you agree with the content of these posts?   13 

Ms. CoƩon.  We're here to talk about anƟsemiƟsm.  I'm not sure --  14 

.  "Colonialism is evil"?  I'll get to seƩler colonialism later on in this transcribed 15 

interview. 16 

Mr. Fishman.  I guess the quesƟon is, if you want to find out what was going on in the 17 

Philadelphia school system, that's fine, but this isn't a Philadelphia school system document. 18 

.  This is a post made by an individual who was cochairing a subcommiƩee on 19 

Dr. Watlington's transiƟon team. 20 

Mr. Fishman.  Yes. 21 

.  If he does not want to speak to whether he agrees with the content of these 22 

posts, he can say that.   23 

Mr. Fishman.  I'm just not sure of the relevance of whether --  24 

.  This is not a courtroom. 25 
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Mr. Fishman.  I understand that.  I'm just not sure what the relevance is.   1 

.  The relevance is that this is an individual, as I just explained, who co-chaired a 2 

commiƩee on anƟ-racist culture on Dr. Watlington's transiƟon team.  The post also references 3 

colonialism.  As I will menƟon later, theories of seƩler colonialism oŌen incite anƟsemiƟsm.  We 4 

will get to that later.   5 

Do you agree with the content of these posts?   6 

Mr. Fishman.  All of them?  Or do you want to go through them one at a Ɵme?   7 

.  With this post, exhibit 6, the one I just read.   8 

Dr. Watlington.  There's a lot in here.  And I would just note that, again, this is not a school 9 

district document, was not created by school district officials.  And I don't personally use this 10 

language, don't know enough about what I agree or disagree with. 11 

But I don't think it's my place to determine what -- or my role to determine what -- it might be 12 

protected speech, parƟcularly -- but this would not be acceptable in a classroom in the School District 13 

of Philadelphia, to be clear. 14 

.  Thank you. 15 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:  16 

Q Are you familiar with the district's policy on staff social media use?  17 

A Yes.  18 

Q I'd like to introduce exhibit 8. 19 

    [Watlington Majority Exhibit No. 8 20 

    was marked for idenƟficaƟon.]  21 

.  This is the policy.   22 

.  Did we skip 7?   23 

.  Sorry?  I'm just going to ask -- I just asked about 6. 24 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 25 



  

  
 

22 

Q This policy authorizes discipline for employees' social media acƟvity that endangers 1 

student welfare, violates district policy, or harms the reputaƟon of the school district.   2 

How many employees has the district invesƟgated for alleged violaƟons of this policy since 3 

October 7th, 2023, for social media acƟvity relaƟng to anƟsemiƟsm?  4 

A Could you repeat the quesƟon?   5 

Q Sure.  How many employees has the district invesƟgated for alleged violaƟons of this 6 

policy since October 7th, 2023, for social media acƟvity relaƟng to anƟsemiƟsm?  7 

A I don't know.  8 

Q Are you able to get us the answer to that quesƟon?   9 

A Certainly can confer with counsel, and they will get back to you.  10 

Q What is the district's process for reviewing complaints of this policy?   11 

A If there were a complaint made to a school principal for a school employee, the school 12 

leader would invesƟgate.   13 

If it were a district employee, then certainly their supervisor, with support from our human 14 

resources department, would invesƟgate as well.  15 

Q And what would be the next steps if it was a school employee?  16 

A If it was a school employee, the principal would conduct an invesƟgaƟon, depending on 17 

the nature of that social media post, thoroughly invesƟgate, make a determinaƟon.   18 

If discipline were warranted, our expectaƟon and procedure would require that to be done in 19 

a Ɵmely manner.  20 

Q So is the principal the one that would be responsible for reviewing the complaint or just 21 

making the determinaƟon that you're referring to?   22 

Ms. CoƩon.  And just to be clear, he's just talking about this policy? 23 

.  Uh-huh. 24 

Ms. CoƩon.  It's different if there's a harassment or discriminaƟon --  25 
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.  Yes, just the social media.   1 

Ms. CoƩon.  Okay.  So just this policy where there's not a harassment and discriminaƟon 2 

angle?  Is that your --  3 

.  Just this policy. 4 

Ms. CoƩon.  Okay.   5 

Dr. Watlington.  Would you repeat the quesƟon? 6 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:  7 

Q So is the principal the one that reviews the complaint or is there another individual that 8 

reviews the complaint when it comes in?   9 

A A principal ulƟmately is responsible for reviewing complaints, or his or her designee, 10 

statutorily, which could be an assistant principal.  11 

Q And to counsel's clarificaƟon, if there is an anƟsemiƟc component to a social media 12 

post, meaning that there is a potenƟal discriminaƟon angle, what is the district's process for 13 

reviewing such a complaint?  14 

A If it were a complaint involving a student, the principal, or his or her designee, typically 15 

an assistant principal, would have responsibility for invesƟgaƟng the complaint.   16 

If it were an adult, an employee, and it was related to harassment and discriminaƟon per our 17 

policy, to include but not limited to anƟsemiƟsm, the Office of Employee Labor RelaƟons, which is 18 

housed within our human resources division, would invesƟgate that complaint.  19 

Q And would that office also invesƟgate a complaint against a -- against any district 20 

employee or staff regardless of whether they are at a school or in the administraƟon if it's a social 21 

media -- if it's an anƟsemiƟc social media post complaint?  22 

A If I understand the quesƟon correct, the Office of Employee Labor RelaƟons would 23 

invesƟgate any employee related to harassment and discriminaƟon.  24 

Q Since October 7th, 2023, have any district employees perpetuated anƟsemiƟsm online 25 
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or in the classroom, to your knowledge?  1 

A Would you repeat that quesƟon?   2 

Q Since October 7th, 2023, have any district employees perpetuated anƟsemiƟsm online 3 

or in the classroom, to your knowledge?  4 

A I'm aware that there are employees in the school district who have been invesƟgated 5 

for harassment and discriminaƟon, specifically posts to be deemed anƟsemiƟc.  6 

Q Imagine an SDP teacher, School District of Philadelphia teacher, made a post on their 7 

public Instagram that said, "You can't support White liberaƟon without supporƟng White resistance."  8 

The post featured images of Klansmen and a noose.  The teacher made this post in the wake of a 9 

racially moƟvated mass shooƟng event.  10 

How would the district -- how would you respond to a post like this?   11 

A It would be helpful if you had a copy of the post that I could review.  Absent that, I'd 12 

like to write that --  13 

Q Sure. 14 

Mr. Fishman.  Or do it more slowly. 15 

Dr. Watlington.  Or do it more slowly. 16 

.  Sure.  So it's an Instagram post.   17 

Dr. Watlington.  Okay. 18 

.  It's a district teacher.  The post says --  19 

Ms. CoƩon.  Is this a real post?   20 

.  I will get to that.  But it is -- this is not -- what I am reading is a hypotheƟcal. 21 

Mr. Fishman.  Okay. 22 

Ms. CoƩon.  Okay.   23 

.  The post says, "You cannot support White liberaƟon without supporƟng White 24 

resistance."  The post has images, racially moƟvated images, White supremacist images, Klansmen 25 
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and a noose, and the teacher made this post aŌer a racially moƟvated mass shooƟng event.   1 

Dr. Watlington.  And you want me to --  2 

Mr. Fishman.  What's the quesƟon?   3 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:  4 

Q How would the district respond to this post?  If a teacher posted this on their 5 

Instagram, on their public Instagram, how would the district respond?  6 

A Are you referring to if a complaint were made or if a -- 7 

Q Sure.  A complaint is made.   8 

A Absent a complaint, we very well may not know about it.  But if a complaint were 9 

made, depending on if a complaint were made to a principal, to someone else, ask for thinking on 10 

that?   11 

Q A complaint is made to the district administraƟon directly.   12 

A If a complaint --  13 

Q Sent directly to you.   14 

A If this complaint were sent directly to me, which is not our pracƟce because we have 15 

folks who do this work, I would very likely -- I would send this to the Office of Employee Labor 16 

RelaƟons, if it's an employee who made the complaint, and they would review it and make 17 

determinaƟons about whether or not it violated our policy or not.  18 

Q Would such a post be concerning to you?  19 

A I'm not sure if I fully understand what the post means. 20 

Mr. Fishman.  Or her descripƟon of it, anyway.   21 

Dr. Watlington.  I'm sorry?   22 

Mr. Fishman.  Her descripƟon, you mean.   23 

Dr. Watlington.  The descripƟon.  But it's not the language I would use.  But I would send 24 

it to Employee Labor RelaƟons because that would be their job, to review and make those 25 
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determinaƟons. 1 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:   2 

Q Are you familiar with Hannah Gann?  3 

A Yes.  4 

Q She is a teacher in the School District of Philadelphia, correct?   5 

A Yes.  6 

Q I'd like to introduce exhibit 9. 7 

    [Watlington Majority Exhibit No. 9 8 

    was marked for idenƟficaƟon.]  9 

.  This is a post from Ms. Gann's public Instagram.  Her user name is 10 

ms.gann.on.the.gram, which makes clear that she is a teacher.   11 

This post was made in 2024.  I understand that there is not a date labeled on the post but it 12 

is from 2024.   13 

The post says, quote, "You can't support PalesƟnian liberaƟon without supporƟng PalesƟnian 14 

resistance," end quote.  The graphic features images of terrorists and the red triangle, which is a 15 

Hamas symbol used to indicate military targets.  The post also says, quote, "Reject normalizaƟon.  16 

Support the resistance," end quote.   17 

Have you seen this post before?   18 

Ms. CoƩon.  Wait.  Sorry.  I actually don't see that last --  19 

.  It's on the very boƩom, "Reject normalizaƟon.  Support the resistance," in red.   20 

Have you seen this post before?   21 

Dr. Watlington.  I don't recall seeing this post before.   22 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:   23 

Q Does this post endorse terrorism against Jews?   24 

A I don't know.  25 
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Q Does this post create a safe and welcoming environment for Jewish and Israeli students 1 

in Ms. Gann's classroom?   2 

A I don't know enough about the post to make that determinaƟon off of this very quick 3 

review.  4 

Q I'd like to introduce exhibit 10. 5 

    [Watlington Majority Exhibit No. 10 6 

    was marked for idenƟficaƟon.]  7 

.  This is another post on Ms. Gann's Instagram.  It features the same --  8 

Mr. Fishman.  One second.   9 

[Discussion off the record.]   10 

Mr. Fishman.  Sorry.   11 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:   12 

Q It features the same red triangle framed by a gun and an RPG.  The quote here is by Ho 13 

Chi Minh.  It says, "You will kill ten of us, we will kill one of you, but in the end, you will Ɵre of it 14 

first."   15 

Have you seen this post before?   16 

A I don't recall seeing this post before.  17 

Q Is this an endorsement of violence against Jews?   18 

A Doesn't maƩer that Ho Chi Minh said it, but I find it personally troubling and very 19 

problemaƟc.  Absolutely wouldn't say it.  And to be crystal clear, there's no place for this kind of 20 

language in any classroom, period.   21 

Q Why do you find it problemaƟc?  22 

A It's never appropriate in a classroom for an educator to speak about murder, killing 23 

people, of any group.  24 

Q What about --  25 
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A Even a veiled reference is unacceptable.  1 

Q What about on their public Instagram, whose user name references the fact that they 2 

are a teacher?  Is it --  3 

Ms. CoƩon.  Can I just interject?  You keep saying that.  How does it reference that she's a 4 

teacher? 5 

.  "Ms. Gann on the gram." 6 

Ms. CoƩon.  I mean, if I had "Ms. CoƩon" -- I just want to object to that premise, but he can 7 

answer the quesƟon.   8 

Dr. Watlington.  Certainly, again, it's never appropriate to, in a role as an educator, my 9 

opinion, to, with young, impressionable minds, to talk about or insinuate killing of any kind, 10 

notwithstanding the fact that Ho Chi Minh allegedly said this.  It's his name, I assume, if he said that.  11 

Don't know the -- I think there was a different context.  That's not important at this point.   12 

And if this, like any of the posts, came to me, I would send them to the Office of Employee 13 

Labor RelaƟons.  It would not be my job to make a determinaƟon even if I find the post strongly 14 

objecƟonable.  15 

.  Also, just to the point that it is clear that she is a teacher, she does post her 16 

class schedules on her Instagram as well, as we will get to.   17 

Mr. Fishman.  You just said from the Ɵtle of it, it was clear.  I think that's all. 18 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:   19 

Q Do these posts, these posts exhibit 9 and 10, violate the district's social media policy by, 20 

for example, damaging the district's reputaƟon and image as an educaƟonal insƟtuƟon?  21 

A I don't like the post either in a classroom or outside of a classroom.  It's not language I 22 

would use.  But that's not my determinaƟon to make.  That's the role of the Office of Employee 23 

Labor RelaƟons.  24 

Q Has Ms. Gann been disciplined for these posts or any other social media post that she 25 
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has made relaƟng to anƟsemiƟsm?  1 

A I don't recall being made aware of any specific discipline.  I do know that Ms. Gann, as 2 

well as some other individuals, are being reviewed currently --  3 

Q Okay.   4 

A -- by the office of human resources.  5 

Q Are you able to share the other individuals that are being reviewed?   6 

A I don't recall specific names, but it's certainly a part of a lookback, as I became aware of 7 

some posts that caught my aƩenƟon, that, if substanƟated, I believe could potenƟally violate our 8 

policy with regard to harassment, discriminaƟon.  So I personally asked the human resources office 9 

to go back and take a look.  10 

Q Which posts caught your aƩenƟon?   11 

A I don't remember the specific posts.  But there were posts that teetered across that 12 

line of taking a poliƟcal point of view.  And it's my expectaƟon and our policy's expectaƟon that 13 

teachers teach students how to think, not what to think, and we don't teach our personal poliƟcal 14 

biases.  15 

Q Are you concerned that these views are being perpetuated by Ms. Gann in her 16 

classroom?  17 

Mr. Fishman.  Are you saying they are, or is he worried that they might be?  The quesƟon 18 

was a liƩle unclear. 19 

.  Are you concerned that these views are also being perpetuated by Ms. Gann in 20 

her classroom in addiƟon to -- the views that she's --  21 

Mr. Fishman.  No, but you said that they "are."  Are you saying that they are or is he 22 

worried that they might be? 23 

.  I'm asking is he concerned that they are. 24 

Are you worried that they might be?   25 
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Dr. Watlington.  The posts are concerning to me.  And it's one of the reasons why I've 1 

asked our office of human resources to do a lookback, a comprehensive lookback, and to update me 2 

at the conclusion of that.  3 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:   4 

Q When did you make that request that they do that lookback?  5 

A Over the summer.  6 

Q This past --  7 

A This past summer.  8 

Q Do you remember which month?  9 

A I don't remember the day.  Probably -- I hired a new chief human resources officer on 10 

July 1, and that was one of her first job tasks.  11 

Q Ms. Gann posts her class schedule whiteboards on her public Instagram, as I menƟoned 12 

earlier.  I'd like to introduce exhibits 11 and 12.  13 

    [Watlington Majority Exhibits Nos. 11     14 

 and 12 were marked for idenƟficaƟon.]  15 

Dr. Watlington.  And, , may I also just note that the lookback that I requested was 16 

not specific to Ms. Gann.  It's all complaints received, regardless of source, related to discriminaƟon 17 

based on naƟonal origin, shared ancestry. 18 

.  So is it, like, a re-review of all of the complaints?  Or what is the actual 19 

substance of the lookback? 20 

Dr. Watlington.  While pursuant to the requirements in the Voluntary ResoluƟon Agreement 21 

to do that for the school year '23-'24, as I learned more, I thought it was appropriate beyond the 22 

scope of that Voluntary ResoluƟon Agreement to do a comprehensive lookback from July of 2025 23 

through present. 24 

Ms. CoƩon.  2024.   25 
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Dr. Watlington.  2024.  Excuse me.  2024 to present. 1 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:   2 

Q So your -- so the relevant offices are re-reviewing the complaints that they received 3 

from 2023 to present?  Is that correct?  Or what is the actual substance of this lookback?  What 4 

are they doing?  What are the acƟons being undertaken under this lookback?  5 

A One, I want to know if anything was missed, quite frankly.   6 

And number two, I've asked for a lookback to ensure that things that were invesƟgated, that 7 

we didn't miss anything and that it was done properly. 8 

Ms. CoƩon.  Just to clarify the date, just because it's been said differently -- 9 

.  Yes.   10 

Dr. Watlington.  2022-'23 was --  11 

Mr. Fishman.  Wait. 12 

Ms. CoƩon.  So the VRA was the school years 2022 to 2023 and 2023 to 2024.  The 13 

lookback that Dr. Watlington asked for is July '24 --  14 

.  To present. 15 

Mr. Fishman.  In addiƟon to the stuff they were already supposed to do. 16 

.  Okay.  So the lookback period is looking -- in that Ɵme frame -- looking to see 17 

if anything was missed, et cetera, as you just said.  18 

Dr. Watlington.  Correct. 19 

Mr. Fishman.  Whether the invesƟgaƟons were done right and whether they didn't do 20 

something that they should have done. 21 

.  Okay. 22 

You should now have exhibits 11 and 12.  Exhibit 11 is from December 2025, as you can see 23 

on the whiteboard there.  Gann is teaching her students in this lesson about jusƟfied violence.  Do 24 

you know what --  25 
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Mr. Fishman.  Can you give him a second to look at that?  Thanks. 1 

Ms. CoƩon.  Can I just ask a quesƟon?  I have seen a couple of her posts where she does it 2 

as, I don't know, trolling or something, where she posts a fake schedule.  Do we know if this is one 3 

of those or if this is --  4 

.  I have not seen it as trolling. 5 

Ms. CoƩon.  Trolling, my word.  I don't know if that's the right word.   6 

.  I've only seen it as actual schedules that she posts.  Like this.   7 

Ms. CoƩon.  Okay.   8 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:   9 

Q What is jusƟfied violence?  Do you know what that means?   10 

A No.  11 

Q Is it concerning to you that Ms. Gann spent this much class Ɵme on jusƟfied violence in 12 

light of the social media posts that we just reviewed?   13 

A On its face, I'll say, one, I don't know what "jusƟfied violence" means here.  I can't 14 

speak for Ms. Gann there.   15 

Two, if this permeated a classroom, I would not be comfortable with a term "jusƟfied" or 16 

"unjusƟfied" violence, no different than if I'm in a classroom as a teacher myself and I'm teaching 17 

what happened in the Second World War.  I don't need to get into my -- I should not get into my 18 

personal biases or poliƟcal opinions about whether Harry Truman made the right decision to drop 19 

two atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki to bring the Second World War to a conclusion.   20 

It happened.  We teach it.  And we should not proselyƟze or teach in a manner beyond 21 

teaching kids what happened and how to think and not what to think.  22 

Q So does it sound to you that -- or are you saying that the term "jusƟfied violence" 23 

sounds like it's teaching kids what to think rather than how to think?   24 

A I think it could potenƟally -- ulƟmately, I don't know because I don't know the context.  25 
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But this would be something that a principal who has a responsibility for being in classrooms, to 1 

inspect instrucƟon, and to check lesson plans, would be beƩer able to opine on than me.  2 

Q I'd like to introduce exhibit 12.  Here, Gann's class schedule shows that she hosted a 3 

guest speaker in her class known as Mr. Ant.  This is a reference to Mr. Ant Smith.   4 

Are you familiar with Mr. Ant Smith?   5 

.  Is this a post from her Instagram?  Or is this someone who has commented 6 

on -- is this part of the post, is my quesƟon? 7 

.  No.  No.  This is a comment on her Instagram post, and then her Instagram 8 

post is --  9 

.  So this is not the Instagram post itself.   10 

.  The Instagram post itself is the image in the middle. 11 

.  So what's the top?   12 

.  The top is an individual commenƟng on the post. 13 

Mr. Fishman.  Do we know who that is? 14 

.  No.  That is not part of -- I'm asking specifically about the post itself. 15 

Mr. Fishman.  No, I understand.  But since the exhibit is ulƟmately possibly going to be part 16 

of the record and you're asking him about it, I think it would be helpful to have clarity on who has 17 

annotated or commented on her post.  I want - and I just want -- to make sure that the record is --  18 

.  Sure.  This is a stakeholder who is concerned about Ant Smith's appearance in 19 

Ms. Gann's class. 20 

Mr. Fishman.  I know what "stakeholders" mean in certain contexts.  What does that 21 

mean?   22 

.  This is an individual who was concerned about the appearance of Mr. Ant Smith 23 

in Ms. Gann's class. 24 

Mr. Fishman.  Okay.  A ciƟzen or a parent or --  25 
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.  It's a ciƟzen. 1 

Mr. Fishman.  Okay. 2 

.  Are you familiar with Mr. Smith, Mr. Ant Smith? 3 

Dr. Watlington.  I don't recall that name.  I don't know that name.  Doesn't ring a bell. 4 

.  He is a former teacher who went to prison for flipping a cop car during a 5 

protest.  He has also said that October 7th represented, quote, "the chickens coming home to 6 

roost," end quote.  7 

Is Mr. Smith an appropriate guest speaker for a district classroom?   8 

Ms. CoƩon.  Do we even know that Mr. Ant is actually Ant Smith? 9 

.  It is Mr. Ant Smith. 10 

Ms. CoƩon.  So you're represenƟng --  11 

.  I am represenƟng that it is Mr. Ant Smith. 12 

Mr. Fishman.  Do we know what he talked about in the classroom?   13 

.  We do not. 14 

Mr. Fishman.  Okay.   15 

Ms. CoƩon.  Do we -- I mean --  16 

Mr. Fishman.  All right.  You can answer.   17 

Dr. Watlington.  I'm unfamiliar with Mr. Ant Smith.  I can tell you, I've been a teacher, a 18 

principal, and administrator, and I can think of more than one instance where we've had individuals 19 

who had some experiences on the wrong side of the law that have come into schools to encourage 20 

young people to make different decisions, and I found it to be appropriate in those instances.   21 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:   22 

Q How is the district ensuring that Ms. Gann is not creaƟng a hosƟle environment for 23 

Jewish students?  24 

A Principals and their designees, assistant principals, check lesson plans.  They visit 25 
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classrooms to inspect the instrucƟon occurring in the classrooms.  They give feedback on a regular 1 

basis to teachers.  And they're responsible for ensuring that we follow our policy related to 2 

harassment and discriminaƟon.  3 

Q Has the district conƟnued to receive complaints about Ms. Gann since December 2024, 4 

which is the date of the district's resoluƟon agreement with OCR?   5 

A I don't know the specific dates of any posts by Ms. Gann, but I do know our human 6 

resources office is looking at all issues related to -- complaints related to harassment around naƟonal 7 

origin, shared ancestry.  8 

Q Are you familiar with Norman Shaw MacQueen?  9 

A I have some familiarity.  I don't know him personally, but I know the name.  10 

Q He is a current district teacher, correct?   11 

A That's my understanding.  12 

Q I'd like to introduce exhibit 13. 13 

    [Watlington Majority Exhibit No. 13 14 

    was marked for idenƟficaƟon.]  15 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 16 

Q This is a July 2024 post on his Instagram, Mr. MacQueen's Instagram, that claims that 17 

Zionism is racism, seƩler colonialism, Islamophobia, genocidal violence, and anƟsemiƟc.   18 

Have you seen this post before?   19 

A I recall seeing it.  I think -- it rings a bell.  I think I recall seeing this as a part of some 20 

reviews I did this summer in preparaƟon for this interview.  21 

Q What was your reacƟon to this post when you saw it?   22 

A I found it troubling based on my definiƟon of Zionism.  I don't agree with it.  I see 23 

how it can be viewed as offensive.  That's my reacƟon.  24 

Q What --  25 
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A And it has no place in a classroom.  1 

Q What is Zionism?  2 

A I'm not an expert on Zionism.  3 

Q You just said you have a definiƟon of Zionism.  What is your definiƟon of Zionism?  4 

A I'm sorry.  Would you repeat that quesƟon, the first part of the quesƟon?   5 

Q Sure.  You just said "based on my definiƟon of Zionism" -- 6 

A Okay. 7 

Q -- "this is concerning."  What is your definiƟon of Zionism?  8 

A Again, I'm no expert.  But my definiƟon, Tony's, not the superintendent but Tony 9 

Watlington, Sr., is that Zionism is an inherent belief that the state of Israel has a right to exist as a 10 

sovereign naƟon and the Israeli people have a right to pursue their self-determinaƟon in a safe 11 

manner, like any other naƟon-state.  And to suggest that it does not is, in my definiƟon, 12 

problemaƟc.  And that's why I find this post objecƟonable.  13 

Q I'd like to introduce exhibit 14. 14 

    [Watlington Majority Exhibit No. 14 15 

    was marked for idenƟficaƟon.]  16 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 17 

Q This is an April 2024 post by Mr. MacQueen.  It reads, "Zionists are no different from 18 

the swarms of white supremacist spectators cheering on the public lynchings of over 3,000 Black 19 

people."   20 

Have you seen this post before?   21 

A I don't recall seeing this post.  22 

Q Do you agree with this characterizaƟon of Zionists?   23 

A For the aforemenƟoned reasons, absolutely not.  24 

Q So is this an appropriate comparison to make?   25 
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Ms. CoƩon.  Is it --  1 

.  Is it appropriate to compare Zionists to the swarms of White supremacist 2 

spectators cheering on the public lynchings of over 3,000 Black people?   3 

Dr. Watlington.  I don't like it.  I wouldn't use that language.  I strongly disagree.   4 

As superintendent, it's not my role to make determinaƟons about what people can or cannot 5 

say, offensive or otherwise.  That would be someone else's determinaƟon to make based on 6 

whether or not it fits their First Amendment right to free speech.   7 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:  8 

Q How is the district ensuring that these views do not also translate specifically for 9 

Mr. MacQueen into his classroom?  10 

A Principals and their designees, assistant principals, check lesson plans -- have 11 

responsibility for checking lesson plans, for visiƟng classes regularly on an informal and formal basis, 12 

and to provide feedback to teachers relaƟve to ensuring that we are compliant in the classroom with 13 

board policy, and, at the end of the day, that we are teaching young people how to think, not what to 14 

think, that we aren't bringing inappropriate material in the classroom, or, when they teach 15 

controversial topics, they're doing it in a fair manner.   16 

Q Has the principal of Mr. MacQueen's school checked Mr. MacQueen's lesson plans, to 17 

your knowledge?   18 

A With 250 district-operated schools, I can't tell you the specifics of each individual 19 

principal.  But it is absolutely my expectaƟon that lesson plans are checked in all schools.  I can't 20 

speak to his principal specifically.  21 

Q But you haven't checked as you know or had your employees check as part of their 22 

lookback whether these principals are doing the classroom oversight that you described?  Is that 23 

part of your lookback?   24 

A The human resources office, as a part of its lookback, I'm sure is looking into a wide 25 
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range of items consistent with my direcƟve.  1 

Q So are you aware of any specific instances of principals checking lesson plans for 2 

teachers who have had anƟsemiƟsm allegaƟons made against them? 3 
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[10:26 a.m.]  1 

Dr. Watlington.  I am aware and I do know that principals check lesson plans and have 2 

reviewed lesson plans relaƟve to discriminaƟon and harassment, not limited to, but to include, 3 

anƟsemiƟsm and other -- other violaƟons of our policy, to include Islamophobia, sexism, racism and 4 

the like.  5 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:  6 

Q Can you give an example of one of these reviews as it pertains to anƟsemiƟsm, if you're 7 

aware of one?  8 

A One that comes to mind is a post by a teacher that is my understanding purported to 9 

name individuals and also I believe a post which referenced violence.  10 

Q So the principal in that school checked that teacher's lesson plans because of those 11 

posts?  12 

A That's my understanding.  13 

Q Are you -- do you know what the findings were in that case?  14 

A I don't know the findings.  I know that there's a pursuant invesƟgaƟon and, in this case, 15 

disciplinary acƟon was taken.  16 

Q What was the disciplinary acƟon that was taken?  17 

Mr. Fishman.  I'm not sure he -- I'm not sure he can say that because the proceedings are 18 

ongoing.   19 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 20 

Q Okay.  Did a classroom visit also occur in that instance, in addiƟon to checking lessons 21 

plans, if you know?  22 

A I'm not sure.  I can tell you that principals rouƟnely check lesson plans.  23 

Q Are you familiar with the Racial JusƟce Organizing CommiƩee, or RJOC?  24 

A The name rings a bell.  I'm not very familiar.  25 
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Q How would you describe that group?  1 

A I don't know enough about it.  I'm familiar with the name.  2 

.  I'm finished with this parƟcular segment.  I'll pick up where I leŌ off the next 3 

round.   4 

Dr. Watlington.  Okay.   5 

.  We can go off the record.  6 

[Recess.] 7 

EXAMINATION 8 

BY : MINORITY STAFF:   9 

Q Once again, good morning, Dr. Watlington. 10 

A Good morning. 11 

Q I thank you again for coming in to talk to us today.  My colleague, , covered a lot 12 

of ground, and I will do my best not to be duplicaƟve, but please understand some of the ground we 13 

cover may naturally be the same.   14 

And just, again, to go over the staff represenƟng the minority side of the commiƩee, I'm 15 

, and this is my co-counsel, .  While I anƟcipate asking you most of the 16 

quesƟons for the minority today,  may stand in at some point to ask a quesƟon or two.  You 17 

may see us talking and passing notes back and forth.  That's completely natural, and I ask you to not 18 

let that distract you.  And if something, again, in one of our quesƟons doesn't make sense or you're 19 

confused as to what I'm asking, please don't hesitate to ask me to repeat or clarify.  Does that all 20 

make sense?  21 

A Yes. 22 

Q Great.  And, again, I'll remind you that all your responses to quesƟons must be verbal.  23 

The transcript cannot pick up nods, hand gestures and the like.   24 

Do you have any quesƟons of me before we start?  25 
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A No. 1 

Q Great.  Oh, and also, we made five copies of exhibits, we don't have 10, and our 2 

anƟcipated circulaƟon was one for the majority, one for the minority, one for the witness, one for 3 

the witness' counsel, and one for stenographers.   4 

Does anybody anƟcipate that will be an issue?   5 

Mr. Fishman.  That's fine.   6 

.  Okay.  Great.  We can go ahead and start the clock.   7 

BY : MINORITY STAFF: 8 

Q Before I get into my prepared quesƟons, I wanted to just cover a few things related to 9 

some of the exhibits that were offered in the first part of this round of quesƟoning.  I believe, and I 10 

might be paraphrasing, that the interview began on the record with a majority statement, counsel's 11 

statement that anƟsemiƟsm, quote, had manifested in the School District of Philadelphia.   12 

Just yes or no, do you agree with that characterizaƟon of anƟsemiƟsm manifesƟng in the 13 

School District of Philadelphia?  14 

A Would you repeat that quesƟon?   15 

Q Sure.  The first statement I believe we started with that was not a quesƟon was just 16 

the statement that anƟsemiƟsm, quote, had manifested in the School of Philadelphia.  And just a 17 

yes or no, I just want to know if you agree with that characterizaƟon.   18 

A No. 19 

Q Okay.  The first exhibit I want to turn to was exhibit 3 that was introduced.  I believe 20 

that was the list of transiƟon team parƟcipants.  We spent a bit of Ɵme talking about Mr. Jacob 21 

Bender, the execuƟve director of CAIR-Philadelphia.  And I think you stated you did not appoint 22 

members to your transiƟon team and were not familiar with all of them.  To that end, were you 23 

aware that Mr. Bender is Jewish?  24 

A I don't remember the name Bender.  I remember meeƟng with an individual who 25 
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represented CAIR, not name specific, who I did recall hearing a Jewish reference before.  1 

Q So I am guessing you were not aware that on CAIR-Philadelphia's website that lists his 2 

bio, it stated that Jacob Bender brings decades of acƟvism promoƟng mutual respect and 3 

understanding between Muslims, ChrisƟans, and Jews around the world and on behalf of peace and 4 

jusƟce movements in the U.S.   5 

Were you aware of that statement?  6 

A I was not aware of that statement.  I was aware that the reputaƟon I had heard at that 7 

Ɵme was consistent with that descripƟon.  8 

.  I would like to introduce -- and I know this is going to be a liƩle out of 9 

order -- but this is exhibit D that we are going to be submiƫng.   10 

    [Watlington Minority Exhibit D 11 

    was marked for idenƟficaƟon.]  12 

BY : MINORITY STAFF: 13 

Q This is an arƟcle from I believe 2013 from the Jewish independent nonprofit media site 14 

Forward on the event of Mr. Bender's appointment as execuƟve director of CAIR-PA where I think he 15 

was the first Jewish representaƟve and execuƟve director of that organizaƟon in the country.  You 16 

can take a look at that and become familiar with it as you need.   17 

I'd like to draw your aƩenƟon to a few excerpts from that arƟcle.  First, he is quoted as 18 

saying that, quote, "his Jewish faith, Bender believes, can only help him do the job effecƟvely."  19 

Further, he is quoted as saying, "The Muslim community is under aƩack from Islamophobic forces, 20 

and it is the obligaƟon and responsibility of people of good will to stand up and say this is a bigoted 21 

aƩack."  He's also quoted in the arƟcle saying, "This is fully in keeping with his life goals" -- or "my 22 

life goals" -- sorry.   23 

Recognizing again that you did not appoint your transiƟon team commiƩee, would such 24 

statements be consistent with his placement on a subcommiƩee on anƟracist district culture?  25 



  

  
 

43 

A I would think, yes.  1 

Q I want to draw your aƩenƟon back to exhibit 4 that was circulated.  I believe this was a 2 

Instagram post by another member of the transiƟon team, Mr. -- or Sharif El-Mekki.  Do you have 3 

that in front of you?  4 

A Exhibit 4?   5 

Q Yeah.   6 

A Yes.  7 

Q Okay.  It appears that this is a picture of someone standing in front of a truck that I 8 

think is familiarly considered or called a doxxing truck.  Are you familiar with doxxing trucks?  9 

A I've seen a doxxing truck; this one in parƟcular, as a maƩer of fact.  10 

Q Are you familiar with the company Accuracy in Media?  11 

A I've heard the name.  12 

Q Okay.  Are you aware that since October 7th, 2023, Accuracy in Media has been using 13 

these trucks to share names and faces of students, professors, teachers, and other individuals who've 14 

expressed protected poliƟcal opinions about the Israeli-PalesƟnian conflict?  15 

A Uh --  16 

Q I can repeat that, if you'd like. 17 

A Yes, repeat the quesƟon, please. 18 

Q I was just asking, are you aware that since October 7, Accuracy in Media has been using 19 

these trucks to share names and faces of students, professors, teachers, and other individuals who 20 

have expressed protected poliƟcal opinions about the Israeli-PalesƟnian conflict.   21 

A While not familiar with the name, I did know that there had been examples of these 22 

trucks in the city.  23 

Q Sure.  In your opinion, do you believe that sending doxxing trucks to drive around 24 

campuses or schools is a producƟve response to dealing with anƟsemiƟc harassment in educaƟon 25 
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centers?  1 

A No, I don't believe doxxing is ever appropriate.  2 

Q Okay.  Thank you.   3 

I wanted to now draw your aƩenƟon back to exhibits 9 and 10, which I believe were 4 

Instagram posts by Ms. Gann -- ms.gann.on.the.gram.  I know that we briefly -- there was discussion 5 

on both sides of -- both the majority and you as the witness and your counsel --  6 

.  Oh, I apologize.   7 

BY : MINORITY STAFF: 8 

Q The majority stated that the name on the post ms.gann.on.the.gram was sufficient to 9 

idenƟfy her as a teacher.  And I believe you were on the record saying that that characterizaƟon of 10 

a screen name being sufficient was not sufficient to idenƟfy her as a teacher.   11 

In your opinion, if a person -- if all a person saw was this name on that post, would it be 12 

reasonable to automaƟcally assume the person's a teacher?  13 

A I don't think so.  14 

Q Puƫng aside the content of the post, which I believe you've already said is abhorrent 15 

regardless of the context, in your opinion, is there anything on the face that would convey -- the 16 

actual post itself, not the screen name -- that would convey to anyone that the creator of the post 17 

was a teacher?  18 

A As a lifelong educator, I would -- just looking at the post, I would not determine or make 19 

a determinaƟon this was a teacher. 20 

.  I believe my colleague, , has quesƟons about posts -- or excuse me, 21 

exhibits 11 and -- 10 and 11 or 10 physically?   22 

.  Ten.  I want to go back to something we discussed with majority counsel.  23 

When asked about exhibit 10, you said something to the effect of -- and I'm paraphrasing, not 24 

quoƟng -- discussion of killing any group is never appropriate in the classroom.  Do you wish to 25 
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clarify your response in any way?   1 

Dr. Watlington.  Yes.  What I intended to say was that history is replete with examples of 2 

war, certainly violence.  Our job in the classroom is to teach what happened and to do so in a 3 

manner that we don't take -- we don't make opinions, we don't -- and we teach students what 4 

happened, how to think about it but not what to think.  And that would be consistent with whether 5 

we're teaching, you know, World War II -- or there was a previous post I believe about maybe John 6 

Brown or -- whether it was John Brown or Nat Turner in the American South, World War II, or the 7 

Boston Massacre.  I think history is replete with examples of warfare. 8 

.  Thank you. 9 

BY : MINORITY STAFF: 10 

Q Okay.  So I'm now going to turn back to some of the quesƟons that I prepared for you.  11 

I think we've already established you're the superintendent of the School District of Philadelphia.  12 

But prior to your service in Philadelphia, in what school districts have you previously held 13 

administraƟve posiƟons?  14 

A I started as superintendent in the Rowan-Salisbury schools in North Carolina and chief of 15 

schools in the Guilford County schools in North Carolina.  16 

Q So you've -- about how long of your professional career have you served as a head of a 17 

school system, give or take?  18 

A I've been leading school systems now for approximately about -- just shy of 7 years.  19 

Q Okay.  Thank you.   20 

I want to ask about your iniƟal response to the October 7th aƩacks -- I think we talked about 21 

it a liƩle bit with exhibit 1 that was shared -- your email supporƟng our community and each other in 22 

this difficult Ɵme.  What was your iniƟal response in the few weeks immediately following the 23 

October 7th aƩacks in regards to the school system?  24 

A Certainly, the day of the aƩack, I was horrified to see that on CNN while being out of the 25 
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district visiƟng family.  It was a weekend, as I recall.  In the days that followed, I wanted to 1 

understand the high -- very high emoƟons that lots of children and families were expressing and to 2 

make sure that we could do our very best job of providing support and this noƟon that, not limited to 3 

in our classrooms, ensuring that we provide support to teachers so they can know how to talk about 4 

current events, but at the same Ɵme to provide a sense of support so that all of our diverse 5 

communiƟes could work through these challenging Ɵmes.  6 

Q Would it be fair based on that statement to characterize your acƟons as being ones that 7 

you thought did your best job of providing support to teachers and students during the Ɵme --  8 

A Yes.  9 

Q -- in total -- not geƫng into individual, that was your goal throughout that period?  10 

A Yes.  11 

Q Okay.  Do you think that the district's response was affected by factors like the size of 12 

the school system with the resources available to it?  13 

A Could you repeat that quesƟon?   14 

Q Do you think that your school -- the school district's response was somehow affected by 15 

factors like the size of the school system or the resources available to it?  16 

A Yes, in part.  Given that the School District of Philadelphia is the NaƟon's ninth largest 17 

school district, with an incredibly large geographic footprint, a city of neighborhoods -- and there are 18 

lots of -- we affirmed that diversity, but given the sheer size and scope, geƫng an understanding of 19 

what's happening across communiƟes from the north, south, east, west in 250 district operated 20 

schools was something that we were paying aƩenƟon to and we wanted to be responsive within the 21 

week to providing that support referenced.  22 

Q I'd like to direct your aƩenƟon to an exhibit we're about to introduce, exhibit A.  This is 23 

the resoluƟon leƩer, dated December 18th, 2024, from the U.S. Department of EducaƟon's Office for 24 

Civil Rights, or OCR.  I believe it was actually addressed to the general counsel, Ms. Rauch, who's 25 
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here with us today.  Please take a chance -- and we're going to circulate it -- to familiarize yourself 1 

with it and let me know when you're ready.   2 

    [Watlington Minority Exhibit A 3 

    was marked for idenƟficaƟon.]  4 

BY : MINORITY STAFF: 5 

Q This leƩer outlines the disposiƟon of complaints filed with OCR against the school 6 

district, alleging it did not meet the requirements of a recipient of Federal financial assistance under 7 

Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 in regard to discriminaƟon on the basis of shared ancestry, 8 

namely anƟsemiƟsm.   9 

Page 4 of the leƩer states that during the period of Ɵme referenced in the complaints, the 10 

compliance officer/Title IX coordinator was responsible for responding to Title VI complaints 11 

involving students, while the chief of employee and labor relaƟons handled complaints of Title VI 12 

discriminaƟon laws against employees.   13 

Is that consistent with your understanding of how these complaints were handled at that 14 

Ɵme?  15 

A Yes.  16 

Q AŌer describing many of the incidents in depth, the leƩer goes on to state on page 23 17 

that while the incidents referenced in the complaint to OCR could --  18 

Mr. Fishman.  Could you give me a second to get to --  19 

.  Oh, sure, sure, sure.  Sorry, sorry, sorry.  It's a long one.   20 

Mr. Fishman.  Where are you on page 23?   21 

.  That's a good quesƟon.  Page 23, the secƟon Ɵtled Legal Analysis.   22 

BY : MINORITY STAFF: 23 

Q The first sentence, at least -- and I might be paraphrasing here -- the complaint to OCR 24 

could create a hosƟle environment.  While it could create a hosƟle environment, the district has not 25 
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demonstrated it fulfilled its Title VI obligaƟon to evaluate whether a hosƟle environment existed 1 

based on these incidents.   2 

Is that your understanding of what the leƩer's conveying?  3 

A That is my understanding.   4 

Q You understand that based on certain factors, the Office for Civil Rights could not make 5 

a determinaƟon whether a hosƟle environment existed in the School District of Philadelphia.  Is that 6 

correct?  7 

A That's my understanding. 8 

Q The leƩer then briefly outlines the terms of a separate document, the resoluƟon 9 

agreement between the Office for Civil Rights and the district.   10 

The leƩer concludes on page 25 that, quote, "When fully implemented, the agreement will 11 

address the evidence obtained and the allegaƟons invesƟgated." 12 

Is it your understanding that successful implementaƟon of the voluntary resoluƟon 13 

agreement described in this leƩer would resolve the complaint made against the district from the 14 

view of the Office for Civil Rights?  15 

A Yes. 16 

Q I would now like to enter into the record the actual resoluƟon agreement itself.  I will 17 

be entering it into the record as exhibit B and circulaƟng it.  Again, please take a chance to find it 18 

and familiarize yourself with it.  And please let me know when you're ready to conƟnue.  Oh, 19 

sorry, we are circulaƟng it now.   20 

[Watlington Minority Exhibit B 21 

was marked for idenƟficaƟon.] 22 

BY : MINORITY STAFF: 23 

Q ou ready? 24 

A Yes. 25 
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Q Great.  SecƟon A of the resoluƟon agreement on page 1 requires you as 1 

superintendent to issue an anƟharassment statement posted in prominent places in every school in 2 

the district.  The anƟharassment statement must express that the district does not tolerate 3 

incidents of harassment.   4 

Did you issue that statement?  5 

A Yes.  6 

Q Did the School District of Philadelphia provide a copy of this statement to the Office for 7 

Civil Rights?  8 

A Yes.  9 

Q To your knowledge, has the Office for Civil Rights provided any communicaƟon to the 10 

district that the anƟharassment statement you issued does not fulfill the requirements listed in 11 

secƟon A of this agreement?  12 

A I'm not aware of any communicaƟon to indicate that any responses were objecƟonable.  13 

Q If in the future the Office for Civil Rights did communicate to you concerns about the 14 

statement or its required disseminaƟon, is the district ready and willing to make changes necessary 15 

to comply with the office's requests?  16 

A Yes.  In fact -- yes.  17 

Q SecƟon B on page 2 of the resoluƟon agreement requires the district to review its 18 

nondiscriminaƟon and reporƟng policies and procedures, as well as its complaint procedures to 19 

ensure that they adequately -- quote, "adequately address the Title VI prohibiƟon on discriminaƟon," 20 

end quote.   21 

Has this policy review begun?  22 

A Yes.  Policy 248, the policy, as well as the administraƟve procedures, have been 23 

updated.  24 

Q And so that review in secƟon B is complete, in your understanding?  25 
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A 248 is complete.  1 

Q So do you think there's anything else that needs to be done on part of the school district 2 

to fulfill its obligaƟon?  3 

A We thought it was important also to take a look at other policies, among them 350 and 4 

348 related to employee conduct is -- the administraƟve procedures have been done and the policy is 5 

also nearing compleƟon.  6 

Q I don't need a specific date, but do you know roughly when that policy review was 7 

completed?   8 

Mr. Fishman.  For 348 or 248? 9 

BY : MINORITY STAFF: 10 

Q So for everything that you would consider responsive to secƟon B.   11 

A I don't recall the date that 248 was completed.  I do know the policy and procedure are 12 

completed.  The procedure for policy 348 -- 248 involved students, 348 involved staff.  The 13 

administraƟve procedures were completed subsequent to the implementaƟon of the voluntary 14 

resoluƟon agreement in December 2024, I just don't recall the exact date. 15 

Q So the end of 2024 would be a rough --  16 

Ms. CoƩon.  No -- 17 

Mr. Fishman.  No, that's when it began. 18 

.  When it began.   19 

BY : MINORITY STAFF: 20 

Q Okay.  Well, I'll ask, has it been a considerable period of Ɵme since that review was 21 

completed?  22 

A I just don't recall the exact date at the moment.  Certainly, with the -- 248 got done 23 

quicker, the policy related to students expressly wriƩen here.  The staff policy 348 is nearing 24 

compleƟon in part because policies require mulƟple reads, public input, but it's important and we 25 
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expect the Board of EducaƟon to complete that policy revision very soon.   1 

Q To your knowledge, has the Office for Civil Rights provided communicaƟon to the 2 

district that its policy and procedure review as it stands for what has been completed and what is 3 

nearing compleƟon is not in compliance with secƟon B of this agreement?  4 

A It's my understanding that we've not received any feedback from OCR relaƟve to what 5 

you just said.  6 

Q But, again, if the Office for Civil Rights did communicate to you concerns about the 7 

district's compliance with secƟon B, is the district poised to be responsive to those concerns in order 8 

to be fully compliant?  9 

A Yes, absolutely.  10 

Q SecƟon C starƟng at the boƩom of page 4 of the agreement dealt with recordkeeping.  11 

The resoluƟon leƩer focused heavily on the failure of the district to keep records necessary to 12 

document the date and substance of reports or complaints of harassment and the acƟons taken in 13 

response to those complaints.  The resoluƟon agreement required the district to develop or revise 14 

its recordkeeping procedures.   15 

Has this work to develop or review recordkeeping procedures begun?  16 

A Yes.  17 

Q SecƟon C of the agreement also requires the district to provide detailed descripƟons of 18 

its system for tracking and reviewing records and to implement them upon OCR's approval thereof.   19 

Has the district implemented the new recordkeeping procedures required under secƟon C of 20 

the resoluƟon agreement?  21 

A Yes.  And they are -- the new system and procedures are operaƟonal.  22 

Q To your knowledge, has OCR contacted the district to let it know it is out of compliance 23 

with secƟon C of the resoluƟon agreement?  24 

A It's my understanding that we've received no feedback from OCR defining our steps. 25 
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Q But if they did communicate to the district concerns about the compliance of secƟon C, 1 

would the district be responsive to those concerns in order to be fully compliant?  2 

A Yes, certainly. 3 

Q SecƟon D beginning on the middle of page 5 requires the district to annually train all 4 

school staff and full-Ɵme district employees on seven different aspects of Title VI compliance, 5 

including Title VI's prohibiƟons on discriminaƟon, revised policies and procedures taken as a result of 6 

this agreement, the district's definiƟon of harassment with examples, the district's duty to report 7 

incidents of possible harassment, and the district's duty to let parents know about formal complaints 8 

of seizures and harassment cases and other requirements.   9 

I know that was a lot to digest, so my quesƟon is simply, has the process of complying with 10 

secƟon D begun?  11 

A Yes.  12 

Q Is it complete yet or is it sƟll under review?   13 

A The required training has been completed.  It is operaƟonal for all district employees, 14 

including the superintendent.  In fact, I've personally taken the training twice over the past 2 15 

consecuƟve years. 16 

Ms. CoƩon.  Some parts can't be completed, the compleƟon date has not passed yet.   17 

.  Right.  18 

BY : MINORITY STAFF: 19 

Q But you're on track to complete in -- as contemplated by the agreement?  20 

A The -- correct.  21 

Q Yeah, recognizing that some of the -- 22 

A NoƟng that some items need to be ongoing --  23 

Q Yes.  Yes.  Thank you.   24 

A -- as referenced.  25 
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Q And if the Office for Civil Rights did communicate to the district concerns about your 1 

compliance with secƟon D, the district would be responsive to those concerns in order to be fully 2 

compliant with secƟon D.  Is that correct?  3 

A Yes.  4 

Q Turning now to secƟon E, page 7 of the resoluƟon agreement, which speaks to the 5 

invesƟgaƟve training of district school-level administrators.  The agreement mandates training on 6 

the new policies and procedures contemplated in the agreement to ensure that complaints are 7 

thoroughly invesƟgated.   8 

Has this process of complying with secƟon E begun?  9 

A Yes.  10 

Q Recognizing -- go to secƟon E -- that there are some ongoing requirements and some 11 

that end in November of '26 -- excuse me, November of 2026, is the district on track to be fully 12 

compliant with this secƟon?  13 

A Yes, recognizing, as you said, that some of the requirements are ongoing through -- are 14 

ongoing.  15 

Q And again, if the Office for Civil Rights did communicate to the district concerns about 16 

the district's compliance with secƟon E, would the district be responsive to those concerns and work 17 

with OCR to be fully compliant?  18 

A Yes.  19 

Q SecƟon F, page 8 of the resoluƟon agreement, outlines a student informaƟonal 20 

program.  The district is required to implement training for all 6th through 12th grade district 21 

students to address discriminaƟon and harassment based on race, color, naƟonal origin, or shared 22 

ancestry and ethnic characterisƟcs.   23 

Has the process of complying with secƟon F begun?  24 

A Yes.  25 
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Q To your understanding, is that process complete?  1 

A The age-appropriate informaƟonal program for students in grades 6th through 12th is 2 

complete and launched.  3 

Q To your knowledge, has the Office for Civil Rights contacted the district to let it know 4 

that it is out of compliance with secƟon F of the resoluƟon agreement?  5 

A To my knowledge, we've received no feedback from the Office for Civil Rights in that 6 

regard.  7 

Q If the Office for Civil Rights did not communicate to the district concerns about the 8 

district's compliance with secƟon F, would the district be responsive to those concerns and work with 9 

the OCR to be fully compliant with secƟon F?   10 

Ms. CoƩon.  I think you had a double negaƟve in there.   11 

.  I probably did.   12 

Ms. CoƩon.  Yeah.   13 

BY : MINORITY STAFF:   14 

Q And before I go to that quesƟon, I want to go back to the last quesƟon you asked, 15 

because -- or the last quesƟon I asked.  Because I don't want to get into the quesƟons of your 16 

ongoing communicaƟons with OCR because I understand that could be back and forth and don't 17 

want to -- I just really want to drill down on the quesƟon as to whether or not they have contacted 18 

you specifically about the compliance, and that's what I'm asking about on all of these secƟons.  Has 19 

there been any kind of a statement from OCR that you've not been in compliance with a secƟon?   20 

A Our staff and counsel have been providing ongoing updates to the Office for Civil Rights 21 

and the Department of Ed, and my understanding is there's been no feedback to suggest that 22 

anything is inappropriate.  23 

Q Great.  And, again, like I've asked on previous secƟons, if for some reason they did 24 

communicate concerns with your compliance with secƟon F, would the district be responsive to 25 
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those concerns and work with OCR to be fully compliant with secƟon F?  1 

A Yes.  2 

Q Okay.  SecƟon G, page 9 of the agreement, requires an audit for the 2022-2023 and 3 

2023-2024 school years of reports of discriminaƟon and harassment on the basis of shared ancestry 4 

to determine whether conduct alleged in reports has created a hosƟle environment.   5 

Has the process of complying with secƟon G begun?  6 

A Yes.  7 

Q Is that process completed yet?  8 

A The required reviews are complete.  It's my understanding that the 9 

requirement -- both the reviews are complete as well as reviewing the determinaƟons from those are 10 

complete.  I'm awaiƟng at this Ɵme the summary of those materials and expect that to be 11 

completed very shortly.   12 

I do want to acknowledge that there were some -- and it's no excuse, not acceptable, and I 13 

own it -- there were some delays relaƟve to missing data.  And I can tell you that, on the one hand, 14 

we fixed the problem with the recordkeeping with a launch of a new recordkeeping system called 15 

Guardian for both employee and student invesƟgaƟons, and a summary report is forthcoming.  And 16 

we'll get that off to the Office of Civil Rights promptly.   17 

Q So it's fair to say that some of the difficulƟes that the district experienced so far with 18 

coming into full compliance with secƟon G relate to the state of the recordkeeping before this 19 

resoluƟon was agreed -- an agreement was entered into, correct?  20 

A It's appropriate to say that, as well as that although some records were insufficient does 21 

not and should not mean that in some cases invesƟgaƟons didn't occur.  22 

Q Has the district conveyed these difficulƟes in compliance with secƟon G to the Office for 23 

Civil Rights?  24 

A I have not personally.  I do know that the Office of General Counsel has provided 25 



  

  
 

56 

ongoing updates to the Office for Civil Rights and not received -- it's my understanding not received 1 

feedback that any of our progress updates were inappropriate or problemaƟc.  2 

Q And the district sƟll intends to fully comply with secƟon G in Ɵme, correct?   3 

A We fully in- -- yes, we fully intend to comply.  4 

Q And if OCR did communicate to the district concerns about its compliance with secƟon 5 

G, the district would be responsive to those concerns?  6 

A Yes.  7 

Q And work with OCR to be fully compliant with secƟon G?  8 

A Yes.  9 

Q SecƟon H of the resoluƟon agreement outlines a required audit of the 2024-2025 school 10 

year for consistence and compliance of district policies and procedures regarding nondiscriminaƟon.   11 

Has the process of complying with secƟon H begun?  12 

A Yes.  13 

Q Is it complete?  14 

A My understanding is item H -- you're referring to H?   15 

Q Just H, yes.   16 

A Yes, that's my understanding, H is complete.  17 

Q And again, to your knowledge, has OCR contacted the district to let it know it is out of 18 

compliance with secƟon H of the resoluƟon agreement?  19 

A No. 20 

Q And if the Office for Civil Rights did communicate -- sorry, sorry.  21 

[Discussion off the record.]  22 

Dr. Watlington.  I do want to note relaƟve to H, it's a substanƟally -- the lion's share of it is 23 

complete.  We sƟll need to finalize item 2, generaƟng a report summarizing the audit's findings.   24 

.  Sure.   25 
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Dr. Watlington.  I expect to receive that within the next few weeks, and we'll review it and 1 

get it off to the Office for Civil Rights promptly.  2 

.  Do you feel that -- or not feel.  I'll rephrase.  Are some of the recordkeeping 3 

problems that were hindering compleƟon of secƟon G also a factor in the compleƟon of secƟon H?   4 

Ms. CoƩon.  I'm actually told that I was wrong and that it is complete. 5 

.  All right.   6 

Ms. CoƩon.  I apologize for that.   7 

.  No worries. 8 

.  When you say "it" -- 9 

.  SecƟon H.   10 

Ms. CoƩon.  Item to the report -- 11 

.  H to the compleƟon of the --  12 

Ms. CoƩon.  Is complete. 13 

.  -- the report.   14 

Ms. CoƩon.  Okay. 15 

.  Is that -- so H submiƩed -- well, let's have Dr. -- let's rephrase. 16 

BY : MINORITY STAFF: 17 

Q So just so we're clear, it is your statement that the district's requirements for 18 

compliance with secƟon 8 are complete -- secƟon H, excuse me, are complete?  19 

A Yes.  Yes to secƟon H.  20 

Q And again, to your knowledge, has the Office for Civil Rights contacted the district to let 21 

it know that it's out of compliance with secƟon H of the agreement?  22 

A No. 23 

Q And if it did communicate concerns about the district's compliance with secƟon H, 24 

would the district be responsive to OCR's concerns and work with OCR to be fully compliant?  25 
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A Yes.  1 

Q Okay.  SecƟon I at the boƩom of page 10 of the exhibit requires the district to conduct 2 

school climate surveys as part of a climate assessment regarding the prevalence of racial harassment, 3 

the willingness of students to report incidents of harassment, percepƟon of the district's handling of 4 

these incidents, and suggesƟons for reducing incidents of harassment.   5 

Has the process of complying with secƟon I begun?  6 

A Yes.  7 

Q Recognizing that some of the reporƟng requirements, the deadlines for those have not 8 

been met yet, is the district's compliance with secƟon I complete, to your knowledge?  9 

A My understanding is yes.  And we are on track by November 2026, as referenced under 10 

reporƟng requirements.  11 

Q Again, if the office -- 12 

A November '26 -- yeah, November of 2026 reporƟng requirements.  13 

Q If the Office for Civil Rights did communicate to the district concerns about its 14 

compliance with secƟon I, would the district be responsive to those concerns and work with OCR to 15 

be fully compliant with secƟon I?  16 

A Yes.  17 

Q Thank you.   18 

Finally, secƟon J at the boƩom of page 11 of the resoluƟon agreement requires the district to 19 

hire at least one consultant with experƟse on the issue of harassment of students based on naƟonal 20 

origin, including shared ancestry.   21 

As the agreement contemplates the consultant acƟng to help the school come into 22 

compliance with mulƟple acƟon steps we've already talked about, specifically secƟons D, E, F and I, is 23 

it safe to say that the process of complying with secƟon J has begun?  24 

A Yes.  25 
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Q Is that complete? 1 

A Yes.  2 

Q What consultancies -- consultancy or consultancies is the district working with?  3 

A The district has entered into a consulƟng agreement with Facing History and Ourselves. 4 

Q To your knowledge, has OCR contacted the district to let it know it is out of compliance 5 

with secƟon J? 6 

A No. 7 

Q And if the Office for Civil Rights did communicate to the district concerns about its 8 

compliance with secƟon J, would the district be responsive to those concerns and work with OCR to 9 

be fully compliant?  10 

A Yes.  11 

Q Is there anything about the district's work to faithfully execute the requirements of this 12 

resoluƟon agreement that we've now gone through that you'd like the commiƩee to know or 13 

understand as the process has gone forward?  14 

A Could you repeat the quesƟon? 15 

Q Sure.  Is there anything about the district's work to faithfully execute this agreement 16 

that you feel the commiƩee should know?  17 

A Yes.  I would say, one, certainly the lion's share of the provisions in the voluntary 18 

resoluƟon agreement are complete, recognizing that some of the items have conƟnued Ɵmeline 19 

expectaƟons.  And recordkeeping was a barrier, a problem for geƫng it done sooner for item G.  20 

We own that, don't make excuses.  And -- but I am glad that we've procured a system and we fixed 21 

the problem going forward.  22 

Q And before I close up this round, is there anything that you would like to say for the 23 

record in regards to the school district's response generally, like a statement of the experience you 24 

had shepherding the district in the wake of October 7th and forward?  Like a statement for the 25 
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record, for example, or anything of that nature?  1 

A The safety and well-being of all of our students is our top priority in the school district.  2 

And we're commiƩed to being fully compliant with the provisions in the voluntary resoluƟon 3 

agreement, not just because we're required to do so by the Office for Civil Rights.  We also believe 4 

it's the right thing to do relaƟve to protecƟng the safety and well-being of all of our students in the 5 

school district.   6 

Also, the recordkeeping system and processes and process gaps within the district have been 7 

given aƩenƟon.  We fixed that problem going forward.   8 

While it's no excuse, I inherited some anƟquated systems in a large district and our resources 9 

were prioriƟzed among a number of opportuniƟes for improving systems in the district to procure 10 

this new Guardian system.  And I'm certainly happy that it's launched and funcƟonal this school 11 

year.  I wish we had done it much sooner.   12 

Q Would you consider that implementaƟon an iteraƟve process in that, as you go on, if 13 

there are challenges, improvements, things that can be done, the district will be responsive and 14 

make improvements as needed as you go on?  15 

A Yes.  It's an iteraƟve process; we'll make changes as needed going forward.  And I 16 

want to be very clear that as superintendent I'll be paying closer aƩenƟon, parƟcularly to 17 

recordkeeping on a quarterly basis.  I've assigned senior staff who will provide updates to me 18 

relaƟve to our full compliance with recordkeeping.  19 

Q One more exhibit.  Recognizing that -- turning back to I believe it was exhibit A, the 20 

leƩer that accompanied the resoluƟon agreement.  The leƩer, starƟng on page 18, highlights 21 

complaints against staff that were included in the iniƟal complaint by the OCR that was invesƟgated, 22 

that would be resolved.   23 

Recognizing that the resoluƟon agreement and the leƩer contain many redacƟons and 24 

anonymizaƟons of idenƟƟes of different teachers, does this leƩer, in your understanding of it, 25 
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contemplate some of the -- not all, but some of the incidents that were discussed previously in the 1 

earlier round of quesƟoning?  2 

A Would you repeat that quesƟon?   3 

Q Sure.  Recognizing that this leƩer has redacted porƟons and the names and idenƟƟes 4 

that are not listed but does describe acƟons taken or some, for example, specific incidents as it 5 

relates to social media, is it your understanding that some of the -- but not all -- some of the incidents 6 

that we have discussed today are contemplated in this resoluƟon leƩer and resoluƟon agreement?  7 

Like --   8 

Ms. CoƩon.  Do you mean if --  9 

.  Would you like an example?   10 

BY : MINORITY STAFF: 11 

Q On page 22, for example, it says, "Teacher 2 wrote, These Zionists are no different from 12 

the swarms of White supremacist spectators cheering on the public lynchings of over 3,000 Black 13 

people."  And I believe we talked about that statement earlier.   14 

I just want to make sure that we're -- is it your --  15 

A Yes.  16 

Q -- understanding that that's what we were referring to? 17 

A Yes.  Upon review of the leƩer and the contents here, yes.  That's my recollecƟon, 18 

yes.   19 

Q I'm not planning to go through all of them, but there are some others here that 20 

are -- either have been discussed or I assume will be discussed today.   21 

Is it your understanding that if the district complies with the resoluƟon agreement, those 22 

complaints as referenced in this leƩer will be resolved in the mind of the Office for Civil Rights?  23 

A Yes.  As the concluding -- conclusion says on page 25, "When fully implemented, the 24 

agreement will address the evidence obtained and the allegaƟons invesƟgated," consistent with the 25 
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context of this leƩer.  1 

.  I think that will be my stopping point for the end of this round, and we can stop 2 

the clock.   3 

Oh, sorry.  Excuse me.  Start the clock back up.  4 

BY : MINORITY STAFF: 5 

Q Okay.  I also -- going back to discussion of CAIR Pennsylvania and Mr. Bender.  I 6 

believe that the majority referred to CAIR as an unindicted co-conspirator in a 2007 case.  Is it -- do 7 

you have knowledge of whether or not that was the CAIR-Philadelphia that was an unindicted 8 

co-conspirator or are we talking about a naƟonal affiliate organizaƟon?  Do you have any 9 

understanding of that? 10 

Mr. Fishman.  If he knows. 11 

.  If you know, yeah. 12 

Dr. Watlington.  I don't know.  What I can tell you is that my experience has been that it is 13 

a reputable organizaƟon in the city of Philadelphia that expressed interest in being an appropriate 14 

supporter of young people of diverse backgrounds in the School District of Philadelphia. 15 

.  And with that -- oh, sorry.   16 

.  For the record, we have not seen anything that suggests that 17 

CAIR-Philadelphia has ever been called an unindicted co-conspirator. 18 

.  And with that, I think we can stop the clock and go off the record.   19 

[Recess.]  20 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 21 

Q Dr. Watlington, you said in response to quesƟoning from the minority that anƟsemiƟsm 22 

has not manifested in the School District of Philadelphia.  Doesn't saying that invalidate the 23 

experiences of Jewish students and employees in your district?  24 

A You're referring to the previous quesƟon?   25 
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Q Yes.   1 

A Of course, anƟsemiƟsm incidents have occurred and have been invesƟgated in the 2 

school district.  I think I misunderstood the quesƟon as to whether or not there was a systemic 3 

problem across the district with anƟsemiƟsm which I don't believe to be the case.   4 

Now, it's unacceptable, even one incident, to be invesƟgated -- having to be invesƟgated is 5 

unacceptable.  But yes, anƟsemiƟsm incidents have occurred in the district with, you know, 6 

hundreds of thousands of children and 20,000 employees, no different than racism and Islamophobia 7 

and some other forms of hate.  8 

Q What would it look like to have a systemic problem with anƟsemiƟsm?  9 

A Documented cases -- I would think documented cases of anƟsemiƟsm where clearly the 10 

district chooses not to address it.  11 

Q Okay.  Back to Mr. MacQueen, I had asked you about the Racial JusƟce Organizing 12 

CommiƩee.  Did you know that Mr. MacQueen, who is a teacher in your district, is a member of the 13 

Racial JusƟce Organizing CommiƩee, or RJOC?  14 

A I'm not familiar with RJOC and did not have knowledge that he was a member -- would 15 

not have knowledge.  16 

    [Watlington Majority Exhibit No. 15 17 

    was marked for idenƟficaƟon.]  18 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 19 

Q I would like to introduce exhibit 15, a November 2025 Instagram post by RJOC, Racial 20 

JusƟce Organizing CommiƩee.  In this post, RJOC declares that they believe that, quote, "All 21 

resistance is righteous." 22 

Ms. CoƩon.  Hold on.   23 

Mr. Fishman.  Here.  Because he -- 24 

.  Oh, you have your -- 25 
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Mr. Fishman.  Yes,  handed it out while he was talking to you --  1 

.  Yes.   2 

Mr. Fishman.  So I took it away from him --  3 

.  Oh, I see.   4 

Mr. Fishman.  -- so he wouldn't be distracted by that.   5 

.  You have one.   6 

Mr. Fishman.  Thank you.   7 

Ms. CoƩon.  Let me take a look. 8 

And are you represenƟng that racialjusƟcephilly --  9 

.  Yes.   10 

Ms. CoƩon.  -- is RJOC's handle?   11 

.  Yes.   12 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 13 

Q So this post states that all resistance is righteous.  Again, Racial JusƟce Organizing 14 

CommiƩee is a group made up primarily of district employees, including teachers and administrators.  15 

Are you aware of that?  16 

A I'm sorry, would you repeat that quesƟon?   17 

Q Are you aware that RJOC is made up primarily of district employees, such as teachers 18 

and administrators?  Do you know that?   19 

A I'm not aware of their membership.  I've heard of the organizaƟon, but I don't know 20 

their membership rules, guidelines, or parƟcipants.  21 

Q This post says, "All resistance is righteous."  What do you interpret this to mean?   22 

Mr. Fishman.  As he sits here seeing it for the first Ɵme?   23 

.  Uh-huh.   24 

Dr. Watlington.  I don't know.   25 
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BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 1 

Q In this post, RJOC also claims that, quote, "There is no 'both sides' to apartheid, 2 

occupaƟon, and genocide."   3 

Does this appear to you to be a pledge to be one-sided rather than unbiased and balanced?  4 

A Could you give me a moment to read the -- 5 

Q Sure.   6 

A I want to read both posts so I can --  7 

Q Sure.  8 

A -- best respond to that.   9 

Okay, I've read it.  If you could ask me the quesƟon again.  10 

Q Sure.  So there is no both sides to apartheid, occupaƟon, and genocide.  That's what 11 

they say they believe, no both sides.  Is this a pledge to be one-sided rather than unbiased and 12 

balanced with regard to this controversial issue?  13 

Mr. Fishman.  Where? 14 

.  On this page. 15 

Mr. Fishman.  No, no.  Unbalanced -- unbalanced where? 16 

.  With regard to -- in general.  This is a general pledge.  As a member of this 17 

group, this group believes this.  So is this a pledge by this group to be unbalanced because they are 18 

pledging that there is no both sides to apartheid, occupaƟon, or genocide? 19 

Mr. Fishman.  So, first of all, I don't know -- you're saying it's a pledge.  I don't know that 20 

that -- 21 

.  It says "What do we believe?"   22 

Mr. Fishman.  I understand that.  That's what it says.  I'm not sure whether a pledge --  23 

.  Okay. 24 

Mr. Fishman.  -- and belief is right.  I'm just asking you if -- your quesƟon seems to me to be 25 
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not clear in that regard.  And you're also asking him does it pledge to do something, and the 1 

quesƟon is, where?  In the classroom, out of the classroom?  That's the quesƟon.   2 

.  This appears to be a general pledge.  A general statement of beliefs, if you 3 

will.   4 

Mr. Fishman.  Okay. 5 

.  There is no both sides to apartheid, occupaƟon, and genocide.  6 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 7 

Q Does that appear to be a statement of beliefs that is unbiased or does it appear to be 8 

biased?  9 

A I'll say two things.  Number one, I don't know.  This -- if this content were taught in a 10 

classroom, I would certainly expect it to be taught in a manner -- any concept to be taught in a 11 

manner that is not purporƟng one person's or individual's poliƟcal or personal beliefs.   12 

Second, the other reason I don't know is similar to what the -- our DeclaraƟon of 13 

Independence says when it says we hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created 14 

equal, et cetera.  And it goes on to say that when any government becomes obstrucƟve -- or 15 

destrucƟve of these ends, it is the right of the people to alter or to abolish it.  The declaraƟon 16 

doesn't say how.  It doesn't say that -- but certainly in a classroom you might teach the American 17 

RevoluƟon and how people thought about addressing that, but I can't opine on this.  But if we were 18 

in a classroom, I would expect a teacher not to take a poliƟcal or personal point of view.   19 

[12:03 p.m.]  20 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 21 

Q So, are you giving the revoluƟon as an example -- the American RevoluƟon as an 22 

example of righteous resistance or --  23 

A In some -- in some circumstances, it absolutely could be, yes.  24 

Q Okay.  But is all righteous -- is all resistance righteous?  25 
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A I can't speak to what they are referring to because I don't know.  1 

Q Okay.   2 

Given that this group has teacher members, and it states here that they believe there's no 3 

"both sides" to this controversial issue --  4 

Mr. Fishman.  Which controversial issue is that?  5 

.  The Israeli-PalesƟnian conflict.   6 

Mr. Fishman.  You're saying that this is about that?    7 

.  Apartheid occupaƟon and genocide.  It is about that.  There's PalesƟnian 8 

flags all over the top of it.  9 

Ms. CoƩon.  If you actually read the capƟon, it's talking about -- I'm just reading this for the 10 

very first Ɵme, but it's actually talking about European colonizers.  11 

.  It is a broader -- they would view -- many people who hold these views view 12 

Israelis as European colonizers.  13 

Mr. Fishman.  That may be right, but the quesƟon is what his reading of this 14 

parƟcular -- you're saying what this parƟcular post is about.  You may be right, and I'm not -- we're 15 

not here to debate what it's about.  You're asking what his understanding of the post is, and he says 16 

he hasn't seen it before and doesn't know what it means or what they're talking about.   17 

So, I guess, what's the quesƟon you're -- what's the informaƟon from Dr. Watlington that 18 

you're trying to get about the post?  19 

.  The informaƟon that I am trying to get from him is whether he believes 20 

individuals who hold the beliefs that all resistance is righteous and that there is no both sides to 21 

apartheid occupaƟon and genocide -- his employees who believe that, is he confident that they are 22 

upholding the district's controversial issues policy in their classrooms?  That's the quesƟon I was 23 

about to ask earlier.  24 

Mr. Fishman.  Okay.  25 
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Dr. Watlington.  I think, one, the informaƟon about the post about the Lenape people, my 1 

knowledge of history tells me that those were the original inhabitants of what is currently 2 

Philadelphia.  I find that to be historically accurate.   3 

Second, controversial -- our board-of-educaƟon-adopted policy with respect to controversial 4 

issues certainly allows a teacher to discuss controversial issues in a classroom.  It requires teachers 5 

to do it in a manner that does not teach one's personal or poliƟcal points of view.   6 

I, quite frankly, expect our teachers to draw on their knowledge and experƟse and creaƟvity 7 

to get our young people acƟvely involved in current events because it's appropriate.  What we can't 8 

do, what they should not do and may not do is to teach parƟcular points of view.   9 

We teach children how to think in the school district of Philadelphia, not what to think. 10 

.  And are you confident that a member of this group that holds these beliefs 11 

wriƩen here would comply with the district's controversial issues policy in the classroom?  12 

Dr. Watlington.  I can tell you that I'm confident that principals and their designees, assistant 13 

principals, inspect lesson plans in their schools, visit classes formally and informally to ensure that 14 

teachers are teaching in a way that's consistent with our expectaƟons and board policy, and that they 15 

frequently give feedback to teachers. 16 

.  Okay.   17 

I'd like to introduce exhibit 17.   18 

    [Watlington Majority Exhibit No. 17 19 
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Ms. CoƩon.  Wait.  Did we skip 16? 1 

.  We did. 2 

This email exchange shows that, in January 2025, the district selected Mr. MacQueen to serve 3 

as a social science curriculum writer.  Were you aware of this?   4 

Dr. Watlington.  May I take a moment to read? 5 

.  Yes.  6 

Ms. CoƩon.  You're not on this email.  7 

Dr. Watlington.  Okay. 8 

Mr. Fishman.  But you can read it.   9 

Ms. CoƩon.  Yes, but you can read it.  Yeah. 10 

Dr. Watlington.  Thank you.   11 

I'm sorry, could you repeat the quesƟon?   12 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:  13 

Q Were you aware that Mr. MacQueen was selected by the district to be a social science 14 

curriculum writer in January of 2025?  15 

A No.  16 

Q As we stated before the break, Mr. MacQueen has posted online, prior to his selecƟon 17 

in 2024 -- that Zionism is racism, seƩler colonialism, Islamophobia, genocidal violence, and 18 

anƟsemiƟc.  He has also stated that "Zionists are no different from the swarms of White 19 

supremacist spectators cheering on the public lynchings of over 3,000 Black people."   20 

Why did the district select someone as a curriculum writer who has made these statements?  21 

A I don't know any of the details about how or why Mr. MacQueen was selected to serve 22 

as a social science curriculum writer, outside of the email you just provided me that I was not copied 23 

on originally.  24 

Q Did this -- knowing what you know now, aŌer we read some of the posts, did this 25 
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selecƟon show good judgment, in your view?   1 

Mr. Fishman.  Are you assuming that people knew about those posts?   2 

.  I'm saying Dr. Watlington knows about them now.   3 

Mr. Fishman.  No, no.  What I'm asking is -- you asked if the selecƟon was good judgment, 4 

but your quesƟon assumes, I think, that whoever in the school system --  5 

.  They may or may not have.   6 

Mr. Fishman.  Okay.  So, you're asking is he a good choice, or was there good judgment to 7 

pick him?  They are two different quesƟons, that's all.  8 

.  I'll ask both.   9 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:  10 

Q Was he a good choice?  11 

A Let me be clear.  I don't know enough about the selecƟon process, nor do I know if 12 

individuals who selected him to be a part of their commiƩee reviewed his posts, were aware of his 13 

posts.  I just can't speculate on that. 14 

Your second quesƟon was? 15 

Q I'll just go off of that.  Should -- regardless of whether they did or not, should his posts 16 

and other applicants who wish to write curriculum for the district -- in light of the controversial issues 17 

policy, should their social media posts be considered when the district is selecƟng them for this 18 

posiƟon?  19 

A I'm not being resistant.  I just want to make sure I fully understand your quesƟon.  20 

Would you ask me that again?   21 

Q Should the district consider the social media acƟvity of applicants, such as whether it 22 

shows bias or discriminaƟon or other -- such as whether it shows bias or discriminaƟon, in selecƟng 23 

curriculum writers?  Should that post history be considered?  24 

A I think reasonable steps should always be taken to vet curriculum writers, no different 25 
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than teachers.  I don't know if there ought to be a comprehensive review of all social media posts 1 

that people have made in their personal capacity.  Somebody may know, but it is not my job to do 2 

that.  3 

Q Do you feel confident that someone who has described Zionists and Zionism in the way 4 

that he has, which, I believe, you personally rejected and found deploring -- do you feel confident 5 

that such a person would be unbiased in wriƟng social science curricula?  6 

A Ask me that quesƟon again.  7 

Q Do you feel confident that an individual who holds the views that we've discussed and 8 

who has expressed them publicly, on Zionism and Zionists, would serve as an unbiased social science 9 

curriculum writer?  Would they be able to fulfill that responsibility?  10 

A I don't know.  I don't know.   11 

I can tell you that, you know, Lyndon Johnson -- former President Lyndon Johnson espoused 12 

some preƩy racist views as a young man and former teacher out in Texas.  He spent a lot of years in 13 

this building doing some awful good work geƫng a civil rights bill passed.  So, I don't know.  14 

Q Has the district disciplined Mr. MacQueen for any anƟsemiƟc conduct, including any 15 

conduct described in the AnƟ-DefamaƟon League's July 2024 complaint against the district?  16 

A I'm sorry, would you ask that again?   17 

Q Let me ask you first:  Are you familiar with the AnƟ-DefamaƟon League's July 2024 18 

complaint against the district?  19 

A Yes, I am.  20 

Q Okay.  Has the district disciplined Mr. MacQueen for any anƟsemiƟc conduct, 21 

generally, or the conduct described in this complaint -- and/or the conduct described in this 22 

complaint?  23 

A I am familiar with the ADL complaint leƩer.  I believe it was addressed to me.  I am 24 

not aware of any discipline regarding Mr. MacQueen.   25 
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As I shared earlier in my tesƟmony, I am aware that as part of my preparaƟon for -- not 1 

limited to my preparaƟon for this interview, earlier this summer, I directed the new chief human 2 

resources officer that I hired, who took her permanent role on July 1, to go back and do a 3 

comprehensive list, a comprehensive review of any complaints related to shared ancestry that might 4 

violate policy 348, Harassment and DiscriminaƟon.  5 

Q And has the district reviewed or changed anything about its process for selecƟng 6 

curriculum writers since October 7th?  7 

A The school district, yes.  The school district of Philadelphia, on an ongoing basis, has 8 

frequent, many touchpoints, informal reviews of various curricula, to include social studies and 9 

others.  And we are currently under the leadership of a new chief academic officer that I hired, 10 

effecƟve July 1, doing a comprehensive review of their curriculum, K-12 curriculum, such that we 11 

intend to --  12 

Mr. Fishman.  For social studies.  13 

Dr. Watlington.  For social studies.  K-12 social studies curriculum, such that we intend to 14 

launch a standardized curriculum that is no longer wriƩen by teachers or administrators but wriƩen 15 

by and created in partnership with naƟonal experts, similar to what we've done with the math 16 

curriculum 3 years ago, the reading curriculum 2 years ago, and the science curriculum last year. 17 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:  18 

Q And when did that review begin?   19 

A It launched over the summer.  20 

Q Do you know the month, roughly?  July?  21 

A Shortly aŌer my appointment of a new chief academic officer on July 1.  22 

Q Okay.  And then, which naƟonal experts are -- is the district working with on the 23 

standardized curriculum?  24 

A Our iniƟal expert, with more to come, is Dr. Sheila Brown, who was once a deputy 25 
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superintendent in the Boston Public Schools and trained chief academic officers, big-size and midsize 1 

school districts, at the Aspen InsƟtute in Colorado for a number of years.  2 

Q And what is the goal of -- what are you hoping for in terms of changes from the current 3 

teacher- or curricular specialist-wriƩen curriculum to the new standardized curriculum?  4 

A I would say a couple of things.  On the one hand, when I came to Philadelphia, the 5 

School District of Philadelphia, being the ninth-largest school district in the sixth-largest city, had 6 

some of the lowest performance in reading and math on the NaƟon's Report Card -- the NaƟon's 7 

Report Card compared to other big ciƟes across the country.   8 

So, we eliminated various curriculum, some of which were developed within the district, so 9 

that we could get the very best quality curriculum available so that we can, on a faster basis, 10 

accelerate and improve academic achievement.  So, that's one.   11 

By the way, a report from Harvard and Stanford researchers in May told us that compared to 12 

8,147 school districts, naƟonally -- that includes rural, urban, and suburban school districts -- our 13 

students in grades three through eight in the school district, for the period 2022 to 2025, had a faster 14 

learning-rate improvement than 84 percent of those districts, naƟonally.   15 

Among the 25 largest school districts -- New York City was not included, but Chicago, L.A., 16 

many others were -- our third through eighth grade students had the fastest-improved learning-rate 17 

improvement.   18 

So, part of that strategy has been validated.  It's working.  19 

We want to do the same thing with social studies because kids, young people improve their 20 

reading proficiency through social studies as a content.  Although, social studies is not a tested area, 21 

reading is.  So, social studies is a preparaƟon for that.   22 

Two, we want to make sure that in the -- we want to sunset individuals in the district wriƟng 23 

curricula.  We don't think it's appropriate, and we think that naƟonal experts, quite frankly, are 24 

beƩer trained to do this.  25 
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Q Why isn't it appropriate?  1 

A Uh, I'm sorry?   2 

Q Why isn't it appropriate?  3 

A It's not appropriate for us, going forward, because history -- we want to have naƟonal 4 

experts who have deep knowledge -- a deeper knowledge of various touchpoints over 2,000 years of 5 

human history.   6 

And in a city with such high poverty rate, I want the curriculum to be standardized among all 7 

250 district-operated schools.  We've done that in math.  We've done that in reading and language 8 

arts.  We've done that in science.  We're in the process of doing that in social studies next.  9 

And then, certainly, I've been very clear.  I want to make sure the curriculum is -- all of our 10 

curriculum materials are appropriate as we get more informaƟon from a number of sources -- from 11 

teachers, from parents, from community members, from outside enƟƟes.   12 

I've instructed the team to take a look at all of the feedback we've got and make sure that we 13 

procure naƟonally created curriculum that take all of that feedback into account and give our 14 

children in Philadelphia the very best social studies curriculum possible. 15 

.  Thank you.  16 

Moving to exhibit 18.  Are you -- 17 

Mr. Fishman.  Hang on.  We don't have 18 yet.  18 

.  I know, but I'm going to ask two quesƟons first.   19 

Mr. Fishman.  Okay.  20 

.  I just want you to have it.   21 

Mr. Fishman.  Okay. 22 

.  Are you aware that, in 2025, district teachers started an anƟ-Israel group chat 23 

on an encrypted messaging plaƞorm? 24 

Dr. Watlington.  No.  25 
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Mr. Fishman.  I'm sorry, what was your quesƟon?  1 

.  I said, "Are you aware that, in 2025, district teachers started an anƟ-Israel 2 

group chat on an encrypted messaging plaƞorm?"  He said, "No."  3 

Mr. Fishman.  Okay. 4 

.  Are you aware that current district students were also in that chat? 5 

Dr. Watlington.  I don't have knowledge to the -- what you're referring to. 6 

.  I'd like to introduce exhibit 18.  These are two screenshots from the chat that 7 

we were provided.  Student names are redacted.  8 

    [Watlington Majority Exhibit No. 18 9 

    was marked for idenƟficaƟon.] 10 
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Ms. CoƩon.  I'm sorry, how did you describe the -- 1 

.  These are two screenshots from the chat.  This is a district -- a chat started by 2 

district teachers and Philly Educators for PalesƟne on Signal, an encrypted messaging plaƞorm.   3 

This is a screenshot of the chat that shows student parƟcipaƟon.   4 

The other screenshot in this exhibit, on the backside, shows Ms. Gann, who we discussed 5 

earlier, adverƟsing a, quote, "Rally for Rage and Resistance" on October 7th.  The adverƟsement 6 

shows a bulldozer breaking through a fence, as Hamas did during the October 7th aƩacks.   7 

Is it appropriate for district teachers to share images like this with students in private chats 8 

online?  9 

Mr. Fishman.  Are you talking about the one on the back?   10 

.  Mm-hmm. 11 

Ms. CoƩon.  I'm sorry, I'm just trying to follow along.  This is the same chat on both the 12 

front and the back?  Even though one is black and one is white, it's the same chat?  13 

.  Yes, it's the same chat.  Signal does that at -- someƟmes at night, and different 14 

people have different color schemes on their phones. 15 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 16 

Q So, my quesƟon is:  Is it appropriate for district teachers to share images like this with 17 

students in private chats online?  18 

A Absolutely not.  There is -- let me be crystal clear, teachers have no business, under 19 

any circumstances, communicaƟng with children on private chats.  Period.  20 

Q So, facially, does this chat violate any district policies, such as the social media policy, 21 

which states what you effecƟvely just said, which is that district employees should not communicate 22 

with students who are currently enrolled?  23 

A While I don't recall if our social media policy specifically prohibits a teacher from having 24 

communicaƟon with a student or group of students on social media, among our 350 board policies 25 
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and voluminous procedures and code of ethics, this is not allowed.   1 

Q I -- 2 

A Period.  3 

Q Okay.  I believe it does specifically prohibit that.  4 

Mr. Fishman.  He's saying it's not allowed anyway.  5 

.  Okay. 6 

Has the district taken any acƟon in relaƟon to this chat, to your knowledge -- invesƟgaƟve or 7 

disciplinary or otherwise?  8 

Dr. Watlington.  I'm unaware of this chat.  I can tell you that -- I'm unaware of this chat 9 

and -- and don't know. 10 

.  Would you have your team look at it as part of their look back? 11 

Dr. Watlington.  If it's not already a part of that look back when things come to my aƩenƟon, 12 

absolutely, and we'll do so and confer with counsel.   13 

Ms. CoƩon.  Can I just say, for the record, I see how one side of this shows the parƟcipaƟon 14 

of a student.  It is not at all clear from the face of this document that there were students who saw 15 

this.  His tesƟmony stands, but I just want to make clear for the record that I accept your 16 

representaƟons, but that's not evident to me from the face of the -- the back page of this that any 17 

students saw this. 18 

.  I'd like to ask about another district employee, Ismael Jimenez.  What is Mr. 19 

Jimenez's -- 20 

Dr. Watlington.  May I just ask a quesƟon? 21 

.  Sure.  22 

Dr. Watlington.  Since I've been tasked with checking in with this, are you sure -- so I can 23 

know how to appropriately --  24 

.  I can provide you with more informaƟon on this.  25 
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Mr. Fishman.  Why don't we do that offline?  Anything you have that relates to this, we will 1 

accept as counsel --  2 

.  We are in touch with people who --  3 

Mr. Fishman.  That's fine.  4 

.  -- were involved in this chat.  5 

Mr. Fishman.  That's fine.  6 

.  Ismael Jimenez.  What is Mr. Jimenez's current role with the district? 7 

Dr. Watlington.  Mr. Jimenez --  8 

.  Oh, is it Jimenez -- or Jimenez?   9 

Mr. Fishman.  He pronounces it -- apparently, he pronounces it Jimenez with a harder "J."   10 

.  Thank you.  Jimenez.    11 

Dr. Watlington.  Mr. Jimenez is in a terminaƟon proceeding.   12 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 13 

Q What was his most recent role with the district?  14 

A Director of social studies.  15 

Q And how long did he hold that posiƟon?  16 

A I don't know exactly, but he was in the role when I started.  17 

Q Our understanding is that he has held the posiƟon since August 2022, for the record.   18 

A Then his hiring would have been shortly around the Ɵme of my beginning in the school 19 

district then.  20 

Q What was his role in the district prior to that posiƟon?  21 

A I personally don't know.  22 

Q Our understanding is that he was, from September 2009 to February 2021, a teacher in 23 

the district; and then, from February '21 to August '22, a curricular specialist; and then, in August '22, 24 

he became director.  25 
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Mr. Jimenez was promoted to director of social studies curriculum under your administraƟon, 1 

correct?  2 

A I took office on June 16th.  I heard you say he moved into the role in August.  I'm 3 

unaware of that.  4 

Q Okay.   5 

A So, I can't confirm or refute whether or not that's accurate.  I can tell you that I did not 6 

hire the director of social studies.  So, I just don't have the knowledge.  7 

Q Okay.  We do have his LinkedIn page if you'd like confirmaƟon.  8 

Mr. Fishman.  I think his point is -- he is not involved in the hiring, is his point, regardless of if 9 

he was there. 10 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 11 

Q Even for the director of a discipline in the district, the director of wriƟng a discipline for 12 

the district?  13 

A I personally interview every principal in the district before they're hired.  I personally 14 

interview every deputy superintendent, chief officer, and without -- with rare excepƟon, deputy 15 

chiefs.  I don't interview directors before their hiring.  16 

Q Who interviews directors before their hiring, regularly?   17 

A Certainly, that would be within the purview of the chief academic officer or some chief 18 

in their curricular areas -- or former chief in the curricular areas.  19 

Q Are you familiar with what kind of veƫng this posiƟon entails?  20 

A I'm aware that our human resource office funcƟon has, as appropriate, some veƫng 21 

funcƟons.  I don't know the specific details of it.  22 

Q How would you describe the job responsibiliƟes affiliated with this posiƟon, director of 23 

social studies curriculum?  What are the job responsibiliƟes for that posiƟon?  24 

A I would expect -- as superintendent, I would expect a director of social studies to 25 
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provide leadership and support to a dedicated curriculum staff, as well as social studies teachers 1 

across the district, in terms of support for the content in the curriculum they taught, as well as 2 

pedagogy, how to acƟvely engage our young people to be engaged in the learning.  3 

Q How would you describe Mr. Jimenez's approach to social studies educaƟon?  4 

A Overall?   5 

Q His general philosophy on it.   6 

A I was not Mr. Jimenez's supervisor, so I don't know.  7 

.  Okay. 8 

I'm going to introduce exhibits 19, 20, and 21.  You can just focus on 19 for now.  I just 9 

thought it would be easier to give them all to you at once.  10 

    [Watlington Majority Exhibit No. 19 11 
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Mr. Fishman.  Okay.  You want him to just look at 19 for now?    1 

.  Yes.  2 

Mr. Fishman.  Okay.   3 

Dr. Watlington.  May I take a moment to just review?   4 

.  Yes. 5 

So, this is exhibit 19.  In 2020, as you can see, Mr. Jimenez posted online, staƟng, "Israel is a 6 

terrorist state."   7 

Have you seen this post before? 8 

Dr. Watlington.  I don't recall this parƟcular post.  I have seen some posts, but I don't recall 9 

this one.  10 

.  This is 2020.  So, when he posted this, he was a district employee.  Is that 11 

correct, going by the Ɵmeline that we menƟoned? 12 

Dr. Watlington.  I was not employed in the district in 2020.  I was in another State, actually, 13 

but I do see that it's noted November 27th, 2020, here.  14 

Mr. Fishman.  We'll accept your representaƟon that he was in the district.  That's fine. 15 

.  Is this post concerning to you? 16 

Dr. Watlington.  Yes, absolutely.  17 

.  Were you aware -- or what -- to your knowledge, was anyone in your 18 

administraƟon, including those that hired him and promoted -- correcƟon, promoted him -- were 19 

they aware of this post when he was promoted to director for social studies curriculum? 20 

Dr. Watlington.  I don't know.  21 

.  I'd like to introduce exhibit 20.  22 

    [Watlington Majority Exhibit No. 20 23 
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.  This is a 2014 post by Mr. Jimenez.  This is a tweet that he reposted that says, 1 

"Blaming Hamas for firing rockets at Israel is like blaming a woman for punching her rapist."   2 

Have you seen this post before?  3 

Dr. Watlington.  No. 4 

.  Do you agree with this statement? 5 

Dr. Watlington.  No.   6 

Ms. CoƩon.  Sorry, "this statement" being Ms. Gadd's statement here?   7 

.  Yes, and his reposƟng of it.  8 

Dr. Watlington.  I'm sorry?   9 

Mr. Fishman.  There are two different quesƟons.  Does he agree with the statement that 10 

she posted?  The answer is no.  Right? 11 

.  Okay.  That's fine.  12 

Mr. Fishman.  Yeah.  Does he think he should have reposted it?  You can ask him that 13 

quesƟon.  But I just want to make the record clear, that's all. 14 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:  15 

Q Again, to your knowledge, was the district aware of this post when Mr. Jimenez was 16 

promoted?   17 

A I don't know.  18 

Q If you had known about these posts and had been involved in the process of choosing 19 

and/or promoƟng a director for social studies curriculum, would you sƟll have -- would you have 20 

chosen or promoted Mr. Jimenez?  21 

A I'll say two things.  One, I want to be clear that I don't hire curriculum directors.  22 

There are staff that do that.  If something like this came across my desk, I would absolutely flag it -- 23 

Q So --  24 

A -- if it were a district employee.  25 
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Q Why would you flag it?  1 

A I would flag it.  I would send it to the appropriate individuals whose job is to 2 

invesƟgate it; not mine, as superintendent.  Notwithstanding how objecƟonable I might find the 3 

content -- the content, I would send it to the appropriate people to invesƟgate, given that, in a 4 

curriculum sense -- both in the classroom or in curriculum development -- our role is not to take 5 

posiƟons on -- our job is to teach kids how to think, not what to think, and to provide the appropriate 6 

curriculum materials in a manner that's consistent with that and not inconsistent with that.  7 

Q Are you familiar with the anƟsemiƟc terror aƩack that occurred in Boulder, Colorado, in 8 

June of 2025?  9 

A I don't know if I remember that.  10 

Q There was a firebombing during an event in Boulder, Colorado.   11 

A I do recall, but I don't recall the details now that you -- 12 

.  I'd like to introduce exhibit 21.  13 

    [Watlington Majority Exhibit No. 21 14 
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.  AŌer that aƩack, on June 4th, 3 days aŌer the aƩack, Mr. Jimenez made a post 1 

online --  2 

Mr. Fishman.  Hold on.  He doesn't have it yet.  Hang on.  Okay.  Go ahead.  3 

.  And I'm aware that the date is not exactly labeled on this, but it has been 4 

reported elsewhere.  5 

Mr. Fishman.  What's the date?   6 

.  June 4th.  7 

Mr. Fishman.  Of?   8 

.  2025.  9 

Ms. CoƩon.  And are you represenƟng that is- --  10 

.  Yes.  That is his Instagram handle -- or was.  11 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:  12 

Q AŌer the aƩack, Mr. Jimenez made a post online that said, "The groups who align 13 

themselves with American savageness should not be surprised when the savageness is turned on 14 

you."   15 

Have you seen this post before?  16 

A I have not.  17 

Q You have not seen it?  18 

A No.   19 

Q Didn't mulƟple Jewish groups contact your office, and, potenƟally, you directly, with 20 

concern about this post?  21 

A I don't recall seeing this specific post.  Perhaps, I did.  I just don't remember.   22 

Q Okay.   23 

A You should know that there are a number of items that come across my desk.  24 

Q Okay.   25 
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A And I just don't remember.  1 

.  What was the date on this?   2 

.  June 4th, 2025.  3 

.  June 4th, 2025?   4 

.  Yes, 3 days aŌer the firebombing. 5 

.  Three days aŌer what?   6 

.  The firebombing.  The terror aƩack.  7 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:  8 

Q This tweet caused significant public backlash.  Is that correct? 9 

A I don't recall.  10 

Q If this post is responding and speaking to the terror aƩack, is this post anƟsemiƟc?  11 

A Just looking at this, with no other informaƟon or context, I'm not sure -- I can't draw the 12 

conclusion that the words in this post are a response to a terrorist aƩack any more than my 13 

understanding of -- I'm not sure.  I'll stop there.  I don't know.  14 

Q Jewish groups did write to the district and write broadly, describing this post with grave 15 

concern.  16 

Mr. Fishman.  What does it mean, "wrote to the district"?   17 

.  They -- I can get you more informaƟon on that.   18 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:  19 

Q But I do believe that they wrote you directly, and they did post leƩers online, expressing 20 

grave concern about this post and other comments made by Mr. Jimenez, but especially this post and 21 

its -- as a response to the terrorist aƩack.   22 

So, I'd like to ask whether you think this post makes Jewish students and families in the 23 

district feel welcome and safe?  24 

A I certainly am not qualified to speak for what -- about what a wide range of Jewish 25 
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families in Philadelphia think or feel.  I certainly want them to feel safe and supported under my 1 

leadership as superintendent.  2 

The second thing I want to say is that I held over 25 meeƟngs with both Jewish and Muslim 3 

leaders and community members in the school district.  So, I just don't remember every post that 4 

was shared with me during that.   5 

And then, finally, if I might just say, you know, reading a post that says -- if I take the name 6 

off, or whomever -- "The groups who align themselves with American savageness should not be 7 

surprised when the savageness is turned on you," I just don't have enough informaƟon to know what 8 

that means.  9 

Q Okay.  And just to clarify my earlier statement, it was an open leƩer signed by 10 

many -- a number of Jewish groups -- JCRC, ADL, AJC, StandWithUs -- open leƩer to Mr. Jimenez and 11 

the school district of Philadelphia.   12 

Is Mr. Jimenez sƟll wriƟng curricula for SDP?  13 

A No.  14 

Q Is Mr. Jimenez sƟll involved in professional development sessions for the district?  15 

A No.  16 

Q Is he involved in orientaƟon for new employees for the district?  17 

A No.  18 

Q Has the -- I'll move on.  19 

Are you familiar with Keziah Ridgeway?  20 

A Yes.  21 

Q She is a district teacher currently, correct?  22 

A Yes.  23 

Q Is she currently teaching students?  24 

A That's my understanding, yes. 25 
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Q Do you know where?  Which school?  1 

A Yes.  2 

Q Which school?  3 

A It's my understanding, West Philadelphia High School.   4 

.  I would like to introduce exhibits 22 and 23.  5 

    [Watlington Majority Exhibit No. 22 6 

    was marked for idenƟficaƟon.]   7 
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.  Exhibit 22 consists of so-called "social media rules" that Ms. Ridgeway posted 1 

on her Instagram 1 month aŌer October 7th.  These rules state that her current Instagram 2 

posts -- I'm sorry, that her Instagram posts can be discussed in class if they are about a current event.   3 

That's number two -- and then -- I'll let you take a look at that.   4 

And then, exhibit 23.   5 

    [Watlington Majority Exhibit No. 23 6 

    was marked for idenƟficaƟon.]  7 
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.  In this exhibit, Ms. Ridgeway is communicaƟng a message to her class, IB 1 

Anthro -- anthropology -- about where to pick up certain items at school.   2 

These posts appear to be directed at students, correct? 3 

Dr. Watlington.  I've not read them yet. 4 

.  Okay.  I'll let you take a look.  5 

Ms. CoƩon.  And I'm not sure he has 23.  6 

Mr. Fishman.  I just gave him 22 because I thought you were talking about 22.  7 

.  Give him both.  8 

Mr. Fishman.  Oh, okay.  Sorry.  Here's 23.  Typically, I've been just waiƟng to --   9 

Dr. Watlington.  You want me to do 22 first?   10 

.  You can look at them both at the same Ɵme.  11 

Mr. Fishman.  Does 23 have a date?   12 

.  It does not.  13 

Mr. Fishman.  Do you know when it's from?   14 

.  I don't have that on me right now.  15 

Dr. Watlington.  Okay.  I've reviewed the posts.  16 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 17 

Q Do these posts appear to be directed at students?  18 

A They certainly suggest such.  19 

Q Does -- have you seen these posts?  Have you seen them before?  20 

A I'm unfamiliar with the posts.  21 

Q Have you seen other posts of Ms. Ridgeway's that appear to be directed at students, 22 

online posts?  23 

A I have been made aware of posts and seen posts that appear to involve or impact 24 

students.  25 
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Q Does Ms. Ridgeway's use of personal social media to interact with students in this way 1 

violate any district policies?  2 

A I don't like teachers or district employees interacƟng with students at all on social 3 

media.  Certainly, I'd want to know -- I think there's -- I personally think there's a difference 4 

between what people do outside of school with their own personal social media and what they do 5 

inside school and in district social media.   6 

Whether or not they violate School District of Philadelphia policies, that's a determinaƟon 7 

that I don't make, that certainly the Office of Employee Labor RelaƟons would make, notwithstanding 8 

whether I agree with it or not.  9 

Q So, should teachers use their personal social media accounts to communicate with 10 

students?  11 

A I think it's a bad idea.  I think it's rife with problems.  It's one of the reasons we're 12 

taking a review.  We're conducƟng a review of our social media policy.  13 

Look, in 2026, we want teachers to engage students acƟvely to become civic-minded, to pay 14 

aƩenƟon to current events.  We absolutely want to teach about controversial issues.   15 

Whether district emails or ClassDojo, whatever, there's a ton of technologies out there, and 16 

we're constantly needing to upgrade how we, quite frankly, ensure that we're communicaƟng 17 

appropriately.  That's our expectaƟon.   18 

But I don't like it.  I want to be clear.  I don't like it.  19 

.  Introducing exhibit 24, which you will have in a moment.  20 

    [Watlington Majority Exhibit No. 24 21 

    was marked for idenƟficaƟon.]   22 
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.  This is a 2024 post by Ms. Ridgeway that calls for deleƟng Israel's name forever.  1 

Have you seen this post before? 2 

Dr. Watlington.  I have not.  3 

.  Excuse me.   4 

.  Yes? 5 

.  What was the date?   6 

.  2024.  I don't have an exact date.  7 

.  Thank you.  8 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 9 

Q Under Ms. Ridgeway's social media rules, which we just reviewed, couldn't this post be 10 

the subject of discussion in class as a, quote, "current event"?  11 

A I'm not sure I understand your quesƟon.  It's a hypotheƟcal.  I want to be careful.  12 

Q Sure.  13 

Does this Instagram post pertain to a current event?  14 

A It certainly could.  15 

Q So, Ms. Ridgeway says that her Instagram post can be discussed in class only if they 16 

pertain to current events. 17 

A Uh -- 18 

Q Could this post be discussed in her class, under her rules?   19 

Mr. Fishman.  You're referring back to exhibit 22?   20 

.  Yes.  21 

Mr. Fishman.  Because he doesn't have that in front of him anymore.  22 

Dr. Watlington.  In her exhibit 22, November 1, 2023, post, I made note just a few minutes 23 

ago that she shared, and I quote, "My views on social media are my own and are not a reflecƟon of 24 

my employer.  It also does not in any way preclude me from being objecƟve.  In class, I center 25 
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student voice, not my own."   1 

I do recall there being a board policy around disclosing if using your personal, or something 2 

like that, in one of our policies.  To that extent, I don't know if the context for which -- when or how 3 

or where this may or may not have been shared, and I don't want to speculate. 4 

.  Okay.   5 

Just quoƟng back to you from exhibit 22, "Do not bring up anything I post on" -- social 6 

media -- "SM in class unless it's a current event."   7 

You said that this appears to be a current event.  So, deducing from that, this would be 8 

something that students could bring up in class with Ms. Ridgeway.   9 

Mr. Fishman.  Are you asking whether he agrees with you, or are you just --  10 

.  I mean, I think that's where we're at.  Would you agree with that? 11 

Dr. Watlington.  I don't know.  Perhaps, it could be consistent with item number two that 12 

says, quote, "Do not bring up anything I post on social media in class unless it's a current event."  It 13 

would suggest to me that, potenƟally, something outside of class could have been brought up by a 14 

student.  I'm not aware if this one actually was.   15 

Mr. Fishman.  And he's not saying it's okay.  16 

.  Yeah. 17 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 18 

Q On that note, does this post about deleƟng Israel's name forever contribute to a safe 19 

and welcoming environment for Israeli or Jewish students in Ms. Ridgeway's classroom?  20 

A This post is very concerning to me, let me be very clear, as superintendent and as a 21 

private ciƟzen in the United States of America and as a ciƟzen of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania.   22 

And, yes, I would answer that quesƟon -- ask me the specific quesƟon you asked.   23 

Q Does it -- yeah.  Does this post contribute to a safe and welcoming environment for 24 

Jewish and Israeli students in her classroom?  25 
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A From my perspecƟve, it does not help a sense of safe environment.  Although, I can't 1 

speak for students.  2 

Q Are you aware of whether the district has invesƟgated this post?  3 

A I don't know.  I really -- 4 

Mr. Fishman.  I think he said -- he hadn't seen it before, he thinks.  So --  5 

.  Are you aware of whether -- I apologize if this is a repeat, but are you aware of 6 

whether the district has invesƟgated other social media posts by Ms. Ridgeway? 7 

Dr. Watlington.  Yes.  8 

.  I'm sorry, "Yes, you're aware" or, "Yes, they have"?  Let him clarify that, 9 

please.   10 

Dr. Watlington.  I am aware that the district staff have invesƟgated other posts regarding 11 

Ms. Ridgeway, yes.  12 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:  13 

Q Do you know which posts?  14 

A I'm not sure if I know all of them, but I do know that posts have been invesƟgated.  15 

Q Are you aware that Ms. Ridgeway's posts have, in fact, made Jewish students feel unsafe 16 

in the district?  17 

A I am aware of complaints made regarding that, as you describe it, yes.  18 

Q Are you aware that Ms. Ridgeway has repeatedly threatened Jewish community 19 

members on her Instagram?  20 

A I'm aware that one or more complaints have been raised with that senƟment, yes.  21 

 22 

 23 

.  I'd like to introduce exhibit 25.  24 

    [Watlington Majority Exhibit No. 25 25 
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    was marked for idenƟficaƟon.]  1 
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.  This first image does have some redacƟons.  It's from the ADL complaint, but 1 

we understand that it is Ms. Ridgeway's post.  It is alongside this second post, which is also in the 2 

ADL complaint, and we have an unredacted version of that.   3 

So, this exhibit includes some of Ms. Ridgeway's threatening posts.  I can just read to you 4 

parts of them.   5 

Ms. Ridgeway has warned, "When it comes to Zionists, it's up" --  6 

Mr. Fishman.  Can you give us 1 minute to consult?   7 

Ms. CoƩon.  Could we go off the record for -- could we go off the record, just take a quick 8 

break?   9 

Mr. Fishman.  Just a quick consult, not with the witness, about whether he can answer these 10 

quesƟons or not.    11 

.  Okay.  12 

Mr. Fishman.  Okay?  13 

.  We can pause.  Just for 1 -- literal 1 minute?   14 

Mr. Fishman.  Yes, it will be just 1 minute.   15 

.  Okay.   16 

[Discussion off the record.]  17 

.  Are we back on the record? 18 

Mr. Fishman.  We're back.  We're back on the record.   19 

.  Okay.  20 

Mr. Fishman.  I just want to note, on the record, and I think you probably know, that 21 

Ms. Ridgeway is in acƟve liƟgaƟon with the district. 22 

.  Mm-hmm. 23 

Mr. Fishman.  And so, if you want to go through these slowly, I'm not sure that he -- I'm not 24 

sure which ones he recognizes and which ones he doesn't, but we want to be very careful to make 25 



  

  
 

96 

sure that he's not intruding in an area, at this point, which would compromise the liƟgaƟon in any 1 

way, that's all.   2 

.  Understood.  3 

So, exhibit 25, as I menƟoned, includes some of her threatening posts.  I'm just going 4 

to -- you don't have to read all of them.  I'll just read you some snippets.   5 

She's warned, "When it comes to Zionists, it's up."  "Tread lightly."   6 

In another quote, she says --  7 

Mr. Fishman.  That's the first one?  It's on the --  8 

.  Yes.  The first one is "When it comes to Zionists, it's up."  The second one is 9 

"Tread lightly."  10 

Mr. Fishman.  Where is that?   11 

.  It's toward the boƩom, the third sentence up.   12 

Mr. Fishman.  Of the --   13 

.  Of the second post.  "Tread lightly and go ahead on and unfollow and block 14 

me.  This is not what you want.  It's summer and I have" --  15 

Mr. Fishman.  I need you to slow down.  That's really -- we see the words.   16 

.  Okay.  17 

Mr. Fishman.  We see the words "tread lightly" and "go ahead."  Okay? 18 

.  And then, the last thing -- the last snippet is "Now, I'm taking the gloves off," 19 

and that's the second paragraph on the third page.  20 

Mr. Fishman.  Okay.  We see those posts.  21 

.  Okay. 22 

Amid this string of post -- posts, Ms. Ridgeway also posted about any Black-owned gun stores 23 

in or near Philadelphia.   24 

Does the district tolerate retaliaƟon against individuals who report harassment?  25 



  

  
 

97 

Mr. Fishman.  As a general proposiƟon?   1 

.  As a general maƩer.  2 

Mr. Fishman.  As a general proposiƟon, irrespecƟve of the content of these parƟcular texts?  3 

.  Yes.   4 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 5 

Q Does the district tolerate retaliaƟon against individuals who report harassment?  6 

A IrrespecƟve of the content of these parƟcular texts -- texts -- 7 

Q Posts, yes.   8 

A Posts.  No.  9 

Q The district has received complaints about Ms. Ridgeway's posts.  Is that correct?  10 

A Yes.  11 

Q How did the district respond to these complaints?   12 

Mr. Fishman.  Again, we need 30 seconds to consult.  13 

Ms. CoƩon.  Can you repeat the quesƟon? 14 

.  How did the district respond to these complaints about Ms. Ridgeway's posts?   15 

Ms. CoƩon.  I think he can answer the quesƟon.  16 

Mr. Fishman.  Okay.  That's fine.   17 

.  Can you re-add it?  18 

Mr. Fishman.  We wouldn't complain about an extra minute.   19 

.  I mean, don't worry, we have a lot more than that leŌ.  20 

Mr. Fishman.  We'll give you 2 minutes, and then we'll go.  21 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 22 

Q Okay.  How did the district respond to these complaints?  23 

A Recognizing a need to be thoughƞul about my responses, given acƟve liƟgaƟon that 24 

Ms. Ridgeway has against the school district of Philadelphia at present, I'll say, one, I'm not familiar 25 
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with the number of these posts and can't tell you what the district did or did not do because I don't 1 

conduct invesƟgaƟons.   2 

Two, you referenced -- I believe you referenced an item about guns.   3 

Q Mm-hmm. 4 

A I am aware that -- and this is -- I am aware that there was a post or posts related to 5 

guns, a number of posts that were invesƟgated and related to Ms. Ridgeway, and disciplinary acƟon 6 

occurred.   7 

Q I'm going to ask this.  Can you share what the disciplinary acƟon was?  8 

A I'm not sure.  9 

Mr. Fishman.  It's in her civil liƟgaƟon complaint.  It's public.  I'm just not sure he 10 

remembers, but you can ask him.  11 

.  Okay.  12 

Mr. Fishman.  You can ask.  Do you remember what the discipline was?   13 

Dr. Watlington.  I do.  14 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 15 

Q What was the disciplinary acƟon that was taken?  16 

A Ms. Ridgeway was suspended without pay and transferred to a new work locaƟon.  17 

Q Just with regard to these posts, what is your reacƟon when you see a district teacher 18 

making posts like this?  19 

A I'd like to take a moment.  If you would like me to react to them, I would like to read all 20 

of them, so I can --  21 

Q Sure.  Sure.   22 

A Unless you just want me to --  23 

Q No, no.  You can read them.   24 

A I'll take the posts one at a Ɵme, if I might?   25 
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Q Sure.   1 

A On the first post, that says, "Zionism is White supremacy," absolutely don't agree with it, 2 

based on my definiƟon of Zionism.  I suppose I'm aware that other people have different 3 

definiƟons.  That's not mine, but -- certainly not.  4 

Q Can I ask you really quickly -- on that, do you believe it's anƟsemiƟc to say that Zionism 5 

is White supremacy? 6 

A Based on my definiƟon that the State of Israel absolutely has a right to exist, to pursue 7 

the Israeli people's right to self-determinaƟon in a safe and secure manner, yes.  8 

Q So, it is anƟsemiƟc to say that Zionism is White supremacy?  9 

A I'm saying that's my belief.   10 

Q Okay.  11 

A But I don't get to make that determinaƟon.   12 

Q Okay. 13 

A And that trained invesƟgators look at a number of factors -- are able to do that.  14 

Also, in the first post, I think it's a maƩer of the historical record that early Presidents of the 15 

United States were, indeed, slave owners, and the quesƟon about morality of people owning other 16 

people at any point in human history seems an appropriate quesƟon. 17 

I also wondered if this --  18 

Mr. Fishman.  An appropriate.   19 

Dr. Watlington.  An -- it strikes me as an -- a-n -- appropriate quesƟon.   20 

I don't know, but I wonder about -- when I saw -- I wonder about Ms. Ridgeway's earlier posts 21 

that you shared me -- shared with me that said her views are her own and don't represent her 22 

employer.  I don't know if that's something that came in the classroom or she did in her own 23 

external, out-of-school Ɵme.  That would be up to a trained invesƟgator to look into and -- and 24 

should.  25 
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I'll take a moment to read the second post.  1 

I've reviewed the second post, and, quite frankly, I don't understand it.  May I go on to 2 

three? 3 

.  I will just note, as you're reviewing that, that this image associate here, it was 4 

on the same --  5 

Dr. Watlington.  I think I'm on the -- 6 

.  It's the same post.  7 

Mr. Fishman.  That just conƟnues the post?  8 

.  Yes.  It cuts off, but the relevant part is that she's posƟng the names of Jewish 9 

leaders on that single post.  10 

Mr. Fishman.  This is the more part?   11 

.  There is more text, but this is appended to the post.   12 

Dr. Watlington.  I do know -- as I read this, recall that this is a post that was invesƟgated and 13 

resulted in employee discipline.  14 

.  Thank you.   15 

We can go off the record. 16 

[Recess.]  17 
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[1:38 p.m.] 1 

.  Okay.  If we could start the clock, please.   2 

Thank you for coming back.   3 

I just want to reiterate for the record that the statements of Mr. MacQueen that were 4 

referenced, again, by the majority in the last round equaƟng Zionists with lynching and White 5 

supremacy were referenced in both the OCR resoluƟon leƩer and the voluntary resoluƟon 6 

agreement.  And again, we state that according to that agreement, compliance with that agreement 7 

would be considered resoluƟon of the incidents in that leƩer.  That is your understanding as well, 8 

correct?   9 

Dr. Watlington.  Yes. 10 

Mr. Fishman.  Vis-à-vis the United States Government.   11 

.  Vis-à-vis the United States Government, yes, and the invesƟgaƟon as well.  12 

Thank you.   13 

Mr. Fishman.  Well, at least the execuƟve branch. 14 

BY : MINORITY STAFF:  15 

Q Earlier in that last round, the majority counsel contextualized one of Mr. Jimenez's 16 

posts -- I believe it was exhibit 21 -- based on an event that happened on that day, a terrorist aƩack 17 

in Boulder, Colorado.   18 

Recognizing that nothing can excuse a person's posts, especially if they are espousing violence 19 

or retaliaƟon, I think it is safe to say that there was an inference in that quesƟon that 20 

Mr. Jimenez -- and I think we can expand this to most people on social media -- oŌen post things on 21 

social media in response to the events of the day.  Is that an inference you would generally agree 22 

with, that people, when they're posƟng on social media, oŌenƟmes are posƟng in response to things 23 

that happened that day?   24 

A Generally, it's my understanding.   25 
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Q Generally, yeah.  I'm not trying to -- and in that light, I wanted to look back at at least 1 

one other post that we -- or excuse me -- one of the other exhibits, which was exhibit 19.  That was 2 

another post made by Mr. Jimenez.   3 

I just wanted to ask for the record, were you aware that on the date of that post, November 4 

27th, 2020, that exhibit 19 was posted, the chief scienƟst with the Iranian state nuclear program was 5 

assassinated by Israeli forces using -- and I'm quoƟng The New York Times here -- an AI-assisted 6 

remote control killing machine?   7 

A No, I was not aware.  8 

Q Okay.  Again, recognizing nothing can change or excuse a post, would it be reasonable 9 

to infer that the assassinaƟon of an Iranian scienƟst by an AI-assisted remote control killing machine 10 

would be an act that could invoke a feeling of terror among at the least other Iranian scienƟsts?   11 

A I don't know.  I would suppose it's possible.  12 

Q Earlier, the majority counsel referenced allegaƟons made --  13 

Mr. Fishman.  But I think he's --  14 

.  It's a possibility. 15 

Mr. Fishman.  Like, he's not suggesƟng -- 16 

.  I'm not asking you to form an opinion --  17 

The Reporter.  I can't understand both of you at the same Ɵme.   18 

.  Oh, I'm sorry. 19 

Mr. Fishman.  I'm not suggesƟng that he thinks it's right or that it's his opinion.  You asked 20 

him if it's possible.  He's saying it's possible.   21 

.  I understand completely.  I'm not asking it for his opinion or his experƟse on it, 22 

but --  23 

Mr. Fishman.  He's not a social media guy.   24 

.  Understood.   25 
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Dr. Watlington.  And may I just say, outside of posƟng anything on my district social media 1 

related to children and the good work that's occurring with teachers and leaders and school 2 

buildings, I don't post things and, quite frankly, don't understand why people do that.  Not Tony 3 

Watlington.   4 

.  Understood, sir.  Thank you.  5 

Earlier, my colleague with the majority referenced allegaƟons made I believe against Keziah 6 

Ridgeway in a complaint the ADL submiƩed in the summer of 2024.  I believe that was an -- was 7 

that an exhibit or did we just reference --  8 

Mr. Fishman.  The ADL complaint is not an exhibit --  9 

.  Not an exhibit, just referenced it.  Okay.   10 

Is it your understanding that the resoluƟon agreement touched on any of those allegaƟons 11 

raised by ADL?   12 

Dr. Watlington.  Yes.  13 

    [Watlington Minority Exhibit E 14 

    was marked for idenƟficaƟon.]  15 

.  At this point I'd like to introduce an exhibit.  I believe it's exhibit marked E.  16 

This is a press release from the ADL on the announcement of the resoluƟon agreement that the 17 

School District of Philadelphia reached with OCR.  And I would direct your aƩenƟon to a quote.  18 

And I'll have to pull up exactly -- I think it's about halfway down -- a paragraph that states --  19 

Mr. Fishman.  On what page? 20 

.  Oh, I'm sorry.  I'm looking at the electronic version.  Could I --  21 

.  Sure.   22 

.  Thank you.   23 

It starts at the top of page 2.  "This resoluƟon agreement resolves the allegaƟons raised by 24 

ADL, represented pro bono by the law firm Mayer Brown LLP."   25 
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Skipping ahead, the complaint alleged that SDP knowingly allowed its schools to become, 1 

quote, "viciously hosƟle" environments for Jewish students while failing to address numerous 2 

incidents of anƟsemiƟc harassment, bullying, and discriminaƟon.   3 

And then skipping down a liƩle bit further, in the next paragraph, "It is clear from the 4 

resoluƟon that OCR idenƟfied mulƟple ways the SDP wholly failed to meet its Title VI obligaƟons, and 5 

it is our hope that this resoluƟon will ensure the district embraces a long-overdue commitment to 6 

prevenƟng Jewish students from being harassed and targeted in the future."   7 

So based on that release and your earlier statements expressing the school district's 8 

willingness to comply and complete the resoluƟon agreement with OCR, is it your understanding 9 

that, based on this, the ADL would also consider a resoluƟon of the complaints it made if the district 10 

was commiƩed to fully complying with the voluntary resoluƟon agreement?   11 

Mr. Fishman.  Are you asking him to hypothesize what the ADL would think? 12 

.  Based on what is in this statement, the fact that they welcomed the resoluƟon 13 

and menƟoned that its complaint was encompassed in the resoluƟon of that agreement.   14 

Dr. Watlington.  I want to make sure I understand the quesƟon.   15 

Mr. Fishman.  Yeah. 16 

BY : MINORITY STAFF:   17 

Q Based on the press release we have here that ADL welcomes resoluƟon, exhibit E, 18 

resoluƟon of its complaints against the school district, is it your understanding that they expect their 19 

complaints to be resolved by a successful compleƟon of the resoluƟon agreement?   20 

A To the extent that this resol- -- quote, the language around "This resoluƟon agreement 21 

resolves the allegaƟon raised by ADL," I take a liƩle interpretaƟon of that to suggest yes.   22 

Q Okay.  We have discussed mulƟple incidents involving SDP employees, and I want to 23 

make sure we're examining those incidents placed in the proper scope.  While I think everyone here 24 

would agree that one incident of harassment or discriminaƟon is too many, I want to make clear and 25 
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I want to make sure that this interview does not give the impression that such conduct is rife 1 

throughout the system.  I think we kind of got into that -- discussions of the word "manifest" in the 2 

last round.  3 

Approximately how many students does the School District of Philadelphia serve?  4 

A There are 200,000 public school children in Philadelphia, less than 120,000 -- short of 5 

120,000 that are in district-operated schools directly under my purview.  6 

Q And approximately how many employees does the School District of Philadelphia have?  7 

A There are some 20,000 employees serving 250 district-operated schools, more 8 

employees when you include the non-district-operated schools.  9 

Q But those are -- employees under your purview would be --  10 

A That's correct.  11 

Q They would be under the policies and procedures of the district as well?   12 

A Under my purview and the board's policies and procedures, 20,000 employees.  13 

Q I would like to --  14 

A Inclusive of 9,000 teachers.  15 

Q So 9,000 teachers, and then the total number of employees was --  16 

A Approximately 20,000.   17 

Q 20,000.  Thank you.   18 

I would like to enter into the record a complaint leƩer that was sent to the School District of 19 

Philadelphia's Office of General Counsel from The Deborah Project and designated as exhibit C.  20 

Please take your Ɵme to get acquainted with the document and let me know when you are ready to 21 

proceed.   22 

    [Watlington Minority Exhibit C 23 

    was marked for idenƟficaƟon.]  24 

Ms. CoƩon.  Is there a part that he should focus on?   25 
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.  Yes.  I would say the second paragraph of the first page.   1 

BY : MINORITY STAFF: 2 

Q Are you aware -- or were you aware of this complaint that was made by The Deborah 3 

Project on behalf of the School District of Philadelphia Jewish Family AssociaƟon?  4 

A I became aware of this document in concert with several other documents, yes.  5 

Q Would it be fair to say on the face of this document The Deborah Project is deeply 6 

concerned about the presence of anƟsemiƟsm in district schools?  7 

A Could you repeat that?   8 

Q Sure.  Would it be fair to say The Deborah Project is deeply concerned about the 9 

presence of anƟsemiƟsm in district schools?  10 

A Yes.  11 

Q Based on your understanding of their complaint, would The Deborah Project have any 12 

reason to undercount or underexaggerate the state of anƟsemiƟc harassment in Philadelphia 13 

schools?  14 

A I'm not aware of any reason.  15 

Q I turn your aƩenƟon now to the second paragraph on page 1, and I quote, "The School 16 

District of Philadelphia Jewish Family AssociaƟon is an organizaƟon of Jewish parents with children in 17 

Philadelphia public schools who opposes efforts by a Ɵny minority of teachers, including Ridgeway, to 18 

insert into the district's community and curriculum a hatred of Zionism, the naƟonal liberaƟon 19 

movement of the Jewish people."  20 

Is the descripƟon of acƟons being commiƩed by a, quote, "Ɵny minority of teachers," 21 

unquote, consistent with your assessment of the faculty behavior of the district?   22 

A As I'm in schools regularly in my role as superintendent and as I observe good teaching 23 

to very good teaching and leadership among our teachers and leaders and 250 district-operated 24 

schools, with rare excepƟons, the language "a Ɵny minority of teachers" is consistent with what I see 25 
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on a day-to-day basis in schools.  And that said, incidents of discriminaƟon and harassment, to 1 

include anƟsemiƟsm, is unacceptable even among a Ɵny minority.  2 

Q And then, again, is there anything from the previous period of quesƟoning with the 3 

majority where you feel you did not get a chance to fully explain yourself?  Or if you would like to 4 

give a statement for the record at this Ɵme, I would give you the opportunity to do so now.   5 

A I'll just restate the former statement.   6 

I'm proud to serve as superintendent in the School District of Philadelphia.  Our teachers and 7 

leaders are doing their level best to teach our young people in an appropriate manner and a fair 8 

manner where they don't interject in the aggregate personal or poliƟcal viewpoints into the 9 

curriculum.  And I want to note that as they go about their duƟes, I find that the overwhelming 10 

majority are following applicable Board of EducaƟon-approved policies and our professional code of 11 

conduct.   12 

That does not obscure the fact that when a small minority out of 9,000 teachers, whether it's 13 

less than a dozen out of 9,000, any acts of discriminaƟon and harassment, whether anƟsemiƟsm, 14 

Islamophobia, racism, sexism, gender discriminaƟon, et cetera, has no place in the School District of 15 

Philadelphia and is unacceptable. 16 

.  Okay.  We can stop the clock.  Off the record.   17 

[Discussion off the record.] 18 

.  We can go back on the record.   19 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:  20 

Q With regard to the ADL, is it your understanding that the ADL is saƟsfied with SDP's 21 

handling of anƟsemiƟsm since the signing of the OCR agreement in December 2024?  22 

A I'm unable to speak to the senƟment of the ADL.  I can tell you that I've engaged in 23 

good-faith meeƟngs with the ADL.  I believe our conversaƟons have been, not only amicable but 24 

producƟve, and we've done our level best to ensure the ADL that we take both its leƩer and the 25 
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Office of Civil Rights guidance seriously.  1 

Q Have any of the employees cited in the ADL's July 2024 complaint been fired?   2 

A I'm not aware at the moment of any employee cited in the ADL complaint being fired, to 3 

date.  I am aware of an employee who was cited in the ADL leƩer who is in an acƟve terminaƟon 4 

proceeding at present.  5 

Q Are you familiar with a district professional development session that was planned for 6 

2 months aŌer October 7th Ɵtled, "Decolonizing the Curriculum:  Brief History of PalesƟne and the 7 

CreaƟon of Israel:  Contextualizing the Current Conflict and Genocide"?  I can read that again if 8 

you'd like. 9 

A Yes, if you would, please.  10 

Q "Decolonizing" --  11 

A Slower.  12 

Q Sure.  "Decolonizing the Curriculum:  Brief History of PalesƟne and the CreaƟon of 13 

Israel:  Contextualizing the Current Conflict and Genocide."   14 

A I want to make sure I write down the full Ɵtle --  15 

Mr. Fishman.  You don't have to write down the Ɵtle.  She just wants to know if you 16 

know --  17 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:   18 

Q Are you familiar with it?   19 

A I'm not sure.  There were a number of things occurring, some of which did not occur, 20 

some that did.  So I want to make sure I can parse out the difference.  21 

Q So --  22 

A The short answer is --  23 

Q This is the session that did not occur.   24 

A Okay.  25 
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Q Do you remember this session?  1 

A Now I do.  2 

Q Okay.  Are you aware of who planned the session?  Who planned it before it was 3 

canceled?   4 

A I don't immediately recall.  However, if I'm remembering the same -- if this is the 5 

session I'm recalling, it may be one that I had a personal hand in indicaƟng that it's inappropriate and 6 

not occur.  I can't remember if this is that one or not.  7 

Q This was a session planned by Mr. MacQueen and Ms. Ridgeway with the support of 8 

Mr. Jimenez.  It was 2 months aŌer October 7th, and it was ulƟmately canceled.  9 

If you can recall, I'm interested in how you reacted when you learned about the session. 10 

Mr. Fishman.  Assuming it's the same one --  11 

.  Assuming it's the same one.   12 

Mr. Fishman.  It's a liƩle speculaƟve, so I just want to --  13 

.  Yeah.   14 

Dr. Watlington.  Assuming that it's the same one? 15 

.  Yes.   16 

Dr. Watlington.  I had enough informaƟon that told me clearly this doesn't meet the bar "we 17 

teach children how to think and not what to think." 18 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:   19 

Q Since this incident, has the district modified its procedures for veƫng professional 20 

development sessions to ensure that they comply with district policy, including the controversial 21 

issues policy?   22 

A One, the district has conƟnued to ensure that curricular and curriculum programming 23 

are not leŌ to one person.  There are mulƟple people who are involved.  24 

Two, the district has conƟnued a process by which both curriculum and professional 25 
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development opportuniƟes related to the curriculum are approved -- have approval levels.   1 

And three, the district has disconƟnued the process of staff wriƟng curriculum.  While we 2 

parƟcipate in professional development, there are some new and addiƟonal oversight processes 3 

under the leadership of a new chief academic officer.  4 

Q Can you elaborate on those processes insofar as they relate to staff-led professional 5 

development sessions?   6 

A Yes.  In a curriculum area, there'll be a curriculum staff led by a director, formerly 7 

Mr. Jimenez.  Mr. Jimenez then had a supervisor, an execuƟve director that would have oversight of 8 

approving not just curriculum but also professional development opportuniƟes.  9 

The next level included a chief of curriculum, who is no longer in that role but was in the role, 10 

I believe, during that Ɵme period.  So it required mulƟple levels of reviews.  11 

Q For the professional development sessions?   12 

A For professional development.  And I believe, if indeed this is the professional 13 

development I'm remembering, I recall having a conversaƟon directly with the former chief of 14 

curriculum about said professional development opportunity prior to its cancellaƟon.  15 

Q Expressing that it should not occur?   16 

A It did not meet the bar for "we teach students how to think and not what to think."  17 

Q I would like to introduce exhibits 26 and 27.   18 

    [Watlington Majority Exhibit Nos. 26  19 

     and 27 marked for idenƟficaƟon.]  20 

.  Okay.  So let me explain this one. 21 

Mr. Fishman.  Do you want him to look at them together or separately?   22 

.  Just 26 first, and I'll explain what it is.   23 

So exhibit 26 is a screen grab of Ms. Gann commenƟng on a post by Ms. Ridgeway.  So 24 

Ms. Ridgeway posted, "The way folks just be lying and playing the vicƟm really needs to be studied," 25 
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which you can see she posted in exhibit 27.  But exhibit 26 is Ms. Gann commenƟng on that post in 1 

her own Instagram story and saying, "Imagine the level of privilege it takes to feel like artwork made 2 

by a child is an actual -- quote -- 'threat to your safety' or cause of suffering right now."  That's 3 

exhibit 26.  4 

Exhibit 27 shows Ms. Ridgeway again claiming that folks be lying and playing the vicƟm.  This 5 

was posted aŌer a Jewish employee in the district filed a complaint against the district.  And 6 

Ms. Gann was referencing -- appears to be referencing some of the allegaƟons in that complaint 7 

related to artwork.  8 

You can see ishx19 is Mr. Jimenez's handle.  He has commented "White tears" on this post.  9 

Mr. Fishman.  So if we can -- if I understand this -- because Dr. Watlington is confused. 10 

.  Okay.   11 

Mr. Fishman.  The first thing that got posted is exhibit 27?   12 

.  Exactly.  Yes.   13 

Mr. Fishman.  That the -- which was from --  14 

.  Ms. Ridgeway.   15 

Mr. Fishman.  Ms. Ridgeway. 16 

.  Teachkizzyteach.   17 

Mr. Fishman.  And then Ms. Gann either reposted or commented on it.   18 

.  She reposted it --  19 

Mr. Fishman.  Or commented on it.   20 

.  -- with this comment, like, making fun of it.   21 

And then Mr. Jimenez commented on the iniƟal post saying "White tears." 22 

Mr. Fishman.  Mr. Jimenez commented on saying "White tears."   23 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:   24 

Q Have you seen any of these posts before?   25 



  

  
 

112 

A I don't recall seeing these posts.  1 

Q Are Jewish employees in your district who experience anƟsemiƟsm playing the vicƟm?   2 

A I don't know how to answer these quesƟons because I don't understand the posts.  3 

Q Just on its own.  Posts aside, are Jewish employees in your district who experience 4 

anƟsemiƟsm playing the vicƟm?  5 

A If a Jewish employee in the school district felt that they experienced discriminaƟon and 6 

filed a complaint, we are to invesƟgate that complaint.  And the appropriate officials in the 7 

Employee Labor RelaƟons Office would make a determinaƟon pursuant to that invesƟgaƟon.  8 

Q But when somebody -- when a Jewish employee comes to you with complaints of 9 

anƟsemiƟsm, is your reacƟon, "Oh, you're playing the vicƟm"?   10 

A When any employee, including a Jewish employee, comes to me with a complaint, I'm 11 

going to send it to the Office of Employee Labor RelaƟons, because it's -- whether I agree or disagree, 12 

even when I agree or disagree, it is not my call.  That's the role of the trained invesƟgators in ELR to 13 

make those determinaƟons.  14 

Q Does a district employee making fun of another employee's complaint of anƟsemiƟc 15 

harassment violate any district policies?   16 

A Would you ask me that quesƟon again?   17 

Q Does a district employee publicly making fun of another district employee's complaint of 18 

anƟsemiƟsm, does that concern you?   19 

Mr. Fishman.  Is this a -- is this public for the enƟre world to see or is this a --  20 

.  Public for the enƟre world to see. 21 

Ms. CoƩon.  But this is a hypotheƟcal, right?  Because you've made a lot of representaƟons 22 

about what this post is actually doing, but we don't know that to be the case, and it's certainly not 23 

evident from the face of it. 24 

.  That is what the post is about. 25 
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Mr. Fishman.  But he can't tesƟfy about things that he doesn't know. 1 

.  Well, then the quesƟon -- but the quesƟon stands, regardless of whether this 2 

is -- what the post is about or not.  The quesƟon stands.   3 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 4 

Q Does a district employee publicly making fun of another employee's complaint of 5 

anƟsemiƟc harassment violate any district policies?   6 

A When an employee makes a complaint of harassment or discriminaƟon, whether it's a 7 

complaint related to anƟsemiƟsm, Islamophobia, racism, sexism, gender discriminaƟon, et cetera, 8 

our policy and expectaƟon requires us, if it's an employee, for it to be sent to Employee Labor 9 

RelaƟons to invesƟgate and act accordingly.   10 

Q Do these posts set a good example for district students on how to engage with peers 11 

and colleagues?   12 

A Looking at them on their face, my first reacƟon is I don't know why people post.  It's 13 

not helpful.  I don't do it.  And it's very important for us in any respect to model what we expect 14 

from young people.  Beyond that, I don't know anything else about these posts at this moment.  15 

Q Are these people modeling what they expect from young people?  16 

Mr. Fishman.  What they expect from young --  17 

.  What he just said.  Are these posts modeling expectaƟons for young people?   18 

Ms. CoƩon.  I think he said he doesn't even understand what this is about. 19 

.  This is about a Jewish employee's anƟsemiƟsm complaint in the district. 20 

Ms. CoƩon.  That's what you're saying and that may well be true, but he doesn't know that.  21 

We don't know that based on the face of this. 22 

.  Words have to mean something at a certain point. 23 

Mr. Fishman.  They do.  But you're asking him to speculate about what other people's 24 

words mean.  And that, respecƞully, A, he can't necessarily say what's going on in other people's 25 
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heads; and B, it's not why he's here.  What he's tesƟfied is he's hoping these things got sent to the 1 

right place for invesƟgaƟon and that the invesƟgaƟon then comes out the right way.  And by the 2 

right way, I mean that the invesƟgaƟon is a thorough, complete invesƟgaƟon.  But --  3 

.  What I'm trying to understand is whether the leadership of the district is aware 4 

of and taking seriously anƟsemiƟsm complaints --  5 

Mr. Fishman.  Right. 6 

.  -- and instances where a district -- mulƟple district employees, including an 7 

administrator, appear to be making fun of an individual who filed an anƟsemiƟsm complaint, and 8 

therefore --  9 

Mr. Fishman.  And he said --  10 

.  -- I'm asking the quesƟons I'm asking. 11 

Mr. Fishman.  I know, but he said he doesn't remember seeing these before, and you're 12 

asking him to reach a judgment about what other people mean when they're posƟng.  And he 13 

seems uncomfortable making those judgments on the fly. 14 

.  Okay.   15 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:  16 

Q So are you uncomfortable making those judgments?  17 

A I'm uncomfortable making those judgments on the fly, and I don't think it's appropriate 18 

to speculate. 19 

Q Does the district have any safeguards in place to ensure compliance with its 20 

controversial issues policy?   21 

A Yes.  22 

Q What are the safeguards?  23 

A Principals and their designees, typically assistant principals, inspect lesson plans of 24 

teachers in their school.  Principals and assistant principals conduct informal and formal classroom 25 
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visits to inspect what's being taught in the classroom.  Principals and assistant principals provide 1 

training -- excuse me -- provide feedback to teachers subsequent to those formal and informal visits 2 

to classrooms.   3 

All employees in the school district, to include teachers and their superintendent, parƟcipate 4 

in annual harassment and discriminaƟon training.   5 

In addiƟon, the Office of Academics provides training specifically to social studies teachers.  6 

And I've paid closer aƩenƟon under the leadership of the new chief academic officer who I've asked 7 

to give me more frequent updates, provide appropriate training to teachers about how to implement 8 

the condiƟons in the controversial issues policy.  9 

Q And I asked a variaƟon of this earlier, but how many instances are you aware of where 10 

principals actually reach down and review curriculum or acted in some oversight fashion with regard 11 

to anƟsemiƟsm in the classroom?  12 

A In a district with 9,000 teachers, I can't tell you specifically.  I can tell you, without fear 13 

of contradicƟon, that there are teachers in the School District of Philadelphia, although a minority -- I 14 

would say a small minority -- have indeed been invesƟgated and disciplined for harassment and 15 

discriminaƟon, to include anƟsemiƟsm.  16 

Q Can you say how many?  17 

A I know it's -- it's not one.  Off the top of my head, I remember a middle school where a 18 

number of teachers were disciplined, to include being suspended.  But I just don't have that total 19 

number in my head.  20 

Q What is your role in the curricular approval process for the district?  21 

A The superintendent does not write, generate, or approve curriculum.  There are 22 

people who work in the administraƟon who have that responsibility, under the leadership of a chief 23 

academic officer who I hired.  24 

Q The district's controversial issues policy prohibits teachers from indoctrinaƟng students 25 
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to a parƟcular point of view, right?   1 

A Yes.  2 

Q Has the district's social studies curriculum complied with this policy since October 7th, 3 

2023?   4 

A Could you repeat the quesƟon?   5 

Q Has the district's social studies curriculum complied with the district's controversial 6 

issues policy since October 7th, 2023?   7 

A Yes.  8 

Q Your tesƟmony is that the social studies curriculum has complied with the controversial 9 

issues policy?  10 

A Yes.  11 

Q Okay.   12 

Mr. Fishman.  As wriƩen, yes.  But if you're asking a different quesƟon about whether 13 

everybody's taught the curriculum --  14 

.  No, no, no.  Just what is in the curriculum, the curriculum that has been 15 

publicly shared and shared with the commiƩee as well.   16 

Mr. Fishman.  Okay.  Okay. 17 

Dr. Watlington.  Now, let me say, our curriculum, social studies curriculum, that -- my 18 

understanding covers 2,000 years of human history.  I've not personally reviewed every bit of that 19 

curriculum over a 2,000-year period.  But it's my understanding, to the best of my knowledge, that 20 

the social studies curriculum in total is consistent with our controversial issues policy.   21 

.  Are you aware of complaints since October 7th, 2023, including from the Jewish 22 

community, about the district's social studies curriculum?  23 

Dr. Watlington.  Would you repeat that quesƟon?   24 

.  Sure.  Are you aware of complaints since October 7, 2023, including from the 25 
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Philadelphia Jewish community, about the district's social studies curriculum?   1 

Mr. Fishman.  Do you mean the whole curriculum?   2 

.  Yes.   3 

Mr. Fishman.  Overall?   4 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:   5 

Q About the district -- so the district has a social studies curriculum that they, unƟl this 6 

point, have had teachers and curricular specialists write and that that curriculum is then taught to 7 

students.  I'm asking, are you aware of complaints about that curriculum lodged by the Jewish 8 

community since October 7th, 2023?   9 

A I've certainly been made aware of concerns either with the curriculum or how the 10 

curriculum is implemented in a classroom consistent with our controversial issues policy.  11 

Q Who wrote the social studies curriculum -- who has wriƩen the social studies curriculum 12 

since 2024 -- the 2024-2025 school year to now, who has wriƩen the curriculum?  13 

A Historically, in the School District of Philadelphia, social studies curricula -- the social 14 

studies curriculum has been wriƩen by teachers and administrators, to include the curriculum -- the 15 

social studies curriculum department.  We've disconƟnued that process, but historically.   16 

Q And so in terms of who will be wriƟng it now, you said it'd be standardized.  Will the 17 

curriculum be updated every year, and if so, who will be involved in that process?  18 

A I'd say two things.  One, on an ongoing basis, it's a standard operaƟng procedure for 19 

staff and the academics department in various disciplines -- math, science, social studies -- to on a 20 

rouƟne basis be looking at the curriculum and updaƟng it in real Ɵme as they find areas that are 21 

confusing, problemaƟc, or just beƩer done differently.  That's a rouƟne standard operaƟng 22 

procedure, one.  23 

Two, at present, there's a comprehensive review of the enƟre top to boƩom social studies 24 

curriculum under the leadership of the new chief academic officer I hired.   25 
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And three, upon the compleƟon of that quarterly review -- those quarterly reviews, plural, we 1 

intend to implement a standardized curriculum across all 250 operated schools similar to what we've 2 

already done in math 3 years ago, in reading language arts 2 years ago, and science last school year.  3 

Q So will curricular specialists be involved in any of that process?   4 

A Curricular specialists, in their role, will be determined specifically by the chief academic 5 

officer.  But I would imagine they'll be at the table with our naƟonal experts, to include Dr. Sheila 6 

Brown, who is already engaged in the school district in this work.  7 

Q You menƟoned earlier that you are familiar with RJOC, Racial JusƟce Organizing 8 

CommiƩee, correct?  9 

A Very tangenƟally.  10 

    [Watlington Majority Exhibit No. 28 11 

    was marked for idenƟficaƟon.]  12 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:  13 

Q Okay.  I'd like to introduce exhibit 28.  I don't have an exact date on this, but it's aŌer 14 

October 7th.  This is an Instagram post by RJOC celebraƟng October 7th as "The day Gaza broke out 15 

of prison."  16 

On its face, is this post concerning to you?   17 

A Yes.  18 

Q Are you aware that core members of this group, the Racial JusƟce Organizing 19 

CommiƩee, have wriƩen curricula for the district?   20 

A Would you repeat that quesƟon?   21 

Q Are you aware that members of this group, the Racial JusƟce Organizing CommiƩee, 22 

have wriƩen curricula for the district?  23 

A Yes, as I became aware of that over the summer and in part in preparaƟon for this 24 

interview.  25 
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Q Did that concern you, or what was your reacƟon to that?   1 

A I can tell you my reacƟon when I look at this post is vehement and strong disapproval, as 2 

is --  3 

Mr. Fishman.  Of the post. 4 

Dr. Watlington.  Of the post, of the post, as are -- when I see October 7th, the image I have is 5 

the Hamas aƩack.  6 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:  7 

Q And what was your reacƟon when you learned that individuals who are part of this 8 

group have been draŌing curriculum for the district?  9 

A I don't know enough about the organizaƟon.  And certainly, it's my understanding, I'm 10 

not -- it's my understanding we do not have a district partnership, nor do we sancƟon the acƟviƟes of 11 

this organizaƟon.  Good, bad, or indifferent, we don't.   12 

Q Are members of the Racial JusƟce Organizing CommiƩee sƟll involved in draŌing 13 

curricula for the district?  14 

A Again, as I shared earlier, we have disconƟnued the process of having district staff write 15 

social studies curriculum.  We intend to launch a standardized K-12 district curriculum in 16 

partnership with naƟonal experts upon the compleƟon of a comprehensive review.   17 

Q Just staying -- I'd like to ask a few quesƟons about the district's 2024 curriculum.  There 18 

have been a lot of --  19 

Mr. Fishman.  Do you mean '23-'24 or '24 --  20 

.  '24 to '25.   21 

Are you aware that the district's curriculum for the '24 to '25 year explicitly relied on Racial 22 

JusƟce Organizing CommiƩee materials?   23 

Mr. Fishman.  I'm not sure what that means. 24 

.  I'd like to introduce exhibit 31.  We skipped.   25 
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    [Watlington Majority Exhibit No. 31 1 

    was marked for idenƟficaƟon.]  2 

.  As you can see here at the boƩom of the page, boƩom of both pages, this is a 3 

printout from the district's social studies curriculum.  It states "This lesson was created using 4 

materials from the Racial JusƟce Organizing CommiƩee."   5 

So were you aware that district social studies curricula for the 2024 year cited to this group?  6 

Dr. Watlington.  May I have a moment to read it?   7 

Mr. Fishman.  Do you have the materials that it linked to?   8 

.  All that follows is created using materials -- I've asked -- yeah.  It's all -- all that 9 

follows is what was created using materials from the Racial JusƟce Organizing CommiƩee.  And this 10 

is one example.   11 

Dr. Watlington.  If you're asking me to speak to the boƩom of this slide, Jigsaw 12 

AcƟvity - IntersecƟonality, I want to make sure I understand the explicit quesƟon you want me to 13 

answer.   14 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:   15 

Q My quesƟon is just whether you were aware that this group -- that district curricula 16 

relied on materials for this group -- from this group?   17 

A I was unfamiliar with this group's specific work in the curriculum, as referenced here --  18 

Q Were you aware of other instances of the group's work in the curriculum?  19 

A I'm not familiar with -- I don't write the curriculum, again, and I don't review and 20 

approve curriculum.  I think you're asking about this specific post, so I want to be really clear, I'm 21 

unfamiliar with it.  22 

Q By incorporaƟng these materials --  23 

Mr. Fishman.  Which materials?   24 

.  By incorporaƟng materials from the Racial JusƟce Organizing CommiƩee that 25 
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are referenced -- it doesn't really maƩer --  1 

Mr. Fishman.  Well, it might --  2 

.  Let me just finish the quesƟon.   3 

Mr. Fishman.  Sure.  Go ahead.   4 

Hang on.  Don't answer yet. 5 

.  By incorporaƟng Racial JusƟce Organizing CommiƩee materials, generally, into 6 

its curriculum, is the district granƟng legiƟmacy to this group?  Phrased otherwise, is the district 7 

endorsing this group by explicitly relying on their materials in their curriculum? 8 

Mr. Fishman.  Endorsing it to whom?   9 

.  The public.   10 

Ms. CoƩon.  This is not available to the public.   11 

.  It is now, but --  12 

Mr. Fishman.  But presumably it wasn't during --  13 

.  Endorsing it to teachers, endorsing it to anybody who -- educators, anybody 14 

who would see this.   15 

Dr. Watlington.  I'd say two things.  No.  Upon my quick review of this, this is not 16 

endorsement of RJOC, number one.   17 

And number two, the sentence, "This parƟcular acƟvity asks students to look deeply at the 18 

aspects of gender and sexuality, class, ability, ethnicity, language, and", has a place within a social 19 

studies curriculum.   20 

.  As we reviewed earlier, this group has made some preƩy abhorrent posts 21 

online, including the one that we just looked at about October 7th.  Are you concerned about the 22 

message sent to Jewish students and families when the district cites this group in its curriculum?  23 

Dr. Watlington.  I can tell you without hesitaƟon --  24 

Mr. Fishman.  She's not talking about this post anymore. 25 
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Ms. CoƩon.  He might want to answer about the post. 1 

Mr. Fishman.  Okay.  Go ahead.  2 

Dr. Watlington.  I can tell you that the previous post you showed me, I find it offensive and 3 

abhorrent. 4 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:  5 

Q So what are the implicaƟons of that in terms of the message sent to Jewish families, 6 

students, educators who are given this as something to teach, the fact that this group that 7 

posted -- that made that post is cited in the curriculum?  What is the message to the Jewish 8 

consƟtuents in the district?  9 

A I can tell you the message to me, to my Jewish families and students, I abhor and find 10 

this post to be troubling.  And my message is that this document that you've just shared with me is 11 

certainly not an endorsement of the organizaƟon.  12 

Q Should this group be cited in district curricular social studies documents going forward?   13 

A I think that's a maƩer that is appropriate for our chief academic officer and his team to 14 

perhaps take a look at during their comprehensive review of the K-12 curriculum.  15 

Q The district -- just staying on the 2024 curriculum, the district's social studies curriculum 16 

for that year included a unit called "Struggles for liberaƟon and social jusƟce."  Are you familiar with 17 

this unit?   18 

Mr. Fishman.  Is that for a parƟcular grade or is it across the enƟre K-12?   19 

.  I think it was for a parƟcular grade.  But are you familiar with this unit?   20 

Dr. Watlington.  No.  It'd be helpful if I had any material to jog my memory.   21 

    [Watlington Majority Exhibit No. 32 22 

    was marked for idenƟficaƟon.]  23 

.  Sure.  I'd like to introduce exhibit 32.  This is a small snippet from the 24 

curriculum about this unit.   25 
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Dr. Watlington.  , might I -- would you permit me to say clearly that this 1 

document --  2 

Mr. Fishman.  That's exhibit 31 he's --  3 

Dr. Watlington.  The document you showed me, exhibit 31, is not an endorsement of RJOC.  4 

And the district does not, I want to underscore, does not have a partnership, as best I know -- it's my 5 

understanding we do not have a partnership with the organizaƟon.   6 

.  So this is 32.  If you will take a look at the transfer skills for this unit.  The 7 

transfer skills says that students will be taught to -- this is on the back page -- appreciate --  8 

Mr. Fishman.  Can he look at the enƟre document?   9 

.  Sure.   10 

Mr. Fishman.  Because it may have some context for that. 11 

Ms. CoƩon.  I don't think we have page 1 to it. 12 

Mr. Fishman.  We have page 2 and page -- 13 

.  This is just the transf- -- I'm talking about the transfer skills.   14 

Mr. Fishman.  No, I understand that, but -- I'm not the witness, but presumably the transfer 15 

skills have something to do with the key terms and whatever was on page 1 in order to understand 16 

what the transfer skills relate to.   17 

.  I think the transfer skills will speak for themselves.   18 

So the transfer skills say they will teach students to criƟcally analyze contemporary issues of 19 

dehumanizaƟon and oppression through the lens of historical colonialism and appreciate the role of 20 

resistance movements in advocaƟng for social jusƟce.   21 

Ms. CoƩon.  You just flipped to page 3 to see that second sentence.   22 

Mr. Fishman.  So you skipped --  23 

.  The first bullet and the third bullet. 24 

Ms. CoƩon.  So she's reading that second -- no --  25 
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.  First and third.   1 

Ms. CoƩon.  -- first bullet here. 2 

.  And then first on the other page too. 3 

Ms. CoƩon.  And then the first on page 3 here.  But you should take your Ɵme and review 4 

all the bullets.   5 

.  Does this sound biased to you, these transfer skills?  Do they sound -- do they 6 

read as though they are biased?   7 

Dr. Watlington.  On their faces, no.  I do not view these bullets as biased.   8 

.  Okay.  Are you aware that this unit teaches students that violent resistance is 9 

jusƟfied?   10 

Mr. Fishman.  I'm sorry.  Where does it say that?   11 

.  I will get there.   12 

Are you aware that this unit teaches students that violent resistance is jusƟfied?  Are you 13 

just aware of that or not?   14 

Dr. Watlington.  I don't write or approve curriculum.  I can tell you, as a social studies 15 

teacher for many years and a student of history, that human history is replete with violence, and it 16 

has a place to be appropriately taught about what happened in history, whether the American 17 

RevoluƟon, the French RevoluƟon and the like.   18 

    [Watlington Majority Exhibit No. 33 19 

    was marked for idenƟficaƟon.]  20 

.  I'd like to introduce exhibit 33.  Here, teachers are directed to take a deep dive 21 

into the thinker Frantz Fanon, who is infamous for arguing in favor of violent resistance.   22 

Ms. CoƩon.  Sorry, what did you say about Frantz Fanon? 23 

.  He is infamous for arguing in favor of violent resistance.  He argues that 24 

decolonizaƟon is a violent process.   25 
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Are you familiar with Frantz Fanon?  1 

Dr. Watlington.  Could you give me just a moment to --  2 

.  Sure.   3 

.  Is this a conƟnuaƟon of the same document?   4 

.  It's not directly aŌer, but it is in the same unit.   5 

.  It's five pages aŌer and five pages in the Bates.  Is it the same document?   6 

.  Yes.   7 

.  Thank you. 8 

Mr. Fishman.  Do you have the rest of the pages?   9 

.  Yes.   10 

Mr. Fishman.  Can we have the rest of the pages?  I mean, I have to say, if you're asking 11 

him to draw conclusions about what is being taught and what teachers are being told to teach, not 12 

having the context for the rest of the analysis seems a liƩle unfair and maybe misleading.   13 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:   14 

Q Would you like the rest of the pages?  15 

A Yes.  It's very difficult, absent looking at a full lesson plan, which can be taught over 16 

mulƟple days, which can be taught in one class period, it just depends.  Having the full context of 17 

the lesson plan, the grade taught, students --  18 

Q Sure.   19 

A -- age appropriateness, et cetera, really important when making determinaƟons about 20 

what's appropriate and what's not. 21 

Q Just on Frantz Fanon, are you familiar with him?  22 

A I have some working knowledge, but I don't feel competent to talk about it in detail 23 

here.   24 

Q Are you aware that his theories are used to jusƟfy the October 7th Hamas aƩack against 25 
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Israel?  1 

A I don't know enough to make that determinaƟon.  2 

Q Okay.   3 

A I clearly hear and understand what you're telling me, but I don't have enough 4 

informaƟon to make a determinaƟon.  5 

Q We'd be happy to get you the full unit.  The fact that this individual is taught with no 6 

apparent countervailing perspecƟve is deeply concerning.  Be happy to get you the full --  7 

A It would also be important for me to have perhaps a primary source document to read 8 

firsthand, just like I would want to do with students someƟmes, to make informed, thoughƞul 9 

decisions about processes.  10 

Q Are you familiar with the public reporƟng about the resources that district curricular 11 

specialists shared among themselves in the wake of October 7?   12 

Ms. CoƩon.  I'm sorry.  I didn't hear the first part of that quesƟon.  Do you mind repeaƟng 13 

it?  I apologize.   14 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:   15 

Q Are you familiar with public reporƟng about resources that district curricular specialists 16 

shared among themselves on email in the wake of October 7th?   17 

There was public reporƟng about district curricular specialists sending resources back and 18 

forth relaƟng to Israel.  Have you seen that?   19 

A Doesn't ring a bell.  20 

.  I'd like to introduce exhibit 35.  We skipped one.   21 

    [Watlington Majority Exhibit No. 35 22 

    was marked for idenƟficaƟon.]  23 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 24 

Q Okay.  This screen grab shows a curricular specialist on the from line sharing resources 25 
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that she claims, quote, "shouldn't be quesƟoned."  She specifically shares the website 972mag.  1 

Are you familiar with this website?  2 

A No.  3 

Q I will state for the record that every arƟcle on this website demonizes Israel.  It's a very 4 

anƟ-Israel website.  5 

Is a website that only presents one point of view a resource that shouldn't be quesƟoned?  6 

A Would you repeat the quesƟon?   7 

Q If a website presents only one point of view, is it a resource that shouldn't be 8 

quesƟoned?  Like, a bulletproof resource?  9 

A The best way I know to answer that quesƟon is that the teacher's job and our job with 10 

folks who help develop curriculum is to provide informaƟon that exposes young people in an 11 

age-dependent, age-appropriate way to diverse viewpoints, different viewpoints, one.  12 

Two, I suppose in a classroom, if there was an informaƟon pull from a -- a group of materials 13 

that leaned toward a point of view of the Confederacy during the American Civil War, there's another 14 

website that --  15 

Q But there's balance.   16 

A -- leans -- as long as you expose students to mulƟple points of view and let them draw 17 

their own conclusions and don't try to prejudice their thinking or indoctrinate them, I think it could 18 

be appropriate.  19 

And the third thing I would note is the last sentence says, "And the two arƟcles aƩached.  20 

Haven't reviewed them but were recommended."  So I don't know what happened there, but there 21 

seems to be some disclaimer or --  22 

Q About the other arƟcles I'm not asking about -- the two arƟcles that -- I'm not asking 23 

specifically about those.   24 

A Correct.  25 
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Q But I appreciate that.   1 

A And I'm unaware of the website, of course. 2 

Mr. Fishman.  By the way, are you telling Dr. Watlington that whatever the 972mag.com 3 

arƟcle was actually used in the classroom?   4 

.  I am not.  The concern and the quesƟon is that a curricular specialist shared 5 

this arƟcle and described it as -- shared this website and described it as one that shouldn't be 6 

quesƟoned, as in it is accurate and shouldn't be quesƟoned. 7 

Dr. Watlington.  I don't know if that's true or not true.  I've not reviewed the website, so I 8 

wouldn't want to speculate. 9 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF:   10 

Q Are you aware that this parƟcular specialist also helped write the district social studies 11 

curriculum?   12 

A I am not aware.  I can see that this person is a -- is or was a curriculum specialist.  I 13 

have no idea what their role was or was not with regard to curricular development.  14 

Q Let me ask you, with regard to the new standardized curriculum and the curricular 15 

specialists that are involved, is there any review being undertaken to ensure that the curricular 16 

specialists who are involved act in accordance with district policy, including the controversial issues 17 

policy?  18 

A The chief academic officer -- new chief academic officer that I hired is responsible for 19 

supervising the enƟre division and ensuring that all staff are compliant with board policies, to include 20 

curriculum development, controversial issues, et cetera.  21 

Q I'd like to ask you about seƩler colonialism and decolonizaƟon, which we had talked 22 

about a liƩle bit in the outset of this interview.  Are you familiar with these concepts?  23 

A I am familiar with the concept of colonialism; widely covered in most social studies 24 

curricula.  25 



  

  
 

129 

Q To what extent has the district social studies curriculum taught these concepts, to your 1 

knowledge, since October 7, 2023?  2 

A Would you repeat the quesƟon?   3 

Q Sure.  To your knowledge, to what extent has the district social studies curriculum 4 

taught these concepts, seƩler colonialism, decolonizaƟon, since October 7th, 2023?   5 

Mr. Fishman.  I'm sorry.  Maybe I don't understand the quesƟon.  In context with a 6 

parƟcular historical period or as a standalone concept?   7 

.  Either way.  But really as a standalone conc- -- really as a standalone concept, 8 

but either way. 9 

Dr. Watlington.  Would you restate those two terms you used? 10 

.  SeƩler colonialism and decolonizaƟon. 11 

Dr. Watlington.  My understanding is that, as I have visited classrooms across the district, 12 

haven't -- and having not developed, reviewed -- or reviewed the enƟre social studies curriculum, my 13 

understanding is that reference to period of -- the periods of colonialism and imperialism are 14 

standard components of social studies curricula not limited to the School District of Philadelphia.   15 

.  Are you familiar with concerns that narraƟves of seƩler colonialism foment 16 

anƟsemiƟsm?  That the academic framework of seƩler colonialism -- are you aware that it is linked 17 

to increased anƟsemiƟsm?  18 
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[2:37 p.m.] 1 

Dr. Watlington.  I'm aware that -- I want you to ask me that quesƟon one more Ɵme.  I 2 

want to want to make sure I answer it specifically. 3 

.  Sure.  Are you aware that frameworks, concepts of seƩler colonialism, are 4 

linked to anƟsemiƟsm, lead to anƟsemiƟsm?   5 

Mr. Fishman.  Can I just -- I think he said he wasn't -- he was talking about colonialism.  But 6 

seƩler colonial -- I don't think he expressed any knowledge of what you meant by seƩler colonialism.   7 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 8 

Q Do you know what seƩler colonialism is?  9 

A I can tell you my definiƟon of colonialism.  10 

Q Sure.   11 

A Colonialism -- my definiƟon, and I speak as a former social studies teacher and a student 12 

of history -- ranges from a number of periods throughout human history where one group of people 13 

have sought to overtake lands previously occupied by others, to include the age of imperialism and 14 

colonialism in the 18th and 19th century, primarily led by the BriƟsh, the French, and the Portuguese.  15 

Q So under your definiƟon, is it accurate to say that Israel is a seƩler colonial state?  16 

A Repeat that quesƟon?   17 

Q Under your definiƟon, is it accurate to say that Israel is a seƩler colonial state?   18 

A No.     19 

Q Is it -- 20 

A Not inherently.  I think I would say no, because I'm not aware anywhere in our social 21 

studies curriculum where that point of view is explicitly taught. 22 

Q Is it accurate to say that Jewish people are not indigenous to Israel?  23 

A I think it's appropriate to say that, one, I am no expert on Israel, pre-1947 or in ancient 24 

history that dates back to a very, very long Ɵme ago.  And that's how I would answer that quesƟon.  25 
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Q I'll just explain sort of the link and tell me if this squares with your understanding. 1 

Advocates of seƩler colonialism theory view Israel as a seƩler colonial state and Jews as 2 

colonizers of Israel.  The issue is that both deny Jewish indigeneity in Israel; it also is problemaƟc 3 

because these frameworks view violence against colonizers as jusƟfied.  Are you aware of that?  4 

A I -- while I don't --- I've not had that explicitly as a part of my teaching pracƟce.  I 5 

suppose there are people who would take that point of view.  6 

Q The district -- switching gears -- the district teaches students about the war on terror, 7 

correct?  8 

A It's an appropriate part of the curriculum.  9 

Q Would you consider the war on terror to be a controversial issue?  10 

A It can be.  11 

    [Watlington Majority Exhibit No. 36 12 

    was marked for idenƟficaƟon.] 13 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 14 

Q Okay.  I'd like to introduce exhibit 36.   15 

A May I go back to one other point?   16 

Q Sure.   17 

A You asked me about Israel.  Let me be very clear.  It will be enƟrely appropriate in a 18 

social studies classroom, in fact I would expect this from a teacher, to teach about the establishment 19 

of the modern day state of Israel that occurred aŌer the Second World War and the social and 20 

poliƟcal climates that have existed in a manner that also provides some context about a long history 21 

in that region of the world, to include ancient PalesƟne, and to do that in a way that we teach the 22 

facts as best we know them and we teach our young people how to think and not what to think.  23 

And I don't think it's helpful or appropriate for the teacher in the classroom to seek to indoctrinate 24 

people in any parƟcular way. 25 
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It can be a controversial topic, similar to I taught my students to think about this noƟon 1 

about -- I give them a quote, "The sun never sets on the BriƟsh Empire," because there was a Ɵme 2 

where the BriƟsh had colonized a quarter of the globe, as I understand it.   3 

I could teach that concept in a manner that I didn't have to say I abhor leaders, but just teach 4 

the facts and teach different points of view.  I think it's appropriate to teach that and also to teach 5 

the resistance that people who lived in many of these parts, to include the resistance of folks here in 6 

the U.S. with the American RevoluƟon.   7 

I think you can do both in an appropriate manner.  We teach students how to think, not 8 

what to think.  That's the gold standard.  9 

Q I think that's exactly the concern about teaching controversial issues and bias.   10 

Mr. Fishman.  Well, what's the concern?   11 

.  That that is not occurring.  That both sides are not being taught in an unbiased 12 

manner.  That is the general concern when it comes to --  13 

Mr. Fishman.  I understand that, but I think you were asking about the actual wriƩen 14 

curriculum.  15 

.  Yes.  16 

Mr. Fishman.  And so I don't know if that's what's in the wriƩen curriculum.  That was the 17 

point, because we don't have the whole thing.  18 

.  Sorry --  19 

Mr. Fishman.  Because you --  20 

[Crosstalk.]   21 

The Reporter.  You have to speak one at a Ɵme.   22 

Mr. Fishman.  Because you said they were teaching Frantz Fanon and I think suggested they 23 

were not teaching a different perspecƟve as well.   24 

.  Uh-huh.  25 
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Mr. Fishman.  That's the -- 1 

.  And we're happy to provide you --  2 

Mr. Fishman.  No, that's what I'm saying, that's why I think he didn't have the benefit of 3 

that.  That's all.  4 

.  Okay.   5 

Dr. Watlington.  And for the record, I do want to note that I disagree with your conclusion 6 

that in the School District of Philadelphia in the aggregate our teachers are not teaching in an 7 

appropriate manner.  I can tell you that without -- with excepƟons -- I see good teaching and I'm 8 

proud of our employees in the school district.  9 

.  I'm just saying it's a concern. 10 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 11 

Q All right.  Exhibit 36 on the topic of controversial issues.   12 

These three pages comprise the district's lesson on the war on terror for the 2024-2025 13 

academic year.  I'll let you look over them with the remaining Ɵme that I have and then ask a couple 14 

of quesƟons.   15 

A I'm going to ask for just a couple minutes to get through this, because it looks to be a bit 16 

lengthy. 17 

Q Okay. 18 

A Do you want me to read the whole thing or do you want to call my aƩenƟon to -- 19 

Q I'll try to call your aƩenƟon to a couple things first.  I mean, it would be helpful for you 20 

to have the context.  21 

Ms. CoƩon.  I think you can start here.   22 

.  Yes.   23 

We'll go off the record.   24 

[Recess.]  25 
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.  Without the clock running, I just want to state for the record that the minority 1 

is going to not answer quesƟons -- ask quesƟons this round.  We reserve the right to take another 2 

round aŌer the next round?  3 

.  And this is majority who is quesƟoning.  4 

.  Yes, majority quesƟons. 5 

.  Okay.  We can begin.  6 

So you just reviewed -- or you before the break reviewed exhibit 36.  You're sufficiently 7 

familiar with it?   8 

Mr. Fishman.  It depends what the quesƟon is, right?  9 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 10 

Q Well, then I'll ask my quesƟon.   11 

Does this lesson comply with the district's controversial issues policy?  12 

A On its face, I don't see the content at first glance that would not have some appropriate 13 

place in a curriculum, one.  So that's the short answer.   14 

If I might offer a couple of other observaƟons?   15 

Q Uh-huh.   16 

A I also think that, notwithstanding the diversity of historical figures, diverse figures, from 17 

Chairman Mao in the People's Republic of China to Prime Minister Indira Gandhi -- 18 

Q Oh, that's a different -- that's not -- 19 

Mr. Fishman.  She's asking about the war on terror? 20 

.  Just topic A, topic A. 21 

The Reporter.  You have to speak one at a Ɵme. 22 

Dr. Watlington.  Specific to topic A, the war on terror -- thank you, I stand corrected -- I'll say 23 

that I don't think -- similarly, I don't think the content in here specifically is inconsistent with what 24 

has some place in the curriculum.   25 
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I do have quesƟons about the larger lesson plan, what happened before or aŌer.   1 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 2 

Q Okay.   3 

A Also have a few quesƟons at first glance about how the events, the tragic events of 4 

September 11th, 2001, were treated in this lesson, not just because we just observed the 25th 5 

anniversary, but I don't see it explicitly called in here -- 6 

Q Yes. 7 

A -- called out in here about loss of -- innocent loss of life in the United States.   8 

And then when I look at the shiŌ and pivot to some of the other areas, I would have quesƟons 9 

about what happened before, during, and aŌer.   10 

I think a more comprehensive approach at first glance seems appropriate.  And I feel certain 11 

that this is one of the lessons that a comprehensive review of the commiƩee would take into account 12 

to ensure that while none of the content is on its face inappropriate for a curriculum, making sure 13 

that how they are presented is balanced and provides mulƟple perspecƟves, to include the 14 

perspecƟve of the aƩack on the United States.  15 

Q Just drawing your aƩenƟon to the last paragraph in --  16 

Mr. Fishman.  On page 47?   17 

.  On page 47, yes, "To end this lesson..."   18 

Mr. Fishman.  It's right there.   19 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 20 

Q So the lesson closes with an exercise by the Zinn EducaƟon Project known as "Whose 21 

Terrorism?"   22 

Are you familiar with this exercise?  23 

A No. 24 

Q In this exercise, students are directed to label the United States and Israel, as well as 25 
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other naƟons, rather than actual terrorist organizaƟons, as terrorists.   1 

As wriƩen here, the district says of the exercise, quote, "further problemaƟzes Western, 2 

specifically American, beliefs around terrorism and the acts of war that these beliefs jusƟfy."   3 

Does this exercise comply with the district's -- on its face -- comply with the district's 4 

controversial issues policy?  5 

A I certainly have a quesƟon mark.  I want to learn more.  Absent my ability to read this 6 

link, "Whose Terrorism?" is no different -- at least in my iniƟal thinking -- and "Whose war?  Whose 7 

Conflict?" -- I don't want to prejudge what it means.  I don't disagree with what your understanding 8 

is having -- you having read these materials.  But I'd want an opportunity to read that.  Certainly 9 

terrorism is not something that is limited to the Western world.  10 

Q Are you -- 11 

A Notwithstanding the phenomenon here.  12 

Q Are you familiar with the W.E.B. Du Bois -- just switching gears -- W.E.B. Du Bois 13 

Movement School for AboliƟon and ReconstrucƟon, known as the AboliƟon School? 14 

A Referencing W.E.B. Du Bois?  15 

Q Uh-huh.  It's a school -- the Ɵtle of the school is W.E.B. Du Bois Movement School for 16 

AboliƟon and ReconstrucƟon.   17 

A Not familiar with the school, certainly with W.E.B. Du Bois as a historical figure and 18 

historian.  19 

Q I'm going to ask this.  Are you familiar with any partnership between the district and 20 

the AboliƟon School?  21 

A It doesn't ring a bell.  22 

Q The AboliƟon School is located in Philadelphia?  23 

A I don't believe it's a district-operated school.   24 

Q It's not a district school, correct.   25 
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A Okay.  1 

Q But you are -- but you -- okay.   2 

By way of background, the AboliƟon School teaches students about resisƟng and staging 3 

violent revoluƟon and about the wreckage wrought by Zionist seƩler colonialism.   4 

Are you aware that the district's social studies curriculum director is on the advisory board at 5 

the AboliƟon School?  6 

A No. 7 

Q Are you -- 8 

Mr. Fishman.  I'm sorry, by the social studies curriculum, are you talking about Mr. -- 9 

.  Mr. Jimenez. 10 

Mr. Fishman.  Who is not in that role anymore.  Okay, just so we're clear. 11 

.  He is not currently in the role.   12 

The Reporter.  You have to speak one at a Ɵme.   13 

Mr. Fishman.  Who is not in that role anymore.  14 

.  The former social studies --  15 

Dr. Watlington.  To be clear, I was not aware that the former director of social studies was a 16 

member of that board. 17 

.  Are you aware that the district schools have collaborated with the AboliƟon 18 

School on symposia with dozens of district students as young as seventh and eighth grade in 19 

aƩendance? 20 

Dr. Watlington.  No, I am not -- was not -- am not aware of that. 21 

.  I'd like to introduce exhibit 37.  22 

    [Watlington Majority Exhibit No. 37 23 

    was marked for idenƟficaƟon.] 24 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 25 
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Q So this document consists of two symposia schedules.  You can see The Workshop 1 

School posted the End IncarceraƟon Symposium in February 2025 and The LiberaƟon Symposium in 2 

May 2026.   3 

Are you familiar with these events?  4 

A No. 5 

Q As you can see, AboliƟon School --  6 

A May I ask, is there a parƟcular page you want to draw my aƩenƟon to?   7 

Q Yes. 8 

A Or is that just -- 9 

Q Yes.  Page 4 and page -- and the final page as well, showing The Workshop facilitators 10 

and adult aƩendees.   11 

AboliƟon School employees have aƩended and taught at these events and this is -- 12 

Ms. CoƩon.  I'm sorry, are you reading from this?  I'm on the wrong page.  13 

.  Adult guest list.   14 

Mr. Fishman.  What page?   15 

.  Page 4?  16 

.  It's not numbered.   17 

Mr. Fishman.  Oh. 18 

Ms. CoƩon.  Where it says adult guest list?   19 

.  The guest list? 20 

Mr. Fishman.  Yes.   21 

.  And then the very last page where their affiliaƟons are listed as well.  These 22 

are two separate symposia aƩendee lists.   23 

Mr. Fishman.  Got it. 24 

.  So AboliƟon School employees have aƩended and taught at these events.  25 
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And this is where I would like to focus.   1 

The founder of the school, Geo Maher, has previously posted online, "All I want for Christmas 2 

is White genocide."   3 

Is it concerning to you that district schools are exposing their students to this individual?  4 

Ms. CoƩon.  I'm sorry, I just don't have the spelling.  Which one -- I don't know how to --  5 

.  G-e-o M-a-h-e-r.  He's under Anthony Smith, who we discussed earlier.   6 

.  It is George on the front page?   7 

.  Yeah, on the -- and then it's Geo on the last page. 8 

Ms. CoƩon.  Oh, so it's kind of the very last page.  Sorry. 9 

.  And then it is George on the other page, again with Anthony Smith.   10 

Ms. CoƩon.  So we're talking about Geo.  Okay. 11 

.  So George Maher has said, "All I want for Christmas is White genocide."  12 

Mr. Fishman.  In what context?   13 

.  He tweeted it -- or he said it at an event.  I'm sorry.  He was disciplined for it 14 

in another context.   15 

Mr. Fishman.  When was that?   16 

.  I can get you the date.   17 

Mr. Fishman.  No, I just wanted to give to Dr. Watlington some context on what he said and 18 

what --  19 

.  He said, "All I want for Christmas is White genocide."   20 

Mr. Fishman.  No, I understand that, but I don't know -- I mean, did he say it at one of these 21 

events?   22 

.  No, he said it prior to these events.   23 

Mr. Fishman.  Okay.  I'm not saying it's okay at all, to be fair.  I just wanted to know, since 24 

you're represenƟng that it was said, just if we could have some --  25 
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.  It was said.   1 

Mr. Fishman.  -- informaƟon about it. 2 

.  It was said.   3 

My quesƟon is -- I mean, this is just one example of the types of things individuals from this, 4 

the AboliƟon School, have said.  As we menƟoned earlier in the interview, Anthony Smith has 5 

described October 7th as chickens coming home to roost.  He was also present at these workshops 6 

which were hosted by The Workshop School. 7 

So is this concerning to you, that the symposia are occurring and they're connecƟng these 8 

external teachers and educators with district students? 9 

Dr. Watlington.  And repeat that quesƟon, please? 10 

.  Is it concerning to you that these symposia are connecƟng these sorts of 11 

external speakers with district students?   12 

Mr. Fishman.  Okay.  That was different from your first quesƟon.  Your first quesƟon was:  13 

Are you concerned that these symposia are occurring?  And then you asked -- so I just want to know 14 

if they're different things, that's all. 15 

Dr. Watlington.  I don't know anything about the symposia.  And I don't feel qualified to 16 

make an assessment of whether they should occur, what their purpose should or should not be.  I 17 

don't know Mr. Maher and I'm unfamiliar with the AboliƟon School.   18 

That said, there's no place for us in the school district to have any pronouncements about or 19 

advocaƟng for the murder of anybody, period.   20 

.  Will you commit to examining these symposia to assess whether they comply 21 

with district policies, including the controversial issues policy?  22 

Ms. CoƩon.  Wait, maybe I'm confused.  I thought this was done by the school.  It's not -- 23 

Mr. Fishman.  No.   24 

Ms. Bender.  The Workshop -- 25 
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Mr. Fishman.  The Workshop School is theirs. 1 

Dr. Watlington.  The Workshop School -- 2 

.  The AboliƟon School employees aƩended, that's the issue.  It is a Workshop 3 

School symposia. 4 

Ms. CoƩon.  Okay.  5 

Mr. Fishman.  And that's a city school.  6 

Ms. CoƩon.  Okay.  7 

Dr. Watlington.  So it's your understanding, , that The Workshop School, their 8 

faculty were --  9 

.  Yes, were involved it.  10 

Mr. Fishman.  It is on Workshop School leƩerhead.  11 

Dr. Watlington.  I was unfamiliar with The Workshop School leƩerhead.   12 

Yes, happy to take a look at it.   13 

.  As to whether it complies with district policies, including controversial issues? 14 

Dr. Watlington.  That seems appropriate. 15 

.  And just to clarify, the White genocide tweet, it was a tweet, and it was in 2016 16 

and on Christmas Eve.   17 

Mr. Fishman.  Okay.  If you could just send us a copy, that would be helpful.  18 

Dr. Watlington.  And if I might be clear, .  19 

.  Yes.   20 

Dr. Watlington.  The school district and our faculty, again, I know nothing about this, what 21 

you shared with me.  But we certainly have no place in ever advocaƟng for any kind of murder or 22 

genocide, not for White folks, Black folks, Israeli folks, PalesƟnian folks, nobody. 23 

Mr. Fishman.  Thank you.   24 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 25 
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Q Today we have discussed mulƟple examples of outside groups, such as RJOC, influencing 1 

curricula or even teaching at district schools.  Do you view this as a problem?  2 

A Would you repeat the quesƟon?   3 

Q Do you view the examples of outside groups we've discussed today, such as the Racial 4 

JusƟce Organizing CommiƩee, the AboliƟon School, their involvement in curricula and teaching at 5 

district schools as a problem?  6 

A The way I'll answer that quesƟon is you shared some things with me that I'm clear that I 7 

want to take a look at and want to be certain that the people who are already launching under the 8 

leadership of the chief academic officer a comprehensive review of the curriculum ought to be 9 

included.   10 

I do not believe that the curriculum in the School District of Philadelphia is infected with these 11 

kind of things.  I think that the majority of teachers are doing a good job implemenƟng the 12 

curriculum.  My familiarity with the curriculum tells me that it is appropriate and there's areas for 13 

improvement, and we'll certainly take steps to ensure that anything that's not appropriate gets 14 

reviewed.  15 

Q Does the curriculum being appropriate, does that -- does your statement also apply to 16 

the social studies curriculum, trying to --  17 

A Yes, it applies to the social studies curriculum.  There's a lot of bad stuff in human 18 

history.  A lot of bad stuff in American history, in the history of Israel, in the history of PalesƟne, in 19 

the history of Europe, Asia, Africa, across the globe.   20 

And it's a maƩer of how we take all those complex, controversial issues -- that have a place in 21 

the curriculum, all of them -- and present it in a manner that's age appropriate and consistent with 22 

our belief that we teach students how to think and not what to think.   23 

If we don't -- we don't indoctrinate students with our own poliƟcal or personal biases.  24 

Q So just to clarify, the social studies curriculum, you are saying that it does not 25 
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indoctrinate?  The social studies curriculum, to this point, I understand that it is changing, but the 1 

social studies curriculum, since October 7th, you are saying that it doesn't indoctrinate students?  2 

A My belief is that the social studies curriculum exisƟng in the School District of 3 

Philadelphia does not indoctrinate students.   4 

Q Okay.  I'd like to ask about another outside group of sorts -- sort of.  What unions 5 

represent district teachers and administrators?  6 

A Which unions represent?   7 

Q Uh-huh.  What are the names?   8 

A The Philadelphia FederaƟon of Teachers represents teachers and the Commonwealth 9 

AssociaƟon of School Administrators, Teamsters Local 502, represents principals and some 10 

administrators, but not all administrators.  11 

Q What has your relaƟonship with PFT been like when it comes to anƟsemiƟsm in the 12 

district?  13 

A Over the past 4 years I've had an amicable relaƟonship with the Philadelphia FederaƟon 14 

of Teachers.  We've negoƟated contracts, we've dealt with a lot of issues.  We don't always agree, 15 

but we work cooperaƟvely for the benefit of students.   16 

And relaƟve to anƟsemiƟsm, I believe the Philadelphia FederaƟon of Teachers' president, I 17 

can't speak for him, Mr. Arthur Steinberg, but I believe President Steinberg would indicate that the 18 

district and superintendent work in good faith and we take seriously our responsibility to invesƟgate 19 

complaints and allegaƟons of discriminaƟon and harassment, including anƟsemiƟsm.  20 

Q So has PFT -- have PFT leaders been supporƟve of disciplinary acƟon against 21 

anƟsemiƟsm as it pertains to anƟsemiƟsm by teachers?  22 

A I can't answer that quesƟon, because invesƟgaƟons that are conducted relaƟve to 23 

employees are done by human resources department officials, specifically in the Office of Employee 24 

Labor RelaƟons.   25 
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I don't make those decisions.  I don't make those determinaƟons.  I don't influence those 1 

determinaƟons.  And I certainly don't discuss that work with the union leadership, as it would be 2 

inherently inappropriate.  3 

Q Have they reached out to you with concerns about discipline as it pertains to 4 

anƟsemiƟsm by employees?  5 

A I don't recall specifically, but I know that it is not uncommon for unions to have 6 

concerns about employee discipline, not uncommon at all in Philadelphia.  7 

Q So stepping back, speaking about anƟsemiƟsm in the district broadly, why haven't you 8 

commented publicly on anƟsemiƟsm in the district generally?  You just haven't -- from everything 9 

that we can tell, you just haven't really commented on it publicly.  Why is that the case?  10 

A I think a -- two things.   11 

One, our policies, 248, related to harassment and discriminaƟon associated with students, 12 

and our Policy 348, related to harassment and discriminaƟon related to employees, includes many 13 

discriminatory acts, to include anƟsemiƟsm, Islamophobia, racism, sexism, gender discriminaƟon.   14 

And my role is to make sure to hire the appropriate people, ensure that they follow board 15 

policy, comply with our code of conduct and other expectaƟons, and ensure that systems are in 16 

place, as we've done with the launch of a new reporƟng system, to make sure they get invesƟgated 17 

thoroughly and documented.   18 

And, quite frankly, it's my responsibility to do a much beƩer job with that, and I can assure 19 

this commiƩee that we will.  20 

And I will say, secondly, I don't think you'll find very -- a voluminous reference to any of the 21 

other forms of hate in terms of public pronouncements.  22 

Q Do you acknowledge that since October 7th your office has received regular outreach 23 

from Jewish and Israeli parents expressing concern about anƟsemiƟsm in district schools?  24 

A I recall outreach to my office specifically, as well as to other offices in the school district.  25 
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And I also recall having had at least 25 meeƟngs or so myself with both leaders who are concerned 1 

about -- and individuals who are not leaders in the community, in the city -- who are concerned 2 

about both anƟsemiƟsm, as well as Islamophobia.  I've met with Muslim as well as Jewish leaders 3 

and individuals related and organizaƟons.  4 

Q And did the district respond to every complaint of anƟsemiƟsm that it received since 5 

October 7th?   6 

Mr. Fishman.  What do you mean by "respond"? 7 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 8 

Q If it's an email complaint, did they acknowledge the complaint? 9 

A Because I am aware of recordkeeping problems, I cannot say with 100 percent certainty, 10 

I can't answer that quesƟon with 100 percent certainty.  I had enough of a quesƟon mark based on 11 

things that have been brought to my aƩenƟon that I asked the new chief of human resources that I 12 

hired to go back and review to ensure that, A, did we miss anything, and B, was there integrity with 13 

any invesƟgaƟons that did occur. 14 

Q We have been told that the district is currently leaving complaints from Jewish parents 15 

completely unanswered.  Are you aware of this issue?  16 

A I am not aware of quesƟons from Jewish parents being completely unanswered.  I can 17 

tell you that for the past 2 years I've asked the current chief, new chief of human resources, to do a 18 

comprehensive review of any complaints related to -- specifically not just to harassment and 19 

discriminaƟon, but specifically to shared ancestry and ethnic characterisƟcs, consistent with Policy 20 

348.  21 

Q Have organizaƟons like the JCRC and the ADL offered resources to the district pertaining 22 

to anƟsemiƟsm?   23 

A I recall in conversaƟons with said organizaƟons and our Office of Diversity talking about 24 

resources.  I don't know which ones specifically were shared.   25 
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In addiƟon, myself and leaders in the district, to include the chief of diversity, have invited 1 

said groups to parƟcipate in a number of community conversaƟons facilitated by the district in 2 

partnership with the University of Pennsylvania and Temple University, as well as Facing History & 3 

Ourselves.  4 

Q Do you know whether the district has implemented any of the resources provided by 5 

these organizaƟons?  6 

A I don't know.  I don't recall off the top of my head. 7 

Q Okay.  I'd like to just ask some quesƟons about the OCR agreement that my colleague 8 

on the minority reviewed earlier in the interview.   9 

When did the district issue a district-wide anƟharassment statement as required by the 10 

agreement?  11 

A I don't recall that date, but I believe some Ɵme subsequent to signing the Voluntary 12 

ResoluƟon Agreement, I don't remember the date, but I knew it was issued, and I believe we shared 13 

it with the Office of Civil Rights.  14 

Q Okay.   15 

A I mean, we did share it with the Office of Civil Rights.  16 

Q How has the district revised or developed its procedures for documented complaints?  17 

What has it changed or what has it developed?  18 

A We've replaced the former HIBster system that documented student complaints related 19 

to harassment and discriminaƟon with a new system called Guardian, which is a far superior system 20 

in terms of funcƟonality.   21 

It provides a deeper level of informaƟon and sorƟng features.  And it also not only houses 22 

complaints related to students, it includes complaints related to employees.  It includes the 23 

documentaƟon of said complaints, as well as the outcomes, all in one uniform system.  24 

Q Regarding the review that the district undertook for responses to anƟsemiƟsm 25 
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complaints for the 2022 and 2023 years, what was the outcome of this review?   1 

The review was supposed to ensure -- the district was supposed to ensure that it determined 2 

whether conduct -- complained of conduct created or contributed to a hosƟle environment.  What 3 

was the outcome of the review of these 2 years of complaints? 4 

Ms. CoƩon.  And just for clarity, you're talking about the audit required under step G?   5 

.  Yes.  6 

Dr. Watlington.  Step G.  Would you permit me to look at --  7 

Mr. Fishman.  Here.  8 

Dr. Watlington.  Just give me a moment to pull up G. 9 

.  Sure.   10 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 11 

Q I'm talking about the response to reports of discriminaƟon and/or harassment on the 12 

basis of shared ancestry received during the 2022 and 2023 school years to ensure the district made 13 

a determinaƟon regarding whether the alleged conduct created a hosƟle environment?  14 

A Well, I'm not -- I don't recall yet reviewing the final summary that I believe is finished 15 

and very close to being ready for my review, such that we can get it off to the Office of Civil Rights.   16 

I do recall that in some cases a determinaƟon was made relaƟve to a hosƟle environment.  17 

In some cases that determinaƟon was not made.  But all of the complaints the reviews are 18 

complete, with some being made in the affirmaƟve and others not.  19 

Q Okay.  So just to clarify, in some instances for these years a hosƟle environment was 20 

created and in other instances it was not.   21 

A That's my understanding.   22 

Q Do you plan to make those findings public?  23 

A Certainly we'll confer with counsel and they will devise next steps.  24 

Q For every substanƟated anƟsemiƟsm complaint now, does the district assess whether 25 
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the incident created or contributed to a hosƟle environment?  1 

A Absolutely the expectaƟon is to do just that, yes.  2 

Q With regard to the audit of every middle and high school to review compliance with 3 

nondiscriminaƟon policies --  4 

Ms. CoƩon.  You're now talking about H?   5 

.  I'm talking about conduct an audit of each school that serves any student in 6 

grades ranging from sixth through twelŌh grades to review the consistency of the applicaƟon of and 7 

compliance with the district's policies and procedures regarding nondiscriminaƟon on the basis of 8 

race, color, naƟonal origin, including harassment on the basis of shared ancestry.  9 

Mr. Fishman.  That's H. 10 

.  Okay.   11 

Mr. Fishman.  SubsecƟon -- that's secƟon H. 12 

.  Yes. 13 

With regard to that, what were the findings of this audit? 14 

Dr. Watlington.  I recall SecƟon 8 being -- H being completed.  Seems like I recall -- I don't 15 

remember the details, but it seems like I recall there being a fairly representaƟve response from 16 

various grade bands, but I just don't remember if I know the -- can arƟculate the findings. 17 

.  So you don't remember whether the policies were consistently applied, the 18 

nondiscriminaƟon policies?   19 

Mr. Fishman.  It's not the climate -- 20 

Dr. Watlington.  Oh, I'm sorry. 21 

Mr. Fishman.  It's H.   22 

Dr. Watlington.  H.   23 

Mr. Fishman.  I think he was referring to secƟon I, which is the climate survey.  24 

Dr. Watlington.  Excuse me, my bad, my error. 25 
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.  Okay.   1 

Dr. Watlington.  I want to be correct.  I want to model correct grammar for the transcript.   2 

I just don't recall.  3 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 4 

Q Okay.   5 

A But I know it's done.  6 

Q Sorry?  7 

A I know it's done.  I just don't recall.  8 

Q Okay.  Would you be open to publicizing those results from that audit?  9 

A Certainly will confer with counsel regarding next steps.  10 

Q The OCR agreement stated that the district hired an external law firm to evaluate 11 

conduct and social media posts by the teacher we discussed -- teachers we discussed today.  Is that 12 

correct?  13 

A Would you repeat that quesƟon?   14 

Q Sure.  The OCR agreement states that the district hired an external law firm.   15 

Ms. CoƩon.  The OCR agreement states that?   16 

.  Earlier, before the agreement in the legal analysis and facts, statement of facts, 17 

there is discussion about the district hiring an external law firm to evaluate conduct on social media 18 

posts by teachers we discussed today.  19 

.  Is this page 23?   20 

.  It's referenced mulƟple Ɵmes.  21 

.  The leƩer, right?   22 

.  Yes, it's in the leƩer.   23 

Mr. Fishman.  It's in the leƩer.  24 

.  In the leƩer, yes.  25 
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Mr. Fishman.  Yes.   1 

.  It's the boƩom of page 23 --  2 

.  It's in the leƩer. 3 

.  -- of the leƩer.  4 

.  Thank you.  5 

.  No problem.  6 

Mr. Fishman.  It says Teachers 2 and 3.  7 

.  Yes.  8 

Mr. Fishman.  Yes.  Right here.   9 

Ms. CoƩon.  I think you clarified, but just for the record, this is not the agreement, this is a 10 

leƩer.  11 

.  This is a leƩer.  12 

Mr. Fishman.  It's previously been marked as exhibit A from the minority, I think. 13 

.  Do you recall the district hiring this law firm? 14 

Dr. Watlington.  I want to take a moment to refresh my memory.  I'm not sure I remember.  15 

This is something I may go to confer with counsel to refresh my memory.  I just don't --  16 

Mr. Fishman.  You don't mind if he takes -- 17 

.  Oh, no, no.  Take a minute. 18 

Mr. Fishman.  Go talk to them.   19 

[Discussion off the record.]  20 

Dr. Watlington.  At the moment, I just don't remember.  21 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 22 

Q Okay.  So you're not able to share the firm's findings?  23 

A Not at this Ɵme.  I just don't remember.  24 

Q Would you potenƟally be open to sharing those findings with the commiƩee?  25 
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A Certainly will confer with counsel and they'll get back to you on that.  1 

Q You are familiar, as we menƟoned earlier, with the ADL's July 2024 complaint against 2 

the district, correct?  3 

A Correct.  4 

Q Has the district independently invesƟgated every allegaƟon in the ADL's complaint?  5 

A I've asked the chief human resources officer, who I hired, new chief human resources 6 

officer, to go back and take a look over the past 3 years to, one, to ensure we did not miss anything, 7 

inclusive of items referenced in the ADL leƩer, AnƟ-DefamaƟon League's leƩer, certainly OCR 8 

complaint and others, not limited to those two; and to also take a look at invesƟgaƟons that 9 

occurred, because I'd like to have -- be sure that there was integrity with all the invesƟgaƟons.  10 



  

  
 

152 

[4:00 p.m.] 1 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 2 

Q Since entering the OCR agreement, have anƟsemiƟc incidents conƟnued to occur in the 3 

district?   4 

A Since entering into the agreement, I am aware of complaints related to -- I believe I'm 5 

aware of complaints related to anƟsemiƟsm in the school district.  My knowledge is about a small 6 

minority of faculty, certainly not the overall majority.  7 

Q Are you aware of any Jewish employees who have leŌ the district due to anƟsemiƟsm 8 

during your tenure?  9 

A I -- I don't believe I'm aware of any faculty, at the moment, who leŌ because of 10 

anƟsemiƟsm.  It seems like I recall there being one employee, or maybe it was a student -- I don't 11 

remember -- who had a concern and ended up leaving the district, but my understanding is they just 12 

chose to do something different but not expressly because of that, if my memory is correct. 13 

Q Are you aware of any Jewish students who have leŌ district schools due to anƟsemiƟsm 14 

during your tenure?  15 

A I can't remember if there -- the one incident that I have vague recollecƟon of was a 16 

student or a staff member.  I apologize.  I just don't remember.  But I -- I remember asking, 17 

and -- was that the express reason.  But either a student or staff member chose to do a different 18 

assignment or different school.  I just don't remember.  19 

Q Will you commit, now, that every principal, every teacher, and every district employee 20 

will receive clear, wriƩen guidance staƟng that anƟsemiƟc harassment, discriminaƟon against Jewish 21 

or Israeli students, classroom indoctrinaƟon regarding the Israeli-PalesƟnian conflict, and employee 22 

social media conduct that targets or inƟmidates students or other employees will not be tolerated 23 

and result in prompt invesƟgaƟon and appropriate discipline?  24 

A I'm going to ask if you wouldn't remind repeaƟng that, because I want to make sure I 25 
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understand your quesƟon.  1 

Q Sure.   2 

Will you commit now that every principal, every teacher, and every district employee will 3 

receive clear, wriƩen guidance staƟng that anƟsemiƟc harassment, discriminaƟon against Jewish or 4 

Israeli students, classroom indoctrinaƟon regarding the Israeli-PalesƟnian conflict, and employee 5 

social media conduct that targets or inƟmidates students or other employees will not be tolerated 6 

and will result in prompt invesƟgaƟon and appropriate discipline?  7 

Mr. Fishman.  Beyond what they were required to do under the VRA with the Department of 8 

EducaƟon?   9 

.  That's not what I --  10 

Mr. Fishman.  I'm sorry?   11 

.  That's not what I said.  12 

Mr. Fishman.  I'm trying to figure out what's the -- I'm trying to ask what's the difference 13 

between what you're asking for and what the Department of EducaƟon --  14 

.  I'm asking for a clear commitment pertaining to the issues that I just listed.  15 

Dr. Watlington.  My understanding is that the lion's share of what you referenced is 16 

inherently referenced in the voluntary resoluƟon agreement, at least the spirit of it, that I signed.   17 

With the voluntary resoluƟon agreement, certainly, we've been clear as a school district 18 

already that pursuant to policy 248 and policy 348 -- that the district does not support and will not 19 

condone or tolerate discriminaƟon and harassment of any kind.   20 

While the policy doesn't specifically reference anƟsemiƟsm, it is inherently a part of 21 

it -- anƟsemiƟsm, Islamophobia, racism, all forms of hatred and harassment and discriminaƟon -- and 22 

inherent in our policy on teaching controversial issues, curriculum development.   23 

I think, at a larger level, that speaks to parts of the curriculum that can be controversial, if you 24 

will -- potenƟally controversial -- and that would include the Israeli-PalesƟnian phenomenon or 25 



  

  
 

154 

conflict, as well as other controversial issues.   1 

BY : MAJORITY STAFF: 2 

Q As superintendent, will you commit today that every Jewish student in the district 3 

should be able to aƩend school without being pressured to denounce Israel, defend their Jewish 4 

idenƟty, or conceal either one in order to parƟcipate fully in school life?  5 

A I want to make sure I fully understood that quesƟon.  Would you mind saying that 6 

again?   7 

Q As superintendent, will you commit today that every Jewish student in your district 8 

should be able to aƩend school without being pressured to denounce Israel, defend their Jewish 9 

idenƟty, or conceal either one in order to parƟcipate fully in school life?  10 

A Consistent with our policy, there are policies and procedures in place such that no 11 

Jewish student should have to defend their idenƟty, and no other group of students should have to 12 

defend their idenƟty, shared ancestry, and the like.  13 

I'm not sure I fully understand your quesƟon about denouncing Israel because -- I'm not sure I 14 

fully understand that.  Certainly, does that mean that a Jewish student could not speak non-15 

affirmaƟvely about Israel or its policies?   16 

Q No.  No.  It means that a Jewish student who -- for whom Israel is a core part of their 17 

Jewish idenƟty, they should be able to aƩend school without feeling like they have to hide that or 18 

without feeling like they have to denounce Israel and say it's not -- it's, you know, a racist, seƩler, 19 

colonial state.  That's what I'm saying.   20 

A That's an absolute moral and policy expectaƟon of the school district.  No Jewish 21 

student should have to denounce any -- any shared ancestry, just like no other student should 22 

have -- should be -- feel pressured to denounce their ancestry, whether that's their PalesƟnian 23 

ancestry, their African ancestry, Asian ancestry, European ancestry, and the like.  I think that's an 24 

absolute expectaƟon codified in our policy and exisƟng procedures.  25 
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.  We'll go off the record.  Thank you.   1 

[Recess.]  2 

BY : MINORITY STAFF: 3 

Q I just wanted to, in light of the last thread of discussion, menƟon and want to make sure 4 

we're all aware of the School District of Philadelphia's statement against harassment that's on their 5 

website.   6 

Are you guys familiar with the statement?  7 

A Yes.  8 

Q I don't have copies of it.  That's why I'm saying that.  It's -- it's short, but says, in part, 9 

not all, "The school district of Philadelphia does not tolerate any form of harassment.  This includes, 10 

but is not limited to, harassment based on a known or perceived protected classificaƟon, e.g., race; 11 

color; ethnicity; age; religion; sexual orientaƟon; gender idenƟty or expression; marital status; 12 

pregnancy; English language proficiency; veteran status; disability; and naƟonal origin, including 13 

shared ancestry or ethnic characterisƟcs, such as anƟsemiƟsm and Islamophobia."   14 

And it says, "Students who believe they have been subjected to any form of harassment or a 15 

hosƟle environment based on protected characterisƟcs are encouraged to report the conduct."  16 

And, immediately under that, there are mulƟple methods to report -- either online, calling, emailing.  17 

And it also provides it for charter students and employees and staff.   18 

I believe it references this has been up since the beginning of this year, but is it something 19 

that has been publicized to students or to the school community, that they know this is here and 20 

something they can access?  21 

A Yes.  It has been publicly shared and reinforced on mulƟple occasions with senior 22 

leadership and all principals by me directly.  23 

Q And this is in addiƟon to a separate site, specifically on bullying, harassment, and 24 

discriminaƟon?  25 
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A That is correct.  1 

Q I just wanted to make sure that was on the record, that this is a policy.  It wasn't 2 

something that we just talked about here as a new commitment.  This is something that you are 3 

commiƩed to and have been commiƩed to for some Ɵme?  4 

A Yes, absolutely.  5 

Q In that light, I don't believe I have any further quesƟons but want to give you an 6 

opportunity, if you would like, to say anything for the record before we conclude.   7 

A Yes, I would like to share final comments.  8 

Q Go right ahead.  The floor is yours, sir.   9 

A Thank you to the commiƩee for the opportunity to represent the School District of 10 

Philadelphia here today.   11 

As superintendent, I want to make one thing abundantly clear.  My top priority is the safety 12 

of our students and staff -- physically, mentally, emoƟonally, and socially.   13 

As part of that commitment, we do not condone or tolerate anƟsemiƟsm, just as we do not 14 

condone or tolerate Islamophobia, racism, or discriminaƟon against any ethnic, racial, or religious 15 

group.  16 

Many of our students and families have been deeply affected by the Hamas aƩacks on 17 

October 7th, 2023, and the conƟnued conflict and violence in the region.  In my decades as an 18 

educator, I have rarely seen a more emoƟonally and poliƟcally charged -- charged educaƟonal 19 

climate.   20 

The district is responsible for educaƟng students from diverse backgrounds who bring diverse 21 

perspecƟves into the classroom.  The district's responsibility is to avoid advancing any parƟcular 22 

perspecƟve on this or any other conflict.  Our goal is to teach students how, not what, to think, and 23 

to -- and how to evaluate different perspecƟves as independent thinkers.   24 

In our efforts to present students with an unbiased view of historical and current events, 25 
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district leadership and staff will inevitably face criƟcism from those who believe their perspecƟves 1 

are not being adequately heard or addressed.  To be clear, when a staff member or student engages 2 

in harmful conduct, we have a responsibility to hold them accountable.   3 

If any student, staff member, or family feels unsafe or targeted in our schools because of their 4 

idenƟty, that is unacceptable.  When we receive complaints to that effect, we have an obligaƟon to 5 

take them seriously and to invesƟgate them thoroughly, fairly, and promptly.  6 

The School District of Philadelphia is the ninth-largest district in the NaƟon.  Close to 7 

200,000 students aƩend public school in Philadelphia, including nearly 116,000 in district-operated 8 

schools.  9 

The district employs over 9,000 teachers, who are responsible for educaƟng students across 10 

approximately 250 schools.   11 

I am in those schools all the Ɵme.  I know from my classroom visits that the overwhelming 12 

majority of our teachers are dedicated to challenging and nurturing our students.   13 

In any organizaƟon this large, some staff members will not live up to expectaƟons.  When 14 

they don't, we must act.   15 

RegreƩably, incidents of hate and bias have occurred, and that is not okay.   16 

In 2024, the district entered into a voluntary resoluƟon agreement with the U.S. Department 17 

of EducaƟon to beƩer address anƟsemiƟsm, including by more effecƟvely training staff and students 18 

about discriminaƟon and tracking and invesƟgaƟng discriminaƟon and harassment complaints more 19 

efficiently.   20 

We have taken mulƟple acƟons pursuant to the VRA, including:  first, issuing and 21 

disseminaƟng a statement reaffirming the district's lack of tolerance for harassment and 22 

discriminaƟon; second, revising district policies to clearly arƟculate and more effecƟvely enforce 23 

the -- the prohibiƟons of Title VI against discriminaƟon related to shared ancestry or ethnic 24 

characterisƟcs; third, purchasing and implemenƟng a new recordkeeping system for documenƟng 25 
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discriminaƟon and harassment complaints involving students and staff; fourth, insƟtuƟng mandated 1 

annual training for all staff on Title VI and specialized training for all administrators involved in 2 

invesƟgaƟng Title VI complaints; and, fiŌh, administering a climate assessment to all sixth through 3 

12th grade students.  4 

We are fully -- we are commiƩed to full compliance with the VRA.  Beyond that, we have 5 

taken steps -- we have taken other steps to address discriminaƟon and harassment.   6 

Specifically, we have taken the following six steps:  first, launched a mulƟyear partnership 7 

with Facing History & Ourselves to address shared ancestry discriminaƟon and build more inclusive 8 

school communiƟes; secondly, recruited a new chief of talent/human resources and a new deputy 9 

chief of employee labor relaƟons; third, appointed a new chief academic officer with oversight of the 10 

curriculum office; fourth, delivered professional learning for educators and staff on anƟsemiƟsm, 11 

Islamophobia, Title VI, and facilitaƟng dialogue among those of different backgrounds and 12 

perspecƟves; fiŌh, convened meeƟngs with over 25 Jewish, Muslim, and other organizaƟons to 13 

strengthen community partnerships; and, sixth, commenced a thorough review of the district's social 14 

studies curriculum.   15 

Through these efforts and others, we will conƟnue to combat anƟsemiƟsm and all forms of 16 

hate.   17 

Every student entering a district school deserves to know they belong.  We owe that to 18 

them and our community.  19 

Thank you.  20 

.  I want to thank you, and we can go off the record.  21 

[Whereupon, at 4:32 p.m., the interview was concluded.]22 
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