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LESSONS FOR LIFE
FOR MANY KIDS, PROBLEMS OUTSIDE SCHOOL MAKE IT
TOUGH TO FOCUS ON LEARNING. TEACHING STUDENTS
HOW TO COPE COULD BE KEY TO RAISING ACHIEVEMENT.

Also: CPS searching high and low for ‘turnaround’ operators.  PAGE 14Also: CPS searching high and low for ‘turnaround’ operators.  PAGE 14



Seniors in this teaching
duo’s English course are
required to write a personal

essay every week, an exercise that certain-
ly gives students’ fledgling writing muscles
a regular workout. But these papers also
serve another purpose: providing a
glimpse into students’ minds and hearts
so that teachers can understand what
may be helping or hurting them in school.  

Essays turned in so far this year have
raised a range of social and emotional
issues that students are dealing with at
home:  losing a friend or relative to vio-
lence, witnessing a shooting, absent
fathers, and sometimes mothers, panic
attacks, pent-up anger.

The papers also shed light on who or
what has helped them deal with their
troubles. Grandmothers and relatives
receive their due. So does spiritual faith.
One student credits a leadership camp in
Aspen for boosting her confidence in
unforeseen ways. And, notably, a number
of students say teachers help them cope.

Forming solid interpersonal rela-
tionships with students can be the
toughest part of a teacher’s job. It
involves not only listening and under-
standing where students are coming
from, but also teaching them how to
understand and better manage them-
selves. Those who are adept at this
deceptively difficult task have a leg up
because they understand the root caus-
es of students’ negative behaviors and
can respond in effective ways. That
paves the way for students to make pos-

itive changes in how they act and their
ability to focus on school work. 

The value of teaching teachers and
students social and emotional skills
recently has begun making headway here.
But some remain skeptical that it will have
bottom line impact on test scores and
other student performance measures.

“People often consider social and
emotional learning and academic learn-
ing mutually exclusive,” says Steve Zemel-
man of the Illinois Network of Charter
Schools, who is writing a book on North
Lawndale Charter students. “But the two
really go together. Good teachers under-
stand that without supporting and
respecting and listening to kids, they won’t
get the highest performance from them.”

It’s been four years since Illinois
became the first state to set grade-level
standards for social and emotional learn-
ing. Only recently has local leadership tak-
en up the charge to put something sys-
temic in place in Chicago’s public schools. 

Researchers have linked social and
emotional learning to higher student
achievement and better student behav-
ior. The Collaborative for Academic,
Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL)
also notes that students who participate
in social and emotional learning efforts
show fewer signs of emotional stress.

Now the challenge will be to persuade
principals and teachers that adding one
more initiative into the district’s already
short school day will be worth the effort.
Clearly, it’s making a difference for stu-
dents at North Lawndale College Prep. 
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FROM THE EDITOR

Getting in touch with the heart

Editor Veronica Anderson

T
eachers who are best at getting their
students to perform better know there’s
more to it than delivering content. Just ask
Nikki Williams and Barry McRaith of North

Lawndale College Prep Charter High School.
Across the nation, children of

the incarcerated, as much as their
parents, bear the consequences of
misdeeds or mistakes. They are dis-
proportionately 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,
publisher of Catalyst Chicago,
hopes to stop this cycle by pursuing
a campaign of public education,
civic engagement and direct advo-
cacy to ensure that the needs of
these children are met. The reports
in this issue are part of an inves-
tigative series by Catalyst and The
Chicago Reporter, our sister publi-
cation, 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, Community Renewal’s
organizing and advocacy arm, to
build a broad-based regional coali-
tion to help these children.

In this series on children with
incarcerated parents, Catalyst
changed the names of all children
out of concern for their privacy.
Pseudonyms are used instead, even
though some caregivers are
referred to by their real names.

For more on this project, go to
www.catalyst-chicago.org,
www.communityrenewalsociety.org
and www.chicagoreporter.com.
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SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL LEARNING

UPDATES Page 14

� Anyone want a
turnaround?

� Charters: Open more,
or rein them in?

� Coaches keep rookie
teachers on track

� Aspiring principals
show off their skills

DEPARTMENTS

Teaching kids to cope

Social and emotional learning has taken a
back seat to raising test scores in CPS. But
kids say such learning is needed, and the

district seems poised to put it on the front burner.
COVER STORY: PAGE 6
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ON OUR WEB SITE
Go to the Catalyst Web site,
www.catalyst-chicago.org,
for news and resources on Chicago
school reform, including:
� Spanish translations
� Reform history news highlights

HELPING STUDENTS RAISE THEIR ‘EQ’
A nonprofit that promotes ‘emotional intelligence’ will oversee a pilot
for social and emotional learning.  PAGE 10

LAMP LIGHTS THE WAY FOR KIDS
Chicago’s first chapter of Amachi, a nationally recognized program for
children with parents in prison, debuts on the West Side.  PAGE 12

TEACHER’S PERSONAL TOUCH REACHES TROUBLED STUDENTS
Her students face daunting problems, but connecting with them helps
Alfea Gordon keep kids focused on lessons.  PAGE 13

JOE GALLO

Posters on display at at Hay Elementary in Austin outline social
and emotional skills that children are expected to learn.

ON THE COVER: At Hay Elementary, 6th-graders participate
in weekly circle discussions that give them time to air out
problems. [PHOTO BY JOE GALLO]

CRISTINA RUTTER

New kindergarten
teacher Stephanie
Hansen works
one-on-one with
a student. Hansen
and other rookie
teachers are
getting support
from the Chicago
New Teacher
Center. See story,
page 17.
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IN SHORT
“You never say never.”
Former CEO Paul Vallas in the March 29 Philadelphia Inquirer, which reported
that Vallas will stay for two years as head of the New Orleans Recovery School
District but then may return to Chicago, where his wife and children still live, and
may make another run for governor of Illinois.

ELSEWHERE

with ...
Q&A

Next school year, CPS is taking a gam-
ble that its “turnaround” strategy will
transform six underperforming
schools with new principals, teachers
and curricula. Signaling that the strate-
gy is here to stay, the district created
the new turnarounds office, led by
Anderson, a one-time engineer who
joined CPS as a Broad Foundation fel-
low. Data and Research Editor John
Myers sat down with Anderson to talk
about the challenges ahead.

This is only the start of the Academy for
Urban School Leadership turnarounds at
Harvard and Sherman. Is there convincing
evidence for pushing ahead with more?

When you look at the performance of a
school, the first thing everyone looks at is state
assessments. There’s a lot more that goes into
it—attendance, the number of violent inci-
dents, teacher attendance, community
engagement. We’ve seen those things improv-
ing, and we want to accelerate that progress.

What challenges will high schools present?

One challenge is, how are you going to find
the staff?  One of the ways is by leveraging the
human resources efforts of the district. Anoth-
er is partnering with the New Teacher Project,
Teach for America, local universities and
AUSL. We have the same challenges of finding
specialists, such as special education and math
teachers. By partnering together, we’re not
going to fight over the same people.  

Is there something unique about high
schools versus elementary?

Just from one data point—parental
involvement—it’s very different. There’s a lot
more independence, more social ills, more
pressure on a child. Part of our strategy to
address social and emotional needs is being
able to have targeted solutions at every stage
of that child’s educational career. 

What will CPS do differently from AUSL?

One of the main differences is with regard
to staff.  AUSL will use staff from its training
academies. Our philosophy is to hire people
with more experience. We’ve been screening
for leaders who’ve actually turned around
schools, while AUSL found highly energetic,
great leaders who haven’t necessarily been

Washington, D.C.: Intervention
Troubled families of struggling students will
get counseling and assistance through a new
pilot program that brings social agencies
together to solve problems that hurt stu-
dents’ academic progress and school behav-
ior, according to the March 19 Washington
Post. The program will offer substance abuse
counseling and job training for families, help
with solving public aid problems and other
assistance. The initiative will be in place in
two schools this spring and five next fall. 

New York: No tenure link
The New York Legislature passed a bill bar-
ring local school districts from setting addi-
tional requirements on teacher tenure,
such as linking tenure to students’ test
scores, according to the March 18 New York
Times. It could impact an ambitious exper-

iment to measure 2,500 New York City
teachers on how much their students
improve on standardized tests. While the
city has not said it would link test scores to
tenure, Mayor Michael Bloomberg has
promised to fight the state ban. 

Pennsylvania: Defining success 
Pennsylvania schools are using a new tool,
the Pennsylvania Value-Added Assessment
System, to track student growth year-to-
year rather than relying solely on the per-
formance snapshot provided by standard-
ized tests, according to the March 10 Pitts-
burgh Post-Gazette. The data system has
been tested since 2002 and became avail-
able to all school districts last fall. Measur-
ing growth helps administrators distinguish
which low-performing schools are making
improvements and which high-performing
schools have stopped making progress.

Alan Anderson, director
CPS Office of School Turnarounds

Notebook
TIMELINE
March 6: Power limits 
A bill that would strip Gov.
Rod Blagojevich’s power over
the Illinois State Board of
Education sails through a
House committee and
awaits the vote of the full
House. The bill, sponsored
by perennial Blagojevich
critic Rep. Lou Lang (D-
Skokie), would take away the
governor’s right to choose
the state superintendent and
members of the board and
give the Legislature more
control. The bill must also
pass the Senate, which is
controlled by Blagojevich
ally Emil Jones (D-Chicago).

March 13: Pension suit
CPS sues the state, charging
it has failed to meet its
funding goals for the Chica-
go Teachers’ Pension Fund.
As a result, Chicagoans are
taxed twice, once to pay the
pensions of teachers across
the state and again to pay
the pensions of CPS teach-
ers. A 1994 law set a state
goal for contributing to the
Chicago fund at a rate that
is 20 to 30 percent of the
contribution to the
statewide teacher pension
fund. In FY08, the state
contributed just 5.3 per-
cent, the suit says.

March 14: Boarding
CEO Arne Duncan
announces he wants to create
public boarding schools for
students who are homeless or
who “should not go home at
night.” A pilot residential pro-
gram for 15 to 20 students
could start as early as Sep-
tember 2009, although it’s
unclear how the expensive
program would be funded or
who would care for the kids.
Josh Edelman, head of the
Office of New Schools, spent
four years as principal of The
SEED School in Washington,
D.C., the nation’s longest-run-
ning urban residential school.  
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principals. Their philosophy is, “We know we’re
nimble enough to provide support on a case-
by-case basis a lot quicker than the district.” 

How will incentive pay work at AUSL
schools and the CPS turnarounds?

CEO Arne Duncan wants to have consistent
incentives. One of the things we’re thinking about
is performance contracts for principals based on
ratings on a myriad of different metrics.

Only a few of the teachers at Harvard
were rehired. Is that what teachers in
these other schools can expect?

It could be. You want it to really feel like a
new environment. 

The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation gave
AUSL $10.3 million, some of it to be used
for two high schools yet to be named.
Would those be South Shore and Bowen?

Those schools haven’t performed at the rate
we love to see, but there are a number of schools
performing even worse. So, the jury’s still out.

How much extra spending will go into
these schools? 

For FY08, the district may be putting up
about $500,000 per school. The high schools
may be closer to $750,000. We think we can
sustain that for three to five years.

What did you take away from the public
hearings on turnarounds and closings?

One thing parents said is, “You’ve got to
have some dialogue with the students.” We
need to discuss the challenges that they’re see-
ing—what are the attachment issues they may
have with existing staff—and try to address
that. We’re really committed to making sure
that happens.

KURT MITCHELL

FOOTNOTE

MATH CLASS
A snapshot look at the CPS budget for the 2007-2008 school year shows 16 high schools ear-

marked a total of $1.6 million from their discretionary budgets for the High School Transfor-

mation Project. Although the cost to participate in the project went up, these schools had extra cash

in their discretionary budgets, which increased to $18 million in 2007, up from $15.6
million the year before Transformation. The increase came largely from federal Title 1 funds,

which accounted for 80% of the hike. (This year, the district required schools that joined the Trans-

formation Project to pony up $300 for each participating student, up from $250 in 2007.)

ASK CATALYST

How much is the deposit for CPS’ tuition-based preschool? Is it
uniform among different preschools? Why is it so expensive? Why
doesn’t CPS return the deposit if a parent decides to send their
children to a different preschool?

Falona Joy, mother of prospective preschooler 

Parents who apply to tuition-based preschools must put down two deposits of $225
($250 with meals). One holds the child’s spot, the second pre-pays the first week’s
tuition. Deposits are nonrefundable unless a preschool does not open because it cannot
fill its slots, or is overbooked and cannot accommodate the child, says Bonnie Roelle,
director of tuition-based preschool. Preschools generally won’t accept deposits if there
are no openings. Roelle says parents sometimes submit deposits to more than one pre-
school. When the child gets into a school, CPS will work with the parent to apply the
other deposit toward tuition at the school the child will attend. Tuition preschools oper-
ate for 10 hours a day, five days a week, for an hourly cost of about $4, Roelle says.

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

JOHN BOOZ
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By Sarah Karp

By the time they
arrive at school
in the morning,
their insides are
often in knots.
Perhaps they

had a difficult time with a
strung-out mother, are frus-
trated by a father’s absence or
just experienced a rowdy and
threatening bus ride.

Until recently, students on
the South Shore high school
campus who faced such prob-
lems had someplace to turn.
Teachers were in ongoing
training to help them relate to
students’ problems and stu-
dents had access to commu-
nity resources in their school
designed to help them. 

But this year, much of that
support disappeared.

Two of South Shore’s four
small schools had worked hard
to design an initiative, dubbed
Barriers to Learning, focused
on social and emotional learn-
ing, says Pam Warner, a coun-
selor at the School of Entrepre-
neurship. District officials
promised to pay for the pro-
gram for five years. That prom-
ise, however, was broken.

“They cut it off after only
two years, and we are pissed,”
Warner says. 

Given the district’s previous
piecemeal attempts at social
and emotional learning in
Chicago’s pubic schools, South
Shore’s teachers and coun-

selors shouldn’t be surprised. 
Social and emotional

learning is the term used to
describe the deliberate teach-
ing of behaviors and values in
schools. Some advocates
believe these skills must be
taught using scientifically test-

ed curricula, but others are
open to less tangible ways of
providing students with direc-
tion and personal connection. 

In the past, efforts to
address social and emotional
learning have come and gone
with grant money and leader-
ship changes.

Vivian Loseth, a nationally
recognized expert, argues that
educators need to shift how
they think about social and
emotional learning. 

“We need to change the way
we relate to children,” says Los-
eth, executive director of Youth
Guidance, a nonprofit agency
that is working with some
schools on social and emotion-
al learning. “It extends to the
way in which we relate to one
another. Instead of tearing each
other down, it is about building
each other up. And it has to
percolate through the schools,
not just be an extra program or

Students say social and emotional learning is the No. 1 area that CPS

needs to improve. Research says it can boost academics. Now the

district is poised to adopt a comprehensive strategy to teach life skills.

Teaching 
kids to cope

WHY THIS MATTERS
Social and emotional learning is the
deliberate teaching of self-control and
self-awareness skills to children. Some
curricula have been scientifically vetted
and proven to increase test scores and improve behavior. Experts say
schools have to do a better job of reaching out to children who have a
parent in prison or face other kinds of stress at home.

� Illinois was the first state to set social and emotional learning
standards. CPS approved a policy in 2004 to implement them. 

� Some principals and counselors see social and emotional learning
as a way to address discipline and help troubled students focus.

� Implementation in CPS has been piecemeal,  mostly pilot programs.

� Some teachers worry it will distract from academics.
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in one classroom or another.”
Today, as a new group of

grant-funded pilots take shape,
there are signs that the district
might be ready to take a more
comprehensive approach. Out-
side pressures give CPS no
choice. Four years ago, Illinois
made social and emotional
learning a requirement, be-
coming the first state to pass
standards and set benchmarks.
Shortly after, the district ap-
proved a policy to address social
and emotional learning and
train teachers in every school. 

Advocates point to convinc-
ing research that links social
and emotional learning to aca-
demic achievement. An analy-
sis of 207 studies found that
students who participated in
social and emotional learning
efforts scored 11 points higher
on standardized achievement
tests than those who did not
receive such instruction. 

Also, students in the studies
behaved better and displayed
less emotional distress, accord-
ing to the Collaborative for Aca-
demic, Social and Emotional
Learning, or CASEL.

Pressure is coming from
inside, too. In the first-ever
districtwide survey of stu-
dents last spring, CPS stu-
dents were asked a number of
questions about their own
and their peers’ social and
emotional development. One
question asked whether peers
stop and think before they do
anything when they get angry.

The results showed that
social and emotional learning
is the No. 1 area students iden-
tified as needing improvement.  

Bryan Samuels, chief of staff
to CEO Arne Duncan, got the
message and has made com-
prehensive social and emo-
tional learning a top priority. As
the former head of the Illinois

Department of Children and
Family Services, Samuels sees a
need to improve emotional
well-being in school. 

He points out that while
foster children are dealing
with a specific set of prob-
lems, troubled students in the
city’s public schools can be
upset for myriad reasons. 

“Challenges of children in
the welfare system are not
unique,” he says. “I want to see
what pieces relevant for that
system might be relevant here.”

Increasingly, principals
and counselors are looking
for social and emotional cur-
ricula to help them solve lin-
gering issues with discipline
and student engagement.
Their hope: that emphasiz-
ing self-control and making
personal connections will
stem fighting, dropouts and
other negative behaviors. 

But Samuels and others

note the challenges ahead.
Cost is one, since a compre-
hensive curriculum and the
teacher training for it ranges
from $700 to $1,500 per per-
son. Getting teachers to buy
into the idea is another chal-
lenge. Some teachers are hesi-
tant to take on responsibility
for social and emotional
learning while they already
are pressed to prepare stu-
dents for high-stakes tests.

Ranjana Bhargava, director
of Lutheran Social Services of
Illinois’ Connections Programs,
insists that schools need to do a
better job of reaching out to
students who face stress out-
side of school. Her program
works with children whose par-
ents are in prison, but Bhargava
says other youngsters need the
same attention and that schools
too often ignore students who
are emotionally distraught. 

Teachers who use a social

JOE GALLO

Hay Elementary School teacher Laura Kessinger has her students sit in a circle each week to talk about conflicts or problems. Next year, she will be
formally trained in a social and emotional learning curriculum.



and emotional learning cur-
riculum tend to know their
students more intimately and
ask questions about their lives,
Bhargava says. There’s also
more opportunity for these
students to share and talk
about their troubles in class.

“Many of these children
feel so intimidated, and these
are subjects that are never,
never talked about,” she says. 

Such programs can be
especially important for chil-
dren whose parents are absent,
Bhargava adds. Children in this
situation need both self-confi-
dence and self-awareness—

two of the main principles of
social and emotional learning.

“They think that [their par-
ents’ absence] happened
because of them,” she says. “It
leads to a lot of questioning of
themselves.” It’s difficult for
these students to focus on
school when there’s so much
turmoil elsewhere, she adds.

‘REALITY OF IT ALL’
Principal Beryl D. Guy says

Hay Community Academy in
Austin has long recognized the
importance of social and emo-
tional education. Written on
poster boards that are taped

on two gray pillars near the
entrance to the school is a list
of seven characteristics chil-
dren are expected to develop. 

They include showing
understanding and empathy
for others, working in teams,
making ethical and construc-
tive choices about behavior,
and knowing one’s strengths
and limitations.

Guy says this holistic
approach to educating the
mostly African-American stu-
dent population is intuitive.
Beginning next year, however,
Hay will join 12 other schools
in a pilot that will make social
and emotional learning more
deliberate. (See related story
on page 10.) Now, Hay’s staff is
selecting which curriculum to
adopt next year.  

CASEL Vice President Mary
Utne O’Brien says connecting
the inclination to address
well-being with curricula that
deliberately infuses it into the
school day is key. When
CASEL was founded 12 years
ago, the intent was to apply
scientific rigor to various
social and emotional curricu-
la being used by schools. 

O’Brien argues that social
and emotional learning and the
skills it teaches are important
for all children, regardless of
socio-economic background.
Self-awareness and self-man-
agement are tools every child
needs when confronted with
choices and dilemmas. 

School District 181 in
Hinsdale, a wealthy suburb
of Chicago, recognized this a
few years ago when it em-
braced social and emotional
learning, citing the need for
their students—perhaps be-
ing groomed to be high-pow-
ered CEOs—to be able to
work in groups and be good
problem solvers.

Yet the need for social and
emotional learning is more
pronounced in schools where
most students come from poor
and fractured families, O’Brien

explains. These schools must
establish early on that they are
safe and caring refuges where
students can feel comfortable.
Once students feel cared for,
they are much less likely to drop
out or turn to other negative
behaviors, she adds. “A really
big part of this is giving teachers
what they need to connect to a
child,” O’Brien says.

TEACHERS WON’T ‘TRIP OUT’
At South Shore, where test

scores are stubbornly low,
counselors often encountered
students who were stymied in
school because of problems at
home or in the neighborhood. 

Warner describes a 16-
year-old boy who faced the
responsibility of caring for a 6-
month-old son at home, com-
bined with the burden of a
mom on drugs. At school,
Warner and the boy’s teachers
are left to try to convince him
that he needs to concentrate
on algebra. 

“We try to deal with the
reality of it all,” Warner says. 

Johnny Banks, who founded
and runs a nonprofit youth out-
reach organization, says reality
is not the only thing that hin-
ders students—fear also does.
Banks’ program, called A Knock
at Midnight, was brought into
South Shore to lead what are
essentially group therapy ses-
sions as part of its social and
emotional learning plan. 

Training teachers is also
important. It helps them realize
the roots of apparent disre-
spectful behavior, Banks says.
When young people are
expected to act like adults at
home—dressing and feeding
siblings, for instance—it is
often difficult for them to make
the transition to behaving like
students at school. If teachers
know what is going on in stu-
dents’ head, “maybe then these
teachers won’t trip out,” he says. 

But the counselors don’t
have the time to hold student
sessions, like the ones A

COVER STORY SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL LEARNING
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What is social and emotional learning?
Social and emotional learning is the process through which people

learn how to recognize and manage emotions, develop concern for
others and establish positive relationships. They also learn how to make
responsible decisions and handle challenging situations. Children are
taught, for example, how to calm themselves when angry. 

Teachers often bring social and emotional learning into their class-
room naturally by talking to students about character traits in a discus-
sion about a novel. But advocates point to specific curricula in which
lessons are developmentally appropriate, build new skills and provide
structured opportunities for children to practice and apply them. 

Illinois is the first state to establish social and emotional learning
goals and standards akin to those set for English, math and science. The
following are goals and standards that schools must help students meet: 

GOAL 1: DEVELOP SELF-AWARENESS AND SELF-MANAGEMENT
SKILLS TO ACHIEVE SCHOOL AND LIFE SUCCESS.

� Identify and manage one’s own emotions and behavior. 

� Recognize personal qualities and external supports.

� Demonstrate skills related to achieving personal and academic goals. 

GOAL 2: USE SOCIAL AWARENESS AND INTERPERSONAL
SKILLS TO ESTABLISH, MAINTAIN POSITIVE RELATIONSHIPS.

� Recognize the feelings and perspectives of others.

� Recognize individual and group similarities and differences. 

� Use communication and social skills to interact effectively . 

� Demonstrate an ability to prevent, manage and resolve
interpersonal conflicts in constructive ways. 

GOAL 3: DEMONSTRATE DECISION-MAKING SKILLS AND
RESPONSIBLE BEHAVIORS IN PERSONAL, SCHOOL AND
COMMUNITY CONTEXTS.

� Consider ethical, safety and societal factors in making decisions. 

� Apply decision making skills to deal responsibly with daily academic
and social situations. 

� Contribute to the well-being of one’s school and community. 
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Knock at Midnight had been
holding at the school. A one-
on-one therapy session with a
student means pushing aside
loads of paperwork, they say.

South Shore counselors say
they do not know why their
Barriers to Learning program
was cut. Frustration is evident.
“These kids will never learn if
they don’t find peace inside,”
says Warner.

RESPONSIBLE DECISIONS
The sentiment by coun-

selors at South Shore is
echoed throughout the dis-
trict. The counselor to student
ratio in Chicago is 350 to 1,
about 100 students more than
is recommended by the Wash-
ington D.C.-based American
School Counselor Association.

Lisa Krotiak, the counselor
at Burnham Mathematics and
Science Academy, says that
when she went to college in
California, she envisioned
spending much of her time
talking to students about their
problems. But as it turns out,
in Chicago she was called
upon to coordinate testing
and work with special educa-
tion students. 

By herself, she began going
into classrooms and talking to
students about good character
and values. “Someone needs to
tell them that it is OK to be
angry, but then give some
instruction on what does it
mean to be cooperative or
make responsible decisions,”
she says. “How do you handle
conflict in a good, safe way?”

This year she and her prin-
cipal jumped on the chance to
be part of the pilot program
for all the teachers in the
school to be trained on social
and emotional learning.

Other principals and coun-
selors point to concerns about
behavior and discipline as
chief reasons for wanting to
be a part of the new pilot.

Getting a handle on bully-
ing and fighting has given Von

Humboldt Principal Christ
Kalamatas a sense of urgency
to ramp up social and emo-
tional learning.

Sue Baley, the dean of stu-
dents at Tilden High School,
says the school in the Back of
the Yards neighborhood tries to
head off problems among stu-
dents. But too often they end up
in fights. When that happens,
she feels as though she has no
other recourse than to suspend
or eventually expel the student.
Last year, Tilden expelled more
students than any other school,
according to a Catalyst Chicago
analysis of Board of Education
expulsion reports. Baley finds
herself in a similar predicament
when a student talks back or is
rude to a teacher. 

But Baley is well aware that
spurning students doesn’t help
them change their behavior.
“They are not learning if they
are sitting at home,” she says.

The biggest obstacle for
schools involved in the pilot is
getting teachers to buy in. Von
Humboldt teacher Bill Sher-

win says some teachers worry
that social and emotional les-
sons will cut into time they
have to spend teaching read-
ing or math. Others don’t see
the immediate impact.

“I try to convince them that
somewhere down the line,
when kids pick it up, they will
see some progress,” he says. 

NEW CROP OF PROGRAMS
Loseth from Youth Guid-

ance says she’s not surprised
that teachers are hesitant to
embrace social and emotional
learning. She says the No
Child Left Behind law, which
focuses on test scores, creates
pressure on schools and
makes them feel compelled to
respond with quick solutions
and superficial assessments.

But she says it behooves
teachers to pursue it. “One of
the common things you find
with bad teachers is that they
have not found a way to con-
nect with students,” she says.
“If you can connect with kids
and teach them how to manage

their own behavior, then it frees
up time for math and science.”

Ken Papineau, deputy
director in CPS’ Office of Spe-
cialized Services, says that the
district has long recognized
the importance of social and
emotional learning and in
2004, the district created a
social and emotional learning
team in the school health unit.  

Though all of CPS’ current
social and emotional programs
are funded through special
grants, Papineau notes that
training all the teachers in 13
pilot schools is the most com-
prehensive approach so far. 

“The idea is to build capac-
ity throughout [each of] the
schools,” he says. 

Also, there’s additional
state money so that all of the
pilot schools will have a per-
son from a social service
agency on hand to provide
mental health services. 

Another big grant being
used by the unit will install
alcohol and drug abuse pro-

JASON GEIL

Juan Ortiz listens to his 2nd-grade teacher Roxanne Guerra-Durazo at Spry Elementary. Guerra-Durazo, who
was trained in social and emotional learning last year, says it has helped her better manage classroom behavior.

Continued on page 13
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By Sarah Karp

On a recent morning, the 2nd-
grade students at Spry Elemen-
tary in Pilsen take off one shoe
and place it in a pile in the middle

of a circle, making a motley stack of white
sneakers, browning laces and two identi-
cal black boots. 

Each student takes a turn picking up a
shoe, finding the classmate who is wearing
its match and then greeting him or her.

“Buenos días, Jackie,” says a cherub-
faced boy to a pony-tailed girl.

“Good morning, Eric,” she answers. 
This morning ritual, one of the exer-

cises prescribed in the school’s social and
emotional learning curriculum, doesn’t
always entail removing shoes. But chil-
dren always share a greeting, ensuring
that each of them feels welcomed at
school every day. 

Teacher Roxanne Guerra-Durazo says
that the ritual also helps kids make the
transition from home, and whatever trou-
bles they might be facing there, to school. 

Spry is one of the few schools in CPS
that uses a formal social and emotional
learning curriculum; in this case, one that
is called Responsive Classroom. Next
year, however, a $2.2 million program will
bring this type of curriculum—and an
extra mental health worker—to 13
schools that have signed on to pilot a
comprehensive approach to social and
emotional learning.

Principals and school staff hope the
pilot will help students build resiliency,
handle conflict and develop other traits
of what’s called “emotional intelligence.” 

In fact, the nonprofit group that has
been hired by CPS to provide leadership
training for the pilot, known as CASEL, was
founded by noted author and psychologist
Daniel Goleman, who coined the phrase
in the title of his best-seller, “Emotional
Intelligence: Why It Can Matter More Than
IQ.” Goleman also founded the Collabora-
tive for Social, Academic and Emotional
Learning (CASEL) which is housed at the
University of Illinois at Chicago.

At Spry, three primary grade teachers
were trained in the summer of 2006 as part
of a previous collaboration with CASEL,
which also worked with five other schools
across Illinois to implement social and
emotional learning. To train teachers,
CASEL used a portion of $480,000 in state
funding (originally from the federal Safe
and Drug-Free Schools program). 

Principal Nilda Medina explains that at
Spry, many families are among the work-
ing poor and cope with a lot of stress.
Moms often work long hours and struggle
to make ends meet. Sometimes there are
problems with drug addiction and physi-
cal distance, with parents living in anoth-
er country, incarcerated or just absent.

“They come in with many issues,” says
Medina, who rose from kindergarten
teacher to the top slot at the school last
year. “Our families are broken spiritually.”

As a result, children often have no one
at home to teach them how to deal with
their emotions and respond appropriate-
ly to conflicts. And for all the need, Spry is
stretched thin to fill the gap. The school
has one full-time counselor and a social

worker who comes just one and a half
days each week—both of whom also have
administrative duties.  

Medina says that school administra-
tors eventually concluded that address-
ing students’ emotional needs was a crit-
ical first step toward getting them to focus
on academics.

All during the school day, there’s evi-
dence of how social and emotional learn-
ing is infused with lessons. First-grade
teacher Erin Sullivan, for example, uses
Guided Discovery (part of the Responsive
Classroom curriculum) when she intro-
duces new materials to children. 

Today, Sullivan gives children small
clumps of gray clay for a class project. But
before giving them instructions, Sullivan
lets them make objects, like space ships and
flowers, and talk to each other about what
they’re doing. This approach is meant to let
children express their creativity and devel-
op independence, two traits considered
important in social and emotional learning. 

In addition, the rules for behavior in
Responsive Classrooms are expressed
differently. Instead of using negative
phrases, such as “Don’t hit,” teachers use
more cooperative language, such as
“Take care of your classroom, take care of
your friends and take care of yourself.”

In Guerra-Durazo’s 2nd-grade class,
the greeting is part of what’s called Morn-
ing Meeting, which includes conversation
and sharing. Since the children are young,
most of them share about insignificant
happenings. One girl talks about having a
dream in which her french fries could talk
and lived in a house made of cake. 

Though often the stories are silly,
Guerra-Durazo says Responsive Class-
room has helped her get to know her stu-
dents better. Sullivan adds that the cur-
riculum has given her a way to deal with
some of the challenges students bring. 

“Maybe they are not validated at home,
or maybe they don’t get a lot of attention,”
Sullivan says. “Here, someone will take
time to say hello to them, and they will
have the chance to share their ideas.”

Medina notes that behavior has

Helping students raise their ‘EQ’
A dozen schools will get new curricula, extra staff and training in building kids’ emotional intelligence

SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL LEARNING
The following are just a few of the
programs identified by CPS:

ACROSS AGES matches students with mentors.
They participate in a life skills, problem-solving
curriculum and do community service.

ALL STARS can be used in classes or after
school. It is designed to prevent drug and
alcohol abuse, violence and sexual activity
among early middle school youth.

RESPONSIVE CLASSROOM attempts to make
classes more welcoming to students by hav-
ing morning meetings and encouraging
rules that emphasize positive behaviors.

LIONS QUEST combines service learning and
skills development. Self-confidence, responsi-
bility and resisting peer pressure are stressed. 

For a complete list go to www.casel.org.



improved among the kindergarten, 1st- and
2nd-graders. Although she would love to
see the program expand to all the elemen-
tary grades and even to Spry High (which is
in the same building), the venture is expen-
sive. For now, to avoid the cost of addition-
al training, Medina is thinking of moving
the 2nd-grade teachers up to 3rd-grade so
they can continue using the curriculum.

The pilot schools, however, will reap
the benefit of a school-wide approach.
Teachers in every grade will be trained
this summer, and feeder schools and high
schools will begin using the curriculum at
the same time.  

All the schools will receive a full-time
worker from a social service agency to
provide extra mental health services.

“It takes a load off,” says Beryl Guy,
principal of Hay Elementary in Austin,
who was able to have her mental
health worker talk to a boy and his
mother when the youth was experi-
encing some gender-identity issues.

Like many of the elementary schools
chosen for the pilot, Hay is already using
some of the elements of social and emo-
tional learning. 

The day starts with a school assembly,

where students say the pledge and bellow
out “Lift Every Voice and Sing,” an inspi-
rational song with lyrics written by the
African-American poet and civil rights
leader James Weldon Johnson. Guy says
the assembly is a time for teachers to
observe their students and gauge their
disposition before the day starts. 

Some teachers also lead circle discus-
sions in their classes.

LOOKING TO THE FUTURE
Guy says most of the strategies that Hay

teachers have been using are intuitive, and
that many schools with mostly African-
American leadership and students take
this holistic approach to students. 

Next year, Guy says she’s looking to the
new curriculum for structure. Eventually,
she would like to see more children talk-
ing about issues, and to have them devel-
op resiliency, something they will need
growing up in a rough city neighborhood. 

“One of our mottos is for them to stay on
track and keep on moving in the right direc-
tion,” Guy says. “We don’t want them to let
their problems stop them in the trenches.” 

Hay’s team and other teams in the
pilot schools are now choosing the cur-

riculum they will use. CASEL rates dozens
of curricula on criteria such as overall
effectiveness and what type of environ-
ment is the best fit.

At Clemente High, for example, spe-
cial education teacher Janett Young says
that her school is leaning toward a cur-
riculum that seems a good fit for teens,
called Lions Quest. The team likes the fact
that Lions Quest is organized around
themes, has a service-learning compo-
nent and has higher-level lessons and
language tailored for the upper grades.
Young notes this is important for teens,
who abhor being talked down to. 

Clemente was approached by CPS to
be part of the project after one of its feed-
er schools, Von Humboldt, pursued it.
Young says counselors and teachers
needed some selling at first, but now are
excited about the pilot.

The team chose a word to emphasize
to students: courage. The word seemed
appropriate for Clemente because the
school has experienced a fair share of vio-
lence in recent years.

“They need courage to not follow their
peers, and to stay calm in conflicts,” Young
says. “We hope they internalize the word.”
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Teacher Olga Nuñez-Johnson of Spry Elementary in Pilsen is one of three primary teachers trained to use Responsive Classroom, a curriculum
that includes lessons to help students feel connected to the school and develop self-management skills.
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By Sarah Karp

Patricia* leans against a wall and
shrugs defiantly as her teacher
and principal bustle around, get-
ting ready for the kick-off of a

new mentoring program.
Though she was persuaded to return

after the school day to Herzl Elementary
this Wednesday evening, the 13-year-old
wasn’t about to show any enthusiasm. 

Patricia flatly says she’s bad and likes to
fight, and that nothing will change that. 

“I don’t care about no one because no
one cares about me,” she says.

The teenager’s pessimistic attitude is
understandable. Patricia’s mother, a drug
addict, was in prison until she turned 6, the
girl says. Although her mother is not in
prison now, Patricia says they do not get
along and do not live together. She has
never lived with her father and barely
knows him; he is now behind bars. Patricia
lives with an aunt and a 36-year-old cousin.

In her dour assessment, Patricia voices
both the reason for the mentoring program
called LAMP and the challenges that it
faces reaching out to troubled youngsters.
LAMP, which stands for Lawndale Amachi
Mentoring Program, is the first local chap-
ter of the well-regarded Amachi program
started in 2000 in Philadelphia by Rev. Dr.
W. Wilson Goode Sr. The faith-based pro-
gram has won national recognition for its
work to bring together mentors with chil-
dren whose parents are in prison. Almost
every state has Amachi programs.

There are no data to show how many
schoolchildren in North Lawndale have a
parent in prison. But the number of
adults in the community who are
involved with the criminal justice system
is high: As many as 57 percent of the adult
population has been arrested, incarcerat-
ed or put on probation, according to a
2002 study by the now-defunct, nonprof-
it Center for Impact Research. 

Retired Herzl Principal Betty Allen-
Green was inspired to start LAMP after
running into the mother of one of her stu-
dents during a prison ministry visit organ-
ized by her church. The encounter showed
her how devastating it is for children to
have a parent in prison. (See Catalyst
Chicago, April 2007.)

“Children love their parents and they
want their parents,” Allen-Green told the
initial group of mentees and mentors
gathered for the mid-March kickoff event
at her North Lawndale school. When their
parents are in prison, she says, “they
come to school angry, or stop coming to
school.” They also sometimes stop taking
care of their appearance, she adds. 

Allen-Green implored the mentors to
take the children to the movies or the
library, just to let them know that some-
one out there cares. She put her retire-
ment plans on hold last year, as the local
school council searched for a replace-
ment. But she pushed ahead and found-

ed LAMP, garnering financial support
from Chase Bank and the Steans Family
Foundation. Allen-Green also convinced
AmeriCorps to send her a volunteer. 

The first matches involved only Herzl
students and mentors from nearby
Greater Galilee Baptist Church, along
with a few school staff mentors. But the
ultimate goal is to include children from
13 neighborhood elementary schools
and the Collins campus. 

At this first meeting, AmeriCorps vol-
unteer Vanessa Ford reads the names of
the students and their mentors before
they share a meal. 

Lawrence Coleman, a church mem-
ber, says this is his first foray into volun-
teering. A father of eight adult children,
Coleman believes he can be a good male
role model for a boy in need.

“I want to give them some idea of what
it means to have good character,” he says. 

Another goal is to take the children’s
minds off their troubles. “My childhood

LAMP lights the way for kids
A nationally recognized program
for children with parents in
prison launches on the West Side 

JASON GEIL

Mentor Lawrence Coleman chats with his new charge over dinner at the March kickoff event for
LAMP, a program designed to provide adult guidance to children who have a parent in prison.
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was filled with playing basketball out-
side,” Coleman says. “I want them just to
be children and have fun.”

His youngest daughter, Christina
Franklin, was also on hand and was the
only one to get two mentees, twins Tina*
and Tracy.* Franklin knelt at the table and
tried to get to know the two 7-year-olds.

“What do you like to do?” she asks.
“Jump,” Tina answers.
“Jump rope,” Franklin confirms. “Do

you know how to jump double-dutch?”
Tina shook her head. 
“I’ll teach you,” Franklin tells her.
The two girls are with their grand-

mother, Cynthia Washington, who has
been caring for them and their three sib-
lings for the past two years. Washington
declines to give specifics about where her
daughter is, except to say that the chil-
dren can only talk to her by phone and
that she keeps her daughter’s picture out
so they will remember her. 

“I am just keeping them until she can
get herself together,” she says. The chil-
dren’s fathers are not involved in their lives. 

Financially, Washington is struggling.
The only assistance she receives is a grant
of $398 from the Illinois Department of
Human Services. “I am doing my best to
keep a roof over their heads,” she says. 

Washington often feels stretched thin
and hopes the children will get some
needed extra attention from their mentor. 

“I am only one person,” she says. “I give
them everything I have, but all I have is
love. I don’t see anything wrong with giving
them a little more of it from a mentor.”

*Editor’s note: To protect their privacy,
Catalyst is not using children’s real names.

Teacher’s personal touch reaches troubled students
Every year, teacher Alfea Gordon asks students point blank, “Who do you live with?”
She wants to know up front whose parents are living and whose are dead; who has a

mother or father in prison; and who is fortunate to live with one or both biological parents
or caring relatives.

Such a question might seem unnecessary or rude. Yet Gordon says she needs to know the
personal circumstances of the children she teaches, all of whom live in North Lawndale and
mostly come from poor families, to connect with them. 

Though she never had formal training in social and emotional learning, Gordon knows the
value of establishing close relationships with students and making herself available several hours
a week to talk with troubled children. Gordon even takes calls on her cell phone on the weekend.

“I stop and listen to them. I sit and listen to them,” she says. “I cry with them.” 
Connecting closely with students means fewer student discipline issues, Gordon explains.

She rarely has to send any one of the 28 students in her classroom to the principal or discipli-
narian to be suspended. Gordon says knowing where students are coming from makes it easi-
er for her to navigate their moods and get them to focus on academic work.

Interpersonal skills like this do not come naturally to every teacher. Some teachers are new
to the job, fresh out of school. Or they don’t have children of their own and know little about
working with them. Or they come from completely different cultures. 

It all adds up to teachers who don’t understand or know how to unravel the problems that
many students are grappling with, she says. Classrooms suffer.

Gordon is emphatic about the district taking more intentional steps to train teachers in
how to reach out to students. “I am not just saying one workshop,” she says. “Several work-
shops [are necessary] so teachers really know how to interact with these children.”

A case in point is a 13-year-old known throughout the school for being angry and fight-
ing, but who loves to come to Gordon’s class, where she gets personal attention and has
opportunities to perform, like reciting poetry—something she likes to do.

Gordon implores the girl to behave, but she also realizes what the child is up against. The
girl’s mother spent six years in prison, and she barely knows her father. She recently wrote
Gordon a letter saying she’s torn between wanting to believe that her mother and God love
her and the reality of her life. The girl writes that sometimes she feels so bad she wants to die.

But the girl ends the letter by saying that Gordon is her mother. 
“I just cried and cried,” Gordon says.
Even Gordon says that many times she’s taken aback by the problems students bring to

her. She’s had students tell her they’d been beaten, molested or that their parents were
engaging in illegal activity. As a mandated reporter of child abuse, she tells them she will have
to pass along some of the information.

She often also consults with the principal or assistant principal about how to respond. 
“I never had a class on what to say to a child,” she says. “Sometimes I am like, ‘God help me,

what do I say to this baby?’ Sometimes I am terrified and I talk to someone about what I
should say. I usually wind up telling them, it is going to be all right.”

Sarah Karp

grams at eight elementary
schools and four small high
schools housed in South Shore. 

Samuels is taking stock of
all district and school level
activity around social and
emotional learning. He expects
to announce a wide-ranging
plan before September. 

His aspirations are tem-
pered by the district’s inabili-
ty to take previous programs
to scale. 

“We have homeless stu-
dents, we create homeless
programs,” Samuels says. “But
we never address the overall
issue that not enough students
come to us ready to learn.”

Instead of looking at groups
of students as isolated, Samuels
says the district needs to
address the health and well
being of students overall. 

Banks, whose Knock at
Midnight group is working with
a number of elementary
schools, hopes district officials

are ready to commit to making
social and emotional learning a
permanent part of school cur-
ricula. When programs come
and go, like the one at South
Shore’s small high schools, stu-
dents wind up hurt. After
spending a year in the schools,
Banks says students sought
him out when they needed to
talk or were feeling angry. 

Now that he’s gone, he has
lost regular contact with the
students. When he runs into
them occasionally on the

street, the trust has waned and
students’ shields are back up. 

“I have come to know that
once [students] are impacted
with programs like this, every-
thing else gets better, from
their general attitude to their
school work,” Banks says.
“The problem is inconsisten-
cy. There becomes a discon-
nect, and they are right back
where they started.”

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

COPE continued from page 9
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Updates
Anyone want a turnaround?

By John Myers

T
he city’s biggest charter school
operator is gearing up to enter the
school turnaround game, and the
district is taking the first steps to

coax more private managers into the mix.
Chicago International Charter

Schools has partnered with the
NewSchools Venture Fund, based in San
Francisco, to form a new nonprofit sub-
sidiary to handle turnarounds. Dubbed
ChicagoRise, the subsidiary plans to
take over at least one elementary school
by September 2009.

Elizabeth Purvis, executive director of
CICS, says the district and her organiza-
tion discussed the idea for years before
moving forward, since stepping into an
established but struggling school and
making sweeping changes over the sum-
mer poses high hurdles. 

“It’s the right thing to do, but it’s hard,”
Purvis says.

CPS recently issued a special call for
turnaround projects with its annual
request for Renaissance 2010 proposals—
a move that prompted an initial rebuke
from a spokesman for the Chicago Teach-
ers Union, which opposes the firing of
teachers under the turnaround approach
and wants the district to turn over more
schools to the union-run Fresh Start pro-
gram. (See graphic.) The union’s rocky
relationship with charter operators adds
yet another combustible element.

The new Office of School Turnarounds
has met with charter operators in Califor-
nia—including the well-known Green
Dot—to discuss the turnaround strategy.
Another prospective deal appears to be in
the works with Victory Schools, which

operates several East Coast charter
schools and already runs two charters in
Chicago under the CICS flag.

Meanwhile, the head of one group
notes that CPS must do more to pave the
way for prospective operators by address-
ing community concerns about the turn-
around strategy.

INVITED TO THE FAST TRACK?
In November, CPS invited Victory,

CICS, American Quality Schools and the
Academy for Urban School Leadership—
all management groups with Renais-
sance 2010 schools in their portfolios—to
pilot the turnaround application process.
Two months later, AUSL was selected to
take over Orr High (which houses three
small schools) and Morton and Howe ele-
mentary schools this fall.

The invitation suggests these organi-
zations are on the fast track to win turn-
around contracts for 2009. The new
schools office, however, says each pro-
posal—solicited and unsolicited alike—
will be considered carefully and equally. 

Michael Bakalis, president and CEO
for American Quality Schools, says it’s
premature for any organization to con-
sider its bid a shoo-in. It’s also premature
for the district to assume his group will
reapply, he notes.

Under the pilot process, AQS submit-
ted a plan to turn around an unspecified
elementary school in the Austin neigh-
borhood that would feed into the group’s
new Renaissance high school, Austin
Business and Entrepreneurship Acade-
my. Bakalis says he may very well submit
an updated proposal this spring, but only
if the district has a well-formed plan to
address community concerns.

“This is as much political as it is edu-
cational,” Bakalis says. “The first step is
that the community has to believe that
the schools they have are not serving

CPS is looking high and low for new managers to fix schools

on the fly. First up could be Chicago International Charter.
FRESH START VERSUS TURNAROUND 
The Chicago Teachers Union wants the dis-
trict to fix failing schools using the teacher-
driven Fresh Start program. Instead, CPS is
plowing forward with its turnaround
approach, angering the union because teach-
ers are fired and new principals handpick new
faculty. There’s little data to compare the two
models, since turnarounds are too new.
Recent data, however, suggest mixed results
for Fresh Start, with test scores exceeding city-
wide gains in just two of six elementary
schools. More promising: The percentage of
freshmen on track to graduate spiked in both
Fresh Start high schools.
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Bass
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Burke

FRESH START ELEM.    2006 ISAT        2007 ISAT     Difference

48%
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Notes: Harvard became a turnaround school just this
year. Dodge enrolled few of its original students after
closing for an entire year. Some of the original Fresh
Start schools have closed, and Delano Elementary was
dropped from the program in 2006.

Sources: School Report Cards, Chicago Public Schools
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their kids well.” Even if schools are low-
performing, he adds, “sometimes, peo-
ple are very attached to their neighbor-
hood schools.” 

Alan Anderson, who heads the CPS
turnarounds office, says the district is
“trying to work very much in sync” with
CICS and other potential operators. “We
try to meet frequently around some of the
challenges with regard to how to create a
school, how to deal with issues of climate
and so forth.” 

Margaret Harrington, Victory’s chief
operating officer, says she needed little
coaxing to consider getting into Chicago’s
market, where financial and organiza-
tional help for new school operators
abounds. Victory is well-schooled in the
turnaround game, she contends, having
launched six turnaround efforts in
Philadelphia six years ago. 

Victory’s nonprofit spin-off, Chicago
Schools Performance Group, appears
poised to jump into the game. Harring-
ton says district officials have all but
assured her that the group will take over
at least one elementary school in 2009.
Also under consideration, she says, are
turnarounds at a high school and
another elementary.

UNION WANTS INPUT
The ChicagoRise school, if it wins its

bid, will operate as a contract school. The
NewSchools Venture Fund—which has
already committed nearly $150,000 to
find the right senior leadership for
ChicagoRise—will chip in another
$200,000 once a deal is inked with CPS
and other milestones are reached.

CICS, like Victory, is a charter opera-
tor, and getting it into the business of
running a contract school that operates
outside its charter could stir up trouble
with the teachers union. The union has
long opposed lifting the cap on the
number of charters allowed to operate
in the city. Legislative proposals are in
the works in Springfield to bring more
charters to Chicago.

John Ostenburg, chief of staff to union
president Marilyn Stewart, says the CTU
will wait for more details before attacking
district plans to further expand the turn-
around initiative. But the union’s opposi-
tion seems assured.

“Even principals tell us that the
board is just gung-ho on the idea of
contracting out [school operations],” he

says. “Chicago International is a good
example of the public education system
being turned over to a private system.
The only thing that is public about them
is they’re using public dollars.” 

The CTU recently filed a grievance
with the district over turnaround schools,
arguing that the district violated the
union contract by failing to engage a joint
union-board committee to negotiate over
turnaround expansion.

Says Ostenburg: “We want to have
legitimate input.”

READY, WILLING, ABLE
Under CEO Arne Duncan, the district

has warmed up considerably to the
turnaround approach. Rather than clos-
ing schools outright—and sparking
community anger—the district has
used the turnaround approach.  New
school leaders are brought in to hand-
pick new staff and overhaul the curricu-
lum over the summer, creating a radi-
cally different learning environment for
kids the following school year. 

To date, the district has tried the strat-
egy only with AUSL, which specializes in
developing new teachers and their skills.
Under that group’s watch, test scores have
increased faster than citywide rates at
Sherman and Dodge elementary schools.

In January, CPS announced a major
expansion of turnarounds, with AUSL’s
takeover at Orr and two of its feeders and
the district’s own turnaround of Harper
High and two of its feeder schools.

The new Office of School Turnarounds
will manage the Harper initiative, but it’s
also charged with drumming up more
management groups for future turn-
arounds. Having several operators fits
neatly into the district’s overall strategy to
create competition at every level of
school governance, says Anderson.

“[Duncan] is a big competition guy,”
notes Anderson. “He wants to be able to
say, ‘Hey look, here’s a model that’s shown
successes in this regard, and here’s anoth-
er model that can show success in this
other regard.’ ”

One of the first jobs that Anderson
assigned to his staff: Visit Green Dot and St.
Hope, both California-based charters with
burgeoning reputations, to begin a dialog.

“The point is, they’ve gone out to just
identify all the potential folks who may
want to be looking to do this in future
years,” says Anderson. “If there were 30

providers that were ready and basically
positioned to actually do the work, we’d
probably be using [them].” 

To contact John Myers, call (312) 673-3874 or send an
e-mail to myers@catalyst-chicago.org.
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Other priorities
In its fifth call for new school proposals
under Renaissance 2010, district officials
for the first time are seeking plans from
school operators to overhaul low-perform-
ing schools. But CPS has set three addi-
tional priorities for this latest round: relieve
overcrowding, reinvent high schools and
launch schools in long underserved com-
munities. Here are the details:

OVERCROWDING 

Overcrowding is a major issue in parts of
the city. CPS will look favorably on school
operators that can purchase or rent their
own buildings, especially in these areas:

� Northwest Side: Edison Park, Norwood
Park, Forest Glen, Jefferson Park,
Portage Park, Dunning

� Southwest Side: Garfield Ridge, West
Elsdon, Gage Park, West Lawn, Clearing

� Far South Side: East Side, Hegewisch

RETHINK HIGH SCHOOLS

With performance still lagging in most
neighborhood high schools, CPS hopes to
reverse the trend with a variety of options,
including:

� College preps

� Career preps

� Single-sex schools

� Residential/boarding schools

� Alternative/dropout prevention schools

PRIORITY COMMUNITIES

In 2004, the Illinois Facilities Fund identi-
fied 25 communities that had few good
school options. CPS has launched or will
launch new schools in 15 of these neigh-
borhoods by September. For this new
round, CPS officials have identified four
communities that they say have room in
CPS buildings for new schools:

� East Garfield Park

� West Garfield Park

� South Chicago

� South Shore



By Aaron Chambers

T
he Illinois Senate has passed a
bill that would give Chicago five
more charters by shifting slots to
the city from the suburbs and

downstate Illinois. 
The move would give the city 35

charters, more than half the statewide
allocation of 60. Although it was forged
to appease charter opponents—prima-
rily teachers unions—the Chicago
Teachers Union opposes the plan, and
its statewide affiliate is backing anoth-
er bill to tighten the reins on charters
that don’t meet achievement goals or
other standards.

Under the bill, sponsored by state Sen.
Kimberly Lightford (D-Maywood), the
charters shifted to Chicago would be
exclusively for truants and dropouts;
each charter would be allowed up to 25
campuses. However, the bill would not
cap the number of campuses at existing
charters—a potential sticking point with
opponents, given the proliferation of
multi-campus charters in Chicago.

Lightford says she is trying to address
a critical need—getting high school
dropouts and truants back in school—by
holding tight on the overall number of
charters available across the state. 

“You have a lot of people who oppose
expansion,” Lightford says, referring to
teachers unions. “Charters aren’t union-
ized, so you can expect that there will be
opposition.”

State law allows 30 charters in Chica-
go, 15 in the suburbs and 15 in downstate
Illinois. Chicago is using all its charters,
but the suburbs have just two charters
and five exist downstate, according to the
Illinois Network of Charter Schools,
known as INCS. 

The Senate voted 33 to 20 in favor of
Lightford’s bill on April 17. Downstate and
suburban legislators largely voted against
the measure, while Chicago lawmakers

favored it. The bill now goes to the House,
where no vote has yet been scheduled.

“It could be a totally different ball
game” in the House, observes Cindy
Davidsmeyer, spokeswoman for Jones.

It’s impossible to say how far Light-
ford’s bill might get this spring, given the
political climate in Springfield. Gov. Rod
Blagojevich and Senate President Emil
Jones Jr. spent the last year feuding with
House Speaker Michael Madigan, and
there is no indication their posturing will
subside this year. 

‘WRONG SOLUTION?’
The Illinois Network of Charter

Schools opposes Lightford’s bill because
it would reduce the number of charters in
the suburbs and downstate. 

“It’s the wrong solution to the urgent
problem of the moment, which is the
charter supply overall,” says Executive
Director Elizabeth Evans. “In an ideal
world, it would be a great bill. But we
don’t want to start shuffling around our
too-small supply.”

Meanwhile, state Sen. Iris Martinez
(D-Chicago) is eyeing a far more ambi-
tious expansion of charters. She intro-
duced legislation to more than triple
the statewide cap to 200 from the cur-
rent 60. Although the proposal is now
just a shell bill, Martinez says she will
continue to push for a dramatic
increase in charters.

“We’re beginning to see waiting lists
[for charters],” she says. “We’re beginning
to see that parents want to be able to send
their kids to a smaller setting because
there is more one-on-one. We’re seeing
that test scores have improved dramati-
cally [in some charters]. And at the end of
the day, it’s still a public school.”

The CTU, however, stands firmly
opposed to charter expansion, even in
Lightford’s relatively limited plan. Chief
of Staff John Ostenburg says the union
might support more charters if they are

organized in line with the vision of the
late American Federation of Teachers
President Albert Shanker. That means,
Ostenburg says, “unionized schools,
with certified faculty members, where
the faculty is given opportunity to work
around the bureaucracy with innovative
teaching techniques, etc.” The union-
run Fresh Start schools operate along
these lines.

“If we got to the point where we could
negotiate some type of arrangement
where [charters] fell a little more fully
under the fold of traditional public
schools, then we might be more willing to
be supportive,” Ostenburg adds. “But at
this juncture, certainly that’s not the case.”

He says charters should focus on
developing new teaching techniques that,
ultimately, flow back to regular schools. 

“More than 10 years have passed
with this experiment, and nothing has
been implemented in the traditional
schools that has come out of the charter
schools,” he says.

REVOKING CHARTERS
The Illinois Federation of Teachers is

backing legislation to put pressure on
charter schools to meet achievement goals
and to comply with charter terms and oth-
er standards, including fiscal standards.

The bill, sponsored by Rep. Esther
Golar (D-Chicago), would require char-
ters that are falling short on these meas-
ures to submit a plan to their charter
authorizer—i.e., the Chicago Public
Schools—with specific plans for
improvement. If the charter does not
improve, the proposed law would require
that the charter be revoked. Current law
does not include such a requirement. 

Charters are given flexibility and free-
dom from some state regulations, but “in
exchange for that flexibility…the schools
need to be held accountable for achiev-
ing the goals set out in the charter as well
as the law,” says IFT spokesman Dave
Comerford.

Golar’s bill is pending before the full
House.

To contact Springfield Correspondent Aaron Chambers,
send an e-mail to editor@catalyst-chicago.org.
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Charters: Open more, or rein them in?
Legislators want to expand charters, while teachers unions say

charters should face more scrutiny before contracts are renewed
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By Debra Williams

S
tephanie Hansen, a new kinder-
garten teacher at Jensen Elementary,
was having problems in her class-
room. Getting 23 rambunctious

youngsters to concentrate on their work
was quite a feat, and Hansen admits she
wasn’t doing it very well.

“I was walking around trying to see
what [one] student had written, while
keeping [other students] focused on the
assignment. And they all wanted my
attention,” says Hansen.

She took her concerns to Arthi Rao, her
teaching coach, who suggested she meet
with students in small groups every other
day to ensure that she spent a fair amount
of time with each child. The strategy
worked. Once students knew they each
would have personal attention at some
point, they settled down and concentrat-
ed more diligently on their assignments.

“It is a much more organized work-
shop, and my students’ writing has
improved,” Hansen reports.

Hansen is among 56 new teachers in
Area 8 in North Lawndale to get coaches
from the Chicago New Teacher Center,
the two-year-old branch of the well-
regarded teacher induction program at
the University of California at Santa Cruz.
After starting out with a small-scale pilot
serving just 18 teachers, CNTC merged
with the now-shuttered New Teacher
Network and quickly expanded: Almost
300 teachers are now participating, from
schools in Area 8, Area 14 in Englewood,
Area 13 in Grand Boulevard, and Area 15
in the Hyde Park, Kenwood and Wood-
lawn communities.  

For next year, plans are in the works to
move into Area 17, which includes South
Shore, Calumet Heights, South Chicago
and Chatham. Ultimately, CNTC hopes to
provide mentoring and coaching for new
teachers throughout Illinois (the program
expects to receive about $480,000 this
year from the state, which is increasing its
support for better teacher induction). 

Still, the 279 teachers now being served
by CNTC are a drop in the bucket compared
to the 2,000-plus new teachers typically
hired each year. Most of these newcomers

are still being mentored through GOLDEN,
the district’s own program, which critics say
is underfunded and cannot provide the
highest-quality induction. And the high
cost—about $6,000 per teacher for a top-
notch induction program like the Santa
Cruz model—is a barrier to expansion.

TAKING THE CHALLENGE
CPS leaders see the work as key to

retaining and developing new teachers in
schools that have had high attrition and
low performance. 

“You can probably do less intensive
support than we do and retain teachers,”
says Lisa Vahey, the director of CNTC and
the former head of the New Teacher Net-
work.  “We want to impact teacher prac-
tices. The number one impact on student
achievement is teacher quality.”

Ellen Moir, who heads the center in San-
ta Cruz, affirms this view. “By partnering
with CPS, we can together accelerate new
teacher development, support principals
and support the district’s focus on literacy,”
Moir says. “Ultimately, children benefit.” 

Leaders in Santa Cruz approached
Chief Education Officer Barbara Eason-
Watkins two years ago about working in

Chicago. Eason-Watkins threw down the
gauntlet, and they accepted. “I asked if
they were willing to work in our most
struggling communities,” she says.

First-year results were promising: Just
four of 87 beginning teachers in Areas 14
and 15 left, a 5 percent attrition rate that
compares favorably with the districtwide
rate of 7 to 9 percent for beginning teach-
ers. (See Catalyst Chicago, April 2006.)
Eason-Watkins then got the group to
move into Areas 8 and 13.  

That first year, as the University of
Chicago began to focus on charter devel-
opment rather than teacher induction,
university officials met with Moir and
Eason-Watkins to forge the merger—giving
teachers greater support.

“We went from some coaching and
some development, to a lot of coaching and
a lot of development,” says Vahey. “This is a
huge change, and Santa Cruz has made the
difference.  It is much more rigorous.” 

PRINCIPALS IN THE MIX
New teachers get online support

through a special teacher listserv, monthly
group meetings and a two-day summer

Coaches keep rookie teachers on track 

CRISTINA RUTTER

Stephanie Hansen, a new kindergarten teacher at Jensen, reads “The Very Hungry
Caterpillar,” to her class while her teaching coach from the Chicago New Teacher Center observes.

Continued on page 19
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UPDATES

By Debra Williams

I
t’s 9:30 a.m. and at the West Side Tech-
nical Institute, Miyoshi Knox of Mays
Elementary gives her poster-board
exhibit and PowerPoint presentation a

final once-over. Viewings will begin soon,
and she wants to make sure she is pre-
pared to explain her project.

The scenario looks like a science fair,
but it isn’t. For the last six months, aspir-
ing principals have been creating school
improvement projects for the schools
where they intern. With this exhibition,
organized by the CPS Office of Principal
Preparation and Development, they will
showcase what they’ve done.  

The projects give these aspiring lead-
ers hands-on experience in areas such as
budgeting, management and creating
school improvement plans—skills they
will need to run a successful school. 

“This project allowed me to work on
an important initiative, which was to help
a core group of students that we didn’t
want to fall through the cracks,” says
Principal Mathew Ditto of Jackson Lan-
guage Academy.

Ditto continues to use the project he
developed last year as a principal intern to
help struggling middle-grade students.
Teachers identify children who need help,
and Ditto meets with the students every
week to help them develop behaviors, such
as studying regularly, that are essential to
school success. Adults in the building give
the students positive feedback when they
see improvements. The school sends let-
ters home every two weeks to keep parents
up to speed on children’s progress,

This year, 35 principal interns from New
Leaders for New Schools and the Universi-
ty of Illinois received $2,500 each for their
projects from CPS’ principal preparation
office. Now, all aspiring principals from the
two programs are required to participate.

The U.S. Department of Education was
so impressed with the program that it has
replicated it in school districts in 20 states.  

The projects were funded with part of
a $3.6 million grant from the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education. (The grant is up for
renewal and CPS plans to ask for an
increase for the next five years; the grant

also covers other initiatives from the
principal preparation office.) Next year,
the district wants to include aspiring
assistant principals in the program.

The recent exhibition was open to
principals, local school council members
and area instructional officers. Erika
Hunt, a member of the Illinois School
Leadership Task Force, came to scout out
ideas and share them with some of the 30
universities that are currently licensed in
Illinois to provide principal preparation.

“Chicago is on the cutting edge,” says
Hunt. “Districts are starting to see what
they can learn from Chicago.”

Gail Ward, who heads the Office of
Principal Preparation and Development,
calls the activity “small, but it’s a million-
dollar idea.”

Interns say the experience has been
invaluable.

Knox says she learned strategies for
boosting student achievement in her
Englewood school, as well as how to moti-
vate teachers and help them improve.  

A case in point: Knox wanted to
increase the literacy skills of students in a
5th-grade classroom, 35 percent of whom
are special education students. But the
regular education teacher was frustrated.

The special education students needed
extra attention, and the teacher worried
that she wasn’t meeting their needs.

So Knox created a team-teaching mod-
el that allowed the regular and special
education teacher to divide the class and
teach the same lesson at the same time.
She also showed them another strategy in
which one teacher leads the class, while
the other monitors students and provides
feedback later to the other teacher. 

“I wanted to change the face of team-
teaching,” explains Knox.  “Usually [in an
inclusive class], the special education
teacher just sits with a few students and is
not being used fully.”

Steven Askew, who is interning at
DuBois Elementary in Riverdale, zeroed in
on how to boost the literacy skills of young
black males.  One lesson he learned is that
students do better when they are engaged.
When he had male students polled about
why they weren’t reading more, they said
the books were for girls. So Askew bought
books that had young men as the main
characters and touched on topics they
could relate to, such as avoiding gangs.  

“The boys started reading more and
some of the discussions that took place
were very deep,” reports Askew.

Aspiring principals show off their skills

JOHN BOOZ

Stephanie Bloom-Washofsky, a resident principal from New Leaders for New Schools, created
a project that focused on improving reading comprehension in grades K-3. 

�
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institute that focuses on planning the
first weeks of school. The one-on-one
weekly coaching visits, however, have
had the most impact, teachers say. For
Hansen and Rao, the visits include dis-
cussions about lessons and classroom
concerns. Rao also observes Hansen’s
teaching and gives feedback. 

Jensen Principal Catherine Jerni-
gan, who has four new teachers in
CNTC, sees “better teaching, differ-
entiated teaching and growth in
classroom management. My new
teachers used to send disruptive stu-
dents to my office.  That hardly hap-
pens any more. They know what to
do. The coaching is working.”

Principals get professional devel-
opment to help them understand
what beginning teachers need, and
new principals—14 this year—even
get a coach. 

Second-year principal Paula Pow-
ers at Wentworth Elementary in Area
14 is working with Virginia Vaske, the
former Area 15 instructional officer.

“Having an experienced person
who has a vision like yours, who is
able to help you make changes and
implement structures that you want,
and to have someone to talk to about
ideas and strategies has been great,”
Powers says.

To contact Debra Williams, call (312) 673-3873
or e-mail williams@catalyst-chicago.org.
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SCHOOL SAFETY Over the next few months,
the Chicago Police Department and the Office of
Emergency Management and Communications
will install remote connections to provide police
with access to security camera footage from
inside and outside schools. More than 4,500
security cameras are in place in 220 schools.
Police and other authorities who respond to
emergencies will have access to real-time video
from inside schools. Officials will carry out routine
monitoring on outside cameras. 

NEW NONPROFIT The board and staff of
Illinois ACORN (Association of Community
Organizations for Reform Now), has left to form a
new nonprofit called Action Now. Led by MADELINE
TALBOTT, who founded Illinois ACORN 25 years
ago, Action Now will work on education issues,
along with fighting foreclosures, offering job
assistance, advocating for better health care and
living-wage jobs and providing leadership training.
More information is available at www.actionnow.org
or by calling (312) 676-4280.

AT CLARK STREET JILL WINE-BANKS, head of
the Office of Education to Careers, will leave that
position at the end of April. She will stay on as an
advisor to CEO Arne Duncan until the end of
June. JOANN THOMAS-WOODS, principal of Bowen
Environmental Studies Team High, will take over
as interim officer. 

PRINCIPAL CONTRACTS JOHN O’CONNELL,
interim principal at Sheridan Elementary, and
THOMAS TROTTER, interim principal at Hyde Park
Career Academy, have been awarded full contracts.

FRANCHISE FOLLOW-UP Among the six new
elementary schools that CPS will open this fall are

two “franchises” of existing schools: Disney II and
LaSalle Language Academy II. BOGDANA
CHKOUMBOVA, currently a principal intern at
Disney, will become principal of Disney II. Other
administrators have not yet been chosen. A first-
ever children’s engineering curriculum and new
Montessori and International Baccalaureate
programs are among the choices to be offered. The
other schools are Sir Miles Davis, Kershaw and
Oscar Mayer magnet schools and Coonley Regional
Gifted Center. Catalyst reported last May that CPS
was considering the franchise idea. (See ‘McMagnet
Schools for Chicago?’ at www.catalyst-chicago.org.)

EASING NCLB U.S. Secretary of Education
MARGARET SPELLINGS wants to test new ways to
categorize schools that do not meet the
standards set by the federal No Child Left Behind
Act. Her plan would give waivers to states,
allowing them to differentiate between the
lowest-performing schools that need dramatic
interventions and those schools that are closer to
meeting standards. The Illinois State Board of
Education is considering applying for a waiver.
Up to 10 states will be selected.

COMMUNITY CONNECTIONS The College
Board will bring its national initiative to increase
the number of Hispanics who go to college to
Chicago in May. “Prepárate: Educating Latinos for
the Future of America” will be May 22–23 at the
Hyatt Regency McCormick Place. The conference,
open to all elementary, middle school and high
school teachers and administrators, will focus on
ways to improve academic performance, and on
the services available to Latino students, schools
and communities. Registration for CPS staff is
$340 after April 15. For more information, visit
www.CollegeBoard.com/preparate.

PRE-K COMMITMENT Illinois ranks first in the
nation for providing access to preschool for 3-year-
olds, but falls to 12th on that measure for 4-year-
olds, according to a new report from the NATIONAL
INSTITUTE FOR EARLY EDUCATION RESEARCH.
Illinois ranks 22nd in preschool spending, but
meets nine of 10 benchmarks for setting quality
standards, such as low class sizes, according to the
report, available at http://nieer.org/yearbook/.  

DROPOUT RATING Illinois reports that 87
percent of students graduate from high school,
but the federal government believes only 80
percent do and an independent analysis puts the
number at 76 percent, according to the Alliance
for Excellent Education. In a March report, the
Washington, D.C.-based organization reported
on discrepancies in how states, government and
independent researchers calculate graduation
rates. The report labeled 55 of Illinois’ 620 high
schools as “dropout factories” in which fewer
than 60 percent of students progress to 12th
grade in four years. 

CONNECTING CULTURES CLARE MUÑANA,
School Board vice president, will receive the 2008
Connecting Cultures Award for her involvement
with the Field Museum, the Mexican Fine Arts
Center Museum and the Institute for Puerto Rican
Arts and Culture, along with her efforts to advance
bilingual education in the district. Muñana was
first appointed to the board in 1999 and has been
vice president since 2004. Changing Worlds, an
arts education nonprofit that focuses on issues of
identity and cross-cultural understanding, will
present the award at its May 15 annual benefit. 

MORE ON THE WEB For more Comings &
Goings, go to www.catalyst-chicago.org.
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