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Kamil Harris knows how a good education can change a life. “I am a product of Philadelphia 

public schools,” he said, referring to his high school experience at Northeast High School 

on Cottman Ave. “When I graduated I wasn’t ahead in some things and it frustrated me. 

They should have pushed us to take calculus, trigonometry.”

Still, Northeast was a step up from his family’s feeder high school. Harris’s mother, a teacher 

at the time, couldn’t afford private or Catholic school so Northeast was their best bet. And 
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Youth advocate and author Wes Moore at the Children's Scholarship Fund Philadelphia fundraiser on 
Oct. 25, 2014.
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despite the lack of advanced coursework, that bet proved to be a good one. Harris 

managed to get accepted at Penn State University and attended for one year before 

dropping out for social reasons, a decision he regrets. “I wasn’t mature enough to 

understand the opportunity I had,” he said.

A generation later he is determined to create a different fate for his son, Kamil Harris Jr., 

and things are off to a good start. This year, Harris Jr. is attending kindergarten at St. Martin 

of Tours, a Roman Catholic Elementary School for children Pre-K through 8th grade on 

Roosevelt Blvd.

His tuition is paid in part courtesy of the Children’s Scholarship Fund Philadelphia (CSFP), a 

privately funded program providing low-income Philadelphia families with financial access 

to quality, K-8th grade, tuition-based schools. CSFP has awarded scholarships worth $568 

million to 139,000 children since 1998.

Scholarships are awarded on a sliding scale, depending on a family’s size and income. 

Larger families and those with lower incomes pay a smaller percentage of the tuition, while 

families with a somewhat higher income contribute a greater portion. The minimum family 

contribution is $500 per year or 25% of tuition—whichever is greater. The average 

scholarship family's income for a family four is $29,000.

According to CSFP, there is a tremendous demand for educational alternatives to public 

schools in Philadelphia. The organization said they have received over 135,000 applications 

over the last thirteen years. CSFP executive director Ina Lipman said there is a lot of 

opportunity in the city. “Philadelphia is poised to be an incubator of change in education,” 

she said. “We’re currently serving over 185 schools in the program and there are still fifteen 

thousand children in need.”

The organization held their annual fundraising event on Oct. 25, raising $4.1 million in new 

scholarship dollars. Youth advocate and bestselling author Wes Moore was the guest 

speaker. “Education plays an important role for African American boys. It’s important to set 

high expectations for children,” said Moore. “We cannot simply be a product of our 

environment.”

CSFP is not the only group to take notice of the condition of public education in the state’s 

largest city.

In late September, Pennsylvania Governor Tom Corbett announced $23.1 million in funding 

to enhance academic opportunities for at-risk students. The funding was awarded to 64 

school districts and community-based organizations in 29 counties statewide. Most 
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counties received one or two grants; Philadelphia County alone received 23. Another grant 

program announced in October awarded $9.8 million in early learning grants to 32 early 

education providers in 27 counties statewide. Most, if not all, counties received just one 

grant while Philadelphia County received five. 

Charter schools are also in high demand. According to the Pennsylvania Coalition of Public 

Charter Schools, of the state’s 162 charter schools, 86 are located in Philadelphia. A 

spokesman from the organization said there are currently 30,000 students on waiting lists 

for charter schools in Philadelphia.

With so many resources and energy being thrown at the city’s schools and students, it 

remains unclear how all of it will come together. It will take time to assess results. The office 

of Pennsylvania Education Secretary Carolyn Dumaresq did not respond to inquiries for this 

story. Lipman says we may not know for a while. “Having worked in school reform before I 

can tell you it takes about a decade,” she said.

In the meantime, the future awaits Kamil Harris Jr. “He’s learning a lot, his behavior is better 

and he’s excited about going to school,” said Harris. “School choice is a beautiful thing.”

Catherine Nessa
Philadelphia Education Reform Examiner

Page 3 of 3Scholarship Fund Helping Kids in Philadelphia - Philadelphia Education reform | Examin...

12/3/2014http://www.examiner.com/article/scholarship-fund-helping-kids-philadelphia


