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Daley chose his chief of staff to
head the school board and his budg-
et director for CEO. The new team set
to work, and immediately, things
began to happen.

Budgets were balanced. Schools
opened on time. Teachers got paid.
Educators were put on notice: Boost
academic performance, or your
schools will be sanctioned. Students
were told: Do better, or you will flunk. 

“It wasn’t going to be a miracle
overnight,” Mayor Daley recalled in a
recent interview with Catalyst Chica-
go editors. But now, he said, “People
really understand how important
education is to this city. That is a
great success story.”

In an interview shortly before his
death in January, researcher G. Alfred
Hess tipped his hat to Daley and oth-
ers like him who insisted on account-
ability for both adults and children.  

“We’ve seen a remarkable change,
not only in Chicago but across the
country—the idea that schools are
accountable for the performance of
low-income minority children,” said
Hess in an interview with Catalyst

Publisher Linda Lenz in early Janu-
ary. “These are large changes in the
culture of schooling. Part of their
genesis was the mayor’s takeover of
the school system.”

Indeed, there has been tangible,
measurable progress, as Catalyst
documents in its first annual District
Report Card, enclosed in this issue. 

But the numbers also show how
much further along we have to go.
Early on, “there was a huge amount
of effort spent in changing the cul-
ture of the school system,” Hess said.
But “the work came to a plateau, and
there hasn’t been much movement
since then.”

Putting a face on these policies—
as the three children profiled in this
issue do—muddies the waters even
more. Saleemah Muñoz was held
back in 3rd grade this fall. She’s doing
better this second time around, but at
what social and emotional cost?
Alexandra Hunter enrolled in the first
freshman class at King College Prep
with the promise of rigorous course-
work and a specialty in film. A senior
this year, Alexandra says the “elite”

high school let her down. Jafet Melen-
dez landed in a 7th-grade classroom
in Bucktown when his family immi-
grated from Mexico last year. Since
then, he has picked up enough Eng-
lish to read and write and keep up in
core subjects. 

What is the average citizen to
make of these children’s experiences
and a by-the-numbers district
progress report? Daley has a well-
grounded answer. Outside of
wealthy school districts, “no one’s
really pleased with any public school
system,” he said. 

The mayor has a hugely impor-
tant role to play in making this
school district serve all its children
well. Said Hess: “He should make
sure that the district has the
resources it needs, and that he con-
tinues to be the spur under the sad-
dle, saying that what we’ve done is
good, but it isn’t good enough, and
we’ve got to be more rigorous in find-
ing out what to do.”

LET US HEAR FROM YOU How do you
measure improvement in Chicago’s
public schools? By test scores?
Teacher experience? In dollars?  We
would like to hear what you think
about our reform report card, and
collect suggestions for what you
would like to see included in next
year’s edition. Email me at
editor@catalyst-chicago.org, or call
us at (312) 427-4830.

FROM THE EDITOR

School reform by the numbers;
where do we go from here?

Veronica Anderson

A
recent survey of voters in Chicago found
more than half saying Richard M. Daley is
doing a good job as mayor, despite their
misgivings over a spate of City Hall hiring

and contracting scandals. One bright spot Daley
points to regularly is the city’s public school sys-
tem. The Legislature gave him control of the
system in 1995, including the power to hand
pick School Reform Board of Trustees and chief
executive officer.



Catalyst Chicago February 2006 3

SPECIAL EDITION 10 YEARS OF MAYORAL CONTROL

Chicago was the first big-city school system to
come under the authority of the mayor in
1995. Since then, central office has handed

down a host of directives, including ending social
promotion and creating elite high schools. But the
key question is: What’s happening to students as a
result?  COVER STORY: PAGE 6

SECOND TIME AROUND FOR STRUGGLING 3RD-GRADER 
A retained student makes progress in reading. But earlier, more
intensive help may have kept her from being held back. PAGE 7

GREAT EXPECTATIONS FOR KING PREP COME UP SHORT
A senior says she was sold on the “miracle on 44th Street,” but almost
transferred out. PAGE 10

IMMIGRANT STUDENT FACES LANGUAGE, SOCIAL HURDLES 
Schools are under more pressure than ever to raise the academic
achievement of students who are learning English. PAGE 14

Putting a face on policy

Notebook             4
Comings & Goings     20

ON OUR WEB SITE

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

Spanish translations
Citywide data from the 1980s
Reform history news highlights

COVER ILLUSTRATION BY DENNIS NISHI

SPECIAL SECTION:

District reform report card
Measuring school improvement under Mayor
Richard M. Daley is matter of degree. A slew of
initiatives have stretched resources thin, and
it’s difficult to tell where reform will gain trac-
tion. If test scores are the bottom line, we’ve
got a long way to go. 

More online at www.catalyst-chicago.org

JOHN BOOZ

Flashback: August 2001—Recently appointed Chicago
Public Schools Chief Arne Duncan talks to his new boss,
Mayor Richard M. Daley, at a back-to-school pep rally at
Whitney Young High School.

EXTRA COPIES
AVAILABLE

To purchase additional
copies of this special
supplement, please
contact Brian Foster at
(312) 673-3867 or by
e-mail at foster@catalyst-
chicago.org.



Notebook

4 Catalyst Chicago February 2006

with ...
Q&A

In 1995, Daley was the first big-city may-
or to take control of a public school sys-
tem. Since then, mayors in New York,
Cleveland and Detroit have followed
suit, and the new mayor of Los Angeles
is seeking control of his city’s schools.
Daley talked with editors Lorraine Forte
and Veronica Anderson about the past
decade and his vision for the future. 

What’s been your biggest accomplishment?

Getting the citizens of Chicago to support
the public school system. I think people really
understand how important education is to this
city. That is a great success story.

Do you think the average citizen believes
schools are now substantially better?

Well, they’re paying the taxes. I would say
they do, because if not, there would be a full
revolt. That doesn’t mean they’re pleased with
schools. With the exception of the wealthy
[districts], no one’s really pleased with any
public school system.

What is the biggest challenge still ahead?

To impress [on] families and students that
education is the highest priority. Otherwise,
there is no way out of poverty, no way out of
social problems and injustice. That requires a
whole restructuring of education in America.

You have been quoted as saying there
should be a longer school day—

Definitely, yes.

And a longer school year. Is that some-
thing you’re going to keep pushing?

Definitely, yes. In India and China they
spend 220 days per year in school. We spend
180 days or less.

Have you looked to India and China for
inspiration? 

Look at what India is doing in math and sci-
ence [in terms of] jobs. In China, 10 to 13 mil-
lion children a year are learning English, and
the adults are learning English. In America, we
don’t realize how important language is, and
that we better change our way of thinking
about what education should be.

Here, for example, Illinois still doesn’t have a
[universal] full-day kindergarten. Well, why not?  

Well, part of it is money.

Mayor Richard M. DaleyQ&A with ... 
G. Alfred Hess Jr.

As you look back over the
past 10 years, what do you
see as some of the positive
developments?

We’ve seen a remarkable
change, not only in Chicago
but across the country: The
idea that schools are account-
able for the performance of
low-income minority children.
These are large changes in the
culture of schooling. Part of
their genesis was the mayor’s
takeover of the school system.

Didn’t the “decentralizers”
have that same belief?  

They did, but not with sanc-
tions and incentives. The first
phase of school reform [was]
about capacity-building and a
chance to be free from sys-
temwide, singular responses
that are not always appropriate.

What should the mayor be
doing now?  

Make sure that the district
has the resources it needs, and
continue to be the spur under
the saddle, saying that what
we’ve done is good, but it isn’t
good enough, and we’ve got to
be more rigorous in finding out
what to do. I don’t hear that
from the mayor today.

You worked long and hard

on school finance equity.
Do you think we’ll ever
achieve that?  

I have come to the position
that the people of Illinois have
very little tolerance for equity
and that political power brokers
like the current arrangement, in
which affluent families receive a
powerful education and less
affluent areas of the state do not.
That keeps the competition
down for children of the affluent.

Can you think of anything
the mayor should have
done that he didn’t do?  

The big gap is not taking
advantage of what we learned
about high schools in the latter
years of the Vallas administration.

What recommendations
haven’t been followed up on?  

One was to refine the CASE
(Chicago Academic Standards
Exams) as part of the move-
ment toward better accounta-
bility. The second was to create
model high schools. A third
was to find and attract better
teachers in high schools.

In the latter Vallas years,
many were saying “Enough
with all these new pro-
grams, let’s invest in the
skills of the work force.”

That is the direction that
the Arne Duncan adminis-
tration is taking.

The strategy of developing
the current work force is
absolutely correct. I just don’t see
that what they’re doing is very
effective. I think it’s because the
current administration under-
values accountability. Without
the leverage of accountability, it’s
very difficult to get teachers who
are stuck in their ways to agree
that they need to change.

You focus on instruction.
Some would argue that it’s
at least as much an issue of
school structure.

The movement toward small
schools should be pursued, but
our experience with small schools
in the late 1990s was that taking
teachers who were minimally
effective in large-school struc-
tures and putting them in small-
school structures did not make
them more effective.

You were talking about
progress.

It’s important for us to note
that we’re a long way ahead of
where we were. We still have
major problems in disconnect-
ing race and class from student
achievement. But the quality
of opportunity that kids are
starting out with in Chicago
today is significantly higher
than it was 15 years ago.

Hess studied Chicago schools for more than 25
years, first as a post-doctoral fellow at Northwest-
ern University, then as executive director of the
Chicago Panel on Public School Policy and

Finance. For the last 10 years he was director of North-
western’s Center on Urban School Policy, from which he
retired in December. Before his death on Jan. 27, he
shared his insights on school reform under Mayor
Richard M. Daley with Publisher Linda Lenz.

For extended versions of these interviews, go to www.catalyst-chicago.org
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How does Texas do it?  How do all these
other states that the progressives watch, how
do they do it?  I guess they realized that it is
important to them. Everything is money, you’re
right, but again you have priorities. If the pub-
lic doesn’t believe in early childhood education,
they’re not going to get it.

So if the public stood up and said “We
want you to give more money to educa-
tion,” it would happen?

That’s right. If 12 percent of the kids are
reading in your school and you’re silent, I think,
well, it’s an accepted standard. You’re not con-
cerned about it.

Budget cuts are in the headlines again.
How do you improve the quality of public
education when this is going to always be
a tension point?

Eventually you have to overcome the tension
point. We’re 49th out of 50 for what the state
contributes [to education]. If they don’t handle it
this year, [they say] it’s going to be next year. So
next year is the big year for everything. Until
that [idea] is overcome, those budget crunches
are going to be there, from southern Illinois to
Waukegan. That has a huge effect upon the eco-
nomic vitality and the future of the state.

The business community has been sup-
portive of your efforts. How do you per-
suade them to make an ongoing financial
commitment to schools?

They are not supposed to make an ongoing
financial commitment to supplement what gov-
ernment is supposed to do. They pay taxes.
They’re the jump start, two or three years or more.

What advice would you give to other
mayors who have control of schools?

Take some responsibility. You have to basi-
cally get your community to support educa-
tion. This is the answer to all the social issues
that we talk about. Hurricane Katrina brought
that out, the problems of those who were left
behind. If we allow this to happen in this centu-
ry, it’s a failure for our society.

KURT MITCHELL

FOOTNOTE

JASON REBLANDO

IN SHORT
“Because of what you are doing, the city that works now has a school

system on the move.”
President Bill Clinton, praising Chicago’s school reform initiatives launched under Mayor
Daley, during an October 1997 visit to Oscar Mayer Elementary on the North Side.

TIMELINE

Feb. 1996: Action plan
Some eight months after
gaining control of Chicago
schools, Mayor Daley’s new
management team, headed
by Paul Vallas and Gery
Chico, unveils a ‘back to
basics’ blueprint for raising
achievement. The plan
includes a 60-minute longer
school day (the day was
extended by about 10 min-
utes in the 2003 union con-
tract, in exchange for a short-
er school year), use of script-
ed Direct Instruction to teach
reading (schools were later
told to drop the program if
their reading scores weren’t
improving) and freshman
academies for struggling 9th-
graders (now scrapped). 

Aug. 2001: New team
New CEO Arne Duncan
selects his management
team, which includes a
number of holdovers from
the Vallas administration.
Duncan soon scraps inter-
vention, imposed on five
low-performing high
schools a year earlier with
no success. He also intro-
duces the Reading Initia-
tive, which sends over 100
reading specialists into low-
scoring schools; in 2005, a
report from Designs for
Change found that scores at
those schools had only
inched up. However,
schools on probation are
now required to hire read-
ing specialists.

Apr. 2004: LSC trouble
Another round of elections
for local school councils,
intended to be the back-
bone of school reform, are
held. It takes last-minute
recruiting to find enough
candidates, but almost
6,900 parents and commu-
nity members vie for 5,698
seats. The number has
declined every election and
is the lowest ever. A quarter
of schools will not have
contested elections, and
two schools do not have
enough candidates to make
a quorum. The board has
since created more charter,
contract and specialty
schools, which are not
required to have LSCs. 
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How three students and their schools are affected by the

district’s retention policy, the drive to create elite high schools,

and tougher accountability for bilingual students
PHOTOS BY JASON REBLANDO AND JOHN BOOZ

From left: Alexandra Hunter, a senior at King
College Prep; Jafet Melendez, in 8th grade at
Pulaski Elementary; and Saleemah Muñoz, who is
repeating 3rd grade at Jordan Community School.
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As part of the program, each child is
tested in reading twice a year. Saleemah
reads “painstakingly” slowly, says Lancast-
er, who estimates she’s about eight months
behind grade level. But she is making
progress; for instance, slowly picking up
the phonics lessons and correctly sound-
ing out new words. “She isn’t flat-lining.” 

Wanda Williams, the primary grades
reading coordinator at Jordan, recalls that
Saleemah has had difficulty with reading
since 1st grade. Saleemah did get some
extra help, as experts recommend. 

“We’ve worked with her, put her in
small groups, and her 2nd-grade teacher
spent time working individually with her,”
says Williams. “Intervention needs to begin
early, and that’s something we’re working
on.” Since Saleemah seems to make some
progress each year and shows no signs of
having a learning disability, such as revers-
ing the order of letters in words, Williams
says her teachers have not suggested she
undergo special education testing.

Research shows that “time on task” is
key to helping struggling readers,
whether that time is spent in small
groups, large groups or working one-on-
one, says Joyce Hieshima, an education
professor in the department of reading at
Northeastern Illinois University. Individ-
ualizing the instruction so it’s focused on
the weaknesses of a particular student
also is important.

“You don’t necessarily want to pull kids
out of class because then they’re made to
understand there’s a problem,” says
Hieshima. It’s often better to give the extra
help within the classroom, she explains,
with the teacher spending a little individ-
ual time each day with struggling stu-
dents, or pairing up students with differ-
ent abilities so they can help each other. 

“Good teachers can assess the stu-
dents’ needs [in reading] and provide a
level of instruction that’s appropriate,”
Hieshima says.

Lancaster would like Saleemah to par-
ticipate in an after-school tutoring pro-
gram led by Jordan teachers, saying she
told Saleemah’s mother about it in the fall
but got no response. Saleemah’s mother,
however, says she didn’t find out about
the program until the middle of the year,
and by then, she figured it was too late.

Only one of Lancaster’s three retained
students goes to the after-school pro-
gram. Principal Harvey, who says after-
school tutoring is a good avenue for

reaching students who need extra help,
sends letters home and has teachers call
parents but, “we can’t force parents” to
enroll their students.

Hieshima says two hours a week after
school could be enough to make a differ-
ence in a child’s achievement.

“It depends on what they’re doing,
but, in general, any added time is good
time,” she says.

APRIL 2005: ‘THEY ALL KNOW THEY CAN BE
HELD BACK’

Near the end of April, two weeks
before the high-stakes Iowa test,
Saleemah and the rest of her class take a
practice test provided by the testing com-
pany. Lancaster is concerned about how
slowly Saleemah and several others read.

“Don’t … read … like … robots,” she
tells them before the practice test, illus-
trating what not to do. She has kids who
she knows can read well, but they might
not be able to read quickly enough, par-

ticularly with the pressure of retention on
their minds. 

“They all know they can be held back.
They talk about it,” Lancaster says.

The students have 45 minutes to read
passages and answer 30 questions.
Saleemah finishes with several minutes
to spare. Another slow reader, who got so
tense during the March ISAT test that he
cried throughout the testing period and
didn’t answer the questions, gets through
with no tears today. Lancaster gives him a
hug and lets him know she’s proud of him
for trying. 

One of the retained students, a boy
with emotional problems, clearly wants
no part of the testing. He makes his first
answer sheet into a paper airplane. Lan-
caster encourages him to finish, and asks
him if he ate breakfast and whether he
feels OK. But when she gives him another
sheet, he quickly fills in the bubbles with-
out reading the questions, then spends
the rest of the time rolling his pencil back
and forth on his desk. 

At the end of May, Lancaster learns

that six of her pupils, including two of the
retained students, scored below the 35th
percentile and will have to go to summer
school. One of the six just transferred into
Jordan; Lancaster barely knows him. Two
are good readers who just bombed on the
test, she says.

Saleemah scored below the 25th per-
centile and will have to retake the test
after summer school. She finds out the
bad news when her mother receives a let-
ter in the mail. Natalie says her daughter
is disappointed, but she tells her to work
hard over the summer so she can go to
4th grade with her friends.

While disappointed at the results,
Lancaster hasn’t lost faith in her reading
program. Most of her students made
good progress in reading during the year,
she says. And looking ahead to next year,
Lancaster thinks she might add more
phonics instruction, since that seems to
be a problem area for many students,
including Saleemah. She’s also thinking

about adding a whole class reading les-
son to each day’s schedule, to reinforce
the phonics lessons.

JULY 2005: SUMMER SCHOOL
Saleemah is one of 14 students in Judy

Owens’ 3rd-grade summer school class.
Saleemah says she doesn’t mind going to
summer school, but she’d rather be play-
ing in the park or going to the beach with
her sisters.

The summer-school curriculum comes
entirely from a thick, board-issued book
that combines phonics, writing prompts,
short reading passages and comprehen-
sion drills. The students sit at their desks
for the three-hour school day, with a 10-
minute bathroom break in the middle.

Owens isn’t sure how much the stu-
dents can progress in only six weeks, and
admits she doesn’t see a lot of movement
in the students’ reading skills in that time.

At the end of the six weeks, four of the
five students who had to retake the test
end up passing, including the two good

Continued on page 18

“Intervention [with struggling readers] needs to begin early,

and that’s something we’re working on.”
Wanda Williams, reading coordinator, Jordan Community School
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By Debra Williams

Since elementary school, King
College Prep senior Alexandra
Hunter has been in love with
film. In 7th grade at Dixon
Elementary in Chatham, she
recalls being given a video

camera, taught how to use it and told to
“go out and shoot.”

“It was great. I’ve loved film and dra-
ma since then,” says Alexandra, who shot
commercials and short films and, while
still in elementary school, won an award
from a film organization and the chance
to review films in Italy.

So when it came time to choose a high
school, Alexandra didn’t hesitate. She
chose King College Prep in Kenwood. She
and her mother, Carmen Hunter, attend-
ed an open house and heard the school’s
glowing spiel promising top-notch teach-
ers, a challenging curriculum and three
specialty academic programs: architec-
ture and engineering, information tech-
nology and, for students with Alexandra’s
interests, the performing and visual arts.
The selective enrollment magnet, for-
merly a low-performing neighborhood
school, seemed a perfect fit.

But four years later, as she prepares to
graduate, Alexandra says the school
reneged on its promises. As a sophomore,
she was so frustrated that she considered
transferring to another school. 

The numbers bear out Alexandra’s dis-
appointment: Every other magnet high
school in the system fares better than
King, the only college prep that is not
making adequate yearly progress under
the federal No Child Left Behind Act. 

The district’s new high school score
cards show King ranks last among selec-
tive high schools in ACT scores, the per-
centage of students meeting state testing

standards and the percentage of students
making expected gains on the ACT
sequence of achievement tests (adminis-
tered starting in 9th grade).

“I am not surprised at all,” says
Alexandra’s mother, Carmen. “I didn’t
think King was operating on the same
level as the other college preps.” Other
parents also grumbled about the school’s
performance when the score card
debuted last December. 

King’s incoming 9th-graders have more
academic ground to make up, signaling an
even greater need for a strong curriculum
that will prepare them for college: This
year’s incoming freshmen posted the low-
est admissions test scores of any 9th-
graders entering selective-admissions
schools, according to district figures. 

The school’s leadership has been in
flux. In January, former Area Instructional
Officer Nathaniel Mason become King’s
third principal in four years, when former
Interim Principal Linda Coles took a job at
central office. Coles, former principal of
Keller Regional Gifted Center in Mount
Greenwood, was installed in 2002 in place
of Pamela Dyson, who had been charged
with transforming King. Dyson subse-
quently became principal at Brooks Col-
lege Prep. (Dyson died in early February.)

And teacher turnover has also been a
problem. The year after Dyson left, 21 of 33
teachers and administrators left as well,
including 10 staff members who had been
at King since it was a neighborhood school.

Turnover slowed the next year, with only
four teachers leaving. But this year, 11 fac-
ulty members left. (Catalyst efforts to reach
teachers at King were unsuccessful.) 

“I can’t deny that King is having prob-
lems,” says David Pickens, the deputy to
Schools CEO Arne Duncan. Acknowledg-
ing the disparity in achievement between
King and its counterparts, Pickens added,
“Our goal is to have very little difference
from one [school] to another. We are
looking at it.” 

As for King’s new principal, Pickens
adds, “Nathaniel Mason is very experi-
enced and respected. We needed some-
one who could hit the ground running.
When the new LSC is selected in April,
they will be able select a principal.”

King’s story illustrates the difficulty of
creating elite high schools, a key strategy
in Mayor Richard M. Daley’s efforts to
attract and keep middle-class families in
the public school system.   

SEPTEMBER 1998: GRAND PLANS,
THEN A PROTEST

Eight years ago, then-CEO Paul Vallas
chose to overhaul King to help fulfill a
requirement in the federal desegregation
consent decree that all students have equal
access to magnet schools. In 1998, King
stopped accepting freshmen and Vallas
hired Dyson, a founding teacher and staff
recruiter for the high-performing Chicago
High School for Agricultural Sciences, to
take over as principal and oversee King’s

Great expectations for
King Prep come up short

Revolving-door leadership and a school vision that never got off

the ground undercut the grand plan to convert a failing

neighborhood high school into a high-achieving college prep.
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conversion for a fall 2001 reopening.
King had been reconstituted, or re-

staffed, the year before because of dismal
test scores: Only 6 percent of freshmen
were reading at or above national norms,
and juniors were only slightly higher at 8
percent. Yet, Dyson was not deterred, and
not overly concerned about the school’s
poor reputation.

“I don’t think it will hurt,” Dyson said
then. “The facility [then under renova-
tion] will speak for itself, and if the school
is packaged correctly, people will come.” 

She and her team made grand plans. 
“We will have dual enrollment where

kids get college and high school credit,”
Dyson told Catalyst in 2000. “We want
professional people to be mentors. We
will have job shadowing. We will have
professionals working with our staff and
they will do team teaching. We are talking
with professors at [Illinois Institute of
Technology], University of Chicago and
Northwestern University.”

To head the performing and visual arts
specialty, Dyson hired Marguerite Maria-
ma, a performing artist and professor from
The City College of New York (CUNY), who
is also an expert at integrating arts into a

school’s academic curriculum. 
Mariama set up partnerships with

local universities, including DePaul and
Roosevelt, nonprofit art groups such as
Little Black Pearl Art and Design Center
and the Ravinia Festival.

“Our collaborations are helping us
design the curriculum and prepare our
students for careers,” Mariama said then.
“These kids will be able to work in the
field, be mentored by a film person or
someone who does lighting. Many [job]
opportunities are behind-the-scenes,
and students will be exposed to that.”

But while the school was busy crafting
specialty curricula, it neglected to adver-
tise them. In May 2001, the School Board
announced that King wouldn’t reopen as
scheduled because only 50 students had
applied. Dyson had hoped to enroll 250.
In contrast, close to 2,000 8th-graders
jockeyed for 200 slots for freshmen at
Northside College Prep when it opened
in 1999, and 2,050 8th-graders vied for
381 slots at the new Walter Payton College
Prep the following year.

At King, the announcement set off
protests from parents and students, who
charged that the postponed opening

came after students were admitted and
had attended orientation, and after the
selection process for other magnet
schools had ended. Some students were
then offered the chance to enroll in other
selective schools. 

SEPTEMBER 2001: ‘MIRACLE ON 44TH STREET?’
To attract more students, Dyson enlist-

ed 10 recruiters (many of them teachers) to
visit elementary schools, hold open houses
and send out e-mails and recruitment
brochures, in a big push to get the word out
about the “Miracle on 44th Street.”

“We were disappointed, but undaunt-
ed,” says Mariama.  “We really had to get
out and tell our story.”

In fall 2001, it was “the story” that
caught Alexandra and her mother’s atten-
tion. Alexandra was already envisioning a
career in broadcasting and film.

Carmen remembers that she heard
about the new school, and then attend-
ed a high school fair with her daughter.
“I met Dr. Dyson and Ms. Brice, the sci-
ence teacher, and I was sold after they
talked about how wonderful the school
would be,” Carmen says.

In November, Alexandra and her

JOHN BOOZ

Alexandra Hunter puts the finishing touches on her final project for a video production class at the Gallery 37 arts program. Dissatisfied with
her high school’s film and broadcasting program, she looked for other avenues to prepare herself for college and a career.
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mother attended an open house.
“We were told that the school would

help us prepare for the ACT. Dr. Dyson
told us we would learn broadcasting and
we’d also have drama,” says Alexandra.
“That’s when I knew I wanted to go.”

Alexandra didn’t know what to expect
in high school, but she was sure that she’d
learn more about film and broadcasting
and be prepared to get into a good college
that would give her a shot at a career in
the highly competitive field.

The school’s advertising push paid off.
It attracted 1,500 applicants for the 200
slots available in its first year. 

But in September 2002, when the
school opened and Alexandra was a
freshman, a major shakeup took place.

At freshman orientation, Dyson
announced she was leaving and Coles
would take her place. Coles had no expe-
rience as a high school principal or
teacher, but Duncan’s administration
believed that her background at high-
performing Keller gave her the instruc-
tional expertise to lead King. 

“I wondered why they’d change the
principal when she seemed to have
everything down pat,” says Alexandra.
Still, she was excited and looking forward
to her freshman year.

But two months into the school year,

Alexandra got her first inkling of trouble
ahead. 

In her drama class—part of her spe-
cialty program—students had written
scripts and were preparing to film and
edit them. But the teacher—who had only
one year of experience, according to CPS
records—didn’t know how to work the
camera, a regular camcorder. Nor was he
familiar with terms used in creating a film.

“I asked him about blocking, which is
where you have a person stand to get the
best [camera] shot, and he didn’t know
what I was talking about,” Alexandra says.
“I knew because I learned this in 7th and
8th grade.” 

Next, the partnerships and mentoring
opportunities never materialized. Maria-
ma left not long after Dyson.

“We were supposed to have internships
our junior and senior year, but the partner-
ships didn’t happen,” says Alexandra.

Cathy Smith-Dale, a parent member
of the local school council, notes that
partnerships in the other specialties did-
n’t develop either.

“My son has always wanted to be an
architect,” says Smith-Dale. “So when I
found out about the architecture and engi-
neering program in 2001, we didn’t want to
consider any other school but King. But
later, there were no partnerships.”

At a January 2005 School Board meet-
ing, she expressed concern to Duncan and
Board President Michael Scott. “My son is a
junior and he has not had the opportunity
to have a relationship with IIT,” as the
school had promised, Smith-Dale told the
board. “King promised that students
would have one-on-one [mentoring] with
an architect, and it has not manifested.”

Mariama says the partnerships, at least
for the performing arts program, were
supposed to be put together even though
she was leaving. (Teachers from the other
two specialty areas were in charge of put-
ting together their own partnerships.)

“My goal was to make King a premier
performing arts school. My vision was
huge, but it was doable,” says Mariama,
who now works with school districts in
New York. The school had partnered with
Northwestern, DePaul Theatre Arts, the
Art Institute, Roosevelt University,
Ravinia and the University of Chicago.
“We had it [set up] so our students would
segue into their programs,” Mariama
explains. “I told all the partners I was
leaving and to continue. Dr. Coles said
she’d follow through.”

But the partners contend that when
Mariama left, their association with the
school fell apart.

“When she left, there was no contact,”
says James Gandre, the dean of perform-
ing arts at Roosevelt University. “It’s
unfortunate because we’d been talking
about the possibility of our students
working with some of the kids [at King].
Performing arts teaches so much more
than any one other subject can do. The
investment pays off handsomely, espe-
cially in city schools.”

Melissa Meltzer, who was in charge of
theater school admissions at DePaul,
agrees. “This was a great idea to get uni-
versities involved and give students col-
lege credit,” says Meltzer.  “But there was
nobody who saw this as a priority.”

Coles says her hands were tied. “We
didn’t have the funds to support [Maria-
ma’s] salary,” she says, adding that the
salary was paid by Schools and Regions (a
CPS department that no longer exists)
and that start-up funds for new schools
could not be used for salaries. 

Last year, however, Coles hired a coor-
dinator to build partnerships with local
universities, using additional discre-
tionary funds that the school reaped when
its low-income enrollment increased.

JOHN BOOZ

Last November, Alexandra (center) played the flute in a concert at King to raise money for
Hurricane Katrina victims.
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SEPTEMBER 2003: NOT LEARNING ANYTHING

For Alexandra, however, the effort
came too late. In 2003, as a sophomore,
she was so disappointed in the film and
drama curriculum that she switched to
band. At least, Alexandra says, she would
learn how to play the flute and read music.

“I realized that there was no broad-
casting class, no TV class, no cinematog-
raphy, so I switched,” she says. “What I
was doing was a waste of time. We were
not working with lighting, sound or any
cinematic properties. I wasn’t learning
anything. And [acting, drama and film]
was supposed to be my major in college.” 

That same year, King’s teacher turnover
was the highest among the other college
preps, according to data from the Consor-
tium on Chicago School Research. 

While King’s specialty programs never
lived up to expectations, more important-
ly—especially for students’ college
prospects—neither did its academics. Last
year, fewer than half of students met state
testing standards. Enrollment in Advanced
Placement courses, a key measure of aca-
demic rigor, is only 6 percent; the school
currently offers only three AP courses,
according to 2005 statistics: biology, chem-
istry and U.S. government and politics. The
2005 schoolwide ACT score was 19—too
low for most competitive colleges.

While Alexandra maintained A’s and
B’s, as a junior she began to doubt that she
was being prepared for college. She per-
formed poorly on the math and science
portion of the Prairie State Achievement
Exam last year, as did most King students.

The lagging performance is a serious
matter for parents. “I’m very concerned
with how little progress our students are
making,” says Smith-Dale. “This is not
what a college prep is supposed to be.”

Valencia Rias, a policy associate from
Designs for Change, agrees. “If these
schools are not at least at 75 percent and
better, what good is being a college prep?”
she says. “Their focus should be to get stu-
dents into good colleges. There should be a
template for all of them and some man-
dates, especially since parents have to
jump through hoops to get their kids in.”

In her senior year, Alexandra has
sought out programs on her own to help
prepare for college. She was accepted
into Gallery 37’s Center for the Arts pro-
gram, where she studies video produc-
tion every day for two hours.

“Even though I’d switched to band,
everyone in the performing arts division
was given a chance to be in Gallery,” she
explains, adding that it took her three
years to find some way to learn the pro-
duction skills she was expecting to learn
at King. “But better late than never, right?”

Alexandra, a self-assured student who
isn’t shy about seeking out opportunities,
also says she received very little help from
King in her college search, although she
says the school offered some ACT test prep
and a counselor helped her apply to a col-
lege bridge program to earn college cred-
its. She has applied to seven universities.

“Some of my teachers wrote me letters
of recommendation, but other than that,
I got nothing,” says Alexandra, who
worked with her mother to search out
colleges and send applications. 

JANUARY 2006: LEADERSHIP, MONEY, SUPPORT
In retrospect, Carmen Hunter blames

lack of leadership and central office sup-
port for the school’s problems. 

“When Dyson was there, there was a
plan,” says Carmen. “What happened to
the plan, I don’t know.” She questions why
the board would place an elementary

school principal in a high school, espe-
cially a school that had problems getting
off the ground. (In comparison, when the
board decided to revamp troubled Lind-
blom again, it picked Northside College
Prep’s assistant principal, Alan Mather,
and hired Mason, King’s new principal, as
a consultant to help with the effort.)

Pickens says central office believed
that Coles was the right selection for King
because, as principal of a magnet school,
she knew what good teaching and learn-
ing looked like. One expert notes that
choosing an elementary school principal
to head a high school is not necessarily a
bad idea, if the person has leadership
ability and support from the district.

“They need high expectations of stu-
dents and adults,” says Frank Barnes, a
senior associate at the Annenberg Insti-

tute for School Reform. “They need to
have some vision of what an effective
school looks like. And you need money
for the kinds of things that make a differ-
ence—support for teachers to learn the
new curriculum, bringing in technology,
and support for families and different
partnerships that might be necessary to
ease the transition.”

In retrospect, Pickens acknowledges
that the district did a clumsy job of
installing Coles. “Dyson created the
school; Coles inherited it. I think we
could have done this better,” he says. And
while Dyson had only been on the job a
year, she was replaced to create “a clean
slate,” Pickens says.

Any principal charged with transform-
ing a failing school needs to learn quickly,
says another noted expert, adding that
the district should allow for a transitional
learning period and provide as much sup-
port as possible, including installing expe-
rienced assistant principals.  

“When you have someone who has
leadership qualities and lacks experience,
the first is usually a loss because the per-
son is on a very steep learning curve,”
says Larry Cuban, a professor of educa-

tion at Stanford University. “That usually
occurs even with an experienced princi-
pal. But for someone who has not had
those relevant experiences the learning
curve is very steep.”  

Any changes for the better at King will
come too late for Alexandra and her
classmates, who will graduate in June. 

Now, Alexandra says if she could have
done things differently, she would have
chosen another school. And while cau-
tiously optimistic, she is concerned that
her high school education will hinder her
in college. “I’m not sure if it will. I certain-
ly hope not.”

Intern Emily Horbar contributed to this
report.

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

“You need money for the kinds of things that make a difference—

support for teachers, bringing in technology, and support for

families and different partnerships.”
Frank Barnes, Annenberg Institute for School Reform
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By Alexander Russo

On the surface, Jafet Melen-
dez looks pretty much like
any other 8th-grader at
Pulaski Elementary in
Bucktown. He wears an
Old Navy hoodie and high-

top sneakers nearly every day. He likes
video games, McDonalds, and the Latin-
flavored rap music called reggaetón. He
has a cell phone—and a pierced tongue,
thanks to his stepfather, Sergio, a factory
worker and part-time tattoo artist. The
desk near his bed at the family home is
covered with items most teenage boys
collect—action figures, tough-guy sun-
glasses and CDs.

Despite the outer trappings of a typi-
cal American teen, in reality, Jafet is still
closely tied to the place he called home
until 18 months ago: a neighborhood just
outside Mexico City. He still tracks web-
sites showing the latest news and events
back there, exchanges e-mails with his
uncle and tells his new friends the latest
Spanish slang he’s learned from calling
friends back in Mexico. The class picture
from his 6th-grade graduation is tacked
up on the wall near his bed. And while he
usually chooses to speak English with a
visitor, he continues to speak Spanish to
his Spanish-speaking classmates and
parents, who speak little English.

Jafet’s experiences over the past 18
months illustrate some the challenges
facing the 57,700 students in Chicago
Public Schools whose native language is
not English. The percentage of English-
language learners in CPS has held steady
for the past decade at about 14 percent.
At Pulaski, however, it’s 25 percent.  

Jafet faces the additional challenge of
learning English as an older student. And
the pressure on schools like Pulaski is

greater than ever. After many years of
being judged mostly by one measure—
how quickly students learned English
and transitioned into mainstream class-
rooms—districts and schools are now
also being held accountable for raising
the achievement of bilingual students in
core subjects, under the federal No Child
Left Behind Act. 

Now English-language learners in CPS
and elsewhere in Illinois, will take a sim-
plified version of the test used to measure
academic progress under NCLB: the
IMAGE (Illinois Measure of Annual
Growth in English), a modified version of
the ISAT. 

The new IMAGE includes fewer ques-
tions and a lower minimum passing
score. (Students will also face a new
assessment of English skills, called
ACCESS.)

Many advocates for bilingual and
immigrant students support NCLB’s
emphasis on the needs of these students.
But some are critical of the standardized
tests used to measure achievement, and
say that NCLB’s criteria for determining
whether schools are making progress with
bilingual students is difficult to meet. 

“It’s a treadmill,” says James Craw-
ford, executive director of the National
Association of Bilingual Education in
Washington, D.C. “Each year the high-
scoring kids leave the (English-language
learners) subgroup and new kids with
low scores arrive.”

SEPTEMBER 2004: MORE THAN 100 LANGUAGES

When Jafet started at Pulaski, the only
English he knew was hello, goodbye, and
how to count to 10—just about the same
amount of Spanish most native English
speakers can speak. 

He and two other boys, Jonathan and
Julio, started 7th grade at about the same
time and quickly formed a tight bond,
clustering together everywhere they
went—at lunch, on the playground, in the
regular classroom, and in their ESL (Eng-
lish as a Second Language) class. Bilingual
coordinator Fabiola Ginski, who teaches
the ESL class, affectionately nicknamed
them “The Three Musketeers.” She
describes Jafet as “the most traditional of
the boys” because of his well-mannered
and respectful attitude toward adults.

During Jafet’s first six months at Pulas-
ki, he spent about two and a half hours per
day in the ESL class—a common schedule
for a student with the most limited English
skills—and is one of about 10 7th- and 8th-
graders who rotate into the room. Here,
Ginski teaches English as well as some
academic content in core subjects. 

This approach, rather than a full-
fledged bilingual program in which stu-
dents would be taught core subjects in
their native language while also learning
English, is standard practice in schools
with small numbers of children at varying
grade levels who speak different lan-
guages. At Pulaski, in what was once a

Immigrant student faces
language, social hurdles

Under No Child Left Behind, schools are under more pressure not

just to teach kids English, but to raise achievement in core

academic subjects. For older students, the challenge is greater.
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Jafet Melendez (center) and classmates Jonathan (left) and Julio share a Spanish-language poetry book during a class discussion. Teacher
Jessica D’Andrea says it’s difficult to find materials in Spanish for older students.

predominantly Spanish-speaking neigh-
borhood, students now also speak Bulgar-
ian, Lithuanian and Haitian Creole. In all,
more than 100 languages are now spoken
by students in Chicago, according to CPS.

Jafet’s first few months in Ginski’s class
weren’t easy. He was disruptive and
seemed unfocused at times, behavior
Ginski attributed to immaturity and the
difficult process of “settling in” to a new
school, a new country and family life with
a new stepfather. 

In previous years, CPS could have pro-
vided Jafet with extra help making the
adjustment. The district used to receive
about $1 million a year in federal funding
targeted toward support services for
immigrant students, such as home visits
and other outreach efforts. 

At Pulaski, a counselor and social work-
er help monitor newly arrived students. 

The district still provides some services
to immigrant children. And CPS has also
applied for a federal grant to fund two “wel-

coming centers,” operated in conjunction
with other agencies to serve new immi-
grant students across the city, according to
Rosa Vazquez, administrator in CPS’ Office
of Language and Cultural Education. 

Ginski, who spends lots of time talking
with Jafet about his schoolwork and how
things are going at home, eventually
called Jafet’s mother and stepfather in to
discuss his behavior. By winter, Jafet’s
conduct had improved. 

FEBRUARY 2005: BOUTS OF BEING HOMESICK
Jafet is one of a small group—about 30

percent—of English-language learners
who are older than primary-grade age
when they enter CPS. “The vast majority
come [in] kindergarten,” says Fernando
Martinez, deputy head of the Office of
Language and Cultural Education.

Helping older students learn a second
language is considered more challenging.
For one, younger children usually pick up a
second language more easily. And adoles-

cents must get up to speed in English while
also keeping up in core academic subjects. 

Learning English can easily make ado-
lescent children feel isolated and stigma-
tized, according to Crawford of the bilin-
gual education group. “It’s terrible for the
kids,” he says. “They feel isolated and stu-
pid and treated like they are the problem.
They get the idea that something is wrong
with them.” 

Ginski’s approach is relentless, but not
so demanding that children can’t keep up.
When students ask questions in their
native language, Ginski almost always
responds in English. She insists on reason-
ably correct pronunciation. If Jafet and his
friends use Spanish to explain something
to each other or mutter the correct answer
to a question, Ginski chides them firmly.
“You’re not helping him that way,” she says. 

However, no one in the class is
pushed too far, even when they experi-
ence “brain freeze” and momentarily
can’t generate a single word in English.
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And Ginski offers lots of gimmicks to
make the lessons enjoyable—basketball
contests using nerf balls, skits, and “Gin-
ski Dollars” good for treats after class. “I
make it all into a game,” she says.

For the most part, Jafet appears to be
adjusting socially, but he’s still something
of an outsider. He and his two friends are
sometimes referred to as “the Mexican
boys” by their schoolmates—even
though many of them are also Mexican-
American and one of the trio, Julio, is
actually from Guatemala.

Jafet also still experiences bouts of
being homesick. He hasn’t seen his child-
hood friends for well over a year, and does-
n’t know when he will be able to; unlike
some immigrants from Mexico, his family
does not travel back to their native country
during the summer or the holidays.

Jafet’s face still tenses up when asked
why his family left Mexico. “There was no
work there,” he says.  “It was my mother’s
dream.”  

MAY 2005: TOO EASY OR TOO HARD?
By last spring, Jafet was spending

more time in teacher Jessica D’Andrea’s
regular 7th-grade classroom, especially
during math and science lessons. There is
a small but noticeable drop in his confi-
dence level, and his demeanor becomes
quieter when he leaves Ginski’s ESL class.

This “pullout” strategy is “widely rec-

ognized as the least effective way to teach
English,” says Crawford. “When the kids
are in the mainstream classroom, most of
the instruction is not comprehensible to
them,” he says. “So they can’t learn.  It’s
wasted time, and it may have bad psy-
chosocial effects on the kids.”

In D’Andrea’s class, Jafet sits with his
two friends in the back of the room.
D’Andrea, who does not speak Spanish,
calls on them during class and makes
sure to come over to their desks to check
on them.

But it’s clear the boys sometimes have
problems understanding the English-
language materials and D’Andrea’s
instructions. They also often have trouble
explaining their answers in English. (Jafet
and his friends do get some help from
other Spanish-speaking students whose
English skills are more advanced.)

Ideally, to ease the transition as they
learn English and help them keep up with
more demanding academic content,
D’Andrea would have supplemental
materials in a student’s native language
and a bilingual aide or second ESL
teacher to help in the classroom, accord-
ing to CPS and state guidelines.

While Ginski says Pulaski has begun
spending more discretionary funds on
bilingual materials, the school does not
have the money for an aide or second
teacher. 

Even so, Spanish-language materials
for older students are not readily avail-
able, and materials in other languages are
even more scarce. There is a Spanish
workbook to go along with the math text-
book, for instance, but nothing in Span-
ish for science. In the past, Ginski says
she has sometimes translated textbooks
herself for the older students.

Without the materials or skills in
Spanish, D’Andrea finds it difficult to
adjust the work level for her English-lan-
guage learners. The issue of challenging
content is a concern of some parents. 

Last year, says Ginski, some parents
complained that their children were
being graded too hard by one teacher.
Others, like Jafet’s mom, are concerned
that the work is too easy. 

“In Mexico, they gave him ‘investiga-
ciones’—longer papers and in-depth proj-
ects,” Jafet’s mother, Orly, says in Spanish.
“Here I haven’t seen anything like that.” 

Some immigrant students—especially
those from rural areas—had less formal
education in their native country and
may have limited skills in reading, writing
or math. For students like Jafet, who
comes from an urban area, the opposite
may be true. In fact, Jafet says his school-
work here is sometimes easier than it was
back in Mexico. He also manages to get
most of his homework done at school.

Despite the hurdles so far, Jafet says

Jafet ponders a
number of
corrections
from his
classmates on
the ending of a
horror story he
wrote in his
ESL (English as
a second
language) class.

JASON REBLANDO
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he likes it at Pulaski. He has friends, likes
his teachers, is doing fairly well in school
and even flirts shyly with some of the
girls in his ESL classroom. His only com-
plaint: Getting to school on the city bus is
a little harder than on a CPS bus, which
he rode last year. 

NOVEMBER 2005: GETTING READY
FOR HIGH SCHOOL

When the new school year starts, Jafet
begins spending only 90 minutes a day in
the ESL classroom; based on tests and the
progress students make in English, the
school adjusts the amount of time English-
language learners spend in the ESL class.

Jafet is now learning all his core subjects
in D’Andrea’s class.(This year, she moved
up a grade with her former 7th-graders, a
strategy the school uses to help students
and teachers forge stronger relationships.)

Jafet’s English is noticeably better,
although he occasionally switches back
and forth between English and Spanish in
the same sentence. His vocabulary is larg-
er, his confidence has grown, he’s long-
since eclipsed his parents in English flu-
ency, and he can usually follow the story-
lines on his favorite TV shows. Asked in
Spanish whether his phone number is the
same as last year, Jafet rattles off, in Eng-
lish, his and his parents’ new phone num-
bers—something he likely wouldn’t have
attempted, or succeeded at, last year.

There’s more ground for him to
improve, of course. Reading out loud, he
focuses on pronunciation and leaves few
pauses for commas and periods that
would help get across the meaning of sen-
tences. His written work includes slight
misspellings and leaves out correct punc-
tuation. “I goin to tell yo about when I was
los in the desert with my cousin,” he writes
in a first draft of a recent assignment.  “Was
2 years ago.”  Ginski makes sure to have
him correct all of his mistakes, and says
that overall, he’s “really doing well. Now,
when you ask him for a sentence in Eng-
lish, he answers in English.”

While Jafet is making progress in Eng-
lish, D’Andrea discovers that he and other
students aren’t ready to read English-lan-
guage novels (math word problems in Eng-
lish are also difficult for them to under-
stand). So she grouped those students
together to read books in Spanish, and dis-
cuss them and do assignments in English.

During one lesson, Jafet leads a dis-
cussion on the book “Esperanza Rising.”

“Ees about a girl and her family,”
explains Jafet. “Her dad dies.” (The mis-
pronounced vowel ‘i’ is common in Span-
ish-speakers, who pronounce “i” like a
long “e” as in sheep.) D’Andrea then
explains the assignment, which involves
asking questions and writing down class-
mates’ answers. On another worksheet,
Jafet writes down words he doesn’t

understand and then the definitions. 
As his English improves, Jafet is

becoming more confident participating
in D’Andrea’s class. He recently stood up
in front of his classmates and delivered a
poem he wrote in Spanish as part of the
class “poetry slam.”

Depending on where he attends high
school, he may or may not receive more
instruction in English: Just 32 of the city’s
high schools have ESL programs.

For next year, Jafet’s parents are think-
ing about sending him to Prosser High
School, which is closer to home and has a
well-developed bilingual program. Anoth-
er possibility is Mirta Ramirez Charter
School, which Ginski has recommended,
in part for its computer science emphasis.

Despite the language and cultural
challenges he faces, Jafet’s teachers are
confident he will continue succeeding in
school. Unlike some adolescents, he has-
n’t gotten into trouble or disengaged from
school. And while most 13-year-olds
might look down and mumble when talk-
ing to adults, Jafet looks them in the eye
and greets them with a firm handshake.

“I’m not worried about him,” says Gin-
ski. “He’s smart, he’s making progress and
he has his friends, Julio and Jonathan, to
help him along.”

Alexander Russo is a Catalyst contributing editor.
E-mail him at  editor@catalyst-chicago.org.

JASON REBLANDO

Jafet (right) with
his mother, Orly,
and his stepfather,
Sergio, at home in
West Humboldt
Park. Sergio holds
a box with several
pet tarantulas.
Jafet does his
homework at the
dining room table,
sometimes with
the TV on.
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readers from Lancaster’s class, who pass
by large margins. “They just freaked on
the test the first time,” says Owens.

Only Saleemah failed again. Owens
says she took the news calmly when she
told her. But Natalie says Saleemah cried
when she got home, and “feels terrible”
about being retained. A letter from the
school says she can ask for a waiver, but
Natalie decides not to do it.

“What’s the point if she’ll struggle [in
4th grade]?” asks Natalie.

Lancaster says the situation “might be
the best thing for her,” adding that
Saleemah did make progress and rose
from reading at a low 2nd-grade level to a
low 3rd-grade level during last year. 

Lancaster believes one solution to the
retention dilemma might be to evaluate
each child individually and consider fac-
tors such as personality before holding a
child back. One slow reader in her class has
an easily bruised ego and would be devas-
tated by being retained, but Saleemah, she
believes, might adjust to the setback.

SEPTEMBER 2005: A VETERAN TAKES A
DIFFERENT APPROACH

For her second time in 3rd grade,
Saleemah is in Owens’ class. She’s quiet for
most of the first day. During lunch, as the
other girls in her class talk around her,
Saleemah munches on chicken nuggets
and silently gives her cookies to a girl who
asks if she can have them. At the end of the
day, she says school is “okay” but she wish-
es she were in 4th grade with her friends.

This year, however, Saleemah will not
be in a reading group. Owens has resisted
the schoolwide push to use small-group
instruction.

“I think I have a good, well-rounded
program,” she says. “It seems to work.”
Instead of using children’s books at vary-
ing levels, Owens uses a 3rd-grade basal
reader for the whole class and gives
everyone the same literacy lesson each
day. Owens likes the basals, saying,
“Everything [lessons in vocabulary,
phonics, writing] you need is in there.”

Owens says she relied on the reading
group strategy as a 2nd-grade teacher.

Then, when she was switched to 3rd
grade several years ago, she was told she
had to use the same 3rd-grade materials
for all students, no matter what their
reading level. “Now, the pendulum has
swung back,” she observes.

Owens does find ways to differentiate
her instruction. Three of her slowest
readers go next door to Lancaster’s room
to join her lessons with the lower-level
reading group. And Owens keeps several
other struggling readers in the front of the
room, near her chair, so she can watch
and listen to them more closely. 

One strategy the board touted two
years ago was the notion of “personal-
ized learning plans” for retained stu-
dents. The plans were supposed to allow
“the principal, teacher and parents to
closely monitor the student’s progress,”
according to a March 2004 press release.
Saleemah does not have such a plan, and
Lancaster’s retained students didn’t have
them last year either. By and large, the
plans never materialized, and most
schools have no specific strategies for
helping retained students, says G. Alfred
Hess of Northwestern University’s Cen-
ter for Urban School Policy. (Hess died in
late January.)

When Chicago first started retaining
students in 1996, students who were held
back were supposed to receive accelerat-
ed instruction and have a chance to rejoin
their peers for the second semester, says
Hess. “That wasn’t universally practiced,
but it was the policy. Now we’ve gone back
to just doing the same grade all over
again, and one wonders what good it’s
doing to just repeat the grade.” 

The learning plans were not meant to
be “micromanaged from central office,”
says CEO Arne Duncan. “I have a lot of
confidence in teachers and principals to
do the right things and not replicate a sit-
uation where the student wasn’t success-
ful. They need to identify strengths and
weaknesses, figure out what to do with
the child, communicate with the parents
and do collectively whatever they have to
do to get the child on track.”

Late in the month, Natalie Muñoz
comes to Jordan to meet with Owens and
discuss Saleemah’s progress. Owens tells
Natalie that Saleemah is doing well, and
Natalie agrees to send Saleemah to the
after-school program, which is taught by
Owens and meets twice a week for two
hours.

JASON REBLANDO

Third-grade teacher Judy Owens works with Saleemah during the six-week summer school
session, which focuses on reading. The board provides a mandatory curriculum.

THIRD GRADE continued from page 9
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JANUARY 2006: A QUESTION OF
DEVELOPMENT?

A month after the start of school,
Saleemah appears to be adjusting.
During lunch, she now chats with
several girls whom she says are her
new best friends. In the classroom,
she raises her hand several times and
gives correct answers during the
morning literacy lesson. 

“Saleemah is unusual in that she’s
not struggling,” says Owens, who has
taught a number of retained stu-
dents. Typically, she says, retained
students continue to lag behind their
peers and sometimes are later diag-
nosed with a learning disability.

Saleemah could turn out to be a
late bloomer. “Some kids need more
time,” says Donna Ogle at National-
Louis. “There are maturational dif-
ferences. In some kids, language
develops more slowly.” Some slower
students do particularly poorly on
standardized tests. “If they’re con-
fronted with a high-stakes test, it can
affect their ability to respond.”

By mid-year, there is an encourag-
ing sign: Saleemah is performing like
an average 3rd-grader. Last year, she

was among those at the bottom of
her class.

Saleemah consistently attends
after-school tutoring twice a week
from 3 to 5 p.m. On one January day,
15 of the 18 3rd-graders in the pro-
gram show up. After a 20-minute
snack break in the cafeteria, they go
to Owens’ classroom and open read-
ing workbooks. Owens leads them
through a discussion about oceans
before they begin reading a five-
page nonfiction story called “Ocean
Scientists.”

The students break into small
groups to read the story to each other.
Saleemah hurries to join two friends
at a table in the back. As they take
turns reading, Saleemah helps her
friend with words such as “important”
and “explore” when the girl hesitates.
When it’s Saleemah’s turn, she mis-
reads a few of the easier words, saying
“us” instead of “use” and “they”
instead of “then.” But she reads at
quicker pace than last year and han-
dles the harder words with ease. 

Says Owens, “So far, so good.” 

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

For information,
call Brian Foster
at (312) 673-3867 On the web

In print

NEW! Advertise in 

Catalyst Chicago is now offering four-color advertising space
inside EEVVEERRYY issue. Space also is available on the retooled

Catalyst web site, wwwwww..ccaattaallyysstt--cchhiiccaaggoo..oorrgg.

So if you are trying to reach ddeecciissiioonn  mmaakkeerrss in Chicago’s
broad-based education community, tthhiiss  ooppppoorrttuunniittyy  iiss  rriigghhtt

ffoorr  yyoouu. But don’t take our word for it...

“The purchase of ad space in Catalyst worked like a charm.
We got more interest than ever from educators.”

Jessica Washington, DuSable Museum



RENAISSANCE WATCH Mayor Richard M.
Daley’s signature effort to transform failing
neighborhood schools advances with a second
round of 13 new schools approved for opening
later this year. Bronzeville Lighthouse Charter,
approved last year, will also open this fall. Three
additional schools were approved to start in 2007.

MAKING, MISSING THE CUT When staff
from PROVIDENCE-ST.MEL won a contract to
operate a school in Englewood’s Bunche
Elementary, the group sparked headlines and
controversy for its Catholic-school affiliation.
However, another group with Catholic
connections flew under the public radar, winning
deals to open two schools. CATALYST SCHOOLS—
a nonprofit, nonsectarian offshoot of  the
Christian Brothers’ highly regarded San Miguel
Schools—will open a charter in Lawndale next
fall, and a contract school in Austin in 2007.
Unlike Providence Englewood, Catalyst Schools
will not use an entrance exam and, like San
Miguel Schools, will actively recruit struggling
students. San Miguel Schools already runs a
private school in Back of the Yards and another
in Austin. (This magazine has no connection to
Catalyst Schools.) … KIPP, which operates one
charter school in Austin, made a pitch to win a
second charter, but their bid was declined. KIPP
YOUTH VILLAGE ACADEMY, a contract school, will
close at the end of this academic year.

BEING GREEN This year, CPS opened 22 new
Renaissance schools. One of them, Tarkington, is
the first green, or eco-friendly, school. Early
reports about the new facility noted that it marked

a districtwide switch to green construction, but
school officials now say that is not the case.

TARGET: $50 MILLION In late January, the
affiliate of the Civic Committee of the Commercial
Club of Chicago charged with raising private
money for Renaissance schools—recently renamed
RENAISSANCE SCHOOLS FUND—announced that
donors had pledged some  $30 million. So far,  $6.2
million of that has been awarded to new schools.
When it was created two years ago, Renaissance
Schools Fund, formerly known as New Schools for
Chicago, committed to raising $50 million and
considered hiring a professional fundraiser. Since
then, some donors solicited by Renaissance Schools
Fund have chosen to partner with schools directly
rather than funnel their contributions through the
fund. Through direct partnerships, businesses
retain more say over how funds are spent and
receive publicity for their donations.

BOOT CAMP Renaissance Schools Fund recently
picked up a $1 million grant from The Boeing
Company to launch a mini-internship for CPS
educators who want to run schools of their own.
Patterned after New Leaders for New Schools, a
fast-track principal training program, the effort
will help teachers and assistant principals be better
prepared to operate a startup. The first group of
trainees is expected to be on board by spring.

AT CLARK STREET Behind the scenes,
Chicago Public Schools has reorganized its Office
of New School Development, renaming it the
Office of New Schools. Some staff have been
reassigned. BEATRIZ RENDON, formerly executive

manager of Renaissance 2010, is now director of
new schools support and responsible for
overseeing school accountability, startup funding
and renewals. JOSE ALVAREZ, former deputy
chief of staff to CEO Arne Duncan, is director of
operations, handling facilities and financial issues.
ALLISON JACK, previously a strategic advisor, is
director of external relations, working with CPS
lobbyists on legislation related to charters and on
special projects for new schools. JEANNE
NOWACZEWSKI, formerly director of small
schools, is now responsible for recruiting and
selecting new school proposals. All four report
directly to HOSANNA MAHALEY JOHNSON,
Duncan’s chief of staff, who is the district’s point
person for Renaissance 2010.

In a related development, the Office of Charter
Schools has been eliminated. “We wanted to make
sure that charter schools were more incorporated
with all the schools,” says Allison Jack. “We know
the way we run charters has worked really well. We
wanted to make sure the contract schools and the
performance schools were included.”… GENITA
ROBINSON, who previously headed the charter
schools office, is now director of special projects
for the CEO, reporting to DAVID PICKENS, special
assistant to Duncan.

ELIZABETH EVANS, director of the Illinois
Network of Charter Schools, expresses guarded
optimism about the changes. “All signs are
positive,” she says. “There’s been a lot of chaos
the past two years, [but] growing pains” are to be
expected.

Maureen Kelleher

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