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Initially, they threatened to with-
hold funding for the district’s school
construction projects, then quickly
they switched gears to draft legisla-
tion that provides voters a way to keep
a school in their community open.

The measure passed the House
overwhelmingly, 102 to 7, and, at
press time, is in committee in the
Senate. No doubt it has support there
as well. For one, it was state Sen.
Ricky Hendon who first issued the
public threat to withhold funds. Lat-
er, he met privately with School
Board Chairman Michael Scott and
CEO Arne Duncan, a last-ditch effort
to save Collins High School. 

Kimberly Lightford, who chairs the
Senate Education Committee, was
still feeling the sting of being left out
of the loop two years ago when CPS
decided to close Austin High School.
Then it happened again. Shortly
before the district proposed the latest
closings, Scott paid her a visit to lobby
for more construction money—a pro-
posal that would net $100 million for
Chicago is on the table—but he did
not mention the closings. Instead, she
heard about them from Hendon, who
had gotten word about Collins a day

before the announcement was made.
Particularly galling to Lightford is

the district’s request for $16 million
to fix up Austin’s facility, which will
be home to the new Business and
Entrepreneurship Academy next fall.
A few years back, when she had
pushed CPS to put more money into
Austin, nothing happened. “I’d been
trying to get them to add an alarm
system and fix the windows, and
there was no interest,” she recalls.
“Now that Austin is a Renaissance
school, they want $16 million and
[there are] no kids over there.”

She has reason to be disheartened
about what is happening to the 580
juniors and seniors left behind at
Austin as it phases out. “We don’t
have drama or band anymore,” says
senior Tremaine Smith. “They took
away our sports and we don’t have
gym class.  They took away a lot of
the after-school programs, too.”  

Austin’s teachers find it difficult to
be motivated, too. “We know we still
have to educate the children, so we try
not to let ourselves get too frustrated,
but it’s hard,” says William Bowman,
chair of Austin’s history department. “I
know the kids sense it profoundly.”

Meanwhile, grassroots advocates
have been working with Ald. Michael
Chandler to help pass a city ordi-
nance later this month that would
halt school closings entirely until a
study is conducted on how children
displaced by closings are doing in
their new schools. Under that plan,
the board would agree to release
quarterly progress reports. “If we’re
restructuring schools, we should do it
right,” says organizer John Paul Jones
of the Neighborhood Capital Budget
Group. “The district is putting all of
these kids in the same predicament.” 

CPS is defending closings with a
recent analysis of test scores that
shows some of those students who
were displaced had higher pass rates
and higher gains a year later. The
report, which tracked children who
were moved out of 10 elementary
schools in 2004, found children from
only one school, Douglas, had done
worse on average in their new
schools. A couple dozen students
who were diverted from Austin said
they were happy not to be there. 

It all adds up to slow progress
amid a lot of strife. Perhaps there’s a
better way. One school to watch next
year will be Sherman Elementary,
which was spared closing and
instead, will be restaffed with new
faculty. It will be run by a proven non-
profit, the Academy of Urban School
Leadership. Students get to stay.

No outrage. No protests, save rou-
tine grumbling from the teachers
union. No displaced kids. Hopefully,
it’s not too good to be true.

FROM THE EDITOR

Slow progress amid ongoing strife
over closings and displaced kids

Veronica Anderson

S
chool closings never go down easy. When
Chicago Public Schools announced it would
be closing three elementary schools and
phasing out one high school at the end of the

school year—the fifth round of closings in as many
years—it again ignited a firestorm of community
protest and controversy. But this time, the backlash
extended to black and Latino state lawmakers, who
are demanding to be part of any future discussions
on school closings.
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IN SHORT
“Real estate developers and business people [are] driving education

reform. ... Gentrification describes your 2010 plan.”
Chicago Teachers Union President Marilyn Stewart.

“Gentrification is a horse people get on to justify poor performance.” 
School Board President Michael Scott.

The exchange took place at the Feb. 22 board meeting, where parents, teachers and others
spoke out against school closings and Renaissance 2010.

TIMELINE

with ...
Q&A

When a group of Chicago Public Schools
teens decided that lack of college guid-
ance was the biggest problem they faced
in school, the discussion eventually led to
the making of a documentary on the
inequities between college prep and
neighborhood schools. The film, with the
working title “CPS Preparing Students for
College,” was financed with a private
grant; the non-profit Street-Level Youth
Media provided technical help. Soktheary
Nak, a graduate of Roosevelt High who
hopes to enroll in college next year,
directed and produced the film and also
appears in it. She talked with writer Emi-
ly Horbar about the documentary and
what she hopes it will accomplish. 

How did making the documentary
change your perspective on your school
experience?

There wasn’t really much of a change,
because I really came in here with the view
[that] my school sucks. I was a senior, and
throughout my four years of high school, I
never spoke to my counselor or had her
approach me about anything that had to do
with college. The ACT was a joke in my school.
We didn’t even know we were taking this big
test that decided our futures, and everyone in
my division got under 15. When we got our
scores, [we were told], “These are your scores
that you’re going to put on your collage appli-
cation.” We were like, “Oh?” I was nearing grad-
uation [but] I hadn’t filled out any applications.
No one had given us any information on any-
thing. The graduates from my senior class, a
majority of them are just going into commu-
nity college. It was just like we were left to fend
on our own.

My best friend went to Northside College
Prep. She was hit every day with, “You need to
do this because if you don’t, you’re not going to
get into college.” If she didn’t see her counselor,
her counselor came [and said], “I haven’t met
with you this month.” It was just so different.
Aren’t all the schools supposed to be preparing
us equally for college? How come the college
prep schools get more of everything? 

What were some other glaring
inequities?

Resources, because our buildings were falling
apart and not all that clean, and our books were

Indiana: Curbing dropouts
A new law will require high schools to
identify and provide counseling to stu-
dents at risk of quitting school, according
to the Feb. 23 Indianapolis Star-Tribune.
The bill would also require schools to
report annually on class-cutting rates and
other statistics considered warning signs
of dropping out. Also, students under the
age of 18 would only be allowed to drop
out due to financial problems, illness or
another reason approved by a judge. Sup-
porters include Gov. Mitch Daniels, who
still must sign the bill into law. The state
reports a 90 percent graduation rate;
researchers estimate the rate is actually
about 72 percent.

Texas: College gap
State education officials want to hold high
schools accountable if their graduates per-
form poorly in college, according to the Feb.
23 San Antonio Express-News. Texas ranks
schools based on test scores and graduation
rates; the proposal would add the college
performance of graduates to the equation.
One superintendent says many students
who pass the high school exit exam may still
need remediation in college. “If we can do a
better job of making sure the high school
curriculum prepares students for what col-
leges need, I’d be open to it, but we have an
awful lot of accountability measures in place
now,” said John Folks, superintendent of the
Northside Independent School District.

Soktheary Nak,
Roosevelt High School graduate

ELSEWHERE

Feb. 4: Absenteeism
The district announces it will
publicize teacher attendance
rates at high schools begin-
ning next year, saying con-
cern over the issue was
repeatedly raised in focus
groups with parents and stu-
dents. The teachers union
blasts the idea, saying it
implies that teachers abuse
the sick leave policy and that
absenteeism has no bearing
on student achievement.
CEO Arne Duncan says
absenteeism is “a symptom
of some deeper problems we
need to look at.”

Feb. 6: Discipline
Chicago police announce
that more officers will be sta-
tioned near schools with
more severe gang problems
to patrol during arrival and
dismissal times. The district
plans to clarify its discipline
code in an effort to reduce
student arrests, saying that
principals are sometimes too
quick to call police for minor
infractions. Last year, 8,500
arrests were made on school
grounds. CPS plans to join
with police to hold meetings
with parents and students to
revise the discipline code.

Feb 14: Budget cuts
Schools receive their tenta-
tive budgets for 2006-07,
reflecting $83 million in pro-
gram and staff cuts, and
another $36 million in cuts
of teaching positions due to
declining enrollment. The
budget shortfall, one of the
worst since the mayor took
charge of the system, is
largely due to $70 million in
pension costs, up sharply
from previous years. The dis-
trict is counting on an extra
$100 million from the state
and will raise property taxes
by $55 million.

Notebook
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really old compared to my friends’ [books] at Wal-
ter Payton and Northside. Even though they were
newer schools, so what? We should have been
getting updated books too, you know? The books
that we have [show] people who wear bellbot-
toms. That’s kind of ridiculous.

What could close the gap between the
more elite schools and the neighborhoods?

All we’re asking is for there to be updated
books, better resources. We’re not asking for
laptops for every kid, just the basics to have a
better education. A teacher said not all schools
can be like New Trier (in a wealthy North Shore
suburb). That’s not what we’re asking. We’re just
asking for books that we can actually learn
from, a new and better environment. It’s not
like we’re asking to remodel all the schools.

Is money a big issue?

Money is a big issue. Schools should be
receiving equal funding. How come Northside
and New Trier can afford to check out laptops
to their students and we don’t even have
enough books for every student in the class?
We don’t even have books to take home and do
our homework because we have to share with
two or three classes at a time.

What do you hope people will learn from
seeing the film?

I hope that this will get the attention of
someone who has power to do something
about it. I don’t want my brothers and sisters to
have to go through what I went through. I don’t
want them to not have guidance for their
future and have to end up working in factories
like my mother because she didn’t have enough
education. If I would have had counselors [tell
me], “This is the time you should be sending
applications,” I would be in college right now,
[not] working dead-end jobs because all I’ve
got is a diploma.

MATH CLASS

KURT MITCHELL

ASK CATALYST
The student promotion policy has changed this year. What are the
changes and how are they likely to affect student retention?

Liza Sullivan, Associate Vice President of Education, Chicago Children’s Museum 

Two changes could potentially increase the number of students retained next year
in 3rd, 6th and 8th grades. For one, the district has reinstated math performance as a
criterion for retention, in addition to reading. (CPS dropped math as a retention fac-
tor in 2004.) Second, students are allowed no more than nine unexcused absences,
compared to 18 previously. 

But some researchers express more concern over the new tests that will be used to
determine who is held back, saying the tests are too brief to allow for reliable judg-
ments about kids.

Since CPS dropped the Iowa Test of Basic Skills, retention decisions will be made
based on two new nationally normed sections of the ISAT (Illinois Standards
Achievement Test). The new math and reading sections are shorter than the Iowa and
timed at only 30 minutes each, compared to 55 minutes for the reading portion of
the Iowa and a couple of hours for math. With shorter tests, says John Easton of the
Consortium on Chicago School Research, “one or two additional items correct can
make a major difference in the score.”

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

Grant money: Chicago Public Schools received $60 million in funding through competitive

grants in 2005, up from $50 million in 2001, according to district data. That $60
million includes $45 million in federal grants, $8 million in state and local grants and

$7 million in grants from private groups and foundations.

RONNIE WACHTER



By Elizabeth Duffrin

A long-swelling
crescendo of
public outrage
building in
recent years over
school closings

is coming to a head, and state
and local lawmakers are press-
ing for changes that range from
go-slow to stop.

In Springfield, a proposal is
under consideration that would
require Chicago Public Schools
to give six months notice before
closing a school. It would also
establish a process for the pub-
lic to give input and, if enough
oppose it, put the question of
whether to close a particular
school to voters.  

At the same time, a coali-
tion of African-American and
Latino state legislators, under
pressure from angry con-
stituents, threatened to with-
hold $100 million in school
construction money from the
district if the school closings
continue. They later relented.

And one Chicago alderman
wants a moratorium on further
public school closings until a
study is completed to deter-
mine how displaced students

are faring in their new schools. 
Schools CEO Arne Duncan

defends closing low-perform-
ing schools as part of the dis-
trict’s overall school improve-
ment strategy. “I don’t want to
lose another generation to the
streets,” he appealed in front of
television cameras at a January
press conference. “These stu-
dents in these neighborhoods
need something dramatically
better. And they need it now.” 

Yet critics charge that chil-
dren displaced by closings are
landing at schools that aren’t
much better, and may endan-
ger their safety. 

At first, CPS announced
freshmen who next year
would have gone to Collins
High School, slated for closure
this June, would instead be
sent to either Manley or
Crane, where test scores are
the same or not much better.
At a town hall meeting in early
February, Collins’ founding

Principal Grady Jordan drew
this analogy for an indignant
crowd gathered to oppose the
closing. “Your children are on
a sinking cruise ship when a
call comes that a rescue boat
is on the way,” he said. “How-
ever, that boat is also leaking.
What they’re talking about
doing makes just about as
much sense.” 

Since the closings began in
2002, more than 8,000 stu-
dents have been displaced
from 23 neighborhood
schools, and despite signs of
academic progress, most are
enrolled in schools that are
not much better than the ones
they’ve left. A Catalyst Chicago
analysis of public school
enrollment and student per-
formance data found: 
 Only 11 percent of all

displaced elementary
children are enrolled this
year in charters or new
contract or district-run

schools opened since 2002.

 Just 10 percent of displaced
elementary school
students are now attending
schools where at least half
of children enrolled pass a
standardized reading
exam. Only 1 percent, or 47
children, are going to
schools in what the district
considers to be its top
echelon—schools where
pass rates are 70 percent or
higher. 

 This year, 67 percent of
elementary school students
displaced by closings were
enrolled in schools on
academic probation,
though considerably fewer
are in the worst of the
bunch. Only 7 percent are
now in schools where 20
percent or fewer hit targets
on the Iowa Test of Basic
Skills; previously 53 percent
were in those schools.

COVER STORY CLOSING SCHOOLS
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While students who were shut out by school closings show some

signs of academic progress, most land in schools that are not much

better than the ones they left

Displaced kids
‘doing poorly’
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JOHN BOOZ

At a protest at City Hall in February, students from Collins High School in North Lawndale urge Mayor Daley to “Save our School.” They were
joined by teachers, community activists and school reform leaders who began fighting to keep Collins and two elementary schools open.

 Students displaced from
elementary schools that
closed in 2004 posted
higher gains in reading in
their new schools the
following year, yet their
overall scores remain low. 

Another analysis by the
Consortium on Chicago
School Research found that a
sample of high school fresh-
man from the Austin commu-
nity improved their attendance
by an average of six days and
failed slightly fewer courses.  

Also, some of the elemen-
tary and high schools that
received an influx of displaced
students were struggling to
get a handle on student safety
and discipline. At least one
elementary school hired an
extra crossing guard to protect
incoming displaced students
who cross busy streets on
their longer walk to school. 

Switching schools once is

not necessarily a big deal, says
student mobility expert David
Kerbow of the University of
Chicago. But repeated moves
from school to school—such
as those forced on some chil-
dren by multiple closings in
the Mid-South area—and
moves without supports can
wreck havoc on a child’s aca-
demic performance. 

CPS launched its school
closing strategy in 2002, when
it shuttered three elementary
schools—Dodge, Williams and
Terrell—and announced that
two of them would reopen a
year later. They would be run
by outside nonprofit groups
and serve as prototypes for the
Renaissance 2010 new schools
initiative that would be
unveiled two years later. 

Students displaced by the
Dodge and Williams closings
were invited to return when
those schools reopened,
Dodge under the manage-

ment of the non-profit Acade-
my for Urban School Leader-
ship, and Williams with four
small schools, including one
charter. Children who did
return posted higher test
score gains than they did pre-
viously, according to CPS. 

Since then, the district shut
16 more elementary schools,
and began phasing out high
schools by allowing existing
students to remain but send-
ing freshman elsewhere. The
first, DuSable, began in 2003,
and was followed a year later
by Calumet and Austin, and in
2005, by Englewood. 

High school closings have
forced displaced 9th-graders to
enroll in high schools farther
away from home, often in
unfamiliar neighborhoods.
When high school students are
forced to trek across the city,
possibly into rival gang territo-
ry, it can lead to poor atten-
dance and dropping out, con-

tends William Leavy, director of
the Greater West Town Com-
munity Development Project. 

At the end of this school
year, Collins will no longer
admit freshmen and three
more elementary schools will
close:  Frazier in North Lawn-
dale, Morse in Humboldt
Park, and Farren in Grand
Boulevard. A fourth elemen-
tary school, Sherman in New
City, will get new staff but
keep the same students. 

WHERE ARE THEY NOW?
Displaced students and

their parents describe a pot-
pourri of experiences at their
new schools. 

Brittnay Bates, a 10th-grad-
er who lives near Calumet, got
sent instead to Hyde Park. She
doesn’t mind the 30-minute
commute and thinks her new
school has a better academic
reputation. But her mother,
Brenda Bates, believes she



would be more likely to stay
after school for activities and
tutoring if her school was clos-
er to home. “She doesn’t par-
ticipate,” she says.

Lucretia Davidson’s 3rd-
grade twins landed in
McCorkle after Hartigan closed
in 2004. She doesn’t like the
half-mile walk, but says the
school is a big improvement
despite being on academic
probation. She rattles off a few
pluses. McCorkle has a parents
night, a science fair and Satur-
day tutoring. Teachers stay
after school tutoring; Hartigan

had outside tutors who often
didn’t show up. “There’s a vast
difference,” she says.

Jeremiah Clay, a 7th-grader,
returned to Williams after its
yearlong closure and picked
up immediately on the differ-
ence in faculty, who had inten-
sive screening before they
were hired. “Before Williams
closed down, the teachers did-
n’t care about you, what you
got on your test or what went
on in the school,” he says.
Now, “the teachers really care.
They’ll help you.”

Diane Hassell, former local

school council chair at Grant,
cried when the school board
shut her alma mater last year,
but was later thrilled to transfer
her 8th-grade daughter to Bell
Elementary in North Center, a
high performing elementary
school. “It turned [out] it’s a
good opportunity for Shekia.”

Shekia was one of a tiny
fraction of displaced students
who were fortunate enough to
land in a top-performing
school. For the first time last
spring, CPS offered kids from
the three elementary schools
slated for closure the opportu-
nity to transfer to better-per-
forming schools under the fed-
eral No Child Left Behind Act.
About 1,000 kids from Bunche,
Grant and Howland got dibs
on this year’s 585 spots. 

However, only 25 percent
of the eligible students
applied for the NCLB trans-
fers, says David Pickens,
deputy to the chief executive
officer. Each closing school
held an open house to
announce the option. But
many parents objected to
sending young children
across town, even on a school
bus and to a better-perform-
ing school, he says.  “‘It’s too
far a distance for my child to
go for me to feel safe,’” he
recalls hearing. “Safety over-
rides everything.” 

To find out whether chil-
dren displaced by elementary
school closings were doing
better or worse academically,
Catalyst analyzed reading test
score data for students who
were displaced from eight
schools that closed in 2004.
The results show some
improvement: These children
were closer to the district
average in reading test score
gains than they had been pre-
viously, only 6 percent below
average instead of 23 percent.  

For high schools, Catalyst
asked the Consortium on
Chicago School Research to
conduct a case study of fresh-

men who were displaced
when Austin High was closed.
Students who went to one of
the neighborhood schools
that Austin freshmen were
assigned to this year posted
better attendance than their
counterparts did a year earli-
er, down to an average of 26
days absent from 32 days. 

Those freshmen also failed
fewer courses, down to 3 from
an average of 3.3, and their
dropout rate declined from 10
percent to 9 percent. (However,
the improved dropout rate may
be due to a new law that raised
the legal drop-out age to 17.)

Still, these freshmen on
average earned only five
course credits, too few to
guarantee graduation in four
years, says Macarena Correa
of the Consortium.”Across the
board they’re doing poorly,”
she observes. “It doesn’t mat-
ter where they go.” 

VIOLENT INCIDENTS INCREASE
Community residents also

see safety risks for their chil-
dren—longer walks and busy
street crossings for elementary
kids, and longer commutes on
public transportation for high
school students, sometimes
into areas with rival gangs.

Indeed, a number of high
schools with displaced fresh-
men have reported increasing
violence. Gang fights at Harlan
in Roseland are up after receiv-
ing 135 students from Calumet,
the disciplinarian reports. Last
year, Hyde Park received dis-
placed students from Calumet,
and violence doubled from the
previous year. This year, with
an influx of freshmen from
Englewood, fighting is down,
but still higher than before dis-
placed students arrived. (See
story on page 18.)

The Austin phaseout gen-
erated the most controversy,
likely because two of the
receiving schools—Wells and
Clemente—are predominant-
ly Latino, and residents from

8 Catalyst Chicago March 2006

COVER STORY CLOSING SCHOOLS

ELEMENTARY Closing
New

Principal
Admitted

displaced kids
No transfer

options Fresh Start

Burke

Earle

Faraday

Farren

Frazier

Lathrop

McNair

Medill

Morse

Nash

Ross

Sherman*

Smyth

Tilton

HIGH SCHOOL

Collins

Harper

Robeson

Marshall**

Why some schools won’t close
Only four of the 18 schools tagged for chronic low performance will be
closed or phased out next fall. Among the 14 spared are elementary
schools with new principals and those that have already taken in students
displaced by previous closings. Also allowed to remain open are elemen-
taries that had no nearby school options for children who would be dis-
placed. Schools that are partnered with the Chicago Teachers Union
under the “Fresh Start” improvement program will remain open as well.

*Sherman will reopen in the fall with a new principal and teachers under the
management of the Chicago Academy for Urban School Leadership, which runs two other
schools under contract with the district. Students will remain.

**Collins was closed instead of Marshall because displaced students would have a shorter
commute time to other neighborhood high schools.

Source: Chicago Public Schools
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both the sending and receiv-
ing communities warned that
racial differences would
intensify gang conflicts. Both
West Town high schools
reported an increase in vio-
lence within the past two
years. Clemente’s discipline
office reported more than 20
group attacks on individual
students, and an increase in
fist fighting. Many teachers
and students believe the vio-
lence was triggered by oppos-
ing gangs, although adminis-
trators were unable to verify
that suspicion.

Still, Wells and Clemente
reported fewer incidents of
serious violence than did the
old Austin High. Clemente’s
figures rose from 35 incidents
last year to 48 in the first half
of this year alone. The year
before Austin closed to fresh-
men, it reported 157 violent
incidents, and total enroll-
ment then was smaller than
Clemente’s is today.   

Catalyst interviewed 20 stu-
dents from the Austin commu-
nity who attend either
Clemente or Wells, and all but
two preferred to leave the
neighborhood for schools far-
ther away. Dexavier Vaughns, a
10th-grader, says his whole
family attended Austin High,
yet he feels safer at Clemente.

LITTLE PLANNING, FEW RESOURCES
Elementary schools report-

ed fewer safety issues. Children
from closed schools were often
assigned to others nearby,
where they often knew other
kids. Those transitions tended
to go more smoothly, school
officials say. But in some
sparsely populated areas, chil-
dren were forced to walk far-
ther into less familiar neigh-
borhoods. At Gladstone on the
Near West Side, discipline
problems were serious enough
last year for CPS to assign a
part-time police officer, says
Principal Gary Moriello. But
disruptions died down this

year as the displaced kids from
Jefferson settled into their new
school, he adds. 

Pope in North Lawndale
got almost 40 students from
Howland when it closed,
boosting its enrollment to

221, but also forcing children
to cross a six-lane thorough-
fare, says Principal Jacqueline
Baker. When one child from
the Howland area broke his
leg, it took a month for the dis-
trict to assign him a bus, she

adds. “The kid had a broken
leg and he had to walk.”

Meanwhile, school reform
advocates complain that CPS
has shuffled displaced kids
from school to school with lit-
tle planning and no extra

Closed elementary

Closed high school

Slated to close in 2006

Most displaced students citywide

More than 100 displaced students

21-100 displaced students

20 or fewer displaced students

Where students landed when schools closed
Most elementary school children displaced by closings since 2002 now attend schools in the same communi-
ties on the South and West Sides. A few other scattered, due in part to public housing demolition. This year,
242 were bussed to higher performing schools, some of them on the North Side.

Source: Catalyst analysis of Consortium on Chicago School Research data



resources. This year the board
agreed not to close any ele-
mentary school that had been
designated as a receiving
school for displaced kids
within the past two years. 

Some schools receiving dis-
placed children waited months
for their school records to
transfer. Many had been mis-
placed in a central office ware-
house, according to the Chica-
go Coalition for the Homeless,
which uncovered that fact dur-
ing investigations for a lawsuit.

Receiving schools didn’t
get any extra support to bring
the sudden influx of new
underperforming students—
anywhere from 20 to more
than 200—up to speed. At
Johnson Elementary, teachers
were stretched thin when 85
extra students increased class
size from 23 to 29, says Princi-
pal Sallie Pinkston. 

And Laura Ward Elementary
in Humboldt Park received 160
students, many of whom were
functioning three to four years
below grade level, reports Prin-
cipal Relanda Hobbs.  “It was
very difficult for my teachers.” 

Hobbs says she would have
liked to ease the transition
with a family night for her new
students before the 2004
school year started.  “When
you sit down and eat with
people, you build a rapport,
and it doesn’t become an
adversarial relationship.” But
the names and records of her
new students didn’t arrive
until late summer—too late
for her to host such an event.

Earlier this year, new
guidelines for the district’s
school closings policy were
aimed at addressing some of
those concerns.

Under pressure from politi-
cians and community groups
in North Lawndale, CPS
agreed in March to open
places at 14 other high schools
for displaced Collins students
who didn’t want to attend
Manley or Crane. 

“That’s positive, very posi-
tive,” says Julius Anderson, a
retired principal and a leading
organizer against the Collins
closing. 

Pickens says the board also
intends to provide at least
some receiving schools with
extra resources such as read-
ing or math coaches, security
personnel, teacher training
and supplies left over from the
closed schools. But the district
has not yet determined how
much it can spend, he adds. 

Laurene Heybach of the
Chicago Coalition for the
Homeless says CPS ought to
devote ample funds, given the
millions they’ve raised for
Renaissance schools that dis-
placed kids may never attend.
“They say, ‘We’re closing these
low-performing schools.’ If
that’s so, aren’t the kids who
suffered there most deserving
of help?”

Springfield correspondent Matt
Adrian and intern Emily Horbar
contributed to this story.

Contact Elizabeth Duffrin at (312) 673-
3879 or duffrin@catalyst-chicago.org.
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Transition supports
Under pressure from community groups and schools, CPS issued

new guidelines for its school closings policy to deploy extra staff to help
ease transitions for kids displaced by closings, and provide temporary
relief for schools that are taking in those students.

Guidelines issued in January outline new supports, such as counsel-
ing for concerned families, but not in much detail, some school reform
advocates observe.

For instance, the district is promising to send support teams to
counsel families about the transition to their new schools. The support
teams will consist of staff from central office—including the CEO’s office
and community relations—but the guidelines do not spell out what
those individuals will actually do, says Laurene Heybach, attorney for the
Chicago Coalition for the Homeless. “I don’t think a family looking at
that guideline would know that there are any services being offered.”

What’s missing, says Executive Director Jacqueline Leavy of the
Neighborhood Capital Budget Group, is in-depth information for par-
ents about new schools and a chance to air any concerns about safety
or transportation.

Supports for receiving schools are likewise inadequate, she says.
The district is offering additional staff to help with the transitions for
one week at the start of the school year. However, some high schools
have reported increased violence after taking in hundreds of displaced
students. Those schools may need months, if not a year, of additional
support in the form of counseling and tutoring for students, Leavy
argues. “To have one week at the beginning of the school year to help
schools deal with the intake is almost laughable.”

The new policy also maintains previous guidelines to continue trans-
portation and other services for disabled students who are displaced, and
to provide seats for displaced students in reopened “Renaissance” schools.

Elizabeth Duffrin

RONNIE WACHTER

A small band gathered in front of CPS headquarters on March 3 to express their concerns over school
closings. “They’re closing schools almost exclusively in the black community,” insists spokesperson Bill Walls, a
lawyer who is planning to run for mayor. “It’s a re-gentrification plan.”
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By Elizabeth Duffrin

In the furor surrounding the latest
school closings, many residents in
the communities most affected on
the West and South Sides view the

promise of new schools with skepticism. 
Most new schools are now open to

applicants citywide and many do not
reserve seats for students displaced by
closings. New schools are also cropping
up in neighborhoods where real estate
development is encroaching and low-
income residents are being priced out. 

Zakiyyah Muhammad, one in a small
band of protestors who descended on
Clark Street this winter, has seen six ele-
mentary schools close within a mile of her
Bronzeville home while condominiums
spring up all around her. “The plan was to
squeeze us out,” she insists.

Since 2003, Chicago Public Schools
has opened 52 new schools that now
enroll over 15,000 students. Some were
built to relieve overcrowding, others were
created when large high schools were
replaced by several smaller ones. But new
schools that caused the most controversy
are the 13 that replaced neighborhood
schools that were closed for low test
scores or under-enrollment. 

As a group, these schools—among
them seven elementary or middle schools
and six high schools—are enrolling stu-
dents who are similar to those who were
displaced, a Catalyst Chicago analysis
found. Of the 2,200 students who are
enrolled, 90 percent are African American
and 90 percent are low income. Three high
schools that opened on DuSable’s campus,
for instance, have poverty rates ranging
from 82 percent to 98 percent, identical to
rates for the old DuSable High School.

Yet there are exceptions at individual
campuses where poverty levels are signif-
icantly lower than they were before.
 Suder Montessori opened this year with

a student population that is 61 percent
low income; previously it had been 100
percent, with nearly every student it
served living in the nearby Henry

Horner Homes, which is being torn
down and replaced by mixed income
housing. Students are admitted
citywide. (See story on page 12.) 

 Donoghue Charter, run by the
University of Chicago, also opened this
year with fewer poor students than it
had before, 85 percent to 99 percent.
Students who live in the attendance
area for Donaghue, one of only five
charters to have such boundaries, get
preference for admission. The
surrounding community is also the site
of a former public housing
development that is being replaced. 

 Pershing West, a new magnet middle
school that replaced Douglas
Elementary, closed in 2004. Pershing
West’s students are 71 percent low-
income; Douglas had 92 percent. Next
year, Pershing will convert to a
neighborhood school and aims to
continue attracting more better-off
students than Douglas did. Children
from other communities may be
admitted if space allows. 

Chief Executive Officer Arne Duncan
sees the economic integration of new
schools as healthier for children and the
city’s tax base. “For far too long, middle
class families have gone private or

Catholic or fled to the suburbs. We’re
starting to reverse that trend,” he says.

‘KIDS NOBODY WANTS’
Unlike neighborhood schools where

any child living in a prescribed atten-
dance area may enroll at any point during
the school year, new schools can limit the
number students in the community who
will be admitted, and set a deadline.

Once those targets are met, schools are

not obligated to enroll more. For example,
the new Business and Entrepreneurship
Academy, set to open next fall in the old
Austin High School, has 200 slots for fresh-
men and will not accept any students after
Sept. 15, says Michael Bakalis, president of
American Quality Schools, the non-profit
contracted as the school’s manager.

Neighborhood schools receive transfers
all year long, and students who change
schools frequently are often the neediest—
foster children transferring in and out of
care, those who are dislocated by family
crisis or public housing demolitions. One
study on CPS student mobility found that
kids who switched schools three times by
6th grade were a year behind stable class-
mates in math and reading.

Troubled families are less likely to
research and apply to the new, choice
schools, observes Principal Bill Gerstein
of Entrepreneurship High, a small neigh-
borhood school on the South Shore Cam-
pus. By default, their children land in
neighborhood schools, he says. “I spent
almost the entire morning with kids with
a lot of issues,” he says. 

And it’s those mid-level students he
believes are most likely to benefit from
the new schools. Often those average
kids, the ones reading below grade level
and unable to win admission to selective
schools, end up instead in large, failing
high schools, he explains. 

The new Renaissance schools offers an

alternative for below average students
who are not well served by neighborhood
schools but can not get into selective
schools, says Gerstein. “You empty out the
old toxic culture and you bring in new
teachers. Students have to go through [an
application] process to prove that they are
worthy,” he says. “That’s not a bad idea.”

“But still,” he adds. “What are you going
to do with those kids who nobody wants?”
Intern Emily Horbar contributed to this report

Promise of new schools not met

“For far too long, middle class families have gone private ... or fled

to the suburbs. We’re starting to reverse that trend.”
Arne Duncan, CEO, Chicago Public Schools

Neediest students may be left out as middle class edges in



By Ed Finkel

Suder Montessori, a new magnet
school, is drawing the attention of
parents on the Near West Side and
throughout the city. 

In three classrooms, 80 students ages 3
to 5 are learning how to discover the world
on their own terms, guided by teachers
who were trained in Maria Montessori’s
acclaimed educational model. 

“I’ve been happy with it,” says Julie
Pomerleau, mother of a 4-year-old boy
enrolled at Suder. “I really like this teacher.
I’ve observed her in action. So far, the prin-
cipal seems like she’s in charge and has the
wherewithal to look out for the school.”

The principal, Deborah Hammond-
Watts, arrived with rave reviews from Poe
Classical on the city’s Southeast Side and
knew the Montessori model from her
experiences as a parent. Suder received
everything from a fresh coat of paint to
brightly colored, tactile materials used in
all Montessori classrooms. One top dis-
trict official has a child enrolled there. 

The new school is just the kind that
parents want, school officials say, and
that the district intends to open more of
under Renaissance 2010, Mayor Richard
M. Daley’s initiative to create 100 new
schools to replace those that are failing.

But some educators and grassroots
leaders still question why the old Suder—
a struggling school that had gained noto-
riety from Alexander Kotlowitz’s bestseller
“There Are No Children Here” and had
begun to make progress—was closed.
They also doubt that the reopened school
is serving the poorest children in the
neighborhood, those most in need of
high-quality education programs. 

Suder’s former local school council
chair, Angela Ware, who works as a com-
munity advocate in the Miles Square
Health Center directly across the street
from the school, has that feeling every day.

“To see those cars pulling up and bring-
ing children in, and your kids, who once
attended Suder, cannot attend, it’s very dis-
appointing,” she says.

Some parents thought the old Suder
“was working fine,” says Hammond-
Watts. “I tried to inform them that [the
new school] is, indeed, going to serve their
younger children. Some of them under-
stood; some of them were not happy.”

Children who attended the old kinder-

garten through 8th-grade school were
effectively shut out when it closed in June
2004. The new Suder admitted only 3-, 4-
and 5-year-olds, and plans to expand
each year to admit children up to 13.
(Montessori classrooms are grouped by
age, not grade levels.) The district school
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Suder’s old students shut out 
District touts new magnet but activists say poorest preschoolers are not reaping the benefit

Suder

Elementaries receiving
most displaced students

Elementary

High School

Schools where most kids went
Dett and Herbert elementaries were designated as receiving schools and now enroll 40 percent
of Suder’s former students. Another 18 percent have graduated and are in high school. Nine for-
mer students are in new Renaissance schools; three are in schools slated to close.

Source: Consortium on Chicago School Research

ELEMENTARIES

Dett (59)

Herbert (42)

William Brown (13)

Nia (9)

Darwin (7)

HIGH SCHOOLS

Crane (15)

Raby (8)

Michele Clark (4)

Wells (2)

ACT (2)

TOP RECEIVING
SCHOOLS



closings policy guarantees slots for dis-
placed students in reopened schools, but
only if the new school offers the same aca-
demic program and grade levels. 

Every child enrolled in the old school
was poor, African-American and lived
within the neighborhood attendance
boundaries. 

The new Suder is more diverse:  the
poverty rate is 61 percent, black students
comprise 75 percent of the student body
(15 percent are Latino and 8 percent are
white), and only 58 percent of all students
live within a mile and a half of the school. 

Yet one community organizer says
only four of Suder’s current students live
in nearby Henry Horner Homes, the pub-
lic housing development where the old
school drew most of its students. By the
time Suder hosted an open house for area
residents in August 2004, says communi-
ty organizer LaShunda Gonzalez, the
school already had received 80 applica-
tions. “I’m assuming they did the word-
of-mouth thing,” she says.

‘HOT PROPERTY’
Besides holding a community forum,

the new Suder was featured on the Chica-
go Public Schools’ website and advertised
in the Chicago Defender and Chicago
Journal newspapers, according to district
officials. Fliers were also distributed to
area residences, churches and social
service agencies. 

In the end, the effort generated some
200 applications, a lot from neighbor-
hood people, but not as many from
Horner residents, explains Michelle Fra-
zier, a project manager with the CPS
Magnet Schools Assistance Program. “We
tried to get the information out as widely
as possible,” she says.  

Yet, the district “didn’t actually get out
and talk to people” and encourage them
to apply, says Crystal Palmer, president of
Horner’s local advisory council. “They
just stuck fliers in the doors. People didn’t
know what it was.”

This year, Hammond-Watts says appli-
cations to fill next year’s 58 seats went out
early, and by the December deadline more
than 200 had applied. She does not know
the geographic breakdown, however. The
admission lottery was held in early March
and parents of accepted students will be
notified later in the month. They will have
to formally accept slots by April 17, a city-
wide deadline for magnet schools.

Meanwhile, public housing continues
to be replaced by new developments in the
gentrifying community. Before Suder
closed, its enrollment had dwindled to
277; the school’s capacity is 400. 

Formerly known as the Near West
Side, the neighborhood itself was
rechristened West Haven. “It’s a hot
property,” says Cathy Elgazar, a Herbert
Elementary guidance counselor who
worked at Suder before it closed. The
district “wanted to reopen it as a better
school, which they did.”

According to CPS, the genesis of Suder
Montessori was a three-year, $8.9 million
federal grant that the district received in
2004 to open five magnet schools across
the district. The West Side has relatively
few magnet schools and Suder’s facility
was suitable and available, says Shenita
Johnson, deputy director of new schools
development for CPS.

A proposal to open a Montessori
school was presented to an advisory
council charged to help select a new pro-
gram for Suder. Three other proposals
were pitched as well. “Initially, the [advi-

sory council] did not recommend any,”
Johnson acknowledges. 

Members of the council, however, say
their input was ignored. “It was clear to us
that they had already selected the pro-
posal,” says activist Gonzalez.  

Businessman and community leader
Earnest Gates says he saw where things
were heading and resigned from the
council. “I told them in a nice way—well,
in a not so nice way—that I was not going
to participate in a sham.”

Others remain miffed that all former
Suder students were left out of the new
program. “It didn’t look like there was
much consideration for the neighbor-
hood,” Hallagan says. 

Frazier explains that it would have been
difficult to introduce Montessori practices
to older children who were used to a tradi-
tional academic approach where teachers
tell them what to do. “That would be a diffi-
cult transition,” she says. “The best practice
is to open it at the younger grade levels.”

Ed Finkel is a Chicago-based writer. E-mail him at
editor@catalyst-chicago.org.
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Twice in the last two years, Herbert Elemen-
tary in the gentrifying West Haven neigh-
borhood has taken in students displaced

from nearby schools that the district closed.
The first wave came in the fall of 2004,

after Suder Elementary’s doors were shut. This
past September, a second wave came from the
shuttered Grant. A few more strayed in from
closing schools outside of the community. This
fall, Herbert’s student body includes some 91
children who transferred in from closing
schools, some 22 percent of total enrollment.

Herbert’s principal and faculty report a rela-
tively smooth transition for the displaced stu-
dents. “Suder students have adjusted well and
feel they are Herbert students,” says Principal
Denise Gamble. She adds that Grant students
are “still in the adjustment phase.”

Two nearby public housing developments—
Henry Horner Homes and Rockwell Gardens—
are being demolished and replaced with new
housing for a mixed-income community. While
Herbert’s attendance boundaries have grown
to accommodate nearby school closings, its
enrollment continues to shrink. From a high of
566 students in 1999, the figure has steadily
declined to 447 in 2003, the year before Her-
bert began accepting displaced students, to
419 this fall.

Some of the children who transferred in to

Herbert from Suder last year have already
moved away, notes Gamble.

Still, the district provided Herbert with extra
resources—three additional teaching positions,
a bump up from half-day to full-day Head Start
and a crossing guard to help some displaced
students navigate their longer walk to school,
which now requires them to cross busy streets.
The district also kicked in additional funds for
textbooks and supplies.

Gamble also made an effort to make dis-
placed students and their families feel welcome.
She hired three former Suder staffers—a 5th-
grade teacher, a Head Start teacher and a guid-
ance counselor. It helped because “the students
saw familiar faces,” she says.

Families were invited to attend monthly par-
ent training workshops and join a parent book
club, Gamble adds. Herbert’s parent liaison
helped out with everyday needs such as bus cards
or clothing. A message on the marquee outside
the school said, “Welcome Suder School.”

Herbert also sent fliers to families whose
children were already enrolled, asking their help
to welcome the new students “with open arms,”
says Cloria Duckins, chair of Herbert’s local
school council. Today, she says, “we can barely
distinguish who [displaced students are]. We
made them fit right in.”

Ed Finkel

Herbert takes displaced kids, twice
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By Maureen Kelleher

B
ack in the 1960s, the University of
Chicago was Public Enemy No. 1 in
Woodlawn, the feisty neighborhood
just south of campus. With help

from famed organizer Saul Alinsky, more
than 100 churches, block clubs and other
grassroots groups formed the Temporary
Woodlawn Organization  in 1960 (now
The Woodlawn Organization, popularly
known as TWO), led by Arthur Brazier. Its
main goal: Stop the university from
expanding south and displacing residents. 

A truce was forged several years later
when Brazier and his allies won a signifi-
cant concession from the university,
which promised not to expand south of
61st Street. 

These days, relations between the
university and the community have
thawed, although some residents are still
deeply suspicious of the school. “The U
of C has not always been a good neigh-
bor,” says Ald. Arenda Troutman, whose
ward includes Woodlawn. “Now they’re
trying to be more sensitive.”

In 1987, Brazier, now pastor of the
Apostolic Church of God, founded the
Woodlawn Preservation and Investment
Corporation, which has two university
employees on its board of directors.
Through the 1990s, the group led efforts
to preserve and develop housing on its
own and in partnership with the city and
for-profit developers. 

Board President Rudolph Nimocks, a
longtime Woodlawn resident and execu-
tive director of the University of Chicago
Police Department, says the university
has been supportive of Woodlawn Preser-
vation without trying to run the show.
“They have tried to erase the imagery that
they were apart from, rather than a part
of, the community,” he says. One exam-
ple: In response to public demand, the
university’s police force expanded its
services south to 64th Street in 2001.

The university also offers zero-inter-
est, forgivable loans to encourage moder-
ate-income employees to buy homes in
neighborhoods close to campus. Most
participants in the program are white or
Asian, with an average income of
$54,502. As of January, a third (36 of 105)
of buyers had purchased homes in pre-
dominantly black Woodlawn. 

Meanwhile, university students and
tenants have come together to fight dis-
placement of lower-income residents.
Last year, students leaked a consultant’s
report that suggested the university con-
sider purchasing real estate in Woodlawn.

University officials strongly denied
any intent to heed such advice. “We’re
not going to be the developer there,”
insists Henry Webber, vice president for
community and government affairs. But
the university is edging close to Wood-
lawn in its latest development plan,
which includes projects that reach down
to 61st Street.

Matthew Ginsberg-Jaeckle, a graduate
of the University of Chicago and a mem-
ber of the Student-Tenant Organizing
Project, says more residents got involved
in housing issues in the wake of the dust-
up over the report. The project has helped
develop a tenants association in a subsi-
dized housing complex. 

On the education front, the University
of Chicago has provided tutoring, profes-
sional development and technology sup-
port to existing Woodlawn schools for
years. Yet achievement in most of the

A battle, a truce
and new alliances
Grassroots activism still alive and well in gentrifying community

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

Neighborhoods
WOODLAWN
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schools continues to lag: Only three of
seven elementary schools—one a small
school started by activists—are not on
probation.

The university plans to take its educa-
tion efforts to a new level by opening a
charter school this coming fall in
Wadsworth Elementary, at 6420 S. Uni-
versity Ave.

Most community members who spoke
to Catalyst Chicago say they support the
new school, but add that existing schools
still need help. “I’m not against these

experimentations, but I’m for the local
public school,” says Rev. Gerald Wise, pas-
tor of First Presbyterian Church, whose
after-school program serves students
from the neighborhood. “I want to see all
of them raised up. Somebody’s got to be
the advocate for just the basic school.”

The neighborhood’s sole high school,
Hyde Park Career Academy, was once
lauded in a national newsmagazine as
one of the best schools in the country.
Now,  it’s struggling with discipline as it
takes in freshmen from two schools that

are being phased out. In a surprising
twist, Hyde Park students are beginning
to take a leadership role in improving the
school climate.

Last fall, The Woodlawn Organization
submitted a charter proposal but with-
drew it. Chairman and CEO Leon Finney
says further work is on hold. “I have to
first be comfortable that Hyde Park High
is going to survive.”

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

RYAN THURLWELL
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NEIGHBORHOODS

Charter provides new school option

By Maureen Kelleher

A
t the Bessie Coleman Library in
Woodlawn one Saturday morning
in February, more than 50 parents
and children showed up to hear

about the University of Chicago’s new
charter school and pick up applications. 

Although the idea of a neighborhood
attendance area was still undecided,
Woodlawn parent Jacqueline Topps was
delighted at the prospect. 

“I like the fact that it’s a college prep
and that neighborhood kids will be con-
sidered first,” says Topps, who has an 8th-
grade daughter at Carnegie Elementary.
“It’s nice to know there’s finally some-
thing in the Woodlawn area that’s aimed
at our children.” 

The school, which has not yet been
named, will serve 160 students in grades
6 through 12 in its first year, and will be
housed in Wadsworth Elementary. Wood-
lawn students now have only one neigh-
borhood high school option, Hyde Park.

While charters by law are open to stu-
dents across the city, lobbying by local
leaders pushed Chicago Public Schools
to award the new charter one of the 10
attendance boundaries the district is
permitted to grant. The School Board is
expected to approve the boundary in
late March. 

How the policy will work this year,
however, is still up in the air. The atten-
dance area has not been mapped out,
and is not likely to be in place before the
admissions lottery on March 23. Without
specific street boundaries, the charter
may have to operate under the law
requiring citywide admissions, potential-
ly shutting out some Woodlawn kids.

The school has also had to play catch-
up in recruiting local students, although
budding relationships with grassroots
activists helped bring in some prospec-
tive students.

“The way I found out about the
[school] was through Mrs. Fuller,” says
Topps, referring to longtime activist Col-
lean Fuller, who started an after-school

program in the community. “If I had not
found out through her, I may not have
found out at all.” 

Though Topps is now helping to spread
the word, she’s not convinced enough par-
ents know about the new charter.

Worse, she fears, some parents may
simply assume the school will not wel-
come their children. She describes their
attitude as: “Oh, well, it’s a charter. They’re
going to look over Woodlawn and go to
Hyde Park or other influential areas.”

SITE HARD TO FIND
Influential neighborhoods close to the

university were, in fact, eager to host the
new charter. Last August, in a letter of
support for the new school, Ald. Toni
Preckwinkle pledged to help find a facili-
ty in her ward, which encompasses parts
of Hyde Park and Grand Boulevard, plus
North Kenwood, Oakland and Douglas.

But as early as June, Ald. Arenda
Troutman, a Woodlawn resident, had
encouraged university officials to look to
her community. “She was a strong advo-
cate,” says Henry Webber, the universi-
ty’s vice president of community and
government affairs. 

Troutman says she introduced the
idea of sharing Wadsworth to Principal
Velma Cooksey in July. Cooksey was will-
ing to enter negotiations. Wadsworth

enrolls about 390 students, but is
designed to hold about 2,000.

The university, meanwhile, had no luck
locating a site in the Mid-South area, Web-
ber says, and turned down as too expen-
sive the ideas of building from scratch or
retrofitting buildings that weren’t original-
ly schools. The university still did not have
a site firmly nailed down when it submit-
ted its proposal in August, although nego-
tiations with Wadsworth were ongoing.

Given the history of bad blood
between the university and the neigh-
borhood, charter officials knew they
would have to be diplomatic about the
plan. “Had we gone in as the big, bad
university saying, ‘Hey, this looks like a
nice site,’ that would have been suicide,”
says Timothy Knowles, executive direc-
tor of the Center for Urban School
Improvement and a member of the char-
ter’s governing board.

Troutman says the partnership itself
was not an issue, but the details of how to
share space were challenging; for instance,
how to share the school’s two aging sci-
ence labs. (The schools want the district to
renovate them.)

In the end, Wadsworth agreed to allow
the charter to use most of the original
1926 building. “We look forward to the
opportunity to form a partnership with
the university,” says Cooksey. “We have
plenty of space. The single most impor-
tant thing is the children. With that in
mind, it’s going to work.”

Knowles acknowledges the difficulty
of space-sharing, and credits Troutman
with brokering the deal. “She was there at
the table for eight hours. She canceled
appointments,” he says. “She really
pushed to say, ‘Come on, this is bigger
than which school gets which classroom.’
She did thoughtful pushing on both sides
to find points of compromise.”

‘ACCESSIBLE TO OUR KIDS’
Meanwhile, members of the charter

design team were meeting their Woodlawn
neighbors-to-be. Members Linda Wing
and Barbara Crock sat in on a variety of
meetings, from community policing beat
meetings to a monthly gathering of social
service providers to strategy sessions for

Faced with community pressure, university will serve local kids first

THE HOUSING-SCHOOLS CONNECTION
In 1994, Woodlawn residents came together
to develop an affordable housing cooperative
in the area. It wasn’t long before they made
the connection between housing and
schools. Pat Wilcoxen, a founding member of
the group, recalls their reasoning: “If we’re
going to develop housing, people are going
to want to have schools to send [their chil-
dren] to.”  This fall, the Woodlawn Communi-
ty School, one of the system’s first small
schools, will celebrate its 10th anniversary.

Find this story and more online at
www.catalyst-chicago.org
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Woodlawn’s New Communities Program
(one of 16 community development proj-
ects sponsored by the national nonprofit
Local Initiatives Support Corporation).

“I am of the opinion you can’t start a
new school without generating demand
from the parents. You have to gain some
respect of key people,” says Wing, associ-
ate director of the Center for Urban
School Improvement.

One key group they contacted quickly
was the Metropolitan Area Group for
Igniting Civilization, known as MAGIC,
an organizing effort with university con-
nections targeted at local youth. 

The group’s executive director, Bryan
Echols, says the charter’s outreach efforts
have been pragmatic and sensitive to
longstanding tensions. “They knew they
had to get the endorsement of the com-
munity. You’re looking at a history that
hasn’t been the greatest,” Echols says.

Long before the university and
Wadsworth reached an agreement,
activists were making it clear the univer-
sity could best be a good neighbor by
assuring local kids seats in the new
school. “As long as it’s accessible for our
students, we love it,” Echols said in Janu-

ary. “We’re doing everything we can to
make sure that happens.” 

But it wasn’t until the 11th hour that
the boundary question was settled.
Knowles says that “in the days and hours”
before the February public hearing on
the space-sharing plan, university offi-
cials realized that community pressure
was building to give preference to Wood-
lawn kids. The charter team agreed.

“The school is designed as a commu-
nity school. The curriculum itself is firm-
ly rooted in the community,” says
Knowles. Students will work on projects
centered on Woodlawn’s history.

At the Feb. 14 public hearing, neighbor-
hood leaders did, indeed, make their push.

“It is our concern that the first choice in
this school will be the children of Wood-
lawn,” stated Rev. Arthur Brazier of Apos-
tolic Church of God. “We believe this new
school will be a wonderful opportunity for
the children of Woodlawn to receive an
excellent education and go on to college.”

CATCH-UP RECRUITING
In January, Victoria Woodley, the char-

ter’s new director of academic and social
supports, was making recruiting calls to

schools elsewhere on the South Side—but
not in Woodlawn, since negotiations with
Wadsworth were not yet final. 

The charter team faced other obsta-
cles, including anti-charter sentiment
among staff at schools where they want-
ed to recruit and concern over creating
tension with other schools that could
potentially lose students.

Since the Wadsworth deal was finalized
in February, the charter team has worked
to make up for lost time by visiting schools
that agreed to let them in to recruit 8th-
graders and holding an additional infor-
mational meeting for parents at
Wadsworth.

Mary Ann Pitcher, former co-principal
of the Young Women’s Leadership Char-
ter School, notes that recruiting is a con-
cern for all charters. Young Women’s held
community information sessions and
Pitcher met personally with over 200
families, but, Pitcher says, “We still didn’t
do as much as we could have.”

“It’s an important thing I’ve seen miss-
ing with all this Renaissance 2010 stuff.
The community work is very cursory,”
she observes. “We’re leaving the most
important people out of the picture.”

JOHN BOOZ

At the Bessie Coleman Library in Woodlawn, prospective applicants to the University of Chicago’s new charter school listen to a presentation by
Director of Academic and Social Supports Victoria Woodley. Woodley tells them about the school’s longer day and year and about college visits that
will begin with 6th-graders.
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NEIGHBORHOODS

By Maureen Kelleher

A
s parents lined up outside Hyde
Park Career Academy for a special
end-of-semester report card pick-
up day in February, four students

flanked the front door, handing out fliers
color-coded for each grade level. 

Senior Aaron Jackson later estimated
that over 300 parents received the fliers,
with letters outlining the school’s expecta-
tion for attendance, dress, grades and
behavior. “We wrote the letters ourselves,”
says Jackson, who heads a new student
group formed last December in the wake
of an assault on a popular teacher.

In addition to explaining school
expectations, the letter to parents of jun-
iors—who will take the all-important
Prairie State and ACT tests—encouraged
juniors to take advantage of tutoring to
ensure high scores. The letter to parents
of freshmen took a hard stand on disci-
pline, asking parents to work with their
children to stop “all the negative distrac-
tions such as disrespectful students, stu-
dents not following simple rules and not
wear [sic] uniforms.” 

The student group—as yet unnamed—
is the latest sign of efforts to turn around
troubled Hyde Park, where parents, teach-
ers and even students say problems with
discipline have been aggravated by the
arrival of displaced students. Since 2004,
Hyde Park has taken in hundreds of stu-
dents who would have attended Calumet
or Englewood high schools. The school’s
problems have been the subject of heated
discussion at local community policing
meetings. Principal Stacy McJunkins and
retired former principal Weldon Beverly
recently teamed up to ask for help at a
breakfast for Woodlawn pastors held at the
Apostolic Church of God.

“We’re not equipped to hold as many
students as we have,” says Darlette Willis,
parent representative on the local school
council.

Jackson and other members of the stu-
dent group say they want to develop new
approaches and offer peer support to
improve the school’s climate.

“We believe a lot of times students
who have bad behavior are just not

encouraged,” he says. “We want to come
to the point where we can work one-on-
one with (other) students.”

“This is a new administration and a
new LSC,” observes Mary Smith, a Wood-
lawn resident and Hyde Park parent. “I
think we may be about to turn a corner, but
it will take time.” (The school held a special
election in September to fill vacancies.) 

Hyde Park, like many neighborhood
high schools, is on academic probation
and was struggling with other problems,
such as low attendance and class-cutting,
even before the influx of new students.
Stable leadership was also a concern: The
retirement of longtime principal Beverly
in 2002 led to a revolving-door of three
principals in four years.

SENDING A MESSAGE TO PEERS
Discipline problems escalated last fall

when the size of the freshman class dou-
bled to more than 700 because of new,
displaced students. Class sizes increased,
the halls became more hectic between
periods, tardiness was commonplace and
dismissal time became so chaotic that up
to four police cars were stationed outside
the school in the afternoons. Tensions
escalated between police and students,
and parents at one community policing
meeting complained that officers were
harassing students. (The local police dis-

trict plans to offer a workshop for stu-
dents on how to interact with police.)

But the assault on science teacher
Matthew Knoepke was the last straw for
some students.

Knoepke went into the hallway during
his prep period to talk to students loiter-
ing outside his classroom. “I tried to
wrangle them up and send them to
class,” he recalls. “A student hit me in the
face.” The young man was later expelled. 

“Everybody was really angry and frus-
trated about what happened,” says Jack-
son, who is in Knoepke’s Advanced Place-
ment biology class. Jackson called a meet-
ing of students, and about 60 showed up.

A week after the letter campaign, 15 of
the students met after school in Knoepke’s
class to discuss their next steps. After a
long discussion of the dress code and the
lack of consequences for students who
don’t follow it, the group took a quick poll
and realized that many of them weren’t
following the code themselves. To set an
example, they agreed that no student out
of uniform would be permitted to attend
the next meeting and stay in the group.

“Where this group will find success is
in making inroads with their peers,”
observes Knoepke. “You’re much more
receptive to the message from someone
you know well.”

During the February meeting, Jackson

Student leaders step up at Hyde Park
Senior Aaron
Jackson reads one
of his poems at
“Black History
Live,” Hyde Park
Career Academy’s
annual celebration
of Black History
Month. In
December, Jackson
brought together a
group of student
leaders to work on
improving
discipline and
other problems at
the school.

JASON REBLANDO
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proposed that members ask for time dur-
ing grade-level assemblies to talk with
students about discipline, attendance
and academics. “What would we say to
freshmen?” he asks.

“You…all…need…to…behave,” a girl
answers. Laughter erupts. 

The meeting yields one suggestion:
Require students to meet the dress code
in order to participate in athletics. Sever-
al students made the proposal to the LSC
in February; it is still being considered.

VIOLENCE ON THE DECLINE
In November, McJunkins brought in

Thomas Trotter, formerly dean of disci-
pline at Fenger High in Roseland, as an
assistant principal. Teachers say school
climate has slowly begun to improve
since he arrived, and violence such as
fighting and assaults are on the decline.

Two years ago, Hyde Park reported 25
violent incidents, placing it 50th out of
some 100 high schools, according to CPS
data. Last year, the number shot up to 87,
propelling the school to 8th on the list.
Now the number is down: For the first
half of this year, Hyde Park racked up 30
violent incidents. 

“We sent out teams of off-duty offi-
cers, and [on-duty police] were right
there where needed,” says Andres Dur-
bak, chief of safety and security for the
district. “Our climate team, which we
deploy to handle big problems in schools,
spent much less time at Hyde Park than
they did last year.” 

Reining in discipline problems such as
cutting and tardiness can also make a big
difference in improving a school’s cli-
mate. McJunkins acknowledges that dis-
cipline remains “a work in progress. We
have some bad habits to break.” 

One tactic other high schools have
used to restore order is a closed-campus
lunch period.

“I’ve asked several times, ‘Why can’t
we close this campus?’ says junior advis-
er and English teacher Patricia Malopsy.
“The explanation I was given was, ‘We
physically cannot house the students.’ “

Trotter acknowledges that a closed
campus could help, but says, “Our
biggest problem is, how do we house
them in the lunchroom? We’d have to
have two start times.”

Dress code enforcement is another
concern. While Hyde Park has yet to tackle
the problem, other schools have solved it.  

W. Pearl Bradley, attendance coordi-
nator at Manley High in East Garfield
Park, says enforcement takes a concerted
effort. Bradley says she calls parents to
explain the importance of the policy. “Not
being nasty—being nice, but explaining
to them that this is for their child’s safety,”
she says. (Dress codes keep students
from wearing gang attire and allow staff
to identify students and non-students at
a glance, making it easy to notice
strangers if they slip into the building.)

Repeat offenders at Manley are sent
home to change or given in-school sus-
pensions, Bradley says; out-of-school
suspension is a last resort. In February,
the district amended its policy on dress
code violations to prohibit out-of-school
suspension as a punishment, but Bradley
points out that a student can be suspend-
ed for repeatedly defying school authori-
ties. “We don’t do anything against the
rules,” she says.

Trotter favors the proposal to ban
dress-code violators from sports, and
says the school needs “a point person” to
handle enforcement.

WANTED: ACADEMIC VISION
Last June, two seniors were the first

Hyde Park students to earn diplomas
from the prestigious International Bac-
calaureate program. While the IB program
is a lure for high-achieving students, par-
ents and teachers say the school needs
stronger academics for all students.

“Hyde Park should be more challeng-
ing,” says Hafitha Dawoudi, whose son is
a junior in the honors program. At nearby
Bret Harte Elementary, her son had A’s
and B’s and was in an accelerated math
program. Now, she says, “all the stuff he’s
doing, he did in 6th, 7th, 8th grade. He’s
saying he wants to leave.”

Teachers say the school needs to go
beyond the current emphasis on test
preparation for juniors and find ways to
bring freshmen and sophomores up to
speed academically. Better instructional
leadership is key, they point out.

“I think that’s what teachers have been
starving for, for years,” says Malopsy.

English teacher Maria Chavez, the first
Hyde Park teacher to earn certification
from the National Board for Professional
Teaching Standards, has already turned
in her resignation and predicts more col-
leagues will do the same. “They’re going
to lose a lot of teachers this year,” she
says, citing poor communication
between faculty and administration and
a lack of support for teachers. 

Malopsy, a veteran who formerly served
as a Chicago Teachers Union delegate for
Hyde Park, says “time’s about up” for the
new administration to make progress. 

“The only thing that’s consistent from
year to year is that our kids need help and
they’re not getting it,” she says. “They’ve
got to start showing some kind of
improvement, something that’s different,
some kind of change.”

JASON REBLANDO

Carl Bell, a Hyde Park graduate and president of the Community Mental Health Council, talks
with Taja Merrell and Crystal Rose during a student-alumni breakfast.
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Updates
‘Wait till next year’
for school funding reform

By Matt Adrian

A
s the Illinois General Assembly
races toward an April adjournment
so lawmakers can hit the campaign
trail before the November election,

serious talk about education funding
reform has been put on the back burner
until 2007.

A+ Illinois, a coalition of organizations
that support funding reform, is using the
election season to start building support
for legislation that could be before the
General Assembly as early as next year. To
expand its outreach, the group has hired
three community organizers to work in
Chicago, the collar counties and down-
state Illinois.

“We’re not just organizing with groups
that are interested in education, but con-
stituents that fall outside the traditional
education label, whether that’s farmers or
groups interested in economic develop-
ment.” says Bindu Batchu, A+ Illinois
campaign manager. “Good schools are
the anchors for strong communities.” 

Batchu believes that Illinois is reach-
ing a tipping point and more groups real-
ize the need for funding reform.

“It’s not as hard of a sell as you might
think,” Batchu says. “There may be differ-
ences of opinion about how a bill should
look, but we are finding a lot of people at
the local level becoming interested in this
movement.”

The group is not endorsing candi-
dates, but it is paying close attention to
contested primaries that involve key law-
makers from the Peoria and Chicagoland
areas, including state senators Kimberly
Lightford (D-Maywood) and Don Har-

mon (D-Oak Park) and state representa-
tives Calvin Giles (D-Chicago) and
Michael K. Smith (D-Canton). All these
legislators lead education committees or
have oversight of the education budget

STRAW THAT BROKE THE CAMEL’S BACK
This year’s gubernatorial contest is

especially volatile. Five Republicans are
seeking their party’s nomination, and
several have taken a “no new taxes”
pledge. State Treasurer Judy Baar Topin-
ka, considered the GOP frontrunner, has
refused. Meanwhile, Gov. Rod Blagoje-
vich’s own “no new taxes” pledge has

sparked rebel-
lion and hints of
a third-party bid
from within his
own party.

At a January
25 debate, Top-
inka called such
pledges “phony
baloney,” argu-
ing that gover-
nors need to
consider all pos-

sible options to solve problems. 
As a whole, the GOP candidates believe

that the state can put more money into
the classroom by cutting bureaucracy, via
consolidation of districts and scaling back
the Illinois State Board of Education. They
are also leery of a tax swap.

“I’m not persuaded that the solution
to the education funding problem is to
raise taxes,” says Ron Gidwitz, a busi-
nessman and former state board presi-
dent. “It’s an excuse to tax people more to
use for other purposes.”

Blagojevich’s renewed promise not to
raise taxes, made in his official re-election
announcement, prompted the Black Leg-
islative Caucus to call on him to either
drop the pledge or present an alternative. 

“It was the straw that broke the camel’s
back. It means for the next four years
there is no opportunity for meaningful
education funding reform,” says state
Sen. James Meeks (I-Calumet City), who
has hinted at a third-party run for gover-
nor and accused Blagojevich of betraying
core Democratic principles. Meeks, who
won his seat as an Independent, could
drain votes away from the governor in a
race that could be very tight.

The governor, however, is banking on
winning support with his 2007 education
budget, which includes an increase of
almost $400 million from last year and a
far-reaching proposal for universal pre-
school. Chicago would reap $100 million
under the governor’s budget.

But finding the money depends on
sweeping surplus money from special
funds originally earmarked for specific
services such as breast cancer research,
as well as closing tax loopholes—a tactic
the governor has tried through out his
tenure, without much success. 

Batchu argues that these are one-time
solutions that do not provide long-term
stability and also create more debt for
future generations of taxpayers.

“At the same time, we are failing to
provide a sound, basic education for
every child,” Batchu adds.

At a hearing in late February, state
Supt. Randy Dunn, whom Blagojevich
hand-picked for the post, defended the

Gov. Rod Blagojevich

Continued on page 23
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James Deanes, who oversees the Office
of School and Community Relations,
announced at a March 3 recruitment
training that Carole Wood, another CPS
administrator, will take over his duties. 

Wood will work with another adminis-
trator, Greg Minniefield, to “look at how
the office is managed and evaluate for effi-
ciency,” says Deanes, who will continue to
oversee the upcoming election while
assuming new duties as a special assistant
to board President Michael Scott. 

Diana Nelson, executive director of
the Cross City Campaign for Urban
School Reform, says she is not concerned
that the change will unduly affect the
upcoming elections on April 19-20. Nel-
son is a leader in Community Partners for
LSCs, a coalition of 30 community groups
that is working to recruit candidates.

Still, she notes, “here it is right before
the election and they have moved out the
guy who’s supposed to be in charge. It’s a
dreadful time to have someone new step
in. …The timing is very peculiar.”  

Deanes’ move comes as CPS prepares
for its first LSC elections since the launch
of Renaissance 2010, which some
activists view as a thinly veiled attempt to
further undercut local control by creating
schools that, for the most part, are not
required to have LSCs. In addition, more
existing schools are now on probation,
which strips LSCs of principal hiring
power and budget authority.  

LSC advocates hope the district will
keep its pledge to double the amount of
money provided to community groups, to
$56,000; the district announced the
pledge in a March 1 press release. That
press release also noted that candidate fil-
ings were at an all-time low of 1,071—half

the number that had filed at the same
time in 2004—for some 6,000 LSC seats.
As of the March 17 deadline, 4,060 candi-
dates had filed. The district declined to
extend the deadline.

Some advocates are skeptical that the
board will provide enough cash to do suf-
ficient recruiting. “I am really excited, but
it didn’t sound like a guarantee,” says
Andrea Lee, education organizer at the
Grand Boulevard Federation.

PURE suggested the board reallocate
some of its $1.49 million election budg-
et—specifically, money allocated to con-
sultants, postage, election judges and
translations of materials—so that com-
munity groups could receive $500,000. 

“I’m looking at our budget so I can see
how we can give community agencies
more money,” says Bill Rice of the Office
of School and Community Relations.
“Since I’m having trouble finding $30,000,
I doubt that [$500,000] is feasible.” 

BEST VEHICLE FOR REFORM?
With a $10,000 grant from the Woods

Fund of Chicago, Community Partners
held a press conference in February to
highlight the need for candidates and
provide information about the election. 

Member organizations have been
knocking on doors to recruit, handing
out fliers at schools and placing informa-
tional pamphlets in aldermen’s offices to
publicize the election.

“We’re going door-to-door and
spreading information because nobody
knows anything. It’s astonishing,” says
Madeline Talbott, director of the Associa-
tion of Community Organizations for
Reform Now (ACORN).

CPS officials, however, say they have

been working diligently to publicize the
upcoming election: placing ads on public
transit, in newspapers and on radio
encouraging people to run.  

Officials say the district has sent appli-
cations home with students and set up
recruiting stations at Jewel and Dominick’s
stores across the city.  A supplement fea-
turing LSC members’ experiences was
published in the Chicago Sun-Times. 

With LSC powers on the decline, some
activists wonder whether they are the
best vehicle for community and parent
participation.

Allison Moore, an education organizer
for the Brighton Park Neighborhood
Council, says many LSCs are undermined
by powerful principals and receive little
support from central office.  

“My feeling is that [the state of] LSCs is
a symptom of a much larger school culture
that is not inclusive of parents and fami-
lies,” she says. “I think there’s much larger
work that needs to be done…and LSCs are
one small piece of a larger puzzle.” 

John Ayers, the new director of com-
munications for the National Association
of Charter School Authorizers and a for-
mer head of the now-defunct Leadership
for Quality Education, sees a shift away
from the LSC concept.

“Central office has lost interest in LSCs
and they have, in classic bureaucratic
fashion, been able to take much of their
powers,” Ayers says. “Charters have non-
profit boards, and I would argue those are
another way to gain community involve-
ment, and maybe a better one.”  

But other activists insist that LSCs
give parents a democratically elected
voice in running schools and have been
a key component in turning around fail-
ing schools.

Julie Woestehoff, executive director of
PURE, says LSCs have been “a breath of
fresh air” for individuals who have felt
disenfranchised. “For parents who have
no other opportunity to have control over
their lives, this has made such an enor-
mous difference to them, and they’re not
going to be willing to give it up.”

Recruiting woes for latest LSC election
As Renaissance 2010 takes center stage, activists fear that the future of local control is in jeopardy

By Emily Horbar

A
s community groups scramble to recruit candidates for the
latest round of local school council elections, the longtime
head of the district office that oversees elections has
announced he is leaving his post.
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UPDATES

By Alexander Russo

L
ast summer, when Chicago Public
Schools staffer Patrick Haugh told a
group of administrators that the dis-
trict planned to launch a new test,

administer it three times a year, and get
scores back to schools within two weeks,
they laughed. 

Rarely has the district demonstrated
such quick turnaround. Typically it has
taken at least two months for schools to
receive scores from the Iowa Test of Basic
Skills, and even longer for the ISAT (Illi-
nois Standards Achievements Test).

But CPS has lived up to its promise
with the new Learning First tests, part of
a sweeping change in how the district
measures student and school progress.
That change included scrapping the Iowa
test in favor of the overhauled ISAT (see
sidebar). And perhaps more significantly,
Learning First, a relatively short test of
reading comprehension, was adopted as
a tool to help classroom teachers fine-
tune instruction. 

“This is a big shift, and we’re going to
have to work hard to earn everyone’s
trust,” says Haugh, assessment manger in
the Office of Research and Evaluation,
who is overseeing the Learning First effort.
Students took the first round of Learning
First tests in October and a second round
in January; schools received scores from
both rounds ahead of schedule. 

In January, parents received copies of
their children’s results on the exam, along
with a brochure to help them understand
the test. The third round of tests in April
and May is intended to give schools a pic-
ture of the progress they have made since
the start of the school year, and to help
them plan for next year with data that is
more recent than the March ISAT. A simi-

lar math assessment is already being pilot-
ed by 27 schools for wider use next year. 

Developed by Harcourt Assessment
at a cost of $1.5 million (money that was
previously used for administering the
Iowa), the Learning First test is short—
just 29 multiple choice items that stu-
dents answer in a single class period—
and is aligned with state reading stan-
dards measured on the ISAT. According
to Harcourt’s website, its tests are cus-
tom-designed to “help specifically iden-
tify breakdowns in student understand-
ing.” The district hopes teachers will put
that knowledge to use to improve their
teaching. 

‘WHERE OUR CHILDREN ARE’
For each school, classroom and stu-

dent, the Learning First reports show how
many and what percentage of questions
students answered correctly for each
learning standard, as well as how much
progress has been made. Unlike other
exams, the actual test booklets and
answer sheets are available to teachers
and parents for re-examination. Schools
also have a resource guide and a video to
help them make good use of the results.

So far, the district’s new testing effort
appears to be going smoothly, according
to principals and area officials. 

Learning First “gave us a snapshot of
where our children are at this point,” says
Principal Phil Salemi of Shields Elemen-
tary, a Southwest Side school with 1,900
students. The school’s vocabulary scores
were lower than they expected, he
reports, so teachers are focusing on
improvement in that area.

CPS official have expressed some con-
cern that schools would over-react to the
results. Central office sent out a flier titled
“Interpreting and Using Learning First

Data Responsibly,” full of cautions about
interpreting the scores.

In particular, the district has warned
against making drastic changes to cur-
riculum or instruction.  

Out of that caution, the board will not
publicize citywide or school-by-school
data, fearing that the scores would end up
being used for comparative purposes or
as an early predictor of ISAT results. Area
instructional officers and reading coaches
are given school-by-school and aggregat-
ed results, but there is no citywide report.

“These are not performance-based
tests,” says Haugh. “We don’t know how
this relates to ISAT performance, and we
don’t want to make any statements about
ISAT performance that aren’t warranted.”

Learning First part of the district’s
new strategy to improve teaching
Schools will get results for students, classroom.Tests are aligned

with state reading standards on the ISAT.
City scraps test
focused on basic skills

Chicago’s decision to scrap the Iowa test
makes the state’s revamped ISAT—generally
considered a tougher exam—the sole high-
stakes test students take each spring.

The ISAT will now be given annually in
reading and math to grades 3 through 8
(and in 11th grade) to meet testing require-
ments set by the federal No Child Left
Behind law. Science tests will continue to be
administered in grades 4 and 7.

The district will now use the ISAT, rather
than the Iowa, to determine which students
are retained in grades 3, 6 and 8; whether
schools are placed on or taken off probation;
and whether schools meet NCLB require-
ments for adequate yearly progress.

The revamped ISAT will also include the
Stanford 10, a nationally normed test that
will be linked to the old Iowa to provide some
continuity in comparing scores over time.

Scrapping the Iowa was a big change for
Chicago, which used Iowa scores for a multi-
tude of purposes over 30 years, including
retention and probation and as a measure of
the district’s overall progress.

Alexander Russo
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Haugh also cautions against view-
ing the tests as a “magic bullet.”

“Walking in, some people thought
that there would be a list of 12 things
that are going to increase your ISAT
scores by 25 percent,” he says. “But
this is not a panacea [that’s] going to
show everyone how to do better on
the ISAT. That’s hard for some people
to hear.”  

RAISING EXPECTATIONS
The board also says it does not

want to disrupt the diagnostic testing
that some schools are already doing,
either on their own or as part of initia-
tives such as Reading First.

“Many of our schools are doing
curriculum mapping and they have
come up with their own five-week
assessments,” says Area 9 reading
coach Willie Legardy. These assess-
ments are usually created by teachers
and tied into the particular reading
series that schools are using. 

At South Loop Elementary, for
example, teachers have had their own
assessments in four subjects since
2003, in addition to using the DIBELs
(Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early
Literacy) and ISEL (Illinois Snapshot
of Early Literacy) tests at the primary
grades. The school’s own assessments
cover reading comprehension and
fluency, math and writing.

But the Learning First results still
proved useful, according to Principal
Pat Bacillieri.  “We learned a lot more
about what everyone was thinking

was appropriate, and that we had to
ratchet up expectations,” Bacillieri
says. “What’s particularly helpful to us
is the individual breakdown of scores
for each student. This is very con-
crete. You can see exactly which stan-
dards your kids are missing.”

To make the test results even more
useful, South Loop and some other
schools have combined students’
results on various tests into one
report provided to teachers and stu-
dents. The report shows three years’
worth of ISAT scores, Learning First
scores, and scores from the school’s
own assessments.

“Putting those all together on one
sheet of paper, you can start seeing
patterns on each student and each
classroom,” says Bacillieri.  “It gives
parents and teachers more than just
grades to look at, and links everything
to state standards.”

The board has completed two sets
of meetings with principals and area
officials and it has plans for monthly
meetings with area reading coaches.

“We don’t want these reports to
just end up being put in teachers’
mailboxes,” says Haugh. “The best
news is that there are great conversa-
tions going on about this data.
…We’re trying to shift the focus from
accountability to instructional
improvement. Learning First is an
opportunity to make that real.”

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

budget against legislative critics who
argued that the universal preschool
plan was unrealistic and the budget
focused too narrowly on early child-
hood education.

State Sen. Miguel del Valle (D-
Chicago), vice-chairman of the Senate
Education Committee, also expressed
frustration with the governor, saying
he continues to ignore real solutions
to the school funding problem and
reneged on a promise to raise the per-
pupil foundation level by $1,000. So
far, Blagojevich has increased per-
pupil spending by $604.

“It’s nice to have $400 million, but
when you start dividing up the $400
million it doesn’t allow you to increase
the foundation level to the recom-
mended amount,” del Valle says.

The state still falls about $1,200
short of the $6,405 recommended by
the Education Funding Advisory
Board last year. 

With many districts across the
state facing financial struggles, Meeks
observes, funding reform “is a prob-
lem that Springfield must address.”

Matt Adrian is the Springfield correspondent for
Catalyst. To contact him, send an e-mail to
editor@catalyst-chicago.org.

FUNDING continued from page 20



MOVING IN/ON   SUSAN WOODWARD,
previously the vice president of recruitment and
assessment affairs for the National Board for
Professional Teaching Standards, is now the
director of development and communications for
the Chicago Public Education Fund. The Fund has
also elected SUSAN CROWN, a principal of the
Chicago firm of Henry Crown & Company, and
KIMBERLY QUERREY, corporate director of
operations and environmental health and safety
for IMCO Recycling Inc., to its board of directors.

AT CLARK STREET JAMES DEANES, formerly
head of the Office of School and Community
Relations, has become a special assistant to
School Board President MICHAEL SCOTT. (See
story on page 21.)

SCHOOL RENAMED   MCCOSH ELEMENTARY
has been renamed EMMETT TILL MATH AND
SCIENCE ACADEMY in memory of the 14-year-old
boy from Chicago whose murder in Mississippi in
1955 helped spark the civil rights movement.

CHARTER NEWS   State Sen. MARTIN SANDOVAL
has sponsored a bill that would allow Chicago to
award more charter schools. Current state law
permits 60 charters statewide: 30 in Chicago, 15 in
the Chicago suburbs, and 15 Downstate. The bill
would leave the total cap in place, at 60, but
remove the geographic restrictions on where those
charters must be located. … The National
Association of Charter School Authorizers has

relocated from Alexandria, Va., to Chicago. The
new office is at 210 S. Clark Street, Suite 1430.
JOHN AYERS, previously head of the now-defunct
Leadership for Quality Education, was named
director of communications; and SHENITA
JOHNSON GARRARD, previously with the CPS
Office of New Schools, will direct the association’s
work in New Orleans.

STUDENT TRACKING   The Office of
Technology Services plans to have a new $9.6
million student information system in place by
September. The system, purchased from New
York-based SchoolNet Inc., will allow teachers and
administrators to develop curricula and lesson
plans and track performance on standardized tests.
A pilot program is in place in seven schools: WELLS,
CORLISS, CURIE and ROOSEVELT high schools and
WEST PARK, CHASE and NOBEL elementary schools.

CONSULTING CONTRACT Learning Point
Associates, a nonprofit research and development
organization, has been awarded a $160,000
contract to analyze hiring and retention of
teachers from alternative certification programs.

STUDENT FILM FEATURED   “Scream At Me,”
a movie that explores the life of urban high school
students and was written and produced by
students at Chicago Vocational Career Academy,
has been accepted by the Wisconsin Film Festival,
which will be held March 31 through April 2 in
Madison, Wis.

BALLROOM WINNERS   Fifth-graders from
PERSHING WEST won first place in the final
competition for “Having a Ball,” the 10-week
ballroom dancing program modeled on a similar
program in New York that was the subject of the
documentary “Mad Hot Ballroom.” More than 70
5th-graders from BEETHOVEN, EARHART,
HAMILTON, MCCUTCHEON, NOBEL and PERSHING
WEST participated in the final competition.

FUNDRAISER FOR THE HOMELESS   Forty-
three junior ROTC programs have raised over
$10,000 for homeless students in CPS, as part of
the JROTC service learning project. The top two
individual fundraisers were CHRISTINA DIAZ of
Prosser and MICAH STAVROU of Chicago
Vocational Career Academy. TAFT HIGH cadets
raised the most money collectively.
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JOHN BOOZ

Fifth-graders dance the tango in the final round
of a 10-week ballroom dancing competition.


