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The Fund for Education Organiz-
ing has raised nearly $5 million for
such grassroots projects in Chicago
and three other urban areas. The goal
is to get parents, students and com-
munity leaders more involved in
school reform and keep the pressure
on districts to follow through once
they launch reforms.

No one can argue with the wisdom
of getting the public, especially par-
ents, more involved in education as a
way to hold school systems account-
able for educating youngsters. Such a
move would be particularly welcome
in Chicago, where longtime school
reform groups that served as watch-
dogs have lost funding even as the
district rolls out sweeping reforms
such as Renaissance 2010.

But, as with most other initiatives,
the devil will be in the details. How
solid are the partnerships that apply?
Do they have expertise in education?
Most importantly, how will the
groups gain enough traction to hold
the district’s feet to the fire and have
the resources to persevere? The
Chicago Annenberg Challenge
spawned some marvelous partner-
ships that boosted learning. But the
district ignored the effort, and part-
nerships ran out of money. 

To gain that traction, the new

grassroots efforts will need more
than just educational savvy. They’ll
need political savvy as well, given the
district’s close ties to Mayor Daley’s
administration.

To that end, it’s too bad that some
of the veterans of the first school
reform movement, which first set the
stage to bring parents and commu-
nity leaders into schools, have shut
their doors for lack of money.

FUNDING REFORM REDUX?
Already, policymakers and activists

who regularly trek to Springfield are
predicting a spring session stretching
into the summer as legislators ham-
mer out a state budget. That hap-
pened three years ago, when it took
the General Assembly until July to
come up with a spending plan—one
that gave schools a mere $154 increase
in per-pupil state funding. Back then,
funding reform went nowhere. 

It’s hard not to wonder whether
something similar will happen this
year. Advocates have lobbied year in
and year out, to no avail, for an over-
haul of school funding. But this year,
as Springfield correspondent Aaron
Chambers reports (see page 15),
advocates are reaching for the brass
ring once again with a well-funded
legislative campaign and the support

of powerful Senate President Emil
Jones Jr. Funding reform still faces an
uphill battle—Gov. Rod Blagojevich
has made health care for the unin-
sured, not school funding, his top
priority, and advocates will have to
win over House Speaker Michael
Madigan, who remains the x-factor
in the equation—but there’s more
reason now to hope that lawmakers
will feel the pressure and finally
address the issue. 

POLICY SERIES
Two individuals deeply involved in

school reform New Orleans style,
where charters have become the
dominant force in rebuilding the city’s
schools, will speak at the second 2007
Chicago Schools Policy Luncheon on
March 20. The speakers are Leslie
Jacobs, a member of the Louisiana
State Board of Elementary and Sec-
ondary Education and author of the
state’s school accountability plan; and
Shenita Johnson Garrard, a former
CPS administrator now with the
National Association of Charter
School Authorizers. 

At the third and final luncheon on
April 10, Dennis Doyle, an assistant
superintendent in Chula Vista, Calif.,
will talk about how that district used
charters to learn how to better sup-
port regular schools. David Vitale,
chief administrative officer of CPS
and architect of many of Chicago’s
autonomy initiatives, will also speak.

Catalyst, along with Business and
Professional People for the Public
Interest and the Illinois Network of
Charter Schools, organized the
series. For registration information,
go to www.bpichicago.org. 

Lorraine Forte, deputy editor
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FROM THE EDITOR

New partners can’t ignore the
role of politics in public schools

Lorraine Forte

T
his year, Chicago stands to gain from a
new national initiative meant to jumpstart
grassroots organizing on behalf of schools.
But instead of political advocacy, the

grassroots groups will be expected to focus
directly on improving education for poor chil-
dren and children of color.
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IN SHORT
“In education, we’ve been giving people Folgers for a long time, but

tastes change. People want gourmet coffee.”
Andrew Rotherham, co-director of the research and policy group Education Sector, who
spoke at a Feb. 22 policy luncheon co-sponsored by Catalyst, Business and Professional
People for the Public Interest and the Illinois Network of Charter Schools. For more
information about the luncheon series, go to www.catalyst-chicago.org.

ELSEWHERE

with ...
Q&A

How do you teach reading to a 10-year-
old immigrant who may never have been
inside a classroom? At Swift Elementary
in Edgewater, where 41 percent of stu-
dents speak little or no English, that’s a
likely scenario. Nirupa Mathew, who
teaches 5th grade, relies on children’s lit-
erature and constant testing. Mathew
earned a master’s degree in education
from Northwestern University and is a
two-time winner of the Rochelle Lee
Fund annual award, which provides pro-
fessional development for teachers and
books for their classroom libraries. Math-
ew talked with writer Kathy Broderick
about strategies for effective teaching.

Tell me about some of the special chal-
lenges you and the school face.

A lot of the refugee children have no Eng-
lish-speaking ability at all. They’ve never seen
books before. Some of them have never been
to school in their life. But children are placed in
classrooms based on age, so a 10-year-old
coming from Haiti will be in my room, regard-
less of whether they’ve had any school or not.

Where do you start with reading instruc-
tion?

It begins with teaching students what things
are by labeling them in English. I put up signs,
like “These are crayons” and “This is our chalk-
board.” Then, I coach them in social skills—“This
is the way to stand in line.” It’s a challenge, but
also exciting. It shows other kids how to open
their minds to other cultures and gets them
curious as to where these children came from
and what drove them to come to the U.S.

How do children’s reading skills change?
What kind of goals do you set for them?

I do tons of assessment, and based on how I
feel they’re coming along, I can push them to the
next level. I had [a non-English speaking] student
last year who was reading below grade level, and
I was able to discover exactly what his problem
was and implement strategies to help him. He
was so busy trying to decode [words] that he
wasn’t focusing on the meaning of the story. He
actually went up six grade levels just last year.

Describe how your guided reading
groups work.

These are small groups in which everyone

New Orleans: More new schools
The state Board of Elementary and Sec-
ondary Education has approved nine new
charters to open next fall, bringing the num-
ber of charter schools in the city to 40,
according to the Feb. 14 New Orleans Times-
Picayune. One of the new charters will be
run by Chicago’s United Neighborhood
Organization. Eight applications were turned
down. Meanwhile, the state plans to open up
to 27 more schools by next fall through its
Recovery School District. Of the 56 schools
that have opened since Hurricane Katrina
struck, the Recovery District operates 20, the
Orleans Parish School Board manages five,
and the remaining 21 are charters. The 56
schools serve about 28,000 students—half of
public school enrollment before Katrina.

Philadelphia: For-profit, no gain
Students in restructured, district-run schools
made higher test score gains than students
at for-profit schools that received far more
funding, according to the Feb. 1 Philadelphia
Inquirer. The private managers got up to
$750 more per pupil than regular public
schools—in all, $90 million more. A study by
the Rand Corp. and a local non-profit
tracked the gains of 41 privately run schools,
compared to 21 restructured schools that got
extra resources. A spokesman for the non-
profit says private management should be
scrapped. District leaders say the private
managers were handed some of the city’s
worst-performing schools and could not be
expected to post higher gains. However, all of
the schools were initially low-performing.

Nirupa Mathew,

Rochelle Lee award winner

Notebook
TIMELINE
Feb. 1: Closings study
A University of Illinois at
Chicago professor calls for
an independent study on
the impact of public school
closings on schools that
take in displaced students.
Through interviews with 20
people from three receiving
schools, Pauline Lipman
reports complaints about
inadequate resources,
increased discipline prob-
lems and academic chal-
lenges. A CPS spokesman
says the district is working
on a study. Some lawmakers
have called for a moratori-
um on closings until such a
study is completed. 

Feb. 9: Rowe-Clark
The Noble Network of Char-
ter Schools snares a $4.2 mil-
lion grant to open a new high
school devoted primarily to
math and science. The
school will be located in
Humboldt Park and named
after Exelon Corp. Chairman
John Rowe, who contributed
$2 million (matched by
Exelon), and ComEd Chair-
man and CEO Frank Clark,
who donated $200,000. Stu-
dents will attend school an
extra month each year. The
school also plans to launch
an after-school or summer
math and science program
for middle-school students.

Feb. 22: Washing up 
While lawmakers have yet to
take significant action on
school funding reform, the
Illinois House passes a law
that would require CPS offi-
cials to make sure that stu-
dents wash their hands
before eating meals at
school. Rep. Mary Flowers of
Chicago proposed the bill,
saying schools aren’t doing a
good job of teaching kids
the importance of hand-
washing, which state law
already requires. A CPS
spokesman says the law isn’t
necessary. The bill was
passed 100-14 and is now
headed to the Senate.
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is on the same reading level. I’ll give a test to
find out what their problem is, such as adding
endings that aren’t there. Then I’ll coach them,
starting with a book that’s just above their level
and working through phonics, decoding diffi-
culties and comprehension. Once they’ve mas-
tered those skills, they’ll be asked to practice,
and then I’ll re-test them. I also use strategy
groups, where I group kids on different reading
levels and work on a reading strategy that is a
problem, such as inferring. They bring their
books to me and we practice. It’s more individ-
ualized instruction.

What do you think about Learning First?

(Learning First tests are short assessments
given several times during the school year.
The district adopted them to help teachers
fine-tune instruction.)

I love it. I use it to drive my instruction
because it targets the state standards my kids
are tested on. With the first test, I graphed and
charted students according to their weakness-
es. I was able to pull groups together right away,
for example, on getting the main idea when
reading. It’s a lot of work and involves a lot of
analysis—it took me probably 12 hours—but a
couple of other teachers and I decided to do
that together. We talked about different ways
we could use the data to drive instruction.

How do you help the students who get little
reinforcement of reading skills at home?

Every day and over the weekend—there’s
never a day they have off—they’re required to
read 20 minutes at home. They can read any-
thing they want. Their parents have to sign
their reading log. The kids who are reading on a
daily basis improve in every area because every-
thing involves reading.

KURT MITCHELL

FOOTNOTE

JASON REBLANDO

MATH CLASS
While Gov. Rod Blagojevich has increased education funding overall, the state’s share of education revenue

has declined since he took office. In 2003, the state contributed 36% of education funding, down

from 39% the previous year, according to the most recent annual report of the Illinois State Board of

Education. In 2005 (the latest year for which final data are available), the state’s share fell to 34%.

Over the last two decades, state funding reached its highest point, 42%, in the 1987 fiscal year

under the administration of Jim Thompson. The lowest point, 32%, was in 1996 under Jim Edgar.

ASK CATALYST

What is the timeline for announcing the next round of school
closings? Will the criteria for selecting schools change? How will
the board ensure that children are transferred to better schools?

Andrea Lee, Education Organizer, Grand Boulevard Federation 

Although last year’s school closings were announced in January, CPS as yet has no
timetable for announcing this year’s round. The district blames the state’s delay in
releasing test scores. David Pickens, deputy to CEO Arne Duncan, anticipates techni-
cal revisions to the closings policy, but not tougher criteria. Jackie Leavy of the now-
shuttered watchdog Neighborhood Capital Budget Group, calls the delay “an unfortu-
nate back-pedaling” and speculates that the district postponed the announcement in
part to sidestep controversy prior to the mayoral election. State Rep. Cynthia Soto
recently introduced a bill that would force CPS to announce proposed closings six
months prior to the School Board’s vote, and to hold public hearings in affected com-
munities. The bill would also give displaced students the right to enroll in a school
making “adequate yearly progress” under the No Child Left Behind law. You can find
Soto’s bill online at www.ilga.gov.

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



By Debra Williams

Principal Laura
Williams of Har-
vard Elementary
had a big problem
with student mo-
bility during the

1990s. Students transferred in
and out of the Greater Grand
Crossing school at an alarm-
ing rate. Anywhere from a
third to half of students moved
each year. 

Citywide, the picture wasn’t
much brighter back then:
About one in three kids
switched schools each year—
many of them mid-year, which
educators say is most disrup-
tive to a child’s education. 

Williams noted the
school’s ongoing dilemma:
raising achievement despite
the turnover. “I remember a
student who came in just
when it was time to test. And
I am to be held accountable
for that child?” she told Cata-
lyst in 1996. (Williams has
since retired.)

Today, the picture is some-
what brighter at integrated
and predominantly Hispanic
schools, where mobility as

measured by the Consortium
on Chicago School Research
has inched downward about 2
percentage points since 2001. 

But the picture is not so
bright at low-income African-
American schools like Har-

vard. Data from the Consor-
tium show that mobility
remains highest in these
schools, erecting yet another
barrier to quality education
for youngsters who attend
them. Overall, 11 percent of

students at predominantly
black schools transfer mid-
year, compared to only 7 per-
cent at other schools.

At Harvard, for instance, 22
percent of students transferred
into the school mid-year in
2005-06, and 20 percent of stu-
dents transferred out before
the school year ended, accord-
ing to Consortium data. 

“We have a high percent-
age of families who say they
are homeless,” says Principal
David Hannsberry. “Some
move out of the area and then
come back.” 

“There has always been a
gap between African-American
and other students in terms of
mobility, but data show that
this gap [is] widening,” says
senior research analyst Marisa
de la Torre. De la Torre is con-
ducting a follow-up report on
mobility, updating a 1994 study

COVER STORY STUDENT MOBILITY
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Mobility is down across CPS, except in low-income African-

American schools. Some educators note that the best solution is

as simple as creating schools that families don’t want to leave.

Turnover hurts
kids, schools

MOBILITY: BY THE NUMBERS
Mobility in Chicago Public Schools has declined, but schools in poor
African-American communities continue to have significant turnover.
Data on 2006 enrollment show that: 

Eight of the 10 communities with the highest numbers of students
transferring mid-year—which educators say harms schools and
students most—are predominantly black; the other two are mixed
black-Hispanic.

All but three of the 15 schools with the most students transferring
mid-year are predominantly black.

Of the 29 schools in which fewer than 1 percent of students
transferred mid-year, only 10 are predominantly black. Of those 10,
eight are charter, magnet or selective admissions schools.

Source: Consortium on Chicago School Research
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Two ways to measure
student mobility

Last year, Sandoval Elementary in
Gage Park and Pulaski Fine Arts Acad-
emy in Logan Square posted similar
mobility rates on their state report
cards: 26 and 21 percent, respectively.

But a closer look at data for these
schools from the Consortium on
Chicago School Research shows how
this official method for calculating
mobility can mask the extent of the
problem in some schools.

Pulaski experienced an influx of
11 newcomers during the year for
every 100 students already enrolled,
while Sandoval got an influx of only
two newcomers for every 100
enrolled students.

Consortium researchers note that
mid-year newcomers have the most
impact on a school and, to account
for that, include this figure as one
measure of mobility. The Consortium
also measures the percentages of stu-
dents who stay and leave the school
over the year.

“A teacher who has to deal with
students joining the classroom in the
middle of the year faces very different
problems than a teacher who is losing
a few students,” says researcher
Marisa de la Torre. To accommodate
new students, teachers must adjust
their instruction by reintroducing
concepts and spending additional
time getting new students acclimated
and, if they are behind, bringing them
up to speed.

In contrast, the Illinois State Board
of Education uses one measure: the
number of kids who transferred in
and out during the year as a percent-
age of average daily enrollment. Offi-
cials concede this formula may double
count individual students who trans-
fer more than once—which happens
in some CPS schools—and say the for-
mula is not likely to change.

“We have not seen a reason to,”
says a state board spokesperson. “Our
formula was developed as a result of
many hours of deliberation by school
superintendents, principals, teachers,
business people, parents and
researchers when [state] report cards
were first mandated.”

Debra Williams

Mobility hits hardest in black communities
Mid-year transfers into schools are the most harmful academically to individual
students as well as schools. African-American neighborhoods on the South Side
have the most such transfers; the Northwest and Southwest sides have the least.

10 percent or more

5 to 9 percent

Less than 5 percent

Average mid-year transfer
rate, by community area

SCHOOLS
WITH THE MOST
TRANSFERS

Abbott

Ashburn

Banneker

Fermi

Harvard

McCutcheon

Midway Academy

Park Manor

Powell

West Pullman

White

Yale

Of the 10 schools with the
highest percentage of mid-
year transfers, six are in
African-American commu-
nities on the South Side.

SCHOOL NEIGHBORHOOD MOBILITY SCHOOL NEIGHBORHOOD MOBILITY

Abbott Armour Square 46% Ashburn Ashburn 22%
Midway Garfield Ridge 25% Harvard Grand Crossing 22%
Fermi South Shore 23% Powell South Shore 22%
White West Pullman 23% W. Pullman West Pullman 22%
Yale Grand Crossing 23% McCutcheon Uptown 21%



that provided the first in-depth
look at the problem in CPS.
(see  Catalyst, April 1996)

De la Torre speculates that
public housing demolition
and school closings, which hit
hardest in low-income black
communities, are to blame. 

Fermi Elementary, for
instance, has one of the highest
percentages of new students
arriving mid-year in the dis-
trict. The surrounding South
Shore community has seen an
influx of displaced public hous-
ing residents in recent years,
and these residents, in turn,
tend to be more mobile and to
move more frequently to find
affordable housing. South
Shore is also undergoing rede-
velopment, notes Fermi Assis-
tant Principal Steven Taylor.

“There is a lot of rebuild-
ing, lots of vacant lots,” says

Taylor. “The area is changing
and that’s a major part of our
mobility issue.”

While the district has some
policies that aim to curb stu-
dent turnover, further address-
ing the problem is not high on
the CPS agenda. Two initiatives
launched in the mid-1990s—a
task force and a public educa-
tion campaign—quickly fiz-
zled when the officials in
charge left the district. 

Yet some schools are mak-
ing progress at cutting
turnover.

A PARENT’S CHOICE?
New students face both

social and academic adjust-
ment, says Hannsberry. “What
we try to do is make them
comfortable and get an
understanding of where they
are [academically] and what

services they need.” 
One national advocate

notes that urban districts have
yet to recognize the significant
problems mobility can cause
for schools and students, who
miss learning critical skills
and quickly fall behind their
peers when switching schools.

“Ultimately, high turnover
creates failed schools,” says
Chester Hartman, the director
of research for the Poverty and
Race Research Action Council
in Washington, D.C. 

But Jacqueline Anderson,
head of the Office of School
Coordination, says the district
is limited in what it can do to
stem turnover, given the high
population of children who are
homeless, in foster care, or
whose families have moved in
search of affordable housing. 

“Mobility is in our system

whether we want it or not,”
she says.

CPS policy allows students
who move out of a school’s
attendance area to remain at
that school until the end of
year, as long as parents provide
transportation. And 7th- and
8th-graders who move can
remain in their original school
until graduating, with the dis-
trict providing bus cards to
help with their transportation.

“This is a parent choice,
not a school choice,” says
Anderson, who says she expe-
rienced the problem first-
hand as principal at Young
Elementary in Austin. “Princi-
pals beg parents not to move
their children and they do it
anyway. What does a school
do? When it comes to mobili-
ty, it is tied to social and eco-
nomic issues.”    

CORE CURRICULUM FIZZLED
One way for the district to

minimize the educational
harm of mobility would be a
common curriculum so that
students don’t miss out on
learning important skills. Yet
one effort aimed in that direc-
tion went belly-up in the 1990s. 

Back then, Orr High’s feed-
er elementary schools realized
that students were moving
mostly within the community.
The network of schools
received a grant from the
now-defunct Chicago Annen-
berg Challenge to create a sin-
gle curriculum.

One former principal
recalls what happened over
time. “Schools started to
change, principals retired, the
new principals weren’t inter-
ested and the thing dis-
solved,” says Leon Hudnall,
who then was principal of
now-shuttered Morse Ele-
mentary. “We kept having
meetings and no one showed
up. However, there was value
in a common curriculum
because the students in that
area were so mobile.” 
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Ten years ago, few school districts paid attention
to the problem of mobility and how it affected
students academically, says education

researcher David Kerbow.
But in the last few years, districts have begun to

address the issue on a systemwide basis.
“You see it written about more and talked about

more. There are policies about it. It is not high on the
agenda, but it is at least now on the agenda,” says Ker-
bow, the lead researcher on a major 1994 study of
mobility in Chicago Public Schools conducted by the
University of Chicago and the now-shuttered Chicago
Panel on School Policy. Today, that report is used by
other researchers as a template for how to study the
issue. Kerbow says he gets calls once a month from
districts working on the issue.

In 2003, the Fund for Colorado’s Future, a non-
profit civic and education group, commissioned a
study of mobility in Denver Public Schools and bor-
dering districts.

As part of the study, researchers followed 7,000
Denver Public Schools 5th-graders and found that over
three years, 57 percent of students switched schools at
least once; of those, 29 percent moved twice or more.
Of students systemwide who switched schools, Hispan-
ic students were more likely to move to lower-perform-
ing schools than black or white students.

Researchers made three recommendations: imple-
ment a statewide tracking system to keep up with stu-
dents if they move; have schools develop a plan to meet

the needs of new transfer students; and examine, and
possibly reallocate, funding for low-income students,
who were found to be the most mobile.

Colorado has since put a tracking system in place
and begun giving schools additional dollars to use as
they see fit for highly mobile students. However, there
is no state oversight for these funds, and schools self-
report how they use the money.

The state hasn’t required schools to develop a plan
for mobile students.

“We are a strong local-control state. Every district can
adopt a plan or not,” explains Terri Rayburn, the execu-
tive director of the Fund. Some schools may have crafted
plans, Rayburn adds, “but we can’t say how many.”

With a student tracking system now in place, Ray-
burn says the Fund may examine mobility again.

In Columbus, Ohio, the Columbus Foundation
sponsored two studies in 2003 and 2005 and, as a
result, sought to lower mobility with multiple strate-
gies—convening a two-day summit to develop solutions,
creating a group to examine policies that might affect
mobility, and initiating a campaign of public service
announcements, posters and parent education groups.

So far, officials credit the strategies with producing
a 7 percent reduction in mobility.

With charter schools and vouchers making inroads
in the city, those results are significant, says Lisa Cour-
tice, a vice president at the Foundation. “Our public
schools are losing students, so a reduction in mobility
meant a lot to us.”

More districts aiming to curb mobility
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Other schools and com-
munities are finding solu-
tions, however. In high-mobil-
ity Englewood and West
Englewood, Area 14 Instruc-
tional Officer Jose Torres
asked principals last October
to convene a “think tank” and
develop strategies to address
the problem.

Torres came up with the
idea after speaking with a prin-
cipal who said that he lowered
his school’s mobility rate with a
simple tactic: meeting with
every family who wanted to
transfer and counseling them
to stay or to at least wait until
the end of the school year.
(CPS recommends that strate-
gy, officials say.)

Some of the task force ideas
include: developing a buddy
system for all new students,
collecting information on why
students are leaving the area
and hosting events to wel-
come new students or send off
those who are leaving. 

Says Torres, “The intent
was to look and say, ‘These are
the circumstances, now what
do we do?’”

BUILD IT, AND THEY WILL STAY
But the best defense, sever-

al educators point out, is cre-

ating a school that families
simply don’t want to leave. 

“Families need to feel they
have personal connections in
the school, have resources
and a reason to continue the
relationship,” says David Ker-
bow of the University of
Chicago’s Center for Urban
School Improvement, who
was lead researcher for the
1994 study on mobility. “Char-
ter schools have mobility rates
less than 5 percent, but fami-
lies move frequently and [still]
make efforts to keep their
child in that school.” 

At Spry Community School
in Little Village, Principal Car-
los Azcoitia uses discretionary
funds to maintain a full-day
kindergarten—a hot com-
modity that is in high demand
with parents. Spry also has
four half-day preschool class-
es and has expanded to
include a high school.

As a result, some families
have preschoolers and
teenagers enrolled in the
same place, Azcoitia notes. “It
is very convenient and stu-
dents become so comfortable
that they want to stay, espe-
cially in the high school.”

Spry is also open from ear-
ly morning until late evening,

offering GED and English as a
Second Language classes and
other programs for parents, at
times that are convenient for
them.

Finally, Azcoitia makes a
point of educating parents
about the negative conse-
quences of mobility, especial-
ly if students are transferred
mid-year.

“We tell them to wait until
the end of the year, unless
they just can’t avoid it. We let
parents know that staying put
is critical for success,” says
Azcoitia.  “And the ones who
move but plan to stay in the
community, we tell, ‘Don’t
move too far. Stay within the
attendance boundaries.’”

The strategy appears to be
working, Azcoitia says. “We
have been sustaining our
growth every year.  People are
attracted to us. They want to
stay.” CPS data show mobility
rates for Spry elementary and
high school were 16 percent
and 3 percent respectively.
The percentage of new stu-
dents who arrived mid-year
was only 6 percent.

Across the street, Saucedo
kept mobility low with a similar
plan. Last year, its mobility rate
was 3 percent, according to

CPS data; the percentage of
new students who arrived mid-
year was less than 1 percent.

The school has a magnet
program in fine arts that
attracts students who are
bused in from across the city,
but a large percentage of stu-
dents are from the neighbor-
hood. Saucedo’s former prin-
cipal notes that students
stayed at the school even if
they moved.

“I remember we always
had a lot of cars pulling up to
the school in the morning and
the evening,” Karen Morris
recalls. “We were very focused
on individual students.  We
really got to know every child
and every parent. We made
them feel like they belonged
to Saucedo.”

Arie van der Ploeg, a senior
researcher at Learning Point
Associates, a nonprofit educa-
tion consulting firm, agrees.
“The most stable schools are
the gifted centers, and some
of those children travel for
hours to get to them.” 

Intern Sarah Levy contributed
to this report.

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

New kids get a bridge to success in Baltimore County
Helping students with the academic struggles

that can result from mobility is one part of the
mission of the Bridge Center in Baltimore County
Public Schools.

The district launched the center in partner-
ship with county social service agencies to provide
a safety net for students who have recently moved
into the district and have been referred for extra
help by school or district officials. While the pro-
gram does not aim to curb mobility, district offi-
cials recognize that the problem exists—and that
students who have moved around or face other
challenges need more support to succeed.

Many of the students are in foster care, and
studies by the district found that these students
struggled academically and often had incom-
plete school records, had breaks in schooling or

had attended several schools, according to Dale
Rauenzahn, the district’s executive director of
student support services.

“If they jump around too much, no one knows
what instruction they have had,” says David Lloyd,
principal of the Bridge Center. “There is no conti-
nuity in their education.” (Baltimore County
school district does not include schools in the city
of Baltimore.) 

Students benefit from longer class periods
and small class sizes. Each day, students take 75-
minute classes in reading, math, English and a “life
skills” topic: drug education, personal develop-
ment, social skills, study skills or technology. The
average class size is 12. Counseling and social
services are also provided.

Students attend the center for one to three

weeks before transitioning to their home public
school, but teachers and social workers from the
center provide support for up to six months. “Rov-
ing” teachers co-teach classes and provide group or
individual tutoring at the student’s home school, to
help the new students feel more comfortable and
acclimate more readily. Teachers also check in on
the students at least once a week, and social work-
ers stay in contact with students and their families.

“We help pave the way for the kid to be suc-
cessful,” Rauenzahn says. “For the kid who moves
around three and four times, we hope they finally
have a great time once they arrive—and from the
stories they tell us, we know this is true.”

Last year, 174 students attended the Bridge
Center.

Marisol Mastrangelo
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By Sarah Levy

Teachers at West Pullman Elemen-
tary know that just because stu-
dents leave the school one week
doesn’t mean they won’t be back

the next. 
“I had one student who transferred

[out] toward the beginning of January,
and she was back last week,” says 6th-
grade teacher Erica Fox in early February.
“They’re in, and then they’re out.”

Mobility is high throughout the West
Pullman neighborhood, particularly at
West Pullman Elementary, where 26 per-
cent of students enrolled at the start of
school left before year’s end—the highest
percentage in the district, according to
2006 data from the Consortium on
Chicago School Research. Another 22
percent of students transferred in mid-
year. Citywide, those figures are 10 per-
cent and 9 percent, respectively.

For the most part, students come and
go from nearby schools. “You just have a
lot of kids moving right in this little cir-
cle,” says Rosalyn Faulkner, a counselor
who oversees enrollment. Many students
transfer to and from Metcalfe, Higgins

and Songhai—all in the West Pullman
community—and from Haley, in neigh-
boring Roseland.

Area 18 Instructional Officer Thomas
Avery acknowledges that mobility is a sig-
nificant community-wide problem. At
West Pullman Elementary, the principal
and teachers are working to make academ-
ic progress—“they’ve got good leadership,
and the staff seems to be very committed,”
Avery says—but the school faces a difficult
task given the conditions in the area, such
as boarded-up housing and high crime. 

HARD TIMES FOR FAMILIES, KIDS
Principal Darlene Reynolds says

mobility goes up when families face
tough economic times. “If you don’t have
a job and you can’t pay the rent, then of
course you lose your home. In this partic-
ular area at this time, there’s a lot of that
going on,” she says. Some students move
in with relatives when parents become
incarcerated or have substance abuse
problems, she adds. 

Reynolds invites parents and
guardians—especially those new to the
school—to visit any time and to volunteer.

She also encourages teachers to share

strategies for helping newcomers adjust,
which is especially critical for students in
5th grade and up. These students tend to
have the hardest time adjusting to a new
school because they feel the need to prove
themselves to classmates, she says.

“A lot of them are not coming in
behind, but they get behind when they’re
not concentrating on academics,”
Reynolds says. 

Veteran 7th-grade science teacher
Deborah Lewis helps mid-year newcom-
ers adapt with a special routine. All her
homeroom students introduce them-
selves individually and then talk for a few
days about “one thing good and one thing
new” that happened recently. “I try to
show them that change is okay,” she says.

Lewis also provides a welcome pack of
notebooks, pens and other supplies and
watches out for special needs that may
not be taken care of at home. 

Fox talks to new students informally
for the first few days to gauge whether
they are on track academically. If a stu-
dent is behind or has trouble with les-
sons, Fox spends time explaining the
material one-on-one or pairs the student
up with a classmate for peer tutoring.
“Since they came during the middle of
the year, it’s generally too late to sign up
for the after-school program,” she says.

‘They’re in, and then they’re out’

JOHN BOOZ 

Science teacher Deborah Lewis includes all her students in exercises to welcome newcomers to
West Pullman. Here, 7th-graders Marquita Anderson and Tyrell Hobbs complete a lab on ecosystems.

WEST PULLMAN: BY THE NUMBERS, 2006
West Pullman Elementary had the worst stability rate
(the percentage of kids who remain for the entire
school year) and the most mid-year transfers of any
school in the West Pullman neighborhood.

Colemon               

Gompers                       

Whistler                      

Owens                         

Chicago Intl-Prairie    

Metcalfe                      

Brown                  

Higgins                       

Songhai                       

WEST PULLMAN 

Stability

95%

93%

93%

92%

92%

89%

88%

87%

84%

74%

Transfers

1%

10%

8%

11%

0%

13%

9%

13%

15%

22%
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By Sarah Levy

By the end of last school year, Prin-
cipal Norma Cortez of Midway
Academy had filed transfer papers
for more than half of her 270 stu-

dents. In September, she gained a whole
new batch of children to replace them.

By the end of this school year, Cortez
predicts, “We’re going to go through the
same thing all over again.”

Midway’s students come and go
because the Garfield Ridge school serves
solely as a receiving site for students shut
out of their overcrowded neighborhood
school.  A typical Midway student switch-
es schools at least twice—once when
they arrive at Midway (from another
school in CPS or outside the district) and
a second time when their home school
finds an open seat.

But this practice, a kind of forced or
sanctioned mobility, Cortez says, tends to
hurt more than help by compounding
the academic and social problems stu-
dents face in adapting to new schools. 

Given the district’s longstanding prob-
lems with overcrowding, Cortez would pre-
fer to keep her students. But CPS dismisses
that option and plans to phase out its
receiving schools by pushing overcrowded
schools to adopt year-round schedules.
(Two schools, Tonti and Edwards, are slat-
ed to adopt year-round schedules next
year.) But year-round schedules are
unpopular in some communities, and, giv-
en ongoing concern about the accuracy of
the district’s enrollment projections, it’s
questionable whether plans for handling
overcrowding are feasible.

ACADEMICS, STAFFING MUST SHIFT
Next year, Midway will continue to

take in students but is set to lose one of its
two buildings to Pasteur, an overcrowded
school nearby that has sent some of its
students to Midway temporarily. CPS has
told Midway it will become a 1st- through

6th-grade school—sending 7th- and 8th-
graders back to their neighborhood
school or another receiving school. 

James Dispensa, director of school
demographics and planning, says the
move is a good decision. “It’s really diffi-
cult for one to suggest that Midway must
have higher priority over the need for
Pasteur to have that space for its neigh-
borhood school.” 

Having such a transient enrollment
makes it difficult to maintain educational
programs, Cortez says. For instance, a
good number of this year’s new students
had test scores below grade level and
were especially weak in reading and writ-
ing. Midway had already worked to bring
returning students up to grade level in
those areas, so teachers had to shift gears

to help new students catch up. “We found
out what we had created in our school
improvement plan had to be totally
redone,” Cortez says.

Meanwhile, inaccurate enrollment
projections forced Cortez to make a last-
minute search at the start of the year to
re-fill four teaching positions cut last
year. Cortez believes the district should
have known new students would replace
those transferring out, but instead, the
projections were so low that Midway did-
n’t have a teacher for every grade level at
the start of the year. 

“That teacher should have been there
from day one,” Cortez says.

Complaints about inaccurate projec-
tions in overcrowded communities are
not new. (see Catalyst, May 2005) But Dis-

Multiple moves par for the course
Kids from overcrowded neighborhoods can switch schools twice or more. CPS says its plans for

overcrowding relief should solve the problem, but questions remain about its strategy.

JOHN BOOZ 

Ashburn students Jenesis Juarez, Stephanie Felleti, and Gregory Outlaw join in a Black History
Month celebration with visiting dancers. The school was predominantly black a few years ago but
has since begun enrolling Latino students from overcrowded schools.
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By Debra Williams

In 1996, Catalyst reported on Swift
Elementary in Edgewater, which had
one of the worst mobility problems
in the city. 

The school’s mobility is significantly
better now, but transfer statistics from back
then proved eye-opening: Over a five-
month period, 177 students transferred in
but left again before being assigned to a
classroom; 170 new students transferred in
and stayed; and 198 students left, most to
nearby schools. (See Catalyst, April 1996)

“We used to remark that every single
day, there was a transfer in and a transfer
out,” says Emil DeJulio, the principal at
the time. “In over a year, half of our kids
would leave, but the enrollment would
never drop.”

Students moved in and out so often
teachers there accepted it as “a fact of
life,” he adds, but tried to help new stu-
dents cope by, for instance, assigning
them a buddy from among their class-
mates. (DeJulio retired last year from an
area instructional officer’s job.)

Swift’s mobility seemed a reflection of
the neighborhood, which included a
homeless shelter for families and a pre-
ponderance of rental units. The school
was among more than 100 elementary
schools  in the city pegged by a 1994 Uni-
versity of Chicago study with having sig-
nificant mobility problems.

All of those schools now have more
stable enrollments, although schools in
gentrifying communities like Edgewater
have improved slightly more than those
in lower-income and predominantly
black neighborhoods.  

SCHOOLS NOW ‘DRAW PEOPLE IN’
At Swift last year, 88 percent of stu-

dents who were enrolled at the start of the
school year remained the entire year and
only 9 percent of students transferred in
mid-year. In 1994, those figures were 62
percent and 40 percent, respectively.  

But while an explosion of new condos
and retail stores has attracted middle-class
residents, those families haven’t rushed to
enroll their children at the school. Swift’s
poverty rate is 91 percent, above the city-

wide average of 85 percent. And 41 percent
of students speak little or no English, com-
pared to 14 percent citywide.

In Swift’s case, gentrification worked
in reverse to help stabilize enrollment,
DeJulio points out, as improvements in
the neighborhood and the school led
parents to make efforts to keep their chil-
dren enrolled.

“The neighborhood was improving
and our school was doing a good job,” says
DeJulio.  “Families were not running away
from the school and the community.”

South of Swift in Uptown, gentrifica-
tion appears to have had a similar effect
at Stockton. As rents rose and apartment
buildings converted to condos, “the cost
of housing priced people out,” says Anna
Correa, Stockton’s former principal. In
1994, just 55 percent of Stockton students
stayed at the school the entire year and 26
percent of kids transferred in mid-year.
Now those figures are 91 percent and 7
percent.

Stockton’s current principal, Jill
Besenjak, like DeJulio, points to change at
the school as well as the community.
Stockton still has an 80 percent low-
income enrollment, but test scores have
risen and the school now has a math and
science magnet program. 

“That is an attractive feature,” says
Besenjak. “That draws people in.” 

Families ‘not running’ from Swift
Gentrification doesn’t automatically bring middle-class kids into

schools, but it can spur schools to improve—and keep their kids

pensa says accurately predicting a
school’s enrollment is difficult, in part
because enrollment growth is slowing.
Next year, he predicts only about 1,000
students will be displaced systemwide to
receiving schools by overcrowding—half
this year’s number.

Some parents have opted to keep their
children at Midway when seats became
available at their neighborhood school.
This year, 18 students opted to stay even
though they lost their right to bus trans-
portation. Kids who do leave, Cortez says,
do so “because of the transportation, not
because of the school. They like it here.” 

Yet CPS officials say most parents want
their kids to move into the home school.

“They won’t be wasting so much time on
transportation, and they’ll be able to ben-
efit from the after-school programs,” says
Carmen Navarro in the Office of Instruc-
tion and School Management. 

Cortez admits that her students suffer
from the long rides to and from Midway
early in the morning, and says she is still
trying to find a way to fund an after
school-program. Yet she insists the dis-
trict should allow the receiving schools to
develop programs and keep students
rather than move them multiple times.

Principal Jewel Diaz feels much the
same about Ashburn Elementary, another
Southwest Side receiving school. “I know I
would like Ashburn to be definitely consid-
ered for a new building. That way we could
have enough space to keep the same chil-

dren from year to year,” Diaz says.
Ashburn faced a challenge when it

became a receiving school last year: Lati-
no students from overcrowded schools
joined the previously all-black school,
which had been losing enrollment. “At
first we thought, ‘Oh wow, kids coming
from different areas, that could be a bad
thing,’” Diaz recalls. 

To ease the transition, the school devel-
oped an English as a Second Language
program and added Latino and Afro-cen-
tric programs to foster cultural under-
standing, such as an annual multi-cultur-
al fair and a Cinco de Mayo celebration. 

It’s only too bad, Diaz says, that once
the children get used to this atmosphere,
it’s time for them to leave. “They’re learning
from each other. They come together.”

MIDWAY continued from page 11
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Viewpoints
TWO NATIONAL VIEWS ON SCHOOL AUTONOMY

Rotherham, Palumbo talk about what works

Andrew Rotherham is the co-
founder and co-director of
Education Sector, a new national
think tank; a member of the
Virginia State Board of Education;
and the lead commentator on the
influential “Eduwonk” blog.

ON MONEY AND RESULTS
We spend half a trillion dollars on

public K-12 schools each year.  That’s
like the GDP of Poland or Ukraine,
which are not insignificant coun-
tries. Marginal investments, margin-
al changes, small things, putting
more money into the same things is
not going to leverage change.  Sec-
ond, we’re going to have to have
some hard conversations in our field
about repurposing some of the mon-
ey we’re spending now.  

What do we get for this?  High vari-
ance and uneven outcomes.  It’s an
accident of birth where kids end up. 

ON EDUCATION PRODUCERS, CONSUMERS
This demand for greater perform-

ance in the aggregate and especially
for underserved populations [is] man-
ifesting itself as a demand for greater
choice and customization. What you
have is a fight breaking out between
producers and consumers. That
sounds very reductionist, but this is an
old story in America.  You can look at
ice; you can look at railroads—some-
thing that obviously impacted Chica-
go a great deal. More recently, you can
look at telecommunications, you can
look at airlines.  Over time the con-
sumers tend to win.  That’s what’s hap-
pening in education.  

I’m not here saying we need to
run schools like private business.
That’s way too simplistic, because in
education you have a public interest
and a private interest, and we have to
marry them.  

There’s been a big push for stan-
dards in accountability, systemic
reform.  You also have another crowd
that’s arguing for market reforms.
They say the best way to have
accountability is simply to give peo-
ple choice.  

So why more autonomy?  A cou-
ple of things: People want mass cus-
tomization.  They want to see 20
kinds of cereal, and they want it in
education.  People want institutions
to change faster.  Our most success-
ful non-profit enterprises, like Habi-
tat for Humanity, are agile. They are
networked.  They are results orient-
ed.  They embrace dynamism and
change.  They emphasize productiv-
ity, and they emphasize customiza-
tion of the services that they’re
delivering.  

Now again, that’s not to say that
we want schools to just be like busi-
nesses.  First of all, we work in a polit-
ical space, not an economic space.
Second, consumer information is
often lacking, or it’s in a form that’s
not useful for consumers.  Third,
there are significant externalities in
education.  It’s not solely, and you can
even argue it’s not even primarily, a
private good.  

Julian Betts, a terrific researcher
in California, had a very funny way of
saying this: He said, we’ve been at
market reforms in education for 15

years, and I think the lesson is, the
invisible hand is raising its middle
finger.

ON CHARTER SCHOOLS
There is high variance in out-

comes, and there’s a couple reasons
for that.  It’s hard to run a school.
Second, authorizing.  For a long
time, people had no sense of what
was a good school, what was a bad
school, what did a lousy plan look
like.  Third, oversight.  There hasn’t
been sufficient oversight in a num-
ber of states.  Charter school author-
izing is the key link here.  Low-per-
forming charter schools are not a
randomly occurring phenomenon.  

So the lesson is, autonomy does
not mean doing less.  It does not
mean handing [schools] off. It means
doing different.  It is re-regulation.  

ON CLOSING SCHOOLS 
The notion was, if the school is

lousy, parents won’t go there.  Well,
that’s proven not to be the case—the
invisible hand and the middle finger.
Above all, parents want their kids to
be safe, and they will fight tooth and

O
n Feb. 22, Andrew Rotherham and Joseph Palumbo kicked off
the 2007 Chicago Schools Policy Luncheon Series, which is
focusing on “Making School Autonomy Work for Children.” Here
are some of the highlights. To listen to their full presentations, go

to www.catalyst-chicago.org and click on “On the Air.”

Andrew Rotherham, Education Sector
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nail to keep a lousy school that’s at least
safe. The policy lesson, paradoxically, is
that the way to deal with low-performing
schools is to have more schools, so par-
ents have more options.  

ON PARENTS, DISTRICTS AND UNIONS
Parents are going to have to start

thinking like consumers.  You’re starting
to see different services come on line to
help parents think about that.  That’s in
its infancy. I can say as a state official,
that communicating transparent infor-
mation to parents [is something] we
don’t like to do.  

That has to change.  
We’re still going to have school dis-

tricts.  [They will have] much more focus
on who the leadership is, who the front-
line managers are.  You think about how
we do leadership in education, compared
to how we do it in other sectors, it’s
embarrassing.  

Then you look at what the most suc-
cessful leadership initiatives in education
do: high investment, high challenge, high
intensity. Districts are going to have to
start taking ownership for that and pro-
viding services to these schools.  

Teachers unions: You were probably
wondering when I was going to mention
that.  They have a statutory and a very
important role to protect teachers from
egregious practices.  And anyone who’s
spent any time in schools knows that that
happens.  But they’re going to have to
evolve into a service provider. Ultimately,
the most successful ones will take owner-
ship of teacher quality by providing pro-
fessional development, by functioning as
a job bank and, ideally, by doing a lot of
the human relations functions that are
done right now—very poorly—by urban
school districts.  

There are also things like what Randi
Weingarten [head of the teachers union
in New York City] has done.  She’s opened
up two charter schools.  I can’t think of
anything that’s better for the union brand
than having a bunch of parents who want
to go to a union-run school.  

There’s one other player: social entre-
preneurs. Teachscape, High Tech High,
Aspire Public Schools, KIPP, Teach for
America, New Leaders for New Schools.
These are intermediate support organi-
zations that we’re wrapping around
autonomous schools so they are not out
there alone. 

Joseph Palumbo is a senior executive
with Focus on Results, a consulting firm
that works with school districts to raise
student achievement. Clients include
Edmonton, Alberta, Canada, a leader in
school autonomy, and Springfield, Ill.,
where this year for the first time, all
elementary schools met No Child Left
Behind achievement targets.

ON ‘BOUNDED’ AUTONOMY

The concept of autonomy in the suc-
cessful school districts that I’ve seen is
bounded autonomy. Schools, principals
and leadership teams of teachers, make
decisions about what should happen at
the school within a framework.  

In other words, districts help the
schools stay focused on the issues of
teaching and learning.  They help schools
say, this is what we think in our city, how
good schools will look.  These are the char-
acteristics we want.  

Now how you go about doing that, the
decisions you make with your families
and teachers, that is going to be some-
thing you have control over. 

It’s not a free for all.  

ON MAKING DATA ‘URGENT’
[Good] school districts make the data

so urgent and apparent that people start
to say, “Oh my god, you’re kidding me.
Only 8 percent of our kids are leaving our
system with the ability to get a job?”
Everyone admits to their stuff.  They put
it out on the table, and they tell folks,

“Hey this is the way it is and we’re doing
something about it.”  Whether it’s Spring-
field or Edmonton or Chula Vista, some-
one has the hard conversation in a wide
variety of settings.  

ON KEEPING THE FOCUS
[Successful districts tell schools] we

want your energies to focus on teaching
and learning, and we’re going to build a
wall around you to keep away things that
take you away from teaching and learning.  

Once they have that focus, there’s a lot
of leadership—from teacher leaders,
from the superintendent, from princi-
pals, from union reps—around creating a
system of pressure and support to help
get this done.  

There has to be a lot of professional
development, standing next to people,
standing besides people, doing whatever
you need to do to help them learn the
skills they need.  

And [schools] are willing to tackle the
roadblocks when they come up, figure out
who are the obstacles, who are the “corpo-
rate saboteurs”—because in every organi-
zation there are corporate saboteurs.  They
identify those people.  They try to work
with them at first, and when that doesn’t
work, they work to get rid of them.  

Then finally, they talk about student
learning results on a regular basis.  How
many of our kids are reading at grade
three? What percentage of kids are com-
pleting algebra successfully by grade
eight?  How many kids are we getting to
graduate high school with the ability to
go to school beyond high school?  In Illi-
nois, when students take the Work Keys
test, we look at how many kids are at lev-
el five, because we know level five is what
you need to get a job that’s going to make
a life for yourself.  And schools teach par-
ents about those numbers. They teach
teachers about the numbers, and they
use them relentlessly.

So these are some of the themes I think
we see in these schools and districts.
Courage creates some urgency.  They focus
on teaching and learning.  They provide
leadership. And they make results a part of
the language. 

For more information about the Chicago
School Policy Luncheon Series and the
remaining luncheons in the 2007 series, go
to www.catalyst-chicago.org and click on
the series ad on the home page.

Joseph Palumbo, Focus on Results
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By Aaron Chambers

E
ducation funding reformers in
Illinois are eternal optimists, see-
ing every legislative session as
their big chance to dramatically

increase state funding of public
schools.

This year, though, there is reason
to believe they may actually pull it off.

The latest in a string of develop-
ments that bode well for funding
reform is the revamped and well-
funded legislative campaign by A+
Illinois, a coalition of nonprofit
organizations and unions that sup-
port education funding reform. 

On March 1, the coalition
addressed an issue on the minds of
skeptics who are concerned about
how new funds would be used. It
released a detailed list of policy pri-
orities, along with pricetags noting
how much each will cost, that focus
on raising the quality of instruction
and holding schools accountable for
student performance. 

More than half of the $4 billion
cost would be earmarked to raise the
minimum level of per-pupil funding
that each district gets from the state. 

Also on the horizon: another
school funding and accountability
proposal from the Metropolitan
Mayors Caucus, which recently con-
vened a hearing of experts to help
flesh out their platform. It is expect-
ed to be released later this month.

Following the November elec-
tions, state Senate President Emil
Jones Jr. (D-Chicago), who has long
pushed for more school funding, is

more powerful than ever with a veto-
proof majority of Democrats. One of
those new Senate Democrats,
Michael Frerichs of Gifford, won his
seat with a campaign focused on
school funding reform. 

Also, a bipartisan coalition of
state legislators has formed an edu-
cation caucus and is open to tax
increase proposals.

And the state’s ongoing fiscal trou-
ble—bills are backed up by more
than $2 billion, says Comptroller Dan
Hynes—is going to force lawmakers
to broaden the state’s revenue base.

If lawmakers agree to take the
political risk of raising taxes to shore
up the state’s bottom line (strained
by billions of dollars owed to pension
funds), they may also be inclined to
hike them a bit further for schools, a
more popular use of tax dollars, say
funding reformers. 

NEW ANALYSIS OF FUNDING DISPARITIES
A supermajority of Democrats in

the Senate assures this chamber can
override a veto from Gov. Rod Blago-
jevich, who insists he won’t raise
general tax rates. Democrats also
control the House, but not by a wide
enough margin to override a guber-
natorial veto without Republican
support. Speaker Michael Madigan
(D-Chicago) has not backed any of
the current school funding propos-
als, though he agrees something
needs to be done. 

“I’m clearly for making the distri-
bution of state money to schools dis-
tricts more equitable,” he said at a
January press conference. “There are

certain districts that need more help
from the state than others.” 

An analysis of statewide school
spending by The Chicago Reporter
shows that the cumulative effect of
such disparities can add up to more
than $100,000 per student. In Rond-
out School District 72 in north sub-
urban Lake County, students who
entered kindergarten in 1997 and left
8th grade in 2005 received the most
expensive elementary school educa-
tion in the state. 

During that nine-year span, Ron-
dout’s per-pupil expenditures
totaled $167,885—more than
$45,000 above the next highest dis-
trict, and at least $100,000 more than
the K-8 expenses for over 600 other
Illinois school districts. 

The least expensive elementary
education during that period is posted
by Central School District 51 in down-
state Tazewell County, which spent
$38,816 per pupil. Chicago Public
Schools spent $74,798, ranking 92nd
out of 760 school districts analyzed.

“For too long, we’ve allowed the
gap in education between students
who live in poverty and those that
come from wealthier districts to
exist,” says James Dougherty, presi-
dent of the Illinois Federation of
Teachers (IFT), whose largest mem-
ber is the Chicago Teachers Union. 

COALITION PROPOSES HOW TO SPEND
NEW MONEY

The IFT is one of eight key organ-
izations that comprise the A+ Illinois
coalition for school funding and tax
reform. Others include the Illinois
Education Association, the Center
for Tax and Budget Accountability,
the Metropolitan Planning Council,
the Illinois Farm Bureau, the Chicago
Urban League and the state employ-
ees union.

Campaign: $4 billion for schools
A new campaign targets voters to press for action in Springfield,

despite Gov. Rod Blagojevich’s vow not to raise general taxes

Updates
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Over the last year, the coalition has
landed two grants—$600,000 from
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation
and $200,000 from the Chicago Com-
munity Trust. Six new field organizers
have been hired to target Latino vot-
ers and key geographic areas: Chicago
and the surrounding suburbs; Spring-
field and central state; and the metro
East St. Louis area. 

The group’s legislative platform
calls for a host of school funding and
quality initiatives that include improv-
ing teacher quality, early childhood

programs, improved instruction at
low-performing schools, special edu-
cation and assessing need for school
construction and maintenance.

Whether their work will resonate
at the Capitol, compelling lawmak-
ers into action, is not clear.

State Rep. Lou Lang (D-Skokie)
says it will take a constitutional
amendment eliminating property
taxes altogether. “Unless we’re
forced, we won’t act,” Lang says.

The legislature is scheduled to
end its session on May 31, but many
already speculate it will work well
beyond that to craft a state spending
plan. 

THE CURRENT TAX PROPOSALS
Jones has staked out education

funding reform as his chief priority
for this session and it is expected that
his Senate Bill 1, now a blank slate,
will be crafted into the compromise
plan that will ultimately come before
legislators. 

Sen. James Meeks (D-Chicago) is
again sponsoring a tax swap propos-
al that would raise money for
schools by increasing state income
and sales taxes while lowering prop-
erty taxes. The measure, known as
Senate Bill 750, would hike the per-
sonal income tax rate from 3 percent
to 5 percent and the corporate rate

from 4.8 percent to 8 percent. The
bill also would expand sales taxes to
cover services such as lawn care that
are currently not taxed.

Supporters say the plan would
generate another $5 billion a year for
the state, which would be allocated
to schools and to local taxing bodies
in the form of grants to reduce prop-
erty tax bills. The additional revenue
would also help fund public retire-
ment systems. Rep. David Miller (D-
Dolton) is sponsoring identical legis-
lation in the House.

Meeks is hopeful the governor will
support his proposal but notes that
lawmakers can muster enough votes
to override the governor if necessary.
“With an automatic veto-proof major-
ity in the Senate and with Speaker
Madigan’s ability to speak wisdom to
his entire body, I don’t think it would
be hard for us to override a gubernato-
rial veto,” Meeks says.

Madigan has implied his willing-
ness to consider a tax increase, call-
ing a recent report by the Civic Com-
mittee of the Commercial Club of
Chicago “a wake-up call.” The report
pegged the state’s unfunded debt at
$106 billion, about $8,800 for each
resident.

Members of the newly formed
Education Caucus, who include Sen.
Kimberly Lightford (D-Chicago) and
Reps. Roger Eddy (R-Hutsonville)
and Jerry Mitchell (R-Rock Falls), say
they will examine the gamut, from
funding reform to school quality to
accountability. 

WHAT BLAGOJEVICH IS DOING
Meanwhile, Blagojevich has failed

once again to convene a meeting of
the state’s Education Funding Advi-
sory Board, a five-member panel
that is required by law to recom-
mend a per-pupil “foundation lev-
el”—the minimum amount of mon-

ey that must be spent on each child
enrolled in an Illinois public school.

The advisory board blew a Jan. 1
deadline to issue a report on the
updated foundation level. Two years
ago, the advisory board was unable
to meet because Blagojevich failed to
appoint its members. Under threat
of a lawsuit, the governor named
new members, and the board subse-
quently recommended a foundation
level of $6,405 per student.

That level has not yet been met.
Currently, the state ensures funding at
the rate of $5,334 per student. The
State Board of Education recently rec-
ommended raising it to $5,689 per
student, which, if approved, would be
the largest jump in nearly a decade. 

The A+ Illinois campaign is call-
ing for a new foundation level of at
least $6,615, a measure that would
cost the state $2 billion more a year.

Meeks’ bill would raise per-pupil
funding to $5,952 next year. Each
year thereafter, school funding
would increase based on an infla-
tionary index. Frerichs is sponsoring
a similar bill that anticipates annual
adjustments to foundation funding. 

Sticking to his pledge not to raise
taxes, Blagojevich last year proposed
raising money for schools by selling
or leasing the state lottery, a plan
that has gained little traction among
lawmakers. Yet in late January, offi-
cials from his office solicited propos-
als from firms interested in the deal. 

Blagojevich has continued to
avoid discussing the state’s ongoing
fiscal woes. In his January inaugural
address, he took credit for helping
“underfunded” schools, but did not
detail his education plan. 

His next opportunity to layout his
education plan will be this month,
when he delivers his budget address
on March 7. He has indicated a will-
ingness to close corporate “tax loop-
holes” to generate more cash and
has not ruled out the possibility of
creating more gambling casinos to
replenish state coffers.

Reporter Jeff Kelly Lowenstein of The
Chicago Reporter, Catalyst’s sister
publication, contributed to this report.

To contact Aaron Chambers, send an e-mail to
editor@catalyst-chicago.org.

“With an automatic veto-proof majority in the Senate and with

Speaker Madigan’s ability to speak wisdom to his entire body, I don’t

think it would be hard for us to override a gubernatorial veto.”
Sen. James Meeks (D-Chicago)
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By Elizabeth Duffrin

Just as two citywide watchdog
groups shut their doors last month
for lack of funding, national and
local donors are poised to give away

some $2.4 million over the next three
years to broad-based groups of grassroots
activists for select school reform efforts. 

This pot of money, known as the Fund
for Education Organizing, is earmarked
for community organizing projects that
focus on education inequality and
improving performance for poor and
minority students.  

“This initiative is a way to give voice to
those who don’t often get a seat at the pol-
icymaking table—parents and students,”
says Program Manager Julie Kohler. “Par-
ents and students are critical, independ-
ent voices in school reform debates. They
don’t have a political agenda; their only
agenda is to improve local schools.”

So far, six national foundations—Ford
Foundation and Bill & Melinda Gates
Foundation among them—have raised
close to $5 million for school reform
organizing in Chicago and three other
urban areas: Philadelphia, Denver and
several districts in New Jersey. In each
area, local foundations are expected to
pledge matching funding. Chicago, for
instance, is already eligible for $760,000
this year, Kohler notes. 

Funders see organized networks of
parents and community leaders as key to
sustaining school improvement. “What
we’ve seen in other places is a school sys-
tem announcing a major reform initia-
tive, then [district leadership] changes
and the initiative is abandoned,” says Jeff
Pinzino of The Woods Fund of Chicago,
which is leading local grantmaking out of
the fund. “Community voices can bring
ongoing pressure.”

Meanwhile, the voices of two more
citywide school reform groups have
been silenced. 

Both Cross City Campaign for Urban
School Reform, a group that kept tabs on
the districtwide budget and pushed for
local control, and Neighborhood Capital
Budget Group, which kept an eye on cap-
ital spending and public school closings,
ceased operations in February.

The closings follow the demise in
recent years of a number of school
reform advocacy groups that supported
local school councils, signaling a shift in
Chicago’s philanthropic and business
leaders’ views on how best to invest their
contributions to public education.

More likely to pay off, in their view, are
direct investments in teacher training,
curricula, student learning and creating
new schools. Schools CEO Arne Duncan
has been particularly successful in court-
ing foundation support. 

Since he took over the district in
2001, foundation and corporate invest-
ment in Chicago Public Schools grew
from $2 million to $29 million last year.
(See Catalyst, May 2006)

Less favored are advocacy organiza-
tions that speak out on reform issues, but
have limited impact. 

Such groups are often “voices in the
wilderness,” Pinzino says. The coalitions
of community-based organizations that
will be supported by the education organ-
izing fund offer the possibility of creating
a broad political force that will drive and
sustain school reform, he explains. 

But longtime reformers see it differ-
ently. “The critics are being taken down
one after another,” says Julie Woestehoff
of Parents United for Responsible Educa-
tion (PURE), who describes her own 20-
year-old advocacy group’s financial situa-
tion as “grim.”

SHIFT TO BOTTOM-LINE RESULTS
Cross City Campaign, Neighborhood

Capital Budget Group and a host of other
advocacy and reform watchdogs were
founded during the first wave of Chica-

go’s school reform movement, when cen-
tral office was seen as a major impedi-
ment to raising student achievement,
and decentralized decisionmaking a big
part of the solution.

Both aimed to get information into
the hands of local decisionmakers.
Neighborhood Capital Budget Group
analyzed city spending on school con-
struction, public transportation, and eco-
nomic development and pushed for
investment in low-income communities.
Cross City Campaign, a national federa-
tion based in Chicago, organized across
nine school districts to spread its analysis
of district budgets and central office
management. 

“These were groups that provided
resources and ideas about school reform
that the rest of us didn’t have the capacity
to do,” says Michael Klonsky, director of
the Small Schools Workshop. 

Klonsky says foundations have moved
from driving innovation at the grassroots
level to exerting “tremendous power over
school decisions” through alliances with
district leadership. “Fundamental deci-
sions about public space and public edu-
cation are being made by [a foundation
board] that isn’t elected and isn’t
accountable to anybody,” he argues. 

Some advocacy groups are harder
pressed to find funding as foundations
shift from the “let every flower bloom”
philosophy that characterized the first
wave of school reform  toward a more
results-oriented approach that is com-
patible with today’s focus on school
accountability, some observers note. 

“There is a trend in the foundation
world to try to demonstrate impact,”
explains Ellen Alberding, president of
the Joyce Foundation. That has led the
city’s largest foundations, including
Joyce, to narrow their focus to fewer
education issues. 

Joyce, for instance, selected teacher
quality, early childhood education and
charter schools as targets for its grant-
making. Research suggested that grants
in those areas could make the biggest dif-
ference, Alberding says. 

Another local foundation, The Chica-

National funders spur grassroots
As longtime watchdogs fall, community-based groups get a boost

to focus on improving student performance.

Continued on page 19
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Advocates for better health services for
students are asking Gov. Rod Blagojevich
to more than double funding for school-
based health centers in 2008. 

Activists want an additional $5 million
to open 20 new centers across the state,
including Chicago, and to enhance serv-
ices in existing facilities. Currently, the
state spends roughly $4 million annually
on the centers.

Representatives from the Illinois Coali-
tion for School Health Centers, as well as
students from Chicago Public Schools,
rallied recently at the James R. Thompson
building in Chicago to press the governor
to include the additional funding when he
announces his 2008 budget on March 7.

The group is also working to garner
support from legislators as they hammer
out details of the budget this spring, says
Karen Berg, the policy director for the
coalition.

But with the state facing tight financial
times, winning additional funding is like-
ly to be a tough sell. “In any government,
there are priorities that have to be
weighed,” says Berg. “The reality for this
program is that there are other things that
[also] need more funding.”

Chicago currently has 23 school-based
centers; 18 receive state funding. Nation-
ally, the number of centers is on the rise,
up 200 in recent years to a current total of
about 1,700, according to the National

Assembly on School-Based Health Care.
Linda Juszczak, deputy director of the

National Assembly, says most school-
based centers are located in communities
where families have limited access to
medical care. The centers, which typically
work with a sponsoring medical facility to
provide free or low-cost health services
during school hours, make medical care
more accessible for students by removing
financial and transportation barriers. 

Limited access is a tremendous prob-
lem, Juszczak says. “Sometimes [centers]
are the sole source of care.” The National
Assembly is pushing for legislation for
more federal funding.

Marisol Mastrangelo

Activists:  School-based health clinics need cash

O
n the heels of the release of a report
that finds Illinois spends too little
on recapturing dropouts, state
education officials are recom-

mending that programs serving dropouts
get a significant hike in funding—the first
in at least a decade.

The Illinois State Board of Education has
proposed raising the budget for the depart-
ment that serves dropouts, as well as tru-
ants and students at risk of leaving school,
by 33 percent, to more than $24 million. 

Interest in the fate of those who drop
out has been building since October, when
Gov. Rod Blagojevich convened a special
task force to examine difficulties dropouts
were having when they tried to re-enroll in
school. State Board of Education Chair-
man Jesse Ruiz is heading the task force. 

The extra cash will help fill a gaping
hole in funding for programs that serve
some 20,000 dropouts who attempt to re-
enroll in school to earn a high school
diploma or a GED, according to a report
recently released by the task force. 

“It is a first step,” says Jack Wuest, a
member of the taskforce and executive

director of the Alternative Schools Net-
work, an advocacy group for schools that
serve dropouts. Currently, dropout pro-
grams are brief and not as comprehen-
sive as they need to be, he says. Programs
are also underfunded, he adds. According
to the task force report, an average of
$1,500 is spent on dropouts, while the
state average for students enrolled in
high school is $8,786.

The result is that fewer than one in
four students who re-enroll succeeds in
actually getting a diploma or GED, the
report notes. 

“It is like being trained to run a
marathon by walking around the block a
few times,” he says. “These programs are
given virtually nothing and are supposed
to help students who need a lot.”

MORE SLOTS AVAILABLE
The additional funding will help pro-

grams like Jobs for Youth serve more
dropouts. Right now, the program has
125 slots in its GED program, which has a
three-month waiting list, says Executive
Director Robert Barnett. By the time a

space opens up, often these teens have
lost interest, landed a job or signed up for
some other program, he adds. 

This year, Jobs for Youth revamped its
GED program to offer more instructional
time for smaller groups of students. The
goal is to get higher pass rates on the GED
exam. Currently, about 40 percent pass. 

GED programs often are the best bet for
young people who leave high school then
decide they want to come back. Irene
Juaniza, director of the advocacy group
Blocks Together for Youth, says teens often
have trouble re-enrolling in regular and
alternative high schools. “The regular high
schools see them as problem kids and
don’t want them back,” she says.

Just to get records transferred over, they
have to be “extremely persistent,” she says. 

The task force report also recommend-
ed tailoring dropout programs to meet
the needs of different types of students,
and reprogramming student information
systems to include students who are
enrolled in high school for five or six
years. Only a few school districts in Illinois
have such a system in place, Wuest says.  

When implemented in other states,
the reported graduation rates dropped
significantly, pointing to the higher than
anticipated need for more dropout pro-
grams, he says. 

Sarah Karp

$24 million proposed for dropouts
Dropout programs now spend nearly $7,300 less per student than

regular high schools, and few students earn their GED
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go Community Trust, has zeroed in
on literacy, ongoing training for
teachers and school leaders, and cre-
ating new schools. While research
suggests that programs with more
direct impact on teaching, curricu-
lum and instruction are more effec-
tive, some advocates remained stuck
on local school governance as the
main strategy for school reform, says
President and CEO Terry Mazany. 

Cross City Campaign won a grant
from Joyce to study the distribution of
experienced teachers in Chicago but
found it harder to get money for its
ongoing budget analysis project, says
Executive Director Diana Nelson. 

Cross City Campaign also tried to
earn a living by charging school dis-
tricts for its work, such as writing a
local school council training manual
for CPS and a report for Milwaukee
Public Schools. But it wasn’t enough
to keep them afloat. Funding slid
from a high of $1.5 million in 2003 to
$400,000 this year. 

At Neighborhood Capital Budget
Group, funding fell from $750,000 in
the late 1990s to $200,000.  

‘THE WRITING ON THE WALL’
A few old-time reformers have

found ways to reinvent themselves.
Small Schools Workshop stopped

relying on foundation money 10
years ago and built a consulting busi-
ness that now works with urban dis-
tricts across the country. “We saw the
writing on the wall,” Klonsky says.

Business and Professional People
for the Public Interest once focused
exclusively on small schools, but has
now refashioned its reform work
around building relationships
between principals and teachers in
different types of schools, including
charter and contract schools. 

Building networks of schools that
can hold each other accountable for
improving student learning appears
to be an emerging trend that also
draws foundation dollars, observes
Kim Zalent, BPI’s director of public
education initiatives. “I’m hopeful
that we’re on the leading edge of the
wave,” she says.

Designs for Change, one of the last

of the old-guard advocacy groups, has
cut its core staff by half, but has man-
aged to survive by tying its mission as
an advocate for local control to higher
student performance. “It’s really
important for us to make the connec-
tion between effective LSCs and high-
er quality principals and, therefore,
higher quality education,” says Execu-
tive Director Donald Moore.

Changing with the times has also
inspired some groups to become
educators themselves. United Neigh-
borhood Organization has opened
charter schools, a strategy supported
by the district and a number of foun-
dations. Logan Square Neighbor-
hood Association trains parents as
“literacy ambassadors” to help
teachers train other parents in strate-
gies for building children’s literacy at
home. It also developed a program to
provide teacher training to mothers
who volunteered at schools, a project
that inspired other communities to
do the same and launched Grow
Your Own Illinois. 

Grow Your Own Illinois, a coali-
tion of five established community
groups aiming to improve teacher
quality by training parents and com-
munity leaders to become teachers,
is the type of initiative that is likely to
win a grant from the Fund for Edu-
cation Organizing, says Director
Anne Hallett, who helped lay the
groundwork for the new fund. 

The fund’s grants will be targeted
to networks of community groups
working on one or more of the fol-
lowing issues: school finance reform,
teacher quality, accountability,
instruction, college readiness and
access to higher education. 

In addition to Gates and Ford,
other national funders for this effort
include the Charles Stewart Mott
Foundation, the Marguerite Casey
Foundation, the Edward W. Hazen
Foundation and the Prudential
Foundation. 

Locally, five foundations have so
far chipped in to match national
funds. Three of them are local:
Woods, the Wieboldt Foundation
and the Kaplan Family Foundation. 

To contact Elizabeth Duffrin, send an e-mail to
editor@catalyst-chicago.org.

DONORS continued from page 17
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NEW LEGISLATION  Several bills introduced in
the state General Assembly would directly impact
CPS if they are passed. One bill introduced by Rep.
Monique Davis would shut down Chicago Virtual
Charter School, an online school that opened this
fall and now serves about 180 students. Davis feels
that the K-8 school, which includes just one day of
formal classes per week, does not allow students to
develop interpersonal skills. (The Chicago Teachers
Union has filed a lawsuit against the school, which
has yet to go to trial.) … A second bill introduced by
Rep. Mary Flowers would prevent students
displaced from overcrowded neighborhood
schools from being assigned to a school on the
state’s academic watch list. Due to delays in test
scores, the state has not yet released this year’s list.

UNO IN NEW ORLEANS The United
Neighborhood Organization (UNO), a grassroots
Latino organizing group that operates four
Chicago charter schools, will open a charter
school next fall in New Orleans. Following
Hurricane Katrina, the Louisiana State Board of
Elementary and Secondary Education solicited
proposals from outside groups to run some of the
city’s schools as charters. Juan Rangel, UNO’s
chief executive officer, says the new opportunity
and the city’s increasing Latino population
inspired his organization to open the elementary
school, which is expected to enroll 250 students.

AT CLARK STREET HOSANNA MAHALEY-
JOHNSON, the executive officer of the Office of
New Schools, is resigning to become the
president of a local education fund in Atlanta. …
TYRA NEWELL, former director of the Office of

Management and Budget, is now managing
director for New Leaders for New Schools in New
Orleans. … STEVEN WASHINGTON, a former
lawyer at Mayer, Brown, Rowe & Maw LLP, is the
new chief of staff for Board President Rufus
Williams, replacing BRANDI SANDNER, who is on
maternity leave. … BRYAN SAMUELS, former
director of the Illinois Department of Children
and Family Services, is the new chief of staff for
CEO Arne Duncan. ABIGAYIL JOSEPH has been
promoted from magnet cluster manager to
interim officer in the Office of Academic
Enhancement, replacing JACK HARNEDY, who
retired. … FERNANDO MARTINEZ has moved up
from deputy to interim officer in the Office of
Language and Cultural Education, replacing
MANUEL J. MEDINA, who retired.

PRINCIPAL POLICY Under pressure from the
Chicago Principals & Administrators Association,
CPS recently adopted a policy that gives
underperforming principals extra support and
up to a year to improve before facing possible
dismissal. Previously, principals judged deficient
were issued a warning resolution by the board
and placed on a “corrective action plan” that
carried the threat of removal. Now, principals will
get a chance to improve under the guidance of
their area instructional officer. The old policy
didn’t help principals to improve and subjected
them to the “public humiliation” of a warning
resolution, insists Clarice Berry, president of the
principals association.

NATIONAL BOARD CERTIFICATION This
spring, National-Louis University will become

Chicago’s first university to combine an education
master’s degree program with preparation for
National Board certification. In 2006, a record
171 CPS teachers earned certification from the
National Board for Professional Teaching
Standards, bringing the district total to 646. The
district’s goal is to have 1,200 National Board
teachers by next year.

NEW FUND DIRECTORS The Chicago Public
Education Fund welcomed two new members to
its board of directors: ELLEN COSTELLO, CEO of
Harris Bankcorp, and BRIAN SIMMONS, a founding
partner of Code Hennessy & Simmons LLC, a
private equity firm. Currently, there are 28
corporate and civic leaders serving as directors.

PRINCIPAL RETIREMENTS GERTRUDE J. HILL,
Harlan High; MARY A. WALSH, Rudolph Learning
Center; PATRICIA WALSH, Earhart; MARGARET
LALLEY, Dawes; JOEL BAKRINS, Rogers.

PRINCIPAL CONTRACTS New contracts have
been awarded to KAREN BRYAR, Blair; MARY
DIXON, Dawes; CHRISTINE JABBARI, Rogers;
ANTOINETTE LOBOSCO, Lane Tech High; RICHARD
MORGAN, Brownell; PRINCETTA PRESTON-SCOTT,
Webster; KRISH MOHIP, Walsh; EILEEN O’TOOLE,
Albany Park. The following principals have had
their contracts renewed: KATHLENE ORR, Grissom;
JERRY TRAVLOS, Smyser. ... Interim contracts have
been awarded to LIONEL ALLEN JR., Sherman;
DEBORAH HAMMOND-WATTS, Suder Montessori
Magnet; VINCENT ITURRALDE, Tarkington; ALAN
MATHER, Lindblom High; STEPHANIE MOORE,
Uplift; CHERYL WATKINS, Pershing West Magnet.
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