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MISSING THE

MARK
Each year, inaccurate enrollment projections
throw off staffing and budgets at a number of
schools, a Catalyst analysis found. That leaves
hundreds of kids without permanent teachers
until the school year is well underway.
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Mayor Richard M.
Daley took his best shot
a year ago, when Curie

High School’s local school council
handed him a smoking gun in the
form of a questionable decision not
to renew the contract of a popular
and competent principal. 

Mainstream media weighed in,
portraying parents and community
residents who served on school coun-
cils as undeserving and incapable of
handling the weighty responsibility of
hiring and firing principals. 

District officials followed up by
going to Springfield to schmooze leg-
islators and persuade them to bite on
a plan to sharply curtail LSC’s authori-
ty to select principals for their schools. 

One of them bit. Rep. Daniel
Burke, whose South Side district is
home to Curie, agreed to sponsor the
bill, and then later changed his
stance under intense lobbying from
LSC supporters.

Since then, Board President Rufus
Williams has been on a mission to
zap councils’ authority over princi-
pals. He reasons that they run count-
er to sound management practice. As
Chicago Public Schools embraces
the performance culture—a concept
where success is measured by quan-
tifiable results—lines of accountabil-

ity and responsibility are blurred by
school councils’ involvement in
principal hiring. 

Meanwhile, the biannual local
school council elections loom in
April, and the district has committed
less than $50,000 to candidate
recruitment, an effort that in years
past has garnered as much as
$400,000 from public and private
sources. Obviously, the private funds
have dried up. They must have heard
that bell, too.

The constant onslaught of nega-
tive buzz regarding LSCs has created
the widespread impression that LSCs
are hapless, ineffective and, at times,
as the case of Curie High School
seemingly illustrates, dangerous to
school improvement.

Yet consider this: At a recent work-
shop at the Chicago Principals and
Administrators Association confer-
ence, a group of principals, assistant
principals and area instructional offi-
cers I spoke with talked about work-
ing with parents and communities.
Not one of them expressed reserva-
tions, much less disdain, about work-
ing with councils at their schools.
Many, in fact, reported positive inter-
actions and experiences with the peo-
ple to whom they were accountable.   

These are credible voices, not par-

tisan advocates who can be dis-
missed. But without critical mass,
they are drowned out in a sea of rhet-
oric and isolated examples of errors
and mistakes made by a few bad LSCs. 

It’s been more than 10 years since
researchers at the Consortium on
Chicago School Research surveyed
nearly 2,000 LSC members at 325
schools. It’s the only in-depth study
of local school councils that exists. It
found that LSC members were better
educated, on average, than the city’s
population at large, and that 60 per-
cent had at least three years of coun-
cil experience. 

But despite the study’s myth-bust-
ing findings, co-author Susan Ryan
conceded that the media had a more
lasting impact on public perception.
“The only time LSCs are in the news-
paper is when something bad hap-
pens,” she said at the time. “People
have an image of LSCs as being more
trouble than they’re worth.”

Those words certainly ring true
today. And it’s too bad because
countless stories about the positive
influence councils and communities
are having on public schools are not
being told. 

It’s time to find out the truth. It’s
also time for new research that
authoritatively answers everyone’s
questions about how local school
councils are doing and what impact
they’re having.

It’s going to take cold hard facts
about LSCs that speak to bottom-line
results at schools to capture the
attention of the performance culture
gurus at CPS and City Hall. 
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FROM THE EDITOR

Is it possible that local school
councils can—and do—work?

Editor Veronica Anderson

T
he death knell is ringing for Chicago’s local
school councils, and it has been for years.
But as it turns out, LSCs just won’t die. It’s
not for lack of trying on the part of those

who have the power and means to kill them.
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Third-graders Judith Torres and Eric Ortega compare notes at
Columbia Explorers Academy in Brighton Park, which got a financial boost
this year. See story, page 10.

JASON GEIL

Recruiter Frank
Collaso aims to
bring in more
minority teacher
candidates to the
University of
Illinois at Chicago.
Story, page 12.
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IN SHORT
“The unfortunate thing is, [ineffective teachers] will go somewhere

else and teach someone else’s children.”
Jarvis Sanford, principal of Dodge Elementary, explaining that he has created a
school culture focused on high performance that drives out unproductive
teachers. Sanford spoke at his school during a Feb. 20 tour organized for Sen.
Dick Durbin and other top officials.

ELSEWHERE

with ...
Q&A

The mantra “no shortcuts” reflects the
longer school day, Saturday school and
daily homework that are staples of KIPP.
Feinberg is adamant about the need for
more teaching time to improve learn-
ing, especially for low-income kids who
start school behind their middle-class
peers. KIPP now operates a national
network of 57 schools, including KIPP
Ascend on the West Side. Feinberg, a
Teach for America alumnus who was in
Chicago recently, talked with Deputy
Editor Lorraine Forte about motivation,
expectations and lessons learned when
another campus here, KIPP Chicago
Youth Village, closed in 2006.

Kids don’t test to get into KIPP, but they
do come from families with parents who
were motivated to apply.  How much
does that affect achievement?

It plays into it a lot. But people turn that
around, into “KIPP works because you have
great parents.”

What do you say to that?

My empirical response is, look at our wait-
ing list—2,500 kids last year.  We have room for
500.  So we’re able to serve one-fifth of the kids
who want to come to KIPP.  Let’s assume there
is no “KIPP effect.” It’s all simply about having
motivated, great parents.  If that’s all that mat-
ters, then the four-fifths of kids who are not
coming to KIPP should be just as successful
wherever they go. So, where’s all the success?  

OK. Go on.

My more emotional answer is for people
who think that KIPP, or charters in general, have
more motivated parents, and the parents who
are not choosing to come are more dysfunc-
tional. There’s something inherently racist in
that. That’s basically saying that the parent who
cares about their kid and loves their kid and is
functional, is the parent who stands out—that
your typical parent [in a poor, minority commu-
nity] is dysfunctional. That’s a bunch of baloney.
There’s no difference between West Side and
Winnetka in what parents want for their kids. 

One of KIPP’s “five pillars” is high expecta-
tions. How can a new principal get teach-
ers to have high expectations for kids?  

If I’m a principal and my teachers don’t have

N.C., MD.: Dropouts  
Faced with a rising number of dropouts,
North Carolina and Maryland want to
raise the age of mandatory school atten-
dance from 16 to 18, according to the
Feb. 8 Raleigh News-Observer and the
Feb. 11 Baltimore Sun. In North Carolina,
the number of dropouts increased 6 per-
cent between 2006 and 2007. Two com-
mittees of business leaders, educators
and legislators have awarded dropout
prevention grants and will evaluate pre-
vention programs. In Maryland, a new
state task force report says raising the
dropout age to 18 would cost $200 mil-
lion a year. Among the task force propos-
als are adding a fifth year of high school
for struggling students and creating “tru-
ancy courts” to keep kids in school.

Los Angeles: Charter facilities
The L.A. Unified School District will have to
inventory space in its school buildings and
do more to help charters find facilities,
potentially forcing some teachers to give up
their classrooms and become roving teach-
ers, according to the Feb. 13 Los Angeles
Times. The agreement was made in the dis-
trict’s settlement of two lawsuits filed by the
California Charter Schools Association under
a state law that requires school campuses to
be “shared fairly.” Overcrowding has already
forced some teachers to move from class-
room to classroom as space permits. Board
opponents of the settlement said charters
can move into storefronts and other facilities,
and that forcing charters into campuses
would aggravate overcrowding and hinder
school improvement efforts.

Michael Feinberg, co-founder
Knowledge is Power Program (KIPP)

Notebook
TIMELINE
Feb. 4: Free lunches
CPS has lost as much as
$3.5 million a year by
handing out free meals to
students who were not eli-
gible, or had not been cer-
tified, for the federal free
lunch program. The latest
annual report from CPS
Inspector General James
Sullivan shows that one
school failed to collect as
much as $18,000 in lunch
money in October and
November 2005. Some stu-
dents who got the free
lunches qualified, but nev-
er filled out the paperwork,
so CPS cannot be reim-
bursed for the cost.

Feb. 13: English only
Parents of non-English-speak-
ing students protested a plan
from state education officials
that requires their children to
take the regular state achieve-
ment test. Parents threatened
to keep their children home
on test day if the plan did not
change. Previously, students
still learning English took an
alternative test with simpler
English. But federal education
officials said that test did not
meet No Child Left Behind
standards. Students will be
given extra time, have some
directions read in their native
language, and be given other
accommodations.

Feb. 27: Hand-picked 
The School Board has
approved a plan that would
allow principals of CPS’
“elite eight” college prep
high schools to hand-pick
up to 5 percent of incoming
freshmen. The change, pro-
posed in the wake of an
admissions scandal at Sabin
Magnet, would give princi-
pals flexibility to let in stu-
dents who don’t meet strict
admissions standards but
who meet one of four other
criteria, such as leadership
ability. Principals would
have to prove the students
could succeed in a tough
academic environment. 
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high expectations, I’m already thinking, “How do I
get rid of them?”  Some teachers might believe
kids can learn, but they’re not acting on it because
they’re discouraged or frustrated. So change “can”
to “will.” Give them hope.  Set them up for success.  

What did you learn from Youth Village?  

People make the difference. I do think we
had the wrong school leader in place.  To defend
her, I don’t think she was fully set up for success.
We were supposed to be a contract school, but
there was no contract, so it was being run as a
regular CPS school. I don’t think we equipped
her with the skills to navigate through the dis-
trict bureaucracy.  We trained her to be a mav-
erick, entrepreneurial school founder.  

Did union rules affect the school? 

We were paying our teachers a 20 percent
premium, above the salary scale.  The union
said that according to the hours our teachers
were working, that was unfair—we should be
paying a 90 percent premium.

And you couldn’t afford it.

I’m speechless. There’s no money for that.

Classroom management is a significant
issue. How do you handle that?

In terms of a discipline system, it’s important
to know why people do what they do.  In [psychol-
ogist Lawrence] Kohlberg’s system, at levels one
and two, people do what they do because they’re
afraid of getting in trouble and they want a
reward.  At level five and six, you have empathy
and a code [for your behavior].  Our kids mostly
come in at levels one and two.  We bring them up
to levels five and six. If we have 12th-graders who
are still only getting their homework done
because they want a reward or don’t want deten-
tion, they’re not going to go to college and do well.
That’s why we need to build character in our kids.

For an extended version of this interview, go to our
Web site: www.catalyst-chicago.org.

KURT MITCHELL

FOOTNOTE

MATH CLASS
This year, 157 CPS principals are new to their schools. This is what they look like: Nearly 70% have

previous experience as an assistant principal and 5% have held positions as principals previously.

About 30% are men; of those, 46% are African American and 27% are Hispanic. Their average

age is 46. Only 11% are from the district’s principal preparation program, while 22% are from

outside programs and 3 are from outside the district.

ASK CATALYST

I believe that our neighborhood school is a “failing school” under
No Child Left Behind. Does that mean I can enroll my children in
another neighborhood school?

Anonymous parent, Northside Parent Network 

The federal No Child Left Behind law allows children to transfer out of schools des-
ignated as “in need of improvement.” But the majority of schools in Chicago are strug-
gling, so there are not enough good options for transferring. 

“Our first priority is to get the lowest performers out of the lowest-performing
schools,” says Ginger Reynolds, chief officer of research, evaluation and accountability.
In the past, the district has given priority to students whose schools were closed for
poor performance, but Reynolds is not sure what will happen this year.

Last year, only about 400 students transferred out of underperforming schools
although at least 10,000 students were eligible. Designations are based on the standard-
ized test scores and parents are sent letters, usually in August, notifying them their child
has the option of transferring, Reynolds says. The best way to find out whether your local
school has been characterized as a “failing school” is to go to the Interactive Illinois Report
Card which has a searchable data base of schools at www.niu.edu/iirc/default.html.

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

An audit 20 days
into the school
year proved it:
Amundsen High
School attracted
150 more stu-

dents this year than central
office projected last spring.

As a result, the Lincoln
Square school was entitled to
five additional teachers, plus a
second assistant principal and
a librarian. The audit proved no
surprise to Principal Carlos
Muñoz, who had expected at
least 1,500 students and had
appealed—with no success—
the district’s projection of 1,461. 

Muñoz, like dozens of prin-
cipals put in a similar predica-
ment every year, needed his
new teachers on the first day of
school, not the 20th. So to
avoid a mid-semester shakeup
of classes, he dug into the
school’s own funds and hired
several retired teachers to
temporarily fill the gap. 

In addition to Amundsen,
the district missed the mark on
enrollment at hundreds of oth-
er schools this year, often by

wide enough margins to force
changes to budgets and
staffing. Pritzker Elementary
lost, then gained, teaching posi-
tions, a snafu caused by inaccu-
rate projections. (For more on
Amundsen, Pritzker and other
schools, see story on page 10.)

Like Muñoz, most princi-
pals appeal their projections.
The stakes are high: When
projections are too low, a
school’s discretionary money
can be stretched thin to keep
teachers already on board and
hire substitutes as needed. On

the other hand, projections
that are too high can mean
losing teachers. 

Either way, schools and
students face potential class-
room shakeups that hurt
instruction. And principals
are left to haggle with the
budget office, a process that
can be time-consuming and,
according to some outside
observers, political. 

Muñoz says the budget
office has been accommodat-
ing, especially after the audit.
But he adds: “You have to be
[persistent] in contacting
them everyday.”

‘A TUMULTUOUS FIRST MONTH’
A Catalyst Chicago analysis

of enrollment data for fiscal
year 2008 shows that projec-
tions were off by 30 students
or more (roughly the thresh-

A Catalyst Chicago analysis finds 40 percent of schools had faulty

enrollment projections this year, forcing principals to battle central

office over hiring. One expert says CPS needs to overhaul its process.

School budget
forecast: cloudy

WHY THIS MATTERS
The annual spring budget season kicks off in February when schools
get enrollment projections for the upcoming year. The projections
drive the budget process and determine the number of teachers and
other staff schools are entitled to. When projections go awry…

� It can take weeks or even months to win approval for more
teaching positions.

� Schools rely on substitutes to fill in, compromising instruction.

� Positions sometimes aren’t approved until October, when many
top-notch teachers have taken jobs elsewhere.

� Late hiring of teachers is especially tricky in shortage areas such as
special education.

Columbia Explorers bought new computers with the extra cash the school reaped because of faulty enrollment projections. [Photo by Cristina Rutter]
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old at which budgets are
affected) in approximately 40
percent of Chicago’s schools.
The analysis also shows that:

� One in five schools had en-
rollment projections that
were inaccurate by 10 per-
cent or more.

� Projections for neighbor-
hood schools were generally
less accurate than those
made for selective and mag-
net schools, which usually
have enrollment caps.

� Schools were more likely to
enroll fewer students than
projected, putting them at
risk of losing teachers once
school began. 

CPS, for its part, notes that
citywide projections for this
year were more than 99 percent
accurate. And most staff posi-
tions are cemented over the
spring and summer; according
to the district, just 225 positions
opened and 100 closed after
the school year started.

But when projections are
off target, CPS is to blame, says
Marguerite Roza, a school
finance and budget expert at
the University of Washington
who says flatly that the district
relies too heavily on enroll-
ment projections to drive
budgets and staffing. Doing so
is particularly problematic,
she explains, in a system that
offers students and families a
wide range of schooling
options—something top CPS
officials are vocal about pro-
viding and, in fact, beefing up.

“The problem isn’t in the
forecasting, it’s in the student
assignment [system],” says
Roza. “It’s the district’s fault.”

Other districts that offer
widespread school choice
have computer systems to
manage student assignment,
leaving far less chance for last-
minute enrollment fluctua-
tions. (See story on page 9)

The problem doesn’t sur-
prise Christina Warden, a long-

time budget watchdog. She
says principals use a number of
strategies to accommodate
additional students who show
up at the beginning of the
year—from hiring substitutes,
as Muñoz did at Amundsen, to
allowing class sizes to balloon
temporarily. Warden worked
for the Chicago branch of the
nonprofit Cross City Campaign
for Urban School Reform
before its recent demise.

To solve the situation,
principals must negotiate
repeatedly with the budget
office to get additional teach-
ers. “Regardless of how the
principal has configured it,”
Warden says, “those kids
have to go through a tumul-
tuous first month of school.”

Under the leadership of
David Vitale, the former chief
administrative officer, the dis-
trict started taking steps to
eliminate politics and fa-
voritism in the interaction be-
tween principals, the budget
office and the demographics
office, notes Warden. The new
mantra: Stick very closely to the
staffing formulas. If a school
gets extra kids in September, it
gets exactly as many teachers
as formulas allow; fewer stu-
dents mean fewer teachers.

But Warden doubts that pol-
itics will ever be completely
eradicated, especially during
the budget season and into the
summer, when enrollment
remains a guessing game.

Valencia Rias, a local
school council advocate with
the education group Designs
for Change, puts it more
bluntly: “Every year, these
principals have to fight for
[teaching] positions.”

HOW IT WORKS
In February, principals

pore over enrollment projec-
tions that feed into various
staffing formulas.  In general,
the formulas give schools
one elementary teacher for
every 28 students and one

COVER STORY BUDGET ANALYSIS
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MISSING THE TARGET IN NEIGHBORHOOD SCHOOLS 
To kick off the spring budget season, the district’s demographics and
planning department forecasts each school’s enrollment for the upcom-
ing year. The projections become the basis for staff allocations. Citywide,
the forecasts are extremely accurate—within half a percentage point for
fiscal year 2008. But a Catalyst Chicago analysis found that school-level
projections were often inaccurate, particularly for neighborhood schools.

PERCENT OF SCHOOLS WITH INNACURATE PROJECTIONS (OFF BY 10% OR MORE)

9%

23%

Elementary

Gifted, selective,
magnet

Neighborhood,
vocational

20%

31%

High School

Note: Does not include early childhood programs, charters, alternatives or special ed schools.

TEACHERS NEEDED IN ONE IN FOUR ELEMENTARY SCHOOLS 
This fiscal year, the district needed to adjust its original staff and budget
allocations for more than half the elementary schools. Many of the
adjustments took place 20 days into the school year, the time when offi-
cial enrollment counts are taken.

3 or more teachers needed*

1-2 teachers needed

Accurate budgets
1-2 teachers over budget

3 or more teachers over

TOTAL

7
125
211
117
20

480

Note: Does not include early childhood programs, charters,
alternatives or special ed schools. Regular classroom
teachers only.

44%

26%
2%

24%
4%

*SCHOOLS NEEDING 3
OR MORE TEACHERS

Tonti
Edwards
Princeton
Locke
G. Armstrong
Haugan Magnet
Nightingale

9.5
6.5
5.5
4
3.5
3
3

STAFFING ADJUSTMENTS      # Schools Percentage

HIGH SCHOOLS IN A PINCH 
Overall, high schools enrolled slightly fewer students than the district
projected last spring. Projections were high by at least a few students in
nearly 60 percent of schools. Meanwhile, enrollment in nine schools
exceeded projections by at least 100 students. In general, high schools
receive one additional teacher for every five full classes. But staffing is
complicated by the number of classes teachers teach, the number of
classes students take, and the type of classes offered.

Marshall

Hyde Park

Curie

Clemente

Tilden

Amundsen

Lindblom

Von Steuben

Harlan

HIGH SCHOOL ENROLLMENT         Projected Actual              Difference     Teachers needed*

1,074
2,121

3,069
2,003
1,180
1,461

340
1,478
1,308

1,270
2,313
3,252
2,183
1,332
1,611
484

1,586
1,415

� 196
� 192
� 183
� 180
� 152
� 150
� 144
� 108
� 107

*Estimate based on 28 students per core class.
Source: Catalyst analysis of Chicago Public Schools data

6
6
6
6
5
5
5
4
4

For more data, go to www.catalyst-chicago.org



high school teacher for every
five fully-enrolled classes. 

The projections are made in
January by the demographics
and planning department, led
by James Dispensa, which uses
a computer algorithm that
relies heavily on past enroll-
ment data. But a number of
factors complicate Dispensa’s
job, including the opening of
new schools and the closing of
others, which can dramatically
shift enrollment patterns; the
fact that half of CPS students
don’t attend neighborhood
high schools, where enrollment
shifts are prevalent; and ever-
changing housing trends.

Dispensa says he tweaks
the algorithm on a case-by-
case basis to accommodate
these factors. His office also is
considering a revamp in the
way students apply to selec-
tive high schools and pro-
grams, which could help the
district solidify neighborhood
high schools’ enrollment ear-
lier on. For starters, the district
will be automatically assign-
ing all unclaimed 8th-graders
to their neighborhood high
school by April 26.

Even so, most schools dis-
pute their enrollment projec-
tions, and this year was no
exception: More than three-
fourths of schools filed
appeals that were reviewed by
a group of district officials
from various offices. 

Last year, the committee
made adjustments to very few
appeals—just 60 in total. This
year, the number rose to 86. 

FACING THE AX?
Typically, principals seek to

boost their projections, often
to save teachers hired the pre-
vious year. Where appeals are
lost, the budget office cuts
staff positions when the fiscal
year begins in July. Several
principals told Catalyst that
they are particularly defensive
about losing hard-to-find
teachers, such as bilingual or

special education instructors.
Budget officials say they will

be tightening the rules even
more next year if schools enroll
fewer kids than projected,
which was the trend this year.
Schools will face a sharpened
ax when it comes to cutting
teachers, according to a Feb. 26
memo to principals from
Schools CEO Arne Duncan. 

In the memo, Duncan
warns principals who won their
appeals this spring to expect
by-the-book staff cuts if their
enrollment falls short. The
same goes for schools without
attendance boundaries, since
those schools have more con-
trol over the number of chil-
dren they enroll and should not
have last-minute fluctuations.

Duncan is granting some
latitude to schools with atten-
dance boundaries. Principals at
neighborhood elementary
schools will be able to keep up
to two additional teachers; in
neighborhood high schools,
principals will be able to keep
one extra teacher. The district’s
reasoning: Let schools keep the
teachers to lessen the impact
on class schedules, room as-
signments and other planning.
(For more on the impact of late
enrollment on high schools, go
to www.catalyst-chicago.org.)

Any change in staffing of
special education teachers
will be audited.

The budget tightening does-
n’t sit well with Rias, who wants
the district to ensure every child
has a “stable teacher” on the
first day of school. 

“You may have 40 kids in a
classroom waiting for that posi-
tion to open up,” she contends.
Even if the board approves extra
teachers, “unfortunately, not
every school has someone
ready, willing and able to fill
those spots.”

Intern Rebecca Harris
contributed to this report.

Contact John Myers at (312) 673-3874
or myers@catalyst-chicago.org. 
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Better choice, better budgets
Every spring, thousands of children in urban districts from New York and

Boston to Oakland and Seattle turn in lists of schools that they hope to
attend in the fall. Those lists are then fed into a computer program that, in a
single whirl, churns out school assignments for each child. 

In those districts, schools get a crystal-clear picture in the spring of who will
be enrolling in the fall—something that would be a boon for Chicago principals,
budget planners and class schedulers as they set up shop over the summer.

Such “student matching” or assignment systems have grabbed the atten-
tion of Chicago Public Schools officials, who are battling annual enrollment
shifts that flummox some schools well into October. According to a Catalyst
Chicago analysis, enrollment projections were least accurate for 9th-graders,
who are left largely to their own devices to find a high school and sometimes
spend the first weeks of the year trying to gain entrée into the city’s best
schools. Those that fail then trickle into neighborhood schools late. (See “Late
students undermine high school reform,” at www.catalyst-chicago.org.)

“If CPS were to adopt the type of managed, student-centered high
school enrollment process that has worked in other cities such as Boston
and [New York],” says James Dispensa, who heads the Office of School
Demographics and Planning, “this business of projecting 9th-grade enroll-
ments by February or March of the prior year would move from being error-
prone to highly accurate.”

As a first step, the district will assign all 8th-graders who have not yet
secured a spot in selective schools or programs to a neighborhood high
school by April 26. 

Marguerite Roza, a school finance and budget expert at the University of
Washington, says Chicago is well behind the curve in addressing its student
assignment policy. Schools need a solid grip on the number of incoming
students to plan financially, she explains, especially in districts like CPS,
where a top priority is to increase the number of school programs that draw
students from across the city. 

“[Budgeting] turns out to be more stable,” says Roza. “It’s not based on
parents’ whims; it’s based on the student assignments.”

In Seattle, where Roza lives, schools are protected from enrollment shifts
in two key ways, she explains: Enrollment is capped for all schools, keeping
budgets and staffing levels stable; and student assignments are final.

Students may not transfer from one school to another during the year,
even if they move across town. To get into a different school, a student must
go through the district’s assignment system.

Still, there’s a cautionary note for Chicago, according to Seattle Public
Schools Budget Director Linda Sebring: School choice, and the per-pupil
budgeting the district now uses, are proving unpopular and may be on the
way out. The reason: infighting among parents who want increased access
to their neighborhood schools and those who live near low-performing
schools and want to retain access to better ones. 

The Seattle schools fall into two categories, Sebring points out: higher-
performing schools that attract plenty of students and cap enrollment, and
lower-performing schools that have wide swings in enrollment. 

Sebring says schools sometimes abused per-pupil budgeting, hiring
inexpensive teaching assistants when they should have hired full-time
teachers. Chronically under-enrolled schools have had a hard time operat-
ing on shoestring budgets, she says.

Roza, on the other hand, says schools that cannot attract enough stu-
dents should be closed using a strategy similar to that of Oakland Unified
School District. 

There, she explains, schools that fall short of their projected enrollment
face three choices: spend the year trying to beef up enrollment and bring in
sufficient cash; reorganize their budgets to operate on less money; or accept
bailout money from the district and use it to operate the school through a
phased closeout. John Myers
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AMUNDSEN: A RISING REPUTATION

Amundsen High is a classic example of
what Catalyst Chicago’s analysis of enroll-
ment projections discovered: Neighbor-
hood high schools are more likely than
other schools to have faulty projections.

Estimates exceeded enrollment by 10
percent or more in 11 of the 59 neighbor-
hood high schools, while enrollment bal-
looned above estimates at Amundsen
and four other schools.

CPS projected that the Lincoln Square
school would have 1,461 students this
year. But Principal Carlos Muñoz quickly
appealed that figure last spring, hoping
that, with the school’s reputation on the
upswing, some 1,500 students would
show up.

“The magic number for high schools is
1,500,” says Muñoz. That number is the
threshold that qualifies schools for an
additional assistant principal and librarian.

Sure enough, an October 2007 audit
showed Muñoz’s thinking was on target:
Enrollment came in at 1,611. Muñoz
had to bring on several former teachers
as full-time substitutes in September,
until he landed the five additional
teachers he needed. 

Amundsen’s academic star is rising, in
part, because of a popular International
Baccalaureate program. The school has
also added a “freshman academy” that
helps 9th-graders adjust to high school,
and counselors are busy spreading the
word about it.

Assistant Principal Brian Rogers hopes
the district’s bid to improve how students
choose and are assigned to high schools
will make for better projections and, in
turn, a more accurate budget and staffing
process. This spring, CPS will automati-

cally assign students to their neighbor-
hood high school if they have not secured
a spot in a selective school.

“It’s a good thing,” says Rogers. “It pro-
vides stability. It helps with the budget. It
helps with the planning. It helps. It helps.
It helps.”

PRITZKER: LOSING TOP CANDIDATES
Pritzker Elementary is among those

schools that will take in displaced students
from schools that are closing; Pritzker is
slated to take students from Andersen.

CPS is in the midst of redoing enroll-
ment projections that take the closings
into account. 

But Principal Joenile Albert-Reese
already knows first-hand what can go
wrong when projections are off, and she’s
hoping the coming school year won’t be a
rerun of this one.

When last year’s projections came in,
Pritzker had 595 students, but CPS pre-
dicted that just 525 students would show
up in the fall and cut three positions from
this year’s budget. Albert-Reese appealed,
thinking that the school’s improved repu-
tation would keep enrollment stable, but
lost. (The school also has fine arts and
gifted programs, with an abundance of
applicants.)

In the fall, 580 students showed up.
Class sizes temporarily rose; one

kindergarten class served more than 40
youngsters. 

“The teachers were stressed, the kids
were stressed, education was compro-
mised, and the parents were upset,”
Albert-Reese says. “And everybody was
looking at me like, ‘Why don’t you do
something about it?’ ” 

By October, the district restored the
three positions. Anticipating that she

would need some new hires come fall,
Albert-Reese had interviewed teachers at a
district job fair over the summer, and had
resumes on hand for about 10 teachers.

But when she made calls in mid-Octo-
ber, several of her top choices had already
been hired elsewhere. Albert-Reese end-
ed up hiring two of the applicants; the
third spot was filled by a teacher already
at the school who had initially applied for
a different position but was never hired
due to a bureaucratic mix-up.

Next year, Albert-Reese thinks enroll-
ment will climb to 650 or 700. In addition
to 30 kindergarteners, she expects to gain
50 to 60 older students, some following
their younger siblings.

Albert-Reese believes low projections
are a back-door way for the district to save
money. “If you get a whole [unpaid] month
of a person’s salary, for hundreds of people,
you’ve saved a pretty good penny.”

Low projections also hurt schools
because the most recent, carefully select-
ed hires are the first to lose their positions,
Albert-Reese adds. By the time schools get
the positions restored, many of the best
teachers have already gotten jobs. “Where
am I going to find a teacher of that [same]
quality after the cream of the crop has
been skimmed off?” she asks.

Already, Albert-Reese has appealed
next year’s projections. “I think this year
they’re going to grant my appeal, just
because of the big mess we had last year.
One would think they’d learn from mis-
takes, and do it right this time.”

COLUMBIA EXPLORERS: FACING A RECKONING
Columbia Explorers Academy reaped

a one-year cash bonanza when the dis-
trict over-estimated the number of stu-
dents the school would enroll this year.

As part of the district’s pilot program
in per-pupil budgeting, Columbia
received a lump sum of $5.3 million in
July, some $5,460 per student. Enrollment
was projected to be 968.

But the opening of a new charter
school a few blocks away, by the United
Neighborhood Organization, cut into
Columbia’s enrollment, according to
Principal Jose Barrera. Instead of the pro-
jected 968, 850 students showed up—but

Projections leave budgets in flux
By John Myers and Rebecca Harris

Each year, schools play the enrollment game, hoping the
district’s projections are on target. If they are too low,
schools find themselves scrambling to have enough
teachers and staff ready to go on day one. In these four

schools, 2007 projections were off—either too high or too low.
Here’s how administrators coped with the faulty projections.
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that left Columbia with some $644,000
extra in cash.

The money allowed Columbia to keep
class sizes low this year, and the school
also spent more than $100,000 to upgrade
computers.

For next year, however, a reckoning
looms.

Projections were off by 20 students or
more in eight of the 14 schools piloting
the new form of budgeting this year. Four
of the schools received more children
than expected; the other four enrolled
fewer. Budget officials say the schools that
received more students got additional
funding. School budgets were left alone,
however, wherever enrollment fell short.

Forrest Moore of the CPS Office of
Budget and Management says the district
is still fine-tuning the per-pupil funding
formula and did not want to put the pilot
schools in an undue financial bind. Next
year, Moore adds, the district may switch
the per-pupil model for district-run
schools to the same model used for char-
ter and contract schools; in those schools,
quarterly payments are made and
account for changing enrollment.

Meanwhile, Columbia’s latest projec-
tions predict an enrollment decline of 113
students for next year.

Barrera, however, is taking steps to
ensure enrollment bounces back, includ-
ing a word-of-mouth campaign to coax
more families into the school and a bid to

the district to scrap the school’s multi-
track calendar. Several families opted for
the new UNO charter school, Barrera
explains, because Columbia’s multi-track
calendar, adopted to relieve overcrowd-
ing, put some siblings onto different
attendance schedules. 

The school’s own grade-by-grade analy-
sis shows no enrollment drop is in sight. 

“If I have them, I don’t know how I’m
going to lose them,” Barrera argues. 

LINDBLOM: AN EXCEPTION TO THE RULE
Enrollment projections are usually

spot-on for selective schools.
“It’s easy for us, because we have seats

that everyone in the city wants,” says
Donald Fraynd, principal at Jones College
Prep in the South Loop. “We know we
have 730 now, and we know we will have
730 next year.”

But Lindblom, the district’s newest
college prep high school, defied the norm
this year when a late recruiting push
boosted enrollment to 484, compared to
a projected enrollment of 340. 

(Since opening in 2005 with a fresh-
man class of 110, the school has added
grades each year and now enrolls 9th-
through 11th-graders. By 2009, the school
will have 7th through 12th grades.) 

Principal Alan Mather, former assis-
tant principal at top-ranked Northside
College Prep, was hired in March 2005,
the same week students were required to

accept or reject offers to attend the city’s
top schools. He had 12 acceptance letters
in hand when he started culling through
lists of students who had qualified for
other selective schools, but didn’t make
the cut at their top choices. Mather was
able to boost his freshmen class to 110.

In his second year, Mather and Lind-
blom’s Englewood community were
rocked by two separate shooting incidents
just before the signing deadline for selec-
tive schools. Terrified parents rescinded
acceptance letters en masse, Mather says.
Enrollment, however, rose to 250 kids.

This year, the selection process ran
without a hitch, and Mather doubled
enrollment to nearly 500. Mather knew
last spring that the school would have a
flood of students and would exceed the
district’s estimates, so he hit the phones,
calling James Dispensa, head of the demo-
graphics department, as well as the budg-
et office and CEO Arne Duncan’s office. 

“I made the rounds,” Mather says with
a laugh. “I think there was always a sense
that the people in the central office were
willing to look at it … but it wasn’t the most
immediate and pressing issue at the time.” 

He also began looking for top teachers
to hire, though he wasn’t able to formally
offer positions until his budget was correct-
ed in July. Still, Mather adds with some sat-
isfaction, the adjustments were made early
enough to give his staff enough time to fin-
ish planning for the first day of school.

Students eat lunch at
Columbia Explorers
Academy, one of 14
schools piloting per-
pupil budgeting. To
account for shifting
enrollment that can
affect budgets, CPS
may change how
district schools are
paid per-pupil dollars.

CRISTINA RUTTER
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By Debra Williams

T
hree years ago, the College of Edu-
cation at the University of Illinois at
Chicago discovered a troubling pat-
tern: Very few graduates accepted

first teaching jobs in poor, underachiev-
ing schools in African-American commu-
nities, and very few were being trained in
those schools. 

The college’s graduates were most
likely to accept teaching positions in
schools with the same racial or ethnic mix
as the schools where they had done their
student teaching.

“We had a lot of relationships with
schools in Latino communities, but not
enough in African-American commu-
nities,” says Victoria Chou, dean of the
college. 

Yet, for years, the college’s mission has
been to serve all urban schools. The finding
was a wake-up call and sparked targeted
recruiting of minority teacher candidates,
strengthening of student teacher place-
ments and more relationship-building with
African-American schools. The college also
rewrote its mission statement to reflect its
commitment to the city’s public schools.

“We wanted to say out right that we
are paying attention to Chicago Public
Schools,” says Chou.  

UIC’s efforts are part of a trend taking
shape in other schools of education
across the country, reflecting a need for
better training for teachers headed into
struggling urban schools.

Stanford University, the University of
Pennsylvania, the University of Califor-
nia at Los Angeles and Trinity University
in Texas have all revamped their pro-
grams, says Linda Darling-Hammond,
professor of education at Stanford.  

And a study released two years ago by
Arthur Levine, the former president of
Columbia University’s Teachers College,
strongly suggested that teacher education
programs nationally need to do more and
make changes in order to produce quality
teachers that impact student achievement.

FACULTY COMMITMENT
A key part of UIC’s new strategy, says

Chou, has been to “grow a faculty who
believe that [our] students need to be” in
underachieving minority schools.

Getting faculty to commit to that goal
proved tricky. Faculty members posed a
series of questions among themselves:
Should students be placed in struggling
schools that lack the essential supports—
for instance, a strong school leader—that
are considered key to creating a success-
ful school? Why should good schools,
schools rich with resources, be excluded
from the student-teaching pool? 

Indeed, some of the faculty did not
fully embrace the college’s mission. Even-
tually, some of them were encouraged to
“self-select out,” says Chou, who is stead-
fast about the college’s goal and what it
takes to achieve it.

“You have to place students in the
places where you want them to ultimate-

ly teach,” says Chou. “We are explicit
about what we are doing here.” 

To help build commitment, UIC has
taken up the task of educating faculty
members about communities, families
and urban schools. School staff and com-
munity residents have been invited to
faculty meetings to talk about their
neighborhoods and their issues.

“We will be talking about what urban
[life] has to do with [teaching] practice—
what are we ignorant about that we need
to know,” says Chou. 

WALKING THE WALK
In the late 1970s, UIC placed its stu-

dent teachers in the suburbs as well as
Chicago.  Now, all student teaching hap-
pens in Chicago Public Schools.

College of Education staff members
have been visiting city schools to create
new relationships that benefit student
teachers and schoolchildren alike. For
instance, two years ago, UIC began work-
ing with Smyth Elementary on the Near
West Side: One day a week, UIC professor
Adrian Capehart takes one of his junior
classes to the school and teaches his class
there instead of at the university.  When
the school day ends, Capehart’s students
are dispatched to classrooms to talk to
Smyth teachers.     

“We have a classroom just for UIC,”
says Smyth Principal Ronald Whitmore.
Capehart’s students “get a feel for what a
day of school is like. Afterwards, they get
to meet with teachers, get questions
answered and voice concerns.”

“My students talk to teachers about
what made them decide to teach, how
they organize their classroom, and how
they handle classroom management and
discipline,” explains Capehart.

Whitmore’s ultimate vision is to have
Smyth add high school grades, to give
UIC students the chance to receive train-
ing in elementary and high school set-
tings. Plus, Smyth students would be pre-
pared to attend UIC.
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Up Close
Educating inner-city teachers
UIC revamps its program in wake of research that shows graduates

more likely to take jobs in schools where they student-taught

MORE ON THE WEB
Visit www.catalyst-chicago.org for more
stories on UIC’s programs for training its
teacher candidates.

� Recruiter targets minority candidates

� Why student teaching matters

� Where UIC students end up teaching

� Identifying good teacher traits



“My goal is to have this revolving door
with UIC,” says Whitmore.  “If you can
teach at Smyth, you can teach anywhere
in America.”  The school serves mostly
low-income African-American students. 

In all, UIC now works with about a
dozen schools, says Chou. “We’d like to
get into more.”

UIC staff members have also been
paying close attention to the education
curriculum, making sure it includes les-
sons in diversity.

“Cultural issues are an important part
of the curriculum,” says Karen Sakash, a
UIC professor who trains prospective
bilingual teachers.  “And we want our fac-
ulty to be sensitive to these issues.”

One example: Sakash has observed
white teacher candidates working with
Latino children without any background
in the students’ culture—and the lack of
knowledge shows. “Sometimes it is a
communication style or a cultural style
that is perceived different,” says Sakash.  

In this case, Caucasian teachers may
not be aware that a Latino child considers
their tone of voice as yelling. And the
teacher probably doesn’t know that a
child who has just arrived from Mexico
will stand up when asked to read aloud,
since that is the classroom tradition in
that country.

“We have to pay attention to the con-
nection between strong knowledge of
subject matter and strong knowledge of
the students,” says Chou. “It’s important

to have faculty that understands both.”
One professor also created an assess-

ment tool and guide for student teachers
to help them gauge whether they possess
qualities that are often associated with
being a good teacher such as being
patient, flexible, adaptive and taking risk.
And the tool lists specific actions that
candidates should do to help them devel-
op these traits.

RECRUITING, RETAINING CANDIDATES
In 2006, the college hired a recruiter to

attract more African-American students.
And Marvin Lynn, director of elementary
education, is focusing on African-Ameri-
can males in particular.

“What are the best ways to recruit
them into teaching, and retain them?
What form of support does the university
need to supply to make them stay?” are
two questions Lynn is seeking to answer.
He has been working with the Chancel-
lor’s Committee on the Status of Blacks, a
group of African-American staff from var-
ious departments at the university.

The college also has found that
prospective teachers need academic and
financial support.

Administrators discovered that many
prospective College of Education students
couldn’t pass the math portion of the
basis skills test, which they need to pass to
be accepted into an education program. 

“Our undergraduates, especially the
ones from City Colleges and CPS, need

extra support. However, a lot of [courses],
like remedial math, are not under the
control of the College of Education,” says
Chou, who worked with departments
outside of the college to give students
additional support.

And after many discussions across
several university departments such as
math and the office of undergraduate
affairs, UIC changed some of its math
courses to better support new students.

“Basically, we designed a better math
course,” says Lon Kaufman, vice provost
for undergraduate studies.  “We looked at
what had been on the books forever and
said how can we make it better for stu-
dents to learn.” 

Kaufman says that out of 3,000 incom-
ing freshmen who need to take math,
1,500 typically qualify for pre-college
math.  And the pass rate for entry level
courses was just 30 to 50 percent.  

“It was stuff they’d seen in junior high
and in high school, but they’d take it and
fail over and over again,” says Kaufman.
“Some students would take it seven or
eight times and they were eating up their
financial aid.”

Typically the course was 15 weeks
long for four hours a week with lectures.
Two years ago, the course was short-

ened to seven weeks, became computer
assisted and each class only has a maxi-
mum of 15 students.

“They get more attention and they
get the best TAs [teaching assistants],”
says Kaufman. The attendance rate is
now close to 95 percent and the past rate
is 90 percent.  “And we have found that
these students do equally well in the next
math course.  So they are not just passing
it, they are learning it.”

While Chou says she is pleased with all
the work the college has done to support
its student teachers, she conceded there
is still much more to do. “We don’t have
all the answers,” she says.

For instance, money continues to stand
in the way of students getting through the
doors and ultimately into the college.  As a
first step, Chou says she has hired a con-
sultant through a grant just to see what
kinds of student financial aid is available.

“The demographics we want to sup-
port need financial aid,” says Chou.

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

Recruiter Frank Collaso chats with freshman criminal justice major Kimberly Hall at Kennedy-
King College. One of Collaso’s goals is to recruit community college students who are interested in
pursuing education to the University of Illinois at Chicago. For more, go to www.catalyst-chicago.org.
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Research
Potholes swallow seniors

By Sarah Karp

A
t Kennedy High School, college and
career counselor Javier Sanchez says
he sometimes finds it difficult to get
students to take even the basic steps

to  open the door to a university.
This year, he and the principal at the

far southwest side school are trying a
combination of incentives and a bit of
public humiliation. Every senior’s name
is listed on a poster in the hallway with
details about where they’ve applied. They
hope an empty line will embarrass that
student into applying. Those who fill out
financial aid forms are entered into a raf-
fle to win free tickets to the prom and a
limousine to drive them there.

Still, Sanchez is worried it won’t be
enough. He says that in his mostly Latino
school, he must constantly fight against
misconceptions about going to college
and a lackadaisical attitude from stu-
dents who then show up in his office in
May “terrified about what they are going
to do next,” he says.

The difficulty of Sanchez’s job is
underscored in a new report to be
released this month by the University of
Chicago’s Consortium on Chicago School
Research. It follows a 2006 study that
showed low grades and less-than-rigor-
ous classes led to only 35 percent of CPS
graduates getting a college degree within
six years of leaving high school.

In this new report, researchers asked
seniors in surveys and interviews about
their college plans. In the spring, 90 per-
cent said they wanted to go to college. By
fall, only 61 percent had enrolled. 

The report says there are many “pot-
holes” that stymie students—from lack of
family support to lack of follow-through. 

The most fundamental problem is
that 40 percent of seniors who say they
want to complete a four-year college nev-
er apply to one. Also surprising to
researchers: Students who said they com-
pleted a financial aid form were almost 50
percent more likely to enroll in a college
than those who hadn’t filled out the form,
says Melissa Roderick, the study’s author. 

Counselors, however, say they have
trouble convincing parents and students
to fill out the forms, mostly because they
are wary of giving their financial informa-
tion or haven’t filled out tax returns.

“Step by step by step, we take them
through it,” says Tosha Dowell, of the Paul
Revere Alumni Association. The associa-
tion works with students from 7th grade
through high school. 

According to this and other studies,
Latino students struggle the most. Though
close to 90 percent of them aspire to some
form of higher education, just 37 percent
enrolled in a four-year institution. 

African-American students did only
slightly better, with 94 percent aspiring to
some form of higher education, but only
65 percent enrolling in any school and
less than half in a four-year university.

MISMATCHES
Another key finding is that CPS is not

doing a good job helping students get
into the best college they can. Only 38
percent of highly qualified students
enroll in schools that match their qualifi-
cations and 29 percent of those who
could have gotten into a selective or very
selective school enrolled in a two-year
college, if any at all.

“So there is a myth that smart kids
work hard and are recruited by every-
one,” Roderick says. “There is a myth that
they don’t need any help, that they will be
fine. We did not find this to be true.” 

Disconnect between student qualifica-
tions and college choice is the result of lack
of knowledge, Dowell says. Guidance
counselors and students often don’t know
what opportunities exist, she says. For
example, a student with decent grades and
high test scores will boast about getting a
full ride to Northern Illinois University or
Illinois State University.  Those same stu-
dents, however, could qualify to get into
Swarthmore College in Pennsylvania or
Davidson University in North Carolina,
both selective liberal arts institutions that
provide full needs-based financial aid. The
elite East Coast schools also offer more
prestige and connections, notes Dowell. 

“Students don’t know any of this and
they don’t know anyone who has gone to
these kinds of places,” she says. “They
don’t even consider it.”

CPS officials know that students need
to cast their nets wider and in 2003 it
opened the Office of Postsecondary Edu-

Tripped up along the road to college, many CPS grads never apply

or wind up going to schools beneath their qualifications 

GRADS ELIGIBLE FOR MORE SELECTIVE
COLLEGES, BUT LAND ELSEWHERE
A study says CPS does a poor job of helping
both high-performing and average students
get into colleges that meet their qualifica-
tions. In most cases, graduates could have
gotten into more selective colleges, but, for
a variety of reasons, they did not.

� 62% of students who qualified for a

very selective college did not enroll in one.

� 73% of students who qualified for a

selective college did not enroll in one.

� 57% of students who qualified for a

somewhat selective college did not enroll
in one.

Note: Based on a sample of 4,317 CPS graduates.
Source: Consortium on Chicago School Research



www.catalyst-chicago.org   March 2008 15

cation. Last year, Greg Darnieder, who
oversees that department, issued a man-
date that each senior fill out five college
and scholarship applications. 

Schools have long complained that
counselors’ caseloads—about 350 to 1 in
CPS—are too high to afford students the
type of individual attention needed. Two
years ago, Darneider hired coaches for 12
schools to see whether targeted help
would improve college-going rates. Early
indications are that schools with coaches
improved their college-going rates slight-
ly more than other CPS schools.

Overall, college-going rates through-
out CPS have been inching up. Accord-
ing to district figures, about 48 percent
of 2007 graduates enrolled in a two- or
four-year college.

GOING IT ALONE
But accomplishing all of this is a tall

task, says Jaclyn Reeves, the post-second-
ary coach for Roosevelt High on the
Northwest Side. Many of her school’s stu-
dents are first-generation college-goers,
so they can’t turn to parents to help them
navigate the process. “Our students are
really going at it alone,” she says. 

The consortium’s pothole study
emphasizes this point, noting that stu-
dents need significant guidance from
parents to help them manage the college
search process. But many CPS students,
whose parents are immigrants or have
limited education, lack this support. 

Some 80 percent of Latino students
and more than 40 percent of white CPS
students report that their mothers were
born outside the United States. Further-
more, 60 percent of Latino students
report that their mothers have no school-
ing beyond high school. 

However, the study challenges the
notion that being undocumented leads
Latinos to forgo college because they can’t
get financial aid. This was only the case for
6 percent of the students surveyed.

The bigger problem is a lack of under-
standing about the process for getting into
colleges and students who think college is
too expensive or is not for people like them,
says Barbara Karpouzian, college counselor
at the Chicago Academy High in Dunning.

Culture plays into it too. Karpouzian
says some parents at the school, which is
about half Latino, one-quarter white and
20 percent black, tell her that their
daughters will just get married and have

babies. Some of the boys are geared more
toward vocational education. 

Elizabeth Ortiz, president of the Illinois
Latino Council on Higher Education, says it
boils down to the way Latinos see them-
selves and others see them. Society, she
says, has them pegged for manual labor
jobs or work in the service sector. She says
college counselors and university
recruiters need to challenge those views. 

“A lot of people subconsciously believe
that Latinos should be in these jobs and so
they don’t even ask, did you apply to col-
lege? What are your plans? What do you
think about your future?” Ortiz says.

Roderick says she was surprised by the
number of students who told her that no
one, “not a teacher, not a counselor, not a
janitor,” asked whether they had applied to
a college. For the first time as a researcher,
Roderick says, she interjected herself dur-
ing some of the interviews to dispute stu-
dents’ erroneous beliefs about financial aid.

For example, one told her he thought
it would be cheaper to put off going to a
two-year college until he could save
enough to pay for it himself, than to use
financial aid to go to a four-year college
immediately after high school.

The study is just the latest proof that
having a bookshelf of college directories
available to students is not enough.
Already schools have taken heed. 

Noble Street Charter graduated 91 stu-
dents in 2006; 71 percent of them went to
college, 54 percent to a four-year program
and 33 percent to one that is very selec-
tive. The school has invested heavily in
counselors and has worked hard to create
a college-going culture, including giving
students time to fill out applications dur-
ing the school day.

Chicago Academy High declared
March “college month.” All month, ban-
ners from different colleges will be posted
at the doors of the classrooms. Parents will
be invited in to talk about financial aid.
Most of these activities are geared toward
freshmen, sophomores and juniors; sen-
iors take a class in which part of the course
work is to fill out college applications.

The Paul Revere Alumni Association
begins taking students on college tours in
8th grade. Over the next three years, they
talk about college, but during senior year,
monthly seminars ramp up the effort.

Dowell agrees that filling out financial
aid forms is key. “It is more important to
me that they fill out financial aid forms
than that they apply to college. We can get
them into a university in August, but we
won’t be able to find them money then.”

In February, the group offers students’
families free tax preparation services at
the Gary Comer Youth Center, a local
community center. 

At Dyett High, senior counselor Vanelle
Thomas says the school devoted an entire
day for seniors to fill out applications with
the goal that each student complete five. 

In late February, the school is hosting
a financial aid night. Thomas says in the
past, the school hosted financial aid
workshops during the day, but this time
they decided to do it at night to get more
parents involved. She says parents often
are hesitant to fill out the complicated
form. “There’s just a lot of fear of the
unknown,” Thomas says. 

Sanchez is trying many of the same
things as the counselors at Dyett, as well as
other creative methods. But he says the
response has been underwhelming. He
describes a recent workshop he conducted
for parents and students who wanted help
filling out financial aid forms. The school
sent a mailer to every senior’s house and
sent notes home with the students. “But
close to no one showed up,” he says. 

To contact Sarah Karp, call (312) 673-3882 or send
an e-mail to karp@catalyst-chicago.org.

Research summary
WHO CONDUCTED IT: The University of Chicago’s
Consortium on Chicago School Research. 

WHO AND WHAT THEY STUDIED: CPS seniors
who aspired to go to college and the district’s post-
secondary tracking system. 

WHAT THEY FOUND: Of the 90 percent of CPS
graduates who want to go to college, only 41 percent
took the necessary steps—such as applying and filling
out financial aid forms—got admitted and ultimately
enrolled. Latino students had the lowest rates of col-
lege aspiration and fewer of them enrolled in four-
year colleges in the fall after graduation—a gap that
persisted regardless of students’ immigration status.
Also, CPS students are often academically overquali-
fied for the college they wind up attending. 

ACTION POINTS: While the study does not offer
recommendations, the findings point to factors school
officials should consider to help their students
through the college-going process. Teachers can play
a crucial role, according to the report, especially for
first-generation college students whose parents have
limited knowledge of the process. 



By Rebecca Harris

T
his year, organizations that are try-
ing to recruit parents and commu-
nity residents to run in the upcom-
ing local school council elections

will have to sign up candidates before
they receive full funding from the district
for their efforts. It’s a far cry from the hey-
day of LSCs when private foundations
fronted the money—as much as
$400,000—to seed candidate recruitment. 

Private funders have bowed out of the
LSC business and the district has budget-
ed $135,000 for the process. Under a new
pay-for-performance plan, organizations
will receive only $250 in start-up grant
funding. Each candidate recruited will be
worth an additional $6 or $7, up to a total
grant of $2,500, says Jose Alvarez, director
of external affairs and LSC relations. To
earn the full grant, a group would have to
recruit more than 300 candidates.

Julie Woestehoff, executive director of
Parents United for Responsible Educa-
tion, says her organization received
$25,000 to help recruit candidates for the
2000 election. The money allowed PURE
to hire staff to recruit candidates, run
election programs on cable access net-
works and present workshops on the
basics of LSC operations. 

This year, PURE is one of 19 recipi-
ents getting $250 up front, with more
promised only under the pay-for-per-
formance plan. But Woestehoff says,
“We just don’t know what we’ll be able
to do this year, given the lack of
resources.” The initial $250 is enough to
print flyers, but not much more.

Funding for LSC candidate recruit-
ment has decreased dramatically since
the late 1990s, when support for the

councils was at its zenith. From 1998 to
2002, an ad-hoc fund administered by the
School Leadership Cooperative through
Leadership for Quality Education used
money supplied by private foundations
to give local organizations grants for can-
didate recruitment and campaign assis-
tance. Donations peaked in 2000, with
more than $400,000. 

But support fell off quickly. The fund last
operated during the 2002 election cycle; its
resources then totaled only $80,000. Since
then, CPS has been the source of LSC cash.
During the 2006 election cycle, organiza-
tions received $2,500 grants from CPS—all
delivered up front—to recruit candidates,
which committed $70,000 to the effort.
This year, CPS plans to spend $135,000 to
fund the recruiting organizations, as well as
district recruiting efforts. 

CHANGING PRIORITIES
While Woestehoff says the pay-for-

performance program undercuts her
organization’s ability to recruit, Alvarez
says he thinks “$7 per applicant is a fair
amount on top of the startup funds that
we gave them.” LSC application forms
that the district distributed to organiza-
tions were numbered so his office can
track who recruits candidates. 

There are approximately 5,700 open
spots on about 550 local school councils;
March 12 is the filing deadline. 

Gudelia Lopez, senior program offi-
cer in education for the Chicago Com-
munity Trust, says the foundation no
longer funds LSC elections because it
has narrowed its priorities. 

“It’s an issue of where the country is,
where Chicago is, in terms of student
achievement,” she says. “Now it’s much
more tightly focused on the curricular

areas of instruction, and this is also in line
with what the district has been doing
since Barbara [Eason-Watkins] and Arne
[Duncan] took over. They’ve been focus-
ing more on curriculum and instruction.”

The Wieboldt Foundation, which also
used to contribute to the election fund,
has had less money to give away in recent
years. It now funds community organiz-
ing groups that include education among
their issues.

“There was always the feeling that [elec-
tion funding] would be institutionalized by
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Updates
Seeking 10,000 LSC candidates
CPS sets high goals as it changes the way it pays organizations to

recruit candidates to run for 5,700 open local school council seats

Continued on page 19

CANDIDATE RECRUITERS
The following have received $250 grants to
help recruit candidates for local school
councils. They will get an additional $6 to $7
for every candidate they recruit.

� Advocates for Empowering Parents,
Schools & Communities

� Alliance for Community Peace

� Annette Williams 

� Bethel New Life

� Beverly Area Planning Associates

� Community Life Line Foundation

� Designs for Change

� Enlightment 

� Little Village Community Council 

� Logan Square Neighborhood Association

� Murrell Inc.

� Organization of the Northeast

� Parents United for Responsible Education

� Partnership for Education Growth

� South Austin Coalition

� South Side United LSC Federation

� S.I.M.P. Inc.

� Teamwork Englewood

� West Town Leadership United
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By Sarah Karp

R
esearch confirms the early signs that
students are on their way to drop-
ping out of school: They are older
than their peers; they are failing

classes; and they are increasingly absent. 
Now, CPS is trying to figure out what

it can do to get these students to
change course. 

The Office of Dropout Prevention now
has a three-pronged approach. For the
first time this year, all graduating 8th-
graders will be invited to summer pro-
grams before their freshman year, an
approach previously offered only to
underperforming students. Another ini-
tiative, Youth Engaged in Schools, will
focus on students who have some involve-
ment in the juvenile justice system. 

But the biggest effort will come in new
“freshmen on-track labs.” These dropout-
prevention programs will be piloted in six
high schools—Kelvyn Park, Kenwood
Academy, Michele Clark, Phillips, Robe-
son and School of the Arts—in the fall.
Each lab will cost $310,000 for 18
months—$142,560 for the coordinator,
$118,560 for the facilitator and about
$50,000 for discretionary spending on
projects to keep 9th-graders engaged. 

The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation
is funding two labs and CPS will pick up
the tab for the other four. 

In announcing this effort in late Febru-
ary, CPS released a report (paid for by a
Gates Foundation grant) that shows 44
percent of CPS students drop out, and out-
lines the progression that takes them from
being off track to leaving school entirely. 

In 2004, the University of Chicago’s
Consortium on Chicago School Research
reported similar figures and introduced
the idea of “freshmen on-track rates.”
The Consortium defined an off-track
student as one who failed a core class or
had fewer than 10 credits at the end of
freshman year. Consortium researchers

have determined that students on track
at the end of their freshmen year were
nearly four times more likely to graduate
than those who were not. 

Across the district, CPS says 57 percent
of freshmen were on track in 2007.

SELECTING SCHOOLS
Of the schools chosen for the labs,

only two, Robeson and Phillips, have
below-average freshman on-track rates,
according to district data. At Robeson in
Englewood, 35 percent of freshmen in
2007 were on track; at Phillips, in
Bronzeville, 52 percent met the mark.

Paige Ponder, the project’s director,
defended the decision to put four of the
labs in schools where the majority of
freshmen are already on track.  CPS
administrators wanted to open labs in a
variety of schools to determine what
works best in different situations, Ponder
says, and eventually the successful prac-
tices will be incorporated in all schools.

“Hopefully, patterns will emerge so we
can say, ‘If we do things this way, we will
get these results,’” Ponder says. 

Initially, each of the schools will have a
unique focus—from programs to cope

with students’ emotional problems to
convincing all freshmen to attend extra-
curricular activities—chosen jointly by
the principal and lab staff. 

The common thread is that all the
schools will rely on timely data to direct
their efforts. Lab staff, for example, will
have reports listing the students who
failed a class after the first semester or
have missed numerous days. 

“The point is, we can’t let them spiral
out of control,” says Ponder. “We can’t
wait until the end of sophomore or junior
year and then say, ‘What’s going on?’ ”

Ponder wants the labs to focus on pre-
vention, intervention and credit recovery.
And she wants them to look for systemic
solutions that can be sustained over time
without extra staff, because the funding
for the labs will run out after 18 months. 

WHAT WORKS
At Phillips, Principal Euel Bunton says

he wants the lab coordinator and facilitator
at his school to focus on having freshmen
develop lasting, quality relationships with
adults. He says that students need that
connection so they feel someone cares
about them and wants them to do well.

New plan to keep freshmen on track
Six high schools to test pilot

programs to prevent dropouts

CRISTINA RUTTER

Students get ready for class at Robeson High School, one of six schools to get a “freshman on-
track lab,” a new CPS effort to lower the dropout rate. Fewer than half of Robeson students graduate.
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Bunton’s school is part of High School
Transformation, the district’s effort to
improve failing schools by focusing on
tougher curricula. But what is needed, he
notes, is increased focus on some of the
emotional problems that prevent stu-
dents from succeeding.

“I call this action-research,” says
Phillips.

Henry West, principal of Michele
Clark, says he’s looking to the lab coordi-
nator to bring together the school’s dis-
parate programs aimed at shoring up
freshman performance. For example, the
attendance office is doing some tasks,
while the social workers carry out others.

Students at the Austin high school are
chosen through a lottery, and it boasts a
65 percent freshman on-track rate. Still,
many youngsters there are grappling with
the same social problems as those at
hard-knocks neighborhood schools. 

“We have a lot of issues with home-
lessness, teen pregnancy and kids that
just come from really broken homes,”
West says. 

To combat that, West wants the coordi-

nator to implement a nationally known
program called FAST (Families and Stu-
dents Together). The program encourages
parents and their sons and daughters to
talk to each other about what is going on in
their lives and work together to find solu-
tions to problems. He believes the pro-
gram would help work out some of the
social issues that students are grappling
with, allowing students to focus on school.

At Robeson, Principal Gerald Morrow
believes what happens inside the class-
room ultimately has the most bearing on
whether students stay in school. To that
end, he wants his lab to have an instruc-
tional focus. Murrow says he worries that
initiatives that don’t focus on education
miss the point. Eventually all students
have to take the ACT, he points out. 

He wants attendance to be monitored.
Then, students who are failing would be
offered tutorials and Saturday school,
which he provides not as a punishment,
but as a support. 

He also wants the on-track coordina-
tor to determine which teachers are
keeping students enthralled and which

ones are losing them. He then wants the
coordinator and facilitator to connect the
more effective teachers with the less
effective ones, so the better teacher can
share her strategies. 

Murrow also believes it is critical to get
each freshman involved in an extracur-
ricular activity. “You may not be an excel-
lent bowler, but you can join the bowling
team and have some fun,” Murrow says. 

Murrow says he would like to see the
on-track freshman rate increase from the
current 35 percent to 65 percent. But he is
not ready to commit to 100 percent. “We
have young men at the juvenile detention
center, young women become pregnant or
have babies and daycare issues,” he says.

The bottom line, Ponder says, is get-
ting significant results. 

“We are not looking for small changes;
we are looking for dramatic improve-
ment,” says Ponder, who was hired in
August. “We want to move the needle on
freshmen on-track rates.”

To contact Sarah Karp, call (312) 673-3882 or send
an e-mail to karp@catalyst-chicago.org.
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CPS,” says the foundation’s associate
director, Carmen Prieto. “It was never
going to be that private philanthropy
would forever be the source of support
for this. The philanthropic community
felt that it should be supported by a
dedicated revenue stream.”

BIG GOALS
This pay-for-performance ap-

proach is new for the district. Alvarez
expects the recipients of the $250 re-
cruiting grants (see list on page 16) to
find 20 to 25 candidates for each
council. That would be a whopping
10,000 candidates, a dramatic in-
crease over the 7,000-some that have
signed up in previous years. 

Alvarez blames the lack of LSC par-
ticipation on a dearth of knowledge
about the councils. His office is trying
a new tactic this year. With help from
members of successful LSCs, the dis-
trict will host LSC information ses-
sions in each cluster and most areas.

As in years past, the district will run
a $35,000 to $70,000 marketing cam-
paign to promote LSCs through
advertisements in neighborhood,
community and ethnic newspapers
such as Chicago Journal, Hoy and
Chicago Defender, as well as radio sta-
tions such as WGCI, WLIT and WGN.
Although ads are not as effective as
direct recruiting, Alvarez says, “we’re
doing both to make sure that we don’t
leave anyone out.” 

Recruiting candidates has been
difficult for years, but it may get even
tougher. As the parents who started
the school reform movement get old-
er, interest and participation in LSCs
is waning, says Jitu Brown, an educa-
tion organizer for the Kenwood-Oak-
land Community Organization.

“A lot of people who join LSCs now
have no sense of the history of Chica-
go school reform,” Brown says.

Mary Williams, 68, is the LSC pres-
ident at White Elementary Career
Academy, in West Pullman. She
knows the problem well. She has
served on the council nearly every
term since its inception. Most of the
council members at her school are
her age—grandparents, great-grand-
parents and foster parents.

“It seems that the younger parents
are just not interested,” she says. At
one point, she resorted to cooking
and serving a four-course meal at
every LSC meeting in an effort to
encourage attendance. She doesn’t
want to run again, but she may if
there is a shortage of candidates. 

The lack of participation in LSC
elections in Chicago mirrors difficul-
ties that school boards have recruit-
ing candidates nationwide, accord-
ing to Kathy Christie, who is vice
president of ECS Clearinghouse (the
research arm of the Education Com-
mission of the States). “Sometimes
there’s a perception that they’re not
given real work to do,” she says. 

LEGISLATIVE BATTLES
There is little research about the

effectiveness of LSCs that applies to
Chicago, she says, because few areas
have councils with as much power.
But even here, it is easy for boards to
“get dragged down into nitty gritty
decisions they probably shouldn’t be
spending their time on,” such as
extracurricular activities and play-
ground equipment. 

“All of those things certainly need to
be dealt with,” she says, “but even local
councils, like district boards, need to at
least try to keep some emphasis on
curriculum and instruction.” 

Don Moore, executive director of
Designs for Change, blames the dis-
trict’s past failure to educate LSCs
about their rights and powers for
the lack of parental interest and
understanding.

Nor has the district reached out to
LSCs for support for its initiatives
such as back-to-school campaigns,
he says. And then there are the
board’s ongoing attempts to pass leg-
islation that would take away princi-
pal selection powers.

“The current board president,
Rufus Williams, has said once again
that he wants to take the powers
away from the LSCs,” Moore says,
referring to a statement Williams
made in an address to the City Club
of Chicago. “So we’re preparing for
another legislative battle this spring.”

To contact Rebecca Harris, send an e-mail to
editor@catalyst-chicago.org.

ELECTION continued from page 16
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COLLEGE CENTERS CPS has opened College
and Career Resource Centers in 64 high schools
and plans to open centers in 16 more. The
centers are run by counselors and staff from the
Department of Postsecondary Education and
Student Development, and are equipped with
computers, printers and hard copies of college
resource materials. Students can drop in during
the school day or after school two or three days a
week to search for information on colleges,
careers, scholarships and financial aid; or to seek
help from counselors.

MOVING ON GREGORY WHITE, vice president
of strategy and operations for The Chicago
Community Trust, has been named president
and CEO of the network of LEARN charter
schools. White has been a member of LEARN's
board of directors for about 10 years and has
served as board chair. LEARN will open a second
campus in July and has been approved to open a
third. … CAROL D. LEE, co-founder of the African-
centered Betty Shabazz International Charter
School and a professor of learning sciences at
Northwestern University, is the new president-
elect of the American Educational Research
Association. She will take over in 2009. … STEVE
PONISCIAK, senior research analyst with the
Consortium on Chicago School Research, has
joined the Wisconsin Center for Education
Research at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. 

NEW EDUCATION BOOKS CHARLES PAYNE, a
professor at the University of Chicago’s School of
Social Service Administration, has two books
coming out. “Teach Freedom: Education for
Liberation in the African-American Tradition,” an
anthology he co-edited with CAROL SILLS

STRICKLAND, is due out in March. “So Much
Reform, So Little Change: The Persistence of
Failure in Urban Schools” explores how discussions
of education policy are disconnected from the
day-to-day problems of poverty and other ills that
plague urban schools; it will be published in April.

UNION LEADERSHIP This summer, 2,000
delegates of the American Federation of Teachers
(parent of the Chicago Teachers Union) will meet in
Chicago to elect new officers. President EDWARD J.
MCELROY and Secretary-Treasurer NAT LACOUR
have announced plans to retire. Both have long
tenures with the union and have served in their
current positions since 2004. Delegates will elect a
president, secretary-treasurer, executive vice
president and 39 vice presidents. CTU President
MARILYN STEWART is an AFT vice president. 

PRINCIPAL CONTRACTS Interim principals
MICHELE LURZ of Schiller, DARREYL YOUNG-
GIBSON of Julian High, FLORENCE GONZALES of
Washington High and WILLIAM HOOK of
Chicago High School for Agricultural Science
have been awarded four-year contracts. SHELLEY
CORDOVA of Armour, DAVID PINO of McAuliffe
and SHELTON FLOWERS of William H. King have
had their contracts renewed.

STATE HONOR ROLL This year, 85 low-
income CPS schools made the annual Illinois
Honor Roll of schools across the state that have
made academic progress or have sustained high
performance. The 85 schools were recognized as
“Spotlight Schools,” where at least 60 percent of
students met or exceeded state standards in
reading and math on the 2007 ISAT. In all, 208
Chicago public schools were recognized for

making substantial academic gains over the past
three years, including three schools slated to close
in the fall due to under-enrollment—CARVER
MIDDLE, IRVING PARK MIDDLE and ABBOTT
ELEMENTARY—and one school that will be turned
over to Academy of Urban School Leadership for
“turnaround”—HOWE ELEMENTARY, a feeder
school to Orr High School. Howe’s test scores,
however, rose from 21 percent in 2005 to 40
percent in 2007. The Illinois State Board of
Education develops the honor roll each year in
partnership with Northern Illinois University.

SUMMER OF SERVICE About 500 8th- and
9th-graders will get an opportunity for service-
learning over the summer through a grant to
CPS from the CORPORATION FOR NATIONAL
AND COMMUNITY SERVICE, a federal agency that
supports civic and volunteer programs. The
group awarded $123,000 to CPS for a program
for students from 20 schools. Students in GEAR
UP (Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness for
Undergraduate Programs), a college readiness
program, will be targeted. 

CERTIFICATION SESSIONS Pre-candidacy
information sessions for teachers interested in
obtaining National Board Certification are
scheduled through the end of the school year.
All meetings are from 4:30-7:30 p.m. over two
days at Talcott Academy, 1840 W. Ohio St.
Meetings are planned for April 23-24, May 7-8,
May 21-22 and June 4-5 and 10-11. For more
information, call (773) 534-0741, send an
email to nbcinfo@cps.k12.il.us or visit www.cps-
humanresources.org/NBC/getstart.htm.
Sessions are free through June. The fee goes up
to $100 in the fall.
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