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What’s better
and what’s not
Data on key measures of school improvement under Mayor Daley

show that progress is better weighed by the ounce than by the

pound.With initiatives stretched thin, where will reform get its heft?

In 1995, Catalyst Chicago
reported that Mayor Richard
M. Daley and his takeover
team had used their new pow-
er over the city’s public
schools to fix budget deficits,

pay for teacher raises, build new
schools and launch new programs—
all during the summer break.

“What a difference three months
make,” Catalyst observed. Fast for-
ward to today. How much of a differ-
ence have 10 years made? 

Signs of progress abound, for sure.
As the numbers in this district report
card will show, test scores are up, high
school graduation rates are up, first-
year teachers are less likely to leave
and new schools are popping up all
over town. In some areas, more mid-
dle-class families are enrolling their
children—a trend that has long
topped the mayor’s wish list.

But the burning question is: Have

those years made enough of a differ-
ence? Teacher turnover in high-pover-
ty schools is getting worse. One of
every three high school students drops
out. More than half of all children still
do not meet academic standards. 

Simply put, we’ve got a long, long
way to go. On the nation’s only com-
mon measure of school perform-
ance, low-income students in seven
urban districts outscored Chicago.

With so many programs spread
over hundreds of schools each—read-
ing coaches, probation sanctions, half-
day preschools, high school redesign,
Renaissance 2010— it is difficult to see
where Chicago Public Schools will
gain traction in the years ahead.

Chicago might be further along if,
like Boston, it concentrated on
improving smaller groups of schools,
turning them into models that others
would emulate. In school reform,
quality is what counts.

LOOK INSIDE FOR:
TEST SCORES Page 2
 Are they going up?

NEW SCHOOLS Page 4
 How many opened, closed?

TECHNOLOGY Page 6
 Do schools have enough

computers?

TEACHER QUALITY Page 6
 Which schools are more likely

to lose teachers?

PRESCHOOL Page 7
 Are there slots for eligible tots?

STATE OF REFORM REPORT
Much of the data in this report
was provided by the Consortium
on Chicago School Research,
which has surveyed and studied
public schools and educators in
the city since 1990.

Data analysis and reporting by
Catalyst researcher Mallika
Ahluwalia
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RESULTS UP IN NEARLY EVERY HIGH SCHOOL

Pass rates for three subjects on the Prairie
State—reading, math and science— went
up for nearly every school. Only 11 posted
declines between 2001 and 2005.

LARGEST GAINS

Chicago Int’l Charter

Jones College Prep

Chicago Agricultural

+26

+24

+23

LARGEST DECLINES

Sullivan

Kenwood Academy

Best Practices

-5

-12

-13

2002 2005

16%
26%

55%
62%

High school scores up but racial gap worse 
Until last year, scores on the reading portion

of the Prairie State Achievement Exams (PSAE)
showed little progress since the test was intro-
duced in 2001. Then last year, a sudden 6 per-
centage point bump up. That’s because fresh-
men who were in the first class to receive extra
reading supports in 2002 were those taking the
test last spring, says Donald Pittman, CPS chief
officer of high school programs.

Science scores have shown steady progress,
and math scores have nudged up a bit.

Yet, troubling racial gaps have gotten worse.
While pass rates are up for all ethnic groups, scores for African-American students lag

behind. In math, every group of students except African Americans have higher pass rates
today than they did in 2002, the first year that test score data were disaggregated by race.

The Consortium on Chicago School Research notes that high school performance overall
is even worse considering the Prairie State tests are taken in 11th grade, after presumably
weaker students have already dropped out. Only 53 percent of CPS students who entered
9th grade in fall 2000 took the PSAE within four years, writes researcher Steve Ponisciak.

16%

29%

60%
69%

2002 2005

30%
35%

60% 57%

35% 40%

68%64%

Black Latino White Asian

PSAE math
(% meeting or exceeding standards)

PSAE reading
(% meeting or exceeding standards)

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005

36%

42%

26%

21%

28%

26%

PSAE scores
(% meeting or

exceeding standards)

Reading Math Science

CHICAGO LAGS BEHIND OTHER CITIES

One test that is administered nationally—the
National Assessment of Educational Progress or
NAEP—shows how students here are doing compared
to their peers in other large urban districts. Chicago
doesn’t stack up, even when differences in student
population are taken into account.

On the 4th-grade reading exam, Chicago posted
one of the lowest pass rates for low-income students,
beating only Atlanta, Los Angeles and Washington,
D.C. Even so, that was better than the city’s results for
better-off students, where Chicago tied for last place
with Los Angeles and San Diego.

Pass rates
Nation

New York

Charlotte

Boston

Austin 

Houston

San Diego

Cleveland 

CHICAGO

Los Angeles

Atlanta

DC 

Low-income

46%

53

49

47

46

43

42

38

35

31

29

25

Middle-income

77%

80

82

69

82

79

68

NA*

68

68

77

59

*100% of Cleveland students are low-income.
Source: National Center for Education Statistics

Test scores

Slow progress at lowest-scoring schools
In 1996 and 1997, 85 elementary schools were placed on probation because fewer

than 15 percent of their students scored at or above national norms in reading. By 2005,
28 percent of the students in the 68 schools that remained open scored at or above aver-
age, according to the research and advocacy group Designs for Change.

Of those, only six schools exceeded the School Board’s current probation cutoff score,
which is 40 percent. Designs for Change cites this data as evidence that the probation
program is ineffective. Citywide, the percentage of elementary students scoring at or
above average rose from 35 percent in 1997 to 44 percent in 2005.

A Catalyst analysis of the same reading scores shows the following gains.

Elementary schools with fewer than 15% at/above national norms in reading 

Average pass rate at schools in the bottom quarter citywide.

Elementary schools with fewer than 40% students at/above national norms

1997

29

17%

355 (73%)

2005

3

24%

250 (49%)

Source: Designs for Change, Catalyst analysis of ITBS scores



WHO GOES TO PUBLIC SCHOOLS? 

Fewer black and white students, more Latinos
The most significant shifts in stu-

dent demographics have been the
increase in Latino students, and a corre-
sponding drop in the share of African-
American students, which recently
dropped—by a fraction—to less than
half the district’s student population.

Overall, enrollment has barely
changed since 1995. Though it peaked
in 2000 at 427,000, enrollment has
been declining since then—10,000
fewer students last year alone. Elementary schools have been hit hardest, says CPS chief
demographer James Dispensa, who attributes falling enrollment to a drop in the city’s
population and a lower birthrate. Poverty rates have remained about the same, but
there are more schools where at least 90 percent of students are eligible for free and
reduced price lunch. And after an 11-year run of steady increases, the percentage of
students who qualify for bilingual programs has hovered between 13 percent and 16
percent since 1998 despite a growing Latino student population.

WHO TEACHES IN PUBLIC SCHOOLS? 
While more Latino teachers are in classrooms, Chicago’s public school teachers

remain mostly white, and more so since Daley took over the system. This is against
a backdrop of declining white enrollment.

Meanwhile, the percentage of African-American teachers in the district has hit
a 19-year low at just below 35 percent. The number of full-time faculty grew by 13
percent, from 22,513 in 1995 to 25,501 in 2005.

www.catalyst-chicago.org February 2006 3

31%
11%

50%54%

38%
9%

4% 3%

STUDENT ETHNICITYCPS BREAKDOWN

Enrollment

Poverty rate

Schools >90% poverty

Bilingual

Special ed

1996

407,301

83%   

50% 

15%

12%

2005

410,874

85%

59% 

14%

13%

1996 2005

Source: Chicago Public Schools, Illinois State Report Cards

Until recently, elementary school
students took two standardized tests
every year: the Iowa Test of Basic
Skills, which measures their per-
formance against national averages,
and the Illinois Standards Achieve-
ment Test, an indication of how they

stack up to certain academic bench-
marks. On both, citywide scores are
slowly rising.

District officials point to their
ongoing reading initiative, but other
experts credit a fear factor linked to
more stringent local accountability

policies, such as holding students
back for low scores in 3rd, 6th and
8th grades, and sanctions imposed by
the federal No Child Left Behind law.

Disaggregated by race, scores
show marked disparities that have
held steady for the past seven years.

1997 1998 1999 2000 2001

35%

40%

48%

44%

Reading pass rates
(all grades)

ITBS                   ISAT

2002 2003 2004 2005

Note: ISAT scores based on CPS calculations of preliminary state data 1999 2000 2001

ISAT scores
(3rd grade reading)

Black                White

2002 2003 2004 2005

Latino               Asian175

140

Elementary scores inch higher

LATINO Black White Other

TEACHER ETHNICITY

1996 2005

WHITE Black Latino Other

46%
10%

43%

1%

35%

48%
14%

3%
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ARE HIGH SCHOOLS PREPARING KIDS FOR COLLEGE?

More rigorous courses, but not enough
Advanced Placement (AP) classes are a leg-up in becoming

ready for college. Over the past 10 years, the number of AP exams
taken by CPS high school students seeking college credit has nearly
quadrupled.

Pass rates are down, however, as more students with average
academic records enroll in AP classes. Last year, 42 percent of the
AP exams taken earned a score of 3 or higher—the target to earn
college credit—compared to 50 percent in 1995.

The district also boasts an expanding International Baccalaure-
ate (IB) program, with 14 high schools participating and 2,340 stu-
dents enrolled in the diploma program. In 1995, only one high
school, Lincoln Park High, offered the prestigious college prep cur-
riculum. Today, Lincoln Park is among the top 100 high schools—in
the world—ranked by the number of IB test-takers.

Last year, about 43 percent of IB candidates in CPS earned
diplomas; worldwide the rate is 78 percent.

Yet progress remains limited, as only 6 percent of approximately
100,000 high school students were enrolled in AP courses last year.

1997 1998 1999 2000 2001

2,475

9,612
Advanced Placement

Exams taken

Scored 3 or higher

2002 2003 2004 20051996

1,249

4,030

95%

75%
70%

CPS grads scoring
below college level
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While a significant share of
CPS graduates go on to
college—some 47 percent in
2004—those who wind up in
Chicago City Colleges place
overwhelmingly in remedial
math and reading classes.

College placement

High schools

Source: Chicago Public Schools

Graduation rate up, race gap persists
All signals are up in high schools. Fueled, in part, by higher test scores

of incoming freshmen, the graduation rate is up, and the dropout rate is
down. This is especially noteworthy because students are carrying heavier
course loads.

A key factor in both advances is the increasing percentage of fresh-
men earning sufficient credits to put them on track to graduate on time.
For example, 81 percent of freshmen who were “on track” in 1999 grad-
uated four years later, compared to only 20 percent who were “off track.”  

The bad news is that calculations by the Consortium on Chicago
School Research show a much lower graduation rate than do the official
state numbers, which fail to account accurately for student mobility and
students who take an extra year to graduate.

1997 1998 1999 2000 2001

High school performance
Grad rate
(ISBE)

On Track

Dropout rate
(Consortium)

Grad rate
(Consortium)

2002 2003 2004 20051996

1996 2005

20%

42%
48%

53%

15%

27%
35%

46%

1996 2005
Asian White Latino Black

Dropout
rates

Graduation rates

73%

55%

46%42%

82%

69%

59%
51%

Note: Graduation and dropout rates are for the freshman classes of 1992-93 and 2001-02.
Source: Consortium on Chicago School Research

BLACK MALE DROPOUT RATE IS HIGHEST
Despite improving numbers, serious racial gaps persist.
African-American and Latino students are much less likely
than white and Asian students to be “on track” and
graduate. Forty-six percent of African-American students
who entered high school in 2001 had dropped out by 2005.
The percentage is even higher for black males: 55 percent.

City Colleges placement tests

62%

46%

51%

49%

74%

39%

60%

57%



134 new schools open, 60 close
Two years ago, Mayor Daley pledged to close low-performing schools and create 100

new ones under his Renaissance 2010 initiative. The new name merely underscored
school openings and closings that had been ongoing since the mayor took control.

Since they were established by state law in 1996, charter schools have grown rapidly,
beginning with seven sites the first year charter schools opened in Chicago and growing
to 34 campuses today. The board recently paved the way for 13 more charter and con-
tract schools to open in September.

Another growth spurt is tied to the
appearance of small high schools,
many of them created by the Chicago
High School Redesign Initiative and
funded primarily by $20 million in
grants from the Bill & Melinda Gates
Foundation. These small schools have been created either by converting large high
schools, such as Bowen and South Shore, or by closing old schools and replacing them
with new ones, like Al Raby School for Community & Environment. A recent nationwide
evaluation suggests that the Gates-funded new schools work better than those the foun-
dation supported for conversion.

Note: High schools are counted as closed when they no longer accept freshmen.
Source: Consortium on Chicago School Research and Catalyst analysis

ARE CHARTER SCHOOLS BETTER? 

Experts: Higher scores could
be result of motivated kids

During the 2004-05 school year, 19 charter
schools* were operating in Chicago with just over
10,000 students. Compared to Chicago Public
Schools’ general population, these schools enroll a
higher percentage of African-American children
and slightly fewer who are eligible for free or
reduced price lunch, a proxy for poverty.

While charters often serve disadvantaged com-
munities, some researchers argue that charters, by
requiring prospects to register for a lottery to be
admitted, are drawing more motivated students.
Such differences in populations make it difficult to
draw conclusions about charter performance com-
pared to neighborhood schools because there’s no
way to tell whether gains are the result of the char-
ter school’s efforts or students’ own abilities.

Still, district averages can set benchmarks for
charters, and the most recent results show char-
ters have higher graduation rates and lower
dropout rates. They also report a higher percent-
age of students reading at or above standards in
8th grade; and high school test scores that are on
par with the district.

DEMOGRAPHICS

Enrollment

Bilingual 

Poverty rate

White

Black

Asian

Latino

Native American

Charters

10,085

5%

79%

4%

66%

2%

28%

0.2%

Overall

410,874

14%

85%

9%

50%

3%

38%

0.2%

PERFORMANCE

ISAT reading, 8th

PSAE 3-comp

Dropout

Graduation 

Charters

69%

30%

20%

68%

Overall

60%

31%

30%

57%

* Excludes Youth Connection Charter, a collective of 23
alternative schools for high school dropouts.

Sources: Catalyst analysis of CPS and Consortium on Chicago
School Research data
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SCHOOL TYPE

Regular

Charter/Contract

Specialty

OPENED

66

42

26

CLOSED

38

3

19

NET GAIN

28

39

7

Private school enrollment share down
According to U.S. Census data, Chicago’s public schools picked up a greater share of

school-age children throughout the 1990s while private school enrollment declined by
17 percent. Between 2000 and 2004, private school enrollment dropped even further,
from 16 percent to 14 percent of students living in the district’s attendance area.

District efforts to attract more middle-class families into the system had an impact.
In 22 communities where 75 percent of families were earning close to middle income or
above, the number of school-age children in public schools jumped 13 points, from 47
percent in 1990 to 60 percent in 2000.

In certain communities, public schools are capturing a higher share of white school-
age children, too. Despite a decline overall, white enrollment rose in 13 areas, including
10 that are among the wealthiest, and nine that are mostly white. At Oriole Park Ele-
mentary in Norwood Park, white enrollment went from 42 percent to 71 percent
between 1989 and 2005—a violation of a districtwide desegregation consent decree,
which restricts white enrollment at any school to 70 percent or less.

New schools

Public school enrollment

Private school enrollment

% students enrolled in public schools

1990

391,046

101,138

79%

2000

424,832

83,694

84%

2004

409,036

67,009

86%

Source: U.S. Census (Note: Census figures do not include kindergarten enrollment and are based on
statistically accurate estimates, not actual counts.)

CHILDREN IN CHICAGO ENROLLED IN
ELEMENTARY OR HIGH SCHOOL:
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Turnover highest in poor elementaries

Teachers who left schools

13%

18% 17% 16%

13%

20%

14%

18%Less than
50% low-
income

Greater than
95% low-
income

Elementary High School
1998-99

Elementary High School
2004-05

On average, CPS schools keep 84 percent of their teachers
from one year to the next, a level that has held since 1999.
However, teacher turnover in high-poverty schools is
higher than average, and has gotten worse in recent years.

First-year teacher turnover
32%

29%
33%

29%

18%

30%

15% 16%

Less than
50% low-
income

Greater than
95% low-
income

Elementary High School
1997-98

Elementary High School
2004-05

Turnover is much higher among first-year teachers (22
percent) than it is for more experienced teachers (16
percent). Still, the rate is lower than it was in 1998, when
31 percent of teachers left their school after their first year.

Source: Consortium on Chicago School Research

“MY SCHOOL HAS ENOUGH COMPUTERS FOR STUDENTS TO USE.”
Even as plans for the dis-

trict’s first virtual school are
underway, 42 percent of stu-
dents say their schools do not
have enough computers for
them to use, and one in 10
students never uses a com-
puter at school.

White and Asian high
school students are more likely than blacks and Latinos to agree that
computer resources in their schools are sufficient.

42%

17%

16%

Strongly agree

AGREE

Disagree

Strongly
disagree

25%

ELEMENTARY STUDENTS USING COMPUTERS
High school students are more likely to use their schools’ computers once

a week than elementary school students. White, Asian and middle-income
students who have higher levels of access to computers at home are less likely
to use computers frequently at school; African-American students and poor
students are equally likely to use computers at school and at home.

Once a week or more, by race

34%
29%

25% 33%

Black

Latino

White

Asian

Use computers at school Use computers at home

36% 35%

47% 56%

CPS STUDENTS ONLINE AND USING SPREADSHEETS
While more than half of students say their schools have enough com-

puters, about 34 percent also say they rarely or never use the Internet to do
research, and 45 percent had never used the spreadsheet program Excel.

Disparities by race, absent in elementary schools, show up in high
schools, where African-Americans and Latinos were less likely to do research
on the Internet.

Source: Catalyst analysis of Consortium on Chicago School Research survey data

Daily or weekly

Monthly

Rarely or never 40%
26%

INTERNET EXCEL SPREADSHEET

Technology

34%

69%
15%

16%

Over the past 10 years, public school teachers’ level of experience has
gone down slightly. However, the average teacher has racked up 13 years
in the profession.

More teachers have master’s degrees or higher, though research has
not found conclusively that advanced degrees improve teacher quality.
Studies generally find that reaching the three- to five-year experience
mark has the most positive effect on teacher quality.

Average years experience 

Percentage with advanced degrees 

National Board certified teachers

1996

14.5

41%

11*

2005

13.4 

50% 

472

*Figures from 1999
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ARE THERE ENOUGH SEATS IN PRESCHOOL?

Enrollment up, waiting list full
As researchers continue extolling the merits of early childhood

education, the public has demanded more preschool options and
politicians have delivered funds to create them. Preschool enroll-
ment is up by 73 percent to more than 31,200 children, with the
largest number of new seats coming from community centers that
subcontract with
the school district.

Yet, there
remains unmet
demand. In Sep-
tember, some
3,500 applications
were on file with
the district’s pre-
school waiting list,
and early childhood education advocates estimate that many more
eligible families have not even applied.

Half of kindergarteners now enrolled in a Chicago public school
attended preschool, and 31 percent of them were in full-day pro-
grams. Admission to publicly funded preschools is generally
restricted to 4-year olds because of space limitations. However, this
year, some 9,800 children, 30 percent of those enrolled, are in their
second year of preschool, after having started at 3.

*Tuition-based preschools, created in 2001, are targeted to middle-income
families, who pay out of pocket. Public funds offset some of the costs.

ENROLLMENT

State pre-kindergarten

Community centers

Head Start

CPS child-parent centers

Tuition-based preschool*

TOTAL

1995

11,806

1,361

1,360

3,487

NA

18,014

2005

12,389

11,000

6,036

1,383

400

31,208

51%

8%

38%

64%

33%

3% 3%

PRESCHOOL DEMOGRAPHICS

The mostly disadvantaged students in CPS preschools
mirror closely the system’s overall student population,
serving mostly African-Americans, then Latinos. Most
of the children in state pre-kindergarten live in two-
parent homes.

Source: CPS Office of Early Childhood Education, Illinois State Board of Education

Two parents
at home 

Preschool
By race

State pre-K
Children’s households

Lives with
other adult

Black                White

Latino               Asian

Single-parent household

85%

15%

81%

19%

86%

14%

72%

28%

Leadership is good, say teachers
Most CPS teachers say their principals are good leaders, with more

than 80 percent believing their leaders had a clear vision for the school.
Yet, one in 10 felt that the principal was not an effective manager, a fig-
ure that has remained the same over the last eight years.

On the plus side, teachers were more likely today to strongly agree
that their principal made professional development a priority (40 per-
cent) compared to 1997 (32 percent.) 

High school teachers were less likely (28 percent) than peers in ele-
mentary schools (45 percent) to strongly agree that their principals set
high academic standards for students.

Agree Disagree

Agree Disagree

Agree Disagree

Agree Disagree

PRINCIPAL HAS CLEAR
EXPECTATIONS FOR TEACHERS

PRINCIPAL HAS A CLEAR
VISION FOR THE SCHOOL

PRINCIPAL SETS HIGH
ACADEMIC STANDARDS

PRINCIPAL IS AN
EFFECTIVE MANAGER

Source: Consortium on Chicago School Research survey of teachers

Go to www.catalyst-chicago.org for...
New school openings, closings by year
Graduation, dropout and on-track rates by high school
Charter school performance
Student perceptions of school safety
Trends in parent-teacher contact
Differences by race, income in parent involvement
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WHO’S GOING TO PAY FOR SCHOOLS?

Little hope for improved funding formula
Once state legislators scrapped a number of restrictions in how CPS

could spend education funds, Daley’s education team tamed the district
budget and balanced books that had previously been in the red. Over the
years, City Hall has brought more money into the public school system, but
one stubborn issue—the state of Illinois’ inequitable school funding sys-
tem—continues to hurt the bottom line.

Facing a $328 million deficit next year, the district is asking permission
to defer a portion of a lump-sum payment due to the teachers pension
fund, but with a huge gap in the pension fund looming, this stopgap meas-
ure could haunt them in the future as an even bigger deficit. Meanwhile,
prospects are slim that Springfield will agree on something more than a
quick fix to pay for schools next year.

Still, the amount of state and federal funding, adjusted for inflation, com-
ing into Chicago is up significantly, as is district spending. Local revenues are
up as well, but only 4 percent due to tax caps, and this year will account for
45 percent of CPS revenue, down from 53 percent 10 years ago.

Total revenue 

Local 

State

Federal

Avg. teacher salary

Avg. principal salary

Per-pupil spending

$3.95 billion

$1.78 billion

$1.42 billion

$0.75 billion

$51,642

$109,421

$9,049

+23%

+4%

+36%

+64%

No change

+12%

+6%

$3.22 billion

$1.72 billion

$1.04 billion

$0.45 billion

$51,591

$97,857

$8,505

1995-96
(Adjusted to 2005 $s)

2004-05 Difference in
real dollars

Source: CPS Office of Management and Budget, Center for Tax and Budget Accountability

More books
Chicago Public Schools distrib-

uted more than $3 million—in $500
increments—to 6,500 elementary
school classrooms to buy books.
Classroom libraries have more age-
appropriate selections and are more
accessible for students than school
libraries, says Jean Newcomer of
Links to Literacy, a public-private
partnership for improvements in
reading instruction.

A recent survey of CPS teachers
found that most have classroom
libraries (99%), and most of those
have an adequate supply of books
(82%). “There should never be less
than 100 books in the library,” says
Carole Parker Patton of the CPS lit-
eracy office. The survey found no
inequities by race or income.

CLASSROOM COLLECTIONS

200+

100-150

<75

None

48%

1%

34%

Source: Consortium of Chicago
School Research 

17%


