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THEY ALL AFFECT ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT
BUT THESE ELEMENTS OF GOOD HEALTH—NUTRITION, VISION

AND EXERCISE—GET LITTLE RESPECT IN SCHOOLS 

WHAT DO THESE
HAVE IN COMMON?
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“[I]mproving children’s health
likely improves school perform-
ance,” argues former U.S. Surgeon
General David Satcher in the group’s
recent report, “The Learning Con-
nection: The Value of Improving
Nutrition and Physical Activity in
Our Schools.”

It’s not much of a stretch to see
how poor nutrition and little or no
exercise can be a drag on how well
kids do in the classroom. And eye-
glasses, well, there’s a no brainer.
Unfortunately, easy logic does not
translate into easy action. Last year,
more than 60,000 Chicago Public
Schools students failed vision
screening tests, but no one knows
how many of them visited an
optometrist and got glasses. Fewer
than one in three of the 26,000 who
failed screenings this year had seen
an optometrist by February. 

Incredibly, money is not the prob-
lem here—free and discount eyeglass-
es are available through Medicare and
privately funded programs. What’s
needed is for the district and schools
to do a better job notifying parents
when their children fail such tests, and
setting vision as a priority. Parents, too,
need to do a better job following up
screenings by making appointments
for their children, and then making
sure they wear their glasses. 

Tougher and more costly to
address, however, will be nutrition
and fitness. Today, most of the dis-
trict’s elementary school students wolf
down salty, sugary meals during 20-
minute lunch periods. Just this year,
the federal government issued new
guidelines to limit the sugar and salt
content in school meals, but it has not
yet required vendors to meet them. 

Meanwhile, it is relatively easy for a
school to extend lunch periods from
20 to 45 minutes, carving out time for
recess; it just needs approval from a
committee made up of the principal,
teachers, a union delegate and par-
ents. However, getting teachers to
agree to stay at school an extra 25
minutes and lining up enough adults
to supervise recess will no doubt be a
challenge. Still, two schools that made
the switch—Bethune in East Garfield
Park and Peterson in North Park—are
both glad they did. The extra time
gives kids a chance to work off pent-
up energy and teachers a break to
recharge, principals say.  

And while Illinois is the only state
in the country to require daily fitness
classes, many school districts, includ-
ing Chicago’s, have found ways to
skirt the mandate or opt out entirely.
Here, many schools give their kids
only one gym class a week, and some
offer none. 

Local school councils, even those
at probation schools with limited
authority over education programs,
can make a difference by pressing for
increased focus on student health.
Ultimately, though, attending to the
health and fitness of public school
students will cost more money—to
pay teachers to work a longer school
day and to purchase the necessary
equipment. A $400,000 federal grant
is paying for a research-based fitness
program that has gotten kids moving
at 28 elementary schools, and district
officials hope to expand it to a lot
more by this fall. There’s a catch: The
district will pay for gym teachers to be
trained in the new curriculum, but
schools will have to dip into their own
pockets to pay for the equipment. 

Given their limited resources,
though, it’s unlikely schools will be
able to afford it. Still, it’s difficult to
ignore the potential for kids to do
better academically at schools that
pay attention to fitness and health.

Case in point: Noble Street Char-
ter High School, where 86 percent of
the mostly Latino student body
comes from low-income families. It
requires students to pass a fitness
test to move on to the next grade and
graduate. Last year, it beat the district
averages for students meeting stan-
dards on reading, writing and math
tests. There is no proof the two are
related, but principal Michael Milkie,
citing at least a 10 percent lift, is con-
fident they are. 

FROM THE EDITOR

Connecting health to better scores

Veronica Anderson

A
pples, eyeglasses and hockey sticks. Can it
be that simple objects like these can
improve student achievement? They can,
according to Action for Healthy Kids, a

national initiative to improve children’s health
led by a coalition of educators, policymakers and
physicians from every state.



With schools focused on instruction, other building
blocks for academic achievement are crumbling.
Research has found a connection between physical

activity and test scores. Yet few Chicago students get recess or
more than one or two short PE classes a week. Common
sense makes the connection between good eyesight and
learning. Here, CPS has a major push, but schools don’t
always follow up. COVER STORY: PAGE 6
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In
review

1990: The Interim Board of Education taps
Ted D. Kimbrough, superintendent in
Compton, Calif., for superintendent.

1995: In a first, Supt. Argie Johnson publicly
announces disciplinary action against 16
employees, including a principal accused of
paying parent stipend money to her son.

2000: With private-sector support up and
CPS support down, the number of local
school council candidates increases by only
two from the 1998 election. South Loop
School is a hot spot.

For a school reform timeline stretching back to

1985, go to www.catalyst-chicago.org and click

on “reform history.” 
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South Shore resident Denise English watches her daughter’s bus depart for
Dixon Elementary. Few middle-class families send their children to South Shore’s
public schools. See story, page 18.
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Notebook

IN SHORT
“Englewood is like a home to me. You’re trying to shut down my home.

I have teachers who care about me and give me a reason for coming

to school everyday.”
Englewood High School student Latoyia Kimbrough at the Feb. 23 School Board
meeting, where the board voted to phase out the school and stop accepting freshmen.

TIMELINE

with ...
Q&A

Chicago Public Schools cut a dozen
major capital projects from its budget
when state lawmakers failed to approve
money for school construction. Despite
the lack of funds, CPS still needs to do a
better job of capital planning, says
Jacqueline Leavy, executive director of
the Neighborhood Capital Budget Group,
which made the case for a comprehen-
sive facilities plan in a January report.
Leavy talked with Consulting Editor Lor-
raine Forte about how CPS’ capital plan-
ning falls short and strategies to fix it.

Is CPS behind the curve on this issue?

They are. New Jersey, Ohio, Maryland—all
have been promoting long-range facility plan-
ning. There’s an entire discipline around school
design that CPS has dabbled in, but there’s a
lot more they could do.

Has the district shown leadership in
pressing for state construction money?

CPS consistently fails to form meaningful
partnerships with stakeholders. Parents, com-
munity groups, local school council members,
elected officials and developers are all poten-
tial partners. With a data-driven, systematic
capital needs assessment, people could pull
together and make the case to the powers-
that-be that we need this money.

The district has said it’s hard to plan
because enrollment constantly shifts.

That’s not a legitimate excuse. We acknowl-
edge the complexities of this, and that’s why
CPS needs partners.

Your report mentioned a facilities report
card. What should be included in that?

It should be available to parents and the
public just like the regular school report card. It
should include an assessment of the basic
structural systems and answer questions like:
When was the last time the roof was replaced?
Is there adequate planning and meeting space
for teachers? Do we have adequate classroom
space to support the curriculum? And we don’t
have to reinvent the wheel. The Los Angeles
Unified School District has a wonderful report
card that provides a numeric score based on
whether or not schools comply with health,
safety and environmental codes, and lays out a
timetable for correcting code violations. It’s
available on their Web site, so if you’re a parent

San Diego: Reform rollback
The School Board has angered school lead-
ers and the teachers union by eliminating
the jobs of about 170 master teachers, who
acted as coaches for classroom teachers
and helped with lesson planning, accord-
ing to the Feb. 10 San Diego Union-
Tribune. The board also voted to scrap the
positions of content administrators, who
organized training and supervised teach-
ers. Both positions were a key component
of reforms championed by outgoing Supt.
Alan Bersin, who sought to focus on
improving teacher training and called the
board’s decision a mistake. Teachers and
principals said master teachers had helped
to raise achievement, and some schools
plan to continue paying for the positions
with discretionary funds. The board creat-
ed positions for “academic support teach-

ers” who will work only in low-income
schools, primarily teaching small groups of
low-achieving youngsters.

New York: Billions for schools
A judge has put a multi-billion-dollar price
tag on improving education in the city’s
schools, ordering that $5.6 billion be spent
every year to insure that children receive
the ‘sound education’ guaranteed by the
state constitution, according to the Feb. 15
New York Times. The judge, who has been
overseeing a long-running lawsuit over
school funding in the city, also ruled that an
additional $9.2 billion be spent over the
next five years to reduce class sizes, relieve
overcrowding, update laboratories and
libraries and other improve schools. The
legislature will decide how the state and the
city should share the burden of the costs. 

Jacqueline Leavy, executive director,
Neighborhood Capital Budget Group

ELSEWHERE

Feb. 23: Closing ‘option’
The School Board votes to
close three low-performing
schools this fall but says it
may not shut them if the
community can develop
plans for new schools in
the next four months. The
board says its move pro-
vides options for commu-
nities, but critics call it
unrealistic. “How can we
recreate a school in four
months when CPS has
been unable to do it for
years?” asks teachers union
President Marilyn Stewart.
Previously, the district
closed schools for a year
before re-opening them
and accepting students. 

Feb. 24: Parochials 
The closings of 23 parochial
schools could lead to an
influx of hundreds of stu-
dents at CPS schools that are
already overcrowded. Many
of the schools that will close
are in Latino communities,
where schools are already
overcrowded. Latinos are the
fastest-growing segment of
CPS enrollment. Principals
are bracing for more stu-
dents but say they are wor-
ried about how to serve
newcomers. Only 27 percent
of children whose parochial
schools close enroll at
another Catholic school,
according to an Archdiocese
of Chicago spokeswoman.

Mar. 3: Desegregation
Federal attorneys take CPS
back to court, saying the
district is doing such a
poor job of complying with
the desegregation decree
that an outside monitor is
needed. CPS contends a
monitor isn’t necessary.
Federal lawyers say CPS
has not offered sufficient
bus transportation to
minority students to attend
largely white schools, and
has not reallocated enough
desegregation money to
racially isolated schools.
Court documents also cite
other concerns, including
the racial makeup of facul-
ty. (See Catalyst Feb. 2005)
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in a school that’s had some problems, you can
go there and see what’s wrong, when it’s sup-
posed to be fixed and when it’s cleared up.

Your report states that since CPS issued its
first capital budget in 1996, $229 million
in projects “disappeared.” Explain that.

CPS has downgraded the quality of the cap-
ital budget document. We had a blue-ribbon
advisory committee in place for a couple of
years and we had convinced CPS to use a budg-
eting template that laid things out clearly
school by school and tracked projects. We don’t
have that any longer. So they may promise a
budget in a given year and then decide to real-
locate those funds to a different project, and
there’s not a transparent tracking system to see
that. If you’re a principal, a local school council
chair or a parent and you’ve been expecting
certain improvements and then they don’t
happen, you’re left scratching your head won-
dering why. That’s unfortunate because this is
the public’s money and these are public spaces.

Some of the new schools being created
under Renaissance 2010 will be in exist-
ing schools. How does that affect capital
planning? 

Unless CPS shows the public that they’re
getting supplementary funding, we have to
assume that all the dollars that are targeted to
buildings that will house Renaissance schools
are being taken away from current capital
plans. We’re not saying that should never hap-
pen, but CPS is totally lacking a process for
doing that fairly and balancing facility needs.

What has been the reaction to your report? 

We’re looking forward to having meetings
with CPS personnel. Principals and teachers are
very excited, and we’ve gotten support from oth-
er civic and educational reform groups. If we’re
going to claim to be a world-class city and a
leader in education reform, we need to ratchet
up our commitment to ensuring equity so all
facilities are a gateway to student success and a
place where highly qualified teachers are going
to be excited about teaching and want to stay.

MATH CLASS
African-American students, long the majority in Chicago Public Schools, are now just less than half of

CPS enrollment—49.7%, according to the 2004 state report card. But that percentage is the high-

est of any of the 5 largest districts in the country. (Chicago is the 3rd largest.) Meanwhile, Hispanic

enrollment in CPS continues to rise and now stands at 38%. Black and Latino enrollment in the 4 oth-

er largest districts is: New York, 35% and 35%; Los Angeles, 11% and 72%; Miami-Dade Coun-

ty, Fla. 29% and 58%; and Broward County, Fla., 37% and 24%.

KURT MITCHELL

ASK CATALYST
Can a 15- or 16-year-old student who left school but never
graduated from 8th grade return to school in the middle of the
school year? 

Sally Polasek, Illinois Dept. of Human Services

Depending on their age, they should be able to return mid-year to achievement
academies, neighborhood elementary schools or high schools. Achievement acade-
mies are meant to transition overage kids (those turning 15 or older by Dec. 1st but
who have not graduated from 8th grade) to regular high schools. Kids who turn 15 after
Dec. 1st must return to their neighborhood elementary school to finish 8th grade.
Returning students who are 16 must take the Iowa Tests of Basic Skills (ITBS), and score
in the 25th percentile to pass 8th grade and go on to high school. If they do not pass,
they should be sent to their nearest achievement academy. These guidelines apply even
to students returning mid-year, says Ed Klunk of the Office of High School Programs.
According to Grace DeShazer, manager of achievement academies, students can be
denied admission to the academies under certain circumstances. In that case, it rests
on the neighborhood elementary school to accept them, regardless of their age, which
Klunk admits is “not a good situation either way.”

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

CHRISTINE OLIVA



By Elizabeth Duffrin

A t 8:40 a.m. on a
m i d - Ja n u a r y
morning, 10-
y e a r - o l d
Rasheema Fox
dashes up the

front stairwell at Cameron
Elementary School. With five
minutes left before the bell,
she doesn’t need to run. But
the athletic 5th-grader is
fueled with an energy she can
barely contain. For the next six
and a half hours, however,
contain it she must. 

Like most Chicago ele-
mentary schools, Cameron
dropped recess long ago in
favor of a shorter lunch period
and shorter school day. Class-
es run from 8:45 a.m. until
2:30 p.m., and Rasheema stays
until 3:30 for after-school
reading or math, as her test
scores are somewhat below
average. She gets only a 20-
minute break for lunch. 

And physical education
class is only a weekly event. A
state law mandates daily gym
classes. But the state doesn’t
enforce it, and some cash-
strapped districts like Chicago
ignore it, opting instead to pro-
vide more time for academics. 

But neglecting physical
activity undermines the drive
for higher student achieve-
ment, according to a recent
review of the research by
Action for Healthy Kids, which
partners with 40 national
organizations and govern-
ment agencies. “There is a
very strong link between
nutrition, physical activity
and academic achievement,”
insists Executive Director Ali-
cia Moag-Stahlberg. 

School administrators may
assume that kids get enough
exercise after school. But a

week spent with Rasheema
and her classmates in the
Humboldt Park school reveals
that many do not. Rasheema,
for one, fills most afternoons
with homework, television or
video games—and not because
she prefers to be inactive. 

Rasheema longs to move.
You can see it in a sudden
sprint down the sidewalk, in a
twirl down the school hallway
and in her powerful front flip.
If Cameron’s girl’s basketball
team hadn’t folded, she would
have signed up. If Cameron
still ran intramural sports,
she’d stay late and play. When
friends linger outdoors on
winter afternoons, strolling
the blocks south of Division
Street or tossing slushy snow-
balls, she joins them. But
those afternoons are few.

Rasheema’s sedentary days
and a junk food habit are
nudging her in a dangerous
direction. America’s child-

hood obesity epidemic has
been widely publicized. But
the obesity rate for children in
Rasheema’s neighborhood is
almost four times the national
average, according to a recent
study by Sinai Health System.
Forty-seven percent of Hum-
boldt Park children aged 2 to
12 are overweight, the study
found. Other low-income
minority Chicago neighbor-
hoods showed similar rates.

Poor nutrition compounds
the exercise problems.
Rasheema relies on Cameron
for two-thirds of her weekday
meals. Although school break-
fasts and lunches meet federal
dietary guidelines, they are still
heavy on salt and sugar and
low on whole grains. She and
her classmates usually find the
cooked vegetables in their
packaged lunches inedible,
and few consume enough veg-
etables at home to make up the
deficit, a class survey showed. 
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From 8:45 a.m. to 3:30 p.m., Rasheema Fox gets one break: 20

minutes for lunch. Once a week, she gets a 35-minute gym class. In

CPS, this regimen is typical and, experts say, a drag on achievement.

Student health
a low priority

CAMERON ELEMENTARY
Humboldt Park

ENROLLMENT: 1,120 students
98 % low income

52% Hispanic
48% Black

MEETING ISAT STANDARDS: 35% 



Poor nutrition and inactiv-
ity increase the risk that chil-
dren stay home sick and fall
behind in school, Action for
Healthy Kids found. 

It would be unfair to blame
schools for the obesity epidem-
ic, says Dr. Matt Longjohn,
executive director of the Con-
sortium to Lower Obesity in
Chicago Children. More than
20 percent of Chicago kids are
already overweight when they
enter kindergarten, according
to a recent Consortium study. 

But schools need to be part
of the solution, he says, adding
that that it is in their best inter-
ests to do so. “It is clear that
physical activity does improve
academic performance.”

A week with a typical
Chicago 5th-grader and her
classmates points to where
the district succeeds and
where it falls short. 

GYM CLASSES FEW OR NONE 
Rasheema likes the gymnastics
unit that her teacher, Dennis

Peters, scheduled for three weeks
in January. But it doesn’t give her
much exercise. And it’s the only
physical activity that some of her
classmates will get during the
school week.

The Tuesday morning class
officially lasts 35 minutes, but
with time for equipment set-
up, safety instructions and a
quick debriefing afterwards,
the kids spend only 20 min-
utes on gymnastics, much of it
waiting in line. 

Gym teachers in Chicago
are not given a curriculum,
only vague learning goals
from the state like: Acquire
movement skills and under-

stand concepts needed to
engage in health-enhancing
physical activity.  

Except for a few districtwide
workshops each year and a
smattering of special pro-
grams—a golf program for 50
schools, a nutrition and fitness
program for 30—teachers are
mostly left to their own devices.

This morning Peters, a
middle-aged man in a base-
ball cap, makes due with one
mat, a springboard and some
vintage gymnastics equip-
ment that he thinks might be
original to Cameron’s 100-
year-old building. 

During the first eight min-

utes, the girls take turns
bouncing on the springboard
and tumbling onto a thick
mat while Peters spots them.
Some girls trot lazily to the
springboard and somersault
with a flop. Rasheema takes
her six paces at a run and flips
easily with no hands and a
broad smile. But she gets only
four turns.

Then it’s time for the boys
to tumble, and the girls cross
over to the two pieces of
equipment that fold out of the
wall on chains and pulleys.
One is a varnished wooden
ladder that leans into the wall.
There isn’t much to do on the
ladder. When it’s her turn,
Rasheema climbs up its
underside a few rungs and
drops to the floor. 

She moves next to a hori-
zontal, elevated wooden lad-
der: Kids are supposed to
hang from it and travel across,
swinging from rung to rung by
hand. But Rasheema is tall for
her age—when she swings,
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Rasheema Fox
(center) and her
classmates play
floor hockey
during their
single weekly
gym class at
Cameron
Elementary in
Humboldt Park.
CPS won a
federal grant
that paid for the
hockey sticks
and other
equipment at
18 schools.

JASON REBLANDO

Sample study results 
“Several studies suggest that providing more time for physical activity

(by reducing class time) can lead to increased test scores, particularly in the
area of mathematics. For example, in one of these studies, students placed
in an experimental group engaged in 24 minutes of additional physical
activity per week—and had a corresponding decrease in class time for aca-
demics. Mathematics test scores in this group were consistently higher than
for students in a control group, who saw no change in time allocation.”

Source: Action for Health Kids, “The Learning Connection” (www.ActionForHealthyKids.org)
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her toes drag on the floor.
Halfway across, she abandons
the activity as pointless.
Before time is up, she gets in a
couple more quick climbs on
the leaning ladder and a brief
clamber across a metal trellis
near the door. That’s gym
class for the week.

Last year, Cameron had
two gym classes a week, but it
cut one this year to avoid
cramming two classes into a
gym barely large enough for
one. Instead, it traded a gym
teacher for a second librarian,
a move the board’s staffing
formula permits. 

Illinois is the only state in
the nation that mandates daily
physical education, earning it
much admiration from nation-
al health experts. But a third of
Illinois districts secured a waiv-
er from the requirement, a
recent study found. (Chicago’s
1997 waiver allowed it to drop
gym in the 11th and 12th

grades.)  And at least another
20 percent of schools “don’t
have waivers [but] are acting as
if they do,” says David Thomas,
an exercise science professor at
Illinois State University in Nor-
mal, who conducted the study.

That’s the case in Chicago
elementary schools, which
the district requires to offer
gym only once a week,
although some offer up to
three, according to Patricia
Faire, the district’s physical
education manager. 

For several reasons,
Cameron’s program has an
edge over some:
 One, Cameron has a gym.

Some CPS elementary
schools make due with a
smaller “multipurpose”
room, says Faire. 

 Two, Cameron has a gym
teacher. A gym teacher
shortage in the district has
left some elementary
schools with no gym class

at all, Faire reports.
Chicago’s 1997 waiver cost
some gym teachers their
jobs, and local colleges
have been graduating
fewer physical education
majors, she explains. 

 Three, Cameron is one of a
handful of CPS schools to
benefit from a $400,000
grant Faire won from the
U.S. Department of
Education. The grant paid
to train gym teachers at 28
elementary schools in a
curriculum called SPARK
(Sports Play and Active
Recreation for Kids) that
emphasizes fitness over
sports-related skills. The
initiative gave Cameron’s
Peters new equipment—
$10,000 worth—and a new
mind-set, he says. 

Last year, six kids might
have practiced jump shots
while the rest watched and

waited. Now the goal is fit-
ness, so he tries to keep every-
body active, he says. “Just
practicing, even if the form is
bad, is better than waiting
behind a cone.”

Faire is hoping to secure
funding to spread the curricu-
lum to a third of CPS elemen-
tary schools by fall of 2005.
But schools will still need to
supply their own equipment,
she says. 

However, the lack of equip-
ment is one of the reasons
kids used to stand around
waiting, says Peters. Before
the grant, three volleyballs,
three soccer balls and an old
parachute with holes in it
were among his sparse sup-
plies. “Everything was 30 to 40
years old here.”

FEW AFTER-SCHOOL OPTIONS
A pig-tailed girl pumps her dirt
bike up a ramp and executes a
whirling dismount. Landing solid-
ly, she careens through the urban
landscape, charging up staircases
and down train tracks, slicing
across the top of brick walls. Two
feet away, Rasheema sits
slouched at the foot of her sister’s
bed, clutching the control panel
to her GameCube, orchestrating
the action with her thumbs.

Like many of her class-
mates, Rasheema falls short of
the 60 minutes of daily physical
activity recommended for kids
by the National Association for
Sport and Physical Education.
Even children who are not
overweight can develop dia-
betes and high blood pressure
if they are not active, according
to Charlene Burgeson, the
association’s executive director. 

Rasheema knows she needs
more exercise. Her gym
teacher said so. But tempera-
tures hovering near freezing
this week keep most kids
indoors, and Rasheema doesn’t
like to play outside alone. So
over the course of the week, her
activity comes mostly in
spurts—a 10-minute snowball

JASON REBLANDO

Rasheema Fox, age 10, burns off some energy before her long school day begins at Cameron Elementary
in Humboldt Park. Even so, she rarely gets the recommended 60 minutes a day of physical activity.
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fight with her little cousin on
Tuesday, 15 minutes of chasing
and play-fights before the
school doors open on Thurs-
day and on Saturday, a short
walk to the nail shop with her
friend, Bria, and an indoor
game of tag.

Wednesday is her only truly
active day. The weather turns
balmy, the snow to slush, and
Rasheema spends two hours
roaming the blocks south of
Division, mostly with Bria, out-
running boys with snowballs
and stopping at Bria’s for video
games. In two hours, she cov-
ers about three miles. 

Like most elementary
schools, Cameron offers com-
petitive after-school sports.
But team sports serve only a
tiny fraction of its 1,120 stu-
dents. In the fall, Rasheema
was one of 20 girls who went
out for volleyball; 24 boys
joined the basketball team,
and 24 played flag football.
This winter, Cameron offered
only one sport, basketball for
boys and for girls. Rasheema
planned to join but changed
her mind when only one oth-
er girl signed up.

Cameron used to offer an
intramural sports program that
Chief Executive Officer Arne
Duncan launched in 2002. Last
year, about 100 5th- to 8th-
graders turned out for volley-
ball, soccer, basketball or open
gym at the school or a nearby
park, says Jerry Strickland,
Cameron’s athletic director. 

But this year, the After
School Matters program
required schools to enter data
on participating schools into a
computer, intending to save
them paperwork. Hearing
about the system at a district
meeting, Strickland thought it
sounded too time-consuming.
Nobody at Cameron wanted to
do it, he says, so the program
was cancelled.

Cameron might not have
had its intramural program
renewed, anyway. Funding

from the After-School All-
Stars non-profit group
declined this year, forcing CPS
to drop participating schools
from 75 to 61, says Elizabeth
Swanson, CPS director of
after-school programs.

SCHOOL DAY A FORCED MARCH
Like most Chicago elementary
schools, Cameron’s schedule
allows for only a 20-minute lunch,
leaving little or no time for recess.
Cameron has none. Rasheema’s
teacher, Marianne Cabrera, thinks
the lack of physical activity leaves
the kids restless. “They have all this
energy, and they don’t have a way
to work it out.”

A first-year teacher with a
progressive teaching style,
Cabrera tries to work move-
ment into her lessons. One
afternoon, for instance, she
has them stand and stretch
their arms into obtuse, right
and acute angles.  

Cabrera’s engaging lessons
and businesslike manner usu-
ally keep her students
focused. But as the week
wears on, she says, that focus
erodes. That was evident the
second week of January.

Monday is peaceful. Even
after lunch, with the class-
room temperature hovering
near 80 degrees, students qui-
etly sketch congruent trian-
gles onto plastic transparen-
cies. Tuesday is almost as
good. But by 1:40 p.m., the
room is restless with whisper-
ing and wandering. Wednes-
day, attention trails off late
morning; only a handful stay
focused through the silent
reading period. Thursday, the
wandering escalates.

Friday, a substitute teacher
fills in for Cabrera, and the
class gets some exercise chas-
ing each other around their
desk clusters, racing into the
coat closet and sneaking out a
door in the coat closet to dash
down the hallway. 

Thirty years ago, a 45-
minute lunch that included

recess was the standard in
Chicago, says Margaret Harrig-
an, a retired principal and sub-
district superintendent. But
gradually schools shifted to a
20-minute lunch to avoid the
hassle of supervising recess
and to give teachers a shorter
school day, she says. “Princi-
pals loved it: ‘It’s going to make
my day so much easier.’ And
teachers said, ‘Wow, I have
more personal time now.’”

Cameron Principal Florici-
ta Valignota says that in 30
years, she’s never heard of a
CPS school with a 45-minute
lunch and didn’t know it was
an option for her school.  

Some schools recently
revived recess, and principals
say that it has lengthened
kids’ attention spans. Without

recess, kids got antsy in the
afternoons, says Principal
Joseph Kallas of Peterson Ele-
mentary in North Park. “We
had to do something brainless
immediately after lunch. Now
they come in, they’ve run
themselves out. They’re ready
to learn again.”

JUNK FOOD A SILENT KILLER
Friday morning at about 8:30,
Rasheema detours off the side-
walk along Division Street into
Nickel Liquor, a dingy conven-
ience store a half block south of
Cameron. For years, the principal
has begged the owner not to sell
junk food to her students before
school. She wrote a letter. She
even spoke with the owner in
person, flanked by members of
her local school council.

Schools bring back longer
lunch and recess, see gains

Recess went by the wayside decades ago at most CPS elementary
schools. Today 90 percent give kids only a rushed 20 minutes for
lunch, leaving little if any time for recess, according to a  Catalyst

survey of 320 schools.
But two schools that recently reversed course, returning to a 45-

minute lunch with recess, say their schools are better for it.
“There’s more teaching and learning going on in the afternoon,”

reports Principal Charlotte Stoxstell of Bethune in East Garfield Park.
“The teachers aren’t tired. The kids aren’t tired.” 

Principal Joseph Kallas of Peterson in North Park agrees that recess
has expanded children’s attention span.

Recess was the norm 30 years ago, according to Margaret Harrigan,
a retired CPS principal and subdistrict superintendent. She suspects
that many schools dropped it to avoid dealing with discipline problems
on the playground. The assumption is, she believes, “that minority stu-
dents cannot be taught safety and civility, which they certainly can.”

At schools without recess, some principals cite concerns about neigh-
borhood safety. Stoxstell of Bethune says that having children outdoors
under supervision deters crime. “The drug pushers tend to move away.”

Some principals also worry about the logistical challenge of manag-
ing recess, especially during inclement weather. Kallas of Peterson,
which enrolls 930 students, says he moves kids in and out of the build-
ing in shifts under the supervision of 10 adults, including six teacher
aides. Bad weather cancels recess only a handful of days a year, and then
kids play games in the classroom or the gym, he says.

Under the Chicago Teachers Union contract (Article 4-13), switch-
ing from a 20-minute to a 45-minute lunch requires approval of a
committee made up of the principal, three classroom teachers elected
to represent the faculty, the teachers union delegate and three parent
representatives from the local school council.

Elizabeth Duffrin 



A store employee estimates
that 50 to 100 kids visit the store
each morning, and Flamin’ Hot
Cheetos are their top pick, he
says. Rasheema grabs two bags
for 25 cents each. Out on the
corner, she joins three other
girls, one with a Reese’s Cup
and a Twix Bar, the other two
with three bags of the Flamin’
Hot Cheetos apiece. 

While Rasheema and her
friends are not fat, their junk
food habits may put them at
risk for nutritional deficiencies
and for weight problems later
in life, according to David Grot-
to, spokesperson for the Amer-
ican Dietetic Association. 

For some kids, junk food
occasionally replaces a school
lunch or breakfast. (Last
evening Rasheema skipped
dinner after two bags of Chee-
tos, some candy, an ice cream
sandwich and a jelly donut.)
Usually it’s just a snack. Mid-
morning, Rasheema sneaks
into the coat closet to polish
off her chips.  

To promote healthier eat-
ing in school, the Board of
Education passed a policy in
June 2004 that replaced the
junk food in school vending
machines with healthier
snacks like fruit juice and gra-
nola bars. Cameron never
installed a vending machine
for students and doesn’t
intend to, says Assistant Prin-
cipal Patricia Bowman. “Kids
don’t need more snacks.” 

CPS has made some effort
to educate elementary kids
about nutrition. In the spring

of 2001, the district piloted a
health education program at
90 elementary schools, includ-
ing Cameron. Called The
Great Body Shop, it covers not
only nutrition but also safety,
disease prevention, mental
health and substance abuse. It
was selected by a task force of
15 health agencies and organ-
izations. Funding for the $2.2
million pilot came from a
tobacco lawsuit settlement
with the State of Illinois.

The program barely got off
the ground at Cameron. One
teacher leader went to the dis-
trict training and distributed
curriculum manuals to the
staff. Rasheema’s 2nd-grade
teacher says she couldn’t find
the time to teach it. Her 3rd-
grade teacher was in her first
year on the job. She saw the
binder sitting in her room but
never attempted it. When
Rasheema was in 4th grade,
Cameron officially made the
program optional. 

Rasheema’s current teacher,
also in her first year of teaching,
says she has never heard of The
Great Body Shop.

Allecia Alexander, director

of coordinated school health
for the district, says that many
schools have found it difficult
to fit the program into their
schedules. And the district
could afford to replace materi-
als at only 95 schools this year
and update training at 49 last
spring, she adds.

However, another initiative
did make an impression on
Rasheema and some of her
classmates. Dieticians at the
University of Illinois at Chica-
go trained community nutri-
tion educators to lead work-
shops at 20 schools in Chica-
go, including Cameron in
2002-03 and 2003-04.

The educators visited class-
rooms weekly for months,
armed with visual aids, like a
five-pound blob of fat.
Rasheema’s classmate Xavier
Morales says the fat blob con-
vinced him to give up junk
food. “It looked nasty. People
die because of how fat you
are,” he explains.

But the non-profit that
sent educators to Cameron
folded. 

Rasheema remembers
hearing that junk food is bad

for you, but she doesn’t recall
how much is too much. So she
came up with her own theory.
It’s OK to eat up to 10 servings
a day, as long as you don’t eat
them all at once. Another girl
in her class figures that up to
20 servings a day is OK, “as
long as you exercise.”

“Holy Moly,” says Grotto of
the American Dietetic Associ-
ation. “That’s a classic exam-
ple of an inverse pyramid way
of eating.” The U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture puts
foods with sugar and oils at
the top of its food pyramid,
meaning they are an occa-
sional indulgence rather than
the base of one’s diet.

The danger in junk food
isn’t only the extra calories; it’s
the loss of healthier options.  

“You’re replacing foods
that would be rich in vitamins
and minerals and plant chem-
icals that are shown in
research to fight many of the
diseases that are plaguing
children now, such as adult
onset diabetes, high choles-
terol and heart disease.”

SCHOOL MEALS A PROBLEM
During the school week,
Rasheema eats two-thirds of her
meals in Cameron’s cafeteria.
Many breakfasts and lunches are
heavy on salt and sugar. All are
low on whole grains.

On a Monday morning at
8:25, Rasheema sits at one of
the long cafeteria tables, a
plastic-wrapped breakfast
sandwich resting before her on
a styrofoam tray. She unwraps
the sandwich: a white English
muffin soaked with processed
cheese, encasing a slice of
turkey ham and a spongy,
heavily salted egg disk. If she
ate it, it would sock her with a
third of the USDA’s maximum
daily allowance for sodium.
But Rasheema eats only the
ham, with her fingers, in strips
spread with strawberry jam. 

Meals served through the
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ON THE WEB
Go to the Catalyst web site for:

 Research connecting fitness and
academic performance

 Forthcoming CPS health plan

 The research behind the plan

 A list of CPS health initiatives

 School-based health centers

www.catatlyst-chicago.org

JASON REBLANDO

Rasheema Fox and classmates Deidra Thompson (left) and Melanie
Schmidt (right) grab some chicken nuggets in Cameron’s cafeteria.
Rasheema gets two-thirds of her weekday meals at school.

Continued on page 14



By Elizabeth Duffrin

Tatyana Hopkins sits in the front row
of her 5th-grade classroom at Hen-
son Elementary in North Lawn-
dale. But she still squints to read

words on the chalkboard and sometimes
asks a classmate to read them for her. 

Last October, her doctor told her she
needed glasses. Tatyana’s mother,
Latonya Pearson, intended to take the 11-
year-old to the optometrist. But she
works nights six days a week sorting mail
for the postal service, and is exhausted by
Saturday. “I just haven’t had time to take
her,” she said in early January.

Pearson figures that for now, sitting in
the front row should solve her daughter’s
problem, but concedes she hasn’t asked
Tatyana and adds that Henson’s staff has-
n’t told her otherwise.

Tatyana is one of thousands of Chica-
go Public Schools students who need
eyeglasses but go without, undercutting
both their and their teachers’ chances for
classroom success. 

“If I can’t see, I can’t access the learn-

ing in the classroom,” says Melissa Rod-
erick, an associate professor at the Uni-
versity of Chicago, who learned about the
problem through her research into stu-
dent retention in CPS. “It’s a huge issue.
We can’t underestimate the magnitude.”

Last year, 63,185 children failed vision
screening conducted by the CPS Office of
Specialized Services, but there is no data
on how many students subsequently visit-
ed an optometrist. A district telephone
survey of parents at 10 schools last spring
suggests the number is in the tens of thou-
sands: Just over half of the parents who
were contacted said they followed up.

There are multiple reasons why stu-
dents don’t always get the vision care they
need: Parents don’t get the failure notices
sent home with their kids. Parents don’t
make appointments. Reminder calls
from the district get derailed by outdated
phone numbers. And many schools don’t
make vision a priority.

Lack of money is typically not the
problem. Medicaid and other programs
supply eyeglasses for free or at a reduced
cost to those who qualify. 
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Thousands go without glasses
CPS is doing more screening, but follow-up is needed to make sure kids get—and wear—their glasses.

JASON REBLANDO

A student at Gladstone Elementary on the Near West side holds up a pair of prison-made
glasses. Some children won’t wear such glasses, saying they are too thick and ugly.

Tips for schools 
1. Stress the importance of vision exams

and eyeglass care at open houses, in newslet-
ters, during parent-teacher conferences and
when parents visit to discuss behavior problems.

2. At the start of the school year, let teach-
ers know which students need glasses. Each
September, the counselor at Dore Elementary
in Clearing distributes student health folders
that include vision exam results.

3. Make sure the disciplinarian has a list of
students who failed the most recent vision
screening. Students with poor vision sometimes
are the ones who act out.

4. Request that parents with Medicaid order
two pairs of glasses on the first visit to an
optometrist. Medicaid provides unlimited pairs
of glasses to children under 18, according to
Steve Bradley, chief of the Bureau of Compre-
hensive Health Services at the Illinois Depart-
ment of Public Aid.

5. Keep a pair of eyeglasses at school. At
Beethoven Elementary in Grand Boulevard,
children who need glasses only to see the black-
board store them overnight in their desks.

6. For kids who need to take their glasses
home, collect and distribute hard cases to pro-
tect them from breaking.

7. Equip teachers or other school staff with
eyeglass repair kits.

8. Establish procedures for checking
whether kids who have glasses wear them. At
Washington Irving Elementary on the Near
West Side, Dean of Students Joseph Perlstein
(now retired) toured the building with a list of
students who needed glasses. If a kid got
caught without them three times, he got writ-
ten up for misconduct. When children lost or
broke their glasses, Perlstein sought parents’
permission to drive them to the optometrist.
When Irving posted the second highest ITBS
reading gains in the city several years ago, the
administration attributed it largely to Perlstein’s
efforts, according to Assistant Principal Dennis
Dandeles.

Elizabeth Duffrin



DISTRICT NOW GOING THE EXTRA MILE

By February, less than a third of stu-
dents who failed vision screening since the
beginning of the school year had verified
that they visited an optometrist, according
to a Catalyst analysis of CPS data. That fig-
ure may overestimate the number of stu-
dents who missed follow-up exams, since
some students visit an optometrist but
don’t return verification forms. 

But a Catalyst survey of six elementary
schools on probation (where every stu-
dent is now screened) indicates that fol-
low-up, not verification, is the problem.
Four school nurses reported that parents
hardly ever follow up with the eye exam;
two nurses said they didn’t know.

CPS is going an extra mile on vision
screening, covering most students in pre-
school through 9th grade. District techni-
cians screen every child at eight of those
grade levels, four more than required by
the state. Only 1st, 4th, and 7th grades are
bypassed unless a student is new to the
district, has been referred by a teacher or
is in special education. Starting this year,
CPS also is screening every student at the
167 elementary schools on probation. 

Every student who fails the screening
is eligible for free or discount eyeglasses.
Eye exams and glasses are free for those
on Medicaid and for other low-income
families who qualify for Sight for Stu-
dents, a program administered by Prevent
Blindness America. Every student is also
entitled to follow-up care at a reduced
price—a $30 eye exam and $60 glasses—
through the Illinois College of Optometry
or at Tropical Optical locations.

Each student who fails the screening
gets a referral form, a list of nearby
optometrists and an application form for
a Sight for Students voucher.

“It’s easy for us to say a parent didn’t
follow up, but if we’re relying on that little
scrunched-up piece of paper in the bot-
tom of the backpack, there can be a dis-
connect,” says Denise Taylor, executive
director of the Chicago Campaign to
Expand Community Schools. Taylor for-
merly ran CPS vision screening, and says
schools need to get more involved in con-
tacting parents. 

GETTING GLASSES JUST THE FIRST STEP
About every two months after the ini-

tial screenings, technicians revisit
schools and check student folders to see

if families followed up. If not, students are
again given information to take home, in
Spanish if needed.

Technicians may also attempt to tele-
phone parents, but are often stymied by
non-working phones. Last spring, the
Office of Specialized Services picked 10
schools and tried to phone every parent
whose child had failed a screening. Only
26 percent had current numbers in
school records.

Meanwhile, teachers, who have the
most contact with parents, may not think
to press them about eyeglasses—or even
be aware of the problem. For example, dur-
ing one Catalyst visit, a South Side elemen-
tary teacher gets impatient with a retained
3rd-grader who asks to move near the
blackboard and who often misbehaves
when he’s not. But one of the youngster’s
previous teachers believes he needs glass-
es. “His eyesight is terrible,” she says. 

Technicians give teachers a list of stu-
dents who failed the current year’s vision
screening, but the screening stretches
late into the school year.

The district doesn’t require schools to
track children who failed screening. How-
ever, they are forced, in effect, to check on
students they want screened for special
education services. “But by that time,”
says one school nurse, “they may have
needed glasses for two or three years.” 

“Some kids, once they get glasses,
their grades go up,” she adds “They don’t
need to go to special ed.” 

With so many other priorities and no
district mandate, it’s easy to let routine
tracking slide, one elementary counselor
remarks. “I follow deadlines. If checking
on this child’s vision isn’t a deadline
…you don’t tend to get back to it.”

But getting eyeglasses to kids doesn’t
always solve their vision problems: Glasses
that are lost or badly broken often don’t get
replaced. Sight for Students will supply
only one pair of glasses a year. Medicaid
will replace glasses, but many parents don’t
realize it, according to a bureau chief at the
Illinois Department of Public Aid. 

One researcher notes that for some
kids, glasses may be the least of their
problems. “Glasses are a marker for much
larger social problems that kids are up
against,” agrees Katie Merrell, a health
policy researcher at the National Opinion
Research Center. “These kids’ lives are
unorderly. The glasses might be the tip of
the iceberg for other health problems.”
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Kids don’t like the
looks of prison-
made glasses

Ugly. Dorky. Nerdy. That’s how some
kids describe their glasses—and the
way they look when they wear them,

which they often don’t.
“They just make me look crazy ‘cause

they’re big,” says one 6th-grade girl at Glad-
stone Elementary on the Near West Side. “I
need to wear them all the time, but I only
wear them for reading because I don’t want
to be seen in public with them.” 

“They’re like goggles,” says a 3rd-grade
girl, fishing a thick-lensed pair out of her
pocket, sans case.

Other students say their frames leave
marks on their skin.

Most of Gladstone’s students are low
income—like CPS as a whole—and qualify for
free eye exams and glasses—through either
Medicaid’s KidCare program or a private pro-
gram, like Sight for Students, that has part-
nered with CPS.

While optical stores offer dozens of styles,
children on Medicaid are limited to just 15, all
made by state prisoners.

The students who spoke with Catalyst
said they gladly would wear contact lenses.
But neither Medicaid nor Sight for Students
offers them. CPS has pushed its health part-
ners to provide them, but the partners have
resisted because contacts are easier to lose.
Patrick McNeil, spokesperson for Vision Ser-
vice Plan, the insurance company that runs
Sight for Students, notes that students can
receive only one pair of glasses a year from
the program.

With cooler frames and contact lenses
not yet on the horizon, Geoffrey Goodfellow,
chief of pediatrics at the Illinois College of
Optometry, offers these suggestions for get-
ting kids to wear their glasses: 

 Allow children to pick out their own
frames so they feel ownership over them.

 Let students know that mild vision
problems should not make them feel
inadequate.

 Explain the exact reasons for the glasses.

 Encourage kids to keep their glasses in
hard carrying cases and avoid placing
them lens-down on surfaces. Stress that
they should use both hands to put them
on, to reduce wear on the frames.

Alejandra Cerna Rios 
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1. FIND ALLIES 
You can’t change anything by

yourself, so talk to other people who
may have similar concerns and then
generate interest in finding solu-
tions. Nurses might know about
asthma, primary teachers about
hygiene, and gym teachers (who see
a lot of kids) about children who are
overweight.  

If you’re a parent, see if other par-
ents share your concerns.

LaDonna Redmond, a parent at
NNeetttteellhhoorrsstt  EElleemmeennttaarryy in Lake View,
wanted healthier options in the
school’s cafeteria, including more
fresh fruit and vegetables. She brought
up the topic at her school’s parent co-
op and also approached the princi-
pal, Susan Kurland, who joined in
her enthusiasm. “Dr. Kurland is
always, ‘Let’s go!  How can I help?
What else do you need?’”

Winning support from the princi-
pal is crucial for any new endeavor,
says Julie Kuhn of Communities in
Schools. School staff have so many
demands on their time that new

efforts are unlikely to take off unless
the principal sets them as a priority. 

With the principal behind her,
Redmond approached Sue Susanke
in the CPS food service bureau. Their
conversation eventually led to a pilot
project introducing salad bars in sev-
eral elementary schools, including
Nettelhorst this winter.

Redmond is president of a non-
profit group, but she says it doesn’t
take any special skill for someone to
start a program at their school. “It
takes caring,” she says. “If you care
about any issue and you want to see
change, that’s the qualification.”

2. ORGANIZE YOUR TEAM
You’ll probably need a committee

to move your ideas forward, “but
don’t reinvent the wheel,” cautions
Denise Taylor, executive director of
the Chicago Campaign to Expand
Community Schools. Many schools
are overrun with committees, so try to
find an existing one with a compatible
agenda, and recruit additional people
interested in health, she suggests. 

HHeennddeerrssoonn  EElleemmeennttaarryy in North
Lawndale uses its community school
advisory committee to address health
issues. The committee, which
includes the local school council pres-
ident, principal, counselor, teachers
and a volunteer from the North Lawn-
dale Mental Health Facility, manages
many of the school’s external partner-
ships. A subcommittee concentrates
specifically on health goals, such as
providing physicals and vaccinations
for students on site.

CChhaassee  EElleemmeennttaarryy in Logan
Square assigned health issues to an
existing support team that includes
the nurse, counselor, social worker, a
teacher and the assistant principal.
Besides coordinating health services,
the team meets for an hour each week
to identify resources for kids with
mental or physical health problems
that interfere with their learning. 

3. IDENTIFY NEEDS 
Cliff Chan at Chicago Communi-

ties in Schools recommends polls of
teachers and parents to find out what

Parents, educators offer tips 
Efforts include a salad bar at Nettelhorst, aerobics classes at Spry and a vegetable garden at Whittier

By Elizabeth Duffrin

I
t takes only one committed person to
get the ball rolling toward a student
health plan, say those who have done
it. To help individuals who want to try,

Catalyst sought advice from staff at
Chicago Communities in Schools, a non-
profit that links schools to free services,
and from people who work on Community
Schools, a district initiative that pairs
schools with non-profits that provide social
and academic support to kids and families.
Communities in Schools is working with
116 schools; Community Schools has set a
goal of 100 by 2007. These experts referred
Catalyst, in turn, to schools with home-
grown programs. Here is what we learned.

JASON REBLANDO

A salad bar has raised the nutrition bar at DePriest Elementary School in Austin, one of
three elementary schools in a pilot program that added salad bars to lunch offerings.
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they see as the most significant health
issues for students.  

“A survey doesn’t have to be a big
undertaking,” he says. “It can be a series
of questions that you have teachers
respond to at a faculty meeting.”

Seek student views, too. When Hender-
son elementary polled kids on their prefer-
ences for after-school activities, 13 chose
anger management classes, says counselor
Carol Cook. “I was surprised. I thought we
would have to force it on them.” 

4. SET PRIORITIES
At many Chicago schools, students’

health problems are extensive, from
nutritional deficiencies and tooth decay,
to obesity, substance abuse and depres-
sion. If you try to tackle them all at once,
you may run out of energy to sustain the
work. “Sometimes going slowly and
adding over time is more successful,”
advises Taylor of the Chicago Campaign
to Expand Community Schools. For a
start, she suggests building on activities
that are already taking place.

Some years ago, WWhhiittttiieerr  EElleemmeennttaarryy
in Lower West Side began to emphasize
healthy eating in its science curriculum,
which already featured a large garden
that several teachers had started as an

environmental project. Today, kids grow
vegetables in their classrooms, replant
them in the garden and then pick them
for salads. During the warmer months,
parents harvest the produce to feed their
children at home. 

You might also zero in on the issue
that you think most affects kids’ academ-
ic success—in many cases, it’s asthma.  

5. FIND COMMUNITY PARTNERS 
Once you’ve set priorities, look for free

services that match your goals and vol-
unteers to help with such activities as fit-
ness and dance classes.   

For medical services, try your local
hospital, suggests Tonantzin Gamboa,
community resource coordinator at SSpprryy
CCoommmmuunniittyy  SScchhooooll in South Lawndale. At
Spry, Alivio Medical Center runs a “heart
smart” exercise and education program
after school for 5th- and 6th-grade girls
and an aerobics class for parents. St.
Anthony Hospital has sent staff to run
workshops for parents on diabetes, blood
pressure and children’s health.

The Stakeholders Collaboration to
Improve Student Health connects
schools with non-profits and health serv-
ice providers. Contact Rachel Duncan at
(312) 628-0208.

If you need energetic volunteers, try
fraternities, sororities and colleges of edu-
cation, says Lisa Merdinger, resource coor-
dinator for Nettelhorst’s community
school programs. School staff and parents
with local alma maters may have contacts.
Local businesses, civic clubs, churches
and synagogues are worth a try, too.  

Don’t be afraid to cold call, she adds.
And if the first call doesn’t get you what you
want, keep trying. “Eventually someone
will bite. More people than you realize.”

6. PAY ATTENTION TO DETAIL
The success of any health program

depends on those who handle the details,
says Julie Kuhn of Chicago Communities
in Schools. Suppose you want a mobile
medical van to visit the school. That
requires permission forms from parents,
updated medical records, scheduling stu-
dent appointments and shuttling them
back and forth to class.  “It’s not rocket
science, but it requires attention, or it’s
not going to happen smoothly.”

The mobile asthma care van has
reluctantly dropped some schools that
repeatedly failed to help them identify
potential patients. It’s not that schools
weren’t interested in the service, says
Kuhn. “They weren’t organized.”

federal school lunch program
must meet USDA require-
ments for vitamins, minerals,
protein, fats and calories. Sug-
ar and salt are not regulated,
and whole grains are not
required. That may soon
change, as the USDA released
new guidelines in January that
federal lunch providers will
probably need to meet within
the next year or so, according
to the School Nutrition Asso-
ciation in Alexandria, Va.

But schools need to take a
larger role in allowing stu-
dents a choice of meals and
assisting with quality control,
says Sue Susanke, director of
logistics in the CPS food serv-
ice bureau.

Cameron’s lunches and
breakfasts are delivered
prepackaged from Preferred

Meal Systems, which serves
190 elementary schools that
don’t have kitchens or whose
kitchens, like Cameron’s, are
too small or under-equipped
to prepare meals on site. Other
school food services prepare
meals on site. All menus are
analyzed with USDA software
and approved by Susanke’s
office. 

Preferred Meal Systems
offers two meal choices per
day; some providers offer up to
four. But elementary schools
typically allow only one choice
per day because they have only
20 minutes for lunch, and
more choices would slow the
lunch line, Susanke explains.

But at schools that do offer
more choices, kids tend to eat
more, she says. 

During the week, Rasheema
skips a number of meals
because she doesn’t like the

food—the breakfast sandwich
on Monday, a bowl of cheesy
grits and a salty ham and
cheese sandwich on Tuesday
and a salty slice of pizza on Fri-
day.  Kids also avoid some
slightly bitter mixed vegetables
and some unseasoned green
beans that had a yellowish cast.

Susanke says that she per-
sonally samples every new
Preferred Meal entree at least
several times. Her office also
sends inspectors to see that
menus are followed, portion
sizes correct and meals attrac-
tively presented. But with only
12 field staff to cover 634
schools, Susanke says she
needs help spotting problems. 

School staff or parents can
call her direct at (773) 553-
2833 or a hotline at (800) 422-
1145.  “Especially if there’s a
trend: If every time the sub
sandwich is served, they see

most of that is going in the
garbage, then that should
raise a red flag.”

Schools aren’t going to give
health the attention it deserves
without a bigger push from
central office, insists Brenda
Bannor, a health and education
consultant with Millenia Con-
sulting, who formerly ran two
CPS school-based health cen-
ters. What the district needs is a
health initiative on par with its
ambitious math and reading
initiatives, she explains.

“If you’re not mentally well,
physically well—if you’re tired,
if you’re hungry—you’re not
going to be able to grasp all of
the things that are going on in
the classroom,” she says. “Kids
need to be well to do well.”

Call Elizabeth Duffrin at (312) 673-
3879 or send an e-mail to
duffrin@catalyst-chicago.org.

HEALTH Continued from page 10
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James Sellars blamed poor parent-
ing for discipline problems and says
suspensions are “unfortunate but
necessary.” Lauren Adams, an attor-
ney, said “schools are stuck between a
rock and a hard place.” A West Side
principal describes a young girl who
saw her father being beaten to death
and now regularly beats up other stu-
dents, and says the girl “is going to
keep pounding people unless she has
time to tell her story.”

Various techniques for dealing
with the problem are discussed:
more resources, more counselors,
more social workers and more pre-
vention programs.

But there is another way to deal
with children who have become bel-
ligerent and unruly.

Author bell hooks, in the preface to
her book, “All About Love,” makes a
startling observation that provides a
path for our troubled children. She
writes, “We can find the love our
hearts long for, but not until we let go
grief about the love we lost long ago,
when we were little and had not voice
to speak the heart’s longing.” It is
through grieving that abused and bru-
talized children can become whole. 

In his book, “The Creation of
Dangerous Violent Criminals,” Lon-
nie Athens, a professor of criminal
justice at Seton Hall University, says
that those who are violent have gone
through a four-stage process which
he terms “violentization.” The first
stage is brutalization, which includes
all physical abuse as well as the emo-
tional abuse a child suffers as he or

she listens to or sees a loved one
being abused. 

We know a person is being brutal-
ized by the appearance of the second
stage, called “belligerency.” Bel-
ligerency takes root when the brutal-
ized person finally says, “I am not
going to take it any more” and begins
acting out, being a trouble maker,
being a bully, etc. 

Athens’ research does not differ-
entiate between a child simply hav-
ing a bad day and getting suspended,
and a child who gets suspended
because he or she is responding to
their brutalization with belligerent
behavior. It is only through question-
ing and listening that we will see the
brutalization that is occurring in the
child’s life.

It is critical for us to see that chil-
dren who are belligerent are asking
for help. If we as adults see that chil-
dren being suspended and expelled
are not bad children or troublemak-
ers, but children who have been
deeply hurt, then we will see that
their misbehavior is the normal
response to being hurt.  When some-
one is physically sick and throws up
we do not blame them for the mess
they have made. We clean up the
mess and do whatever seems right at
the time, by taking the person to the
doctor or to the emergency room, or
tucking them into bed.  

The third stage in Athens’ process
of violentization is violent perform-
ance, and the fourth stage is virulen-
cy. When a child reaches the violent
performance stage, he or she is being

suspended on a regular basis or even
expelled. By the time a child has
reached stage four, he or she has
committed a serious offense and is
unlikely to still be attending school, 

It is the belligerency stage where
directed and effective action needs
to be taken if we are to make a differ-
ence in the child’s life. The question
is, what is that action?

It is difficult to work with a child
who is being brutalized because one
or more members of the child’s fam-
ily have most likely been brutalized
at some point in their past. This is a
challenge, and yet if it is not
addressed the effort to help the child
will in all likelihood fail.

For those children who are
dependent on those who are brutal-
izing them, it will be very difficult to
leave behind the impact of the bru-
talization. The child still wants and
needs love from their parents and yet
the brutalization is happening in the
family. For the grieving process to be
successful it will be necessary for the
brutalizer (victimizer) and brutalized
(victim) to participate in a grieving
process that enables all participants
to change. They must first see and
feel the hurt they themselves have
experienced when they were brutal-
ized and then become aware of the
pain they have inflected on others.

For those children who are not
dependent on their brutalizer, the
process is still not easy. These chil-
dren must be able to identify how
they have been brutalized and then
go through a grieving process to deal
with their anger. 

It is this grieving that is critical to
change and allows the individual to
“let go grief about the love we lost
long ago.”

Thomas Spellman
Education Activist

tmspell@execpc.com

Unrulychildren are making a plea for help

Viewpoints
LETTER TO THE EDITOR

I
t is with interest that I read the December 2004 issue of Catalyst
Chicago focusing on Chicago Public School’s increased use of
suspensions. A number of comments indicate an understanding
that, if built upon, would lead to a coherent response to the

suspended/expelled (belligerent) child.



RYAN THURLWELL



Catalyst Chicago March 2005 17

Neighborhoods
SOUTH SHORE

by Maureen Kelleher

O
nce on a fast track to become yet another
blighted urban community—the aftermath of
white flight and disinvestment—South Shore
has changed course. Its lakefront location,

vintage housing stock and residents’ own efforts to
preserve two key institutions have helped the com-
munity hold on to middle-class African Americans. 

One of those institutions is South Shore National
Bank, which in 1973 had announced plans to move
out of the community because of declining business
opportunities. But protests and federal regulators
forced a sale, and a group of four neighborhood
investors bought the bank. Over the next three
decades, the bank, now known as Shorebank,
underwrote loans for about a third of South Shore’s
housing stock, expanded to five cities and two rural
areas, and earned an international reputation for its
brand of community-development banking.

A lower profile, but also noteworthy, effort saved
the once-exclusive South Shore Country Club from
demolition and transformed it into a showplace for
arts and culture run by the Chicago Park District. Last
year, South Shore Cultural Center received landmark
status, and capital projects are underway to build a
dance studio and cooking school in the field house.

Yet throughout the 30-year renewal of South
Shore, few of the community’s better-off families
have put their children in nearby public schools, opt-
ing instead for private schools or long commutes to
magnets elsewhere in the city. In recent years, an
influx of poor children, mostly those displaced by
public housing redevelopment, has increased mobil-
ity in some elementary schools and forced them to
serve needier students without additional resources.

“My children have moved around a lot. They
bring with them some emotional baggage,” observes

Principal Diane Rochon of Parkside Community
Academy. Once children enroll, she adds, “Believe
me, sometimes they leave three weeks later.”

Principal Shelby Taylor of Revere Elementary notes
that “the new kids have been having disciplinary prob-
lems, but we’ve gotten nothing [from central office].”

A November study by the Illinois Facilities Fund
ranked South Shore as the community area most in
need of a better-performing elementary school, and
strongly suggested that the district open a new
school there. Acting quickly, Chicago Public Schools
approved a charter school’s expansion proposal to
open there for next fall. 

South Shore fared a bit better in the high school
rankings, coming in at 20th, but only because it
enrolls fewer high school students relative to other
parts of the city. The report recommended holding
off on creating new high school options to give an
effort to convert South Shore High School into four
smaller schools a chance to take hold. 

Local residents have had a hand in South Shore’s
conversion through the Coalition for Improved
Education in South Shore, a grassroots group
founded in the 1980s in response to a CBS docu-
mentary that exposed the school’s dismal academ-
ics and high dropout rates. In the 1990s, CIESS
began developing a network among area elemen-
tary principals, and recently embarked on a neigh-
borhood planning process to improve elementary
school options for families.

Meanwhile, the middle class is watching for clear
signs of improvement. Henry English, a neighbor-
hood resident who led the fight to save the country
club, is not ready to send his own 8th-grade daugh-
ter to the South Shore high school campus. “We’re
looking at high schools [but] we’re not looking at
South Shore,” he says, adding that rebuilding the
school’s academics is “going to take some time.” 

Community turns around,
but progress at schools is slow
Grassroots organizers have set their sights on improving elementary schools next

This is an
occasional
series
examining
schools from
a community
perspective.
Previous
neighborhood
reports can be
found online.
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Maureen Kelleher

L
ike many South Shore parents,
anesthesiologist Kaye Davis
enrolled her children in a
school outside the neighbor-

hood. She makes a 12-mile trip twice
a day to drive her two primary-grade
sons to and from LaSalle Language
Academy, a high-scoring magnet
school in Lincoln Park. 

If the neighborhood schools were
better, Davis says she would gladly
forgo the long trip. She’s one of a few
middle-class parents who signed up
for tuition-based preschool at
Bouchet Elementary, a neighbor-
hood school. Both sons attended,
and her youngest, her daughter, is
enrolled there now. Yet, the pre-
school is expected to close in June
because only four families enrolled
children this year.

Davis and others spent long hours
trying to recruit more families, pass-
ing out 2,500 flyers and hosting two
open houses. “We advertised like
crazy,” says Davis, whose neighbors
warned her she was wasting her
time. “The attitude is: ‘CPS is not
going to do a thing for my child.’”

Regretfully, Davis acknowledges
that Bouchet, which is on academic
probation and has only 28 percent
of students meeting state standards,
is not doing well enough to entice
her to enroll her children. (Last Sep-
tember, the School Board fired Prin-
cipal Robert Lewis, citing lack of
academic progress, and appointed
an interim.) On several occasions,
Davis notes, she observed teachers
speaking too harshly to children on
the playground and youngsters
using profanity. “I have to drive all
the way up there [to LaSalle], or I
put my child in a school without

that level of instruction,” she says. 
Despite her own misgivings about

Bouchet and neighbors’ pessimism
about CPS in general, Davis is inter-
ested in working to improve the ele-
mentary schools in South Shore.
“This is the issue that could take
South Shore to the next level,” she
says. “A good public school will dou-
ble your property values.” 

To that end, Davis became
involved in one of the community’s
most active grassroots organizations,
the Coalition for Improved Educa-
tion in South Shore, known as CIESS.
In December, CIESS launched an ini-
tiative to determine what residents
want at their schools and the best
ways to help schools improve; the
group is also seeking funding for a
full-time project organizer and
hopes to have concrete recommen-
dations in 18 months.

Part of the initiative will entail
forging a partnership with three ele-
mentary schools (not yet chosen) to
find strategies to improve achieve-
ment. CIESS has also created com-
mittees to work on high school
improvement, school safety, over-
crowding, facilities and helping at-
risk youth. 

Though CIESS had worked with
the district in the past, notably to
revamp South Shore High, the group
was caught off-guard by the School
Board’s decision in January to open
another campus of the Chicago Inter-
national Charter School this fall in a
shuttered Catholic school building at
7847 S. Jeffrey Blvd. The city’s largest
charter, Chicago International now
enrolls over 4,300 students on seven
campuses and has a waiting list of
over 2,000. The school outpaced CPS
on test scores in 2004, with 56 percent
of students meeting state standards,

compared to 45 percent citywide. 
Chicago International decided to

apply for a charter in South Shore in
part because of an Illinois Facilities
Fund report ranking the neighbor-
hood first on its list of communities
that most need high-performing
schools, says Elizabeth Delaney-
Purvis, executive director of the
Chicago Charter School Foundation,
which oversees all of Chicago Inter-
national’s campuses. “Rather than go
where we thought we should go, we
asked, ‘Where do other people think
we should be?’” 

The board’s decision came just
two months after the Illinois Facili-
ties Fund released its report, which
defined a “performing” elementary
school as one with more than 40 per-
cent of students meeting or exceed-
ing state standards on the 2003 ISAT.

“Nobody knew the school was
coming,” says Lestine Byars, educa-
tion organizer for CIESS. “We’re too
actively involved not to be included.
That shows a lack of respect for resi-
dents who live in this area.” 

Under Renaissance 2010 guide-
lines, however, the community—in
the form of a board-appointed tran-
sition advisory council—is given the
chance to review proposals and
make a recommendation to the
board only when a new school will
open in an existing CPS building. In
those cases where a school is slated
to open in an outside facility, like
Chicago International’s, CPS holds a
public hearing. The public hearings
for the recently announced Renais-
sance 2010 schools were held only
after the district announced which
proposals would be sent to the
School Board for a vote. 

“We weren’t going to oppose it,”
says Marie Cobb, executive director of

Magnet elementary schools lure
South Shore students across town
A new charter may keep some in the neighborhood, but others seek more elite options
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CIESS. “We just wanted to have input.” 
Davis says that to attract parents

like her neighbors, CPS will need to
offer a higher-scoring option than
Chicago International. “The board is
going to look at [their] scores and say,
‘Looks good.’ We would say, if there’s
a charter school out there that has 80
percent, 90 percent [meeting stan-
dards], that’s what we want in South
Shore.”

No Chicago charter has test scores
that high and, typically, CPS schools
with scores in that range are selec-
tive-enrollment schools, while char-
ters by law must be open to all stu-
dents. (According to a January report
from the Illinois State Board of Edu-
cation, only one elementary charter
in the state has more than 80 percent
of students meeting state standards:
Prairie Crossing in Grayslake.)

Other residents ask whether the
charter just lets the district off the
hook for not funneling more
resources to poorly performing,
existing schools. “I don’t see where
bringing a charter school is a benefit
in and of itself,” says Korla Williams,
whose grandchildren attend O’Keeffe
Elementary, which is on probation
and in a particularly transient por-
tion of the neighborhood. To improve
school quality while the neighbor-

hood stabilizes, she adds, “You must
give [schools] what they need:
staffing, materials, equipment.”

Indeed, all but one of South
Shore’s nine elementary schools is on
probation and in need of resources.
Powell Elementary now has 43 per-
cent of students meeting state stan-
dards and is off probation, but is still
not drawing in nearby children; 59
percent of families who live in the
school’s attendance area and have
students in CPS enroll them else-
where, according to 2004 CPS data.

That trend holds true throughout
South Shore: At least 20 percent of
the children in each elementary
attendance area who attend a CPS
school are not enrolled in the local
school. In addition, about 10 percent
of the neighborhood’s children are in
private school, according to the IFF
report, which analyzed census data
from 2000.

Given such limited options, some
parents are willing to give the charter
a chance. “I don’t have any objections
to it,” says Denise Harris, who has a
son in Bouchet’s tuition-based pre-
school. “We live in a very nice com-
munity with very nice homes. It’s a
shame we don’t have quality daycare
and quality elementary options. I’m
going to look into the charter.”

Chicago International officials
say they want to work with the
neighborhood.

“It will always be a small, commu-
nity-based school,” says Purvis, who
expects enrollment to max out at 450
or less. “We hope to be another part
of the revitalization effort of the
South Shore community.”

Leadership for Quality Education
(LQE), a business-backed education
group, is working to broker a meeting
between CIESS and the charter, says
LQE Director Pamela Clarke, who is
also working with CIESS on its efforts
at South Shore High. Clarke says she
encourages the group to use Chicago
International as a resource for
improving neighborhood schools. “It
benefits all of them to find a way to
work together,” Clarke says.

Overall, CIESS’ success improving
schools will depend on whether the
organization can hire a top-flight
organizer. That, in turn, depends “on
whether the foundations step up and
give them the money to hire some-
body really high-quality,” Clarke
says. “This is a community that’s
pretty involved and wants to make
things better.”

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

O’Keeffe
Elementary in
South Shore is
only a bus stop to
families who send
their children
outside the
neighborhood.
Here, 7th-grader
Camilla English
boards a bus
headed to Dixon
Elementary,
where 53 percent
of students met
state standards
on tests last year,
10 points higher
than any South
Shore school.

JASMIN SHAH
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By Maureen Kelleher

O
ver his high school career,
Ricardo Gilchrist has trans-
formed himself from a “kinda
rugged” freshman with a his-

tory of bad grades to Junior ROTC
battalion commander and salutato-
rian contender.

A student at the School of Leader-
ship—one of four small schools cre-
ated at South Shore High after years
of other school improvement efforts
failed—Gilchrist wound up there by
default because he was late applying
to Hyde Park High. That experience
woke him up, he says, and he vowed
to stop being lazy in high school, a
vow he fulfilled.  “I have good atten-
dance, honor roll grades. I am really
proud of myself,” he says. 

Though he was “drafted” into
the School of Leadership when
South Shore broke into small
schools, he’s grown to appreciate
its JROTC program. “It really helps
you self-motivate,” he observes.
“You get awards. Everything you do
doesn’t go unnoticed.”

Despite his improved school per-
formance, it took nagging from his
English teacher, Theresa Walker, to
get him thinking about college. “I
was just thinking paycheck to pay-
check,” he recalls. Thanks to her
prodding, he decided “maybe college
wouldn’t be a bad idea.” When he
received word Northern Illinois Uni-
versity was interested in him, his
mother “was screaming and crying
tears of joy.” But he’ll need to raise his
ACT score from a 14 to an 18 to get in.
At press time, he was awaiting his
retake results.

Gilchrist’s story, like that of the
new South Shore small schools,

shows promise but also points out
challenges yet to be met. Though stu-
dents and teachers appreciate the
more personal environment and
credit it with improving learning,
school climate and academic
achievement still have a long way yet
to go. Plus, principals fear close rela-
tionships between teachers and stu-
dents will be jeopardized if the School
Board strays from the original enroll-
ment caps of 125 students per grade. 

Small schools that opened under

the Chicago High School Redesign Ini-
tiative have made small strides in
improving attendance and student
grades, according to an article pub-
lished this month in the Journal of
Improving Schools. South Shore High’s
new small schools are in line with a
number of the key findings, according
to researcher Susan Sporte of the Con-
sortium on Chicago School Research,
who co-authored the paper.

The researchers looked at data
from the 2002-2003 school year and

Promising high school conversion
faces challenge of boosting scores
One student who reinvented himself says students ‘just need more to do.They need to be motivated.’

JASMIN SHAH

Members of the last graduating class at South Shore High, seniors Tonia Dortch (left) and Latrice
Jones, research prom decorations. After this June, the old South Shore High will be known as South
Shore Campus as the four new small schools continue to expand through 12th grade.
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R
evere Elementary is using a novel approach
to try and lower its 32 percent student
mobility rate: Rehabbing and building homes

to revive and strengthen the community and keep
families in the area.

Principal Shelby Taylor explains the rationale:
“If we kept the kids for eight years, we could do a
lot more with them. We decided that if we could
build houses, we could keep them.”

In November 2003, Revere, with the help of
two outside partners, launched a two-pronged
strategy: First, renovate homes through the
Revere School Neighborhood Grant Program; and
second, build 90 new homes over the next three
years within Revere’s attendance area, which
includes several blocks in South Shore.

Revere’s first partner was the Comer Science &
Education Foundation, a charitable foundation set
up by Gary Comer, the founder of clothing retailer
Land’s End and a Revere graduate. Comer awarded

a grant of $500,000 to renovate homes, a $30,000
subsidy for construction of each new home and an
additional $50,000 to help families purchase the
homes. (Comer has also given funds to improve
Revere’s low test scores by investing in over 215 new
computers, teacher training, ISAT workbooks and
after-school enrichment programs.)

Neighborhood Housing Services, which helps
administer the grants, and the Comer Fund say
that as yet, there is no hard evidence that the ini-
tiative will slow down mobility. “The idea is that
new homeowners who come into the neighbor-
hood and have children will then take their kids
into the school,” says Irma Morales, director of
new lending partnerships and alliances for the
housing agency. “Or perhaps parents who have
children in the school may consider buying and
staying in the neighborhood.”

In 2003, 33 families were selected for the pro-
gram, based on the number of children they had

at Revere and how many years they had lived in
the neighborhood. Each received grants of up to
$15,000, depending on household size and need.
So far, 24 projects have been completed or are
near completion.

Although priority is given to parents and grand-
parents of children that attend Revere, eligibility for
both of these projects is not contingent on it.

“We want to try to increase home ownership
without gentrifying the neighborhood,” said Greg
Mooney, executive director for the Comer Foun-
dation. The model homes are priced at $120,000
and $130,000.

Cleveland A. Dishman, a homeowner and
grandparent of a 7-year-old Revere student,
received a home-renovation grant. The program, he
says, “is improving the neighborhood. As far as build-
ing new homes, I’m satisfied as long as they don’t
price out the people already in this neighborhood.”

Inisia Lewis

Revere rehabs, builds homes to cut student mobility

found freshmen in the initiative’s
small schools were absent fewer days
and more likely to be on track to
graduate on time by the end of their
first year. That year, only two
autonomous small schools were up
and running at South Shore: School
of the Arts and School of Entrepre-
neurship. Since then, two others
have opened—School of Technology
and School of Leadership.

Small school students’ test scores
remain low, and are comparable to
those of similar students in other CPS
high schools. “The school does take
some blame for that,” notes Gilchrist.
This year, the School of Leadership
has hired Cambridge Educational Ser-
vices to provide test preparation to
juniors before they take the Prairie
State exam, which includes the ACT.

Gilchrist says his school could
challenge its students more. “They
just need more to do. They need
something to be motivated.”

Staff at South Shore say school
climate has worsened somewhat
this year, and some attribute the
decline to enrolling more students
than anticipated. The original plan
for South Shore and its fellow con-
verting high schools, Bowen and
Orr, was to cap enrollment in each
grade at 125, for a total of 500 in

grades 9 through 12 at each school
once the transition was complete.

That’s not how it’s working out in
practice, say principals, who complain
that students who transfer in mid-year
are dumped into whichever school
has space. “We are still taking in stu-
dents. I had a call from the regional
office today,” complained School of
Leadership Principal James Patrick. 

“Supposedly, we’re going to have a
cap of 500 students with no more
than 150 in any grade level,” says
Principal Bill Gerstein of the School
of Entrepreneurship. 

“I wanted them to explain the
math to me, “says Patrick, noting that
four grades of 150 students adds up
to 600 students. 

CPS is preparing to set a policy on
the issue in the near future, says
Jeanne Nowaczewski, director of the
office of small schools for CPS, who
declined further comment.

Observers credit South Shore with
making strides despite the challenges.
“It’s a significant improvement over
the previous high school,” says Pamela
Clarke, director of Leadership for
Quality Education, which has part-
nered with South Shore through the
conversion process. “They’re still
struggling to attract a more diverse
mix of students academically.”

What South Shore needs

ANovember 2004 report by the Illinois Facilities
Fund highlighted South Shore as a community
in need of higher-achieving schools.

Researchers examined neighborhood demographics,
population trends, public schools enrollment and
achievement, and private school options. Their rec-
ommendations for strategies to improve area public
schools—a potential starting point for the community
planning process recently launched by the Coalition
for Improved Education in South Shore—suggest:

 Increasing the performance level of existing schools
through after-school programs and tutoring
provided through the No Child Left Behind law.

 Opening a new, full-site elementary magnet,
charter or contract school. (At the time the
report was issued, no such options existed in
South Shore. Since then, the School Board has
taken action on this recommendation by
approving a charter elementary school.)

 Using extra capacity in four under-enrolled, low-
performing elementary schools to introduce a
magnet program, school within a school, or other
choice offerings within the existing buildings.

 Evaluate the space use and academic
performance of the new small schools that make
up the South Shore High School campus before
making further facilities changes or adding new
high school choice options.

For a full copy of the report, “Here and Now: The
Need for Performing Schools in Chicago’s Neighbor-
hoods,” contact the Illinois Facilities Fund at (312)
629-0060.
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Updates

By Daniel C. Vock

I
n early February, Chicago Public
School officials called on the state to
provide $175 million in state aid to the
district for the coming fiscal year.

Instead, CPS’ top budget official says the
district stands to get only $35 million from
the budget proposed by Gov. Rod Blagoje-
vich, which he first shared with legislators
just a week after CPS made its pitch.

The governor’s budget would give
schools across Illinois only $140 million,
an amount that many education experts
say is only about half of what is needed to
keep the state’s commitment steady from
this year. 

For the state to meet CPS’s request,
lawmakers would have to find roughly
$600 million in new funds, more than
four times what Blagojevich proposed. 

This year, legislators funneled $389
million to education, down slightly from
$400 million last year.

If the governor’s budget is approved—
and there are already signs of a con-
tentious and drawn-out battle brewing
over it this session—it would be the low-
est increase for schools in the last three
gubernatorial terms, noted Pedro Mar-
tinez, budget director for CPS.

‘WHAT IS IT GOING TO TAKE?’
Blagojevich’s speech dashed the hopes

of education activists and their supporters
in the Legislature, making it clear that the
governor is not interested in overhauling
how schools are funded in Illinois.

“It sends a bad message,” Martinez
says. “I’m concerned overall for educa-
tion. It makes me wonder: What is it
going to take to get [the legislature] to
look at the way we fund schools?”

“This is a cut in education funding,”
says state Sen. Dan Cronin of Elmhurst,

the top Republican on the Senate Educa-
tion Committee. “I know the governor is
in a really tough spot. I know the rev-
enues just aren’t there. This is going to be
a long, difficult, acrimonious session.”

Blagojevich’s message put him at odds
with a key ally from last year’s budget bat-
tle, Senate President Emil Jones Jr. (D-
Chicago), who has repeatedly told
reporters he wants to push for funding
reform this spring and reduce schools’
reliance on property taxes by boosting
the state income tax, with the new rev-
enue going to schools.

Jones has his own allies, including
many Democrats in his caucus and Mayor
Richard M. Daley, who has told reporters
the governor should consider a tax swap.
Jones has set up a special committee to
hold hearings across the state on school
funding; the first hearing was scheduled to
be held Mar. 7 in Harvey. Cronin and state
Sen. Miguel del Valle, a Chicago Democrat,
are co-chairs of the committee.

But powerful House Speaker Michael
J. Madigan (D-Chicago) has repeatedly
expressed reluctance to debate any tax
increases without Blagojevich leading
the way. 

There is also controversy over how
Blagojevich plans to find the $140 million
for schools: by shuffling money currently
earmarked for other programs to schools
instead. 

TAXING CIGARETTES, TOYING WITH PENSIONS,
TARGETING GOLDEN APPLE

Another tough-to-stomach measure is
Blagojevich’s plan to raise the state ciga-
rette tax by 75 cents a pack in order to pay
for a school construction initiative. 

Schools around the state, including
CPS, have been clamoring for a con-
struction program after lawmakers failed
to renew it last year. Chicago schools rely

on the state to pay a third of their con-
struction costs.

But the prospect of piling on another
tax for smokers, coupled with the gover-
nor’s previous attempts to toy with the
construction program, have legislators
skittish about this latest push. Last year,
Blagojevich tried to put a state agency
under his control in charge of school con-
struction and proposed reshuffling the
order of schools in line for construction
money, but lawmakers balked at both
proposals.

This year, Blagojevich also asked for
changes in pension benefits that could
significantly scale back the retirement
checks of new teachers from downstate.
The Chicago Teachers Union is monitor-
ing that effort closely lest CPS officials try
a similar tack when trying to balance
future budgets. 

“I think it could set a dangerous prece-
dent,” says CTU spokeswoman Rose-
maria Genova.

Martinez of CPS acknowledges that
district officials are watching to see what
happens with the governor’s pension
proposals, because pension costs are
soaring for Chicago schools.

And for the third year in a row, Blagoje-
vich has proposed eliminating all state
funding for the Golden Apple Scholars
program, which gives scholarships and
mentoring to college students who prom-
ise to teach in needy schools; most stu-
dents end up teaching in CPS. In the last
two years, Golden Apple has rallied sup-
port from lawmakers and editorial boards
around the state to help it keep at least
some of its funding. A similar fight could
ensue this year, too.

REINSTATE WRITING TESTS
Del Valle, one of the legislature’s top

education experts, is pushing a measure

Millions less for Chicago schools
Blagojevich puts Golden Apple on the chopping block again.Writing tests could be reinstated.
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that would once again require stu-
dents to take the ISAT writing tests.
Lawmakers removed that requirement
last year as part of a sweeping budget
package approved at the end of a
record overtime session.

Across the aisle, Cronin wants to
use data collected under the federal
No Child Left Behind Act in new
ways; for example, to track how indi-
vidual classes fare as they make their
way through school.

There are other proposals brew-
ing to:

 Let schools collect more money
for driver’s education classes.

 Restore state support for gifted
programs. 

 Require schools to teach students
about other genocides in history,
such as those that took place in

Rwanda in the 1990s, while
teaching about the Holocaust.

 Prohibit schools that get state
construction money and use it to
build gyms from seeking waivers
from physical education class
requirements.

 Boost graduation requirements for
high school seniors, by mandating
that they take three years of math
(instead of two) and two years of
science (instead of one). Since
1997, CPS has required students
take three years of each.

 Ban the sale of soft drinks in
schools. CPS stopped selling junk
food in school vending machines
last year.

Daniel C. Vock is the Statehouse bureau chief for
the Chicago Daily Law Bulletin. To contact him,
send an e-mail to editor@catalyst-chicago.org.

How Illinois would fare under President’s budget
Illinois would reap $5.5 billion in federal education funding under President George

W. Bush’s proposed $56 billion discretionary budget for education in 2006. That
amount is an increase of $285 million over what the state received in 2005. The Bush
Administration is touting the budget plan as a major step toward improving high
schools, by providing almost $1.5 billion for an initiative that would include, for instance,
more assessments, more Advanced Placement courses and individual education plans
for low-performing students. But the budget also eliminates some popular programs,
such as GEAR-UP, a college readiness program for low-income students, and Upward
Bound, which provides grants to colleges for academic preparation of disadvantaged
high school students. The chart below shows how Illinois would fare.

For a link to the proposed federal education budget go to www.catalyst-chicago.org.

*Combines early childhood, adult and parenting education
+Grants for supplemental programs, such as staff development or smaller classes   
**Pays for incentives to keep highly qualified teachers in high-poverty schools

Source:  U.S. Department of Education data

PROGRAM

High School Initiative

High School Assessments

Title 1

Reading First

Even Start*

Math/science partnerships

Educational technology

21st Century Community Learning Centers

Innovative Program grants+

Teacher Incentive**

Safe & Drug-Free Schools

Special education state grants

Vocational education, tech-prep

2005 FUNDING
(in millions)

0 (New)

0 (New)

538

37.8

8.4

6.3

19.8

40.6

8.3

0 (New)

17.5

467

49

2006 PROPOSAL
(in millions)

20.6

8.7

565

37.8

Eliminated

5.3

Eliminated

40.2

4.2

17.4

Eliminated

487

Eliminated



HIGH SCHOOL REFORM CPS has hired Boston
Consulting Group and the American Institute for
Research to assess the current state of its high
schools and develop a 10-year plan to improve
them. The assessment is funded by a $2 million
grant awarded to the district late last year by the
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. Sources close to
the district say another $50 million grant is in the
works to support the 10-year initiative. Officials at
the district and the foundation declined to
comment until the grant is publicly announced.

AT CLARK STREET Two high-profile managers
of the Renaissance 2010 initiative have resigned:
LISA SCHNEIDER, project manager in CEO Arne
Duncan’s office, and KAREN DANIELS, executive
director for the Renaissance region office. Their
replacements have not been named. … KAREN
BORAN, formerly manager of high school literacy
for CPS, has been hired to take the newly created
position of director of research and evaluation for
Northeastern Illinois University’s Chicago Teachers
Center. … RUTH MOSCOVITCH, general counsel to
the Board of Education, has resigned and will
relocate to the East Coast. She is succeeded by
PATRICK ROCKS, former first assistant corporation
counsel for the City of Chicago Department of
Law. … DOROTHY AGUIRRE, director of evening
high school programs for CPS, has retired. She is
replaced by ELIZABETH ESTER, formerly assistant
executive director of the same program.

MOVING IN/ON JEAN FRANCZYK, vice
president of education and guest services at the
Museum of Science and Industry, has resigned.
Franczyk is moving to London to be with her
husband. A replacement has not been named.

PRINCIPAL CONTRACTS Interim principals
ANTONIO ACEVEDO at Talman and NANCY
APKE at Hancock have been awarded contracts.
… EUGENIA D. BRADFIELD at Armstrong,
JACQUELINE A. BAKER at Pope and
WILHELMINA M. KENAN at Mollison have had
their contracts renewed.

AWARD FINALISTS Fifteen Chicago Public
Schools teachers are finalists for Golden Apple
teaching awards. They are: KIM BRASFIELD,
Carver; CAROLYN R. COLLINS-MARAGH, Alcott;
MARY E. CARNEY, Peterson; CATHERINE A.
CONDE, Ravenswood; ARLENE GARCIA, Belmont-
Cragin; CRAIG JOHNSON, Canty; TIFFANY M.
KING, Peirce; TRACY N. KWOCK of KIPP Ascend
Charter; ALANNA L. MERTENS, Norwood Park;
MICHELLE M. NAVARRE, Harold Washington;
MOLLY K. REED, Gray; MATHIAS J. SCHERGEN,
Jenner; ELISABETH C. TROST and BARBARA A.
WALSH, Boone; and LORIANNE ZAIMI, Sabin
Magnet. Winners will receive a free sabbatical at
Northwestern University, $2,500 in cash, an
Apple computer and induction into the Golden
Apple Academy.

Community Renewal Society
332 South Michigan Avenue, Suite 500
Chicago, Illinois 60604

C H A N G E  S E R V I C E  R E Q U E S T E D

Moving? Return your label with new address.

NON-PROFIT ORGANIZATION

U.S. POSTAGE

PAID
CAROL STREAM, ILLINOIS

PERMIT NO. 87

COMINGS & GOINGS To submit items for Comings & Goings, e-mail <editorial@catalyst-chicago.org>

Coming this spring:

Catalyst forum
on budget equity

Catalyst will host a public forum
on funding inequities within
school districts, and how student-
based budgeting can address
such differences. The date and
place will be announced in the
near future.

To receive an invitation, send an
email to:

Marketing Director Brian Foster at
foster@catalyst-chicago.org

or call and leave a message at
(312) 673-3867


