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Either way, it’s pretty clear that
meeting children’s basic physical
needs and getting a head start in
developing cognitive abilities are
crucial for school success. Men-
tioned less often, though arguably
equally if not more important, are a
child’s social and emotional skills.
Truly, how many of us adults can do
our work well when distressed over,
say, a family crisis?

For any number of reasons, many
children who attend Chicago’s public
schools live very stressed lives. Job-
lessness, the lack of affordable hous-
ing and high-crime neighborhoods
all take a toll. For some, these afflic-
tions are aggravated by having a par-
ent in prison. 

“Andrea,” for example, is subject
to crying jags and, at only 10 years
old, worries whether her mother will
be able to pull it together and stay
away from drugs when she is released
from prison. “Todd” gets into fights at
school and knows his father only as
the man behind bars that he and his
grandmother visit once a week.
“Delila” has a newborn baby and is
looking for a way back into high
school to get her life on track. “Max-
ine” is repeating 3rd grade.

Still worse, statistics show that
about half of the male children whose

parents are in jail or prison will some-
day follow in their footsteps.

While the situation for these chil-
dren is extremely difficult, it is not
without hope. A recent study co-
authored by University of Chicago
economist James Heckman reports
that children have until they are
young adults in their 20s to learn and
develop the kinds of social and emo-
tional skills that will improve their
prospects. Boys, especially, can ben-
efit, as these traits can mitigate the
odds that they’ll wind up in prison by
the time they’re 30. 

For schools, churches and other
organizations that care about chil-
dren, this constitutes a marching
order to find ways to step in—early—
and fill in the gaps. Bits and pieces of
help for prisoners’ children are avail-
able around the city: A couple of
South Side social service agencies
have mentoring programs; a dozen
or so schools offer grief and loss sup-
port groups to their students. 

But there need to be more such
programs that offer the kind of one-
on-one nurturing relationship that,
ideally, parenthood brings. Mentors
can be the cheerleaders, coaches,
surrogate parents, positive role mod-
els and personal advocates that these
children are missing. 

“Seth” is doing just OK in school,
but his mentor, William Glover, says
he is smart and can do much better.
Sounds like a father to me.
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FROM THE EDITOR

Hope for prisoners’ children

Veronica Anderson

A
sk educators what it means for a child to
arrive at school ready to learn, and most
will run down a brief and well-worn list of
essentials. Well fed. Decent, clean clothing.

A good night’s sleep. Kindergarten teachers will
likely throw in a few pre-literacy skills—counts
from 1 to 10, for instance, or recites the alphabet
and knows how to hold a book correctly.

Across the nation, children of the
incarcerated, as much as their parents,
bear the consequences of misdeeds or
mistakes. They are disproportionately
poor, African American and Latino and,
for many, their lives are shaped by the
same cycle of poverty, violence and recidi-
vism that ensnares their parents.

Community Renewal Society, publish-
er of Catalyst Chicago, hopes to stop this
cycle by pursuing a campaign of public
education, civic engagement and direct
advocacy to ensure that the needs of
these children are met. The reports in this
issue are part of an investigative series by
Catalyst and The Chicago Reporter, our
sister publication, that looks at the lives of
children whose parents are or have been
behind bars. The articles, in turn, will
inform the work of Civic Action, Commu-
nity Renewal’s organizing and advocacy
arm, to build a broad-based regional
coalition to help these children.

In these stories about children with
incarcerated parents, Catalyst changed
the names of all children out of concern
for their privacy.
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“Andrea,” whose mother is in prison and whose father was recently
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Go to www.chicagoreporter.com
In its March/April 2007 issue, The Chicago Reporter examines the needs of chil-
dren with incarcerated parents and the resources available to meet them. After
profiling seven families, conducting dozens of interviews, and surveying more than
120 prisoners, caregivers, experts and social service agencies, the Reporter found
that families often can’t afford prison visits, struggle to meet basic financial needs
and are unaware of available services for their children. The Reporter also found lit-
tle coordination among social service agencies and that few agencies offer services
universally deemed critical, such as advocacy for children during their parent’s sen-
tencing process. There is no system for tracking the number of children whose
parents are currently incarcerated, but the Reporter’s estimates reveal that there
were 90,000 such children in Illinois on Aug. 9, 2006.
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IN SHORT
“I was a teacher. I belonged to a teachers union. I understand why they

don’t support [charter schools]. But I don’t think we should be

dismantling Chicago school reform one little piece at a time.”
State Rep. William Black (R-Danville) on why legislators should vote “no” on a union-
backed plan to limit charter expansion in Chicago. The plan lost by a 77-32 vote on
March 29 in the Illinois House.

ELSEWHERE

with ...
Q&A

Economic policies that support work
and boost income are a proven way to
improve children’s academic achieve-
ment, says Greg Duncan of Northwest-
ern University. Duncan is co-author of
the new book “Higher Ground: New
Hope for the Working Poor and Their
Children,” on a three-year program insti-
tuted in Milwaukee in the mid-1990s.
The New Hope Project provided 22 poor
African-American and Hispanic families
with jobs, wage supplements, subsidized
health insurance and child care, then
examined the economic and education-
al impact of these extra resources. Dun-
can talked with Associate Editor Debra
Williams about New Hope and how chil-
dren’s education was affected.

How did you conduct the research? Why
look at education as well as economics?

We spent a lot of time finding out about
the kids. We asked parents how they were
doing. We did teacher interviews and asked
how kids were doing in terms of achievement
and behavior. We administered achievement
tests. We were able to construct a pretty com-
plete picture. We were interested in econom-
ics, but also in all kinds of outcomes like
achievement and children’s well-being.

What did you find with the study?

When we did interviews two years into the
program, we found that families were working
more and the poverty rate was dramatically
lower for the New Hope families [compared to
a similar group of families not receiving the
resources]. But the striking thing was how
much better teachers were reporting that kids
were doing, in terms of both achievement and
behavior. This was particularly true for the boys.
The boys’ achievement was about a third high-
er [based on test scores].

Did the girls improve too?

It was insignificant. One interesting ques-
tion is why? We found a number of instances
where the mothers worried about their boys
getting into gangs and didn’t worry so much
about their daughters, and they were pushing
hard to keep their boys on the right path. They
would use some of their extra money to buy
the boys the kinds of things like tennis shoes

Colorado:  Tracking teachers
In a move aimed at assessing teacher
quality, teachers in Colorado may be
assigned tracking numbers that link them
to their students’ test scores, according to
the March 10 Rocky Mountain News. Stu-
dents already have individual tracking
numbers that let officials measure their
academic progress. The University of Col-
orado favors the plan and says it will help
show whether the school is producing
successful teachers and whether top grad-
uates are teaching in the neediest schools.
But the Colorado Education Association,
the state’s largest teachers union, worries
that the system may be used punitively
against teachers. Legislation on the plan
has bipartisan support.

Connecticut: School revamp
A coalition led by the University of Con-
necticut wants to overhaul some of the
state’s lowest-achieving urban schools,
according to the March 8 Hartford Courant.
The university would open a new Center for
Urban Education to provide teacher train-
ing, assistance to principals with teacher
recruitment, and help with new approaches
to discipline. The plan is modeled after
Boston’s signature pilot schools program
and could include complete revamps of
school staff, curriculum and scheduling.
The coalition, which includes teachers
unions and district superintendents, is ask-
ing legislators for $5 million to launch the
program this year and up to $10 million per
year to support it. 

Professor Greg Duncan,
School of Education and Social Policy,

Northwestern University

Notebook
TIMELINE
March 1:  Curie ouster
Mayor Daley weighs in on the
controversial ouster of Curie
High Principal Jerryelyn Jones
and says the School Board
should have the power to
overturn local school council
decisions to hire or fire prin-
cipals. Jones, who is black,
was ousted by a majority-
Latino LSC. She is appealing
the decision to an independ-
ent arbitrator. Students rallied
at the last board meeting in
support of Jones, who CEO
Arne Duncan called a “super-
star principal.” Test scores
and other achievement
measures have improved at
Curie under Jones.

March 7: $$ for schools
As part of his budget address,
Gov. Rod Blagojevich out-
lines a plan to pump $1.5 bil-
lion into schools next year,
raising state per-pupil fund-
ing by nearly $700. Chicago
would gain $300 million
under the plan, which wins
swift endorsement from Sen-
ate President Emil Jones. Fol-
lowing Jones’ endorsement, a
competing proposal that
would raise income taxes
and provide property tax
relief is in limbo. Advocates
of funding reform have long
called for such a “tax swap,”
to ease the burden on prop-
erty-poor districts.

March 12: High schools
In contrast to the big jump
in elementary test scores,
scores at CPS high schools
remain flat, with only 31.5
percent of students meeting
state standards in 2006,
compared to 31.7 percent in
2005. Scores declined slight-
ly statewide as well. CEO
Arne Duncan says the dis-
trict’s latest high school
reforms are just taking
shape and will take time to
show results. In elementary
schools, changes to the test
likely played a role in the
increase in scores, but the
city’s gains still outpaced
those of the rest of the state.  
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that the gangs would have supplied had they
not been able to do it themselves. They also
were more likely to put their boys into formal
child care and school programs. That made a
difference, according to the teachers.

What did you find once the program ended?

Two years afterward the differences in
behavior and achievement were somewhat
less, but they were still highly significant.

You say the program did not have the
same effect on teenagers.

Right. We found that teenagers, especially
girls, were taking on responsibilities for caring
for their younger siblings and this sometimes
interfered with their own school work.

Are there more recent findings?

We’re starting to get some results from the
[five-year] follow up. The kids who were in ele-
mentary school are now in their adolescent
years and we’re finding that the positive effects
have continued. We were expecting there
wouldn’t be any differences, but it’s as though
the benefits that these kids received when they
were younger have insulated them from some
of the problems that they might have experi-
enced in adolescence. It is really remarkable.
That’s why I wrote the book, to bring this pro-
gram to the attention of policy makers.

What do your findings say about policy?

You can’t have education people thinking
only of education and economic people just
thinking of economics. You need different
avenues to boost student achievement. And
school policies that are somewhat flexible
would be helpful. I remember one case where
the mom had to go to work at 3 a.m. and her
daughter had to take a younger sibling to
school, so every day she was late and went to
detention. There was no accommodation.

KURT MITCHELL

FOOTNOTE

JASON REBLANDO

MATH CLASS
When state Rep. Monique Davis of Chicago introduced legislation that would ban virtual schools across Illi-

nois, she singled out Chicago Virtual Charter School and claimed it spends nearly $20,000 per pupil.

However, that figure is wildly inflated. The school enrolls 242 students and has a budget of

$1,586,652 this year, putting per-pupil spending at $6,556, according to CPS financial data for

2006-07. Including $1,153,401 in start-up funds, per-pupil spending would reach $11,323.

ASK CATALYST

We are considering purchasing a home in Chicago based on the
attendance boundaries of specific schools. How often does CPS
redraw its attendance boundaries?

Anonymous parent 

CPS redraws attendance boundaries to reduce overcrowding for an average of 25
schools a year, according to James Dispensa, CPS director of demographics and planning.
These schools are usually on the Northwest and Southwest sides. 

To avoid purchasing inside an overcrowded attendance area, call your school of
choice to check that it is not on controlled enrollment or a multi-track, year-round
schedule, both used to relieve overcrowding. The principal should have some idea
whether enrollment is rising rapidly enough to cause overcrowding in the near future.
Parents can also contact the demographics department at Demographics1@cps.k12.il.us

CPS also reconfigures attendance boundaries when schools close or open. One
school, LeMoyne Elementary in Lakeview, is slated to close at the end of the year but
has not been enrolling new students for several years.

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 Sarah Karp

‘A ndrea,” a 10-
year-old girl
with a round
face, covers
her right eye
with her hand

as if she is hiding. Her cheeks
become flushed. She says the
other children tease her, say-
ing, “Your mama this or your
mama that.” 

“Some of them know and
some of them don’t,” she says
of the fact that her mother’s in
prison. But even if they don’t
know, Andrea says, when they
mention her mom, it stings
inside.

At these moments, she
often starts to cry and the
teacher sends her to the hall to
calm down. “I just miss her,”
Andrea says softly. 

Like Andrea, many children
with a parent in prison carry to
school with them shame and
longing. Experts agree that in a
myriad of ways these emo-
tions—and the rise of anger
that sometimes comes with
them—can overshadow a
child’s ability to learn.

As children with parents in
prison enter the forefront of
public attention, courts, pris-
ons and even police depart-
ments are giving these children
more consideration, from how
best to interact with them dur-
ing a parent’s arrest to factoring
in a child’s needs at their par-
ent’s sentencing. Schools have
yet to step up, say advocates,
despite the considerable
amount of time children spend
there and the expectation that
they perform academically. 

Public school officials still
do not know how prevalent this

has become, says Annetta Wil-
son, executive director of
Sankofa Safe Child Initiative, a
child welfare agency in North
Lawndale. The prison popula-
tion exploded in the aftermath
of get-tough drug laws in the
1980s. One researcher esti-
mates that 2 percent of CPS
students had mothers in prison
during the 11 years between
1990 and 2001. Among African-
American children, the esti-
mate rises to 4 percent. And if
jail time were factored in, these
figures would be higher still. 

“People are just beginning
to ask, what needs to happen
next?” Wilson says. 

Families are emotionally
and financially stressed when a
parent goes to prison, Wilson
notes. And if a child hasn’t eat-
en or slept well, or has no
decent clothes, it is difficult for
them to do well in class.

COVER STORY CHILDREN OF THE INCARCERATED
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One suffers silently, another misbehaves, a third struggles to get

back on track. Caregivers for children of prisoners say they’ve

asked schools for help, but have not received any.

Collateral
damage to kids

No one is certain how many
CPS students have an incarcer-
ated parent. But experts say
that helping these children
with their emotional trauma
would lead to better academic
performance. Meanwhile, data
from research and a Catalyst
Chicago survey show that: 

Schools in high-poverty,
high-crime neighborhoods
have more children with
parents in prison. But these
schools are not necessarily
doing more to help them.

School social workers do
not agree that having an
incarcerated parent is a red
flag for future problems.
But they would like to know
of more places to refer kids.

More mentoring programs
would likely help children
with imprisoned parents, say
school social workers. Yet the
few programs that exist have
trouble recruiting mentors
and children who are eligible.
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“If you don’t look at those
kids and figure out how to get
them ready to learn, then
you’ve lost another genera-
tion,” she says.

Child advocates like Ran-
jana Bhargava of Lutheran
Social Services of Illinois say
that at the very least, princi-
pals, teachers and school
social workers in Chicago
Public Schools need to be
more aware of the issue, know
how to be sensitive to chil-
dren’s feelings and have an
arsenal of referrals where chil-
dren can go for counseling
and support. (A California
program that works with chil-
dren whose parents are in
prison found the children
most wanted teachers and
school social workers to be

conscious of their needs.)
They also see a need for
schools to have programs,
such as mentoring and group
therapy, so children can find
friends in similar predica-
ments and role models.

Yet schools have no way to
determine which students are
in this predicament. Families
tend to keep a parent’s impris-
onment hush-hush, children
don’t say anything to teachers,
and the situation itself can be
volatile, as a person can go
into or get out of jail or prison
overnight. 

“Ideally, everyone would
feel comfortable telling the
social worker, and I think most
do,” says Nancy Quintana,
CPS manager of school social
workers. “But every school has

a different climate, and some
worry about the information
getting in the wrong hands so
they stay quiet.”  

Catalyst Chicago inter-
viewed several families dealing
with parental imprisonment
about their experiences at
home and in the school system.
These are three of their stories.

‘Andrea’
REPEATING 3RD GRADE,
SEIZED BY CRYING SPELLS

Andrea is confused about
how long her mom has been
in prison this time. She hadn’t
seen her in a while, so a few
weeks ago, she traveled with
her grandmother for three
hours by car to Lincoln Cor-
rectional Center.

But her grandmother is not
her legal guardian, and Andrea
didn’t have a notarized letter
from her paternal grandfather
who is. The prison would not
let Andrea in. 

“I had to sit in the car,” she
says.  

Later, Randle Booker,
Andrea’s grandfather, fills in his
granddaughter’s fuzzy knowl-
edge about her mother’s time
in prison. She’s been in prison
twice, he says, the most recent
stint being the current two-
year sentence she’s serving for
prostitution. She will likely be
paroled in a few months. 

She’s been in jail more fre-
quently, and, when she’s not
locked up, she’s often absent
from Andrea’s life, he says.
“Her mom went to prison

JOE GALLO

Although “Andrea” was held back in 3rd grade, her granddad doesn’t blame her academic performance on her parents’ imprisonment. Even so, he
worries about her emotional state. A teacher took an interest in her, but one expert says the school needs more counselors.



when she was 5 and never
came back,” Booker says. 

Andrea doesn’t know what
her mother was convicted for
this time, but reveals that
she’s been struggling with
drug addiction. “She gets
high,” Andrea says. “I think
that’s why.”

Andrea prays that once her
mom gets out of prison, she
will move far away from the
West Englewood block where
they currently reside, down
the street from her public ele-
mentary school and amid
round-the-clock drug and
gang activity. Moving away
will make it easier for her
mother to get treatment and
get well enough to take her

and her younger siblings to
live with her, Andrea hopes. 

But there are signs that her
mother is not ready to make
this move. Recently, she wrote
a letter to Andrea’s father say-
ing that when she was
released from prison, she
planned to marry the drug
dealer boyfriend who got her
in trouble.

“I don’t want her to do
that,” says Andrea, sounding
older than her age. “She needs
to be on her own and get her-
self together.” 

On top of Andrea’s frustra-
tion over her mother, her father
recently resurfaced after being
released from prison. He’s also
got problems with drugs, and

has already had run-ins with
Andrea and her 8-year-old sis-
ter and 5-year-old brother—a
common problem ex-offend-
ers have after being absent for
awhile and then trying to re-
assert their authority.

Booker is not sure exactly
how Andrea’s parents’ troubles
with the law have affected her
in school. But she is currently
repeating 3rd grade, a situation
that Andrea and Booker chalk
up to her not doing well on
standardized tests rather than
her mother’s and father’s
imprisonment. “I don’t want to
put something on it that is not
there,” Booker says.

Still, he worries about his
granddaughter’s emotional
state. She doesn’t get into
fights or act out in class, but
she has crying spells and often
seems anxious. She needs
help, but Booker admits he
doesn’t know what would help
her. “Counseling,” he says.
“Maybe mentoring.”

Booker told teachers and
other school staff that Andrea’s
mother was in prison, and
says he counts on them to
help support her. One of
Andrea’s 3rd-grade teachers
reached out, took her and her
siblings out to eat, and then
passed along a home phone
number Andrea could call
when she needed to talk. 

No one else at the school
has paid any particular atten-
tion to Andrea, says Booker,
who was retired until he got
custody of the three children
and has since begun working
two shifts as a security guard
to take care of them. 

The principal at Andrea’s
school declined to be inter-
viewed for this story. 

Youth Guidance, a social
service agency that runs Teen
Reach, an onsite afterschool
program that Andrea attends,
provides some outreach.
Andrea smiles when she talks
about an African dance class
she takes.

But youth development
specialist K.J. Walker says
there’s only so much they can
do. She believes the school
needs more counselors,
maybe one for every grade.
Now, she says, there are far too
many children experiencing
problems who are not getting
enough attention or support
from school staff. 

‘Todd’
FIGHTING IN CLASS,
FEELING LEFT BEHIND

Mary Cantore is a regular
at her grandson’s school. She
says she’s often there to
respond to calls about some-
thing he did wrong. He’s not
violent, Cantore says, but he
does get into fights or pur-
posely disobey the teacher. 

She thinks he is trying to let
people know that he is hurting. 

When “Todd” was barely
two weeks old, Cantore
explains, his father left one
afternoon and was supposed
to return by evening to take
pictures with his newborn
son. Instead, he was arrested
on murder charges. 

Cantore’s son, George, was a
lookout during a drug deal that
went bad. “He was in the car
and saw a flash of light,” she
says. “They said that because
he didn’t go home and call the
police, he was culpable.”

With Todd’s father behind
bars, Todd’s mother, who was
still a teenager at the time,
immediately took off. Officials
called Cantore and asked her
to take in Todd.

At the time, Cantore was a
single mother with five
teenagers at home, working
double shifts to support the
family. A petite woman, Can-
tore says she was an emotion-
al mess as she watched her
oldest son get sentenced to 55
years in prison. “It is my son,
you know. I still love him.” 

She vividly remembers sit-
ting her two daughters and
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“Todd” lost his dad to prison on a murder conviction; his mother is out of
the picture due to drug addiction. His grandmother says the youngster
blames himself for his parents’ leaving.
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three sons down and asking
them if they would help care
for Todd. “They cried and said,
‘This is Georgie’s boy,’” she
recalls. “We had to do it.”

The children took turns
rocking the crying baby at
night, feeding him, playing
with him and waking up at 4
a.m. to get him to daycare
before school. But as the
teenagers grew up, they each
went away to college. And each
time Todd was devastated. 

“Especially when my
daughters left, he grabbed onto
their legs and wouldn’t let go,”
she says. “He turned so red and
was so upset, we had to give
him Tylenol to calm down.”

Eventually, Cantore and
Todd were the only ones left in
the airy second-floor Brighten
Park apartment. In the immac-
ulate apartment, poster-sized
pictures of the girls in
Quinceañera white dresses and
the boys in graduation gowns
adorn Cantore’s walls.

Cantore makes sure Todd,
now 8, has a relationship with
his father. Ever since George
was transferred a year ago from
a downstate prison to Stateville
in Joliet, Cantore has taken
Todd there weekly to visit him.
And the father and son, who
are spitting images of each oth-
er, talk on the phone regularly. 

Todd’s mother, a drug
addict, remains out of the pic-
ture, says Cantore. Recently,
she called about picking up
Todd to take pictures with her
newborn baby. Todd got a
haircut and dressed up. He
waited. But his mother never
showed up. 

“We just went out and
went shopping,” says Cantore,
running her hand through
Todd’s hair. “Didn’t we?”

At school, teachers do not
understand the issues that
Todd is dealing with, Cantore
says.  “I love him to death, but I
am not mom or dad,” she says.
“The way he sees it, everyone
left him and it is his fault.”

Despite being stretched for
cash—Cantore is retired and
gets no government assistance
to raise Todd—she pays for a
therapist for him. The school
never offered any counseling,
and Todd desparately needed
help, Cantore says.

“I don’t even think they
have a counselor,” she says. “I
know they have a disciplinari-
an, but I don’t know about a
counselor.” 

‘Delila’
HEADING BACK TO SCHOOL

Leaving children with par-
ents in prison to fend for
themselves can have grim
consequences. Research has
shown that many of these
children drop out of school,
and some 70 percent of them
eventually follow in their par-
ents’ footsteps and wind up in
prison themselves.

By the time these children
get to high school, they have
disconnected from school and
schools have little connection
to them, says Charles Tabb, a
case manager for Habilitative
Systems Inc., a company con-
tracted by CPS to track down
chronic truants in Lawndale.

He proves his point by not-
ing that schools do not have
correct addresses or names of
guardians for 40 percent of the
truants he is asked to find.

When he eventually figures
out what is going on with the
family, often parental incarcer-
ation is an issue, Tabb says. “To
get this student back, we have
to work miracles,” he says. 

Sometimes, when truants
are found, a parent who was
previously imprisoned has
come back, says Albert Sharp,
program manager of Habilita-
tive Systems. But even when
the incarceration took place
years before—when the
teenagers were still children,
for instance—the family never
recovered.

One young woman,

“Delila,” says that as a kinder-
gartener, she did not know
that her father was in prison.
He was just gone. She was
told that he went to Job Corps
and only years later did she
learn the truth.

For a while after prison,
Delila says her parents tried to
make the family work.

But eventually, in Delila’s
freshman year of high school,
her mom and dad broke up
for good. “My dad started

hanging out on the street all
night,” she says. “My mom
didn’t want him back.” 

With her parent’s attention
elsewhere, Delila says she
started hanging out instead of
going to school. She’d get into
fights and into relationships
with the wrong people.

Now, at 17, she has minimal
high school credits, has spent
time in the juvenile detention
center and has a two-month-

Moms in prison, kids left behind
Illinois prison populations have more than doubled over the past 20

years, yet school officials have no idea how many students are affected,
and advocates disagree about whether they should be identified.

There’s no official count, yet one expert notes that some 2 percent
of children in Chicago’s public schools had a mom in prison.

Rosa Cho, an assistant professor at Brown University who has a
database that links mothers in prison with school records, provided
Catalyst Chicago with exclusive school-by-school data on children
whose mothers were in prison between 1991 and 2002. A Catalyst
analysis found that schools most likely to enroll children with incarcer-
ated parents are those grappling with concentrated poverty and high
crime rates. (Go to www.catalyst-chicago.org for a map.)

Between 1992 and 2005, the number of female inmates in Illinois
prisons skyrocketed almost 100 percent to nearly 3,000, and the num-
ber of women admitted to Cook County Jail over the course of a year
jumped nearly 50 percent to more than 14,000. National studies have
shown that about two-thirds of women in state prisons are mothers—60
percent of whom were living with their children before incarceration.

Jo Anne Roberts, principal of Paderewski Elementary in South
Lawndale, believes she knows which children at her school have par-
ents in prison. “Students tell me,” she says. “I had one little boy wrap
his arms around my waist and say, ‘Mrs. Roberts, this weekend my
mommy went to jail.’”

But other principals say they don’t know which of their students is
dealing with this issue, but they would like to. Schools are the last to know,
says Principal Gwendolyn E. McClinton of Price Elementary in Kenwood.

Principal Michelle Smith of Marconi Community Academy in West
Garfield says she usually finds out by happenstance. A caregiver, like a
grandmother, will drop in and say, “The student is with me.”  Or Smith
will try to contact a mother and the child will say, “My mom’s in jail.”

Smith would like to have a formal process for getting the informa-
tion, yet concedes schools may not be the best institution to address
these children’s needs. “The district has minimal resources. I am afraid
that if we try to do too much, we become minimally effective,” she says.

In California, advocates for children of prisoners are developing a
protocol that instructs police or child protective services to notify
schools when parents are placed under arrest.

But some worry that information may go to the wrong person. The
biggest dangers are a teacher or school social worker will stereotype the
child or will say negative things about the mother, says Gail T. Smith,
executive director of Chicago Legal Advocacy for Incarcerated Mothers.

“Sometimes it can be more damaging than helpful,” Smith says. “I
have talked to families who say it is the worst thing that they did.”

Sarah Karp

Continued on page 11
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By Sarah Karp

CPS social workers do not know how
many of their students have parents
in prison, nor do they know exactly
what to do for these children.

A Catalyst Chicago survey of 358 school
social workers drew responses from 43 of
them who represent 63 of the district’s
600-plus schools. The lion’s share of those
who responded work in schools in South
and West side communities that have a
higher than average share of children with
an incarcerated parent. 

Key findings of the survey are:  

Half  of school social workers estimate
that at least 10 percent of their students
have one or more parents in prison.
Five of them say as many as a third or
half of students have a parent in prison.
Eight others say they have “no idea.”

Though school social workers usually
find out about a parent’s imprison-
ment from a grandmother or other
caregiver, some 16 percent say they
learn about it only after a student
exhibits negative behavior.

Few social workers have had any
specific training in how to approach
issues being confronted by prisoners’
children, and few know about services
that cater to them. Some social
workers note that their training in how
to deal with grief and loss is useful in
working with these students. 

CPS social workers would like to refer
children with parents in prison to
mentoring programs and
organizations that facilitate contact
between them and their moms and
dads, but few know where to go or
whether these services exist. 

School social workers differ in their
approaches to working with children
whose parents are incarcerated. Focus
on the child’s social and emotional

needs was the response given by 35
percent of social workers; another 28
percent say they do nothing at all. One
social worker from Boone Elementary
in West Rogers Park says there’s no
reason to give these children special
attention because “many times the
person in prison is just a sperm donor.” 

What school staff know about the feel-
ings and needs of children whose parents
are incarcerated is critically important to
these students’ general development,
says Twin Green, who chairs the services
and providers committee of a statewide
taskforce for children of prisoners. 

“Children spend the majority of their
days in schools,” says Green, who directs
a social service organization in south
suburban Markham. “If schools are
closed to what these children face, then
they miss opportunities to help them and
to educate them.” 

Nancy Quintana, who oversees CPS
social workers, agrees that school staff
need to be responsive to these children.
Sometimes, a little support can go a long
way, she says. Quintana recalls one time,
when she was a social worker in an ele-
mentary school, she helped a student write
a letter to his father in prison. After getting
all his feelings out, the student didn’t feel
the need to mail it, Quintana says.

“He balled it up and threw it in the
trash,” she says. “But he got what he
needed to say out and that was what was
important.”

Quintana says the district is shifting
resources around so that social workers
will have more time to engage with stu-
dents on this level. Last year, social work-
ers’ schedules were adjusted so that they
would spend more time in schools with
the highest poverty rates and proportions
of children in foster care. Previously, social
workers’ time was determined solely by
the size of a school’s population and the
number of special education students.

Since incarceration is linked to pover-
ty, this change should make social work-
ers more available to children with par-
ents in prison. “Poverty affects children in
so many ways,” she says. 

In a perfect world, Quintana would

Knowledge, training lacking
Without insight into the challenges faced by children of prisoners,

schools and social workers ‘miss opportunities to educate them’

And the answer is...
Catalyst Chicago surveyed 358 CPS social
workers to determine how much they knew
about and interacted with children whose
mothers or fathers are in prison. Forty-three
responded, representing 63 of the district’s
600 schools. Most of those who responded—
some 70 percent—work in schools on the
city’s South or West sides.

How many CPS students have parents
in prison?

12% estimate at least one in three 

37% say about 10 percent

19% say they have no idea

Is a parent’s imprisonment a red flag
for behavior or academic problems?

49% say yes

37% say no

How do students feel about their
parent’s imprisonment?

67% say children are embarrassed 

Top 3 services these students need: 

72% say mentoring

67% say therapy

say help with visiting or maintaining 
contact with imprisoned parents 

Do you know where to find services to
help these students? 

35% say yes

21% knew these supports by name

To see the full survey results, go to 
www.catalyst-chicago.org

Source: Catalyst Chicago survey of CPS social workers

49%
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old baby. Sitting in a wood
chair in an otherwise empty
apartment on a mid-winter
morning, she says she wants to
go back to school.

“I am tired of being in the
house,” she says.

Sharp suspects the first
break in Delila’s family hap-
pened when her father went
to prison, leaving her mother
to carry the weight alone.
Delila’s rage might stem from
feeling abandoned when she
was a young child, he asserts. 

“No one looks deeper at

where problems start,” Sharp
says. “When did the stress in
the family start? Did the fam-
ily ever heal? Until we do
that, this is what we are going
to get. And it is going to be
hard for [Delila.]”

Delila, listening to Sharp,
rocks her small baby and

looks out the window at the
dreary day.

For information about the
families connection program at
Lutheran Social Services, call
Pat Davis at (312) 567-9224.

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

assign at least one social worker to every
school. At an average cost of $50,000 per
social worker, it would cost the district as
much as $15 million to do this.

‘INEVITABLE SLUMP IN GRADES’
While the district does not officially

track how many students have a parent in
prison, it used to be easier for school social
workers to find out who was dealing with
this situation. Quintana recalls that during
her days as a social worker in the 1990s, she
could use the school computer to search
the Illinois Department of Corrections
inmate database, which is public record. 

School officials today, however, can no
longer access this resource on site
because the Web site is blocked, a by-
product of the district’s installation of
blocking software meant to protect chil-
dren from Web sites that include adult-
oriented words or content.

Louis Ingratta who does social work at
Hammond Elementary and ACT Charter
High School, both on the West Side, says
courts or prisons should notify schools
when a parent is arrested or when incar-
ceration begins.

“Then we can at least try to stave off
the acting out and the inevitable slump in
grades,” he says. “We also can try to get
the caregiver help before everything
starts going haywire.” 

Some social workers note instances
where children respond differently to a
parent’s incarceration. Rather than act
out, some children become very quiet
and withdrawn, says social worker
Danielle J. Faulkner, who works at Lath-
rop Elementary in North Lawndale and
Westinghouse in Humboldt Park. 

“[This is a] kid who knows all of the
family secrets when they come to school,
a kid who on some days would not be as
motivated” or could be depressed,
Faulkner says.

And instead of doing poorly in school, a
few of these students buck the odds. A

social worker in Bridgeport noted that one
of her students who was in this situation
graduated and was admitted into a selec-
tive program at Lincoln Park High School.

Still, most social workers caution that
children whose parents are in prison “are
automatically at-risk.” A school social
worker (who requested that she not be
named) in Fuller Park schools estimates
that some 40 percent of students there
have a parent in prison.

“You know the saying that the apple
doesn’t fall too far from the tree,” she says.
One of her 8th-grade students is follow-
ing the same path as her mother, a known
drug addict and prostitute who has done
stints in jail. “It’s that bad,” she says.

LONGING FOR SOMEONE TO TALK TO
School social workers say they often

take the time to find out where these stu-
dents are living and whether they are in
touch with their imprisoned parent. “I find
that they are longing for someone to talk
about it with,” says social worker Vicki
Ramos of Spry Elementary in South Lawn-
dale. “Their families don’t have cars.
Sometimes they don’t even have phones.”

Keeping children in contact with par-
ents who are locked up is important, and
school staff should steer clear of making
judgments about what parents have done,
says Helen Gualtieri, who works at Gary
Elementary and Big Picture High School.
Most of those in prison are there for non-
violent, drug-related reasons, she says.

“The parent has made bad choices,”
Gualtieri says. “And people tend to take a
moralistic view about [parent’s] behavior.
But most parents have something that
they could share with the child. They
might have positive qualities.” 

Students who need more attention
than a social worker can give will be
referred to an outside agency, Quintana
says. While Chicago has sufficient
resources for social workers to tap into, a
few targeted programs for children with

parents in prison no longer exist, she adds. 
Beyond support programs, institu-

tions, such as courts or prisons, can do
more to make sure prisoner’s children
don’t suffer along with their parents, sug-
gests Jennifer Aviles, a social worker at
Telpochcalli Elementary in South Lawn-
dale. Her idea:  Providing families with a
case manager who would run interference
for these children, who are sometimes
sent to stay with a neighbor and then show
up the next day at school totally distracted. 

“Someone needs to be answering,
‘What happens with the children?’” she
says. “There needs to be some sort of fol-
low-up to manage the situation.”

Responding to these issues is a balanc-
ing act, particularly in cases where children
may feel it’s cool to have a parent in prison,
say some social workers. Nine social work-
ers who responded to Catalyst’s survey
report that children are not embarrassed
by their parent’s incarceration.

Nicole Ross, who works at Bradwell Ele-
mentary in South Shore, says she started a
support group for these kids. But when it
became a bragging session, she stopped. 

“They wanted to talk about everyone
who got shot and everyone who got
stabbed,” she says. 

Kristen Berg, one of three social work-
ers at Marquette, a hulking elementary
school on the Southwest Side bulging
with 1,800 students, says students there
wear a family member’s prison stint as a
badge of honor. 

“They don’t have a problem telling,”
she says. “It is not that uncommon.
Maybe in a school up North there would
be more of a problem.”

And while she says she these children
have problems—they are angry, feel aban-
doned and distrust authority—she’s incred-
ulous when asked what she does for them. 

“What would you have us do?”she asks.

Interns Marisol Mastrangelo and
Rebecca Harris contributed to this report.

KIDS continued from page 9



By Sarah Karp

Betty Allen-Green, an elementary
school principal in a rough West
Side neighborhood, says she had
never thought about whether

some pupils at Herzl may have had a par-
ent in prison. Then, one day two years
ago, she joined members of her church
on a ministry inside Cook County Jail.

“The first person I saw was the moth-
er of one of my students,” Allen-Green
recalls. The next day at Herzl, Allen-
Green pulled the student aside and men-
tioned that she had seen his mother. She
also told him that his mother said she
loved and missed him.

The conversation spurred a special
relationship between Allen-Green and
the young man, then in 7th grade. He
began to confide in Allen-Green, who in
turn, helped him stay connected to his
mom by exchanging letters and keeping
her up to date on what was going on with
her son in school. He has since graduat-
ed and is now in high school. He still vis-
its Allen-Green at Herzl to let her know
how he’s doing.

Allen-Green took note that the little bit
of extra attention went a long way toward
improving the student’s outlook. The rela-
tionship also changed Allen-Green. 

Set to retire in June, Allen-Green is now
laying the groundwork for an organiza-
tion that would provide mentors to chil-
dren in North Lawndale whose parents
are in prison. As many as 57 percent of
North Lawndale’s adult population has
had some involvement with the criminal
justice system, either by being arrested,
incarcerated or being put on probation,
according to a 2002 study by the now-
defunct Center for Impact Research

Two existing community organiza-
tions won federal funds to start mentor-
ing programs for prisoners’ children, but
neither is on the West Side.  

“I plan to devote my life to this,” Allen-
Green says. “I see the effects that having a
parent in prison has on the lives of chil-
dren. I want to be able to eliminate some
of the barriers.” 

She has personally witnessed children
whose parents are incarcerated experi-

ence falling grades, trouble concentrat-
ing, behavioral problems and sometimes
difficulty forming positive relationships
with adults.

MODEL IN PHILADEPHIA
Allen-Green’s program will be mod-

eled after Amachi, a faith-based initiative
in Philadephia that has gained national
recognition and kudos from President
George W. Bush.  

Founded in 2000, Amachi works with
churches to find mentors for children
whose parents are in prison. Churches
are full-fledged partners. Pastors recruit
mentors by reaching out to them from
the pulpit and keeping tabs on how
many mentors are active. Currently,
some 100 congregations work with
Amachi in Philadelphia and serve about
700 children. 

In November, Allen-Green completed
an Amachi training institute and has
already begun talking to potential funders

and to churches. Chase Bank and the
Steans Family Foundation will provide
office space, as well as cash. The pastor of
Greater Galilee Missionary Baptist
Church in North Lawndale has already
signed his church on as a partner. 

Allen-Green has also approached
North Lawndale Learning Community, a
group of 13 principals who meet regular-
ly to talk about how to address issues that
affect their schools. Principals in the
group told Allen-Green they would like to
get extra help at their schools for children
whose parents are in prison, and prom-
ised to connect her to them. 

Allen-Green sees her post-retirement
plan as a mission. Someone from Amachi
told her about a grandfather, father and
son who were all behind bars. The son
explained that, somewhere out there, he
had a 2-year-old son. 

“If nothing changes, there will be four
generations behind bars,” Allen-Green
says. “That is what worries me.”
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Retiring principal on new mission
“I see the effects that

having a parent in

prison has on the lives

of children. I want to

be able to eliminate

some of the barriers.”

Betty Allen-Green
Principal, Herzl Elementary

During a visit to Cook County
Jail, Betty Allen-Green, principal
of Herzl Elementary, met the
mother of one of her students.
She helped the boy and his mom
stay connected and plans to
develop a mentoring program
for children with incarcerated
parents after she retires in June.

JOE GALLO
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By Sarah Karp

O
n an afternoon in late January,
“Maxine” sits at a table at a
neighborhood youth center
with a thick roll of clear tape,

methodically cutting pieces and trying to
piece back together a book that she got
from school, “Arthur Accused,” that is
falling apart.

Ever so often she glances out the win-
dow and taps her foot. She’s waiting for
her mentor, Ewa, to arrive. 

“Sometimes, when she says she can’t
come and get me, I am mad for hours,”
Maxine says. 

Like most mentors, Ewa takes Max-
ine out to movies, helps with homework
or simply hangs out. But the program
that brought them together is not typi-
cal: All the children have a mom or dad
who is in prison. 

Mentoring Children of Prisoners is a
federally funded initiative that has two
sites in Chicago, both on the city’s South
Side. Since 2003, the federal government
has awarded about $158 million to non-
profit organizations to run these mentor-
ing programs. 

A study conducted by Public/Private
Ventures, a national group that evalu-
ates social policies and programs, found
that when they have mentors, children
with incarcerated parents do better in
school and are less likely to use drugs or
get violent. 

Some advocates, however, worry that
volunteer mentors may be inconsistent or,
worse, may drop out after a short run.
“They can do more harm than good,” says
Gail T. Smith, executive director of Chicago
Legal Advocacy for Incarcerated Mothers.  

Also, others wonder whether isolated
mentoring efforts provide enough support
to children of prisoners, who often need
professionals to help them deal with the
trauma of being away from their parent for
an extended period of time, says Twin

Green, who runs a social service agency in
Markham and chairs the program com-
mittee of the Illinois Taskforce for Children
of Prisoners, Children of Promise. 

Some of the advocates’ skepticism
stems from the unlikely support of Presi-
dent George W. Bush who, in state-of-
the-union addresses, called on the nation
to help 1.5 million children with parents
in prison. They blame get-tough sentenc-
ing laws—something Bush strongly sup-
ports—for unnecessarily separating chil-
dren from their parents by locking up
thousands of non-violent drug offenders. 

“Wouldn’t money earmarked for men-
toring be better spent on drug rehab so
parents can stay with their children?”
they ask. 

‘OUR CHILDREN COULD BENEFIT’
In a Catalyst Chicago survey, school

social workers cited mentoring most
often as the service needed for children
with incarcerated parents. Yet only one
social worker knew about the federally
funded program.  

Passages Alternative Living Programs
routinely visits schools and churches to
recruit children and mentors for their
program. So far, they only have about 70
matches toward meeting a goal of serving
250 children. 

When Paderewski Elementary Princi-
pal Jo Anne Roberts heard about Pas-
sages’ mentoring program, she immedi-
ately told teachers at a staff meeting. A
positive adult role model can help stu-
dents with parents in prison see other
options, she recalls telling them. 

“They take children outside of their
environment and encourage them to do
well in school,” she says. “Our children
could really benefit from that.” Paderewski
is in South Lawndale, a high-crime, high-
poverty neighborhood on the West Side.

Passages has had a tough time finding
children because schools and churches
don’t automatically know which students

have parents in prison, and families often
want to keep it that way, says Olivia Grady,
who oversees the mentoring effort. Even
referrals from inmates at Dwight Correc-
tional Center, a women’s prison in down-
state Illinois, don’t always work out.  

“Sometimes there’s a conflict between
the prisoner and the caregiver,” Grady
says. “There’s also a stigma and they don’t
want their name out.”

At Chicago Youth Centers’ Elliott Don-
nelley Youth Center, where Maxine and
Ewa meet, there is a waiting list of chil-
dren who want to be paired with a men-
tor. The need is especially great for male
mentors, says Cheryl Howard, who runs
the mentoring program.

Most volunteer mentors are women,
but Howard prefers not to match them
with boys. “They are in search of men to
be role models,” she says. “They usually
have enough women in their lives.”

Last summer, Howard persuaded
William Glover to get involved. A suburban
father, Glover’s day job is working with
young men who are awaiting trial or sen-
tencing at the Juvenile Detention Center.

Glover says he signed up so he could
help boys before they have a record. His
mentee, a 15-year-old named “Seth”
whose father is in prison, is showing signs
that he could be headed in the wrong
direction, pinning all of his hopes for the
future on becoming a basketball star. “He
has the Michael Jordan syndrome,”
Glover says.

Seth lives in the Harold Ickes housing
project. Glover says when he goes to pick
him up, he sees Seth taking in what’s
going on. “I don’t know what goes on
inside, but outside it is like a dead zone—
drug dealers lingering, crack heads walk-
ing around,” he says.

Every Sunday over breakfast at
McDonalds, Glover tells Seth that, even if
he does go to the NBA, he could still use a
college education. Glover also shows up
at Seth’s school and checks in with teach-
ers. “That is the one time Seth is not glad
to see me,” Glover says. 

Seth is doing OK in school, notes
Glover, but he is bright and could do much
better. (Seth’s mother, who is single and

Wanted: mentors and children
Adults can help children with parents in prison do better in school,

but some advocates worry that mentoring may fall short

Continued on page 15
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By Curtis Lawrence

More often than not, the first
time social worker Rae Anne
Alvarez learns that one of her
elementary school students is

weighted down with troubles at home is
when the child is acting out at school. A
classmate is hit or a teacher’s lesson is
sabotaged when the classroom is con-
stantly disrupted. 

Earlier this year, for instance, a 2nd-
grader at Von Humboldt Elementary in
West Town was making loud noises and
slamming his books on the classroom
floor. Later, Alvarez learned that the
youngster had good reason for his anger.
His father was doing time in prison.

Now, Alvarez won’t have to wait until
children act out to learn what’s hurting
them. This school year, Von Humboldt
joined more than 1,400 schools, faith
communities and social service agencies
in Illinois that use Rainbows, a curricu-
lum designed to help grieving children. 

“As a social worker, I often don’t learn
about these kids until they’ve done some-
thing,” Alvarez says. “With Rainbows, if you
start at the beginning of the year, you can
do some concentrated intervention.”

In Chicago, Rainbows lists 14 CPS
schools among those using its curricu-
lum and says those sites serve approxi-
mately 350 children. It has expanded
throughout the United States and to oth-
er countries such as Australia, Canada,
England, Hong Kong and Japan. 

The grief children experience might
result from the trauma of having a parent
in prison, as was the case with Alvarez’s
2nd-grader, or from the death of a parent,
a divorce, or as is more and more com-
mon, witnessing a shooting or murder.
Recently, Rainbows was used in the Gulf
Coast region to help children cope in the
aftermath of Hurricane Katrina.   

“We believe that [grieving] obviously
affects their ability to concentrate on aca-
demic learning,” says Alvarez, who has
been a social worker at Von Humboldt for

six years. “If their mind is preoccupied
with emotional trauma of some sort, it’s
going to be next to impossible to achieve
academic success in the classroom.”

However, Nicole Ross of Bradwell Ele-
mentary in South Shore says she no
longer uses the program. “Rainbows did-
n’t really fit my needs here,” says Ross,
noting that the exercises did not resonate
with children there. “I’m in a hard place.” 

Children volunteer for Rainbows, but
must get consent from a parent or
guardian to participate. Sessions are led
by a social worker and volunteer teach-
ers and are held several times a week,
mostly after school hours when teachers
are officially off the clock. Teachers work
with the children in small groups on
activities like journal writing and arts
and crafts projects. Recently, at Von
Humboldt, students cut out pictures
from magazines that best described
themselves and their surroundings and
created a “mobile of me.” 

The key to Rainbows exercises is get-
ting children to unlock bottled-up emo-

tions, like the “uncertainty of not know-
ing when a parent is coming back or the
shame associated with parents commit-
ting a crime,” Alvarez says. Family incar-
ceration is “the elephant in the room”
that nobody mentions, she adds. “Every-
body can see it, but it’s a taboo subject.”

BORN OUT OF FOUNDER’S OWN EXPERIENCE
The seeds for Rainbows were planted

in 1976 when founder Suzy Yehl Marta
was going through a divorce. She was
concerned about the effect the break-up
was having on her three young boys. 

“When I was going through my
divorce, everyone said to me, ‘Kids are
resilient, they’ll bounce back,’” Marta
says. Later, she realized that “my divorce
was the death of a marriage and the
death of a nuclear family.”

After arranging retreats for other fam-
ilies experiencing death and divorce,
Marta formalized the program and in
1983 opened Rainbows in three schools
in the Chicago area. Rainbows, which ini-
tially focused on children dealing with

Counseling for ‘taboo subject’
Designed for grieving children, Rainbows curriculum also helps kids handle family imprisonment

JASON REBLANDO

Rae Ann Alvarez, a social worker at Von Humboldt School in Humboldt Park, ran a structured
group therapy session for children who have experienced loss—including parental imprisonment.



death and divorce, quickly spread.
About two years ago, Marta became

interested in working with children
whose parents were incarcerated after
meeting with advocates who worked
with former inmates trying to reenter
society in Detroit.

She soon realized that there was anoth-
er population of children grieving for
absent parents: those whose parents are in
prison. “In the center of this scenario [are]
angry, hurting, scared—almost home-
less—children,” Marta says. “They’re all
grieving, and to my knowledge no one is
addressing that in a systematic way.” 

Last year, Rainbows received a $7,500
grant to tailor its curriculum for three ele-
mentary and middle schools in south
suburban Harvey to work specifically with
children whose parents are incarcerated. 

“A lot of our kids have parents or rela-
tives who are incarcerated,” says Helen
Randall, the community education man-
ager for Harvey District 152. Two other
elementary schools in Harvey, Whittier
and Sandburg, also recently began using
the program. 

‘YOU HAVE TO UNDERSTAND THE KIDS’
Von Humboldt Principal Christ Kala-

matas learned about Rainbows a year ago
when former CPS Chief Instructional Offi-
cer Domingo Trujillo asked if his students
needed it. Trujillo referred Kalamatas to
Marta, who subsequently visited the
school and helped them get a grant from
Northern Trust Bank to cover the costs. 

The first-year tab for Rainbows, which
includes training and instructional
materials, is $5,500. A minimal fee is
charged for subsequent years.

Rainbows is available to all students at
Von Humboldt. Most of the 17 students
participating this year are there because a
loved one has died or a parent has been
incarcerated, Alvarez says.

Virtually all of Von Humboldt’s students
are poor, just over half are Hispanic and
about 42 percent are African-American. 

“To be a successful teacher today, you
have to understand the kids and what
they’re dealing with,” Kalamatas says. 

With so many demands on teachers

and so little time outside of class (even
recess has been eliminated at Von Hum-
boldt), there are limited opportunities for
teachers to tap into what children are
experiencing at home, he adds.

For more information about Rainbows and
group therapy programs for loss, contact
Jessica Stanczak at (847) 952-1770.

Curtis Lawrence is a Catalyst contributing editor.
E-mail him at  editor@catalyst-chicago.org.
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It’s the last day of Rainbows program at Von
Humboldt Elementary this year and a dozen or
so children are sitting in a circle in the school
social worker’s office. Two of the youngest are
1st-grade boys—one slight with a mop of gold-
en brown hair; the other stocky with a buzz cut.

As others in the group talk, the boys look
around. One of the older girls—maybe an 8th-
grader—mentions that her father died and that
the Rainbows group has helped her deal with the
pain. Another girl, who appears to be 10, says
sometimes she comes to school hurting inside,
but after going to Rainbows she feels better.

Others in the group have parents who are
divorced or in prison. They have spent the past
few months meeting weekly and talking about
a loss. As a culminating exercise today, they dis-
cuss what the program has meant to them.

This is the first time that Von Humboldt
has had a Rainbows program. To celebrate the
inaugural effort, Rae Anne Alvarez, the social
worker who coordinated the group, passes out
journals and bookmarks as parting gifts.

Bilingual teacher Lucy Principato, who
Alvarez recruited to facilitate a breakout group,
is sitting next to the little boys. She leans over
and tells them that they can write in their jour-

nals whenever they get mad or sad. “Isn’t it
nice?” she says.

Getting the boys to speak up was difficult ini-
tially, Principato says. Not just because they are
boys, but also because they are so young that
they don’t always know how to put words to their
feelings. But through games and other group
activities, the boys opened up. Playing “emotion
basketball,” for instance, required that they shout
out a specific emotion before shooting a basket.
Principato would tell them, “Say something good
about yourself.” And someone would respond, “I
am a good reader,” and then toss a ball.

“I told them that nothing that they could say
would shock me, but they did shock me,” Princi-
pato says. One of the little boys confided in Prin-
cipato that he felt lonely and like he wasn’t loved.
“He actually said he feels like he lives in a bub-
ble,” she recalls.

Now, Principato says she has a lasting bond
with these two boys, whom she has encouraged
to come back and talk to her often. Without
Rainbows, these boys would probably never talk
to anyone about their feelings, she says.

And to Principato, they would have just
been two faces passing in the hallway.

Sarah Karp

Program helps to draw kids out

works to support her four children, rarely
has time to go to the school, Glover adds.)   

LENDING A HAND TO CAREGIVERS
It’s common for caregivers to be

stressed out, says Howard, who created a
brochure to help those who are strug-
gling financially. “Moms and grandmas
are just trying to get through the day-to-
day living,” Howard explains.

Mentors can take some of the pressure
off. And “it is nice for a man to be there,
especially because Seth’s mother is so
young herself,” Glover says.

Seth has mentioned his father only
once, Glover recalls. More often, he talks
about an uncle he admired who was killed
in a car accident.

Even girls whose mothers are at home
while their fathers are in prison can use
positive role models. Maxine readily
asserts that she plans to follow Ewa’s foot-
steps and become a lawyer. 

Maxine, who has a round face and
wears her hair in thin braids, gives a
“thumbs up” when asked how she’s doing
in school, but reveals that her mom doesn’t
usually have time to help with homework.
She is repeating 3rd grade.

Her father is in a medium-security

prison in Danville, more than two hours
away. Maxine says she has talked to him
and visited in the past, but hasn’t had
contact with him in months because her
family has no phone or car. 

At the moment though, she seems less
disturbed by this than she is by whether
the street lights have come on—signaling
the nearing of 5:30 p.m. 

Right on time, Ewa walks in. 

For information about mentoring at
Passages Alternative Living Program, call
Olivia Grady at (312) 225-3800.

For Chicago Youth Centers, call Cheryl
Howard at (773) 268-3815.

MENTOR continued from page 13
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The struggles and lessons of New Orleans

Leslie Jacobs
Leslie Jacobs is a member of the
Louisiana Board of Elementary and
Secondary Education. An insurance
executive and native of New Orleans,
she has been engaged in education
reform for more than 20 years. She
began as a business partner with an
elementary school and then served
on the Orleans Parish School Board.

HOW BAD WAS IT?

The valedictorian of one of the
local high schools the spring before
Katrina hit could not pass the state’s
exit exam in math after six attempts.
She took the ACT thinking that she
would be a good college prospect.
She got an 11, which is like random.
And when this whole thing hit, there
was absolutely no outrage.  That is
how abandoned in many ways the
public schools in New Orleans were.

THE NEW SYSTEM
If you look at mayoral or state

takeover of failing urban school dis-
tricts, if you look at Chicago, New
York, Philadelphia or St. Louis, you
will see improvement not transfor-
mational change.  It is change
around the edges. We’re trying to do
transformational change.  

Number one is that we have built
the most market-driven system in the
United States.  Every single school is a
school of choice.  No child has an
attendance zone.  Every school must
provide transportation to the child if
the child lives more than one mile
away.  Every school is in the state
school accountability system. There
is competition for employees.
Schools set their own salary and ben-
efits structures, work schedules,
hours of operation.  Service providers
are competing for business, and this
is pretty important in a devastated
landscape like New Orleans.  

Probably the most important
thing is that the money follows the
student. When I was on the [New
Orleans] school board, it was an
absolute culture shock how much of
the student dollar is eaten up by cen-
tral office.  Now, 98 percent of the
dollar follows the student to whatev-
er school that student goes to. There
are smaller class sizes. There are
higher salaries—there is a labor
shortage. You have more on-site
administration.

NO UNION PROTECTIONS 
We are now an employer at will.

All charters are.  They never were
subject to collective bargaining or the
tenure law, and the collective bar-

gaining agreement is gone because
the state’s Recovery School District
was not a party to the New Orleans
collective bargaining agreement.

CHARTER ADVANTAGES  
We’ve lost respect for any and all

governmental institutions because
they all keep failing us. The recovery
is really on the backs of individuals,
and I liken charters to the individu-
als.  So, you can’t get hot lunches?
Charters will figure out how to have
pizza Fridays, whereas the 25 schools
operated by the school district just
can’t respond that quickly.  

The real advantage the charters
have is that they’re able to cap enroll-
ment.  They enrolled their 400 stu-
dents, they hired their teachers, and
they got on their merry way.  For the
schools operated by the Recovery
School District, the kids kept coming
back, and the schools had to take
them. We purposely opened schools
throughout the city and began them
with small student counts, so as peo-

O
n March 20, Leslie Jacobs and Shenita Johnson Garrard
described how New Orleans is striving to convert a failed,
corrupt school system into a decentralized system of schools.
With some 60 percent of its public school students enrolled in

charter schools, New Orleans has the most school autonomy and
competition of any district in the country. Jacobs and Garrard spoke
as part of the 2007 Chicago Schools Policy Luncheon Series, “Making
School Autonomy Work for Children.” To hear their presentations, go
to www.catalyst-chicago.org and click on “On the Air.”

Leslie Jacobs, Louisiana Board of
Elementary and Secondary Education
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ple return they have a neighborhood
school. But the effect was that no
school could get its rhythm.  

And there’s some pushback
because people like neighborhood
schools, and right now no school can
give a preference based upon locale.
We’re going to have to figure out how
to blend it.

THE CHALLENGES 
I could spend hours on this.  We

are starting from scratch in a devas-
tated area.  We’re creating a new
national model that has absolutely
no blueprint, and we’re doing so with
just some unbelievable challenges.
One is the students.  Many did not
attend school [after Katrina].  The
emotional trauma these students
have gone through is tremendous,
and there’s like three child psychia-
trists left in New Orleans.  

We need to come up with coordi-
nated registration so that there’s one
place a parent can go and get infor-
mation on all schools.  You can’t have
real choice unless you have informed
choice. A group of us have been
working with the Urban League to
create one-stop shopping for parents
and non-profits as well.  So if you
want to volunteer to tutor, if you
want to give money as a business
partner, there’s one place to call.  

Capacity.  More kids came back
than we planned.  We need more
schools.  We need more charter
schools because charters are in big
demand.  

We have a divided public.  The
union was not supportive of this at
all, nor were many of the legislators
from New Orleans.  

Probably the biggest challenge is
quality educators.  Pre-Katrina, this
was a district that really never invest-
ed in people.  It’s become a critical
issue post-Katrina.  The kids are
returning, and they’re not bringing
teachers, principals and social work-
ers with them.  

REPLACING CENTRAL OFFICE
We are trying to figure out what

support schools need in the absence
of a central office. One is purchasing
certain services.  So the state has cre-
ated a shared service model that char-

ters can opt in or out of.  We’re looking
to create new non-profits or expand
existing ones to provide services usu-
ally handled by a central office. One
example is New Schools for New
Orleans.  They’re really the ones that
brought in New Leaders for New
Schools, Teach for America and The
New Teacher Project. They’re doing
charter board recruitment and train-
ing, and educational quality audits.  

We’ve gone to other institutions,
so Xavier University has agreed to
become a math and science center
for professional development and
alternative certification.  

WHAT CHICAGO CAN LEARN
I was asked to do this.  I don’t

mean to be presumptuous here.
Funding.  What would happen if you
went through the mental exercise of
giving the money to the school site
and then asking, how much should
schools pay for what central office
provides? And for true choice, you
have to have transportation, parent
information and what I call managed
excessive space.  If you’re going to
have to have choice, there have to be
good schools that can take in dissat-
isfied parents.  

THE SOUL OF THE CITY
We’re fighting for the soul of the

city, and not in the way people nor-
mally characterize it—rich, poor,
black, white. I think that that nation-
al characterization, which our mayor
helps promote, is not the real battle.
Rather, we have a breakdown of the
criminal justice system and some
drug wars.  So people who are back
are not going to stay back if we don’t
get control of our streets.  

But you also have the allure of
New Orleans as the domestic Peace
Corps.  There is a generation of 20-
somethings and 30-somethings
coming back to the city, bringing
intellectual capital we’ve never had
before. It’s not just in schooling.  It’s
in non-profits, housing, advocacy,
entrepreneurship.  I think that how
New Orleans welcomes this genera-
tion, embraces them and enables
them to get into positions of leader-
ship is going to determine where the
city goes.  

Shenita Johnson Garrard
As a regional director of the National
Association of Charter School Authorizers
(NACSA), Shenita Johnson Garrard oversees the
state authorization process for New Orleans
charters. Previously, she worked for the
Chicago Public Schools, where, among other
things, she coordinated recruitment,
evaluation and community outreach
components of Renaissance 2010.

CHARTERS PRE-KATRINA

Prior to the hurricane, the State of Louisiana
only had a handful of charters, and there was
very little infrastructure to support the state in its
role as an authorizer.  Charter authorizers are
responsible for improving student performance,
and to do this they must establish firm standards
and expectations, provide oversight and support,
and implement fair and transparent processes to
measure performance and capacity.  In addition
to helping lead the process to establish charters,
NACSA also supported Louisiana in developing
an evaluation framework, a charter school con-
tract, and other charter policies and procedures.  

STILL TO BE DONE 
Almost two years after the hurricane,

Louisiana still has to develop a plan and dedicate
a new team to focus on recruiting operators to
come to the city and knit together some type of
system.  Louisiana is faced with a daunting task:
not only to rebuild the city’s infrastructure but to
build and sustain the human capital that is nec-
essary to elevate the quality of education in New
Orleans.  Well-developed and executed plans in
New Orleans and in Chicago depend not only on
quality operators but also on visionary leaders.

EVALUATION COMES EARLY
What is unique about Louisiana’s charter

accountability system is that while there is a
five-year agreement, schools are required to
make progress and meet goals by year three.  It
is in the third year that the State will decide to
extend the contract or place the school on pro-
bation.  Three years is a short period of time,
but New Orleans cannot again afford to per-
petuate generational failure and, honestly, nei-
ther can any other urban city in this country.
Decisions to deny or rescind charters are
tough and often bring political struggles and
complexities.  Louisiana has already faced
these types of challenges and is prepared to
continue making the tough calls that truly set
the tone for high expectations and that will
make a difference over the long term.
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Updates

By John Myers

C
hicago Teachers Union President
Marilyn Stewart and former presi-
dent Deborah Lynch are trading
barbs on the campaign trail lead-

ing up to a rematch of the contentious
2004 race that Stewart won on a razor-
thin majority.

This year’s May 18 contest comes just
weeks before the current union contract
expires on June 30, tossing the winner
immediately into negotiations marked by
rising health care costs, uncertain state
funding and a continued boom in charter
schools. At the same time, the union is
looking to expand its reach by organizing
teachers in charter schools. 

So far, Lynch and Stewart have been
mum about the upcoming negotiations
and their priorities for a new contract. A
100-point “wish list” prepared by union
delegates last year, however, calls for elim-
inating some of the school-related provi-
sions negotiated by Lynch in 2003, such as
50-minute periods in high schools and a
longer school day in exchange for a short-
er school year. (See Catalyst, June 2006.) 

The wish list includes limits on charter
expansion. That goal, and a full restora-
tion of contract bargaining rights, is on
the union’s agenda in Springfield. 

The campaign rhetoric has focused on
nuts and bolts rather than educational
reforms: administration of the union; the
loss of about 4,000 union members in
recent years, which has led to sharp
exchanges about tenure rights and char-
ter expansion; and rising health care
costs, which Stewart says have eroded the
4 percent annual raises won by Lynch
four years ago. (See sidebar)

The union’s role in education reform
has surfaced in the debate over union-
run Fresh Start schools, school closings
and Renaissance 2010. 

Nationally, the American Federation of
Teachers (CTU is a local branch of the AFT)
has played a less-visible role in education
reform since the death of its longtime, well-
known leader, Al Shanker. There’s evidence
that may be changing under current Presi-
dent Edward McElroy, however. For one, a
task force of leaders from union locals is
working to come up with recommenda-
tions for the reauthorization of No Child
Left Behind later this year.

Stewart sits on the AFT’s Executive
Council, which sets policy direction for
the union. On July 1, Stewart will also
assume the paid, part-time post of secre-
tary and treasurer for the Illinois Federa-
tion of Teachers. 

TENDING TO TENURE RIGHTS
Stewart has given teacher tenure top

billing in her campaign, saying the
decline in union membership stems part-
ly from the loss of over 2,000 probationary
teachers in recent years. Another 700
teachers are expected to lose their posi-
tions when this year’s cuts are finalized
this month, a union spokesperson says.

The issue could be smoothed out in
Springfield under proposed legislation
that would shorten the tenure track for
teachers across the state. But Chicago is
not included in the current version of the

bill, and the bill remains stuck in a House
committee. Principals are likely to battle
any changes that would infringe on their
hiring freedom, saying the authority to
hire and fire probationary teachers as
they see fit is necessary to create a cohe-
sive school culture.

Stewart, who wants to require princi-
pals to give clearer reasons and earlier
notice before firing probationary teachers,
blames Lynch’s contract for the job losses.
(The contract gave teachers in Chicago
Public Schools the same tenure rights as
other teachers in the state, eliminating a
then-common practice of keeping CPS
teachers on the substitute rolls for years.)

Lynch, in turn, says Stewart should
have insisted that principals and the dis-
trict follow seniority rules when cutting
teachers due to budget cuts.

Hiring authority, says Principal Eliza-
beth Gearon of Greene Elementary, fits
into a districtwide push to empower
principals as school leaders. Firing a pro-
bationary teacher is “not always a nega-
tive,” she adds, suggesting teachers can
benefit by moving to another school that
shares their teaching philosophy. 

Gearon chaired a group of principals
and top administrators who revamped
the web-based system used to finalize
probationary teacher contracts. But

Union campaign heating up
Stewart and Lynch trade rhetoric over nuts and bolts, while education reform takes a back seat

CTU President Marilyn Stewart
(left) has launched a peer review
pilot program for teachers as part
of the revamp of her
predecessor’s teacher-led reform
program. After losing the post to
Stewart in 2004, Deborah Lynch
(right) returned to the classroom
to teach reading and special
education at Gage Park High. She
is on the union’s executive board.

PHOTOS BY CHRISTINE OLIVA AND JASON REBLANDO
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according to Carlos Azcoitia, principal at
Spry Community Links, the changes are
little more than window dressing. 

“It doesn’t matter. You are going to let
go of the person you want to let go,” he
says. “We’re going to base the decision on
the instructional quality of the teacher.”

Clarice Berry, head of the Chicago Prin-
cipals and Administrators Association,
offers tentative support for shortening the
tenure track to three years. But, she adds,
the association will be monitoring the
union contract talks to ensure the new
tenure-track rules remain largely intact.

FRESH START’S FUTURE
The future of union-run schools has

also become a political football in the
election.

Lynch wants to reinstate a guarantee
that CPS will not close a school for poor
performance until teachers have had a
chance to turn the school around. That
guarantee was part of her original part-
nership schools agreement with CPS, but
is not part of Stewart’s successor Fresh
Start program. “In effect, it’s lost all its
teeth,” Lynch says.

Stewart counters that Fresh Start
“added teeth” by giving schools more
time to show improvement—five years
instead of two—and more autonomy
over budgets, staffing, training and cur-
riculum. Fresh Start has also begun a peer
review process for teachers. (See Catalyst,
Sept. 2005 and Nov. 2006.) So far, Stewart
has not called for a closing moratorium
as part of the program.

Still, neither program required that
the union take over a struggling school;
teachers vote on whether to participate.

Julia Koppich, an education consult-
ant and former education faculty mem-
ber at the University of California at
Berkeley, notes that such teacher-led
reforms and partnership programs may
not last long or have much impact.

She cites one example: In New York City,
former schools Chancellor Rudy Crew
joined with the union to take over low-per-
forming schools. But current Chancellor
Joel Klein later dismantled the program,
even though the schools had improved.

Why? “Districts want fast changes,”
says Koppich. “They’d rather close a
school and start from scratch, [even
though] there’s not much evidence that
approach works.”

Concerned by school closings, Stewart

has attacked Renaissance 2010 in press
conferences and in the union magazine.
But she downplays any notion of striking
over closings. 

In the end, however, fighting Renais-
sance is probably a hopeless cause, says
Koppich. The mayor launched the initia-

tive, for one, and charters, the backbone
of Renaissance, “are just plain politically
popular.”

Intern Sarah Levy contributed to this report.

To contact John Myers, call (312) 673-3874 or send
an e-mail to myers@catalyst-chicago.org.

Chicago could net an extra $300 million
under Gov. Rod Blagojevich’s school funding
proposal—a potential windfall for teachers, who
will be negotiating a new contract this summer.

But the plan, which calls for a tax on busi-
ness transactions, will face stiff opposition from
business groups and tax-weary legislators. With-
out a cash infusion from the state, teachers will
have to bargain with a district that aggressively
toes the line on wages and benefits.

Chief Financial Officer Pedro Martinez
says district revenues have historically grown
about 4 percent annually, a trend that is likely
to continue this fiscal year and add nearly
$200 million to the current operating budget
of $4.7 billion.

But that increase would still provide little
wiggle room during contract talks, given a
cornucopia of rising costs, including teachers’
pension fund obligations, inflation and a pos-
sible deficit in the current budget. CPS is
negotiating with Commonwealth Edison to
hold the line on spiking utility rates.

Each percentage point increase in pay will
prove pricey, costing the district roughly $25
million, says Martinez. Districts across the coun-
try are typically negotiating 3 percent to 5 per-
cent raises, says Julia Koppich, an education
consultant and former education faculty mem-
ber at the University of California at Berkeley.

Chicago teachers received four percent rais-
es in each of the last four years under the cur-
rent 2003 contract, an amount that compared
favorably with other urban districts. At the time,

“teachers were getting 1 percent, 2 percent, if
they were getting anything at all,” says Koppich.

Former union president Deborah Lynch
took heat for that contract because teachers
were hit with increased health care costs. But,
as Koppich points out, “health care costs were
going up everywhere. [The controversy] was a
mystery to me.”

John Myers

Rising costs erode revenue
NO ROOM FOR RAISES?
Without more state funding,
CPS will be hard-pressed to
afford any raises for teachers in
a new union contract. The CPS
budget office says rising costs
will eat up most of the new
revenue expected from growth in
local taxes and federal funding.

New revenue 

Rising costs
Teacher pension contribution

Pay increases for seniority

Higher health insurance costs

Inflation (books, transportation, etc.)

Increasing utility rates

What’s left?

Est. cost of each ‘1-point’  raise

+$200

- $50

- $50

- $27-30 

- $30 

- $10-20

$20-30 

+ $25 

Source: Chicago Public Schools

CPS FINANCIAL OUTLOOK, 2008          (in millions)

MOST FIRED TEACHERS FIND NEW HOMES
Last year, fewer fired probationary teachers found jobs elsewhere in the system: 52 percent,

down from 64 percent in 2005. Most teachers are let go in their first and second years on the job,
and usually for poor classroom management and instructional skills.

Although principals were asked to finalize this year’s cuts by March 9, the district declined to
release those figures until the fired teachers receive notification letters in April.

TEACHERS IN... 2006 TOTAL # CUT % REHIRED 2005 TOTAL # CUT % REHIRED

1st year 2,033 286 50% 4,572 687 65%
2nd year 3,966 481 50% 2,134 165 55%
3rd year 1,849 145 55% 1,643 142 68%
4th year 1,467 143 60% 1,228 108 65%
TOTAL 9,315 1,055 52% 9,577 1,102 64%
Source:  Chicago Public Schools



UPDATES

20 Catalyst Chicago April 2007

A
s the Chicago Teachers Union election
heats up in the city, union officials are
busy in Springfield working to expand

its power and protect its members.
The legislative agenda includes setting

limits on charters and winning back bar-
gaining rights lost in 1995 when Mayor
Richard M. Daley won control of schools. 

But recently, the teachers union scored
a coup when the Illinois House passed a
bill rescinding the long-standing require-
ment that Chicago Public Schools teach-
ers live in the city. The proposal now goes
before the Senate. 

CHARTER LIMITS
One bill backed by the CTU and its

statewide affiliate, the Illinois Federation of
Teachers, would have prohibited charter
operators from opening multiple campus-
es. The proposal was voted down by the
House on March 29. 

The proposal took direct aim at Chica-
go, where district officials have skirted the
state’s charter cap by authorizing multiple
campuses for the operators that received
the first 15 charters in the city.  

The Illinois Education Association,
the state’s other major teachers union,
opposes limits on charters, but there’s a
twist: The IEA supports more charters,
but only “with the proviso that the staff of
those public charter schools are eligible
to organize and collectively bargain, as
our members would be in other schools,”
says Ken Swanson, the IEA’s president.

Under changes proposed by the Bush
Administration for the No Child Left
Behind Act, which is up for reauthorization
this year, school districts would be allowed
to authorize an unlimited number of char-
ters to replace existing failing schools. 

Another bill under consideration
would prohibit charters in Chicago from
hiring teachers who are not state-certi-
fied and “highly qualified” as defined
under federal law. Currently, 75 percent
of teachers must be certified at charters
established before 2003; 50 percent for
charters that opened after that date.  

Charter operators have mixed opin-
ions about the benefits of hiring certified
versus non-certified teachers. (See Cata-
lyst, Feb. 2007.)  But unions across the
country “resent weaker credential
requirements” for charter teachers, says
Julia Koppich, an education consultant
and a former education faculty member
at the University of California at Berkeley.

BARGAINING RIGHTS, TENURE
In 2002, then-CTU President Deborah

Lynch won back modest control over bar-
gaining rights the union lost when the
Republican-dominated legislature hand-
ed Daley control of Chicago’s public
schools. But the district still held the
upper hand on whether it would negoti-
ate on class sizes, layoffs and scheduling.

“We want to make those mandatory
subjects of bargaining again, just like
they are for every other teacher in the

state,” says Pamelyn Massarsky, a union
lobbyist in Springfield.

While CTU President Marilyn Stewart
pushes for more protection for proba-
tionary teachers in Chicago, a bill in
Springfield would cut the probationary
period for new teachers from four years
to three in all districts except Chicago. 

Last year, a similar bill passed out of
committee and Chicago was added to its
language. But the full House never voted on
the measure and so far, this year’s version
has not made it out of a House committee.

“An administrator should be able to
thoroughly evaluate a teacher after three
years,” says Dave Comerford, IFT
spokesman. “Four years is an incredibly
long time to have a teacher serve as an ‘at
will’ employee with no rights.”  National-
ly, most teachers are on the tenure track
after three years, Koppich says.

Clarice Berry, head of the Chicago
Principals and Administrators Associa-
tion, says, “I’m sure that three years is
enough time to decide if someone is
going to make a good teacher.”

The union also wants CPS teachers to
be allowed to make pension contribu-
tions on pay they earn for working in
afterschool and summer school pro-
grams. CPS teachers are the only teachers
in the state who do not have that right,
Massarsky notes, which means they
forego the pension contribution the dis-
trict would then have to make.

Aaron Chambers

Union targets charters, bargaining powers

Chicago Public Schools will be hit this
year with a record number of principal
vacancies. One in five school leaders—
120 systemwide—have notified the dis-
trict that they will step down at the end of
the year, CPS reported in mid-March.

That’s already a 71 percent increase
over last year, when about 70 principals
stepped down. And the number could
climb even higher, since principals have
until April 15 to notify the district that
they will be leaving.

To cope with the exodus, the Office of

Principal Preparation and Development
is casting a wide net for candidates from
both inside and outside the city.

The district has more than enough
candidates, in terms of numbers, to fill the
vacancies, but is looking to bring in “the
best of the best” to run the city’s schools,
says Gail Ward, CPS’ officer of principal
preparation and development. 

Most of the candidates are already
working in the district, typically as teach-
ers or assistant principals, but the eligibil-
ity list also includes a number of outsiders. 

“It’s a party that everyone is invited
to,” says Ward.

Indeed, New Leaders for New Schools,
a national principal training initiative,
has set a goal that half of its next class of
principal candidates will be recruited
from outside Chicago.

CPS is also looking to pave the way for
assistant principals and top teachers to
move up the career ladder. 

Debra Williams

For an extended version of this story, go to 
www.catalyst-chicago.org

CPS to lose one in five principals by year’s end
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By Kimberley Driscoll 

O
nly 12 percent of high school stu-
dents in Chicago Public Schools
have taken advantage of their right
not to have personal contact infor-

mation forwarded to military recruiters,
CPS data show.

Under a controversial policy enacted as
part of the No Child Left Behind Act, school
districts that receive federal funding must
give military recruiters the same student
contact information, as well as access to
high school campuses, that is provided to
college recruiters and potential employers.
However, districts are required to notify
parents of their right to block access to that
information before providing it. 

CPS has a standard “opt-out” form
that is provided to schools to distribute
to students and parents. But this year,
just 8,018, or 12 percent, of 68,873 high
school students filled out and returned
the form by the deadline, according to
data from the Office of High School Pro-
grams. (The policy applies only to stu-
dents in grades 10 through 12.) 

Activists say that figure is low and sug-
gests schools are not being aggressive
enough about informing families of their
rights under the NCLB policy. Indeed, a
Catalyst Chicago survey of 13 high
schools found only two, Kelly and Taft,
that complied with CPS guidelines sug-
gesting that schools distribute opt-out
forms and information to parents on
report card pick-up day and to students
during division periods.

The guidelines are in a Nov. 1, 2006 let-
ter from the Office of High School Pro-
grams to high school principals and area
instructional officers. That letter also
states that the district receives com-
plaints each year from parents who
report they are unaware of their rights to
block access to contact information.

Despite that letter, high schools “have
not stepped it up,” says Darlene

Gramigna, who monitors military recruit-
ment efforts for the nonprofit American
Friends Service Committee. 

LITTLE MONITORING
Most schools contacted by Catalyst

had no idea how many of their students
had opted out, or whether parents had
ever received the forms. A handful of
schools sent out the forms solely by mail.

Tim Tuten, a spokesperson for CPS,
says teachers and principals are briefed
about the policy during regular district
training sessions, but adds that principals
have the primary responsibility for moni-
toring whether their school complies.

“Maybe we could do a better job of
notifying parents,” observes Ella Austin,
dean of student services at Prosser
Career Academy in Belmont-Cragin,
who recalls only one parent who “sent a
handwritten note” to block release of
their child’s contact information.

Others feel that the forms are simply
being ignored by parents.  “Most of our

kids are going to college,” says Kathryn
Ragsdale, counseling chair at Brooks Col-
lege Prep in Roseland, who works with
seniors. “I don’t think many parents both-
er with it.” 

Still, Ragsdale adds, students say they
are reluctant to talk to recruiters who vis-
it the school “because they’re so good
they’ll get you to sign up.”

STUDENTS HELPING STUDENTS
At Kelly High in Brighton Park, mem-

bers of the Students for Social Justice
Club visit division classes to explain the
opt-out policy and forms. “Our principal
and administration are interested in stu-
dents being aware of their rights and free
to exercise them,” says history teacher
William Lamme, who sponsors the club.

As a result of the campaign, almost 40
percent of Kelly High students—1,200 out
of 3,155 students—returned the opt-out
form this year, Lamme says. 

At Simeon Career Academy in
Chatham, counselor Virginia McCabe
keeps opt-out forms in her office, but
says no one has ever asked her for them
and she’s not sure how the school distrib-
utes them. 

McCabe recalls that the school’s previ-
ous principal—whom she describes as
pro-military—encouraged her to give
contact information directly to recruiters.

“We gave them lists of seniors because
he was a believer,” McCabe says. Under
that principal, she adds, “we had a lot
more kids going into the military.”

McCabe believes that school leader-
ship, family economics and, in recent
years, the Iraq War, all play a role in
whether or not students explore the mili-
tary as a possible career. For the most
part, she says, students who enlist do so
to get money for college—an observation
borne out by a recent survey of seniors.

Many students simply don’t have the
money to go to college, and scholarships
are hard to come by, McCabe says. “For
the [student] in the middle of the class,
it’s not there.”

Intern Sarah Levy contributed to this report.

To contact Kimberley Driscoll, send an e-mail to
editor@catalyst-chicago.org.

Few students use ‘opt out’ rights
Activists say schools aren’t doing enough to let students know they

can block military recruiters’ access to student information

BOOSTING COLLEGE, CAREER PLANS
A 2005 survey of CPS high school seniors
asked those who planned to join the military
to rate nine factors that may have played a
role in their decision. Here are the percent-
ages of students who rated those factors as
“important” or “very important.” 

Earning money for college

Training for a career

Opportunity to travel

Excitement of military life

Serving my country

Family member in military

Friend in military

My family wants me to join

Teacher/counselor recommended

57%

52%

49%

37%

37%

33%

31%

28%

26%

Source: Consortium on Chicago School Research
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Save the date
Community Renewal Society’s

35 under 35 Leadership Awards
On June 21, the Community Renewal Society
will honor 35 young, Chicago-area leaders
working to eliminate race and class barriers
throughout the region.

To join the mailing list to ensure
that you receive an invitation, please visit
www.communityrenewalsociety.org

We look forward to seeing you!

Supporting Sponsor
Blackwell Consulting

ADVERTISEMENT

Media Sponsors
NBC 5 Chicago 
WBEZ
Chicago Sun-Times
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Words that Move
A celebration to honor

Catalyst Chicago and The Chicago Reporter

Featuring Poets from Young Chicago Authors’ 
“Louder Than a Bomb: The 7th Annual Chicago Teen Poetry Festival”

Wednesday, May 30, 2007, 5:30 – 8:30 p.m.
Chicago Shakespeare Theater, Navy Pier

Join Linda Lenz, publisher and founder of Catalyst,
Alysia Tate, editor and publisher of the Reporter, and
Dr. Calvin Morris, executive director of Community Renewal
Society, at a party celebrating the power of words.

For more information or to purchase tickets, go to
www.communityrenewalsociety.org or call (312) 427-4830
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SCHOOL TAKEOVER, CLOSING CPS officials
are proposing that the Academy for Urban School
Leadership take over HARVARD ELEMENTARY in
Greater Grand Crossing this fall, under a
restructuring plan similar to that used this year at
Sherman Elementary. Students will remain at
Harvard and the Academy for Urban School
Leadership will hire a new principal and teachers.
Harvard is in the district’s Area 14, the lowest-
achieving area in the city, and has some 550
students; 99 percent are African-American and 95
percent are low-income. … CPS is also planning to
close LEMOYNE ELEMENTARY, which is now housed
inside Inter-American Magnet School in Lake View.
The school has been phasing out since 2005. The
63 remaining students will attend either Greeley
Elementary or Nettelhorst Elementary.

MORE AMPS SCHOOLS Eighteen more
elementary schools will join the district’s
Autonomous Management and Performance
Schools program, better known as AMPS. These
schools qualified for the program under a new
point-based system that takes into
consideration overall test scores, gains and other
performance factors, but does not rely on
recommendations from area instructional
officers. … Another five or so elementary schools
will be selected for limited autonomy. For the
first time this year, any school can apply to
AMPS, regardless of academic standing. District

officials will judge each school’s plan for using
autonomy to improve instruction. Decisions will
be made by mid-April. … This year, 90 schools
were designated AMPS schools, however some
may lose that status for poor performance.
Notices were sent out March 30; schools will
have until July 1 to show improvement.

MOVING IN/ON ROBERT STONEHILL, a former
veteran U.S. Department of Education official, has
been appointed chief program officer for
Learning Point Associates, a national nonprofit
educational research and policy organization. He
will oversee work on afterschool programs. …
ANDREW WADE, former early learning advocacy
campaign manager at the Ounce of Prevention
Fund, is now handling education advocacy
relations for Gov. Rod Blagojevich.

AT CLARK STREET ELIZABETH SWANSON,
former director of afterschool and community
school programs, is now director of the Office of
Management and Budget. She replaces TYRA
NEWELL, now with New Leaders for New Schools
in New Orleans.

GOLDEN APPLE WINNERS Three CPS
teachers received the Golden Apple Award for
Excellence in Teaching: DANNA DOTSON, a math
teacher at Lindblom Math and Science
Academy; SAM DYSON, who teaches physics and

a Zulu language seminar at Walter Payton
College Prep; and MELINDA WILSON, dance
teacher at Curie Metropolitan High School. The
three won a tuition-free sabbatical this fall at
Northwestern University, a laptop computer,
$3,000, and membership in the Golden Apple
Academy, a group of teachers who collaborate
on developing education programs and public
policy recommendations. For the first time, the
Golden Apple Foundation also named 10
Teachers of Distinction, two in CPS high schools:
JOHN BELCASTER, a history teacher at Northside
College Prep; and ZAKIEH MOHAMMED, an
English teacher at Clemente.

BILINGUAL CONFERENCE The Illinois State
Board of Education is holding its second annual
statewide Summit for Bilingual Parents on April
14 in Oak Brook. Workshop topics include the
rights of immigrant students, school partnerships
with community organizations and bilingual
special education. For more information, go to
www.catalyst-chicago.org.

PRINCIPAL CONTRACTS The following
interim principals have been awarded new
principal contracts: SANDRA BANGER, Key;
BRENDA DEMAR-WILLIAMS, Earhart;
ANTOINETTE MCCLELLAN-BROWN, Vanderpoel
Magnet; LATANYA MCDADE, Keller; DOROTHY
THOMPSON, Parkside.
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