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Deal would
improve board,
CTU relations

Last month, the Chicago Board of Education and the
Chicago Teachers Union came to an agreement to restore
some of the union’s bargaining rights, an important first
step toward improved relations between the two sides. 

If the Illinois General Assembly ratifies the agreement
by amending state law , it will open the door for the teach-
ers union to negotiate the impact of layoffs, class size,
staffing and other workplace issues that have been off-lim-
its for years. It also will create a labor-management coun-
cil, which gives all school unions a forum to regularly
voice their concerns, and a partnership agreement, which
requires the two sides to work together to plan and
implement school improvement initiatives. 

The deal will guard against the kind of unilateral action
that drove teachers to a boiling point 18 months ago when
CTU members elected President Deborah Lynch, a
reformer who insisted that teachers be seen as partners in
school reform. Ensuring that teachers are not shut out of
the reform process breeds goodwill, and potentially gen-
erates solutions that work all around. 

“One of the most positive things that’s happened in
Chicago school reform for the last 15 years” is the way
Dorothy Shipps, a Chicago school watcher who teaches at
Columbia University Teachers College, describes the
agreement. “You can’t really improve teaching and learn-
ing in really substantive ways unless you engage the
teachers.”

Amen to that. The school reform law of 1995, which
took away the bargaining rights, gave the board leeway to
increase accountability and raise the bar for achievement.
But the tools they used—probation, reconstitution, inter-
vention—took an unnecessary toll on many teachers,
sometimes driving good ones away from the schools that
most needed their help. 

Now that the teachers union has been invited into the
fold, it has the political standing to change the culture of
teaching by nurturing teacher leaders and persuading the
best and brightest to choose to work with the most aca-
demically-challenged students. In business, aren’t the
most experienced, adept employees assigned to the tough-
est problems? Wouldn’t students be better served if school

systems followed suit? 
Studies by William L. Sanders, now a research fellow

with the University of North Carolina, demonstrate the
payoff of this approach. In a Tennessee study that linked
test scores with teachers, he found that initially low-per-
forming students who had good teachers three years in a
row had dramatically higher odds of succeeding in high
school. 

For its part, the board should look for incentives for
teachers who made such a choice, and by doing so, it
could also solve a long-standing teacher-recruitment
problem. Everybody, including principals, students and
parents, would win.

Upcoming contract negotiations will be the first
opportunity for the board, other school system leaders
and the teachers union to take a stab at forging a true
partnership that comes to terms with reality: The teach-
ers union is here to stay, its new leaders are activists and
CPS needs to find a better way to work with them.

ABOUT US I am truly pleased to
announce the appointment of two
new staffers. Faye Silas, who has writ-
ten about schools for the Kansas City
Times and, most recently, was editor
of Bar Leader, an American Bar Asso-
ciation newsletter, joins CATALYST as
managing editor. She will oversee
production and assist in planning and
developing editorial content. In addi-
tion, Christine Oliva, a former intern
and recent graduate of the Medill
School of Journalism at Northwestern
University, fills a new position, design
associate for the newsmagazine and
web site. 

Also, Elizabeth Duffrin has been promoted to senior
editor, and will split her time between writing and editing
duties. She will also honcho development of a new depart-
ment on education research. 

Silas

Oliva
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With this issue, CATALYST
concludes The College Chal-

lenge, a series of periodic reports
on the progress of nine African-
American and Latino students
who are working towards bache-
lor’s degrees. The final updates
begin on page 12. To supplement
these personal stories, CATALYST
commissioned a focus group and
survey of similar students. Both
were conducted by the Metro
Chicago Information Center.
Together, these reports show the
challenges that minority students
face. The entire reporting project
was carried out in cooperation
with Future Teachers of
Chicago/Illinois under a grant
from The Joyce Foundation. The
project editor is Chicago writer
Lorraine Forte. Previous install-
ments can be found online at:
www.catalyst-chicago.org. 
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Minority 
college 

by Lorraine Forte

ake a walk on just about any
college campus, and you’ll like-
ly see a more diverse picture
than ever before. While stu-
dents of color are still under-
represented, they’ve made
significant progress in gaining

access to higher education. During the
1990s, their enrollment increased 48 per-
cent, according to a recent report by the
American Council on Education.

That means more minorities than
ever have the chance to earn a degree,
which typically leads to better jobs and
higher pay. 

But the picture at graduation is
much less diverse. Fewer than half of
minority students who enroll in college
earn a degree—compared to about 60
percent of whites—and many of those
who do earn one take longer than the
traditional four years.   

What stands in the way of success? In
a survey and focus group sponsored by
CATALYST and Future Teachers of Chica-
go/Illinois, minority students from
Chicago cited problems with finances,
academic preparation and juggling
school with work. In interviews, minori-
ty professors and staff emphasized the
difficulty students have fitting into a new
environment. (See story on page 10.) 

Even though the group surveyed left
high school seemingly well prepared,
many still described what amounts to a
significant “college challenge.”

Who was surveyed 
Conducted by the Metro Chicago Infor-
mation Center, the survey included 350
students at four-year institutions. Most

of them graduated from the Chicago
Public Schools, but a number of city
parochial and suburban public schools
were represented. The racial/ethnic
breakdown was 63 percent African
American, 25 percent Latino and 11 per-
cent Asian American. (While the Asian-
American students had higher test
scores, this had a negligible effect on the
overall responses.) 

At 21.5, the group’s average score on
the ACT college entrance exam was vir-
tually a match for last year’s Illinois
average  (21.6) and well above the Illi-
nois average for Latino students (18.5)
and African-American students (17.3).
Similarly, the courses these students
took in high school compared favorably
to the curriculum recommended by
ACT. And relatively few (24 percent) are
the first in their immediate families to
attend college. 

Nevertheless, many students wished
they had gotten a better start. 

High school preparation 
“Schools need to stress study
habits early.”

“Classes in high school could
have been a bit tougher. There
was a big jump from reading a
book a semester to a book a
week.”

– Focus group participants

The survey found that students believe
their high schools did a good job overall
of preparing them for college. Eighty
percent said their schools were helpful
or very helpful in preparing them to take
college entrance exams and in providing
a quality curriculum. Over 70 percent

T



said their high schools were helpful or
very helpful in assisting them with
choosing courses and finding financial
aid. And 67 percent said the same about
the help they got choosing a college,
while 62 percent said the same about
career guidance. 

But that leaves between 20 percent
and almost 40 percent of students who
said their high schools were either “not
so helpful” or “not at all helpful’ in at
least one of those areas. Those numbers
are higher than college students nation-
wide who completed a survey for ACT. 

Nationally, less than 20 percent of
students said they were dissatisfied with
their high school’s guidance services (18
percent), career planning help (17 per-
cent) and classroom instruction (10 per-
cent), according to ACT’s High School
Satisfaction Survey for 2002. And 21 per-
cent said they were dissatisfied with the
number and variety of courses offered.

Chicago students who did not sub-
stantially complete the core math and
science courses recommended by ACT
were more likely to say their high
schools were “not at all helpful” or “not
so helpful” in helping them choose
courses to prepare for college. (CATA-
LYST defined “substantially completed”
as having taken Algebra I and II and
geometry, as well as three of the follow-

ing four science courses: biology, chem-
istry, general science and physics.)

In the focus group, students stressed
the need for more help with college
planning. They also said teachers and
high schools need to set tougher aca-
demic standards.

“There’s not enough motivation from
teachers,” said one young man. “They’re
too busy working with the kids who
weren’t even ready to go to college.”

Said one young woman: “The coun-
selors didn’t offer help for the schools I
was interested in.” 

By graduation, the majority of stu-
dents said they felt somewhat prepared
to meet reading, writing and math
requirements needed for college work
and to use computers and the Internet. 

But fewer students said they were
“well prepared” to handle math than they
were to handle reading, writing and com-
puters—about 50 percent vs. 60 percent.
The focus group participants unanimous-
ly said math was their toughest challenge
in college. That’s a somewhat surprising
finding, given that Chicago Public
Schools students typically have scored
higher on math tests than on reading
tests. One possible explanation is that the
math tests do not reflect the skills and
knowledge needed for college work.  

This explanation is bolstered by

another unusual finding. Students who
substantially completed the math and
science core reported better preparation
for reading than for math; 71 percent of
this group felt well-prepared for college
reading, compared to only 59 percent
who said the same about college math.
(Among students who didn’t complete
the core, those numbers fell to 59 per-
cent and 32 percent, respectively.)

Catalyst Survey Group:

Who they are
Race or ethnicity:

Black
63%
Latino

25%Asian
11%

“What is your gender?”
Female 74%
Male 26

“Are you the first in your immediate
family to attend college?”

Yes 24%
No 76

“What is the highest level of school
your mother, father or guardian com-
pleted?”

Less than high school diploma  12%
High school diploma, GED 34
Some college 24
College degree 21
Advanced degree 9
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students rate
prep, problems

About our survey
The 350 students surveyed were drawn from a pool of more than 1,200 names sup-

plied by several organizations that help minorities who are heading for college. The
Metro Chicago Information Center, a non-profit research organization, administered the
telephone survey between June 6 and Sept. 28. On July 15, it conducted a focus group
with 10 students from the group. 

CATALYST thanks the following organizations for supplying names:  Future Teach-
ers of Chicago/Illinois, George M. Pullman Foundation, Chicago Scholars, Saturday
Scholars, HighSight Foundation and College Bound. Additional survey results are online
at www.catalyst-chicago.org.



Ayana Karanja, an anthropology pro-
fessor and chair of the Black World Stud-
ies Department at Loyola University, says
high schools need to require more rigor-
ous coursework in all subjects, but espe-
cially in math and science, so that
students aren’t shut out of careers that
require those skills. Too often, she
explains, students have the perception
that math is something arcane that only
certain people can understand.

“Students need to be familiar with the
rigors of math,” Karanja says. “If they’re
interested in science, they’re going to
have to do math. Math skills need to be
treated as something that’s normal and
accepted, not something weird or magi-
cal, but something they can grasp.” 

In another important area, only 59
percent of the surveyed students said
their high school provided specific
instruction in study skills, leaving a sub-
stantial number without training in a
skill that is critical to college success. As
one focus group participant put it,
“Schools need to stress study habits
early. The way you study in high school
will be the way you study in college.” 

Picking a college
“Everything basically was an easy
process—if you know what you
want to do.”

“It was difficult. You have to

know what you want and check
out all the schools and see if they
have the major you want and
everything. It’s difficult, but
…very exciting.”

– Focus group participants

Education experts recommend that stu-
dents, especially minority students, be
encouraged to begin planning for col-
lege as early as middle school.  Among
the surveyed students, almost half didn’t
begin until their junior year of high
school, and another 13 percent waited
until they were seniors; 37 percent start-
ed as freshmen or sophomores.

A substantial minority of students—
45 percent—said they made decisions
about college on their own; 43 percent
got help from their family, 14 percent
cited counselors, 11 percent got help
from teachers, 9 percent cited mentors
or tutors, and 7 percent turned to
friends. (Students could give more than
one response.)

In a 2001 report on some 300 minori-
ty high school seniors in Chicago and four
other cities, the Council of Great City
Schools and ACT stresses that parents—
many of whom did not attend college
themselves—may not be equipped to ade-
quately help students make college deci-
sions, leaving schools to play a larger role.

The report, “Creating Seamless Edu-
cational Transitions for Urban African
American and Hispanic Students,” rec-

ommends that urban schools beef up
counseling and college-planning assis-
tance so that students receive more help
from professionals. Currently, Chicago
high schools have a student-counselor
ratio of 360-to-1; the American School
Counselors Association recommends a
ratio of 250-to-1.

Asked about factors that influenced
their decisions about college, 96 percent
of the Chicago students said academic
reputation was “very important” or
“somewhat important.” Next in line:
courses offered (94 percent), followed by
cost (88 percent), reputation for diversity
(84 percent) and location (83 percent).

The college experience
“I was taking a psychology class

with 300 kids, and it was intimi-
dating asking questions.”

“I couldn’t go to a big school. In
a big lecture, nobody knows or
cares if you’re there.”

“My hardest challenge in college
was getting to know people and
participating in group discussions.”

“The hardest thing about college?
Going to bed on time, getting
enough sleep.”

—Focus group participants
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Catalyst Survey Group:

College preparation
“Did you get specific instruction
on study skills in high school?”

Yes
59%

No
41%

“How helpful was your high school with each of the following:”
very helpful helpful

Preparing you to take college entrance exams 41% 39%
Helping you decide what classes to take

to prepare you for college coursework 31 44
Helping you apply for financial aid 37 35
Helping you decide which colleges to apply to 25 42
Providing job or career counseling 21 41

“Upon graduation from high school, how well were you prepared to:”
well-prepared somewhat prepared

Meet reading requirements in college 68% 29%
Meet writing requirements in college 61 34
Use computers and the internet 63 28
Meet math requirements in college 50 39

ACT Scores, 2001
Survey group average 21.5
Illinois average 21.6
Illinois average, African American 17.3
Illinois average, Latino 18.5

“How many years did you take?”
English 4.0
Math 3.8
Science 3.3
Social Studies 3.0
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Catalyst Survey Group:

College experience
Average GPA: 3.1

“Are you taking now or did you
have to take any remedial courses

when you first enrolled?”

Yes
28%

No
72%

“When you encounter difficulties at college, whom do you go to for help or advice?”
Adviser, teacher, etc. 45%
Family 39
Friends 25
Myself 7

“How much impact does any of the following have on your ability to succeed in college?”
major impact some impact

Time management 32% 43%
Financial difficulty 20 43
Personal or family problems 19 32
Lack of academic preparation 13 36
Social isolation 10 30

“How often do you:”
often sometimes

Ask questions in class 49% 38%
Study with friends 21 39
Study alone 79 15
Meet with a tutor or instructor for extra help 13 35
Meet with a counselor about courses to meet

your career or degree goals 28 40

Time management was the biggest prob-
lem reported by students in the survey;
75 percent said it   had “some impact” or
“a major impact” on their ability to suc-
ceed in school. Students who substan-
tially completed the core were more
likely to say that time management was
a major problem, raising the possibility
that they may have taken more or hard-
er courses. 

As one focus group participant said,
“The biggest challenge in college was
disciplining myself to set a schedule
each day.”

Time management was followed by
financial difficulty, with 63 percent say-
ing it had at least some impact on their
success; personal or family problems (51
percent); lack of academic preparation
(49 percent); and social isolation (40
percent).

Students who were the first in their
immediate family to attend college were
more likely than those who were not to
cite lack of academic preparation and
personal problems as having at least
some impact on their ability to succeed. 

And 28 percent of students reported
having to take remedial courses or labs
once they enrolled in college—virtually
the same as the national percentage, 27
percent, according to “The Condition of
Education 2000,” a report from the
National Center for Education Statistics.
There was virtually no difference in
remedial course taking between stu-
dents who did and did not substantially
complete the math and science core.

Despite the difficulties reported by
students, many are reaching out for
assistance. Asked who they turn to for
help with problems in school, 45 percent
said someone at school, such as an advi-
sor, instructor or counselor; 39 percent
turn to family; 25 percent rely on
friends; and 7 percent said other
sources. Only 7 percent said they tried to
work out problems on their own.

Focus group participants said they
were likely to turn to older students,
such as graduate teaching assistants or
resident advisors in dorms. 

Many students in the focus group also
said they felt intimidated asking ques-
tions or requesting help with work when
they attended large, lecture-hall classes.
But the majority of surveyed students
said they sought help in the classroom. 

As one young woman said, “If I had
something to ask, I’d ask. They’re just
going to have to think I’m stupid ‘cause
I’m not going to pay my tuition and
leave not knowing what I need to know.”

Asked how often they did ask ques-
tions in class, 87 percent said “often” or
“sometimes;” 69 percent said they
“often” or “sometimes” meet with a
counselor to plan courses they need to
meet career goals; and 58 percent said
the same about meeting with a tutor or
instructor for extra help. 

As for studying, 60 percent said they
“often” or “sometimes” study with
friends—something educators say can
help boost achievement. Ninety-four
percent said they typically study alone.

(Note: Students could give more than
one response.)

A Roosevelt University professor says
that intensive instructor-student men-
torship would help minority students
overcome problems. 

“Real mentorship programs for
minority students … are very scarce in
predominantly white or private universi-
ties, and even in community colleges,”
says Sonia Delgado-Tall, an English pro-
fessor at Roosevelt University. “Clubs,
black student unions, cultural associa-
tions, student activities offices or multi-
cultural programs cannot be substitutes
for academic mentorship, where minor-
ity students could be paired with
instructors . . .  with whom they may feel
[more] cultural kinship.”

Catalyst Survey Group:

Picking a college
“What year in high school did you
begin planning for college?”

Junior 49%
Sophomore 21
Freshman 16
Senior 13

“Who helped you decide to attend
college?”

Decided by myself 45%
Parent, other family 43
Guidance counselor 14
Teacher 11
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Career plans

Most surveyed students appear to have
their post-graduate goals firmly in mind.
Only 4 percent say they didn’t know
what type of career they wanted to pur-

sue once they finish school, and over 90
percent already have declared a major. 

About 46 percent of the surveyed stu-
dents plan to work after college, and 43
percent plan to attend graduate school.
Only 2 percent plan to join social service
or volunteer groups, such as the Peace
Corps or AmeriCorps, and 9 percent
have other post-degree goals. Those per-
centages are similar to post-graduate
goals cited by students across the coun-
try who took the SAT college entrance
exam in 2001. (That year, more than a
third of test-takers were minorities.) 

As for careers, the top choice of the
Chicago students was education. (Howev-
er, this number is inflated because 23 per-
cent of the survey group were members
of Future Teachers of Chicago/Illinois.) 

The next two choices were business
(19 percent) and health care (17 percent).
In comparison, students in the SAT
national survey chose health care (15 per-
cent), business (14 percent) and social
sciences (10 percent) as their top three
career choices. Education and engineer-
ing tied for fourth, at 9 percent each.

What next?

Overall, the survey results show that
many minority students are working
steadily toward a college degree. The
responses also point to a need for high
schools and college outreach programs
to do more to help students navigate the
college decision-making process and
better prepare themselves for higher
education. For example, a 2001 study by
a researcher at the University of Califor-
nia-Davis found that outreach programs
did little to help minority students
achieve at the highest levels and become
eligible for admission to the country’s
top tier of colleges and universities.

Delgado-Tall has advice for students
and parents, too: “Minority students
should learn very early to identify their
strengths and their weaknesses, to set
their goals, and finally to voice their
needs. (College) should not just be about
the degree they get in the end, but the
type of education and respect that they
are justly entitled to.”

Catalyst Survey Group:

Career plans
“What do you plan to do once you
have completed your bachelor’s
degree?”

Work 46%
Graduate school 43
Other 9
Social service/volunteer 2

“What type of career do you plan
to have?”

Education 23%
Business/corporate 18
Health care 17

Like other states, Illinois has few
minority teachers to head class-
rooms that are becoming more and

more diverse. Less than a quarter of the
students who graduated from state col-
leges of education in 2000 were minori-
ties, according to the Illinois Board of
Higher Education. In contrast, 40 per-
cent of the state’s schoolchildren were
minorities.

The survey of minority college stu-
dents sponsored by CATALYST and
Future Teachers of Chicago/Illinois
(FTCI) offers both good news and bad
news for narrowing the gap: While stu-
dents expressed a relatively strong inter-
est in teaching, few aspiring teachers
want to teach the subjects where the
biggest shortages exist.

Overall, 24 percent of the survey
group said they plan a career in educa-
tion. That’s about double the percentage
nationally, but likely reflects the fact
that about a quarter of the survey group
belonged to FTCI clubs. 

However, only 8 percent said special
education is their main area of interest,
and only 5 percent said science. Math
fared better, with 24 percent saying it is

their main area of interest. Bilingual
education also got a relatively large vote,
32 percent, but that may reflect the rel-
atively large percentage of Latinos in the
survey group. 

Aspiring teachers were more likely
than the rest of the group to score below
the state average on the ACT, but were
just as likely to have substantially com-
pleted the core math and science cur-
riculum recommended for students
heading to college. A smaller percentage
said they were the first in their family to
attend college: only 17 percent, com-
pared to 24 percent of the group overall.

Prospective teachers also gave their
high schools slightly higher ratings,
especially for helping them find finan-
cial aid and providing career counseling.
That may well be due to the influence of
FTCI, which provides support and coun-
seling to students in school-based FTCI
clubs. In fact, 75 percent of the students
in FTCI said that participating in the
clubs made them more likely to pursue
a teaching career.

Once in college, however, this group
reported a somewhat greater struggle
than the survey group as a whole. A

higher percentage said academic diffi-
culties and personal or family problems
had at least some impact on their ability
to succeed in school.

To help attract more minorities into
teaching, legislators enacted changes
this past August to the Minority Teacher
Incentive scholarship program. Now
students who are enrolled half-time and
those seeking graduate degrees in edu-
cation will be eligible for scholarships.
In addition, women will be eligible to
apply for that portion of scholarship
funds previously set aside for men; too
few males have applied in recent years,
leaving money unspent.

Lorraine Forte

Aspiring teachers duck science, special education
Catalyst Survey Group:

Aspiring teachers
“What is your main area of
teaching interest”

Bilingual/ESL 32%
Math 24
Special education 8
Science 5
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Nationwide, some 70 percent of
full-time college students receive
some kind of financial aid, accord-

ing to the American Council on Educa-
tion. Among the students surveyed by
CATALYST, the percentage is 94. 

Neither number is surprising, given
the high cost of a college education and
the generally lower financial standing of
minority families. 

In Illinois this fall, the annual aver-
age cost of attending a four-year public
institution is $10,709; for private
schools, the cost is $22,576. Nationally,
those numbers last year were $11,976
and $26,070, respectively, according to
The College Board. 

In the CATALYST survey group, 63
percent said financial difficulties had at
least some impact on their ability to
succeed in school, far more than those

who cited academic problems or social
isolation. 

Roughly three-quarters of the group
reported working at least part time while
attending school, and students who
worked tended to report lower grade-
point averages than those who did not.

The survey group received a variety of
assistance:  69 percent of students
reported receiving scholarships; 71 per-
cent, grants; 53 percent, loans; and 31
percent, work-study funds. 

As one of those students noted in the
focus group, “Some of us are on scholar-
ship, some aid, but we [still] had to take
out loans. You start out your adult life,
and you have to climb the ladder just to
be at zero.”

Nationally, 59 percent of 1999-2000
college graduates emerged with a debt
load, according to the Economic Policy
Institute, based in Washington, D.C. It
averaged $16,000, an increase of 60 per-
cent within a decade.

Cost played a significant role in the
surveyed students’ selection of a college,
too: 59 percent said cost was “very
important” in their decision, while
another 29 percent rated it “somewhat
important.” Only 11 percent said it had
no bearing on their decision.

Fears about cost may keep some stu-
dents from seeking admission to top
schools. “There are kids that don’t apply
to a school because of the price tag with-
out looking at the benefits,” says Andre
Phillips, director of the Chicago Acade-
mic Achievement Program at the Uni-
versity of Chicago, where tuition and
fees are now about $37,000 a year. “We
provide significant assistance financially,
but some students never find that out.” 

Meanwhile, 27 percent of students
said their high schools were “not so
helpful” or “not at all helpful” with
assisting them in finding and applying
for financial aid, suggesting that high
schools need to step up their efforts in
this important area.

Helping students ferret out money is
even more important at a time when
state aid in Illinois is on the decline. 

This year marks the first time ever
that the state’s largest aid program,

called MAP for Monetary Award Pro-
gram, suffered cuts—$38 million. As a
result, 12,000 fewer students received
grants this year compared to last, and
the average award fell about 5 percent,
from $2,500 to $2,300, according to the
Illinois Student Assistance Commission.
The cuts were part of $105 million
slashed from the state’s higher educa-
tion budget because of the slowing econ-
omy and declining revenues. 

Meanwhile, public four-year universi-
ties raised tuition by an average of 10.7
percent; several, including Southern Illi-
nois-Carbondale and Eastern Illinois,
raised their price tag by 16 to 18 percent.
Tuition at private universities went up
an average of 4.7 percent. 

“When you look at the fact that tuition
and fees increased so much, and their
grants are less, that means the affordabil-
ity gap got that much bigger,” says com-
mission spokesperson Lori Reimers. 

“We expect to see less of an increase
in enrollment next year because MAP
grants are less,” says Christopher Rone,
associate director of financial aid at
DePaul University, where dozens of stu-
dents in their fifth year of college saw
their grants eliminated.

“That was where the impact really
was,” says Rone. “They’re 22, 23 years
old, so close to their degree they can
taste it, and they just lost [thousands] in
free money.” 

The Illinois Board of Higher Educa-
tion is putting together a special com-
mittee on college affordability that will
craft budget recommendations for next
fiscal year, says Reimers. The goal, she
says, is to “regain the ground we lost in
affordability.” 

The College Board stresses that
financial sacrifices made in pursuit of a
college degree constitute a wise invest-
ment. Citing figures from the U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau, it notes that people with a
bachelor’s degree earn over 80 percent
more on average than those with only a
high school diploma. “Over a lifetime,
the gap in earning potential between a
high school diploma and a B.A. (or high-
er) is more than $1,000,000,” it notes. 

Lorraine Forte

Catalyst Survey Group:

Paying for college
“Did you receive any type

of financial support
to help you pay for college?”

Yes
94%

No
6%

“What kinds of financial support
did you receive?”

Grants 71%
Scholarships 69
Loans 53
Work-study 31

“Are you employed?”

Part-time 54%
Full-time 19
Not employed 27

High costs cast shadow
over college work 
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Finding their space
The amorphous challenge:

Finding their space

Ayana Karanja
Loyola University
Director, Black World Studies Department, anthropology professor 

“If they have attended a CPS high school,
there’s a good chance they have an academ-
ic deficiency. Not a deficiency in intelli-
gence, but we know Chicago Public Schools
need to do a lot more. ... We have bright stu-
dents, but they have not been prepared aca-
demically to compete with students from
the best high schools.

“It’s the social world that’s the most chal-
lenging, until they can actually ‘find their
space’ at Loyola. … That means they strike
some kind of balance in how they relate to
faculty at a place where there are few black faculty, and their
total environment may be foreign [because it is majority-white].
In that sense, I have some students who feel lost, who don’t
know what steps to take to be successful.

“Unfortunately, there have been major cutbacks in financial-
aid packages, and so unless a student is able to get a work-study
job and work fewer hours, it’s a problem. If they have to go off-
campus with a serious job, they’re going to be greatly challenged
to succeed in school.”

Rodrigo Carramiñana
University of Illinois at Chicago
Director, Latino Cultural Center, math professor 

“I think the first thing [Latino students] face
is they don’t know how to network.  … They
don’t check information or use the
resources of the university. They have a
friend, a brother of a friend, a friend of a
friend, and if the person says ‘Don’t take this
class,’ they don’t take it. They don’t check
information [and] it affects the sequences of
their coursework. … They rely on the advice
of a student instead of a professional. 

“Most of UIC’s students work more than
20 hours a week, [but] what makes a differ-

ence with Latino students is the responsibility they have at
home. They’ll say, ‘Professor, I can’t come to class, I have to take
my mom to the doctor and she doesn’t speak English.’ Or, ‘I have
to watch my little brother or sister.’ Most Latino students [here]
live at home, and there’s a responsibility that comes with that
family structure.”

To get a different perspective from our survey,
CATALYST interviewed several African-American
and Latino faculty and staff at area colleges and
universities. They cited the well-known problems,
such as coming up with enough money and over-
coming academic deficits, but they also stressed
the difficulties of “fitting in” to the college culture,
especially at predominantly white institutions. Here
is a sample of their observations. 

Interviews by Lorraine Forte and Debra Williams 
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Andre Phillips
University of Chicago
Director, Chicago Academic Achievement Program (CAAP)

“What we find we need to spend time on
is how to think—to get these kids to
think about the world in a more chal-
lenging way. … This is a challenge for
students of color. Students tell us, ‘I read
this book. Why do I have to read it again?’
We say ‘Yes, you may have read this book.
But did you take a critical look at what
you’ve read? That’s what we want you do
to.’ … This is why it was important to
create the CAAP program, to help stu-
dents see they are playing in a new
league, that they will have reached another point in college.
Some had never really been challenged. 

“The specter of spending this kind of money [at the U of
C] in one school year is pretty daunting. Some kids look at
the price tag and never look forward, never apply. This is
unfortunate. … We provide significant assistance financially,
but some students never find that out.

“Being in an environment as diverse as U of C [can be an
obstacle for minorities]. For African-American students, in
particular, the numbers here are not as representative as we
would like. Students look around and don’t find as many stu-
dents like them. … They are suddenly in an environment
where they are the only African American in a college house
or in a class. ...Then you figure in the rigorous academic com-
ponent. They have to retain confidence that they belong.
Once they embrace the sense of belonging, then they can par-
ticipate on equal footing.” 

Sharon Wilson-Taylor
Columbia College Chicago
Dean of Students

“I’ve found that many minority students
[experience] a cultural change. Many of
them have gone to all-black or Latino
schools, and then they come to college
where there are white professors and a
mix of other kids. Many of them are not
used to working with a group, and at
Columbia, there are a lot of group proj-
ects. All this is new.

“They also don’t understand that col-
leges have cultures. For instance, you
are expected to take the initiative; no
one will come to you. If you need tutoring, you have to seek
it out. If you want to participate in a club, you have to go to
the club. We have the resources here, but students have to
seek them out.

“Students also have personal obstacles, like they can’t
study at home [or] they commute back and forth from home
to school, which takes up study time. Mom and Dad don’t
have college experience, so they don’t know their kids need
to study, or that after their child gets out of class, they are
still on campus for several more hours because their child
needs to go to the library.”

Elizabeth Lozano
Loyola University
Associate professor of communications

“With first- or second-generation [immi-
grant] students, many of them are the
first to go to college. That is an issue
because they come to the university with
the weight of doing something very dif-
ferent from what their parents did. Very
often they have to teach their parents
what it means to be in college. Their par-
ents may be very willing [to help them],
but don’t know a lot about school. We
need a lot of mentorship for these stu-
dents because many of them do not ben-

efit from, ‘Oh yes, when I was in college…’ because their
parents didn’t go.

“What makes a huge difference with students’ success is
making a community for them. That is a task that needs to
be addressed, acknowledging their background, creating
cultural events. That is what we try to do through [our] stu-
dent organization, multicultural affairs. … Another element
that is crucial is to see people like them in positions of
power. One of the things that helps morale is to see oneself
represented.

“Most of my Latino students try to keep a low profile. …
For many reasons, some cultural, they don’t feel inclined to
speak up in class. I think it has to do with being raised in
families that often face humiliation as recent immigrants.”

Ana Vázquez
DePaul University
Director, Multicultural Student Affairs

“The transition from a high school envi-
ronment to college, [and] coming to a
predominantly white institution, can be
hard. Part of that transition is determin-
ing whether they belong here, determin-
ing a sense of community. …They could
be doing straight ‘A’ work, but if they
think people don’t want them some-
where, they’re not going to do well, or
they’re going to leave. …When you don’t
have a support system, or network at
home, don’t know many people like you

who’ve gone through this experience … there may be a
sense of isolation.

“Many students tend to struggle with math and science
classes. …We’ve noticed also an avoidance, where students
are delaying taking those courses, which only makes the sit-
uation more difficult. The tutoring that we offer this year
[through the STARS program for minority students] is
specifically focusing on these efforts.

“Many students work, often beyond just one job. They’re
being pulled in so many directions, from having family obli-
gations to assisting with their tuition. … That impacts their
grades when they’re spread so thin, [from] being up late
because of a job, [then] having to get up early to go to class.”
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Hubbard High School graduate
Adam Ramirez has almost
achieved his goal of becoming a

teacher. Once he has that degree in
hand, he’ll be a hot commodity: a male
Latino prepared for a field that is des-
perate to get more Latinos at the head of
increasingly Latino classrooms.

In this era of strict standards, Adam is
lucky to have gotten this far. In high
school, he had poor grades and scored
only 16 on the ACT college entrance
exam, a score that generally is consid-
ered too low for college-level work. After
rejections from several colleges, he final-
ly was accepted by Roosevelt University
under a special scholarship program for
aspiring minority teachers. Even that
program had to waive a key standard. 

“Students should have a 3.25 GPA,
which Adam didn’t have,” says Linda
Pincham, who runs the Scholars Teach
and Reach (STAR) program. “But
Adam’s recommendations from his
teachers were glowing, and they spoke

so highly of him that we looked beyond
those scores.”

Adam did not disappoint. Now in his
senior year, he is an A student with a
passion for teaching and helping young
people. For the last two years, he has
volunteered in classrooms at Pulaski
Elementary in Logan Square.

“I almost don’t recognize him,” says
his mother, Maria Ramirez.  “I am so
proud of him. He is doing so well in
school.”

Pincham believes that because of the
teacher shortage, universities need to
take more chances on students like

Adam. For example, she’d like to see
Roosevelt ease the GPA required to
maintain a STAR scholarship and sup-
port, which at 3.25 is higher than the 2.5
required for admission to Roosevelt’s
College of Education. Since STAR was
launched in 1999, it has lost 15 of 43
students because of low GPAs, she says.  

A few of these students dropped out of
school completely, some transferred to
other institutions, and some remained at
Roosevelt as education majors but with
other financial aid, she says.

“I had one Hispanic male with a 2.8
GPA,” Pincham recalls. “But he was

Students navigate  
turbulent waters

I
n early 2001, Associate Editor Debra Williams
caught up with nine students who had their
sights set on a college degree. They ranged from
high school juniors to college sophomores.
Recruited by Future Teachers of Chicago/Illinois,

they agreed to share their experiences for two years.
Though uncharted, their journeys wound up illumi-
nating many of the challenges that minority stu-
dents face in getting a college education. Although
keeping track of them proved to be a challenge in
and of itself, Williams is happy to report that all are
still in school. She believes that all of them will make
it. Ditto for her own son, Derrick Jr., a sophomore at
Western Illinois University.

Adam Ramirez, a
senior at Roosevelt
University, pauses
outside a Metro
stop in
Washington, D.C.,
where he studied
civil rights issues
in a Harvard
University summer
program.  
.

Adam Ramirez
Chance paid off
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determined to teach. He worked with
kids every day. He loved doing it. So he
worked out some other financial aid
package with the university. This young
man was serious about teaching.”

But other students can’t get along
without the STAR scholarship. “We need
to step back and look at this [GPA
requirement], especially since there is a
teaching shortage,” she says.

Meanwhile, Adam already is revising
his lesson plans. Last summer he was
one of 20 applicants out of 1,300 who
were accepted for a summer leadership
development program sponsored by the
Civil Rights Projects at Harvard Universi-
ty. The lectures and discussions with civil
rights leaders and government officials
gave him a better understanding of how
the government and country operate.  

“I’ll probably teach the Constitution
differently now,” he says. “I don’t want
my kids to just memorize facts, but real-
ly understand the politics, the decision-
making process, how it works, how it
affects people. I want to be a civic-mind-
ed teacher.”

The experience also increased Adam’s
appetite for more study. “When I get my
undergrad degree, I think I’ll keep on
going,” he says. 

Angela Serrano
‘Floating around’

Angela Serrano had big career
dreams. She loved animals and
wanted to become a veterinarian.

But she started working toward that
goal too late. Now, two years after grad-
uating from Hubbard High School, she
is trying to figure out what to do
instead. “I’m just floating around taking
classes,” she says. 

In high school, Angela did not fully
explore career options and requirements
and, therefore, did not take the kinds of
courses or do the kind of work that would

put her on track to veterinary school,
which requires high grades, especially in
math and science, for admission.  

The first sign of trouble came when
the University of Illinois at Chicago, the
only college she applied to, rejected her
application. Undeterred, Angela decided
to enroll in Morton Community College
in Cicero, bring up her grades and reap-
ply to UIC. But even at Morton, she
started out behind, with a remedial
math class. Later, she failed her first col-
lege-level math course, which she plans
to retake this fall. 

“I think becoming a vet will be too
much of challenge for me,” says Angela,
who attends Morton part time.

Joan Klaus, who oversees a Bank One
program to help Chicago Public Schools
students get into and succeed in college,
says students should begin as early as
6th grade to set career goals and make
plans to achieve them. That will put
them in the “college mind set” and keep
their options open, she explains.
“Schools need to help kids do this,”
Klaus adds. “There is an assumption that
this is being done in the home. Well, the
home is not doing it.” 

In Angela’s case, home indeed was
not doing it. Her mother, an immigrant
from Mexico who didn’t graduate from
high school, had put a damper on
Angela’s college aspirations, telling her
she didn’t have enough money or good
enough grades. It was a co-worker at her
job who rekindled Angela’s interest in
college, but that was not until her senior
year at Hubbard.  

Klaus says students also need men-
toring throughout their schooling.
“Culturally, some kids don’t know how
to ask for help. They are told not to ask
questions,” says Klaus. “But it’s hard to
find the right path if you don’t have
adults to help along the way. We tell our
kids all the time, ‘You have to raise your
hand and ask; don’t wait until you sink.’”

Klaus could have been talking about
Angela, who is shy and did not ask for
help from counselors. 

High schools need to do a better job
of preparing kids in math and science,
Klaus adds. “Math and science are gate-

ways, and there is a whole world that is
ineligible to students if they are not
strong in these areas.”

“If you want to become a vet, you
have to have a passion for science and be
strong in math,” says Mary Kelm, assis-
tant dean for academic and student
affairs at the University of Illinois Col-
lege of Veterinary Medicine. “After all,
you are becoming a doctor.” 

But students like Angela, who love
animals but do not have strong academ-
ic backgrounds, can come close to their
dreams by becoming certified veterinary
technicians, she adds.  

The job requires only a two-year asso-
ciate’s degree. Duties include drawing
blood, assisting in surgeries, overseeing
an animal’s recovery and performing
community outreach. Joliet Junior Col-
lege and Parkland Community College in
Champaign both offer the degree. 

“And they are in high demand,” Kelm
adds. 

Informed of that option, Angela got
excited. “Wow, that’s awesome,” she
said. “I’m very interested in that. I’d
heard about techs, but I thought you
had to have math and science for that
too. I didn’t know who to talk to about
it. Now I’m going to look into it next
semester.” 

“I almost don’t recognize [Adam]. I am
so proud of him. He is doing so well in
school.”

Maria Ramirez, mother 

Angela Serrano, a student at Morton
Community College in Cicero, has given up
on her dream of becoming a veterinarian. 
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Ana Salinas
Last-minute reprieve

During her first three years at Loy-
ola University, Ana Salinas saw
her grades go down and up and

down and up. For most of the summer,
she feared they would go down again
because of a new and lengthy commute
to classes. 

She and other upperclassmen living
in dorms and campus housing were told
they had to move to make room for a
surge in freshman enrollment. Ana
couldn’t find an apartment nearby and
decided to move back home to Pilsen,
which would put her on public trans-
portation for up to three hours a day.
That, plus a part-time job, would leave
little time for studying. 

Then, three days before classes began
in August, university staff notified Ana
that they had found her an apartment.
She was elated. “I have my own space,
my own desk for studying that I don’t
have at home. I have access to a com-
puter lab. If I need extra help, I’m closer
to tutoring.”

Being on campus will keep her on
track, says Ana, who is studying to
become a teacher. One Loyola professor
agrees. Commuter students lose not
only time but also an important network

of support, says Isiaah Crawford, chair of
Loyola’s psychology department.

“Being connected to the campus
allows students to share information,
study habits and have access to informa-
tion,” he explains. “Students learn from
each other. They talk informally about
professors’ styles, what classes they
should be taking. They share coping
skills. Commuter students, especially
minority students, miss out on this, and
this is very important.” 

He adds that it is important for
minority students in particular to be
around others with a shared interest.

When Ana graduated from Juarez

High School, she thought college would
be smooth sailing. She had gotten A’s
and B’s, and her teachers told her she
was an excellent student. But she didn’t
feel like one her first year at Loyola. “I
thought everyone was smarter than me,”
she recalls. “I didn’t feel like I fit in.”

Ana quickly learned that, indeed, she
was not as prepared as she had thought.
So she worked harder, which brought
her decent grades. But then she took a
full-time job, and her grades took a
plunge. So she cut back her hours, and
last semester, she earned all A’s. 

“Being on campus is the best thing
for me” she says. 

Ana Salinas, a senior at Loyola University, was spared three hours of commuting each day when the
university found her housing at the last minute. 

Brooke Ray
GPA: from 4.0 to 2.8

Brooke Ray had a grade-point aver-
age of 4.0 when she graduated
last year as valedictorian at Orr

High School, a school on “intervention”
for its low test scores. 

Not surprisingly, the prestigious Uni-
versity of Southern California in Los
Angeles proved to be a bit of a shock. As
a freshman there, Brooke found herself
in a situation that’s not uncommon for
star students from poorly performing
high schools. Struggling with a

demanding curriculum, she finished
her first year with a GPA, 2.8, that is
respectable but short of what she was
accustomed to.  

“Students were much more advanced
and more prepared than I was,” she says.
“They were used to taking notes, had
read a lot more books, had great writing
skills and were more familiar with com-
puter technology. In high school, most of
the time my homework was easy enough
to complete at school. However, when I

studied at home, I probably put in 8 to 10
hours a week. At USC, I study 24 / 7.”

Writing was one of Brooke’s toughest
challenges. She had to do many more
papers, and the papers had to be research-
based, something that Orr had not
taught.

A study conducted by the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education in 1999 found that
the quality of the high school curricu-
lum—not test scores, class rank or
grade-point average—is the most impor-
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“When bright students who have done
well in these kinds of high schools get
to college, it is a shock.”

Sandra Blau, executive director, George M. Pullman Foundation. 
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tant factor in determining whether a stu-
dent gets through college successfully. 

“When bright students who have
done well in these kinds of high schools
get to college, it is a shock,” says Sandra
Blau, executive director of the George M.
Pullman Foundation. “That’s the idea
behind college bridge programs, to pre-
pare kids for college and show them
what is expected.”

Pullman piloted such a program in
1993 at Fenger High School, another
poorly performing Chicago school. The
program, which no longer exists, offered
guidance and optional tutoring. Like
Brooke, many of the participating stu-
dents were accepted into college but
struggled once they got there. 

“The way these students made it was
through tutoring or by acknowledging
‘Wow, I’m really behind. I have to work
a lot harder,’”says Blau, who is con-
vinced that “the best way to help kids
make it through college is to create bet-
ter high schools.”

So far, Brooke has not been shy about
seeking help.

“Most of my classes required a lot of
reading, and writing 12- to 15-page
papers,” she relates. “When I didn’t
understand something I read, I went to
my professors or to the TA [teaching
assistant]. When I needed help with a
paper, I went to the writing center.” 

Brooke, who plans to major in inter-
national business, and her mother, Jean
Ray, are finding college financially
demanding as well. Brooke’s first year at
USC cost $36,000, and Ray is still paying
off $10,000 of that. Brooke also took out
a $3,500 loan this year and is working
part time to help out. 

In retrospect, Brooke wishes she had
been more aggressive looking for schol-
arships; she says she will be during this

school year.  
Still, Brooke returned to USC in

August with ambitious goals for her
sophomore year. Without hesitation, she
says, “I’m going to be more involved in
activities, meet more people, and
although I expect harder work, I’m also
expecting to make a 4.0 this year and get
my GPA back up.” 

She pauses and laughs, “I also expect
to have plenty of debt.” 

Brooke Ray, a sophomore at the University of Southern California, worked at the University of
Illinois at Chicago this summer to help with college expenses.
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Lekena Figueroa-
Forman
Dropping teaching

Lekena Figueroa-Forman, a senior at Northeastern Illinois University, changed jobs this summer
for a higher salary. Now she’s changing majors. 

For the past three years, Lekena
Figueroa-Forman has been attend-
ing Northeastern Illinois Universi-

ty in the hopes of becoming a teacher.
Last month, she decided to switch to
business. Slow to evolve, her decision
was based on time and money. 

First, as a bank teller, Lekena learned
she could make more money in busi-
ness. “I see what new teachers make, and
they don’t get paid enough,” she says.
“The ones that make the money are old
and gray. But young business people are
depositing good money.”

JO
H

N
 B

O
O

Z



CATALYST CHICAGO/October 200216

As a freshman at Chicago Vocation-
al Career Academy, James Snow-
den was determined to go to

college. Not just any college. A very good
college. He studied hard, earned good
grades and participated in clubs and
sports to build leadership skills and posi-
tion himself for athletic scholarships.

His determination paid off: In May, a
month before he graduated as valedicto-
rian, James won a four-year, need-based
grant that will cover almost 70 percent
of his tuition at the University of Chica-
go, one of the nation’s most prestigious
institutions. The grant, $18,500 a year,
came from the university itself, which
charges $27,324 a year in tuition.

With the addition of federal and state
grants, a federal loan, work-study funds
and a scholarship from the George M.
Pullman Foundation, James amassed
$35,870 to cover total annual costs of
$39,454. Even so, the $3,584 difference
will be a challenge for him and his
mother to raise. 

Most of James’ financial aid is renew-
able all four years. To fill the gap in the
future, he will seek additional scholar-
ships and take out more loans if neces-
sary, he says. 

With his finances largely under con-

trol, James shifted his sights to academ-
ics, learning quickly that despite a stellar
high school record, he is starting out
behind.

James was among nine incoming
freshmen invited to participate this sum-
mer in U of C’s Chicago Academic
Achievement Program (CAAP), a special
program just for Chicago students. The
instructors didn’t mince words about
what students had to do, he says. “One
instructor told us, ‘You guys are behind,
but that can be cured. It can be worked

on. You can make it, and that’s what we’re
here to help you do,’” James relates.

The six-week program ran eight
hours a day, five days a week. It included
readings and discussions that mirrored
the undergraduate curriculum, lectures
on special topics and sessions on basics
such as using the university library and
computer system. Students were also
given paying jobs on campus.

“It’s not a mandatory program, but we
tell students, ‘If you are about to attend U
of C, this program will help smooth the

Despite this discovery last year, Leke-
na had planned to stick with teaching. At
the time, she was working at a bank that
had late hours, which would have
allowed her to student teach during the
day. But then she took a higher-paying
job at another bank, one that does not
stay open late.

“Student teaching [involves] being in
a classroom during the day,” Lekena
notes. “I’m getting financial aid for
school, but I have rent, a car, car insur-
ance and other bills to pay. I have to have
a full-time job.”

“We’ve heard this problem since for-
ever, especially from adults returning to
school,” says Patricia Walsh, acting dean
of the College of Education. “Still, stu-
dent teaching is full time. That’s how it
is structured, and there’s nothing we can

do about it.”
“We know it’s difficult,” she adds,

“but I’m always amazed what students
do so they can student teach.” 

Stockpiling money, taking out loans,
working in the evening and living with
parents to reduce expenses are among
the creative solutions.   

Student teaching was not imminent
for Lekena, who had not yet applied.

In late August, she was still strad-
dling the fence. “If I get a teaching
degree, I can come out of school and be
guaranteed a job,” she reasoned. “But if
I study business, the business world is
kind of shaky after September 11, and I
may not be able to find a job. I don’t
know what I want to do.” 

She acknowledged she could move
back home if she “had to.” She left

because of “family problems.” 
But then she calculated that she could

graduate sooner if she switched majors.
At her current pace of accumulating
required credits, she couldn’t get a teach-
ing degree until 2005, but she could get a
business degree in the spring of 2004.
(Lekena had dropped a number of cours-
es to avoid failing them.)

By mid-September, Lekena had made
up her mind and scheduled a meeting to
talk with a counselor in the College of
Business.   

“I’m tired of going to school,” she
explains. “I talked to my advisor, and she
told me that if business is what I wanted
to do, then that’s what I should do. I like
what I’m doing now [working at the
bank].  Teaching is still an option, but
not something I’ll do right now.”

James Snowden
Living his dream

James Snowden gives the valedictory address at his graduation last spring from Chicago Vocational
Career Academy. This year he attends the University of Chicago.  
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Vernon Payne was a so-so student
at Morgan Park High School.
“[He] just didn’t take his work

seriously,” according to one former
teacher. However, when he began study-
ing art at Columbia College last fall, he
vowed to buckle down and do better. 

He didn’t follow through. With a
poor attendance record, Vernon had to
drop courses to keep from failing them.
(Columbia College policy allows stu-
dents three absences due to illness or
another emergency; after the third
absence, a student earns a failing grade.)

“The first semester, I felt I was
focused. But the second semester, I did-
n’t make the commitment to get there,”
Vernon admits. “I work, and I found it
hard to get to class. I knew I wasn’t
doing well, so I dropped my classes. I’m
a little disappointed in my first year.”

With its new demands for setting pri-
orities and managing time, freshman
year typically is the toughest for college
students, experts say. As an open-admis-
sions school, Columbia College gets stu-
dents from a wide range of academic
backgrounds, including some “who did-
n’t do so well in high school [and] need
to be academically challenged,” notes
Mark Kelly, acting vice president of stu-
dent affairs.

Three years ago, Columbia, which
focuses on media and the arts, opened a
Freshman Center to help students with
academics and the tasks that can seem

overwhelming to new students, like fill-
ing out paperwork, choosing classes and
managing a schedule. It also helps them
overcome a transition hurdle that
appears to be unique to performing-arts
students, says center director Timothy
Gordon.

“Many of our kids are leaving envi-
ronments that say, ‘Hey, painting or
drawing is not really a career,’” says
Gordon. “We may be the place where,
for the first time, they are told that their
careers are serious business, and we
have different expectations here. We tell
them, ‘This is a professional environ-
ment. You have to get to class. You have
to turn in assignments.’” 

“We think the center is having an
impact,” says Kelly. Last year, 85 percent
of freshmen sought help from it, he
notes, and the freshman retention rate
rose to 83 percent, up three percentage

points from 1999.  
“We expect our graduation rate to

rise to 30 or 40 percent over the next six
years,” he adds. The average for the past
six years has been 27 percent.

“We ask students to see us twice a
semester,” says Bob Blinn, Vernon’s
advisor. “Vernon has been in once or
twice this year. There are tons of things
we can do to stop a student from failing.
We talk to teachers. We can get a student
a note-taker. We get tutors. The problem
is, students don’t come in. They find
other things to do.”

Vernon acknowledges he could have
done more, and again, he is vowing to
make school his top priority. “I’m going
to go to school full time,” he says. “I’m
going to quit my job. My mom says she’ll
take care of school for me financially.
This time, I want to get good grades and
stay focused.”

transition,’” says Andre Phillips, an asso-
ciate director in admissions. 

The students studied humanities,
math, chemistry and physics, and
attended a special lecture on biochem-
istry. There was substantial reading;
James got seven books the first day and
says he read “about 16 or 17” during the
six weeks. 

Like many new college students,
James had the toughest time with writ-
ing. “I thought I had my writing down,
but I found out I didn’t,” says James. “I

have good ideas, but my writing was
vague, and I had problems with organi-
zation. When I showed my friends my
papers, full of corrections, they were also
surprised and told me, ‘But we thought
you were a good writer.’” 

“I know I’m coming from a public
school to one of the best schools in the
country,” he says. “It will be a challenge,
and I’m a little nervous. But I know I’m
going to have to really, really work—and
other than that, I try not to think about
it too much. It would kill me.” 

Vernon Payne
Trying again

Vernon Payne, now in his second year at Columbia College, looks over mural designs he helped
create this summer at Gallery 37.  
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More online at
www.catalyst-chicago.org

Resources for students and 
parents.

Additional quotes from the  
focus group.

Additional answers to survey 
questions.



Dannielle Dungey has been riding
an emotional roller coaster at
Northern Illinois University. In

her first year, her biggest problem was
feeling isolated on a mostly white cam-
pus. In her second year, she found a new
group of friends in her dorm and devel-
oped an active social life. 

Now in her third year, Dannielle is
questioning her goal of becoming a high
school history teacher. 

“If I could have done things different-
ly, I would not go into education,” says
Dannielle, a history and political science
major who is now interested in the law.
“In high school [Hazel Crest High], I
really didn’t look at a broader area of
career choices. I wish I had done more
research on other careers.” 

Despite her misgivings, Dannielle is
still on the teaching track, largely
because of the teaching obligations that
came with scholarships. The Golden
Apple Foundation, which gave her
$5,000, requires five years of teaching in
Illinois; the Minority Teachers of Illinois
Scholarship Program, which gave her
$2,500, requires one. 

“I feel like I’m stuck in this profes-
sion now,” says Dannielle. “If I change
my major, the money that I got turns
into loans, something I’ve been trying
to avoid. And, I’m almost there, so I’m
going to teach. Still, more than half of
history majors at my school are going
into law.” 

It’s the prospect of higher pay else-
where that turned Dannielle’s head. “I
talked to friends from high school who
were saying that when they come out of

school, they’d start off making $50,000
because of the careers they’d chosen,”
she says. “One was going to be a phar-
macist, and others were business
majors. I thought, my grades are good,
and I’m smart, and they’ll be making
more than me.” 

The average starting salary for teach-
ers is $28,986, according to the Ameri-
can Federation of Teachers. That’s
slightly higher than starting salaries in

hotel and restaurant management
($26,255), advertising ($26,667), the
humanities ($27,017) and architectural
design ($28,156) but less than starting
salaries in business administration
($33,790), civil engineering ($36,160),
computer science ($44,345) and phar-
macy ($59,276), according to data pub-
lished by the trade publication
Employment Review. 

“We may be losing teachers before
they even get into schools,” laments
Debby Pope, communications director
for the Chicago Teachers Union. “And we
[already] have a teacher shortage, which
didn’t come out of thin air. It developed
out of how teachers have been treated
professionally and financially.”

Margee Myles, the director of advise-
ment services at Northern, says it’s not
unusual for education majors to switch
career choices.

“We find that sometimes teaching is
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In her first two years at Northern Illinois University, Dannielle Dungey  (right) wore a path to home
and mom, Maxine, (left) to relieve her feelings of isolation. Adjusted to school, she now worries she
picked the wrong career. 

Dannielle Dungey
To teach or not to teach?
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“If I could have done things
differently, I would not go into
education. I wish I had done more
research on other careers.”

Dannielle Dungey



not a student’s first choice, but a fallback
choice. They’ll have a job when the
graduate. They’ll have summers off. It
will be a piece of cake,” she explains.
“Then they find out, especially if they’d
done some student teaching, that it’s not
a piece of cake. You have to prepare for
the next day. You grade papers at night.
It’s hard work.”

Dannielle’s current game plan is to
start her professional life as a teacher
and then move into law or at least up the
education ladder.

“I’m still going to teach because I’d
planned to do this,” she says. “But once
I get into it, I’m not going to stay in the
classroom. I see myself moving into
administration. Staying in a classroom
until I retire, that’s unrealistic for me.”

However, Myles says that if Dannielle
“really feels strongly about it, she
shouldn’t pursue teaching. It’s better to
make the change now than after a stu-
dent finishes school. Yes, it’s hard. Stu-
dents may have to pay back loans, but
they get through it.”

After cruising through his first
year at Morehouse College in
Atlanta, Kenwood High School

graduate Aaron Price was set to be
inducted this September into the
National Society of Collegiate Scholars.

“I was really pleased with myself, “
says Aaron, who ended the year with a
grade-point average of 3.41. “The work
wasn’t that hard, and I went in feeling
pretty confident.”

Aaron’s achievements show the dif-
ference that preparation makes in col-
lege success. At Kenwood, his teachers
pushed him academically, and coun-
selors helped him research careers,
choose and apply to schools and find
financial aid. 

He notes that his high school math
teachers, for example, tutored him after
school and gave him plenty of one-on-
one help. He began college as a math
major, but switched to business, with a
concentration in accounting. “I still get
to work with numbers, but business and
accounting are more profitable,” he says
with a chuckle.

Aaron also had supportive parents,
both college-educated, who expected
him to go on to college and guided him
through the entire process. His mother,
Pamela Price, put in long hours to find
$65,000 in scholarships to help cover
the cost of tuition, room and board for
four years, a total of about $83,500. For
the coming year, Aaron is adding anoth-

er United Negro College Fund scholar-
ship and $3,000 from South Shore
Bank.

Without all that help and encourage-
ment, Aaron says, “I wouldn’t have made
it so far. Because of what people did for
me, I hope to be successful so that I can
give back and do for others.”  

Aaron’s greatest challenge last year
was social: He had to adjust to his room-
mate. “We had our differences,” he says.
“He was a party animal. I’m quiet.” 

This school year, Aaron plans to
broaden his horizons. As a freshman, he

stayed away from extracurricular activi-
ties to focus on schoolwork, but this year
he plans to become active in student
government and pledge Omega Psi Phi,
his father’s fraternity. 

Over the summer, Aaron worked as
an assistant manager for food operations
at the Atlanta Zoo, where he picked up a
valuable lesson. “I learned I need a col-
lege degree. I realized I would not look
forward to doing what I did over the
summer as a career. The experience will
make me work even harder. I can’t wait
to go back to school.”
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Aaron Price
College a breeze

Aaron Price, a sophomore at Morehouse College in Atlanta, takes a break at the Benjamin E. Mays
gravesite. Being academically prepared and financially set helped make his first year a piece of cake. 
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Web site redesign
This month, CATALYST unveils a
new look for our web site that we
trust will make it easier for users to
read and navigate our site. We've
also created a new Spanish lan-
guage section for translated versions
of our monthly briefing page, as
well as archives of previously trans-
lated stories. See for yourself at:
www.catalyst-chicago.org



The problem
The number of black and Latino stu-
dents enrolled in college has risen
steadily. Among high school graduates,
about 45 percent of whites, 41 percent
of African Americans and 34 percent of
Hispanics enroll in college, according
to the most recent available data. 

However, students of color continue
to be underrepresented in degree attain-
ment. The college graduation rate is
about 59 percent for whites, 38 percent
for African Americans and 46 percent
for Hispanics, according to the best
available data for four-year institutions.

Local survey findings

Survey group’s profile 

African-American 63%
Latino 25
Asian 11
First in the family 

to attend college 24%
Average ACT score 21.5* 
Average college GPA 3.1
* On par with 2001 state average. 

Key issues
62 percent of students waited until

their last two years of high school to
begin college planning. Experts recom-
mend that students, especially blacks

and Hispanics, begin planning in middle
school and that urban high schools beef
up efforts to help. But CPS high schools
have far too few guidance counselors to
do that job; the recommended student-
counselor ratio is 250 to 1; the CPS
ratio is 360 to 1.

Compared to students nationally,
more Chicago students said their high
schools weren’t helpful in selecting
high school courses (23 percent),
choosing a college (31 percent) and
finding financial aid (26 percent).

Good study skills are critical to suc-
cess in college, but 41 percent said
their high school didn’t give them any
direct instruction in those skills.

While sizeable majorities felt well
prepared to meet the reading and writ-
ing requirements of college (68 percent
and 61 percent, respectively), only half
felt well prepared to meet the math
requirements. 

Difficulties with time management
had the greatest impact on students’ abil-
ity to succeed, followed by financial diffi-
culties and personal or family problems. 

CATALYST CHICAGO/October 200220
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The College Challenge

100 %

80 %

60 %

40 %

20 %
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High school graduates
Enrolled in college
for one or more years
Currently enrolled
in college

Source: 2000-2001: Eighteenth Annual Status Report on Minorities in Higher Education, American Council on Education

High school completion,
college participation
for 18- to 24-year-olds

40 %

30 %

20 %

10 %

25- to 29-year-olds 25 years and over

All races
White
African-American
Hispanic

College completion
for 25- to 29-year-olds and persons over 25

In June 2001, CATALYST published the first in a series of periodic
reports on the experiences of nine African-American and Latino stu-
dents who had their sights set on a college degree.
In this issue, we cap off these personal reports with the results of a

survey of 350 minority students from Chicago who are enrolled in a
wide variety of four-year institutions. The survey was conducted by the
Metro Chicago Information Center. 

The entire project was conducted in cooperation with Future Teachers
of Chicago/Illinois, under a grant from The Joyce Foundation.

Online at
www.catalyst-chicago.org

Resources for students, parents 
and counselors.

More answers to survey ques-
tions. 

The periodic reports on nine 
minority students who have 
been working toward a college 
degree.

Comments from a student  
focus group.
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by Brett Schaeffer

In the last five years, a grassroots push
for small schools in Oakland, Calif.,
has produced seven new schools and
a districtwide mandate to open more.
By 1997, Latino and African-Ameri-

can parents in the poorest communities
had grown impatient with overcrowded
schools and low expectations for their
children. They joined forces with com-
munity organizers to demand reforms
and, eventually, they won. 

The group’s efforts were instrumen-
tal in securing a $15.7 million grant
from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foun-
dation for the district to open 10 new
small schools and subdivide Oakland’s
six large high schools into small,
autonomous units. 

Because Oakland’s small school ini-
tiative is parent and community driven
(read: voter driven), district administra-
tors have a solid mandate to create small
schools wherever and whenever they
can. Already there are small schools at
each level of the system-elementary,
middle and high school.

In fact, Superintendent Dennis Cha-
conas envisions transforming the entire
Oakland Unified School District into
small schools. “I’m going to have 120 or
130 [small schools] down the road.”

That mandate gives Oakland a signif-
icant advantage over Chicago and other
urban districts, where enterprising
teachers have led the charge without a
commitment from central office or
much support from the community,
says Michael Klonsky, director of the
Small Schools Workshop at the Univer-
sity of Illinois at Chicago.

Two years ago, Klonsky led a small-
schools symposium for parents and
administrators in Oakland.  “Oakland is
a great work in progress,” he says.

Oakland’s small schools movement
was a five-year odyssey of persistence
and politics.

It was sparked in 1997 when a hand-
ful of parents, many of them members of
churches forming the Oakland Commu-
nity Organizations coalition, began
meeting to discuss overcrowding at Jef-
ferson Elementary. At the time, the
school enrolled three times its 700-stu-
dent capacity. Even with a year-round,
multi-track schedule, classes remained
crowded.

With the help of Oakland Communi-
ty Organizations, the parents applied to
the district to open a charter school.
Twice before, the district had rejected
their plans to create a small school with-
in Jefferson.

Pursuing the charters paid off. By the
fall of 1999, School Futures, a San
Diego-based non-profit, opened two
charter schools to relieve overcrowding
at Jefferson and other nearby elementary
schools. (Charters receive district fund-
ing but operate free of most district man-
dates.) The organizers’ success caught
the public’s attention and more parents
joined their effort to open small schools.

The group’s watershed moment came
in November 1999. More than 2,000 par-

ents and community residents gathered
in an Oakland church to demand that
the mayor, former California Gov. Jerry
Brown, and then-Superintendent
George Musgrove adopt a small schools
policy. (New small schools would help
ease overcrowding and promote smaller
class sizes—a basic tenet of small school
philosophy.)

Brown agreed, and soon afterward

Oakland, California

Grassroots push creates new small schools

Principal Laura Flaxman erases notes on a marker board to prepare for the second annual “Back to
School Night” at Life Academy in Oakland, Calif. 
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Gates small schools
This year, CATALYST will publish

periodic in-depth reports on the Chica-
go High School Redesign Initiative, a
foundation-supported effort to trans-
form large CPS high schools into
smaller learning communities. The Bill
and Melinda Gates Foundation award-
ed a five-year, $12 million grant to the
project; local foundations put up
another $6.2 million. In this first
installment, we take a look at the
community-backed small schools
movement in Oakland, Calif., and con-
trast it with Chicago’s. 
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parents began working with the non-
profit Bay Area Coalition for Equitable
Schools to draft a formal policy that
called for replacing year-round, multi-
track schools with autonomous small
schools within three years. The follow-
ing spring, the 10-member Oakland
school district governing board unani-
mously approved the policy.

Around the same time, the board
hired a new superintendent who would
further advance the district’s move
toward small schools. Against the wish-
es of Mayor Brown, who wanted to reap-
point Musgrove, the board had chosen
Dennis Chaconas, former superinten-
dent of the nearby Alameda Unified
School District. Chaconas was hardly
new to Oakland. Born and raised there,
he was a former high school principal in
the district. In Alameda, he promoted
subject-specific learning academies, a
small-schools sibling.

Months later, the Gates Foundation
made a five-year, $15.7 million grant to
underwrite 10 new small schools and to
support efforts to divide Oakland’s six
high schools into small, autonomous
schools, some of which would be spun off
into separate facilities throughout the
city. (See related story, page 23.)

The Bay Area Coalition for Equitable
Schools, which wrote the proposal that
won the Gates money, is administering
the grant as well, and offering school-
site support in the form of teacher
coaching and planning. Oakland Com-
munity Organizations continues to
organize parents, and district adminis-
trators provide leadership and support. 

Small schools in Oakland are not an
experiment limited to a few elementary
and high schools, Superintendent Cha-
conas stresses. The initiative is intended
to transform the entire district. If
enough schools are reorganized as small
schools, he argues, the movement will
be able to withstand the shifting politics
of the school board or mayor’s office.

The flatlands
The majority of Oakland’s overcrowded
schools were located in what’s known as
the flatlands—the eastern portion of the
city that is home to a host of factories
and freeways. Residential streets are
lined with aging bungalows and mis-
matched ranch-style homes. Commer-

cial strips tend to have as many vacant
storefronts as occupied ones.  

Further west the streets and income
levels rise steadily into Oakland Hills
and other bedroom communities, where
spacious homes boast spectacular views
of the San Francisco Bay.

The hills schools have been quiet on
the small schools movement. In the two
years since the district embarked on its
small schools mission, none has submit-
ted small school proposals.

For now, Oakland’s small schools
movement is centered on flatlands
schools. All seven of the new small
schools, including two elementary
schools, three middle schools and two
high schools, are there.

An existing academy structure in flat-
lands high schools gave small schools a
head start. The academies, designed as
small learning communities that focus
on a specific subject, have been in place
in some schools for more than a decade,
says Allie Whitehurst, director of school-
to-career and high school reform in the
Oakland district.

Some academies faltered when teach-
ers ended up teaching across three or
four academies, which hindered the
development of cohesive learning com-
munities, she explains. (Whitehurst is
on loan to Chicago this year to coach
teachers and administrators at high
schools that are transitioning to a small
schools structure.)

Oakland school district leaders are
not asking its high schools to eliminate
academies, says Whitehurst. Often that
means forcing change on teachers and
administrators who have worked many
years to establish the academy pro-
grams, she notes. The district wants the
academies to think and act more inde-
pendently. For instance, teachers would
teach in one academy to foster close-
knit learning communities similar to
small schools, she suggests.  

Lessons learned
Before Oakland loaned Whitehurst to
CPS, the flow of small schools ideas and
resources went the other direction.  

A retired Chicago high school princi-
pal was hired as a consultant to create
small schools at  Castlemont High
School, one of Oakland’s most troubled
high schools. That work laid the founda-

tion for one Castlemont academy, the
School for Social Justice, to spin off into
its own facility this fall. 

Another idea that Oakland borrowed
from Chicago is the request for propos-
als (RFP) process developed by the UIC
Small Schools Workshop.

The RFP process forces small school
applicants to articulate the proposed
school’s mission and teaching practices.
An application can be 20 pages long. 

Oakland has taken the RFP process a
step further by establishing small school
incubators, a kind of RFP boot camp.
During the incubator phase, groups can
hash out and clarify their small school
vision before writing the official proposal. 

“It’s a quality control measure,” says
Jose Martinez, assistant superintendent
of school reform. The rigorous process—
completing the incubator and then the
official proposal can take up to two
years—promotes dedication, he says. “It
encourages people to take ownership.” 

A district of small schools
Chaconas and others hope to build on
the momentum of the latest small
school spin-offs. Now, the district has 99
schools, including the seven new small
schools. To create an entire district of
small schools, central office administra-
tors will have to change, Chaconas says.
“Somehow the movement has to really
permeate the operations of the school
district if it’s going to make a differ-
ence,” he explains.

If small school principals know all of
their students, then the district superin-
tendent should know all of the small
schools, Chaconas reasons. To that end,
Chaconas plans to personally evaluate
all seven small schools this year and says
he will visit each one at least four times. 

At a recent school conference, Oak-
land parent Lillian Lopez, one of the
original small school organizers, says
the greatest victory for parents and com-
munity organizers is giving small
schools a high profile.   

“There aren’t a lot of people in Oak-
land now who don’t know what small
schools are,” Lopez says. “Now small
schools are cool.”

Brett Schaeffer is a freelance writer
based in San Francisco. 
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One of Oakland’s newest small
schools helped Talicia Beck
make an academic turnaround.

Two years ago, Talicia, now 16, was a
freshman at Oakland’s Fremont High
School, where she regularly walked out
of classes, didn’t do assignments and
posted a solid ‘D’ average. “The teachers
[at Fremont] didn’t care, so I didn’t
care,” Talicia says bluntly. 

Then Talicia’s mother intervened. At
the time, Fremont, a sprawling high
school with more than 1,700 students,
was divided into several career acade-
mies. One of them—the health and bio-
science academy—was in the process of
being spun off into a small, stand-alone
high school that would be renamed Life
Academy. That’s where Talicia landed.

“My mom forced me to come,” says
Talicia. “I didn’t want to—all of my
friends were at Fremont and Castlemont
[another large school].”

At the new school, Talicia’s outlook
improved, and her grades rose dramati-
cally to a B-plus. “Everything about Life
is positive,” she says.

Life Academy, which opened a year
ago with 250 students and 15 teachers, is
the first high school academy in Oakland
to spin off into an autonomous small
school. Teachers, parents and students
connected to Fremont’s Health Academy
came up with the idea to launch their
own school in the spring of 2000, when
a district-wide small schools initiative
called for transforming interconnected
high school academies into autonomous
small schools. 

Being the first school to strike out on
its own had some advantages, such as
establishing new policies and proce-
dures, says Life Principal Laura Flaxman,
previously an assistant principal at Fre-
mont. But there were also drawbacks.
Implementing those new policies and
procedures was time consuming, Flax-
man explains. She and six young Fre-
mont teachers who started the school
had little time leftover to focus on cur-
riculum and other academic concerns.  

“This year we’re starting with a real
strong focus on literacy, which we

frankly didn’t have time for last year,”
Flaxman notes. 

Finding suitable space was another
challenge. A former Red Cross facility
already occupied by the school district fit
the bill, and Life received $428,000 from
the district to retrofit the space with sci-
ence labs and pay for the move. (The
school also received $250,000 over five
years from the Bill and Melissa Gates
Foundation to pay for professional devel-
opment and coaching for teachers.)

District funds, however, didn’t cover
everything. The facility had no gymnasi-
um, so educators came up with a creative
way for students to earn gym credits.
Between semesters, Life students must
participate daily in one of several pre-
scribed activities, including camping,
kayaking or taking yoga classes, which
Talicia did last year.

The science of Life
Life Academy has a rigorous college
preparatory curriculum that requires
students to take two science classes
every year. Students are expected to
graduate, attend college and major in a
scientific field. (Last year, 96 percent of
Life’s seniors were accepted at two- or
four-year colleges and universities.) 

The school also connects its life sci-
ence coursework to hands-on experience
through year-long, part-time internships
at the city’s science museum, local hos-
pitals and area biotech companies, says
Flaxman. For instance, hospital intern-
ships allow students to do rotations with
doctors, she explains.

More generally, Life
aims to make every
classroom an intimate
learning community—
a hallmark of the small
school model.

With small class
sizes—fewer than 20
kids per class—Talicia
can’t escape the atten-
tion of her teachers.
That means no more
wandering out of class.
Instead, she gets lost in
her reading. 

Last year, her humanities class read
“Lord of the Flies,” William Golding’s
1954 novel of shipwrecked teens. Talicia
says the factions formed by the stranded
boys reminded her of Fremont, where
exclusive social groups were the norm.
Not so at Life, she says. “At Fremont I did-
n’t know anybody outside my own little
circle, but here I kind of know everyone.” 

Making sure students don’t fall
through the cracks is a priority at Life,
Flaxman says  “Every kid will have at least
one adult who knows them very well.”

Like other small schools throughout
the country, Life uses advisors to foster a
close-knit school community. Each stu-
dent is assigned to a teacher who will get
to know them personally and will serve
as their advisor, notes Flaxman, who
advises several students. 

“The advisor is the person calling
home, and the person meeting regularly
with the student’s parents,” Flaxman
says.

Talicia credits her advisor, humani-
ties teacher Erik Rice, for getting her
back on track. She says that more than
anything, Rice simply listened to her. He
also encouraged her reading, instilled
better study habits and helped her set
goals. It was in Rice’s class that she read
“Lord of the Flies.” 

“He’s the coolest teacher here,” Talicia
says. “He talked to me about how to get
into college, and he stayed on my back. I
studied more and I didn’t leave class.” 

Talicia now has her sights set on
attending college, perhaps the Universi-
ty of California-Davis or Berkeley, she
says, so she can stay close to home and
her mom.

Oakland’s Life Academy: first out of the gate 
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by Elizabeth Duffrin

On the southern edge of the
schoolyard at Waters Elemen-
tary, the tomatoes are ripen-
ing, the false dragons are

flowering, the grapes are thick on their
vines. Peter Leki—whom  neighbors
describe as all green thumb—leads a vis-
itor around dense, grassy thickets to
point out endangered prairie plants like
Kankakee mallow, cardinal flower and
swamp saxifrage. 

The garden, now a block long, is only
Leki’s most visible accomplishment at
the Lincoln Square school. Over the past
10 years, he has served as a local school
council president, a classroom volun-
teer, and now a university consultant. In
that time, he has woven himself into the
fabric of his neighborhood school in a
way that few outsiders ever do. 

In the early 1990s, Leki, then a water
plant operator, and his wife, Deborah, a
community college professor, had their
three children enrolled in magnet
schools. Children in the middle-class
enclave where they reside typically go to
private or magnet schools rather than
Waters, which today is 70 percent Latino
and 89 percent low-income. 

But in 1991, the Lekis reconsidered
that decision for their youngest son,
Jamal, the only one remaining in ele-
mentary school. School bus commutes
were long and his classmates were scat-
tered around the city. So they trans-
ferred the 4th-grader to Waters, a move
that gave the Lekis stronger ties in the
neighborhood, too. “We liked our neigh-
bors and felt we had a little bit of respon-
sibility to the local struggling school,”
Leki explains.

Leki’s involvement with Waters grew
over time. First, he ran for local school
council, won, and agreed to serve as
chair. Later, he began volunteering in

the classroom. After participating in,
then leading parent involvement work-
shops for National-Louis University’s
Center for City Schools, Leki was hired
to run the program citywide.  

A common thread running through
Leki’s successive roles—LSC chair,
classroom volunteer, school consult-
ant—is promoting a school-wide ecolo-
gy curriculum that gives students a
chance to learn science by getting down
in the dirt and into the wilds. 

When Leki arrived at Waters, science
classes, and much of rest of the curricu-
lum, were text-book based and unin-
spired, according to Principal Tomas
Revollo, who was hired in 1992 by the
LSC that Leki chaired. 

With an enthusiasm for nature that
teachers describe as contagious, Leki
introduced the faculty to hands-on ecol-
ogy projects and trained parents to assist
them. He also connected the school with
outside groups like the Friends of the
Chicago River, the Chicago Botanic Gar-
dens and the Nature Conservancy that
would supply the school with materials
for field trips and in-school activities.

Leki’s ecology projects were the first
school-wide effort at “hands-on” learn-
ing, and helped the faculty become more
comfortable with new teaching meth-
ods, according to Revollo.

Each class tends its own plot in the
school garden, and 30 families who live
in the community raise vegetables there
too. About 160 species of prairie plants
outline the garden’s perimeter, many
sown from seeds that students collected
at nearby forest preserves. 

The garden is a laboratory for scien-
tific observations of plants and insects,
as well as a source for descriptive writing
assignments and math exercises. Third-
graders, for instance, select the number
and types of plants to fill their plot based
on a price list, a budget, plot dimensions
and guidelines on plant spacing. 

The project makes abstract math
concepts, like calculating area, more
concrete and interesting, explains 3rd-
grade teacher Diane Gebhardt. “It gives
them a purpose, a reason for what
they’re learning in the classroom.”

The most intensive ecology work is
done in the 3rd, 4th and 5th grades, all
of which participate in Mighty Acorns,
an elementary school science program
designed by the Nature Conservancy to
meet state learning goals. Each grade
studies a different ecosystem—wetlands,
woodlands, or prairie—and visits a Cook
County forest preserve three times a
year for conservation work and research. 

For instance, 5th-graders, who are
studying woodlands, have been investi-
gating the health of an oak forest in
Chicago’s Sauganash Prairie Grove.
Every year, students stretch a 100-foot
line between the same two points in the
forest, then they count and identify each
woody growth within three feet of that
line. Back in class, they graph a year’s
worth of data to determine whether non-
native species are overtaking the new
oaks. Last year, the class wrote a letter to
the Cook County Board of Commission-
ers that detailed their findings. They
pleaded for better forest maintenance. 

“It was my first time helping some-
thing in our community,” says Hanslee
Garcia, now a 6th-grader. “It felt great.” 

Parents become experts
Back in 1991, when Leki joined Waters’
LSC, the council had only general ideas
about education reform, so members
looked for outside expertise to help craft
their school improvement plan. Leki’s
contacts at magnet schools suggested
that the council tap Harvey Daniels and
Marilyn Bizar of National-Louis Univer-
sity’s Center for City Schools.

The two were invited to visit the
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Neighborhood parent, gardener
helps an elementary school blossom



council and share their vision of educa-
tion, which they explained was based on
creativity, exploration and uncovering
each child’s potential. 

“We were amazed,” Leki recalls. “Our
vision [had been] so much more limited:
to stop yelling at kids, to make sure toi-
let paper was in the bathroom, maybe
there would be some more field trips.”

At the same time, the principal of
Waters had retired and the council hired
Revollo, who agreed with their goal to
replace rote learning with experiments
and projects, Leki says. Still, teachers
were slow to climb on board, he adds.
Feeling that he lacked the leverage to
influence them from his position on the
council, Leki volunteered to work in
classrooms.

Leki had recently completed an inter-
disciplinary bachelor’s degree in ecology,
education and neighborhood studies at
Northeastern Illinois University. That
background came in handy when he
began visiting classrooms and leading
students on field trips, first to the Chica-
go River and later to nearby forest pre-
serves. “Pete has knowledge normal
people just don’t have,” says 5th-grade
teacher Mindy Feld. “If a kid says ‘What’s
that plant?’ he knows it. And this is in
the woods where there are thousands of
plants.”

As he shared his knowledge with stu-
dents, Leki also began to influence par-
ents. Waters had adopted the Center for

City Schools’ “Parent Project,” a pro-
gram that exposes parents to progressive
teaching methods through activities
such as writing workshops, family histo-
ry projects and book groups. The idea is
to help parents support children’s learn-
ing at home, and to inspire them to push
for better teaching at their schools. 

After attending one workshop at
Waters, Leki volunteered to lead some,
and in 1994, National-Louis hired him
to direct the project citywide. He has
since led parent workshops at 50 Chica-
go public schools.

One workshop he created and piloted
at Waters trains parents to lead ecology
activities with small groups of students.
Getting parents to participate is crucial
to making interactive outdoor lessons
productive, Leki explains. Teachers agree
that students learn more—and get to do
more—in small groups with an informed
parent working alongside them.  

Waters is unique in providing its own
corps of trained volunteers for Mighty
Acorns field trips, according to Laurel
Ross of the Illinois Chapter of the Nature
Conservancy. Indeed, a shortage of forest
preserve volunteers has limited the num-
ber of schools that can participate in the
program, she notes. “[Waters] parents are
just as involved in the field trip as the
kids,” she adds. “They are not passive
observers. They make the program work.” 

Several years ago, grants for parent
programs like Leki’s were plentiful, but

now those funds are dwindling as local
foundations shift priorities, he notes.
This year, National-Louis can only afford
to hire him part-time and has cut back
the number of schools in the Parent Pro-
ject. Leki, however, plans to continue his
efforts at Waters. 

By rooting himself in one school
community, Leki says he hopes to help
counteract the transience that charac-
terizes many city schools, as reforms,
programs, funding, even families, come
and go. “Stay in a place over time, honor
its character, and maybe you can build
something good,” he says.
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Peter Leki helped
Waters Elementary
transform its rundown,
asphalt playlot into a
flourishing community
garden.

Resources
Parent Project: Contact Peter Leki,
773-463-8968.

Mighty Acorns: Call Bill Koenig at
the Forest Preserve District of Cook
County, 708-771-1334.

Chicago Botanic Gardens: For more
information on an online garden pilot,
call Marie Bernardy, 847-835-8280.

Friends of the Chicago River:
Resources for teaching ecology, con-
servation or history related to the
Chicago River. Call Chris Parson, 312-
939-0490, ext. 11.

UP CLOSE
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Bargaining rights deal
key in contract talks

by Dan Weissmann

Apolitical skirmish over a pro-
posal to modestly increase
union authority is shaping up
to be a key factor in upcoming

contract negotiations between the School
Board and the Chicago Teachers Union.

In early September, the board and the
union announced they had reached an
agreement to restore some of the power
unions lost in 1995, when Republican
state lawmakers gave the mayor control
of the school system. But the legislature
must adopt the agreement.

At issue is the legislative prohibition
against bargaining over class size,
staffing, layoffs and other significant
workplace decisions. The prohibition
often is referred to as “4.5,” after the sec-
tion where it is laid out in the 1995
school reform law.

In her campaign for CTU President,
Deborah Lynch made restoring those
bargaining rights a top priority. After
she won, Lynch eventually persuaded
the mayor to drop his opposition and
then hashed out a compromise with
board negotiators.

The compromise provides that the
union may discuss the once-forbidden
topics but cannot strike over them or
take them to binding arbitration. The
School Board would retain the final say.

Initially, Republican leaders publicly
blasted the new deal. Sen. Dan Cronin
(R-Elmhust), chair of the Senate Educa-
tion Committee, called it “an outrage.”
But then the board swung into action,
making the rounds to sell its proposal to
local business leaders, the press, labor
unions and legislators from both parties. 

Subsequently, Cronin toned down his
rhetoric. In an interview with CATA-
LYST, Cronin calls the proposal “dis-

turbing” and argues that reducing the
School Board’s power also renders it less
accountable for student progress.

Still, Cronin says he won’t necessari-
ly fight the bill if business leaders, like
the Civic Committee of the Commercial
Club of Chicago, support it. “I believe in
local control,” he says. “If everybody in
Chicago wants this, I’d listen. I’m open
and receptive.”

At least one business-backed group
looks favorably on the arrangement.
Closing the deal
would give
Lynch “a bit of a
victory, so she
can look strong,”
says John Ayers,
executive direc-
tor of Leadership
for Quality Edu-
cation, the Civic
C o m m i t t e e ’ s
school-reform
arm. “We want [Lynch] to successfully
negotiate a contract.”

“[Lynch] didn’t get everything she
wanted, but the board was not crazy
about modifying 4.5,” notes James
Franczek, a private attorney who has long
been the board’s chief labor negotiator. 

For CEO Arne Duncan, the agreement
could mend relationships that frayed
when he abruptly closed three schools
last spring. (CATALYST May 2002)

Agreement details
Under the proposal, the board would
retain the right to make unilateral deci-
sions to lay off workers, raise class sizes
and the like, but it would be required to
negotiate the impact of those decisions
on union members. For a layoff, impact
issues would include who gets laid off,

how much notice they get and recall
procedures. But even on questions of
impact, the ultimate power would still
rest with the board. 

Details aside, the deal would give
union leaders a set of guaranteed forums
for making their case to the board and
the public before the board proceeds
with decisions that affect their members.
“In the future, the board could not call
us and say, ‘We’re closing three schools,
and we’re having a press conference in
an hour,” says Lynch. 

If bargaining over 4.5 issues bogged
down, the board and the union would go
to a mediator. If the mediator favored the
union’s position and the board went its
own way, union leaders could go public
with the mediator’s finding. “They get a
voice, even though they may not end up
getting the decision,” says Franczek.

The proposed legislation gives the
union two other forums: a labor/man-
agement council that would meet
monthly and a “partnership agreement”
that would require the board and the
union to work together to craft a plan
for school system improvements.
Monthly labor-management meetings
have been routine since 1995.

Beyond the proposed legislation,
Lynch also won agreement on a proce-
dural change that would make it easier
for some laid off school clerks and other
paraprofessionals to get their jobs back.

The agreement is “one of the most
positive things that’s happened in Chica-
go school reform for the last 15 years,”
says Dorothy Shipps, a professor at New
York’s Columbia University Teachers
College who has written extensively
about the Chicago public schools.

Shipps notes that reform legislation in
both 1988 and 1995 targeted teachers
and aimed to undercut their role in
reform. “You can’t improve teaching and

Deborah Lynch
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learning in really substantive ways unless
you engage the teachers,” she says. 

Civic Committee Vice President Dea
Meyer says that the group is still figur-
ing out what position to take. “In the
best of worlds, we wouldn’t repeal 4.5,
but we’re looking at how it fits into the
entire reform spectrum,” she says.  

Although getting the bill through the
Republican-controlled state Senate this
fall remains uncertain, it would probably
sail through the legislature early next
year when Democrats are widely expect-
ed to hold majorities in both houses.  

“We’re hoping it’ll get through the

veto session, but if not, we’ll ask that it
be taken up immediately in January,
which would leave us plenty of time to
begin bargaining over the terms of a
new contract,” says Lynch. The current
contract expires next June.

Contract wish list
The deal on this non-economic issue
comes at a time when the board is fac-
ing increasingly tight finances. Rev-
enues from the state dropped this year,
and new federal funds plugged only

some of the holes. 
Yet Lynch says union members tell

her that after a long string of 2- and 3-
percent raises in economic boom times,
their top priority is larger pay increases. 

Over the summer, the union posted a
list of 100 or so proposed new contract
items, suggested by its membership ear-
lier last spring that range from radically
decreased class size in primary grades to
better health insurance coverage. 

Without the proposed legislation,
many of those proposals would be off the
table entirely, just as teachers’ griev-
ances over 4.5-related issues have hit a
dead end since 1995. “Right now, they’re
just sent back to us stamped ‘Grievance
denied, 4.5,’” Lynch says. 

Such dead ends “really undermined
members’ confidence in the union,”
Lynch adds. “Once any provision gets
into the contract, it becomes enforce-
able through the grievance procedure all
the way to arbitration.”

Assistant principals are enjoying a
slight increase in security under
a rule the School Board adopted

in August. 
The new rule gives additional force to

an existing Human Relations Depart-
ment policy that was not always followed
in the field. The key provision addresses
situations where the School Board tem-
porarily assigns a contract principal to a
new position, such as guiding a school
placed on intervention, while an interim
principal takes over the contract princi-
pal’s school. 

In some cases, for instance, the inter-
im principals selected new assistant
principals. But the interim and the new
assistant principal often were replaced
when the temporarily reassigned princi-
pals returned to their original schools.

“That was just too much instability,”
says Dave Peterson, assistant to the pres-
ident of the Chicago Principals and
Administrators Association. 

Now, assistant principals can be
replaced by an interim only if there is a
true vacancy in the principal’s job. “It
certainly gives assistant principals a lit-
tle more job security,” Peterson notes. 

Before 1993, assistant principals held

their positions as long as they liked,
regardless of changes in a school’s top
leadership. In 1993, the Chicago Teachers
Union agreed to term limits—from then
on, newly selected assistants (and head
teachers) would serve for the same period
of time as the principals who selected
them. However, individuals who were
assistant principals on Sept. 1 of that year
were grandfathered into their jobs. 

In 1997, former CEO Paul Vallas took
advantage of new flexibility in state law,
the so-called 4.5 provisions, and applied
the term limits to those individuals as
well. That meant that new principals
could replace assistant principals when
they arrived at a school—so long as they
gave 30 days’ notice. The idea was to
build a leadership team that had a com-
mon approach. 

As before, acting principals may
appoint only an acting assistant principal
if there is a vacancy. Both can fill their
positions for no more than 100 days.

Despite the School Board’s attempt to
improve stability in the administrative
ranks, some local school council advo-
cates say additional changes should be
made to ensure continuity and cohesion.

Reform advocates are concerned that

the new rule does not address one aspect
of LSC authority. “[The Board] will by
fiat move a four-year contract principal
and put them in some other position.
The LSC can’t do anything about that
until the end of the contract,” notes
Sarah Vanderwicken of the Chicago
Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights
Under Law. 

The Lawyers’ Committee recom-
mends that a vacancy be declared when-
ever a principal is permanently
reassigned. That would allow the local
school council to name a new principal,
who could build his or her own team.

Under the new rule, the board has
attempted to clarify the definition of a
“vacancy.” A principal vacancy is created
when the principal dies, resigns, loses
certification or is fired; when the school
is closed or consolidated; or when the
principal is removed under probation,
educational crisis or intervention. 

Deputy Chief Education Officer Carlos
Azcoitia says principals make the decision
to resign or keep their contracts when
the board assigns them to a new school.
“The principal at Orr went back to his
former school because he has a contract,”
he notes.                    Maureen Kelleher

New board rule boosts AP stability

“I believe in local control. If everybody
in Chicago wants this, I’d listen. I’m
open and receptive.”  

Sen. Dan Cronin (R-Elmhurst)
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PRINCIPAL CONTRACTS The following
assistant principals have been awarded
principal contracts at their schools: Debo-
rah Bonner, Dett; Joy E. Pilcher, Colman;
Shirley Scott, Faraday. … Interim princi-
pal Cynthia Hughes was awarded a four-
year contract at Calhoun North, and
acting principal Paul O’Toole was awarded
a contract at Marquette. … Katherine
Volk, assistant principal at Hawthorne, is
now contract principal at Pershing Mag-
net. … Vera Williams-Willis, assistant
principal at Clissold, is now contract prin-
cipal at Altgeld.

AT CLARK STREET
Mayor Richard M.
Daley has appointed
Alberto Carrero, vice
president of Banco
Popular, to the
Chicago Board of
Education. Carrero,
a former trustee of
City Colleges of
Chicago, replaces
Michael Mayo, who resigned this summer.
… Former Region 2 officer Domingo Tru-
jillo has been appointed chief instructional
officer. He supervises the 24 new area
instructional officers and reports to Bar-
bara Eason-Watkins. …Timothy Shana-
han, director of the Chicago Reading
Initiative, resigned in late August and
returned to his former position as director
of the Center for Literacy at the University
of Illinois-Chicago. The reading initiative
is now a unit within the Office of Profes-
sional Development. … Martin Gartzman,
previously associate director of the Insti-

tute for Mathematics and Science Educa-
tion at UIC, was named chief officer for
math and science instruction, a new post
reporting to deputy chief education officer
Armando Almendarez. He will develop
programs to support improved instruction
in math and science.

NEW CHARTER SCHOOL In September,
Aspira of Illinois, a non-profit that serves
Latino youth, was awarded the CPS char-
ter made vacant when Nuestra America
was closed. Mirta Ramirez Computer Sci-
ence Charter School will be located at
2435 N. Western and will ultimately enroll
450 students. The curriculum will be tech-
nology based, and will offer students an
opportunity to be certified in name-brand
software.

PRINCIPAL RETIREMENTS The following
principals have retired: Nereida Bonilla,
Audubon Elementary and Diana Hernan-
dez-Azcoitia, Kelvyn Park High. Linda
Sienkiewicz is acting principal at
Audubon. Sandra Fontanez-Phelan is
interim principal at Kelvyn Park.

POLICY CPS has revamped its induction
program for new teachers. Formerly
known as MINT, the program was renamed
GOLDEN (Guidance and Orientation Lead-
ership Development Empowering New
teachers). GOLDEN offers new teachers
more professional development choices
and reduces from four to two the number
of days that teacher mentors spend outside
of their classrooms in training. A pilot
project beginning this winter will convene
mentors for after-school discussion

groups. … In August, the board passed a
policy to allow students taking online
courses through Illinois Virtual High
School to earn up to two credits, as long
as they have prior written approval from
their principal.  

MOVING IN/ON Clara M. Jennings was
named dean of the DePaul University
School of Education effective Sept. 1. Pre-
viously, she was dean of the Graduate Col-
lege of Education at the University of
Massachusetts Boston.

‘NO CHILD’ Educational Testing Service
is developing a test for CPS paraprofes-
sionals that will determine whether they
are “highly qualified” under the new feder-
al education law, No Child Left Behind.
The law requires that classroom parapro-
fessionals have an associate’s degree, take
60 hours of college credit or pass a local
assessment test. A draft of the test, which
includes reading, writing and math, was
given to volunteers in September. A final
version is expected to be ready in January.
The Chicago Teachers Union Quest Center
plans to develop related courses and test-
preparation materials.

BUILDINGS In August, the board agreed
to buy land to build a new facility at 10334
S. Wentworth for Hughes Elementary and
Davis Developmental Center, a special edu-
cation preschool. The building’s design, by
Marble Fairbanks Architects of New York,
won the Chicago Public Schools Design
Competition in 2001.

Liz Duffrin, Maureen Kelleher

Carrero


