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So staff decided to use a routine
fire drill to make a point, asking six
aides to stay on the sidelines while
the rest of the faculty assisted chil-
dren in evacuating the building.
According to Assistant Principal
Suzann Gorham, it was a disaster. 

“It took forever to get these kids out
of the building,” she says. “The fire
lieutenant almost had a heart attack.”

Using the fire drill to bolster its
case, Blair appealed the district’s pro-

posed cuts and won. But then
Gorham and the school’s principal
retired, and later, those six special
education aide positions were retired
as well. (District officials relay a dif-
ferent version of this story, but the
end result—that Blair has six fewer
aides on staff—is the same.)

Amid this year’s tight budget cli-
mate, one of the most confining in
recent years, the district “saved”
some $26 million by trimming special
education teachers and aides by 900
positions. To be fair, the process by
which these positions were eliminat-
ed grew out of an effort to distribute
resources more equitably. For years,
tales abounded of some schools hav-
ing more or better special education
resources than others, and district
officials say they intended to put an
end to that. In fact, after the dust set-
tled, 64 schools gained staff.

“We did this because it was the
right thing to do,” says Gretchen
Brumley, who oversees finance in the
CPS Office of Specialized Services.

Still, the episode left many educa-
tors and special education advocates
baffled. Principal Gwendolyn Mims of
Southside Occupational, a high
school that did not lose any staff and
serves only students who require spe-
cial education services, wonders
whether it was necessary for any

school to lose staff. “With special edu-
cation,” she says, “we always need as
many eyes as possible.”

The so-called savings doesn’t
mean that taxpayers are spending
less money overall on special educa-
tion—the department’s annual budg-
et is up 3 percent—but that they are
spending $26 million less than the
district had anticipated it would this
year. If that is the case, why was it
necessary to tap instructional
resources for special education to
keep a lid on costs? Surely there are
other ways to contain expenses that
do not dip into classrooms, particu-
larly at a time when student perform-
ance is being monitored nationally. 

A Catalyst Chicago analysis of
special education test scores found
that the district has made little
progress since the federal No Child
Left Behind law was passed. Only 16
percent of special education elemen-
tary students passed reading tests in
2005; 18 percent passed in math.
(Districtwide 2006 scores for special
education were not available at press
time, but are expected to show signif-
icant gains.) Only 26 elementary
schools met or came within striking
distance of reading targets.

Meanwhile, a debate continues
over whether children with special
needs should be assessed and how
best to do so. Educators are conflicted
about administering grade-level tests;
parents worry about how scores will
affect their children’s future prospects. 

There are no easy answers. But it
doesn’t make sense for special edu-
cation to bear the brunt of the dis-
trict’s cost containment. 

FROM THE EDITOR

Special ed staff cuts undermine 
efforts to  improve instruction

Veronica Anderson

W
hen Chicago Public Schools dispatched
the first round of special education staff
cuts earlier this year, Blair Early Child-
hood Center was slated to lose six of its 28

special education aides. School leaders were
incensed. The school serves around 100 preschool-
ers who have disabilities. Most of them are in wheel-
chairs and many are fitted with a feeding device to
assist those who have difficulty swallowing.

CATALYST HIRES AWARD-WINNING REPORTER
Sarah Karp has joined the

staff of Catalyst Chicago as an
associate editor covering high
schools, special education and
the federal No Child Left
Behind law. Previously, she cov-
ered children and family issues
for six years as an investigative
reporter for The Chicago Reporter. Her work has won a
number of local and national awards for reporting and
magazine writing. Karp earned her bachelor’s degree
from the University of Missouri School of Journalism.

Karp also has worked with teenagers who are inter-
ested in journalism through local programs run by
Youth Communications and the City of Chicago’s After
School Matters program. Currently, she is working with
high school students in a journalism outreach program
at the Columbia College School of Journalism.
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Clayton Harrison, a special education student at
Chicago High School for Agricultural Sciences, tends to
a plant in his horticulture class. Despite his disability, he
spends much of his time in a regular classroom.

Hundreds of schools are not meeting
federal achievement goals for special
education students. Educators and

advocates say high expectations are good, but
question the value of standardized tests to
measure progress.  COVER STORY: PAGE 6

LOWER SCORES, MORE DROPOUTS
High schools are doing worse than elementary schools when it comes to
educating special ed students—most of whom are clustered in low-per-
forming neighborhood high schools. PAGE 9

INCLUSION RAISES SCORES AT REINBERG
Special ed students do better on tests than the district average, but
budget cuts may set progress back. PAGE 10

‘PERFECT FIT’ FOR SPECIAL ED
Chicago High School for Agricultural Sciences sets high expectations and
gets results. PAGE 11

AMID BIG CUTS, SOME SCHOOLS GAIN
Dozens of schools get more teachers and aides, but plenty others lose
staff under a revised staffing formula. PAGE12

ON THE COVER

Reinberg Elementary
special education
teacher Joyce Ruchti
provides extra support
to hearing impaired
student Anthony Tellez
in a general education
classroom.

Photo by John Booz
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IN SHORT
“The only reason I have only one [class] not at the maximum is

because seven kids haven’t shown up.”
Social studies teacher Victor Harbison to Catalyst staff on overcrowding at Gage Park
High, where Interim Principal Martin McGreal was fired for refusing a board directive to
enroll additional students. Five of Harbison’s missing students have since shown up,
putting all of his classes over class size limits.

TIMELINE

with ...
Q&A

At Urban Prep Charter Academy for
Young Men, students dress in suit jack-
ets and ties, wear close-cropped military
haircuts, attend classes from 8 a.m. till
4:30 p.m. and then, participate in
mandatory after-school programs. Tim
King, the former head of Hales Francis-
can High, wants to replicate the charter
elsewhere in Chicago and nationwide.
King talked to writer David Smart about
the philosophy behind Urban Prep and
how single-sex education can help
young black men succeed. 

Urban public schools have a poor track
record of educating young black men.
How will your school be different?

Our curriculum is designed to meet the
needs and learning styles of boys. Boys learn
better in an environment that is interactive
and dynamic, with questions directed [individ-
ually]. As opposed to asking, “Who was the first
president of the United States?” it really
should be, “Mr. Smith, who was the first presi-
dent of the United States?” Also, research
shows a boy’s hearing develops much more
slowly than a girl’s. In a typical classroom—boys
sitting in the back, girls in the front and a
teacher lecturing—[boys] frequently can’t hear
the whole lecture. So our classrooms are not
set up in the traditional way, but in a circle or
small groups, with the teacher close by as
often as possible. Those are two examples.

What has it been like to work with the
district?

The district has been incredibly supportive.
But it was never communicated to us that
there was going to be a $1,000 per-pupil facili-
ty charge. And, in addition to the Englewood
High juniors and seniors who will be sharing the
building, there are also kids from the achieve-
ment academy. In CPS’s defense, I’m not confi-
dent that they knew all of this. But the fact that
they didn’t know is itself a problem. [To keep
from having three groups of students housed
in a single building at one time, Urban Prep will
be located inside nearby Lindblom just for the
current school year and will then move into the
Englewood building, says a CPS spokesman.]

[Legal scholar] Jonathan Turley criticized
the Urban Prep concept, saying making

Los Angeles: Mayoral takeover
A new state law gives Mayor Antonio Vil-
laraigosa substantial control over the Los
Angeles Unified School District, according to
the Sept. 19 Los Angeles Times. Villaraigosa
will be a member of a council comprised of
local mayors (L.A. includes a number of
municipalities) that will oversee the district’s
budget and hire and fire the superintendent.
He will also have direct control of three high
schools and their feeder schools. The School
Board plans to challenge the law.

Maryland: Incentive Pay
Republican Gov. Robert Ehrlich Jr. plans to
institute a teacher incentive pay program if
he is reelected in November, reports the Sept.
5 Baltimore Sun. Officials say the program

would be modeled after one adopted in Min-
nesota, which is voluntary and lets school
districts design their own pay scales. The
Maryland State Teachers Association oppos-
es the plan. Ehrlich faces Baltimore Mayor
Martin O’Malley, a Democrat who opposes
incentive pay and says he supports giving all
teachers competitive salaries and benefits.

Tennessee: Creating more grads
To increase Tennessee’s high school gradua-
tion rate, Gov. Phil Bredesen has proposed a
plan that includes free tuition at community
colleges for graduates who score at least 19
on the ACT test, reports the Sept. 13 Mem-
phis Commercial Appeal.  The plan also
includes assigning a truancy officer to each
high school and developing individualized
learning plans for every incoming freshman.

Tim King
Founder, Urban Prep Academy

ELSEWHERE

Sept. 5: First day
Almost 385,000 CPS stu-
dents attend the first day of
school, a record 93 percent
attendance rate, up from 92
percent last year. The dis-
trict says that first-day
attendance has risen 17
percentage points since
2000, boosting state aid.
Officials also announce
another round of atten-
dance incentives. The year
also begins with 14 new
schools under Renaissance
2010; new English, math
and science curricula at 15
high schools; and 107 new
principals, the largest num-
ber of newcomers ever.

Sept. 6: Preschools
Using $17 million in new
funding from the state, CPS
will provide preschool slots
for 2,500 additional children
this year, including 700 3-
and 4-year-olds in public
schools and 1,800 young-
sters in community-based
preschools. Many of the new
slots will be created in pre-
dominantly Latino schools.
Some schools will add a
third shift of classes to
accommodate more stu-
dents. The grant, from the
new Preschool for All initia-
tive, will also be used to
improve community-based
infant and toddler programs.  

Sept. 12: Kindergarten 
Illinois unveils a list of 172
skills that kindergarteners
should learn to do. The state
has had similar lists of spe-
cific goals for grades l
through 12, but nothing for
kindergarten until now. The
list covers language arts,
math, science, social sci-
ence, physical development
and health, fine arts, foreign
language and social/emo-
tional development. One
example: in language arts,
children should be able to
read simple, common
words; in math, they should
be able to estimate numbers
of objects in a group.

Notebook



www.catalyst-chicago.org   October 2006 5

race a defining criteria doesn’t solve the
problem of racism. What’s your response? 

I would never fight against school integra-
tion. But I’m painfully aware of the fact that one
out of 40 black boys from Chicago Public
Schools makes it through college. It might take
us 100 years to integrate all the schools in
Chicago and even when we do that we won’t
know if that was the answer. I know for a fact
that I can open a school and move that needle,
that we will have a graduation rate and a college
acceptance and success rate that is just miles
ahead of the data that we’re seeing right now. If
we accomplish that with an all-boys school that
happens to be black, the end result is worth it.

What about the economic and social
obstacles kids face outside school?

All we can really do is to provide our stu-
dents with the tools to build their own future. A
big part of what we have to do is to develop a
sense of self-worth among the students and let
them understand that they have a future and
their lives are valuable.

How can the school counteract the notion
some kids have that doing well in school
is “acting white?”

When I ran Hales, the students really rallied
around achievement, either on the football
field or in the classroom or on the chess team.
I believe that came from the fact that it was an
all-boys school and also happened to be
African-American. There was a sense of broth-
erhood and unity. But the real thing that will
prevent that is that this is a school of choice. We
thought from the beginning that we would
have to convince parents. We said there’s no
way any 8th-grade boy is going to want to be in
school all day, wear a shirt and tie and jacket,
and there aren’t any girls around. We went to
about 50 elementary schools and gave presen-
tations. Without exception, students came up
to us afterwards and said, “Sign me up.”  

MATH CLASS

KURT MITCHELL

ASK CATALYST

I’m a physical education teacher at two CPS schools with limited
equipment and money. My students need exposure to a variety of
activities to keep them fit. Are there grants that might help?

Anonymous teacher 

Yes. You can apply for a grant of up to $6,000 from the Illinois Association for
Health, Physical Education, Recreation and Dance.  Recipients have used the money
to buy a variety of indoor and outdoor equipment, says David Thomas, a professor in
the School of Kinesiology & Recreation at Illinois State University in Normal, who
helps select the grant winners. Most applicants get some money, though Thomas says
“it may not be all they want.” The only catch: You must join the association, at a cost
of $45. (See www.iahperd.org) In addition, any teacher can solicit small donations for
special projects at www.donorschoose.org or research grant opportunities at the
Donors Forum of Chicago (www.donorsforum.org). The district received funding from
the U.S. Department of Education through the physical education program grant ini-
tiative during the last two fiscal years, but was turned down this year, says Alyson
Cooke, CPS director of external resources. According to the Dept. of Education web-
site, funding for the program was cut.

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

Midwestern states have become less dependent on local property taxes to pay for public education, but still

rely more heavily on them than other regions, according to the National Center for Education Statistics. In

2003, 35% of the revenue for elementary and secondary schools in the Midwest came from local

property taxes, down from 45% in 1990. Only Northeastern states are more dependent on the prop-

erty tax; in 2003, 45% of K-12 revenue in that region came from property taxes.



By Sarah Karp

Principal Joel
Bakrins of Rogers
Elementary is
quick to squash
the notion that
students receiv-

ing special education services
are not as smart as other kids. 

“They are just as intelligent
and more,” says Bakrins, who,
before taking the helm at the
West Ridge school, spent eight
years there as a counselor and
case manager for learning-dis-
abled children. “Their wiring is
just different; they just see
things differently.”

Bakrins’ high expecta-
tions—plus a commitment to
including special education
students in regular classrooms
whenever possible rather than
placing them in separate
rooms—is paying off. Forty-
five percent of special educa-
tion students passed grade lev-
el reading tests in 2005, a 30-
point increase over four years. 

Unfortunately, at a time
when the federal No Child
Left Behind law requires that
nearly every special educa-
tion student be tested and
that at least half of them pass,

Rogers is far from the norm. 
Rogers is one of only 26

public elementary schools in
Chicago that met or were with-
in striking distance last year of
meeting the required pass
rates in reading  for special ed-
ucation students. (School-by-
school results are not yet avail-
able for 2006.) Hundreds more
elementaries have not fared
anywhere near as well, accord-
ing to the results of a Catalyst
Chicago analysis of  2005 Illi-
nois Standards Achievement
Test scores. 

At 212 elementary schools,
fewer than 10 percent of spe-
cial education students met
state standards in reading and,
at 85 of those schools, not one
student did. High schools’
results were worse. (See relat-
ed story on page 9.)

No Child Left Behind stip-
ulates that 95 percent of spe-
cial education students must

be tested, and, with the excep-
tion of students with the most
profound disabilities, must
take the same test as regular
education students. At least 50
percent must pass reading,
math and science. 

In 2005, on average dis-
trictwide, 16 percent of special
education students in the 492
elementary schools scored at
or above grade level in read-
ing; about 18 percent did so in
math.

In the five years since it has
been in effect, No Child Left
Behind has revealed how
poorly Chicago Public Schools
is doing in getting special edu-
cation students to perform at
grade level. 

“Many of those in the
trenches—the special educa-
tion case managers and teach-
ers—have a sense that the law
is absurd and they are frustrat-
ed,” says Access Living of Metro

Chicago staffer Rodney Estvan,
who, until this past summer,
monitored Chicago Public
Schools’ compliance with a
federal consent decree related
to improving instruction for
special education students. 

Beyond frustration, many
educators—including Bakrins
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The district has a long way to go to meet No Child Left Behind

standards for educating special education children. Lack of money

and well-trained teachers are big hurdles to overcome.

Leaving special
ed kids behind

AT A GLANCE

53,133 Number of CPS students
receiving special education services

13% The percentage of total
enrollment those children represent

$774.9 million How
much CPS plans to spend  on special
education in fiscal year 2007 (up 3%
from last year)

29% of that is local money (58%
comes from the state, 14% is federal)



and even top CPS officials—
are conflicted about whether
grade-level standardized tests
are the best tools to assess
how much special education
students know. Why are
schools being held account-
able for raising special educa-
tion results without getting
the extra staff and materials
necessary to do so? And what
sense does it make, they rea-
son, to give students with dis-
abilities a grade-level test that
they cannot do well on? 

“If a kid is reading at the
5th-grade level, why give them
a 7th-grade test?” Bakrins says.
“What do you prove?”

About 60 percent of the dis-
trict’s 53,000 special education
students have learning dis-
abilities, which, in most cases,
were diagnosed after teachers
noticed problems with read-
ing, says CPS Specialized Ser-
vices Chief of Staff Teresa
Garate. Quite a few more stu-
dents who are hearing-
impaired have trouble in lan-
guage arts, she adds. 

Yet reading well is key to
passing standardized tests.
“You wouldn’t test the walking
ability of someone in a wheel-
chair or hand a blind person a
book to read,” Garate says.
“But with learning disabilities,
we feel it is OK to test it.”

Still, she says that the sys-
tem and the teaching colleges
need to do a better job of get-
ting special education teach-
ers and the regular education
teachers ready to teach stu-
dents with disabilities.

“We are not doing an ade-
quate job of preparing special
education [teachers] for every-
thing they need to do,” Garate
concedes.  

LONG WAY TO GO
In Chicago, and most other

districts, scores for special edu-
cation students are the lowest
of the eight groups of students
whose performance is moni-
tored under federal law. (Oth-

ers include low-income, limit-
ed-English proficiency and
racial and ethnic categories.)

CPS is doing a better job of
meeting the requirement that
95 percent of all special edu-
cation students are tested.
The district met that bench-
mark last year. 

Raising scores overall has
been a bigger challenge. Since
2001, the percentage of spe-
cial education students who
passed the reading test has
crept up from 12 percent to 15
percent in 2005. 

Preliminary results for the
2006 test, which have not yet
been released, are up signifi-
cantly, says one school official
who has seen them, similar to
scores for regular students,
but the gap between the two—
about 30 points—remains the
same.  

Yet some schools are doing
better than others. Nearly all
of the 26 schools where at least
45 percent of special educa-
tion students tested at grade
level are magnets or charters,
have selective enrollment, or
are racially integrated. By con-
trast, schools with the lowest
special education scores are
predominantly black or Latino
and overwhelmingly poor. 

At the same time, there is
some overlap. Schools that are
otherwise high-performing
saw sharp performance

declines as the number of
special education students
who were tested increased.
Among these schools are
magnets such as Skinner,
Jackson and Newberry Acade-
my, and Bell, a neighborhood
school with a large hearing-
impaired population.

At Bell, the number of spe-
cial education students tested
rose from five in 2000 to 40 in
2005; pass rates fell, from 80
percent to 20 percent. 

Moos Elementary, a neigh-
borhood school that serves
mostly students from poor
families, experienced a simi-
lar trend, with scores drop-
ping (from 44 percent to 11
percent) as more special edu-
cation students were tested
(from 11 children to 43). 

TESTING NOT ‘TRAUMATIC’
Initially, faculty feared that

testing more special educa-
tion students would result in
more kids acting out when
they did poorly on tests, says
case manager Margot Pergan-
tis. Eleven percent of Moos’
770 students receive special
education services. 

But that didn’t happen.
Instead, teachers were trained
in curriculum mapping and
then used those skills to make
sure lessons for special educa-
tion students lined up with
those being given to kids in

general education classes.
Staff also spent more time
developing accommodations
and modifications tailored to
meet individual special edu-
cation students’ academic
needs. Some kids, for exam-
ple, can have parts of the test
read aloud; others can work in
a separate space.

“The students have done
well from an emotional point
of view,” Pergantis says. “It has
not been a traumatic experi-
ence. We are seeing that they
have the capacity to learn.”

Changing the mindset of
educators is one reason why
some advocates actually sup-
port testing special education
students. Many states were
already beginning to give spe-
cial  education children tests
prior to No Child Left Behind,
but some, like Illinois, allowed
teachers to decide which stu-
dents to test and which level
test to give them, says Lynda
Van Kuren of the Arlington,
Va.-based Council for Excep-
tional Children. 

Across the board, testing
means that districts’ special
education departments are
held accountable, Van Kuren
argues, despite anecdotal
reports that some children
respond poorly to such tests
and have even dropped out of
school. 

However, absolute scores
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Testing push
More CPS special education students are being tested since the passage of the federal No Child Left Behind law
in 2001. But scores have barely crept up, widening the district’s performance gap between special education
and overall results, and the gap between Chicago and other unit districts around the state.

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005

12%

Standardized test
pass rates

All CPS students

Special ed—
all districts

Special ed—CPS

29%

40%

15%

37%

49%

Note: Figures
include elementary
and  high school
students.

Source:  Illinois State Board of Education

Percent of CPS special ed
students tested
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86%
86%

94%
92%

97%
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on grade-level tests don’t
mean anything given the aca-
demic range of children in
special education programs.
More telling, say educators
like Garate and Bakrins, would
be tests that measure and
track progress. 

“So if you have a child
going from pre-literacy to
reading in a year, but he’s 8, all
[the current test] tells you is
that he doesn’t meet grade
level, not that the teachers did
a great job moving him for-
ward in a year,” Garate says. 

Rather than testing once a
year, schools might consider
giving standardized tests in
September and again in May,
says Mitchell Beck, chairman
of the special education
department in the School of
Education and Professional
Studies at Central Connecticut
State University. “Then you
have a baseline and can see if a
student has grown,” he says.

Parents of special educa-
tion students are often
ambivalent about testing. On
one hand, they want teachers
to have expectations for their
children. But they are anxious
about forcing their sons and
daughters, often struggling
and emotionally fragile, to
take a test on which they may
not perform well.

Lynn Betts has two sons in
special education. One, who is
severe-profound and attends
Carver Middle School, takes
an alternate test. The other,
Edward, has a learning disabil-
ity and is an 8th-grader at
Cullen Elementary, where
reading pass rate for special
education students is 17 per-
cent. To accommodate his dis-
ability, Edward is allowed to

leave the regular classroom to
take the test in a smaller, less
distracting environment. 

When scores arrived, Betts
says she was not surprised
Edward did well in reading, his
strength, but poorly in math,
where he struggles. What wor-
ries her is how these scores will
impact his chances of getting
into Chicago High School for
Agricultural Sciences, where
students have to test at a cer-
tain level to be put into a lottery.

“He likes to work with ani-
mals,” says Betts, who would

prefer not to send Edward to
Corliss, their neighborhood
high school. “It’s overcrowded
and it is too rough.”

TIGHT BUDGETS, FEWER TEACHERS
Another concern, says

Betts, is whether CPS is seri-
ous about raising achieve-
ment for special education
students. Often she has had to
“fuss and fight” to get Edward
the services he needs, and she
believes that part of the rea-
son his school complies is that
she works for the Family
Resource Center on Disabili-
ties, an advocacy group. 

At work, she hears parents
complain about the lack of
special education services at
their children’s schools. Bud-
get cuts this year, which elim-
inated more than 200 special
education teachers and 700
aides, are likely to make things
worse, says Betts. “How do
you expect these students to
compete when you are cut-
ting the teachers and aides
that help them?” 

Key to improving instruc-
tion and meeting the require-
ments of No Child Left Behind,
say experts, is making sure that

special education students are
integrated into regular class-
rooms as often as possible.
“They have to be exposed to
the regular education curricu-
lum in order to even come
close to meeting grade level,”
says Christopher Koch, who,
before recently being named
interim superintendent of the
Illinois State Board of Educa-
tion, was in charge of the state’s
special education division.

In 1999, CPS settled a law-
suit brought by parents and
advocates who charged that

the district was illegally segre-
gating students with disabili-
ties. Since then, the district has
made improvements, but still
lags behind other districts in
Illinois. Last year, 30 percent of
special education students
spent the majority of their time
outside of a regular classroom,
compared with only 18 percent
elsewhere across the state.  

Some principals argue
that their inclusion efforts
will be undermined by the
staff cuts this year. But dis-
trict officials counter that
there is little they can do as
long as funding is tight. 

Over the past few years,
local money spent on special
education has increased, while
federal funds have decreased
and state funds have remained
stable. Between fiscal years
2006 and 2007, the district’s
contribution to special educa-
tion expenditures rose 3 per-
cent, making up nearly 16 per-
cent of the $4.7 billion budget.

Jeffery Donoghue, finance
analyst in the Office of Man-
agement and Budget, points
out that the total special edu-
cation expense rose, even
with the cuts. 

Meanwhile, Koch says the
state will be carefully monitor-
ing CPS, considering recent
cuts and problems with inclu-
sion. So far, there have been
no specific complaints that
staff cuts have sent more spe-
cial education students into
separate classrooms. 

But Carter Elementary Prin-
cipal Anita Harmon says she
knows it will make a difference
in her school, where fewer than
2 percent of special education
students passed reading tests.
Last year, all of Carter’s special
education aides were retrained
in how to help students raise
achievement. Then the ax fell
and the aides were cut.

“I don’t know what I’m
going to do,” she says, noting
that aides helped keep chil-
dren with behavioral disabili-
ties focused on their work. “It
will be impossible for teachers
to give them the one-on-one
they need.”   

Principal Bakrins of Rogers
is equally worried about the
loss of two aides, even though
his school’s scores are much
higher. At least one student, he
notes, will not be able to spend
as much time in a regular
classroom without her aide.

Curtailing the time spent in
regular classrooms works
against inclusion, one of
Bakrins’ top priorities. In recent
years, the school has received
grant money to help foster
more cooperation between
general education and special
education teachers. 

This year, even 7th- and
8th-grade students who are
assigned to self-contained
classrooms will spend the first
15 minutes of their day in a
regular classroom. 

“We try to psyche everyone
out to believe we are one hap-
py family,” Bakrins says. 

Associate Editor Debra Williams
contributed to this report

Contact Sarah Karp at (312) 673-3882
or e-mail karp@catalyst-chicago.org.

“[Special ed students] have to be exposed to the regular education

curriculum in order to even come close to meeting grade level.”
Christopher Koch, interim superintendent, Illinois State Board of Education
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By Sarah Karp

Special education students attend
the worst high schools in Chicago,
post dismal scores on standardized
tests and drop out more often than

their peers, according to an analysis of
performance data by Catalyst Chicago.  

Twelve high schools have a quarter or
more of their students identified as need-
ing special education services. All of
them are neighborhood schools that
enroll predominantly poor black or Lati-
no students. Only two of the 303 disabled
students at these schools who took the
Prairie State Achievement Exams in 2005
scored well enough to meet or exceed
reading standards.

Systemwide, only 5 percent of high
school special education juniors passed
the reading test, a rate that has remained
relatively stable since the district adopted
the Prairie State in 2003. 

Overall, nearly half of all special edu-
cation students attending CPS high
schools who were 19 in 2005 had dropped
out of school, compared with 39 percent
of students without disabilities, according
to the Consortium on Chicago School
Research at the University of Chicago.

Rodney Estvan of Access Living, an
advocacy group for people with disabili-
ties, notes that standardized tests for high
schools measure higher level skills than
the tests given in elementary schools.
Even so, he says, there’s an expectation
that more special education students
would meet standards by 11th grade
when the Prairie State is administered. By
then, so many students who are strug-
gling have already dropped out.  

“It represents a fantastic failure,” he
says.

Teresa Garate, specialized services
chief of staff for CPS, says the problem at
the high schools is that if a student walks
in still struggling with reading, there’s lit-
tle in place to help him. And without
reading, they are quickly lost. 

“Teachers in high schools don’t know

how to teach reading,” she says. “Now,
that student is in a biology class and
handed a syllabus and told by the teacher,
‘Here is what I am going to teach you.’”

Garate says that students who have
trouble with the printed word should be
utilizing technology that reads text to
them. That way, even if they are poor
readers, they could get biology or history.
But many high schools do not stock such
equipment and either don’t take the ini-
tiative to purchase it or can’t afford to,
Garate says. 

Also, these days, special education
students come to high school less pre-
pared than regular education students,
experts say. 

In a study released in 2002, the Con-
sortium on Chicago School Research
documented a steady increase in the rep-
resentation of special education students
in 9th-grade classes, from 11 percent in
1993 to 16 percent in 2000. Most of them,
the reported noted, were concentrated in
11 of the lowest-performing schools. 

Four years later, the trends remained
unchanged. According to an updated
analysis by the Consortium, 17 percent of
9th-graders received special education
services last school year, and most were
enrolled in the worst schools, mostly
because they cannot get into selective
college preps or other specialty high
schools where performance is consid-
ered for admission. 

TEACHERS ‘ASSUMED I KNEW NOTHING’
Take Englewood High School, for

instance. After years of rock-bottom test
scores, the high school, which bears the
name of its infamous neighborhood,
stopped accepting freshmen in 2005. The
remaining classes will be allowed to grad-
uate; one in four students is in special
education. 

In 2005, only 15 percent of regular
education 11th-graders at Englewood
passed the Prairie State Exams in reading,
and a scant 2 percent passed math; just

Lower scores, more drop-outs
Poor performance is the norm for special ed high school students LOW PERFORMERS

High schools where more than 27 percent of
students have disabilities are not doing well
in getting these students to perform at
grade level. These high schools also are some
of the worst-performing schools overall.

SCHOOL

Bowen*

AAST (Orr)

Austin 

DuSable

Phillips

Robeson

Harper 

Tilden

LOW-INCOME

98%

94%

91%

88%

97%

91%

84%

95%

PASS RATE

0%

0%

0%

0%

3%

3%

0%

0%

% DISABLED 

32%

30%

29%

29%

29%

29%

28%

27%

*Includes only students who were left to graduate out
of Bowen’s phased out program, not those who are
enrolled in small schools housed at Bowen.

Source: Chicago Public Schools, Consortium on Chicago
School Research

HIGH PERFORMERS
The few high schools where 25 percent or
more of special education students are passing
reading tests are, by and large, those that get to
choose which students to admit. While special
education students are not held to the same
criteria as those in general education programs,
they do have to be deemed eligible and are
usually hand-chosen by administrators.

SCHOOL

Northside Prep 

Jones Prep

Payton

Chicago Ag.

Von Steuben 

Lane Tech 

Dunbar

LOW-INCOME

29%

65%

32%

41%

49%

60%

96%

PASS RATE

100%

67%

55%

45%

43%

26%

25%

% DISABLED 

7%

10%

8%

11%

10%

5%

10%

Note: Chicago Ag and Von Steuben are magnet schools;
Dunbar is a career academy. The rest are selective
enrollment high schools. In 2005, Northside College
Prep tested only five special ed students; Dunbar
tested only four.

Source: Chicago Public Schools, Consortium on Chicago
School Research

Continued on page 13



By Sarah Karp

When Principal Catherine Bush-
bacher began working at Rein-
berg Elementary nearly two
decades ago, the Far North-

west Side school barely had enough kids
to stay open. 

To keep it from closing, she did what
several other principals have done to fill
seats: She developed a good program for
special education students, who, by law,
may choose programs outside their
neighborhood. 

Today, the school has so many neigh-
borhood children that it’s built a mobile
home park behind its hulking red brick
building, Bushbacker jokes. 

Despite the overcrowding—1,264 stu-
dents in a school built for 800—the
school continues to welcome special
education students from anywhere, and
with 209 of them, it ranks third among
the city’s elementary schools. Students
have a range of disabilities, with develop-
mentally delayed, which includes many
hearing-impaired, and learning-disabled
students the largest groups. 

A gray-haired, straight-talking woman,
Bushbacher says it was an epiphany that
set the school’s course. The epiphany
came when the leader of a seminar asked
a simple but provocative question: When
is segregation right?

Deciding it was never right, Bushbach-
er built a program centered on inclusion.
Indeed, staff  boast that some special edu-

cation students are
so integrated into
regular classes that
few other students
realize they have
special needs. Even
students with more
profound disabili-
ties may go into a
regular classroom
once a day to inter-
act with regular
students.

“Putting them
into the regular
classes does won-
ders for their self-

esteem,” said Valerie Granados, the
school’s social worker. One child, who is in
7th grade, doesn’t want to be pulled out of
the classroom at all, she says. “At that age,
no child wants to be different.” 

But with No Child Left Behind and the
school district’s budget crunch, Bush-
bacher and her staff are struggling to
hold true to their vision. As teacher Idalia
Lugo put it: “We have one agenda, they
have another.”  

While federal special education law
supports inclusion, No Child Left Behind
is pushing grade-level testing of special
education students, a controversial
measure aimed at keeping expectations
high. Meanwhile, the Chicago Public
Schools is cutting aides and teachers. For
Lugo, those things don’t jibe. 

Reinberg took a hit of three teachers
and five aides, cutting the total staff from
50 to 42. Bushbacher was incredulous. Her
lips tightening, she notes that the board
initially used a formula rather than con-
sider schools’ circumstances.

“These are individual children with a
slew of individual needs and problems,”
she says. 

Bushbacher says that by pressing

schools to raise test scores and, at the
same time, cutting staff, the board has
made clear that it does not consider spe-
cial education students a priority. “Our
children with disabilities do not provide
what society wants,” she says. 

“CPS cites numbers, but they don’t
come into the classroom,” adds Stephen
Loftus, special education teacher for the
upper grades. “They don’t see what it is
like to be in a classroom of 31 students.”

It was the “extra” staff that have made
inclusion, also a board goal, possible,
says Bushbacher.  

She gives an example of a student who
has a colostomy bag and needed an aide to
change it. With that aide cut, the girl can-
not stay in a regular classroom. Instead,
she must go to a “self-contained” special
education classroom that has an aide. 

Bushbacher also is frustrated by the
demand that special education stu-
dents, with some exceptions, pass
grade-level standardized tests—even
though hers do relatively well. In 2005, a
quarter of the school’s special education
children took those tests, and about a
third of them met standards in reading,
compared to about 16 percent dis-
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Inclusion raises scores at Reinberg

JOHN BOOZ

A special education aide works with a group of students at Reinberg Elementary. While she is
assigned to one special education student, she also helps others, some with no disabilities, who are
having trouble with lessons.

SCHOOL PROFILE
ENROLLMENT 1,243
SPECIAL ED 200 
BILINGUAL 36%
LATINO 60%
WHITE 33%
ASIAN 4%
BLACK 3%
LOW-INCOME 74%
MEETING STANDARDS

Reading 70%
Math 50%

Source: 2005 state school
report card; special
education data from CPS
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trictwide, according to district figures. 
Bushbacher shrugs at the results. “Per-

formance on the test is not important for
us,” she says. “It is much more important
that our students develop life skills.”

The staff at Reinberg say that some-
times special education students make
more progress than regular students but
that progress cannot always be measured
on a test. 

Loftus says that what is important to

him is improving students’ attitudes
toward education. “By the time I get them
in 7th and 8th grade, they often don’t
have the love for learning,” he says.

For Jacquelyn Dubow, the 3rd-grade
special education teacher, achievement is
often measured by the way children act
and feel. She says the young children she
works with know they can’t read. 

“Anytime you put a book in front of
them, they start [changing] their behav-

ior,” she says. “They start being the class
clown, they start acting out. I can’t even
begin to teach them how to read until the
behavior goes away. So my goal is to not
have the [disruptive] behavior.”

Bushbacher adds that sometimes
Dubow calls her in to see a child who
finally learns to read. “You should see the
look on that child’s face.”

“You can’t measure that on a stan-
dardized test,” Dubow says.

In the food science lab at the Chicago
High School for Agricultural Sci-
ences, teacher Jane Klunk puts her
hand over the hand of a severely dis-

abled student to help him scoop sugar
into a clear plastic jar.

She counts the scoops, pauses and
asks him what number she’s on. He stares
blankly. Klunk is not fazed. 

“Chicago Ag is a perfect fit for these stu-
dents,” Klunk says. “What we try to do is
give them as many opportunities as we can
to experience things so that when they get
out in the real world, they will be prepared.”

Chicago Ag, a racially mixed magnet
school with some 600 students, is one of
six urban schools featured in a recent
university report on high-performing,
primarily low-income high schools. The
school’s special education program got a
special mention. 

The high school report was prepared
for the U.S. Department of Education by
University of Wisconsin-Madison’s Cen-
ter on Education and Work. James Frasier,
the project’s director, says that all eight
schools had high expectations for their
special education students. 

For example, from freshman year on,
Chicago Ag students with less profound
disabilities receive guidance on getting
ready for and choosing a college.  

With unusual resources that include a
full woodshop, a greenhouse, a working
farm and a store—as well as a food science
lab—Chicago Ag challenges its special edu-
cation students with a variety of hands-on
activities. It is a unique environment for
Chicago schools, Klunk acknowledges. 

As a magnet school, Chicago Ag draws
better-than-average students for a city

high school. It uses a lottery for enrollment,
but students, including the moderately
disabled, must perform at grade level to get
into it. For students who are severely dis-
abled, administrators choose those they
determine are a good fit for the program.

The test scores of Chicago Ag’s special
education students are among the high-
est for Chicago high schools—45 percent
met or exceeded grade-level standards in
reading in 2005, compared to 5.1 percent
citywide. But they trail far behind the
scores of regular students at the school,
70 percent of whom met or exceeded
state reading standards. Special educa-
tion students at other magnet and selec-
tive high schools also tend to score high-
er than those in schools that must enroll
whoever comes to the door. 

Like other schools in the University of
Wisconsin study, Chicago Ag fell short of
special education testing standards under
the federal No Child Left Behind Act. How-
ever, Principal David Gilligan believes spe-
cial ed students should take regular tests.
He notes, for example, that learning-dis-
abled students will have to compete with
regular students when they leave school.
“We want them to be able to do the same
as anyone else out there.”

For severely disabled students, who are
not required to take the tests, Klunk also
worries about how they will fare once they
leave school. Illinois does not provide ade-
quate funding for programs that serve
severely disabled adults, she says. “The
future is really bleak for them.” 

Sarah Karp

‘Perfect fit’ for special education

JOHN BOOZ

At Chicago High School for Agricultural Sciences, all the students, even those who are most
severely disabled, benefit from the school’s hands-on programs. In the food science lab, teacher
Kathy Knutson shows Christopher Giles, who is in special education, how to use a tool for moving
hot bottles from boiling water.

SCHOOL PROFILE
ENROLLMENT 588
SPECIAL EDUCATION 77*
BLACK 61%
WHITE 27%
LATINO 12%
LOW-INCOME 44%
MEETING STANDARDS

Reading 70%
Math 50%

*As of February 2006

Source: 2005 state school
report card; special
education data from CPS
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By Debra Williams

In June, the Chicago Public Schools
eliminated some 900 special educa-
tion positions—about 200 teachers
and 700 aides—to help plug a gaping

budget hole and account for a projected
decline in special education enrollment. 

Overall, 355 schools saw their special
education staffs decline, but 64 saw them
increase, the outcome of a district effort
to bring more equity to the assignment of
special education staff. 

For example, McAuliffe Elementary in
Logan Square got an additional teacher
and an additional aide to accommodate a
growing special ed population. Last year,
the school had two grades in one class-
room, says Assistant Principal Serene
Peterson, adding, “We should have had a
teacher last January.”

Mahalia Jackson Elementary in
Auburn Gresham got another aide and a
teacher. Last year, the school had 10 to 11
autistic children in one class—”way more
than should be,” says Principal Kimberly
McNeal.  “But this year, we will make two
classes of five to seven students.”

About a mile and a half away, Cook Ele-
mentary lost two aides but received two
more teachers, which will make it possible
for special education students to spend
more time in regular classes.

“The extra teachers mean we can do
more ‘inclusion’ classes, and this helps the
students,” says Principal Rebecca
McDaniel. “We found that children who
are included do better on tests like the
ISAT and Learning First.”

The losers included Montefiore Ele-

mentary, which serves close to 100 chil-
dren with severe and profound emotional
disabilities. “We are suffering devastating
cuts, and no one is listening,” says Princi-
pal Mary Ann Pollett. Montefiore lost six of
25 special education teachers but got two
more aides, bringing the total to 18. 

“To lose this many positions is going to
tear the heart out of Montefiore,” says Pol-
lett. Previously, the school offered students
woodshop and other special classes. “Our
young men don’t learn in traditional ways,”
she says. “You have to have the right moti-
vational hook. But these cuts will force us
into more traditional classrooms.” 

Hanson Park Elementary in Belmont
Cragin, where almost 200 of its 1,300 stu-
dents are in special education, lost five of
its 34 special education teachers and six
of its 50 aides. 

“I have a largely physically disabled
population,” says Principal Susan Stoll.
Some students cannot use their hands
and need aides to get out their books and
point to information.  “Some of them are
severely disabled. It will be a problem.”  

These gains and losses were the out-
come of an effort by CPS to bring more
equity to the assignment of special edu-
cation staff. Some schools were using
special education aides for other purpos-
es but “were not willing to give the posi-
tions back because they’d had them for
years,” says Gretchen Brumley, the CPS
director of finance in specialized services. 

This prompted the offices of specialized
services and budget to create a new staffing
formula for special education teachers and
aides that every school would be required
to follow. Schools were given a tentative

One principal calls process a

‘sham.’ Another says: ‘Now

we have enough staff to

provide full services to our

special education children.’

Amid big cuts, some schools gain

The Department of
Specialized Services sees that
some schools were using
special education aides for
other work. Previously,
officials had noted a similar
discrepancy with special
education teachers.

The department looks at aides
and teachers systemwide and,
along with the budget office,
creates a staffing formula.

Schools receive the formula and a
projection of how many teachers
and aides they would be entitled
to based on January enrollments.
Citywide, 2,800 cuts were
projected, but officials expected
many would be saved through an
appeals process.

Seventy-six schools agree with the
projections, but 509 appeal, citing
such factors as space limitations
and enrollment changes.

An appeals committee consisting
of special education directors,
principals and staff from special
services and the budget office
takes six weeks to review the
appeals. It decides to retain 1,500
aides and 300 teachers but still
cut 712 aides and 230 teachers.

WINTER 2006 SPRING 2006SPRING 2005

SPECIAL ED TEACHERS

School gaining the most:

Hirsch High

Schools losing the most:

Morgan Park High

Montefiore Special

SPECIAL ED AIDES

School gaining the most: 

Las Casas Occupational High

Schools losing the most:

Clay

Yates

Lane Tech High

Bell

E. Young

Source: CPS Department of Specialized Services
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STAFF REALIGNMENT TIMELINE   By Debra Williams

SCHOOLS WIN, LOSE SOME
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staff allotment based on the formula and
then allowed to appeal based on their par-
ticular circumstances, such as an expected
increase in enrollment. 

The appeals saved some 1,500 out of
the 2,200 aides and more than 300 of the
500 teachers who would have been cut
under the tentative allocation. 

Not surprisingly, opinions vary on
whether the process was fair. “The
appeals process was a sham,” says Pollett
of Montefiore. But Peterson, of McAuliffe,
applauds the process. “I think the audit
was good to make sure everyone got what
they needed. Now we have enough staff to
provide full services to our special educa-
tion children.” 

Special education advocates say the
district should be more concerned about
serving students’ needs. 

Donald Moore, executive director of
the school reform group Designs for
Change, acknowledges that some schools
may not have used their staff well. “How-
ever, we know of many situations where
staff was taken away from kids who des-
perately needed them,” he says. 

Moore cites Clemente High School,
which received many of Spalding High
School’s severely disabled students when
that school was shuttered two years ago.
Clemente lost five of its 13 aides.

“The whole philosophy behind the
federal [special education] law is to pro-
vide the services to help children be suc-
cessful in school,” says Moore. “It is not
based on equality among the schools.” 

Like total enrollment, the number of
special education students has declined
in recent years, dropping by about 400
between 2004 and 2005 and another 1,500
between 2005 and 2006.

Meanwhile, Chicago Teachers Union
officials say they will be on the lookout to
make sure that the cuts have not generat-
ed work for remaining staff that is outside
their job descriptions. They also urge par-
ents to be vigilant, making sure their chil-
dren receive required services. 

“Parents need to stand up and insist
that their children receive the services
they are entitled to,” says Mary McGuire,
CTU recording secretary. “It is critical that
they attend every [Individualized Educa-
tion Plan] meeting, and that the IEP is
driven by the needs of the student.” 

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

under 3 percent passed science. Not a
single student in special education met
the mark in any of these subjects.  

Yanika Batey, who has a learning dis-
ability, says no one paid much attention
to her academic needs when she was a
special education student at Englewood
two years ago.  

“They assumed I knew nothing and
kept going over the basics,” she says. “I
was bored and then when I got preg-
nant, I just stopped going.”

Today, Batey is taking a GED class at
Blue Gargoyle, an adult learning program
housed in an old mansion near the cam-
pus of the University of Chicago. Batey
says classes there are small and personal
and one tutor has become a friend and
mentor. Light years different compared
to what she experienced at Englewood,
Batey says, where so many students were
struggling that she felt lost.

The performance demands of the
federal No Child Left Behind law are
viewed with skepticism by principals
whose schools enroll a higher than
average share of special education stu-
dents. They say they shouldn’t be
blamed for special education students’

performance when schools do not get
all of the resources they need to address
those needs.

Kelvyn Park High School admits any
student who lives within the schools
attendance boundaries, says Principal
Sandra Fontanez-Phelan. Some 9th-
graders come in reading at a 1st-grade
level, she says. “Still, we are not letting
our kids vegetate.”

At Kelvyn Park, fewer than 2 percent
of the 63 special education students
tested in 2005 passed the reading exam.

This year, she says staff will be
stretched thin. During the budget
process, Kelvyn Park lost five special
education teachers and three special
education aides. The student population
has decreased a bit during the past two
years, but the special education popula-
tion has remained about the same. 

The cutbacks mean that aides will
only be available to special education
students in core subjects, but not in
health, Spanish or physical education. 

The services will remain appropriate.
But, she asks, “Are they optimal? No.
They are not.”

Associate Editor Debra Williams
contributed to this report.
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By Debra Williams

B
efore Mario Gage and his brother,
Myles, were old enough to go to
school, their mother gave them an
early lesson in how to handle money. 

“I taught them to save a little, spend a
little and give some away,” says Michelle
Gage, who underscored the concept by
having them sort cash into three jars
clearly marked for charity, savings and
spending. “It was important to me that
they knew how to manage money. I know
how much money I blew as a child, and I
didn’t want them to do the same.” 

By the time Mario was heading into
2nd grade and Myles was ready for kinder-
garten, Gage says she had heard about
Ariel Community Academy, a school that
not only took such lessons seriously, but
delved deeper into savings by teaching
students how to invest a cash portfolio.
“Ariel took my savings jars to another lev-
el,” says Gage. “My kids come home and
they are talking about [money manage-
ment] with me. They respect money and
know you have to do something with it.”

Ariel Community Academy, created in
1996 under the district’s Small Schools
Initiative, is the only public elementary
school in Chicago—and maybe the only
one in the country—that combines
financial education with a real life com-
ponent: a $20,000 investment fund for
each entering 1st-grade class. 

“I don’t think there are any other pro-
grams like ours that give kids real money,
especially in public elementary school,”
says John Rogers Jr., founder and CEO of

Ariel Capital Management, an estab-
lished, Chicago-based money manage-
ment firm that also founded the school.

Nationally, financial education or, as it
is sometimes referred to, financial literacy
is gaining a foothold in elementary and
secondary education. Last year, a study by
the National Council on Economic Edu-
cation found that more states are requir-
ing districts to offer high school courses in
personal finance and to create academic
standards that include financial educa-
tion. Some states—like Illinois, New York
and Kentucky—are requiring high school
students to pass at least one personal
finance course in order to graduate. 

Indeed, Illinois was the first state in
the nation to make a personal finance
course a high school graduation require-
ment, says Joanne Dempsey, the execu-
tive director of the Illinois Council on
Economic Education. 

1ST GRADE GETS $20,000

While Ariel’s kindergarteners are
exposed to concepts related to money
and work, the school’s official economic
education curriculum begins in 1st grade,
when the class receives a $20,000 fund.
Between 1st and 5th grades, students
learn the basics of economics, investing
and money management while profes-
sionals do the heavy lifting of plotting
strategy and picking stocks. Parents and
students also receive a quarterly state-
ment that shows how the fund is doing.

Then in 6th grade, students put what
they’ve learned to work. First, students
apply to sit on a junior board of directors,
then, the director of the program, Connie
Moran, and a team of teachers, make the
selections. “The kids asked us to choose
board members,” says Moran.  “They
wanted to make sure that board appoint-
ments were not a popularity contest.”

The board, made up of 12 to 14 stu-
dents, decides which stocks to buy and
where to donate their class’s annual phil-
anthropic gift.  To keep classmates and
their families informed, the board com-
municates regularly by e-mail, issues
quarterly financial statements and pub-
lishes an annual report. 

Moran acts as an adviser but notes
that students run the show. “I don’t tell
them what to pick,” she says. “They
choose by doing a lot of research, asking
questions and talking about their deci-
sions. If they should pick a bad stock,
they just do.  I want them to understand
there are risks [and] to realize that maybe
they needed to do more research.”

Upon graduation, students roll over
their initial $20,000 to seed a fund for the
incoming 1st-grade class. Any remaining
profit is divided in half. One portion is
donated to a charity selected by the stu-
dents; the rest is distributed among the
graduates themselves, who can opt
either to receive cash, around $145, or
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Up Close
Stocks rise, so do test scores
A financial education program that teaches kids how to pick

stocks and manage a real cash portfolio boosts performance at a

Bronzeville elementary school

FINANCIAL LITERACY
Districts nationwide are beginning to under-
stand the importance of teaching personal
finance to children, and Illinois is leading the
way. In 1987, it was the first state to make
personal finance a graduation requirement.
In such classes, students learn:

How income is earned and spent
How to save money
How good financial decisions are made

To find out what other CPS schools are
doing, go to www.catalyst-chicago.org.

Source: CPS Office of School Financial Services 
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deposit it into individual college funds
that Ariel Capital Management will add
to, up to $1,000. 

So far, Ariel’s two graduating classes in
2005 and 2006 have each earned approxi-
mately $10,000 in profits. Last year, only
three out of 35 graduates opted to cash out. 

Mario, now 14, who graduated in June,
wasn’t one of them. “I decided to reinvest
because [Ariel] would match your money,”
he explains. “You take $100 or $200 and
you can spend that in two minutes. The
money that I’m reinvesting is growing.
This makes much more sense.”

Moran is the academic brains of Ariel’s
financial education program, hired four
years ago to teach investment and mon-
ey management classes, and help teach-
ers work financial concepts and princi-
ples into their lessons. Teachers also
attend workshops hosted by the eco-
nomic education department at the Uni-
versity of Illinois at Chicago.

“I want what I do to be integrated into
the curriculum,” says Moran. “I don’t
want it to be just a separate class.”

Students in Fai Anderson’s 8th-grade
class, for instance, analyze companies’
financial statements, create algebraic
equations that measure growth and study
long-term performance with charts and
graphs. “I take what Connie is teaching
and do the math end,” Anderson explains.
“For instance, my kids read graphs or
determine the slope of a line to see if a

company is growing and making a profit.”
Even students in kindergarten get a

taste of the curriculum, which is modi-
fied for younger consumption. Monica
Delgado’s kindergartners have “jobs”—
watering the plants, keeping the class-
room clean or passing out supplies—that
introduce them to concepts of work,
earning wages and valuing money.  Every
two weeks, students are paid and can use
their earnings to purchase fruit snacks,
stickers or other treats from the class-
room “dollar store.”  

Delgado also talks to them about
earning income and gifts and borrowing
and lending.

“Parents tell me that they are sur-
prised when their kids tell them, ‘You are
depositing money, mom.’” she says. “The
kids know the right language. When they
are 5 and 6 years old, they absorb this
information.”

Indeed, over time, financial vocabu-
lary and financial and economic princi-
ples become second nature. “This is great
when this happens so early on,” Rogers
says.  “If you take French at an early age,
you will get it. The same thing happens
with economics and finance.”

‘THAT DOW THING’
Rogers says the idea to launch an

investment program came to him after
he participated in two events: a young
leaders program that encouraged atten-

dees to come up with innovative commu-
nity-based programs and a symposium
on the lack of individual savings and
investment across the country. “I thought
to myself, ‘Hey, I’ve got a public school.
This would be a great way to address this
issue and teach youngsters, too—espe-
cially children of color.’” 

He teamed up with executives from
Nuveen Investments, who were also look-
ing to do more in public education. Ariel
Capital Management and Nuveen each
contributed $80,000 to seed the initial
investment to set up funds for every class,
and then both firms manage and invest
the funds until students reach 6th grade
and take on responsibility themselves.

Principal Lennette Coleman says the
program has had a positive impact on over-
all performance at Ariel, even though stu-
dents do not take tests geared to measure
their knowledge and skills in economics.

“We have seen a profound increase in
math and science across the grades,” says
Coleman.  “And students are much more
involved in financial literacy projects and
talking about [financial careers] instead
of just talking about being in show busi-
ness or a sports jock.” 

Moran says she knows the program is
effective just by listening to the students.
“I hear them talk about opportunity costs.
I hear the little ones come to school excit-
ed because they saw ‘that Dow thing we
talk about in school on TV.’”  

Students are also influencing their
teachers and parents. “I know math, but I
didn’t know investment and finance,”
Anderson admits. “I will be keeping in
touch with [graduating 8th-graders] to see
who I want to invest my retirement funds.”

Michelle Gage says she has picked up a
lot from her sons. “Before, I was not pick-
ing stocks, someone else was doing it for
me. But now I am,” says Gage, who start-
ed her own investment club for women. 

In the meantime, Mario and Myles are
building on what they’ve learned. 

“I have my own portfolio, and I plan to
build it and become a stockbroker,” says
Mario, a freshman at the University of
Chicago Laboratory High School. 

Myles, now in 7th grade and a mem-
ber of his class’s junior board of directors,
cautions:  “It’s fun, but you have to know
what you’re doing.”  

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

JASON REBLANDO

In the “boardroom” at Ariel Community Academy, where one wall is decorated with a bull and
bear stock market mural, Myles Gage (left) and Terry Spotts research their stock picks with financial
education director Connie Moran.
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Viewpoints

C
ross City Campaign for Urban
School Reform’s analysts have
monitored the Chicago Public
Schools budget for more than

20 years. Our goal is to dig beneath
the rhetoric to understand what lies
behind the numbers and share this
information with the public. We
advocate for equity so that every stu-
dent in every school gets his or her
fair share of funding, and for CPS to
push as many dollars as possible to
the school level, giving principals and
local school councils authority over
those dollars. We do this because we
believe that budgets are about stu-
dents, program priorities and sup-
port for good teaching and learning. 

Our analysis of the budget finds
that CPS is losing credibility, that the
best interests of children are not rep-
resented in budget decisions and
that disadvantaged children are
bearing the brunt of budget cuts.

One year ago, Cross City Cam-
paign reported on a crisis of confi-
dence in the system’s ability to man-
age its finances. Our analysis of the
FY2006 budget found numerous mis-
takes. Regrettably, the FY2007 budget
is just as murky, with numbers that
change from day to day. For example: 

 Shortfall projections are unreliable
and unsubstantiated.

 $626 million for capital projects is
missing from the budget.

 Enrollment projections used to
justify special education cuts
changed three times in one week.

 Central office cuts do not equal
the $25 million reported.

 CPS hides additional central office
positions in school-based units. 

 CPS for the first time reported that

central office staff totals do not
include more than 600 consultants.

Our analysis also finds that when
there are choices to be made, stu-
dents and school staff must get in line
after mayoral political interests. CPS
has made deliberate decisions that
jeopardize future revenues and the
long-term stability of the system by:

EEnnccoouurraaggiinngg  tthhee  ccrreeaattiioonn  ooff  TTaaxx
IInnccrreemmeenntt  FFiinnaanncciinngg  ddiissttrriiccttss  ((TTIIFFss))
tthhaatt  ssiipphhoonn  mmoonneeyy  aawwaayy  ffrroomm  ccllaassss--
rroooommss..  TIFs are a policy tool intend-
ed to jump-start development in
blighted areas of a city. A legal loop-
hole allows Chicago, like many cities,
to create TIFs in areas already experi-
encing growth in property values.
The city captures the increased prop-
erty tax revenues and then channels
them to developers. This, in turn,
takes the revenue increases away
from local taxing bodies. While prop-
erty taxpayers in those areas appear
to be paying taxes for schools, parks
and city services, millions of their tax
dollars are really going into TIFs. 

CPS has lost hundreds of millions
of dollars in revenue over the years,
funds that could be used to pay for
day-to-day costs like classroom
teachers, supplies and special edu-
cation services. Rather than discour-
aging the creation of TIFs, CPS board
members have encouraged parents
to lobby for new TIFs.

SSuuppppoorrttiinngg  tthhee  ppllaann  ttoo  sseellll  tthhee  IIllllii--
nnooiiss  llootttteerryy  eevveenn  tthhoouugghh  ffuunnddss  wwiillll  ddrryy
uupp  aafftteerr  ffoouurr  yyeeaarrss.. The CPS Board of
Education endorsed Gov. Rod Blago-
jevich’s plan to sell the Illinois Lottery,
although CPS itself admits that after
the initial proceeds are spent, there
will be no additional revenue. 

NNeeggoottiiaattiinngg  bbaalllloooonn  ppaayymmeennttss  tthhaatt

wwiillll  ccoosstt  $$8800  mmiilllliioonn  aa  yyeeaarr.. In 2010,
CPS’ debt payments will increase by
nearly $80 million a year. This
increased cost may have gone unno-
ticed because it will occur at the same
time the School Finance Authority’s
debt obligations expire. (The finance
authority is now defunct.)

CPS could have let the finance
authority’s debt be paid off and light-
ened the burden on individual prop-
erty taxpayers, or put that money
into the classroom. Instead of having
an additional $80 million dollars
each year to pay for programs, CPS
chose to take on more debt. 

These are just three examples of
how CPS is willing to jeopardize future
resources for the sake of short-term
gains. In the end, children lose. That
brings us to the most disturbing fact in
this budget: Disadvantaged children
bear the brunt of budget cuts.

CPS claims to have cut 200 special
education teachers and 700 special
education aides partially because of
enrollment declines. However, CPS
presented three different special
education enrollment figures during
the course of one week, and their
projections for next year were actual-
ly higher than current special educa-
tion enrollment, thus undercutting
their rationale for cuts. 

CPS has also been siphoning mon-
ey away from the poorest schools for
decades by changing the federal Title I
formula, forcing schools to use sup-
plemental general state aid (formerly
called state Chapter 1) and federal
Title I dollars to buy basic programs.

Supplemental general state aid I
and federal Title I dollars provide
supplementary programs for low-
income children. CPS uses formulas
to distribute those dollars to
schools. While CPS gets more funds
each year, it rarely puts any of those

GUEST COLUMN/ CHRISTINA WARDEN

District budget must regain public trust
Current plan is ‘murky;’ cuts, policy decisions hurt disadvantaged kids

Christina War-
den is the sen-
ior program
director for
school-based
budgeting and
district
redesign at
Cross City
Campaign for
Urban School
Reform. She
has 18 years of
experience
analyzing CPS
budgets and
training local
school councils
to understand
school budgets.
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new dollars into the formula. 
In 1998, CPS received $170 mil-

lion from federal Title I.  In 2006, CPS
received $297 million. Yet CPS chose
to distribute to local schools only $17
million of the $127 million increase 

Over the last several years, CPS has
also changed the federal Title I formu-
la to decrease the amount of money
going to schools with the highest
poverty rates. In FY2006, schools in
the lowest poverty range received $480
per student, up from $200 per student
the previous year. At the same time,
CPS took $180 per child away from
schools with the highest poverty.

Likewise, while CPS received $400
million more a year in general state aid
than it did in 1998, not a single dollar
has gone into the state Chapter I for-
mula to be distributed to schools. As
the purchasing power for those dollars
decreases each year, the poorest
schools have less and less to provide
supplementary programs to their stu-

dents. Meanwhile, CPS gets more and
more state and federal poverty funds
to spend as the district chooses.

At the same time, schools have
been forced to use their dwindling
dollars to replace basic services. Over
the years, CPS has cut truant officers,
security guards, elementary school
assistant principals, and teacher
aides, among other positions. When
CPS cuts those jobs, schools must
turn to their poverty dollars to pay
for the services.

In addition, schools that are strug-
gling the most academically have
been given a mandate to purchase
reading and math programs and
coaches from central office. In a Feb-
ruary 2005 memo, probation schools
and other low-scoring schools were
notified that “area instructional offi-
cers have the authority to lock 100
percent of a school’s discretionary
funds until the AIO and the principal
agree on a budget plan.” The memo

goes on to list mandated programs
with costs attached. 

Meanwhile, CPS has been funnel-
ing basic dollars away from low-
income schools to schools that are
not poor enough to qualify for pover-
ty funds. Under the “minimum fund-
ing program,” affluent schools have
been getting up to $200,000 each
year in extra basic dollars. 

Cross City Campaign believes
that CPS has a responsibility to pro-
vide a high-quality education to all
students and to ensure that the most
disadvantaged students share equi-
tably in the resources. 

CPS’ budget document is the most
powerful policy tool the district cre-
ates. It should be transparent and reli-
able. CPS resources should be distrib-
uted equitably, and the district should
serve the best interests of all the chil-
dren. CPS is not meeting these stan-
dards. We believe that CPS must
regain the public trust. 
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Updates
No easy route to good jobs

By Ed Finkel

G
raduates of Chicago Public Schools
who do not attend college have a
hard time finding work, especially
higher-paying work, and African-

American students fare worst in the job
market, according to a report from the
Office of Post-Secondary Education.

Fewer than half of graduates from the
Class of 2004 who did not go on to college
were employed in the fall following grad-
uation, the study found. Two-thirds of
graduates worked at some point in the
year after graduation, but slightly less
than half worked the full year.

A Catalyst Chicago analysis of data
from the report found that graduates of
career academy high schools were less
likely to find jobs than graduates of both
neighborhood high schools and selective
college-prep high schools. Only one career
academy, Prosser, was among the 10
schools with the highest placement rates.

Overall, Noble Street Charter and
Chicago High School for Agricultural Sci-
ences had the highest job placement
rates, while Corliss High and Phillips
High had the lowest (except for now-
shuttered South Shore High).

The study, based on data from the Illi-
nois Dept. of Employment Security for
the period between Oct. 1,  2004, and Oct.
1, 2005, also found that: 

 The median salary for all graduates
was just $5,900. Those who worked
the full year had a median salary of
only about twice that amount.  

 African-American graduates were less
likely to find jobs and earned even
lower salaries. Latino students were
most likely to find jobs and work

continuously throughout the year.
Latinos had the highest median salary.

 Graduates from the district’s Education
to Careers programs fared only slightly
better than average in finding jobs.
Median salaries were lower as well. 

James Lewis, assistant professor of
public affairs at Roosevelt University, says
the findings are not surprising.

“The kids who go into career pro-
grams are usually well below average aca-
demically,” says Lewis, who directs Roo-
sevelt’s Institute for Metropolitan Affairs.
“The training they get isn’t enough to
overcome deficits in reading and math,
basic abilities that employers  look for.
These findings argue for sticking with the
fundamentals, rather than saying, ‘OK, I’ll
teach you how to weld or fix cars.’”

Lewis adds that the racial disparity in
employment rates arises from a number
of factors, including racism. Plenty of
studies show levels of prejudice—in hous-
ing and employment—are higher against
blacks than against Latinos, he says. 

Latino communities often have more
neighborhood-based employers, such as
small retail stores and machine shops,
Lewis adds. And Latino teenagers—often
the children of first-generation immigrants
who came here to find work—face strong
pressure from their parents to focus on
jobs rather than furthering their education.

“It’s not that black families don’t want
kids to work, but the pressure Hispanic
families put on high-school aged children
to work is higher,” Lewis explains.

Robert Barnett, executive director of
the nonprofit Jobs for Youth, which helps
young people find employment, says
many CPS graduates simply haven’t been
prepared for the realities of the workplace.

“They’re just not prepared to inter-
view and compete for the openings out
there,” Barnett says.  

Kylah Williams, a graduate of Whitney
Young High School and a former Jobs for
Youth client, says Whitney Young did pre-
pare students to look for jobs—after college. 

“In high school, they don’t tell you that
people are getting hundreds of applica-
tions, and they’re looking for an excuse to
throw yours away [so] you don’t want to
give them any excuse to overlook you,”
Williams says. “In high school, they don’t

A Catalyst Chicago analysis finds that career academies have the

lowest job placement rates for Chicago Public Schools graduates

TOUGHER SCHOOLS, EASIER JOB SEARCH
Students who do not plan to attend college are
still more likely to land a job if they attend a more
demanding, college-prep high school. Education
experts say the skills needed in the workplace are
comparable to the skills needed for college.

*Median salary for graduates who worked continuously
through the Oct. 2004-Oct. 2005 fiscal year.

Sources: Catalyst Chicago analysis of CPS employment
data, Illinois Dept. of Employment Security

SCHOOL/PROGRAM

Career academy HS

Neighborhood HS 

Education to Careers

College prep HS

EMPLOYMENT

65%

66%

68%

70%

SALARY*

$11,228

$11,348

$10,929

$9,871

RACIAL GAP IN EMPLOYMENT
Latino CPS graduates find work more often and
earn the highest pay of any racial or ethnic group.

ALL STUDENTS

Black

White

Latino

EMPLOYMENT

65%

61%

69%

70%

SALARY*

$11,398

$9,480

$12,310

$13,176

To find out which CPS schools have the
highest and lowest job placement rates, go
to www.catalyst-chicago.org.
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give it to you straight like that.”
Jill Wine-Banks, chief officer for

the district’s Education to Careers
program, says she’s not surprised by
the report. “We have to be reasonable
and recognize that there are not a lot
of jobs that don’t require some post-
secondary training,” she says. 

Still, Wine-Banks says anecdotal
evidence shows Education to Careers
has a better track record than the
report indicates. Her office’s goal is to
train students for careers in which
students can obtain either an indus-
try-recognized credential or move
directly into a program at a two-year
college, and can earn at least  $20,000
per year, she says.

An outside evaluation by a Uni-
versity of Illinois at Chicago econom-
ics professor found that Education to
Careers students had better gradua-
tion rates, attendance, grade-point
averages and gains in standardized
test scores, Wine-Banks says. The
study did not follow students beyond

graduation to determine how they
fared in the job market.

At schools with better job place-
ment rates, preparing students for the
workplace is a priority. At Noble Street
Charter High, all seniors take a course
on preparing for college or the work-
force, says Superintendent Michael
Milkie. Students learn the importance
of basics such as being on time, turn-
ing in paperwork, communicating
well and interviewing effectively. They
also hear from employers who come
to the school as guest speakers.

At the Chicago High School for
Agricultural Sciences, students get
work experience, says Principal
David Gilligan. “We have kids caring
for the animals. We have kids who
take care of plants on the weekends.
We have a greenhouse, and you can’t
let that go. All of these things require
maintenance seven days a week.” 

Ed Finkel is a Chicago-based writer. E-mail him
at editor@catalyst-chicago.org.
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PRINCIPALS MOVING ON   JAMES LALLEY,
principal of Northside College Prep since the
school’s founding in 1999, will step down at the
end of the current school year to seek new
opportunities. The school is conducting a national
search for a replacement to take over in July
2007. ... GERTRUDE HILL, principal of Harlan
High, was removed and has had her contract
terminated. REGINALD EVANS, former assistant
principal at Simeon High, has replaced her.

AT CLARK STREET Reorganization of central
office staff continues. CPS Budget Director PEDRO
MARTINEZ is being promoted to executive finance
officer and will oversee the offices of finance,
purchasing, grants management and budget. TYRA
NEWELL, former deputy director, takes over as
director of the Office of Management and Budget.
... MERCEDES LAING, a lawyer and former non-profit
and business consultant, is the new chief of internal
and external affairs, taking over from PETER
CUNNINGHAM, who will continue as a general
strategic consultant. ... NORMA RODRIGUEZ, former
Area 22 instructional officer, is now officer of the
new department of high school curriculum and
instruction. ... High school area instructional officers
now report directly to DONALD PITTMAN, chief
officer of high school programs. ... DAVID ROCHE,
former director of the Old Town School of Folk
Music, was named to the newly created position of
director of fine and performing arts.

PEER REVIEW BOARD   As part of a pilot peer
evaluation and mentoring program launched this
fall in eight Fresh Start schools, a nine-member
board that includes CPS and Chicago Teachers
Union representatives will make decisions on
whether to keep probationary teachers at the end
of the year. The board will be chaired by SANDRA
WESTBROOKS, dean of the School of Education at
Chicago State University. Its members are: CEO

ARNE DUNCAN; Chief Education Officer BARBARA
EASON-WATKINS; FLAVIA HERNANDEZ, an officer
in the Office of Elementary Areas and Schools;
AMANDA RIVERA, director of the Department of
Learning and Development; CTU President
MARILYN STEWART; MARY HANSON, a National
Board-certified teacher; MARVIN IRIZARRY, dean
of students at Logandale Middle School; and
VICTOR OCHOA, an arts teacher at Kelvyn Park
High. The participating schools are Attucks, Bass,
Burke, Chalmers, Hamline, Piccolo, Richards High
and Wells High.

NEW BLOG The Chicago Teachers Union
coalition that was ousted in the last election has
launched a new blog to discuss teaching and
learning conditions in CPS. Find it at
www.chicagoteachersspeakout.blogspot.com. The
coalition, known as PACT for ProActive Chicago
Teachers & School Employees, is finalizing a slate
to challenge the United Progressive Caucus in
next May’s election, says former CTU president
Deborah Lynch. She declined to say whether she
would run again.

BOUNDARIES REDRAWN  To accommodate
the district’s new student information system, CPS
is redrawing elementary school attendance
boundaries that run down alleys, cut through city
blocks or even “through somebody’s living room,”
says Jimm Dispensa, director of school
demographics and planning. The redrawn
boundaries will align with streets and waterways so
that the district can merge addresses in its new
system with the city’s official Geographic
Information Systems maps. Five percent of schools
will lose or gain more than 20 students from their
attendance areas, Dispensa reports. Students
already enrolled will not have to switch schools, but
new students will be subject to the new boundaries,
which are expected to go into effect on Nov.1st.

MOVING IN/ON   JUANA ANDRADE, a parent
from Cooper Elementary, was recently named
president of the Chicago Multilingual Parents
Council, a group that advises the district on
bilingual programs and policy.

COLLEGE READINESS   Kennedy, Morgan Park,
Roosevelt and Al Raby are among 11 urban schools
in three districts selected for the College Board’s
“EXCELerator” program, a college readiness
initiative for low-income and minority students.
Chicago is sharing a $16 million grant from the Bill
& Melinda Gates Foundation that will pay for web-
based tools to prepare students for Advanced
Placement courses, professional development for
staff, assistance in analyzing student test data and
other services. The two other districts are
Washington, D.C. and Duval County, Fla.

EXTRA CASH FOR TURNAROUND  Four
principals will earn bonuses worth as much as
$69,000 over four years for taking over leadership
at struggling schools. KEITH FOLEY, former
principal of Lane Tech High, will mentor a new
principal at Marshall Metro High, where principal
GWENDOLYN BOYD was removed; ADRIAN WILLIS
of Keller Gifted Magnet is now principal of Earle;
DENISE GAMBLE of Herbert is now principal of
Medill, replacing FREDERIC W. METZ, who was
removed; KIMBERLY MCNEAL of South Chicago is
now principal at Mahalia Jackson, replacing DORIS
SPIVEY-TOMPKINS, who was removed. Gamble,
McNeal and Willis will receive training from the
University of Virginia.

PRINCIPAL CONTRACTS New principal
contracts have been awarded to PEDRO ALONSO,
Von Steuben High; LESLIE MARTIN, Dumas; SEAN
STALLING, Manley High; BLANCA A. TREVINO, New
Field Primary. ... WILLIAM HARRIS, Julian High, has
had his contract renewed.




