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CITY  OF  PITTSB URGH  

OFFICE  OF THE  CITY CONTROLLER  

Controller Michael E. Lamb 

 

 414 GRANT STREET | CITY-COUNTY BUILDING, FIRST FLOOR | 412 255 2054 

 

November 16, 2020  

 

To the Honorables: Sylvia Wilson, Pittsburgh Public School  

Board President and Members of the School Board, 

   

The Office of the City Controller is pleased to present this special report on the 

Pittsburgh Public Schools’ Remote Learning and Device Distribution Plan for the 2020-

2021 Academic Year conducted pursuant to the Controller’s powers under Section 404(b) of the 

Pittsburgh Home Rule Charter. This investigation was requested by the Pittsburgh Public School 

Board and conducted by the performance audit section of the City Controller’s Office.  

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

 

On March 21, 2020, the Pittsburgh Public Schools (PPS) were closed as part of the state’s 

efforts to contain the spread of the COVID-19 virus. PPS was forced to take unprecedented 

actions to continue providing an education to all district students, including by transitioning to 

remote learning.  

 

District administrators created a remote learning plan for the 2020-2021 school year with 

the goal of ensuring that all students and teachers would have access to a computer device and a 

reliable internet connection. Initially, this meant providing a device or internet service to student 

households reporting a need for one or both, and allowing students with a personal computer to 

use their computer for remote learning. The plan’s end goal was to achieve 1:1 parity, meaning 

every student and teacher would be assigned a district issued device. 

 

As of September 18, 2020, the district reported that there were 21,784 students and 1,921 

teachers with rostered students enrolled in PPS for a combined total of 23,705. This number also 

represents the total number of devices the district needed to order and receive to achieve 1:1 

parity.  

 

Early uncertainty of the available amount of the federal Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and 

Economic Security (CARES) Act funding that would be given to the school via the state, as well 

as supply chain issues, led to delayed ordering and delivery of devices. As a result, the first day 
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of classes was moved from August 31, 2020 to September 8, 2020 while the district awaited 

more shipments of devices. At the time of this report, October 20, 2020, 17,719 devices have 

been received with one outstanding order of 6,000 laptops, expected to arrive in November. A 

timeline summary of the circumstances and actions contributing to the preparedness of 

Pittsburgh Public Schools administrators is found on page 4 of this report.   

 

The total cost of device purchases, including accessories and warranties, was 

$10,798,042. The auditors found that, to date, the district has only been reimbursed 

$1,760,023.74 for these aid-eligible purchases from the Pennsylvania Department of Education.  

 

The district also partnered with private and nonprofit organizations to assist low-income 

families in need of internet service. A $100,000 donation from local nonprofit Neighborhood 

Allies allowed PPS to purchase 1,000 service codes for Comcast’s low-cost Internet Essentials 

plan, which provides eligible families internet access until July 2021. As of August 11, 2020, 

519 codes had been distributed.  

 

As a second resort for those unable to receive internet access from Comcast, the district 

purchased, at a discounted rate, 300 Sprint/T-Mobile hotspots for the 2020-2021 school year in 

addition to 506 Sprint mobile hotspots previously purchased and distributed for the 2019-2020 

school year. Of the new hotspots, 130 have been distributed.  

 

To track the number of students actively participating in remote learning, administrators 

use a combination of unique student logins on Schoology (the district’s online learning 

management system) and teacher attendance records. The auditors found that 1.55% 

(approximately 336) of all students were absent from both records. School administrators have 

incorporated lists of these missing students into their routine practices of contacting the families 

of students who struggle to attend school.  

 

We would like to thank the members of Pittsburgh Public Schools’ administration for 

their cooperation and assistance in providing information for this report. 

 

 

       Sincerely, 

 

 
 

       Michael E. Lamb 

       City Controller 
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INTRODUCTION                                                                                                      
 

This Special Report on Pittsburgh Public Schools’ Virtual Learning and Device 

Distribution Plan for the 2020-2021 Academic Year was conducted pursuant to section 404(c) of 

the Pittsburgh Home Rule Charter. This investigation was requested by the Pittsburgh Public 

School Board of Education and conducted by the performance audit section of the City 

Controller’s Office. This is the first report of the Pittsburgh Public Schools operations by the 

Controller’s Office. 

 

During the August 2020 school board meeting, questions remained after school 

administrators delivered a report to the school board as to how many computer devices were 

needed and ordered. Board members requested an independent review by the City Controller’s 

office to clarify schools’ administrators’ actions to prepare for virtual teaching. The auditors 

prepared questions for district administrators regarding the ordering and distribution of computer 

devices. School administrators requested until September 18, 2020, ten days after the start of 

classes, to return their responses, citing the need to focus on device deployment and to meet 

students’ needs. The auditors agreed to the time extension. 
 
 

OVERVIEW                                                                                                                
 

On March 6, 2020, Governor Tom Wolf confirmed the first two known cases of COVID-

19 in Pennsylvania. As confirmed cases continued to climb throughout the week, he announced 

on March 13th that all Pennsylvania schools would close for at least ten days. On March 19th, the 

administration implemented a statewide closure of all nonessential businesses to go into effect on 

March 21st.  

 

By the beginning of April, cases continued to rise exponentially, from 5,805 on April 1st 

to 18,228 on April 9th. Beginning on April 9th, Governor Wolf ordered the suspension of all in-

person classes in the state of Pennsylvania for the remainder of the school year and for classes to 

be completed virtually.  

 

Following the school closure order, Pittsburgh Public Schools (PPS) administration 

began a process of identifying and locating all available laptops and portable devices in its 

possession. Surveys were provided to student households to identify the overall need for devices, 

which were then distributed at five sites along with curriculum packets for students. 

 

During the summer, PPS worked on implementing a plan that would allow all students to 

complete the 2020-2021 academic year virtually. Any student with a self-reported need for 

devices and/or internet access would be provided the technology needed to engage in remote 

learning. 

 

One important component of this plan focused on tackling the “digital divide”, which 

refers to the gap between those who have computers and internet access, and those who do not, 

the latter of which is disproportionately concentrated among low-income households. According 

to the PA Department of Education’s most recent Building Data Report, 66.2% of PPS students 
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were eligible for the federal free and reduced breakfast and lunch program (which requires a 

household to be below 185% of the federal poverty line) in 2019, illustrating the potential 

obstacles the school district faced while preparing to implement this plan.  

 

Compounding the urgency of this unprecedented situation were two issues. First, because 

thousands of school districts across the country were also transitioning to virtual learning and 

implementing similar plans, the demand for devices surged and created a shortage among 

manufacturers. Second, new trade restrictions on computer parts and overseas computer 

manufacturing shutdowns imposed additional stress on the supply chain and available inventory.  

 

 

OBJECTIVES                                                                                                             
 

1. Describe the PPS remote learning plan for the 2020-2021 academic year. 

2. Explain the process for ordering computer devices and the device inventory accounting 

system. 
3. Report the total number of devices in students’ possession as of the start of the 2020-

2021 academic year. 

4. Report the cost of computer devices ordered for the 2020-2021 school year.  
5. Describe any further challenges the school district faces in fully implementing its remote 

learning plan. 

 

 

SCOPE                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                        

The scope of this report covers the ordering of computer devices by PPS administrators 

for the 2020-2021 school year, from March 13, 2020, when schools were closed due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic, to September 18, 2020. Pittsburgh Public School Board actions are 

reported up to and including October 28, 2020. 

 

 

METHODOLOGY                                                                                                     
 

Initial contact for this report involved communication with the Pittsburgh School Board 

President and Deputy School Controller with various questions and to request the names, titles, 

and contact information of the best people to communicate with for information about the school 

district’s implementation plan. 

 

The auditors met with the Chief Financial Officer, the Deputy Controller, the Director of 

End User Services, Chief of School Performance, and Chief of Data, Research, Evaluation, and 

Assessment virtually on Microsoft Teams to discuss the details and implementation of the 

district’s remote learning plan.  

 

Communication with the same PPS school administrators continued throughout the audit 

period via email and phone conversations to gather data and clarify information from the teams 
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meeting and emails. Also reviewed were invoices related to the purchase of devices provided by 

PPS administrators. 

 

The auditors conducted online research of the COVID-19 pandemic in Pennsylvania and 

reviewed online articles and school board and local media reports about district plans and 

progress.  
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FINDINGS                                                                                                                   
 

This report’s purpose was to assess the status of the Pittsburgh Public Schools 

preparedness to meet the demands of teaching students virtually during the 2020 COVID-19 

pandemic. School district administrators’ strategy was to equip students with technology needed 

to engage in remote learning.  

 

As stated in the overview, the ongoing crisis forced school districts nationwide to prepare 

for remote learning in a short period of time. The crisis has also lasted longer than expected, 

adding to the pressures that districts face. Both national and local events affected the districts’ 

ability to acquire devices and services needed to establish those plans.  

 

Timeline Summary 

 

The following is a timeline summary of the circumstances and actions contributing to the 

preparedness of Pittsburgh Public Schools administrators: 

 

March 27, 2020 

• The Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act is signed into 

law, which includes $13.7 billion in aid for K-12 schools nationally. 

 

May 14, 2020 

• Pittsburgh School Board approves the purchase of more than 7,000 Chromebooks 

intended for the 2020-2021 school year. 

 

July 31, 2020 

• Pittsburgh School Board unanimously votes to make the first nine weeks of the 2020-

2021 school year remote learning only. 

 

August 5, 2020 

• PPS pledges to achieve 1:1 parity between students and devices by the start of the 

school year. 

• PPS reports that 7,000 of the ordered devices had been received. 
• PPS announces that teachers are permitted to begin teaching remotely but will need to 

teach via classrooms by October 5th. 
 

August 29, 2020 

• According to a PPS press release, 7,640 devices ordered in the spring have been 

distributed to students.  
• The same release notes that approximately 1,800 students are still in possession of a 

device from the 2019-2020 school year in need of reimaging. 
 

August 29, 2020 

• PPS sends robocalls to students’ families announcing that the first day of remote 

learning will be moved from August 31st to September 8th “due to unexpected delays 

caused by continued technology supply chain shortages across the country.” 
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• An additional 1,200 devices from the 2019-2020 school year are collected from 

students to be reimaged. 

• Up to 7,000 more devices are expected by the week’s end, fulfilling the outstanding 

need. 
 

September 8, 2020 

• Remote learning begins for all grade levels.  

• Parents report a number of connectivity issues preventing students from accessing the 

district’s e-learning platforms.  
 

September 16, 2020 

• Additional shipment of 7,000 devices arrive for distribution.  

 

September 25, 2020 

• PPS administration reaches an agreement with the teachers’ union pushing back the 

date that teachers were scheduled to report back into the classroom from Monday, 

October 5th to Monday, November 9th. Teachers and students are both expected to 

return to in-person learning in some capacity on this date.  
 

October 21, 2020 

• The school board agrees to a hybrid learning model that will begin on November 9th. 

Details of the plan include: 
o Mandatory mask wearing for anyone over the age of 2 (with exceptions for 

those with certain health conditions). 
o Dividing students into staggered groups who alternate between in-person and 

remote learning to allow for social distancing. 
o Allowing students to continue full-time remote learning if preferred. 
o Plans to notify teachers and families when positive cases are reported. 
o Plans for building and bus sanitization. 
o Plans for building closures if an outbreak is reported. 

 

October 26-27, 2020 

• PPS School Board hearings are held to hear parent feedback about hybrid learning 

plan and students returning to the classroom. 
 

October 28, 2020 

• The school board votes to postpone hybrid learning for most students until January 4, 

2021 at the earliest and January 25, 2021 at the latest. Special needs students, 

medically fragile and English language learners will return on November 9th.  
 

 

Identifying Need 

 

According to data received from PPS administrators, as of September 18th, there were 

21,784 students enrolled in the 2020-2021 school year for grades pre-K to 12. By removing 

duplicate addresses, this represents approximately 14,228 households, although it should be 
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noted this measure undercounts homeless students enrolled in the district through McKinney-

Vento Act protections, which ensures that those students can attend school. 

 

There were also 1,921 teachers with rostered students. Together, this represents 23,705 

students and teachers in Pittsburgh Public Schools for the 2020-2021 school year. These 

figures are combined to determine overall need of devices in the district. The number of students 

enrolled in the school system can change daily due to families moving into and out of the district. 

 

The stated remote learning goal of PPS is to become a 1:1 school district, in which every 

student is matched with a device. At the time of this report, the district has been pursuing this 

goal through a needs-based distribution strategy, meaning students who reported a need for a 

device would be supplied one, and those who had a compatible personal device would be 

allowed to use it until replaced with a district issued device. Because all software used by 

students are web-based and accessed through the Clever sign-on education platform, those using 

a personal device are at no disadvantage.  

 

Finding: The school district needed at least 23,705 devices to achieve the 1:1 parity goal. 

 

The district’s eventual remote learning goal is to achieve 1:1 parity through universal 

distribution, with every student being matched with a district issued device. As part of the 

district’s policies, families are financially liable for broken devices. The number of broken 

devices and family liability costs are outside the scope of this audit.  

 

 

Device Inventory 

 

PPS had 10,465 iPads in its possession during the 2019-2020 school year, but less than 

23% (2,407) were compatible for 2020-2021 learning needs. The remaining compatible devices 

were deployed to 1st grade students for the current school year. These devices are approaching 

their end-of-life expectancy and are unlikely to be serviceable for the 2021-2022 calendar. The 

3,719 iPads ordered in July 2020 were meant to fill the remaining need for pre-K and 

kindergarten students.  

 

Older generations of iPads are considered noncompatible when they are unable to handle 

heavier processing requirements from the educational applications used by district. Developers 

regularly issue updates for apps, which over time will require the newer Apple iOS operating 

systems. Eventually, the hardware on an older model is unable to handle those updates, rendering 

the device obsolete. Noncompatible devices remain in the possession of PPS and in the past have 

been resold to recover some of the sunk cost. 

 

The auditors requested from Pittsburgh school administrators details of the computer 

device inventory to be used by students and teachers. Invoices were provided for all orders that 

had been received. Table 1 shows device orders made for the 2020-2021 school year by date 

ordered. Items marked in red were either cancelled or had not yet been received. 
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TABLE 1 

  PPS Device Inventory  

for the 2020-2021 School Year 

Date 

Ordered 
Total Device 

Date 

Received 
Vendor Total Cost Use 

4/19/20 5,000 Dell 3190 

laptops 

May All Lines $1,480,000 

 

Students  

grades 6-12 

5/18/20 (7,000) Lenovo 

Chromebooks 

Cancelled 

on 8/14/20 

Cloudcast ($1,364,966) Students 

grades 2-5 

7/9/20 6,000 Dell 3190 

laptops 

Not yet 

received  

All Lines $2,199,600 Students 

grades 6-12 

7/9/20 2,000 Dell 3100 

laptops 

7/9/20 All Lines $1,520,000 Teachers 

7/16/20 2,000 Apple iPads 

32GB* 

8/28/20 Apple $815,900 

 

Students in 

K 

7/22/20 1,719  Apple iPads  
32 GB* 

8/24/20 Apple $606,902 Students in 
Pre-K 

8/4/20 7,000  Dell 7390 

touchscreen 

laptops 

Multiple:  

8/20-9/14 

Second Gear $4,175,640 Students 

grades 2-5 

Totals**  23,719    $10,798,042  
* iPad orders included device cases 
** Includes Dell laptops not yet received 
Source: Invoices provided by PPS administrators  

 

Student iPads are covered by AppleCare warranty. Most of the laptops are also covered 

by a four-year accident warranty, and the district is working toward covering all devices through 

the purchase of third-party warranties. 

 

Table 2 shows types of devices distributed to students by grade level: 

 

TABLE 2 

New Devices Distributed 

by Grade Level 

Grade Level Device  Brand Device Total 

Pre-K - 1st  iPad Apple 3,719 

2nd - 5th  Touchscreen laptops Dell 7,000 

6th - 12th  Standard laptops Dell 11,000 

Teachers Standard laptops Dell 2,000 

Total   23,719 
      Source: PPS administrators 
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Reasons for Order Delays  

 

PPS administrators attributed delays of placing device orders to the uncertainty of the 

amount of CARES Act funding that would be received. Once the district was notified of its total 

allocation, the administration began placing device orders in April.  

 

CARES Act funding is allocated and disbursed through the Pennsylvania Department of 

Education to school districts throughout the state. The PPS district reports that $11,146,817 in 

funding was allocated through the CARES Act, effective from March 13, 2020 to September 30, 

2020. The PPS Deputy Controller reported that this funding can be used to pay for: 

 

• Technology including laptops, iPads, Wi-Fi hotspots and content filters 
• Professional development for school-based staff to help ensure a successful re-opening of 

schools by improving instructional practice with a focus on teaching and learning in a 

virtual environment 
• Personal and protective equipment to support the health and wellness of District staff and 

students 
• A portion of the cost of the NWEA Assessment1 

 

According to the PPS Chief Financial Officer, the school district’s allocation is a 

predetermined subsidy received through monthly wire payments from the PA Department of 

Education. Reports on eligible expenses must be submitted by PPS on a quarterly basis, and 

administrators report that all have been submitted on time. The reimbursement process is based 

on anticipated expenses; if spending exceeds the allocation, the state will slow payments to 

equalize funding with spending. Funding for devices came from multiple sources including the 

CARES Act. The reported sources are as follows: 

 

• 5,000 Dell 3190 Laptops – Technology Fund 

• 6,000 Dell 3190 Laptops – CARES Act Elementary and Secondary Schools Emergency 

Relief (ESSER) Fund 

• 2,000 Dell 3100 Laptops – CARES Act ESSER 

• 2,000 Apple iPads – CARES Act ESSER Fund 

• 1,719 Apple iPads – Head Start COVID-19, Early Head Start COVID-19, Head Start and 

Supplemental Assistance Program (HSSAP) COVID-19, PreK Counts COVID-19, 2020-

21 Ready to Learn 

• 7,000 Dell 7390 Touchscreen Laptops – General Fund 

 

Upon delivery of devices, vendors receive full payment for an order from school district 

funds until the district is reimbursed by the state. To date, only $1,760,023.74 has been 

reimbursed for device orders despite having paid $8,698,442 so far and $10,798,042 in 

anticipated expenses.  

 
1 NWEA (formerly known as the Northwest Evaluation Association), is a research-based not-for-profit 

organization that creates academic assessments for student’s pre-K-12. Currently, NWEA assessments are 

used by over 9500 schools and districts in 145 countries. 
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Finding: As of October 29th, the state has not reimbursed the district for $6,938,418.26 in device 

order expenses.  

 

Administrators reported that another cause for delayed delivery of devices came when 

they were informed by device manufacturer Lenovo on a July 31st  conference call that the May 

18th order of 7,000 Chromebooks would be significantly delayed due to human rights violations 

in the factory where they were being manufactured. As a result, US customs rejected the 

shipments and sent them back to China. Lenovo informed administrators that those laptops 

would have to be manufactured in a different factory, delaying the order until at least November, 

and advised them to pursue other options if possible. Administrators were able to place an 

alternative order through Second Gear, made on August 4th. The original purchase order for the 

Lenovo Chromebooks was then cancelled on August 14th. 

 

Based on the data provided by PPS administrators and shown in Table 1, a total of 17,719 

devices have been received for teachers and students at the time of this report (October 20, 

2020). Given that there were 23,705 teachers and students recorded for the 2020-2021 school 

year, and all teachers have been covered, this leaves approximately 5,986 students who have not 

yet received a district issued device. However, the district has a surplus of previously owned 

devices that can be used if needed, as was the case in the spring. The remaining need is 

anticipated to be filled by the 7/9/20 All Lines order of 6,000 laptops expected to arrive in late 

October or early November. 

 

Finding: As of October 20th, approximately 5,986 students have not yet received a new district 

issued device.  The district does not track the number of students using personal devices, but it 

can be reasonably assumed that those without a district issued device still logging into Schoology 

are using their own device.  

 

 

Students Active on Remote Learning 

 

PPS reported that while it does not have a way of directly confirming that these 

remaining students are using their own devices, they can estimate engagement through 

Schoology, the online learning management system used by the district for remote learning. 

Excluding the 96 students enrolled in the Pittsburgh Online Academy, which uses a separate, 

asynchronous system, there were 21,688 students enrolled in PPS at the start of the 2020-2021 

school year. As of September 18th, there were 20,759 unique student logins and 930 K-12 

students who had not yet logged onto the system, representing about 4.29% of all students. Given 

that all kindergarten and 1st grade students were given a device, the administrators believe it is 

likely that this population of students who have not logged in is mostly made up of 2nd through 

12th grade students.  

 

PPS administrators also cross-checked these numbers with teacher attendance records to 

get a more accurate picture of non-active students. Attendance is recorded in the Teacher Access 

Center, an extension of the student information center. As of September 18th, 594 of the 930 

students who had not yet logged into Schoology are shown to have at least one day of 
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attendance, which indicates that teachers had at least some contact with the student. This leaves 

336 students who neither logged into Schoology nor were reported in teacher attendance records 

up through September 18th. Using this metric, those who neither logged into Schoology nor were 

logged in teacher attendance records represents 1.55% of all students. 

 

Finding: Approximately 1.55% of all students neither logged into Schoology nor were recorded 

in teacher attendance as of September 18th.  

 

 It is possible that some of these students may have left the district, but ultimately the 

reason for their absence remains unknown. Lists of those students are provided to each school so 

they can be incorporated into their routine practice of contacting families of students who 

struggle to attend school. Evaluating the success of schools contacting missing students is 

outside the scope of this audit. 

 

 

District Plan to Address the Digital Divide 

 

As stated in the overview, the digital divide refers to the gap between those who have 

computer devices and internet access, and those who do not. While a school district may achieve 

1:1 parity between students/staff and devices, those individuals still lack the ability to engage in 

remote learning if they do not have reliable internet access, a problem especially pertinent among 

low income households.  

 

To address this, PPS partnered with Comcast to help enroll income-eligible families for 

the company’s low-cost Internet Essentials service. The district obtained 1,000 codes for this 

service through a partnership with Neighborhood Allies that provided a $100,000 donation, 

which was then placed in an account held by Comcast. Eligibility covers families of PPS 

students who do not have internet access, and the code covers the full cost of internet service for 

the entire school year.  

 

The district reported that the first two months are offered at no cost, followed by a 

monthly charge of $10 per household, which the district covers through the Neighborhood Allies 

donation. All 1,000 codes have been pre-paid with this account through July 2021, the end of the 

school year. As of August 11th, 519 codes had been distributed to families. The number of codes 

used may increase throughout the year as families’ financial circumstances change and more 

utilization of the Internet Essentials service may be needed.  

 

Finding: As of August 11th, 519 codes for Comcast’s low-cost Internet Essentials service had 

been distributed to student families.  

 

For low income families, the district prioritizes Comcast’s Internet Essentials as the 

primary vector for internet connectivity given that wired service is more reliable. If a household 

is ineligible for that program, or if they do not have enough bandwidth, wireless hotspots are 

distributed as a second resort. Hotspots offer internet access through a cellular connection. 
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The district had 506 hotspots available from the Sprint 1 Million Campaign, which were 

distributed to high school students in the 2019-2020 school year prior to the COVID-19 

pandemic. An additional 300 Sprint hotspots were purchased at a discounted cost of $82,764 (a 

yearly cost of $275.88 per hotspot) and 130 were distributed. These costs are also entirely 

covered by the district. PPS is currently working to obtain more hotspots through T-Mobile's 10 

Million Campaign following the company’s merger with Sprint.   

 

Finding: There were 300 Sprint hotspots purchased at a cost of $82,764 for the 2020-2021 

school year, in addition to 506 already distributed from the 2019-2020 school year. The district 

has distributed 130 of the new hotspots as of September 18th leaving 170 unused. 

 

Finding: With the help of private and non-profit organizations, low-income families are not 

burdened with additional costs associated with remote learning requirements. 

 

 

Device Distribution 

 

To receive a device, a parent or guardian of the student was required to sign and return an 

Information Technology Acceptable Use Policy form. This form details acceptable and 

unacceptable guidelines for general device use, network use, internet and email access, 

configuration of settings, security policies, and proper handling, as well as acknowledging the 

student’s use of video and audio capabilities for remote learning. Penalties for violating these 

guidelines include withdrawal of device privileges and potential academic repercussions. The 

policy form notes that “intentional or neglectful disregard for equipment resulting in damage or 

loss will be the responsibility of the student and their family”, though cases will be reviewed on a 

case-by-case basis and no financial penalty will be issued without due process of both parties. A 

copy of this form can be found in the Appendix. Teachers’ devices were distributed beginning on 

August 20th. 

 

To deliver laptops to students, five distribution sites were established. These did not 

include the iPads for pre-K to 1st grade students, which were distributed at individual schools. At 

the distribution sites, parents or guardians of the student could present a photo ID and return a 

signed acceptable use form in exchange for a device. PPS staff members handing out devices 

would verify student enrollment using the most unique identifier possible such as home address. 

The laptop distribution sites were as follows: 

 

• Carrick High School (Carrick) 

• Oliver Citywide Academy (North Side) 

• Pittsburgh Classical Academy (West End) 

• Pittsburgh Science and Technology Academy (Oakland) 

• Westinghouse Academy (Homewood) 
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Distribution dates were as follows: 

 

• Thursday, August 6th (HS seniors only) 

• Wednesday, August 12th  

• Friday, August 14th  

• Monday, August 17th  

• Tuesday, August 18th  

• Wednesday, August 19th  

• Thursday, August 20th   

• Monday, August 24th  

• Tuesday, August 25th  
• Wednesday, August 26th  
• Friday, August 28th  
• Thursday, September 3rd  
• Saturday, September 5th  
• Sunday, September 6th  
• Tuesday, September 8th  

 
To accommodate those individuals who could not come to a distribution site (e.g., lack of 

vehicle access, time constraints), extended weekend hours were offered and district staff worked 

with families to organize deliveries to students at their residences.  

 

Beginning with the first day of class on September 8th, students who still needed a device 

could pick one up at their respective schools. It is the current intent of the district to allow 

students to keep the devices over the summer of 2021. The district will also continue to provide 

Comcast Internet Essentials codes and Sprint Hotspots as needed.  

 

 

Inventory Management and Accessibility  

 

Deployment of the devices was managed by the district’s IT department. Orders are 

placed centrally by each department, and any equipment purchases over $20,600 must be 

approved by the School Board. Once approved, orders are processed and sent to vendors by the 

Purchasing Support Manager.  

 

Vendors were selected from the State-approved CoSTARS and PEPPM list. According to 

administrators, additional quotes were requested from two other vendors for similar devices, and 

the vendors chosen came out at the lowest cost for the district. 

 

Hardware is received at the PPS Service Center warehouse located in Pittsburgh’s South 

Side, where technology field technicians verify the number of devices. If the count is wrong, the 

vendor is alerted so the outstanding order can be delivered. IT technicians and the director of end 

user services have access to the technology warehouse. Some devices arrive pre-imaged (the 

process of configuring applications and software that the device’s end user will need, as well as 

website blocking software) by the vendor, while others will be imaged for student use in-house 
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by technology staff before deployment. This service was negotiated by the Director of End User 

Services to expedite turnaround between arrival of devices and deployment to students. 

According to the Director of End User Services, the district was also able to obtain a credit from 

vendors that do not pre-image devices.  

 

Inventory control is performed using financial accounting system (FAS) tags from the 

business finance department on each incoming device. These tags are recorded into an Excel 

spreadsheet along with the device serial number by field technicians at the warehouse. Devices 

would then be sent to device distribution sites. 

 

At the distribution sites, after verifying a student’s enrollment, PPS staff members would 

write the FAS number of the device being given to a parent or guardian on the signed acceptable 

use form to keep on record. The FAS number would also be inputted into the Student 

Information System via laptop to complete the accounting record of which devices were assigned 

to which students.  

 

As mentioned, the district’s learning management platform is Schoology, a virtual 

learning environment owned by PowerSchool. The total cost to the district of using this service 

for the 2020-2021 school year is $157,900. Microsoft Teams is used for the video conferencing 

component of remote learning, which is fully integrated with Schoology.  

 

To accommodate students who may lack proper equipment by the first day of class, 

teachers have set up Microsoft Teams meetings that allow families to call in, and schools have 

provided curriculum materials to families that allow students to work on materials from home. 

This curriculum matches the same materials teachers use with all their students.  

 

For students with special needs and disabilities, the Program for Students with 

Exceptionalities (Special Education) has provided support to those applicable families. For 

example, assistive technology personnel within the program were assigned to ensure that 

students with a need for assistive technology receive the appropriate technology supports for 

remote learning access.  
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