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More seriously, the School Board
pulled a bait and switch with fund-
ing. First, school officials announced
that many new Renaissance 2010
schools would be housed in district
facilities—an arrangement that has
worked out nicely for some existing
charter and contract schools. Later,
officials revealed that the district
would charge the new schools rent
and fees for the privilege, cutting into
the already modest funding they get
to educate children. Until now, char-
ter and contract school operators
who were lucky enough to land
space in a public school building

often got it for free or nearly so. 
KIPP Ascend Charter, for

instance, got prime space on the sec-
ond floor of a new school building in
Austin and didn’t pay rent at all. “This
is definitely a hit,” says Principal Jim
O’Connor, whose school has out-
grown its current location. O’Connor
had hoped to move into another
public school building but is now
considering other options.

The new funding dictum is the

kind of bureaucratic thinking that
has stifled innovation in regular
public schools. If Schools CEO Arne
Duncan and the board are as com-
mitted to new schools as they pro-
fess, they will go back to the drawing
board to rework the funding formu-
la, move stuff around and find a way
to give renaissance schools the
same deal that regular schools get
for facilities. 

To forestall another problem on
the horizon, they also need to take a
look at enrollment issues at small
high schools here and in New York
City. Just this fall, hundreds of New

York parents and students crowded a
central placement center, seeking
slots in the city’s more desirable high
schools, many of which are small
schools. In both cities, enrollment
caps for small schools—a key to their
success—have been undermined
when schools accept or are assigned
more students than they were
designed to handle.

As the district moves ahead with
its new-schools plan, it also needs to

set priorities for how best to deploy
its valuable resources of time and
money. Which is higher on the list—
creating 100 new schools, or helping
the 212 schools the district just
placed on probation? In the current
tight budget climate, doing one
major initiative well is better than
doing several only halfheartedly.
Indeed, some schools now on the
probation list—Beethoven, for
instance—have a history of making
decent progress on their own. 

One board member of a local
foundation that has supported char-
ter schools called Renaissance 2010
“a train wreck,” and that was before
the misguided funding formulas
were released.

Most people are still willing to ral-
ly around the goal of creating new
schools to serve kids better. But we’ll
never get there if the district contin-
ues to blunder its way through, and
the mayor allows that to happen.

ABOUT US  We would like to extend a
warm welcome to the newest mem-
bers of the Catalyst Chicago editorial
board. They are CCaarrooll  JJoohhnnssoonn, par-
ent and LSC member at Spencer Ele-
mentary and Westinghouse High;
MMiicchhaaeell  MMiillkkiiee, principal, Noble
Street Charter High; HHaawwaa  JJoonneess,
reading specialist, Paul Robeson
High; GGlloorriiaa  MMccKKiinnlleeyy, teacher, Kell-
man Corporate Community School;
and VViivviiaann  LLoosseetthh, assistant director,
Youth Guidance. Our newly appoint-
ed board chair is Randolph Elemen-
tary Principal JJooaann  FFoorrttee, and DDiioonn
MMiilllleerr  PPeerreezz of the Cross City Cam-
paign for Urban School Reform will
serve as vice-chair.
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FROM THE EDITOR

Doing renaissance right

Veronica Anderson

F
or an initiative that was unveiled with great
fanfare and the rousing support of Mayor
Richard M. Daley and business elites,
Renaissance 2010 has begun life with

surprisingly amateurish problems. A botched
rollout, for one, left grassroots groups and teachers
out in the cold, forcing the district to make nice as
political backlash swelled. While unfortunate,
that’s a drawback that can be overcome. 

Most people will rally around new schools, but we’ll never get there

if the district continues to blunder its way through, and the mayor

allows that to happen.



In June, Mayor Richard M. Daley announced Chicago would create
100 new schools by 2010. Since then, the bold initiative has hit a
series of political and financial snags.  Though some will fade quickly,

others have left even supporters of the plan questioning its future.
Advocates and insiders agree the board needs to develop a better school
closings policy, plus sustainable plans for human resources and funding
over time.    COVER STORY: PAGE 6

BUSINESSES NOT RUSHING TO SIGN UP 
Education leaders and teachers step up to the plate, but companies conspicuously absent. PAGE 10

CPS TURNS TO OUTSIDE CONTRACTORS 
Questions remain about the effectiveness of contract schools in raising achievement. PAGE 11

COOKIE CUTTER CHARTERS?
Existing charters consider opening new campuses, but finding a facility is tough. PAGE 12

A NEW CLASS OF PUBLIC SCHOOLS
CPS “performance schools” will be given free rein to chart their own educational course. PAGE 13

TOO MANY SCHOOLS TOO SOON?
New York is the king of small schools, but some observers says the quality of new schools is declining. PAGE 14

Catalyst Chicago October 2004 3

UP CLOSE Page 16
 Matching teachers

to schools

UPDATES Page 21
 Flight to suburbs?

Not from CPS

 Principals firing
more teachers

 Dropout programs
hit with funding cuts

NEW SCHOOLS

DEPARTMENTS Notebook             4
Viewpoints            18
Comings & Goings     24

ON THE WEB

Go to the Catalyst web site,
www.catalyst-chicago.org,
for news and resources on Chicago
school reform, including:

Spanish translations
Citywide data from the 1980s
Calendar of events
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JOE GALLO

ON THE COVER: Students play in
front of the Williams Multiplex on the
Near South Side. Now home to four
small schools, Williams was one of
the first renaissance schools.

JASON REBLANDO

Ryan Asanon, 18, a student at Antonia Pantoja School, carries an empty
chair outside the Thompson Center to protest $2 million in cuts for alternative
schools. At his right is classmate Andres Chavez, 18. Story on page 23.



4 Catalyst Chicago October 2004

Notebook

IN SHORT
“75 schools rise to challenge, scale new probation bar”
Headline on a Sept. 23 press release from CPS announcing that 212 schools, instead
of the expected 289, have been placed on probation. Eighty-two  schools were on
probation last year.

TIMELINE

with ...
Q&A

Meaningful changes in schools and
in classrooms must involve teachers. So
says Allen Bearden, now associate
director of ST(2), a teacher support pro-
gram at the University of Illinois at
Chicago. Bearden talked with
researcher John Myers about unions
and professional development, teacher
leadership, the need for National Board
certification and why teachers quit.

Why should unions care about teacher
leadership and professional development?

Unions can’t ignore the bread-and-butter
issues that most teachers are concerned about:
getting their paychecks and medical benefits.
But if unions are going to be professional
organizations, they have to concentrate on
what teachers actually need to perform in
classrooms. New teachers are demanding that.

Some union folks say leave training and
professional development to central
office. Are you saying that central office
is not up to the task?

Central offices could do that, but they
often have a narrow focus. The focus in Chica-
go is on literacy. There’s less emphasis on oth-
er content areas, like fine arts, music, science,
math and family and community involve-
ment. Unions could help with that.

Should the union push for more partner-
ship schools? 

If the programs that the union is imple-
menting help those schools show progress,
then by all means, they should be replicated and
allowed to continue.

The Quest Center worked to get more
teachers certified by the National Board
for Professional Teaching Standards.
That helps individual teachers, but how
does that help an entire school improve?

The intent of the program was not just to
validate that teachers have great knowledge
and skills. It was to help these teachers become
leaders. The Quest Center started to collabo-
rate with CPS’s National Board support pro-
gram to do mentor training to help those
board-certified teachers become facilitators,
coaches and mentors. And we had a group of
people who would go around and talk about
the benefits of becoming board-certified.

Minnesota: Performance pay
Under a federal grant, teachers in the Min-
neapolis and Waseca school districts may
qualify for bonuses based on peer reviews
and improved student achievement,
according to the Sept. 14 St. Paul Pioneer
Press. Teachers will get bonuses of $500 to
$3,500 based on test score gains and peer
evaluations, and can qualify to become
master teachers and coaches for additional
bonuses of up to $8,000. Three Minneapolis
schools and all four schools in Waseca will
participate. Each district will receive $2.6
million. Minnesota is one of eight states in
the federal program.

North Carolina: Best teachers
State officials are planning for school dis-
tricts to begin pairing their best teachers
with the lowest-achieving students, accord-
ing to the Sept. 9 Post and Courier. The

state Supreme Court ruled in July that
school districts need to do a better job of
educating needy children. Local school
superintendents say experienced teachers
are likely to resist reassignment without
incentives. One idea up for debate would
offer teachers $16,000 in incentive pay over
seven years.

Washington D.C.: Unused vouchers
More than one in five students who quali-
fied for the nation’s first federally funded
voucher program have not taken advan-
tage of the chance to attend private schools
in the city, according to the Sept. 1 Wash-
ington Post. Parents cited a variety of rea-
sons for their decision, including trans-
portation challenges and a preference for
programs in public or charter schools. Of
the 1,359 students who were awarded
vouchers, 1,069 had been placed or were
being matched to private schools.

Allen Bearden, former director 

Chicago Teachers Union Quest Center 

ELSEWHERE

Sept. 10: Retention
The number of kids who
will have to repeat a grade
drops, but the percentage
rises. About 7,900 students
were retained after they
completed mandatory sum-
mer school, down from
about 10,800 last year. But
that figure is 32 percent of
summer school students, up
from 30 percent last year.
Students with substandard
math performance were not
required to attend summer
school this year, and no stu-
dent could be retained
twice in the same grade
grouping, even if their test
scores remained low. 

Sept. 14: E-rate ruckus
Mayor Richard M. Daley
defends Schools CEO Arne
Duncan’s efforts to imple-
ment the federal E-rate pro-
gram in the wake of an
August federal probe. Gov-
ernment records revealed a
program fraught with odd
billing practices, dubious no-
bid contracts and general dis-
order, according to an inves-
tigation by the Chicago Tri-
bune. The district was heavily
criticized for allowing about
$8 million in equipment to sit
unused in storage. In Octo-
ber, a House subcommittee
will hear testimony on the E-
rate from CPS officials.

Sept. 23: Probation
A third of schools, 212, are
placed on academic proba-
tion because too few stu-
dents met state standards or
national norms on stan-
dardized tests. To avoid pro-
bation, 40 percent of stu-
dents at elementary schools
and 30 percent of students
at high schools had to meet
the standards or norms. Last
year, the thresholds were 25
percent and 15 percent
respectively. Schools on pro-
bation must spend their dis-
cretionary funds on desig-
nated programs, such as
full-day kindergarten or
reading specialists.



I talked with some teachers who went
through the program. Now they’re fired
up about union politics. Would you
expect to see that?

Sure. We don’t just advocate leading in
your content areas or classroom practice. You
have to become a voice for the profession.
And it doesn’t surprise me that those people
who have gone through certification start to
speak out. We would like them to take on the
legislators and business people, to have a
voice for their profession and what’s impor-
tant for children.

The certification process is grueling. What
can the district do to make it easier?

We need to establish satellite sites with
resources, libraries and computers and tech-
nology, so that teachers could use them not
just to become board-certified, but have
seminars and conversations about teaching
and improving practices.

What can happen at the school level?

Nancy Laho (CPS director of principal
preparation and development) helped us to
sponsor a conference for principals, to
inform them about how to support teachers
who are going through the process. Many of
them vowed to support their teachers. Many
of them do. But not enough principals know
about the program and are interested
enough to support it.

How would you grade CPS on hiring and
retaining new teachers?

The data that we collected when I was
working with the CPS program showed
teachers were starting to stay longer. But I
think that there were some cutbacks, and it
takes personnel and dollars to make these
programs effective.

What is the most important reason
teachers leave the district?

Besides housing costs and salaries, in a
survey the union did several years ago, teach-
ers said that they did not receive enough sup-
port, not only from administrators, but also
from families.
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JOHN MYERS

MATH CLASS
Since 1995, Chicago Public Schools has raised property taxes by 31.2%, far more than other local

taxing bodies, according to a report by the Civic Federation, a non-partisan research group that ana-

lyzes the CPS budget each year. Between 1995 and 2004, the Metropolitan Water Reclamation

District raised taxes by 19.5%; the Chicago Park District by 10.8%; the City of Chicago by

9.7%, and Cook County by 6.6%. The Civic Federation also noted that $200 million, or

97%, of the district’s $250 million deficit was due to salary and benefit increases included in

the 2003 teachers’ union contract.

KURT MITCHELL

ASK CATALYST
I have two siblings who were accepted last year into the magnet
cluster program at Mayer Elementary in Lincoln Park. We cannot
drive them to school from Pilsen. Why doesn’t CPS provide more
busing to promote choice?

Nancy Maldonado, older sister

CPS provides busing to some special elementary programs—including regional gift-
ed centers, academic centers, magnet schools and classical schools—for students who
live more than 1.5 miles away or within designated boundaries. But magnet cluster pro-
grams, like Mayer’s, do not offer busing and are meant to provide educational options
primarily for students in the community. You might choose a magnet cluster program in
your neighborhood, but you still are responsible for your siblings’ transportation. CPS
has no plans to increase busing because of the cost, says a district spokesman. 

E-mail your question to <askcat@catalyst-chicago.org> or send it to Ask Catalyst, 332 S. Michigan Ave.,
Suite 500, Chicago, IL 60604.

FOOTNOTE



By Maureen Kelleher

R enaissance 2010
has touched off
a firestorm. Its
leading edge, a
Chicago Public
Schools effort

to transform public schools in
tandem with another agency’s
plan to redevelop public hous-
ing, provoked a lawsuit over
school closings and protests
from longtime residents who
fear they will be shut out.
Some activists charge that the
district wants to erode local
school councils’ authority, and
union representatives decry
privatization.

These protests, however,
likely will be the least of the dis-
trict’s worries. CPS faces steep
political and financial chal-
lenges to meet its goal of creat-
ing 100 new schools. School
officials continue to dodge
questions about its school clos-
ings policy, which parents and
activists complain is vague and
makes no provision for input
from the community. The dis-
trict’s budget is already
stretched, and private donors
are concerned about the

prospects of sustaining a long-
term commitment. In late Sep-
tember, charter operators and
the sole business that has
stepped up so far charged the
district with low-balling fund-
ing for next year’s Renaissance
schools. 

“With any initiative this
bold and far reaching, you’ve
got to expect there’ll be some
turmoil along the way,”
observes Robin Steans, presi-
dent of the Illinois Network of
Charter Schools whose fami-
ly’s foundation helped create
North Lawndale College Prep
Charter High. “For Renais-
sance 2010 to work, CPS has
got to develop a sustainable
funding scheme.”

Still, she is cautiously opti-
mistic about its future. “You
are never going to have a bet-
ter alignment of people who
want to see good quality
schools in neighborhoods
across Chicago.” 

Another concern is whether
the system has enough strong,
credentialed teachers and
principals to staff the new
schools. And if they do, how
long it will take for those peo-
ple to forge stable, high quality
leadership teams? 

“There really has to be a
pretty thoughtful human cap-
ital strategy that will build a
pipeline of new teachers and
new leaders,” says Timothy
Knowles, executive director of
the University of Chicago’s
Center for Urban School
Improvement, who supports
the plan.

Even critics will admit that
they support creating new
innovative schools. Ironically,
the district’s move to support
innovative education comes
at the same time it tightens
control over regular schools.
Last month, 212 elementary
and high schools were placed
on probation—the most ever.

Meanwhile, rank and file edu-
cators say they’re trudging
through ever-increasing lay-
ers of bureaucracy. 

“This is hard work, and it’s
becoming harder,” says Carlos
Azcoitia, a principal of two

COVER STORY NEW SCHOOLS
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Public protests over the mayor’s plan to create 100 new schools are

making headlines, but behind the scenes even supporters of

Renaissance 2010 are concerned about whether it can fly.

Rocky start
for renaissance

SCHOOL CLOSINGS POLICY
In February, the School Board adopted

a policy giving itself wide latitude to
close schools for academic and non-
academic reasons. The only brake is the
district’s desegregation consent decree,
which averts closing schools when inte-
gration would be reduced. However, the
decree could be lifted as early as 2006.

REASONS FOR CLOSING SCHOOLS:
 Poor academic performance (a

year or more on probation)
 Poor physical condition
 Underutilized space
 Converting to a charter
 Changing educational focus
 Reassigning school faculty, staff
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schools in Little Village who
left central office a year ago.
He complains that there are
“more requirements, more
meetings” than when he was
principal of Spry Elementary
in the 1990s and only “a little
more support for instruction.”

Elements of the district’s
new schools plan are bor-
rowed from similar efforts in
Boston and New York, where
results so far have been
mixed. In Boston, some
schools have become star per-
formers, but their instruction-
al practices have not been
picked up elsewhere in the
district. New York’s small high
schools initiative was recently
exposed for leaving hundreds
of students jockeying at the
last minute for seats.

SILENCE ON SCHOOL CLOSINGS
Despite short notice,

dozens of people turned out
for public hearings on Renais-
sance 2010, including Chicago

Teachers Union President
Marilyn Stewart, who had pre-
viously declined to comment
on the topic. “It’s not what CPS
is telling you about Renais-
sance 2010, it’s what they aren’t
telling you,” she warned the
audience at the hearing. 

At the same hearing, newly
hired CPS Senior Policy Advis-
er Lisa Scruggs told the audi-
ence that the Renaissance 2010
policy governs the creation of
new schools, not the closing of
old ones. Later, at the Septem-
ber board meeting, she said
CPS is creating a policy to
determine which schools will
close under the initiative.

In February, the Board of
Education adopted a policy
on school closings giving itself
wide latitude to close schools
for both academic and non-
academic reasons. Over the
past four years, CPS has
closed about two dozen
schools, including, Terrell,
Dodge and Williams elemen-

taries; the latter two were
reopened in 2003 as proto-
types of Renaissance schools. 

Public outrage over this
year’s school closings already
has sparked a lawsuit. In Sep-
tember, the Chicago Coali-
tion for the Homeless went to
Circuit Court of Cook County
on behalf of homeless fami-
lies whose children attended
two schools that were closed,
charging CPS had violated a
court order to preserve
homeless children’s right to
remain enrolled in one
school no matter where they
live. The group is seeking,
among other things, to pre-
vent CPS from closing more
schools without developing a
plan to get input from home-
less parents and to minimize
“educational disruption.” 

Speaking to the City Council
Education Committee, Schools
CEO Arne Duncan deflected
questions about which schools
would be closed. “There is no

list, and there won’t even be a
proposed list until sometime
after the new year,” Duncan
insisted.

The Neighborhood Capital
Budget Group proposes that
CPS give communities a year’s
notice about school closings,
and that it collaborate with
local school councils on how to
proceed. The group also calls
on the district to make sure
schools where displaced stu-
dents are assigned are not over-
crowded and are meeting aca-
demic requirements of the fed-
eral No Child Left Behind law. 

“By being very close-
mouthed on who is next, peo-
ple are operating on panic and
hysteria,” warns Mildred
Wiley, the group’s board presi-
dent who is also a senior direc-
tor at Bethel New Life, a West
Side community organization.

SOME DONORS SKITTISH
CPS says it will need $125

million to launch new schools,

JOHN BOOZ

CPS Senior Policy Adviser Lisa
Scruggs outlines  the
Renaissance 2010  policy at a
public hearing in September.
Joanna Brown-El ( inset ) , a
member of Englewood High
School’s local  school council ,
urged the board to shelve the
policy until it addresses school
closings and “guarantees all new
schools will have LSCs.”  



and expects $50 million of that
to come in private money.
Startup funds are earmarked
for early hiring, planning
expenses, computers, desks
and other equipment. 

In June, the Civic Commit-
tee of the Commercial Club of
Chicago announced it already
had raised $30 million. Presi-
dent R. Eden Martin says
they’ve raised “quite a lot
more” from corporations since
then, but declined to give
specifics. The most prominent
corporate donation to date
comes from the law firm of
Sonnenschein, Nath & Rosen-
thal, which pledged $1 million
over five years to support the
launch of Legacy Charter
School in North Lawndale.

With the exception of the
Chicago Community Trust,
which helped lead the Civic
Committee’s fundraising effort,
the foundation community

appears to be skittish. Founda-
tion officers Catalyst Chicago
spoke with expressed concern
that private funders will be
asked to pick up more of the
tab than they can sustain.

History indicates they have
a point. The Corporate Com-
munity School of America was
founded by businessman
Joseph Kellman in 1988. The
North Lawndale school attract-
ed a variety of heavy-hitting
donors and, during the years
prior to the passage of Illinois’
charter school law, it was cited
as a model for what charter
schools might be. However, by
1995 the school could no
longer sustain itself financially,
and CPS took it over.

“This school had no books”
and only three certified teach-
ers, recalls Brenda Browder,
now principal, who arrived as
a teacher that summer. Now
known as the Kellman Corpo-

rate Community School, it
continues to receive support
from Kellman’s foundation. 

Unlike Kellman in its early
days, Renaissance schools will
receive public money from
the start. But some will get
more than others.

Those housed in CPS facili-
ties, for instance, will be
required to pay back to the dis-
trict a portion of their per-pupil
allotment for rent. As a result,
the net per-pupil funds for
those schools will be lower
than charters and lower than
the amount CPS spends in reg-
ular district schools. (See chart)
Though some have raised con-
cerns that the base funding is
too low, CPS Budget Director
Pedro Martinez says new
schools are actually getting a
break on the cost of a building.
“They’re getting a building for
such a low cost on a per pupil
basis, it’s something they don’t
have to worry about.”

However, others inside and
outside CPS have expressed
concern that the base funding
amounts are so low they may
scare off higher-quality
providers. “Quality providers
won’t respond, mediocre ones
will,”notes one insider. 

Currently, the district allo-
cates about $5,000 per ele-
mentary school pupil and
$6,000 per high school stu-
dent, and additional money is
allocated on a student basis
for special education, bilin-
gual and other services.
Although charter school per
pupil allotments are compa-
rable, some are complaining

about getting shortchanged.
At public hearings, represen-
tatives from two schools
asked the board to allocate
more money for charters.

Facilities are another
expense. While CPS says most
Renaissance 2010 schools will
share existing facilities, some
will be housed in new build-
ings. The new North-Grand
High, for instance, was built to
relieve overcrowding at Kelvyn
Park High in Hermosa. And
CPS can expect the Latino
community to continue press-
ing for Renaissance 2010 to
include building more new
schools in overcrowded, pre-
dominantly Latino areas.

Duncan has proposed
housing schools in non-CPS
facilities such as storefronts
and other leased space.
Boston’s pilot schools tried
that, but it rapidly became too
expensive. (See story on p. 13.)

SOME FEAR LEADERSHIP
BRAIN DRAIN

Optimism about the
pipeline of high-quality prin-
cipals and teachers is tem-
pered by signs of trouble.
Skeptics point to teachers’
hesitance to jump into school
leadership, the likelihood of
brain drain from existing
schools, and staff turnover as
startups gain their footing.

On the plus side, Chicago
has 49 aspiring principals
training in three programs this
year—Leadership Academy
and Urban Network for Chica-
go (LAUNCH), New Leaders
for New Schools, and the Cen-
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JUNE 1995  Sweeping amend-
ments to the Chicago School
Reform Act become law. They
include a clause permitting CPS
to contract for services with any
party, including services per-
formed by union members. The
clause was used immediately to
privatize some janitorial services.

FEBRUARY
1996  Illinois
law provides for
charter schools:
15 each in
Chicago, collar
county suburbs,
and downstate.

JANUARY 1997  The Chicago Board of
Education approves the first group of charter
schools (10 total). Six open the following fall,
including the Academy of Communications
and Technology (ACT), ACORN, Built Environ-
ment, Chicago Prep, Perspectives, SABIS
International (now Chicago International
Charter Schools) and Triumphant. Two have
since been shut down.

MAY 2001  CPS awards
the Academy of Urban
School Leadership the
first contract to open
and run a school, the
Chicago Academy, which
trains career-changers
to enter teaching.

APRIL 2002  CPS
announces it will
close Dodge, Terrell
and Williams ele-
mentaries for poor
academic perform-
ance and reopen
them as “Renais-
sance Schools.”

The roots
of the

renaissance

MONEY: LESS THAN IT LOOKS
A CPS plan calls for Renaissance schools housed in
CPS facilities to pay back, as rent and fees, part of the
per-pupil funding they receive. That requirement
shortchanges Renaissance schools.

Source:  Chicago Public Schools

BASE RENAISSANCE FUNDING

IF IN A CPS BUILDING, DEDUCT …

Rent

Fees (custodial and security)

NET RENAISSANCE FUNDING

REGULAR CPS FUNDING

DIFFERENCE

$5,500

-$425

-$750

$4,325

$5,300

$6,500

-$425

-$1,000

$5,075

$5,300

Elementary High School

($975) ($225)



Catalyst Chicago October 2004 9

JANUARY 2003  New school plans for
Dodge and Williams are announced. Dodge
will be run by the Academy of Urban
School Leadership; Williams will house mul-
tiple new small schools, most of which are
contract schools. The schools are also the
first to seat transition advisory councils
comprised of community leaders who pro-
vide input in the planning process.

JULY 2003
Civic Committee
of the Commer-
cial Club of Chica-
go issues a
report, “Left
Behind,” calling
for 100 new char-
ters in Chicago.

JUNE 4, 2004  The dis-
trict announces 10 schools
will close, most are con-
centrated in neighbor-
hoods where public hous-
ing is being torn down and
residents are being dis-
placed. The move sparks
community backlash.

JUNE 24, 2004
Mayor Daley
unveils his new
schools plan,
Renaissance 2010,
before an
audience of
supporters.

AUGUST 2004
Renaissance 2010 pro-
testors camp out
overnight at CPS head-
quarters to ensure they
can speak at the School
Board meeting. This first
major protest is followed
by more public outcry.

SEPTEMBER 2004
Chicago Coalition for
the Homeless asks a
federal judge to stop
school closings so
homeless students
won’t be illegally dis-
placed from their
home schools.

… AND ITS FUTURE
 NOVEMBER 22, 2004  Pro-

posals to launch Renaissance
schools are due.

 JANUARY 2005   CPS chooses
school provider finalists.

 SEPTEMEBER 2005  First wave
of Renaissance schools open.

ter for School Leadership at the
University of Illinois Chicago
(UIC). “Among the three pro-
grams you’ve got sufficient
capacity to turn out principals
you could have some high
expectations about,” says Peter
Martinez, director of the UIC
Principals’ Center. 

Despite these programs,
growing a pool of strong prin-
cipals remains difficult. Tal-
ented teachers who have
administrative credentials

sometimes shy away from
leadership positions, espe-
cially in startup schools. 

That increases the chances
of ‘brain drain.’ Already, one
charter school has been
poached: Sonnenschein
recruited Legacy Charter’s new
principal, Lisa Kenner, from
Triumphant Charter School.

And even when a new
school’s staff is in place, the ear-
ly years are often marked by
turnover. Phoenix Academy

churned through three princi-
pals in its first two years, and it
took six years for Triumphant’s
entire faculty to remain in
place from one year to the next.

So far, privatizing schools
has a mixed record of success,
says Clive Belfield, research
director for the National Cen-
ter for the Study of Privatiza-
tion in Education at Columbia
University’s Teachers College. 

Projecting best—and
worst—case scenarios for

Renaissance 2010, Belfield
hones in on school quality and
local politics. At best, he says,
“is a bit of competition and a
quiet life. The worst scenario is
the union’s going to spend a lot
of time fighting these schools,
teacher turnover is going to be
high, [and] parents won’t be
satisfied with the quality.”

To contact Maureen Kelleher, call (312)
673-3882  or e-mail
kelleher@catalyst-chicago.org.

Curriculum

School calendar, schedule

Per-pupil funding

Teacher certification

Principals meet CPS requirements

Teachers, staff employed by:

Teachers Union

Employee compensation

Governance

Accountability

PERFORMANCE

Must specify a curriculum that meets CPS and
state standards;  may or may not participate in
CPS initiatives

Must meet state minimums; may follow CPS

$5,500 elementary; $6,500 high school

100% of teachers must be certified

Yes

CPS

CTU members

Salaries and pensions same as regular CPS
teachers

LSC or, if school chooses to declare itself “small”
or “alternative, an advisory council. Advisory
councils may convert to LSCs after two years.

Must meet the terms and goals set forth by
the CPS accountability policy and by individual
schools’ contracts. Schools subject to annual
review, and contract is up for renewal after
five years.

CONTRACT

Must specify a curriculum that meets state
standards; may or may not participate in CPS
programs such as the Reading Initiative

Must meet state minimums

$5,500 elementary; $6,500 high school

100% of teachers must be certified

No

Contract school board or sub-contracted
management organization

Teachers may form a union and may affiliate
with CTU

Salaries determined by school; teachers
ineligible for teachers pension fund

LSC or, if school chooses to declare itself “small”
or “alternative,” an advisory council. Advisory
councils can convert to LSCs after two years.

Must meet the terms and goals set forth by
the CPS accountability policy and by individual
schools’ contracts. Schools subject to annual
review, and contract is up for renewal after
five years.

CHARTER

Must specify a curriuclum that meets state
standards; not linked to CPS initiatives

Must meet state minimums

$5,500 elementary; $5,900 high school

In schools created prior to 2003, 75% of
teachers must be certified; 50% in new schools

No

Charter school board or sub-contracted
management organization

May be unionized, but not by the Chicago
Teachers Union

Salaries determined by school; certified teachers
eligible for Chicago Teachers Pension Fund 

Board of directors, no local school council

Charter school agreements set forth goals
that individual charter schools must meet.
Schools are subject to annual evaluations by
CPS, and the five-year agreements must be
renewed when they expire.

A quick-reference guide to charter, contract and performance schools
With a seven-year track record and clear legal status, charter schools are the most established type of new school being created.
Contract schools will  be set up differently than the few  that now exist, and performance schools  are new to the system.

Source: Chicago Public Schools, Leadership for Quality Education



By Maureen Kelleher

The mix of candidates who
want to run charter and con-
tract schools comes primarily
from the ranks of universities,

nonprofit institutions and leaders
within Chicago Public Schools,
according to letters of intent filed
with the district and a list of atten-
dees from summer training camps
for applicants.

Conspicuously absent are for-
profit education management com-
panies and private corporations,
though Mayor Richard M. Daley
made a public pitch to businesses to
sponsor schools when he announced
the Renaissance 2010 initiative.

District officials say they weren’t
banking on companies such as New
York City-based Edison Schools to
start Renaissance schools.

“We’re not closing the door on it.
We’re not depending on it,” says Greg
Richmond, director of new school
creation for CPS. Richmond says CPS
has spoken with a number of compa-
nies, including Edison and Mosaica
Education, another New York educa-
tion vendor. But any for-profit com-
pany is required by state law to oper-
ate in partnership with a local non-
profit board. Chicago Charter School
Foundation currently contracts with
Edison and the nonprofit American
Quality Schools to operate its seven
school sites.

As for the city’s business commu-
nity, legal powerhouse Sonnen-
schein, Nath & Rosenthal was the
only firm to submit a charter propos-
al in the round due Oct. 1. 

The Chicago Bulls organization
had expressed interest in starting a
contract school, but backed off.
“There was going to be too much risk

involved on our end. We were basical-
ly getting out of our realm of experi-
ence,” says Dave Kurland, director of
community relations, who explained
that a prime concern was the chal-
lenge of finding and keeping a good
principal for the long haul.

Most of the education leaders and
institutions that want to create new
schools already have at least some-
thing of a track record. For example,
the Umoja Student Development
Corp. submitted a proposal for a
charter school at the Flower campus
in East Garfield Park, which already
houses the Al Raby School for Com-
munity and Environment. Umoja
program director Ted Christians
notes that the program has seven
years of experience working with stu-
dents at Manley High School to pre-
pare them for college and careers.

A few CPS teachers are stepping

up to the plate, too. Teachers started
charters such as Perspectives and
Noble Street, and more teachers are
taking a look at starting their own
schools under Renaissance 2010.
Staff from Gage Park High and
Sawyer Elementary, among others,
attended summer workshops to
learn how to apply to start a school. 

“The board has come to realize
they have to let go a little bit and let
their talented teachers perform,” says
Daphne Strahan, assistant principal
at Arai Middle School in Uptown who
hopes to create a new school focused
on training minority journalists. 

Starting a performance school
and having the chance to work with
like-minded colleagues “means
everything in the world,” says Stra-
han. “I look forward to the opportu-
nity to work with a community that
wants you and believes in you.”
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JASON REBLANDO

Lisa Kenner (right) listens to parent Yvette Averyhart, who wants to send her child to
Legacy Charter School in North Lawndale. Kenner was chosen to lead the proposed
school by the law firm of Sonnenschein, Nath & Rosenthal .

Businesses not rushing to sign up
Only one firm submits charter proposal;

non-profits and educators step up
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By Maureen Kelleher

Contract schools are a novel
idea that has its roots in a dis-
puted part of state law. A 1995
amendment to the Chicago

School Reform Act gives the School
Board the authority to contract with
third parties for services performed
by union members.

The provision was written by Dea
Meyer, vice president of the Civic
Committee of the Commercial Club
of Chicago, with the intent to give the
district more freedom to create inno-
vative new schools, according to two
of her colleagues. 

However, some public interest
lawyers insist the wording is too
vague to permit contract schools.
“Schools are not equivalent to serv-
ices,” argues Sarah Vanderwicken,
director of the Children’s Health and
Education Project of the Chicago
Lawyers Committee for Civil Rights
Under Law. Of the board’s plan to
multiply contract schools, she says,
“It’s a pretty patent attempt to get
around the cap on charters.”

Under state law, Chicago may cre-
ate no more than 30 charter schools,
though some may have multiple cam-
puses, a provision that has created
several schools under a single charter. 

In a 2003 interview, Greg Rich-
mond, who is heading up the dis-
trict’s new schools initiative,
acknowledged that CPS turned to
contracts when it hit the charter cap
in an effort to work with outside edu-
cation vendors like the Knowledge Is
Power Program (KIPP) and Big Pic-
ture Company. However, now he
insists: “I don’t think it violated the
spirit or the letter of the law.” 

Meanwhile, the research base on
the effectiveness of contract schools
is slim. “In so far as this is a reform
that works well anywhere, it works
best in the inner city,” observes Clive
Belfield, associate director for the

National Center for the Study of Pri-
vatization at Columbia University. 

But the tiny research base to date
shows mixed results. “There’s no
clear evidence these schools are
going to be any better,” he says.

The first contract school was cre-
ated under the Paul Vallas adminis-
tration, but Vallas made little use of
the provision for fear of a union back-
lash, according to John Ayres, execu-
tive director of Leadership for Quality
Education. That school, the Chicago
Academy, came into being when ven-
ture capitalist Martin “Mike” Koldyke
became disillusioned with the plans
for the National Teachers Academy

and set out to create his own teacher-
training school for career-changers. 

Though Koldyke got his school,
Vallas did not create more contract
schools for fear of disturbing a
peaceful relationship with the teach-
ers union, says Ayers.

Because the school’s rationale
was to prepare teachers for careers in
CPS, the Chicago Academy’s con-
tract was designed to create a school
much like a regular, neighborhood
public school. The principal reports
to an Area Instructional Officer and
the permanent faculty are members
of the Chicago Teachers Union
(CTU). However, the school has a
board of directors, not a local school
council, and it admits students by
lottery, not attendance boundaries.

But subsequent contractors have
had less interest in mirroring CPS,
and their programs often radically
depart from the district mainstream.
Currently, CPS is contracting with
three additional providers for
schools: the Erikson Institute, the

Knowledge Is Power Program (KIPP),
and the Big Picture Company. KIPP’s
school day and year are significantly
longer than they are in CPS, and Big
Picture schools throw out many cur-
ricular mandates.

The new contract schools open-
ing under Renaissance 2010 will look
similar to charters, but teachers in
contract schools would be allowed to
join the teachers union if they so
choose. (By law, charter school
teachers cannot join the CTU, but
may organize themselves separate-
ly.) However, they would negotiate
with their employers, the private
entities holding contracts, and not

the district. They also are not eligible
to participate in the Chicago teach-
ers’ pension fund, which is limited to
CPS and charter schools.

Districts have long contracted
with private schools to serve their
special education students. But the
1997 publication of “Reinventing
Public Education” gave momentum
to the idea of turning to private
contractors to create new schools
from scratch. 

In the book, author Paul T. Hill
argues that district officials could use
their contracting powers to create
schools “in places where they could-
n’t get their own district to do it well.”
Since then, Hill says, the numbers of
contract schools have grown but are
still relatively small. 

Hill says he’s not surprised to hear
the legality of contract schools being
questioned, but argues the “pattern
of practice” of previous contracting
likely means courts would support a
district’s right to create contract
schools.

CPS turns to outside contractors
But research on the effectiveness of contract schools is slim, and legal questions remain

“There’s no clear evidence these schools are going to be any better.”
Clive Belfield, research director of the Center on Privatization at Teachers College,
Columbia University.



By Maureen Kelleher

Last month, Perspectives Char-
ter School celebrated the
grand opening of its new $7
million building, and declared

it was ready to launch more schools.
“We feel a social responsibility to

open more schools,” declared co-
founder Diana Shulla-Cose, who is
setting her sights on creating eight
more Perspectives-style charters
over the next five years. 

But low funding from CPS may
put a brake on their ambitions.
Under Renaissance 2010, the School
Board is promising charter and con-
tract operators that they will have a
shot at space in CPS facilities. But
some charter operators say the rent
and operations fees the board plans
to charge are cost-prohibitive. Others
say building multiple quality staffs
and school cultures is not simple.

Perspectives is one of only 15
Chicago charter holders that, by law,
may create multiple campuses. Last
year, the state Legislature placed a
moratorium on multiple campuses,
decreeing that any charter launched
after April 2003 could not run more
than one campus. (Since then,
another five have opened.)

So far, only two of the original 15
charter holders have more than one
campus, but more are now consider-
ing the idea.

One of the hardest tasks charters
face nationally and in Chicago is find-
ing and financing facilities. “We would
do a charter [proposal] right now if we
had a site,” says Michael Milkie, prin-
cipal of Noble Street Charter High
School, who has declared he would
like to see as many as 15 new Noble-
style schools around the city.

Milkie says replication is possible
because the system is finding space
for proposed new schools before giv-
ing them a green light. And Noble
Street Charter has already benefited

from the facilities and operational
expertise of its partner, the North-
western Settlement House. If Noble
Street chooses to replicate, the exist-
ing board would oversee the new
schools too, he says.

Milkie asserts that Noble Street is
up to another challenge: finding suf-
ficient talent to run a group of
schools. “We’d have to have some-
one like me at every building, [and] a
mini-superintendent” to oversee the
network, he says. “Finding those
people is hard, but it can be done.”

The Chicago Charter School
Foundation already operates seven
sites across the city. Though they plan
to continue opening new campuses
and have received Gates Foundation
money to develop new high school
curricula in up to four schools, repli-
cation is on hold. “We could not find
an adequate facility in the city we
could afford,” says Executive Director
Elizabeth Delaney-Purvis. “Unlike
other schools in the city, we were not

given one. We just can’t find a site for
a 500-kid high school.”

“The key to successful charter
schools is integrating commitment
to the students, passion for educa-
tion and innovation. These are hard
elements to just duplicate,” warns
Margaret Small, co-director of the
Young Women’s Leadership Charter
School. “You need communities of
adults who share the same purpose,”
as well as “dynamic leadership.”

Betty Shabazz International Char-
ter in Greater Grand Crossing also is
“very, very interested” in replication,
says Principal Elaine Mosley. “The cli-
mate is right for expansion.” Howev-
er, she cautions that successful
expansion depends on resources and,
in Shabazz’s case, on developing cul-
turally sensitive curricula. (Shabazz
features an Afrocentric curriculum.)

Mosley says Shabazz would adapt
its curriculum to reflect the experi-
ence and culture of the students and
the surrounding neighborhood. 
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Mayor Daley shares a laugh with Perspectives Charter School founders Diana Shulla-Cose
(left) and Kimberlie Day at the grand opening of  the school’s new building. Shulla-Cose
will oversee  opening as many as eight new Perspectives-style  charters.

Cookie cutter charters? 
More charters consider multiple campuses; finding facilities a problem



By Maureen Kelleher

Chicago’s new small schools will
have unprecedented freedom in
how they spend money and set
up curricula. 

Called performance schools, they will
operate under five-year performance
agreements and will report directly to
central office, not an area instructional
officer. They will be encouraged to negoti-
ate with the Chicago Teachers Union to
waive work rules such as the length of the
school day and year. 

Increased flexibility will allow these
schools to tailor programs to meet their
students’ particular needs, says Lisa
Scruggs, the newly hired CPS senior poli-
cy adviser who drafted the board’s
Renaissance 2010 policy.

The framework for performance
schools has features in common with an
initiative in Boston created 10 years ago,
where district-operated “pilot schools”
were given budget autonomy and freed
from union regulations. According to a
recent report by the Center for Collabora-
tive Education (CCE), between 1998 and
2003, Boston’s 13 pilot schools ranked
among the top schools in the district in
attendance and among the lowest in sus-
pensions. Ten of the 13 schools scored at
or better than the district average on state
tests. Overall, pilot schools are demo-
graphically similar to the district. 

One snag in the road, however, was a
costly lesson related to facilities. “The first
generation of pilot schools was housed in
privately owned facilities,” says Dan
French, executive director of CCE. “Very
quickly it became a financial boondog-
gle.” Leases and construction costs ate up
so much money that Boston would
approve a new pilot only if it had lined up
a facility first.  

Giving schools financial freedom
worked better, a lesson for Chicago, sug-
gests Timothy Knowles, Boston’s former
deputy superintendent who now over-
sees the University of Chicago’s Center
for Urban School Improvement. The

budgeting formula used in Boston con-
verted every district service to a dollar
figure, then used those numbers to allo-
cate funds to schools based on enroll-
ment. Schools, in turn, were free to
determine how much to spend with the
district or take the money and shop
elsewhere.

Many pilots found creative ways to
stretch their dollars, Knowles says. For
example, a school could hire a nonprof-
it arts program for less than an art
teacher, and then use the savings to hire
an additional classroom teacher to
reduce class size.

Chicago’s performance schools likely
will not have as much financial flexibility
as Boston’s pilots, or other Renaissance
2010 schools for that matter, cautions
Tamara Scheinfeld, deputy director of the
CPS Office of Small Schools. If a perform-
ance school is housed in a CPS facility, for

instance, they will have to use the dis-
trict’s food service, security staff, mainte-
nance and utilities, she says. 

Potential performance school opera-
tors say they chose that route because it
guarantees fully credentialed principals
and teachers. Janice Muhammad, a Mor-
gan Park parent who is proposing a K-6
school focused on math and science,  says,
“I want the community to be confident.”

By mid-September, CPS had received
over a dozen letters of intent from groups
and individuals interested in opening
performance schools. Scheinfeld expects
there will eventually be a mix of startups
and conversions (regular CPS schools
switching to performance schools). 

Initially, most pilots in Boston were
startups, but more existing schools are
beginning to convert to the program, par-
ticularly large high schools that the district
is looking to break into small schools.
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A new class of public schools
Performance schools will be free to chart their own educational course, with less red tape

A
s home to three small public schools,
Cregier Multiplex was a CPS model for
shared space. This summer, it also became

a cautionary tale for how not to manage a mul-
ti-school campus.

Cregier Principal Dyanne Dandridge-
Alexander was hired with the support of par-
ents and teachers over a year ago. But in July,
the award-winning administrator was fired.
During the months of conflict, flaws on all sides
were exposed, but most significant were the
structural flaws of the job itself.

The issue of how best to manage multi-
school campuses has also confounded district
high schools that are being subdivided into
multiple smaller schools. In two cases, incum-
bent large-school principals wielded heavy-
handed authority and were yanked as a result.

To solve the dilemma, CPS created a new
position, campus manager, to coordinate small
schools sharing a single building. Unlike princi-
pals, campus managers have no responsibilities
for evaluating teachers or improving instruc-
tion. They work with small school principals to

create space-sharing agreements and to over-
see custodial, food and security services for the
building. Campus managers also supervise
shared staff, such as librarians and technology
coordinators.

The first campus manager, Mary Williams,
an interim principal at Phoenix Academy,
began coordinating four small schools at the
former Orr High School last winter. Though
she is the first to hold that title, others have
blazed the trail for how to handle the job.

Before he retired, Principal Fausto Lopez
mentored teacher leaders who led new small
schools at Bowen High School and developed a
formal memorandum of understanding to
govern how space would be allocated, a model
that CPS is encouraging other schools to use.

At Williams Multiplex, former Beethoven
Principal Frances Oden advises four small
schools, three of them contract schools. “I’m
not here to tell them, ‘Do this, do that,’ but to
come together and share ideas and find a feasi-
ble plan,” she says.

Maureen Kelleher

How to manage a multiplex
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Jody Temkin

New York City is rolling out
small schools at breakneck
speed. But depending on
who’s doing the talking, the

initiative is either a bold undertaking
or a recipe for turmoil. Both views
provide lessons for Chicago.

Now into the second year of a five-
year initiative to create 200 new small
schools—50 of them will be char-
ters—the city already is past the
halfway mark. This fall, 91 new
schools opened. The vast majority
were high schools; only five were ele-
mentary schools. They join dozens of
other small schools which have been
part of New York’s educational land-
scape since the 1980s.

“We have such an enormous need
for an improved supply of schools,
we can’t afford to move more slowly,”
says Kristen Kane, chief executive of
the Office of New Schools, part of
New York City’s Department of Edu-
cation (DOE).

But some education advocacy
groups see trouble brewing on a num-
ber of fronts. Class Size Matters, a New
York nonprofit that advocates for
smaller class size, is calling for a mora-
torium on small schools until the city
can find better places to put them. 

“This is being forced on school
buildings that are already overcrowd-
ed,” says Executive  Director Leonie
Haimson.

Another nonprofit, Advocates for
Children, recently issued a status
report on New York’s small high
schools. Between 2000 and 2003, the
group visited 234 schools and found
“many of the small schools had lived
up to their promise,” but roughly one-
quarter of them have problems similar
to “the large schools they replaced.” 

Still, proponents say core elements

of New York’s initiative—such as prin-
cipal mentoring and training and
strong community partnerships—set
an example other cities can follow.

WHAT’S WORKING IN NEW YORK CITY
SUPPORT FROM THE TOP From the
start, the DOE has been committed to
making this work. It has set up small
school departments within regional
offices and allowed small schools wide
latitude in developing their programs.

“They seem to have broader sup-
port from within the administration,”
says Pam Clarke, senior associate
director of Leadership for Quality
Education, who has visited several of
New York’s small schools. “In Chicago,
the small schools are viewed as being
boutiques or a small movement that
the district as a whole doesn’t have to
pay attention to.”

In Brooklyn, Fern Berenberg is one
of three small schools project man-
agers working in the regional office.
One of the small schools she assists is
New York Harbor School, which
launched in 2003 with 125 freshmen.
This year, it has 250 freshmen and
sophomores. The Harbor School is one
of three small schools sharing space at
Bushwick High School, which is being
phased out one grade level at a time.

Harbor School Principal Nathan
Dudley says he has felt supported by
both the regional office, which has
allowed him freedom to develop his
inquiry-based school, and by Beren-
berg, whom he describes as a prob-
lem solver and a resource.

FUNDING Fueling the school openings
in New York is a $58 million commit-
ment from the Bill & Melinda Gates
Foundation, which is partnering with
local groups that vet prospects and
award grants to successful applicants
to run the new schools. The largest of

those partners, New Visions for Public
Schools, opened 75 schools over the
last three years, 34 of them this fall. 

Like the other New Visions schools,
the Harbor School is receiving an extra
$1,000 per student for four years
through New Visions; that’s on top of
$231,000 in startup money from the
DOE. The DOE startup money was
reduced to $16,000 this year, says Dud-
ley. Kane said each new school gets
both fixed and variable startup dollars
to cover costs related to things like fur-
niture, textbooks and technology. 

While they would always like more
money, several New York small school
principals say funding has been ade-
quate for launching their schools. To
date, Chicago school officials have not
said whether new schools will get
extra operating payments in their ear-
ly years, and it’s unclear how much
startup money each will receive.

THUMBS UP FROM TEACHERS UNION
Teachers were quick to jump on
board the small schools movement in
New York. “The [United Federation of
Teachers] saw this as an opportunity.
They wanted to save public educa-
tion and knew they had to do some-
thing,” says Kim Zalent, who helped
start several small schools in the
Bronx. Zalent now works on small
schools initiatives for Business & Pro-
fessional People for the Public Inter-
est in Chicago.

In contrast, Chicago teachers have
voiced opposition to Renaissance
2010. Some observers say the union
fears the large number of proposed
charter and contract schools in the
Chicago plan, and others say the
union just doesn’t feel it has a clear
role in the process. Unlike what is
proposed for Chicago, teachers in
most of New York City’s small schools
belong to the teachers union.

COMMUNITY PARTNERS Each new
small school in New York has at least
one community partner. The New
York Harbor School had three found-
ing partners: The Urban Assembly (a

Too many schools too soon?
New York is king of small school start ups, but a space crunch is taking

a toll and some say the quality of new schools is leveling off
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nonprofit dedicated to creating
small, college prep high schools),
South Street Seaport Museum and
Waterkeeper Alliance, an environ-
mental organization that came up
with the concept for the school. 

“Students learn to understand the
importance of the harbor in New
York and create a model of steward-
ship,” says Principal Nathan Dudley.
He says the partners have been
invaluable to his school, raising
money and providing experts to
assist with classroom and extracur-
ricular projects. 

So far in New York, there has been
no shortage of organizations want-
ing to start schools. “There’s an enor-
mous untapped capacity within the
system,” says New Visions President
Robert Hughes. In Brooklyn, for
example, there were 56 original pro-
posals for small schools. Eighteen of
those got planning grants and eight
of those were selected to start
schools in the fall of 2003.

Similar to the Chicago High
School Redesign Initiative in Chica-
go, also funded in part by Gates, New
Visions leads groups through the
planning process, identifying who
will receive funding and providing
them with counsel through the
launch and beyond. 

Although still in the early stages,
Chicago has diverse groups voicing
an interest in small schools. Roughly
50 groups turned in letters of intent
to CPS in September, the first step in
starting a Renaissance 2010 school. 

TRAINING LEADERSHIP Finding enough
principals for all the new schools is
being addressed in New York by the
Leadership Academy, a privately
financed training and mentoring pro-
gram, and a recruiting drive outside
New York, says Katherine Kelly, a for-
mer small schools principal who is
now a mentor.

“We are doing something to
replenish the well,” says Kelly, who
mentors about four principals each
year. She spends several days each
month with them at their small
schools and also brings them togeth-
er about once a month so they can
help each other. 

Dudley, who was a social studies

teacher before becoming principal
at the New York Harbor School, says
his mentor was a huge help. “He’d
come and spend a whole day every
two or three weeks,” Dudley says.
“We’d sit down at the end of the day
and say, ‘Okay, what did I do? What
didn’t I do?’”

WHAT’S WRONG IN NEW YORK
NOT ENOUGH SPACE Twenty-one of
New York’s large, troubled high
schools are being phased out and
gradually replaced by small schools.
However, many of the large schools
already are overcrowded and
squeezed for space. Even the teach-
ers union, an early supporter of
small schools, is complaining about
the space crunch.

In a presentation to the City
Council in June, union President
Randi Weingarten said some transi-
tioning Bronx high schools were now
serving almost twice the number of
students as originally intended as
small schools set up shop in the
wings of their buildings. “The new
small schools,” she said, “have small-
er class sizes and receive extra serv-
ices and equipment while students
in the large high school feel slighted
by the impending closure of their
school.”

Chicago is trying to circumvent
the space sharing squabbles by
phasing out the large schools before
new smalls move into the buildings.

SMALL SCHOOLS DON’T STAY SMALL
New York’s stated goal was to keep
small high schools at less than 500
students. That hasn’t always been the
case, sometimes because the district
assigns more students to the schools
than the principals would like. Eras-
mus Hall High School, for example,
was divided into three small schools
in the mid-1990s. But within a few
years, those “smalls” had enroll-
ments of 700 to 900 each. Achieve-
ment levels didn’t go up and the cam-
pus is again being redesigned.   

INSTRUCTION DOESN’T CHANGE
Teachers have not taken advantage
of small class sizes or the freedom to
be innovative, says Advocates for
Children. Its study found that small,

failing schools used a style of teach-
ing (heavy on lectures and teacher
talk) similar to failing large schools.   

“If you don’t change instruction,
[school size] doesn’t matter,”says
Jacqueline Ancess, co-director of the
National Center for Restructuring
Education and Teaching at Colum-
bia University. 

GOING TOO FAST Both the teachers
union and Class Size Matters are
worried that DOE is moving too
quickly, without a grand plan show-
ing what the system will look like in a
few years, how many large schools
will remain open, and where the 200
small schools will be based. Says
Weingarten: “There are real ques-
tions about whether the institutional
capacity of the system to establish
quality new schools is being out-
stripped by an extraordinarily ambi-
tious schedule.”

Jody Temkin is a Catalyst contributing editor. E-
mail her at editor@catalyst-chicago.org.

Space at a premium
Finding and sharing space in an overcrowded school

system have been the biggest obstacles for New York
City’s new small schools.

Large schools are feeling squeezed out as small
schools move into sections of their buildings. “There’s
not enough space to do all this work,” says Jacqueline
Ancess of Columbia University. “The big school princi-
pals are feeling short-changed. Unfortunately, the big
schools feel pitted against the smalls when the real
problem is insufficient resources.” 

Coexisting peacefully requires collaboration and
communication. Nathan Dudley, principal of a small
school at Bushwick High School, says space sharing has-
n’t been easy but it hasn’t been unmanageable either.
“We’ve worked very hard to get along,” he says, noting
the four school principals meet every week, and a
regional superintendent helps them work cooperatively.

Key to small schools coexisting at Bushwick has
been separate space for each school. Students from one
school do not have to walk through the space of anoth-
er, Dudley says.

Separate space also was crucial to the success of
Julia Richman Education Complex, where six small
schools replaced a large, troubled high school in the
mid-1990s. Ann Cook, co-director of one of those
schools, says another reason Julia Richman worked was
because small schools were launched off-site for a year.

“This place was pretty toxic,” says Cook. Launching off
site “allowed teachers and kids to bond. When they came
into this building, they had a sense of who they were.”

Jody Temkin



By Debra Williams

A
t a Chicago Public Schools teacher
fair this summer, Lori Cunningham
joined hundreds of principals and
school representatives from across

the city who were looking to recruit the
best and the brightest to their schools. 

Cunningham, a recruiter hired in Jan-
uary to work exclusively for 26 schools in
one of the city’s toughest West Side
neighborhoods, wants the best and the
brightest, too. But she’s looking for other
qualities as well.

“Are you interested in teaching high-
risk students? Do you think all children can
be educated?  What do you know about
North Lawndale?” she asks candidates.

Cunningham’s job—the only one of its
kind in the district—was the novel idea of
one administrator who oversees North
Lawndale, where schools battle to hire
and retain high-quality new teachers.
“We can get teachers, but we don’t keep
them,” says Area 8 Instructional Officer
Rollie Jones, Cunningham’s boss. 

Cunningham, a former human
resources manager for an information
technology firm, prescreens candidates
to find those who have a strong desire to
teach at-risk students and who are not
afraid to work in a high-poverty, some-

times-dangerous neighborhood.
Cunningham’s duties also include

helping new teachers resolve issues such
as finding a place to live, overseeing a
mentoring and co-teaching program for
new North Lawndale teachers and
supervising a newly created teacher
retention task force that gives principals
a forum to talk about retention and how
to improve it.

“Right now, it is only made up of 11
principals, but what they learn and what
they find effective will be trickled down
to the whole area,” says Cunningham.

And, Cunningham conducts exit
interviews with teachers who do leave,
using a protocol CPS is planning to adopt
system-wide this year. 

“To retain teachers, there just can’t be
one thing you do. A series of things is
needed,” says Robin Steans, a trustee of
the Steans Family Foundation. The foun-
dation and the Chicago Community Trust
pay Cunningham’s salary.

KNOWING ‘CULTURE OF SCHOOLS’
Principals say Cunningham provides

personalized help.
“People at central office are good, but

here is someone who can give us imme-
diate assistance, who knows the culture
of the schools.  She looks for people who
fit,” says Webster Elementary Principal
Edith Allen-Colman. 

Howland Elementary Principal Rae
Smith agrees. “No one calls [from central
office] to say, ‘Rae, I found a good fit for
your school.’ They fax me a bunch of
resumes.  But Lori knows what we need.
It makes a big difference.”

Cunningham helped Smith find a
teacher of Mandarin Chinese. “That is a
tough position to fill,” says Smith.
“Between the two of us, I was able to grab

resumes and we’ve narrowed it down to
one candidate.”

Principal Shelton Flowers of King Ele-
mentary says Cunningham helped him fill
a job for a physical education teacher in a
couple of weeks, despite a system-wide
shortage of teachers in that area. The new
teacher, Dustin Covarrubias, told Cun-
ningham he felt very strongly about want-
ing to teach low-income children.

Says Cunningham, “Dustin really want-
ed to work for Chicago Public Schools and
not the suburbs. And he asked me not to
send his resume to schools that are con-
sidered ‘easy.’  He was very sincere and
enthusiastic, and said he wanted to work
in a school where people needed him.”

ASKING KEY QUESTIONS
Cunningham relies on screening out

lackluster candidates as much as finding
good ones.

She asks teachers if they are familiar
with the West Side, have any experience
working with children who are academi-
cally at-risk and why they want to work in
North Lawndale.

“They may say, ‘I really want to make a
difference.’ But I want to hear a plan and if
they recognize the difficulties,” Cunning-
ham says. “A lot of people have grandiose
ideas of saving the world, but no concrete
idea as to how hard it may be.”

By asking teachers where they see
themselves in five years, Cunningham
gauges if they are likely to stay in the
classroom or use the experience as a
steppingstone to an administrative posi-
tion. Other questions ferret out the
extent of teachers’ instructional skills; for
instance, by asking a prospective 3rd-
grade teacher how she would prepare her
students for the ISAT.

“I don’t want teachers who don’t plan
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Matching teachers to schools

Up Close
TEACHER TURNOVER

Human resources manager aims to cut high teacher turnover in North Lawndale schools

CUNNINGHAM’S CHECKLIST
Recruiter Lori Cunningham looks for these qualities in

prospective North Lawndale teachers:

 Knowledge of classroom management strategies
 Respect for diversity
 Experience in urban areas
 Strong pedagogy
 Communication and organizational skills
 Strong commitment to the job
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Lori
Cunningham,
a human
resources
recruiter who
works
exclusively for
hard-to-staff
schools in
North
Lawndale,
greets a
prospective
hire at a July
teachers fair
hosted by CPS.

JOE GALLO

on staying, or who think this is a last-
ditch effort to find a job…or who say they
aren’t sure they can work with our kids, or
don’t think all kids can be taught,” Cun-
ningham says. 

Asking such questions is vital to find-
ing the right teachers for high-poverty
areas, says one educator.

“It is critical to find teachers who
choose to work with the children in North
Lawndale and have a clue of how to do it,”
says Victoria Chou, dean of the College of
Education at the University of Illinois at
Chicago.  “It is important that teachers in
that area have high expectations for their
students and know how to work with the
kids, their families and the community.”

Cunningham’s job doesn’t stop with
hiring. New teachers say the extra sup-
port she continues to give makes them
feel more comfortable about taking a job
in an unfamiliar community.

Covarrubias, who is from South Elgin,
was new to Chicago and needed help find-
ing a place to live. “I’d never had to find a
place to live before and I didn’t know what
to do. She’s like talking to a friend.”

“It makes the job easier, because the
job is hard enough,” says Kevin Pearce, a
new 5th-grade teacher at Bethune. “I

think teachers leave because they don’t
feel that kind of support.”

Teresa Dobson, a self-described “farm
girl” from Springfield and also a newcom-
er at Bethune, was eager to take the job
but had lingering concerns about work-
ing in North Lawndale. Family members
told her she was crazy to teach in an
inner-city school and warned her about
getting “beaten up” on her first day.

Cunningham “was real with me,” says
Dobson.  “She admitted the school was not
in the best area, but told me to use com-
mon sense, just like you are supposed to
anywhere you go. She advised me to be
aware of my surroundings, to use the peo-
ple around me like security and not be
afraid to ask for assistance. Knowing I have
her, my mentor and my principal makes
me feel comfortable and want to stay.”

WHY DO THEY LEAVE?
To give schools a clearer picture of why

teachers leave, Cunningham has been
conducting exit interviews since March.
She asks departing teachers whether they
are leaving Area 8 for another CPS school
or leaving CPS altogether; if they would
consider returning to CPS; and if they felt
successful at their job and supported by

their principals and mentors.
So far, 25 teachers have participated

and 20 of them cited lack of classroom
management skills, a typical problem for
new teachers, as the reason for their
departure, Cunningham reports.  

“We now have hard data to back up
what we’ve always known,” says Jones.

CPS plans to modify Cunningham’s
exit interview and use it with new
teachers—those with five years’ experi-
ence or less—who leave the district
starting this year. 

“Before you work on retention, you
have to figure out why people are leav-
ing.  And we recognize the power this
information has to inform the district
on how schools are doing,” says Veenay
Singla, a master’s degree candidate
from the University of Chicago and a
consultant for the department of plan-
ning and development. 

In the meantime, Steans says it is still
too early to gauge whether Cunningham’s
hiring will have the intended impact.  “It
will take a few years,” she points out. “Still,
I am hopeful [retention] will get better.” 

To contact Debra Williams, call (312) 673-3873 or e-
mail williams@catalyst-chicago.org.
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Viewpoints

I have no problem with the
skepticism of those who need to see
concrete results before they are
willing to adopt reform. Similarly, I
understand that the union’s job is
to protect their members and, for
whatever reason, they feel threat-
ened by charter schools. What con-
cerns me is the lack of response
from charter school proponents via
mainstream channels.

There seems to be a shortage of
voices to challenge the interpreta-
tion of the data that was the basis of
the New York Times article or to rebut
the knee-jerk reactions of those
focused on bringing down the char-
ter movement regardless of whatev-
er documented and quantifiable
successes may exist. An article in the
Chicago Tribune deconstructed the
New York Times piece and put its
findings in proper perspective, but
there has not been enough on the
national or local news of any conse-
quence to challenge the notion that
charter schools are not performing.
Where are the advocacy groups such
as Leadership for Quality Education
(a business-backed reform organiza-
tion) to provide the counterpoint? In
the absence of contradictory posi-
tions that advance a deeper under-
standing of the issues from all sides,
Joe Average Citizen will grab hold of
the idea that charter schools are fail-
ing. This will impact further reform

efforts and potentially damage fund-
ing efforts from private corporations
that are essential to the growth and
operation of charter schools.  

In Chicago, we know that char-
ter schools are doing great. Of
course not every school is outper-
forming its public school counter-
part, but most are. My school has
kids from every corner of Chicago,
most are low-income and almost all
of them are Hispanic and African-
American.  Not only are our test
scores some of the highest among
charter schools in the city, but they
are some of the highest for any
school in the city. More than that,
our students are moving on to high
school as solid citizens who are
well-rounded in both academics
and social-consciousness.

Chicago is demonstrating that
the charter school movement can
succeed when it is properly man-
aged. This means that state and
local school boards must control

the number of charters and have a
strong vetting process to ensure
that the charters are granted to
competent leaders with concrete
visions for success. School boards
must also be pro-active in taking
appropriate action when charter
schools do not fulfill their promise.  

While I support the charter
school movement, I do not by any
means believe it is the end-all
solution. I do, however, recognize
that charter schools have the
potential to be incubators of new
best practices that could never be
tested in mainstream schools, due
to bureaucratic obstacles from
school districts and local teachers
unions that are focused more on
filing grievances than on making
school environments more pro-
ductive. I will, no doubt, teach in a
CPS school at some point in my
career. I would hate to see that
come about because charter
schools were gone.  

The current debate is a danger-
ous one because it is being waged
mostly by one side. The authorita-
tive advocates and proponents of
the charter school movement must
be more active in their defense of
schools, and they must be more
vocal in their efforts to help every-
one understand the concepts of
charter schools, the obstacles they
face, the successes that they enjoy
as well as the failures that they
endure. Only then will we avoid
over-blown lead stories on the
national news claiming the charter
school movement to be a failure.

Peter Barash
8th-grade teacher

Chicago International Charter
Bucktown

LETTERS TO CATALYST

Pro-charter school groups must speak up

I
am an educator at a Chicago charter school and I have recently
become dismayed over the debate around the success of charter
schools in America and Chicago.  Following the New York Times
article that stated that charter schools were underperforming against

traditional public schools, there was a natural and collective I-told-you-
so moment from skeptics and representatives of teachers unions.

WE WANT TO HEAR FROM YOU!
Catalyst welcomes guest columns and let-

ters to the editor on matters affecting Chica-
go Public Schools. They may be edited for
clarity and space. Letters and columns should
be emailed to editor@catalyst-chicago.org
and should include the writer’s full name,
title and contact information for verification.

For more
letters, visit
our web site at
www.catalyst-
chicago.org
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Y
our article “Teach For America on hot
seat” is both invigorating as a reminder
of the challenges we face in creating a

strong teaching force and disappointing
for its notable exclusion of our organiza-
tion’s record of success in working to close
the achievement gap.

For while we continue to improve our
training and support model and our
method of creating a movement to end
educational inequity, we can’t help but be
thrilled about what has come of the 12,000
teachers and leaders who have worked in
schools through Teach For America.

Your article correctly notes that Teach
For America maintains a mandatory min-
imum two-year commitment period for
our corps members, who enter Chicago
classrooms with an average GPA of 3.5
from our nation’s top colleges. That some
may opt to teach or work elsewhere after
two years of relentless pursuit of academ-
ic gains seems lean collateral to pay for the
many who will remain in Chicago as mas-
ter teachers, principals, and citywide lead-
ers. Indeed, as noted, 60 percent of our
alumni over 15 years remain in education,

40 percent as classroom teachers.
But your article goes on to note only

the percentage who stay in the schools in
which they were assigned, not mention-
ing the numbers who stay in low-income
sections of Chicago but in different
schools. The article also neglects the
dozens of alumni who migrate from other
regions to teach as veterans in Chicago,
and it barely mentions the three new
school leaders, dozen district leaders, and
countless government and not-for-profit
leaders who lead the fight against inequity
of opportunity in our city. 

And the assertion made by critics that
our teachers are unprepared relative to
others flies in the face of substantial find-
ings to the contrary. In their report, the
independent researchers in the study you
cite make an analogy to the impact of
reducing class size. Our teachers produce
gains greater than those made by other
teachers in the study by an amount com-
parable to two-thirds of the gains pro-
duced by removing eight students from a
23-student class. Compared to gains of
novices it’s even higher: the impact on

math achievement of having a Teach For
America teacher versus another novice was
found to be slightly greater than the impact
of reducing class size by eight students.

As for the assertion that we are “on the
hot seat,” we’re confused. An independent
survey of Chicago principals who have
chosen to hire Teach For America corps
members finds 78 percent reporting that
our teachers are “more prepared” than
other beginning teachers. Only one princi-
pal responded that he would not hire a
corps member again.

Your piece challenges us to think criti-
cally about the specifics of our operation,
and for this we are thankful. But the bot-
tom line of our enterprise is simple:  Our
teachers lead students to academic suc-
cess, and our alumni lead institutions that
advance society toward a day of equal
opportunity. The partnership between
Chicago Public Schools and Teach For
America, now and for the generation to
come, works for children.

John C. White 
Executive Director 

Teach For America 

Teach for America ‘works for children’

Speaking as a former
Chicago Teach For America
teacher, I have to admit that I
was bothered by many parts
of your article, “Teach For
America on hot seat”(Septem-
ber 2004). One major concern
I had was the focus on the low
retention rates of TFA teach-
ers in Chicago. When looked
at alone, it may not seem that
TFA does a very good job of
keeping teachers in Chicago,
but I would like to see the
retention rates of non-TFA
teachers, and teachers who
come from other alternative
certification programs.

It seems that the retention
rates posted by TFA are symp-

toms of a system-wide prob-
lem. In my experience, put-
ting in place a stronger sup-
port network for first-year
teachers (which I know Chica-
go and many school districts
are working hard to do) is
something that must happen
in a more concrete way. Also,
there needs to be a stronger
emphasis on having staff in
place who are able to provide
support for these teachers.

First- and second-year
teachers lack the experience
and knowledge to be truly
great educators. Many people
in TFA, however, intend to
commit themselves to only
two years of service, and view

those two years as a sprint, not
a marathon. For two years,
they work tirelessly with more
passion, dedication and
resolve than their non-TFA
counterparts, mostly because
they are not saving any of that
energy for a long career in
teaching. More importantly,
every member leaves TFA with
a completely different per-
spective on education, a per-
spective that often leads them
to commit their lives to effect-
ing real change in education
through public policy or cen-
tral administration, building
new schools or becoming a
national advocate for students
and teachers.

The success of Teach For
America should not be meas-
ured only by the number of
teachers who stay, or even only
by how effective those teachers
are over their two-year com-
mitment. While I do not blame
a district for weighing these
factors, Teach For America is a
program that does exactly what
it sets out to do and does it
quite well.  Whether you agree
with the way they accomplish
this, one has to admit the posi-
tive impact Teach For America
is having on the educational
landscape of this country.

Zach Duffy
6th-grade teacher

Excel Academy, Boston

Focus on support for new teachers
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If you discover changes that are
needed, please let us know by calling
Candy Khin at 312-427-4830, ext.
3826 so we can correct our records.

Thank you to our supporters

C
atalyst’s in-depth reporting and media services are made possible by the generosity of
Chicago’s philanthropic community, including individuals like you. The editorial board and
staff of Catalyst, and its publisher, the Community Renewal Society, sincerely thank the fol-

lowing individuals, schools, foundations, businesses, churches and other organizations for the
contributions we received from July 1, 2003 through June 30, 2004.



By Elizabeth Duffrin

A
mong educators in Chicago,
conventional wisdom main-
tains that teachers in city
schools routinely flee to jobs in

the suburbs, lured by lower housing
costs and, in high schools, higher
salaries.

But in fact, less than one percent
of CPS teachers quit each year to take
jobs elsewhere in Cook County or the
five collar counties, according to a
Catalyst analysis of Illinois State
Board of Education data from 1999
through 2003. That amounts to
approximately 100 to 200 teachers
per year during that period.

“One percent seems low. That is
really strange,” remarks Ted Dallas,
vice president of the Chicago Teach-
ers Union. 

Teachers who leave for nearby
suburbs are only a fraction of those
who resign each year from CPS.
Overall, Chicago lost about 10 per-
cent of its teachers for reasons other
than retirement between 2000 and
2003, the latest years for which com-
plete data were available. (CPS and
the state do not track specifics
regarding why teachers quit.)

And experienced CPS teachers
were much less likely to leave for the
suburbs. Two-thirds of teachers who
accepted new jobs in 2001or 2002
had five years of experience or less.
And more than half of all those who
left took a pay cut.  

Teachers looking to transfer out-
side Chicago face a host of barriers.

For one, the competition can be
fierce. Oak Park Elementary District
receives about 700 applications for

30 to 35 open positions each year,
according to its human resources
department. And last year, Glencoe
School District had 1,500 applica-
tions for 14 positions, the superin-
tendent’s office reports.

Another disincentive is the cap
many suburban districts put on the
number of years of experience they
will award to incoming teachers.
Arlington Heights Township High
School District caps credit for experi-
ence at six years, while Naperville
Community Unit School District
caps credit at 15 years. 

In addition, a stagnant economy
has also meant fewer suburban
openings. Suburban districts began a
hiring slowdown in 2002, according
to Ed-Red, a consortium of 100 dis-
tricts in the Chicago suburbs. That
year, the number of teachers leaving
Chicago for the nearby suburbs
dropped from 200 to 100, according
to state data.

‘AN URBAN TEACHER’
Three teachers from one troubled

North Side school that closed this
summer, Truth Elementary, say they
want to stay in CPS. And their rea-
sons may well hold true for other
teachers across the city. 

One teacher, a veteran who once
taught in the suburbs, says she now
prefers city living, “and I’m not com-
muting back and forth.” Another, a
native Chicagoan, describes herself
as “an urban teacher” and says the
suburbs are unfamiliar territory. And
one who grew up in the suburbs
prefers to work with disadvantaged
kids in the city because, “I feel I have
a bigger impact.”

CPS teachers who are frustrated
with working conditions are more
likely to switch schools than take
suburban jobs, some observers say.
“I don’t hear so much about, ‘The
system is no good,’” reports Barbara
Radner of DePaul University’s Center
for Urban Education. “I hear, ‘I’ve got
to get out of this building.’” 

Some teachers may be so dissat-
isfied that they choose to leave
teaching altogether, suggests Earl
Kelly Prince, a former CTU field
representative who recently ran
unsuccessfully for union president.
“I meet a lot of people who are for-
mer teachers, and I don’t mean old
people.”

A 2003 CTU survey of teachers
who resigned between 1991 and
2002 found that 55 percent had left
teaching. Their top three com-
plaints: poor student behavior,
insufficient support from principals,
and lack of parental involvement.
Inadequate pay ranked only 6th.
The survey did not specifically ask
teachers whether job dissatisfaction
was their primary reason for leaving.
(For more on the CTU survey, see
‘More new teachers leaving CPS’ in
the Nov. 2003 issue of Catalyst.)

One teacher who left CPS in 2001
for a lower-paying job in the suburbs
blames what she describes as an
inhospitable school climate at her
school on the Far South Side.

“No one wanted to mentor me,”
she recalls. “I was swapped around
from one teacher to the next.”

Now she works in Glendale
Heights, where she earns $5,000 less
but feels supported by her col-
leagues. “It’s worth the pay cut.” 

To contact Elizabeth Duffrin, call (312) 673-
3879 or e-mail duffrin@catalyst-chicago.org.
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Updates
Flight to suburbs? Not from CPS

Special
education
teachers are
more likely to
leave CPS.
Read more at
www.catalyst-
chicago.org.

More competition, few jobs keep teachers in the city



By Ed Finkel

T
he number of non-tenured
teachers fired from Chicago
Public Schools has more than
doubled over the past five

years, rising to 144 in 2004 from only
56 in 1999.

Principals and CPS officials say
pressure to raise achievement has
sparked tougher scrutiny of
untenured faculty, leading to the
sharp spike in dismissals. 

“Principals are taking stock of
their role as instructional leaders and
realizing that teacher performance
and evaluation is a critical part of
that role,” says Xavier Botana, CPS’
director of accountability under the
federal No Child Left Behind Act
(NCLB). “With that recognition,
they’re doing more observation, and
where teachers can’t be successfully
remediated, they’re taking the next
step, which is dismissal.”

Botana says achievement goals
set under NCLB are part of what’s
driving greater scrutiny of non-
tenured teachers. But he also
maintains that CPS’ hiring of area

instructional officers is the more
salient factor.

AIOs are “walking through schools
and identifying problems that princi-
pals need to deal with,” including
substandard classroom instruction,
Botana explains. “They’re much more
active. We didn’t have [that] before
2002.” The biggest increase in firings
came between 2002 and 2003, when
the number of teachers dismissed
rose from 106 to 166.

Michael Keno, principal of Bret
Harte Elementary in Hyde Park, says
poorly performing teachers need to
improve their craft—or be weeded
out—early in their careers. He has
fired one non-tenured teacher in
seven years.

“If the person is probationary, you
want to do whatever you can as prin-
cipal before it hits the tenured part,
so you’re not stuck with a bunch of
tenured teachers who should not
have reached that point,” Keno says. 

Clarice Berry, president of the
Chicago Principals and Administra-
tors Association, agrees that princi-
pals face “extraordinary pressure” to
raise students’ test scores. If teachers
are not helping a school with that
bottom-line measurement, Berry
says, principals take a more critical
eye at their performance, creating a
“domino effect” of more firings.

OBSTACLES TO FIRING
Despite the increase in non-

tenured teacher firings, the number of
tenured faculty who were dismissed
remains much lower, at an average of
24 per year between 1999 and 2004.

Principals point out that the
months-long, multiple-step process
required to dismiss tenured teachers
is an obstacle to ridding schools of
some poorly performing veterans.

“There ought to be many more
[fired], but the process is ridiculous,”
says Joan Forte, principal of Ran-
dolph Elementary in West Engle-

wood. “Everything we know about
teaching and measuring whether a
child is learning gets thrown out the
window, as though children have all
of their lives to wait for this adult to
get their life together.”

“The procedure for firing a
teacher is very cumbersome,” says
Berry. “If you miss a deadline even by
a single day, you have to start all
over.” Teachers will sometimes “cir-
cumvent” the process by taking sick
leaves that overlap those deadlines,
forcing principals to begin the
process over, she says.

But Larry Poltrock, general coun-
sel for the Chicago Teachers Union,
has no sympathy for those com-
plaints. “It is a process that requires
the principal to do their job, the board
to do their job, and to prove that their
reasons [for firing] are legitimate.”

Forte says principals are giving
more scrutiny to tenured teachers
laid off from schools that close due to
poor performance.

“Why would you want to bring in
a tenured teacher and not have a tri-
al period?” says Forte. Good teachers
who lose their positions when
schools close for poor performance,
she adds, “are probably having a hell
of a time finding a job.” 

Constance Means, principal of
Barton Elementary in Auburn Gre-
sham, notes that the real goal of the
process is to help teachers improve,
not get rid of them.

“No educator wants to dismiss
another educator, but if you’re ill-
suited, you’re ill-suited,” says Means.
“You’re not going into the process
with the attitude that you’re going to
fire a teacher, [but] with the idea that
you’re trying to help the teacher be
successful.”

Even so, Means adds, “You spend
an awful lot of time with one or two
teachers, rather than being able to
spread yourself out and keep a good
look on your entire staff.” 

Ed Finkel is a Chicago-based writer. E-mail him
at editor@catalyst-chicago.org.
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MORE NON-TENURED FACULTY DISMISSED
The number of teachers fired from CPS has
doubled in five years. Teachers without tenure
are the vast majority of those dismissed.

Source: Catalyst analysis of Chicago Public Schools data
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CLARIFICATION
A story about CPS closing eight child-parent centers in the September issue notes that Head Start teachers are

required to have only two years of college. However, CPS-run Head Starts require teachers to hold bachelor’s degrees.

John Myers

H
undreds of high school dropouts
are expected to be turned away
from alternative schools in the

coming months, since the state cut a
grant to dropout programs funded
through City Colleges. 

Eleven alternative schools lost
about 30 percent of their expected
budgets for this year—a total of near-
ly $2 million—when the Illinois State
Board of Education turned down
City Colleges’ grant proposal for the
first time in 18 years. 

Expecting business as usual, the
schools had already enrolled students
to fill approximately 400 slots in City
Colleges’ Truancy Optional Alternative
Educational Program. Those students
will remain enrolled, but new students
who typically apply throughout the
year will have to be turned down.

Other cuts have already been made.
Tom O’Hale, principal of Truman

Middle College at Truman College
in Uptown, laid off a social worker
and five support staff.  Field trips,
video editing classes and other
‘extras’ designed to heighten stu-
dents’ interest in school will be
eliminated, he adds.

“The kids are going to come in, go
to school and go home,” O’Hale says.

He was one of about 250 teachers
and students who marched at the
Thompson Center on Sept. 9,
demanding that ISBE restore the grant.

Jack Wuest, executive director of
the Alternative Schools Network,
says the state put the schools in a
bind because City Colleges was not
notified until mid-August—six weeks
into the fiscal year—that its applica-
tion had been rejected. 

But Naomi Green, a spokes-
woman for ISBE, says the state’s
budget problems caused the delayed
decision. City Colleges lost out
because of increased competition for
a shrinking pot of money, Green
explains, adding that City Colleges
also turned in a flawed application—
something Wuest denies.

CPS BALKED AT ADDING STUDENTS
Ten of the 11 schools affected by

the cuts are administered through
Chicago Public Schools’ Youth Con-
nections charter. Sheila Venson,
executive director of Youth Connec-
tions, says the impact of the cuts
could have been lessened if CPS had
accepted her proposal to incorporate
the City Colleges students into Youth
Connections’ regular high school
program, making them eligible for
general state aid.

“Those kids are entitled to a pub-
lic education until the age of 21. I
don’t think we should have to barter
for that,” says Venson, who adds she
even offered to have Youth Connec-
tions cover part of the extra cost.

But CPS balked at the idea.
Lawrence Rainey, director of CPS’

new department of dropout preven-
tion and recovery, says the district is
considering multiple proposals for
educating former dropouts, includ-
ing less expensive options such as
computer-based training.

“We wanted to talk seriously
about [Youth Connection’s] propos-
al, but at the time we wanted to sim-
ply get the department off the
ground,” Rainey says.

To contact John Myers, call (312) 673-3874 or
e-mail myers@catalyst-chicago.org.

Dropout programs hit
with funding cuts



MOVING IN/ON DEBORAH LYNCH, former
president of the Chicago Teachers Union, has
joined the faculty at Gage Park High School as a
special education teacher. ... KAREN DANIELS, a
former principal from Boston Public Schools, is
now a regional officer for the Renaissance 2010
project. She was formerly headmaster at Excel High
School, a small school within South Boston High
School…. CHASTITY LORD, former mid-Atlantic
regional director for The New Teacher Project,
which helps school districts address teacher
shortages, is now director of Posse Chicago, a
college scholarship program. She replaces ANDREW
WILLIAMS, now director of multicultural affairs at
Carlton College in Minnesota. …SUSAN ADLER
YANUN, former senior program officer for
education and youth development at the Steans
Family Foundation, is back with the Logan Square
Neighborhood Association as the new community
project coordinator. … DAVID KOHN, former vice
president of the Diamond Lake School District and
press secretary for U.S. Rep. John Porter (R-Ill.), is
the new director of public affairs for the Union
League Club. He replaces DIANA NELSON, now
executive director of the Cross City Campaign for
Urban School Reform.

PRINCIPAL CONTRACTS YVONNE CALHOUN
of Hoyne and DEBORA ESPARZA of Stockton have
had their contracts renewed. …PAULETTE BOSTON
of the department of human resources at CPS is
now acting principal at William H. Brown…. DAVID

ESPINOZA of the office of instruction and school
management at CPS takes over as contract
principal at Sandoval. … The following interim
principals have been promoted to contract
principal: RELANDA HOBBS, Laura Ward; MONA
MILLER, Tanner; CAROL Y. PERRY, Attucks; MARY-
ELLEN RATKOVICH, Healy.

AT CLARK STREET CONNIE BRIDGE, chief
officer in the office of literacy at CPS, and
GIACOMO MANCUSO, director of school
demographics and planning at CPS, are retiring in
October. Replacements have not been named yet.
… TYRA NEWELL is the new director of principal
preparation and development at CPS, a new post.
… PHYLLIS HENRY, former assistant principal at
Moos Elementary, is the new manager of social
sciences at CPS, also a new post. She is president
elect of the Illinois Council of Social Studies.

NEW MAGNET COMMISSION A panel has
been appointed to re-evaluate admissions criteria
for Chicago’s magnet schools. Members are:
ANDREA ZOPP (commission leader), senior vice
president and general counsel for Sears Roebuck
& Co.; NINA APPEL, attorney and dean emeritus at
Loyola University School of Law; JULIE BROWN,
attorney for Business and Professional People for
the Public Interest; RICHARD ESTRADA, director of
Erie Neighborhood House; FRAN GROSSMAN, vice
president of Shore Bank; DEBORAH HILL,
superintendent of Northfield School District;

JOHN KENDALL, attorney for 100 Black Men of
America, Inc.; JOYCE KENNER, principal at Whitney
Young High School; YVONNE LAU, professor of
sociology at DePaul University; ALONZO RIVAS,
attorney for Mexican-American Legal Defense
and Education Fund; JOE TURNER, owner of
Transport Link Company; ALFONSO VALTIERRA,
principal at Galileo Elementary School; ANA
VAZQUEZ, director of multicultural affairs for
DePaul University. The panel is scheduled to come
up with recommendations in December.

NEW SCHOOL OPENING The North-Grand
High School, 4338 W. Wabansia, officially opened
Sept. 8th. The school was designed to provide
overcrowding relief in Humboldt Park. CPS touted
its opening as part of Renaissance 2010, although
plans for the school had been in the works for years.

ISBE FACELIFT Two of the seven new members
of the Illinois State Board of Education are from
Chicago. They are attorney JESSE RUIZ, a partner
at Gardner, Carton & Douglas and ISBE’s first
Latino chairperson; and VINNIE HALL, director of
the district’s inclusive schools project and a former
teacher. Both are Democrats. The other five
appointees are ANDREA BROWN (R-Goreville),
DAVID FIELDS (I-Danville), ED GEPPERT (D-
Belleville), BRENDA HOLMES (I-Springfield) and
CHRIS WARD (D-Lockport). They join two
remaining board members, DEAN CLARK (R-Glen
Ellyn) and JOYCE KARON (D-Barrington).
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