
Eighth Grade Algebra: The 
Missing Variable for STEM 
Success in Philadelphia

Middle School Algebra Access in Philadelphia: Key Issues

The lack of access to Algebra classes for Philadelphia eighth graders is holding back student career prospects, 
and is a major barrier to economic development in southeastern PA. There were 401 eighth graders who 
passed the math PSSA in 2025 and likely would have done well in algebra - but their schools didn’t offer it, 
putting them behind in college and career readiness.1  STEM careers and trades require a workforce that 
understands and is able to utilize basic and advanced math skills. STEM fields represent 21% of jobs in 
Philadelphia,2  and industries closely associated with STEM account for about a fifth of Philadelphia’s GDP.3  
Without a workforce ready to fill those jobs, Philadelphia’s economy will not grow.

The School District of Philadelphia (SDP) is committed to improving math access, as demonstrated by recent 
investments in new math curriculum, professional development, and stakeholder engagement4 – but until all 
students can access algebra in middle school, Philadelphia is missing a key gateway to college and career 
readiness.5  Eighth grade algebra is mandatory for access to specialized high schools like Masterman. Perhaps 
more importantly, it builds the basic foundation for advanced math coursework and prepares students to be 
competitive on college admissions tests, like the SATs, thereby unlocking access to competitive colleges and 
fulfilling careers.6

8th Grade Algebra Access in Philadelphia

Only 46 of 180 SDP schools (26%) offer 
algebra in 7th or 8th grade.

Only one third (36%) of the city’s 7th and 
8th graders are enrolled at these schools.

Inequitable access is highly correlated with 
race, income, and geography.

Among 7th and 8th graders, Black (23.6%) 
and Hispanic (33.5%) students are much 
less likely to have access to 8th grade 
algebra than white (71.1%) and Asian 
(68.0%) students.

Only 33% of 7th and 8th graders from 
low-income families attend a school that 
offers Algebra 1.
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Many More Students Could Succeed 
in 8th Grade Algebra if Given the 
Opportunity

There were 401 eighth graders           
who passed the math PSSA in              
2025 and likely would have done          
well in algebra  - but their schools 
didn’t offer it.7

Another 1,100 students scored at         
the basic level on the math PSSA - 
many who could succeed in algebra 
with the appropriate supports.8

District and School Policy 
Recommendations

Ensure all SDP students have access to Algebra I at their school by 8th grade by the 2027/28 school year. 
Draw on the recent policy change at San Francisco Unified School District that enables universal 8th grade 
algebra.9

Implement objective universal screening and a city-wide automatic enrollment policy to ensure that all 
students ready for algebra are enrolled. Use a universal screener (e.g., the Star assessment) that gives 
students multiple opportunities to demonstrate algebra readiness and automatically enroll them in 
algebra. Draw from evidence-based examples from Wake County Public Schools10  and Dallas ISD.11

Expand student supports in and out of the math classroom to ensure more 8th graders are ready to 
succeed in algebra, even if they started out behind. Options include targeted high-impact tutoring and 
double-dose algebra. Draw from successful initiatives in Chicago Public Schools and Miami-Dade Public 
Schools.12

Invest in educator development and recruitment to expand the pool of teachers qualified to teach          
Algebra I in middle schools.
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