
www.catalyst-chicago.orgA Publication of the Community Renewal Society

SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2008

Making
connections
Fixing the lowest-performing schools takes
more than just improving classrooms. Good
relationships among educators, families and
the community are the bedrock of success. 
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By Veronica Anderson
Editor-in-Chief

It boggles the mind that a solution—
maybe the solution—to the intransi-
gent problem of fixing the worst pub-
lic schools could sound so simple:

making connections. Yet these deceptively
simple two words are monumentally diffi-
cult to achieve and sustain. 

In his new book, “So Much Reform, So
Little Change,” University of Chicago
researcher Charles M. Payne lays out in no
uncertain terms how everyone, from edu-
cators and parents, district leaders and
politicians, education funders and, yes, the
media, is at fault for a myriad number of
reasons. The most basic is a failure to
address what’s really happening on the
ground in schools.

“[M]ost discussion of educational policy
and practice is dangerously disconnected
from the daily realities of urban schools,
especially the bottom-tier schools,” Payne
writes. “The social dimensions of the prob-
lem are still almost certainly the least well
appreciated. ... Reform after reform fails
because of nothing more complicated than
the sheer inability of adults to cooperate
with one another.” 

Payne would bristle, to be sure, at the
notion that his argument offers the solu-
tion to fixing schools. Problems in the most
dysfunctional schools are far too complex
and vast for any one solution, and in fact,
he says, the quest for a silver bullet is
another reason why school reforms remain
stuck just past go. Payne has zeroed in on
the bedrock for educational success and
how it factors into every part of the equa-
tion for school success.

Trusting, functional relationships mat-
ter at every level. Teachers with parents.
Teachers with students. Teachers with each
other. Principals and all of the above. Prin-
cipals and district officials. Parents and stu-
dents. Parents with each other. There are
many more combinations of these and oth-
er constituencies. Yet these relationships
are in crisis at the worst schools—schools
which also happen to serve the poorest
African-American communities. Here,

trust between teachers and parents is the
lowest. Payne cites a survey, presented to
district brass by researcher John Easton of
the Consortium on Chicago School
Research, which found that only 42 percent
of teachers in mostly black schools strong-
ly trusted parents, compared to 72 percent
of teachers in integrated schools.

In this month’s report, Catalyst In Depth
delves into the fuzziest area of relationship-
building that schools must do: connecting
schools and educators to the communities
they serve. Principals who get it are proac-
tive, making this one of the first orders of
business. Veteran Denise Gamble, heading
into her third year as turnaround principal
at Medill, a Near West Side elementary
school that has posted the worst test scores
in the district, has had an eye on this par-
ticular prize from the outset. She knew
going in that it would take a special kind of
educator to work in a community beset
with social ills, where students need an
extraordinary amount of support to exca-
vate and nurture their own assets. “Medill is
not for the faint of heart,” Gamble says.

Across town, neophyte principal Kurt
Jones has adopted his own brand of making
connections with teachers, parents and stu-
dents at Libby Elementary. He decided to
confront a whispering campaign that, if left
unchecked, could have undermined his
leadership. He told parents, “I am white and

gay. You are black and poor.” Then he pro-
ceeded to lay out the only option that made
could lead to children’s success: Get over it
and move on. Slowly, and most certainly in
fits and starts, he is making progress. One
parent, convinced that the school didn’t do
enough to protect her son from a fight, has
decided to enroll her children in a different
school. Another mother, initially ticked off
at how a teacher interacted with her son,
cooled down and learned another side to
the story. That earned Jones and his staff a
measure of respect. “We have been good
friends ever since,” says Lakisha Branley. 

Elsewhere across the city are other signs
that educators and communities are gain-
ing respect for the power of solid relation-
ships. Perspectives Charter Schools hired a
community liaison who is well-versed in
tapping and developing community assets
for the benefit of its Calumet campus
school and students. Logan Square Neigh-
borhood Association has long capitalized
on building solid relationships with schools
in its domain, first to get relief from over-
crowding, and now to raise the bar of
instruction inside classrooms. Their efforts
spawned a movement for other areas of the
city to grow their own teachers, people who
were tied to the community and would
have a leg up on understanding where stu-
dents are coming from.

At about the same time that Payne’s book
was released, a group of prominent educa-
tors—Tom Payzant, Pedro Noguera and
Arne Duncan among them—launched a
national movement to reframe public dis-
course on what is needed to close the
achievement gap. The holistic approach they
advocate goes beyond the walls of tradition-
al schools and a child’s academic needs.
Among the group’s recommendations: more
early childhood education, expanded after-
school and summer school, in-school health
clinics, and a continued push to reduce class
sizes and get the best teachers for the most
disadvantaged children. 

Solid ideas, no doubt. And yet, if the
movement is successful in getting some or
all of these policies adopted, these reforms
will rise or fall on the quality of the rela-
tionships behind them.

2 Catalyst In Depth September/October 2008

From the Editor

Making connections:
Sounds easy until you try it

PAYNE’S BARRIERS TO SCHOOL CHANGE

� Lack of social comfort among parents,
teachers,  and principals

� Low mutual expectations

� Suspicion of outsiders, distrust of colleagues

� General belief that programs will fail

� Tensions related to race, ethnicity, age

� General anger and subsequent withdrawal

� Poor internal communications

� Institutional inability to learn from experience

� Negative teachers have most leverage

� Teachers’ inability to share professional
information

� Touchiness, emotional fatigue

� Culture of “happy talk”

�
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A national taskforce says that building better
relationships between schools and
communities is a must to raise achievement
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Jones of Libby Elementary knows it will take the
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to raise the achievement of middle-grades students by improving
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Ray Thompson of Perspectives Charter Schools knows first-hand
about the struggle to get a good education. His solution is a strategy
gaining ground nationally: Use a neighborhood’s strong points to
improve schools.

19 From outside to inside schools
Logan Square Neighborhood Association got a jumpstart with the first
local school councils. Since then, the grassroots group has won awards
for its success in improving schools.

A bridge to progress

Libby Principal Kurt Jones talks with Assistant Principal Karen Miles and teacher Patrick O'Connor about placing middle-grades
students in homerooms. This year, Libby’s 7th- and 8th-graders will be in a separate building, switch classes for every subject and
have a special advisory period. [Photo by Jason Geil]
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� Failing schools breed dropouts

PAGE 10
� Where the failing schools are

� Crime, poverty entrenched

� Principal turnover
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ON THE COVER: Sharon Howard, a
parent and activist in New City, gathers
children regularly during the summer to
bring them to the library. Howard is
concerned that too many other parents
are disengaged from their children’s lives.
[Photo by Cristina Rutter]

ON THE WEB
Go to www.catalyst-chicago.org
to find more about the communities that
are home to schools that are struggling the
most, including poverty rates, crime and
other data for those schools’ attendance
areas. Also, experience a visual and audio
tour of the neighborhood around Medill,
and hear from a teacher at Libby.

�
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Low-Performing Schools

Principal Kurt Jones works hard to get
Libby Elementary ready for the first day of
school. Books and desks must be put back
in classrooms that were emptied while
Libby’s century-old boiler was replaced this
summer. [Photo by Jason Geil]
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By Sarah Karp

From the corner, Kurt Jones spots two boys sizing each
other up nearby. Jones, principal of the low-perform-
ing Libby Elementary, is monitoring the dismissal of
students from summer school, and since it’s a hot
day, these two boys have already shed their T-shirts.
The lean boys are wearing unbelted jean shorts, sag-

ging below their underwear—white briefs and plaid boxers. Just
beyond them, two men sit on the concrete stoop of an apartment
building, seemingly oblivious to the mean, mugging youngsters in
the middle of the street. Two women, maybe in their 20s or early
30s, walk by, briefly glancing at the boys then moving on.

Jones, however, tucks a red motorcycle helmet under his
arm and then comes charging down the street. “Do not even
think about swinging,” he hollers in a voice that is a curious
mix of street and diva. 

Jones, a slight white man, plants himself between the boys and
asks what they are angry about. The tall one, whose name is Jere-
miah, turns away with a blank and defiantly bored look on his
face. Markess, the other boy, tries to muster tough, but his eyes are
sad, like he’s fighting tears. Jeremiah remains silent. Markess
mumbles, “He’s been messing with me all day.”

“Why?” Jones asks. 
“I don’t know,” Markess responds. 
Jones learns that the boys, both about 12, are in the same

class in summer school and that for weeks they have been goad-
ing each other for no apparent reason. “You don’t have to like
each other,” Jones tells them. Jones gives Jeremiah a few dollars
and tells him to go to McDonald’s. Once Jeremiah and his friends
turn down the street, Jones tells Markess to go home. Only when
the street is clear does Jones turn to go back toward work. 

A bridge
to progress
On the surface, new principal Kurt Jones has little
in common with parents at Libby Elementary.
As he told them, ‘I am white and gay. You are black
and poor.’ But despite these surface differences,
bonds are beginning to form, laying the
groundwork to turn around a troubled school.

WHY THIS MATTERS
Experts say low-performing
schools are hindered from
making progress by their
weak relationships with
communities and parents.

� As other elementary
schools have improved,
39 that serve mostly low-
income black students
continue to lag behind
academically. 

� In contrast to teachers in
better schools, those at
failing schools describe
trust between them and
parents as minimal or
limited.

� A national taskforce of
educators and activists is
pushing the government
to emphasize a new wave
of reform: providing
quality out-of-school
activities to improve kids’
social and emotional
well-being.
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At schools in other neighborhoods, such dis-
putes might be diffused by any one of a host of
adults—parents picking up children or a nosy
retiree. But this is often not the case here in the no-
man’s-land where Libby is sandwiched between
Englewood and Back of the Yards. In the year that
Jones has led the school, he’s learned that save for
a handful of parents or grandmas, adults in the
area are wary of stepping into conflicts, perhaps
not wanting to get hurt if the fight escalates or
bring attention to themselves by getting involved.
Jones has also come to know that what happens
on the streets is intertwined with what happens in
school. And for any school improvement to take
hold, Jones realizes it’s going to take the combined
efforts of those inside and outside of Libby.

“This is not about me,” he says. “I cannot do it
alone.”

The area surrounding Libby is one of intense
poverty. Half of the residents live below the feder-
al poverty line, more than 40 percent are either
unemployed or have given up looking for work.
Punctuating the area’s problems was an incident
last October, when a 10-year-old boy was shot and
killed at a nearby intersection as he went to get
candy and pop. Police say he was an innocent vic-
tim of an ongoing battle between the Black P-
Stones and the Gangster Disciples.

Technically, Libby is in a community area
known as New City, but most of those who live
south of 51st Street identify more with Englewood,
a neighborhood that is emblematic of urban decay.

A map of the community’s assets developed by the
quasi-governmental agency Chicago Metropolitan
Agency for Planning shows a sliver of retail devel-
opment starkly surrounded by blocks of empty
land. Driving through it, worn-down houses and
lot after vacant lot of purple-flowered weeds make
the area look like a dying country town, not a
blighted city neighborhood. 

CPS has seen marked gains in test scores at its
elementary schools in the past five years, yet Libby
is among a group of about 40 where already-low
scores continue to lag. Back in the 1990s, a racial mix
of students attended failing schools. Today, those
left behind are almost exclusively low-income black
students. Looking at demographics and resources,
more attention is being paid to a suspected missing



piece that is not easily seen or measured. 
Researchers have long asserted, and now more

principals have come to accept, that success in
schools in poor communities hinges on educa-
tors’ ability to broker good relationships with par-
ents, identify community assets and address
unmet needs, such as health care. A 2006 report by
researchers at the University of Chicago’s Consor-
tium on Chicago School Research reinforced that
strong ties between schools and parents and com-
munity members is one of the five essential sup-
ports that must be in place to improve low-per-
forming schools. 

Recent surveys of Chicago Public Schools
teachers indicate such connections are missing in
failing schools, those where more than 60 percent

of students read below grade level. Nearly half of
CPS teachers at these failing schools said trust
between them and parents was a problem and
two out of three said their schools had minimal or
limited parental involvement. 

At more academically successful schools, 73 per-
cent of teachers saw trust as strong or very strong
and most said parental involvement was high. 

Nationally, a groundswell of attention has
recently underscored the importance of schools in
low-income communities aggressively and inten-
tionally making these links. Last spring, a group of
lauded educators and activists, such as Julian
Bond, chairman of the National Association for
the Advancement of Colored People, heralded a
campaign for what they called a bolder, broader
approach to school reform. Their argument is that
the federal No Child Left Behind Act has forced
schools to report how well they are doing in edu-
cating each demographic group of students. This
has shed light on achievement disparities. 

The problem, according to the group, is the
assumption that bad schools alone are the reason.
Research, however, clearly shows that when schools
take it upon themselves to pay attention to what’s
happening outside their doors after-hours, stu-
dents do better, according to the taskforce.

In ads in the New York Times and Washington
Post, taskforce members call on government to
fund education-related social and emotional
programs, such as quality preschool and after-
school programs.

Pedro Noguera, an education professor at New
York University and a taskforce member, says the
“broader, bolder” statement is focused on what
government can do and does not address parental
engagement, which is essential. “The school
should be seen as part of the community, when
often it is seen as separate,” he says. “When par-
ents feel supported in schools and that their chil-
dren are getting a good education, they go out and
do fundraisers and build ties with organizations.”

The difficulty of accomplishing this in a com-
munity like Libby’s is immense. Libby is at the
center of a nexus of schools—Fulton Elementary
to its west and Sherman School of Excellence to its
east and four schools to the south in West Engle-
wood—where fewer than 40 percent of children
read at grade level. No other area of the city has as
many failing schools clustered together; only two
others have more than three next to each other.

STEPPING INTO LIBBY A YEAR AGO, Jones faced skeptics.
The school has run through four principals since
2000. Not only is Jones white, but he’s young,
upwardly mobile and openly gay. By contrast, Lib-
by is in a poor, black neighborhood, serving most-
ly children of single moms growing up on streets
where children are often made tough young. 

Jones approached Libby’s community and
parents with a combination of nerve and com-
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Earle Elementary students Deasia
Hayes (right) and Takera Bloxton show
off school supplies they got at a "Back
to School" rally. Earle adopted a year-
round schedule this year to keep kids
from falling behind academically over
a long summer break. Principal Lori
Campbell says the new schedule needs
community support to succeed.
[Photo by Jason Reblando]

SCHOOL CLIMATE, TRUST  
Experts say that outside relationships and programs are
important to school improvement. Recent surveys show
that teachers, parents and students in failing schools
(where 60 percent of students score below grade level
in reading) are more likely to characterize such ties as
weak and, though they might be the most needy, are
less likely to participate in outside programs.

STUDENTS WHO SAID...

They participate in
extracurricular activities

Their school has a safe
and respectful climate

71%
66%Failing schools

Other elementaries

78%
62%

PARENTS WHO SAID...

They are satisfied with
their child’s school

They are satisfied with
opportunities for involvement

52%
41%Failing 

Other

52%
47%

TEACHERS WHO REPORTED...

Minimal or limited
parental involvement

Lack of trust between
school and parents

40%
64%Failing

Other

27%
44%

Note: Teachers will be surveyed again this school year; the results of a
new survey of parents and students will be released later this year. 

Source: Chicago Public Schools and Consortium on Chicago School
Research surveys, 2007

BLACK STUDENTS LEFT BEHIND 
A dramatic drop in the number of failing schools coin-
cides with a dramatic change in the racial makeup of
these schools: They are now nearly all African American. 

2000-01

2006-07

Failing       % of all         Enrollment           Black        Latino         White

280
41

59 %
8%

195,000
17,041

66%
95%

32%
4%

2%
<.01%

Average elementary
reading improvement 22

13 Failing
Other

%-points
%-points

Note: Scores jumped 11 points in 2006, when the ISAT was revised,
then leveled off in 2007. At press time, 2008 ISAT scores were under
review and had yet to be released. 

Source: Catalyst analysis of CPS and ISAT data

FAILING SCHOOLS BREED DROPOUTS 
Eighth-graders who graduate from failing schools are
much more likely than others to drop out within five years.
Not surprisingly, they also wind up attending some of the
worst high schools and don’t flee CPS as often as students
who attended high-performing elementary schools. 

Note: Top schools have more than 80 percent scoring at or above
grade level in reading. Charters are not included.

Source: Catalyst analysis of data from Consortium on Chicago School
Research 2008 report “Making the Transition.”

AFTER FIVE YEARS        Graduate        Drop out        Transfer        Off-track

Failing schools

Top schools

Other schools

39%

12%

27%



mon sense. On the practical side, he aligned
himself with several women who have deep
roots in the community. 

Karen Miles, the assistant principal, still owns
the house her great-grandmother bought in Engle-
wood in 1926. Her father was the first black police
commander of District 7, the district that covers
the area. “I am entrenched,” she says. Miles says
she knows the community can be strong because it
once was. But she also knows how easy it is to fall
into pitfalls. She was a teen mother—a fact that
meant she had to sacrifice a lot of freedom. 

Miles came to Libby School with Jones. But
Mary Ann Moore, another Jones ally, has been there
all along. One early summer day, Moore sits in
Jones’ office talking over plans for next year. As she
tells her story, the normally boisterous Jones quiets. 

Moore also was a teen mother, having her first
baby just after her 16th birthday. She dropped out of
Robeson High School and settled in at home.
Moore’s mother gave her the job of walking her 5-
year-old brother to Libby. After dropping him off,
she lingered at the school reading books to children,
a habit that would change her life. For a year,
Moore’s mother watched her baby and she volun-
teered at Libby. In November 1995 she got her GED.
Then on May 5, 1996—“I ain't going to forget it”—
Moore was offered a job as a teacher’s aide. She has
been at the school ever since. 

As she rattles off a litany of dates that mark
milestones along her journey, Moore’s gratitude is
obvious. It’s a testimony to what a school can do
for a family, she concludes. Her children know, for
instance, that “we are never absent [from school]
and they always know I am here.”

Looking back at the principals who preceded
Jones, Moore notes only their assets—this one tried
their best; that one was nice. But she is desperate
for Libby to break out of the bottom rung. The
minute she met Jones, she liked his passion. She
told other parents not to make hasty assumptions. 

“You all have to give him a chance,” she recalls
saying. This year, Jones is promoting her from
teacher’s aide to clerk, strategically placing her at a
desk in the front office. 

But Moore’s powerful endorsement was not
enough to squash under-the-breath and behind-
the-back comments about Jones or his sexual ori-
entation. For the first six months, “I was the
[expletive] faggot,” he says.

His response was to confront the name-calling
head on. “I am white and I am gay. You are black
and you are poor,” Jones says he would readily tell

resistant parents in meetings. “I wasn’t brought
here to be politically correct. Now we can stay
where we are and live up to our labels or we can go
forward.” Jones says that parents would often be
taken aback by his frankness, not knowing what to
make of it. But it also broke down a wall and made
them listen to what else he had to say. 

Throughout his first year at Libby, Jones used this
brand of matching tough with tough, frank with
frank to good measure inside and outside the school.
On the day Markess and Jeremiah came close to
throwing punches, Jones was loud and in their faces,
and he forced the boys to look him in the eyes. 

But Jones can instantly shed that posture for a
gentle and more approachable demeanor. Walk-
ing back to Libby after the boys’ near-fight, a
stocky boy with an uncombed afro reappears, a
friend of Markess’. He wanted to tell Jones that he,
too, had tried to stop the fight. Jones slows his
pace and listens. “Thank you,” he says, putting a
hand around the boy’s shoulders. 

As the boy walks away, Jones says he recognizes
that many students need a lot of love and approval.
And while on the outside he may seem totally differ-
ent, Jones’ own experience makes him empathetic. 

Jones calls himself a punk from Peoria, a work-
ing-class industrial town in central Illinois. His
father was a drunk, he says, who left his mother to
fend for herself and raise five boys. Jones knows
about violence and loss. When he was 15, his old-
er brother was shot and killed. 

“Watching my mother bury her son,” he
inhales, “I can easily recall the hurt.”

YET SOMETIMES THE SOCIAL GAP that Jones—and other
principals leading schools in troubled communi-
ties—has to bridge is more complicated than getting
people to move beyond labels. Class and education-
al differences between staff and parents in these
schools loom large. Half of the adults in the com-
munity around Libby have a high school diploma;
only 4 percent of that group has bachelor’s degrees. 

Most everyone knows that these socio-econom-
ic factors have an impact on schooling. Middle-
income families have the resources to make sure
their children are ready for school on day one. They
are used to having a certain amount of sway in talk-
ing with teachers—whether it is because of who or
what they know. Teachers, many of whom are mid-
dle-class themselves, are more prone to connect
with these parents and respond to their concerns or
suggestions, Noguera says. “It is generally the case
that staff has an easier time identifying with people

like them,” he says. “They find it easier to
empathize with them and build a rapport.”

Researchers call this kind of affinity social trust
and social capital, which, as it turns out, is meas-
urable to some degree. And like fresh air and good
fruit, they are more plentiful in some places than
in others. 

Low trust levels at Libby and other troubled
schools are a common denominator in schools that
are struggling. Penny Bender Sebring, founding co-
director of the Consortium on Chicago School
Research, says schools in communities with a host of
social ills—such as high crime rates, child abuse and
neglect and low religious participation—have major
problems developing strong essential supports, such
as community school ties. Consortium researchers
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Sharon Howard brought Deshon Rogers (right)
and young twins Eula and Eddie Ferrell to the
Sherman Park library. Deshon loves to read, but
didn’t pick up a book this summer, until he tagged
along with Howard. [Photo by Cristina Rutter]

“I am not going to put all the problems of the neighborhood on

one person. [Principal Jones] is doing the best he can. He is only

one man. He can’t do it alone.”
Sharon Howard, Libby local school council member



deem these schools “truly disadvantaged” and
Sebring notes “some schools do overcome it, but
very few. It is a lot to ask the schools to do.” 

Sebring also points out that poor black com-
munities grapple more with these social ills than
schools in moderate-income black and Latino
neighborhoods. 

When Jones talks about his interaction with
parents, tales of disconnection come easily. Some-
times, Jones finds a way to bridge the gap; other
times he doesn’t. 

Tina Ford, whose son is in summer school try-
ing to avoid repeating a grade, was a miss. As she
sees Jones riding up on his motorcycle one after-
noon, she clicks her tongue. “I am pissed at him,”
she says.

According to Ford, her son got beat up by a group
of high school boys who came by Libby during the
regular school year; she says Jones let it happen. If
Jones came from the neighborhood or one like it, she
argues, he’d understand the students. She is moving
out of the neighborhood and will be sending her son
and five other children to new schools this fall.

At the mention of Ford’s name, Jones shakes
his head. His version: Ford’s son went on a “two-
week fighting rampage” and pushed past a secu-
rity guard to get at a few boys who had come to
Libby looking for trouble. Afterwards, Ford came
to school and cussed out the security guards.
Jones banned her from campus. 

Many principals in this swath of poor-perform-
ing schools see one of their roles as providing a

buffer between irate parents and school staff. “I
have to protect the teachers,” Jones says. 

When a parent is “on 20,” Jones’ shorthand for
riled up, he keeps them at arm’s length. The same
goes at Sherman School of Excellence, a turn-
around school just blocks east of Libby, where
Principal Lionel Allen made regaining control of
the school from parents his first priority. Like
Jones, Allen says he had to put a stop to parents
who had previously been allowed to storm into
classrooms and curse at teachers. 

“We let them know that wouldn’t be tolerated,”
Allen says.

Some parents get it. Lakisha Branley, who lives
across the street from Libby, laughs with Jones as
they recall the first time they clashed. Her son
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Devontay came home limping and crying. Devon-
tay told her the teacher knocked him down. Furi-
ous, Branley called the police and then headed to
the school. Jones refused to call the teacher down

from class and sent Branley home. That evening,
the teacher left Branley a voicemail message.
Calmer the next day, Branley returned to the
school and talked to the teacher. As it turned out,

the teacher never touched Branley’s son, who had
been mouthing off and tripped over a chair when
the teacher reached for him. 

Jones credits Branley for returning to Libby
ready to talk; she is thankful that he made her take
a deep breath. “We have been good friends ever
since,” Branley says. 

A little more openly than Jones, Milton Hall,
who briefly led a low-performing West Englewood
school, talks about tensions between parents and
schools. When he was principal of Henderson Ele-
mentary in the early 1990s, Hall made headlines
for trying to bar parents with arrest records from
being seated on the LSC. Those roles, he says,
should be for “good, upstanding citizens.” 

Hall, who now directs education programs at
West Englewood United Organization, says he can
spot troublemaker parents today because he
remembers them as his students at Henderson.
These parents’ own bad experiences in school
inform how they approach the schools their children
attend, he explains. “When you tell them something
about their children, they are immediately defen-
sive,” he says. “They are ready to pounce.” 

He has vivid memories of trying to stop a fight
between two boys who, instead of stepping aside
out of respect, continued to throw punches,
roughing up Hall in the process. Then, one boy’s
mother accused Hall of hitting her son. “I learned
from that not to get involved, that getting involved
often led to something bad happening,” he says. 

Hall’s reservations are shared, privately, by oth-
er teachers and principals who shy away from
close contact with parents in low-income areas.
Analila Chico, the area instructional officer for
Libby, says she has some principals who simply
don’t want to open their doors to parents. 

“Working with parents is hard,” she says. “It can
get uncomfortable at times.” Yet this is a mistake,
adds Chico, who tries to impress upon them the
importance of getting to know families. 

JONES AND OTHER PRINCIPALS IN THE AREA say they
aren’t giving up, but to some degree, they feel over-
whelmed. Relations inside the school between
parents and teachers are important, but more
amorphous is improving how parents interact
with each other. Researchers say strong schools
have families where moms and dads talk,
exchange information about their children and
work together to support the school. In research
jargon, this is called intergenerational closure. 

At Libby and the schools around it, few formal
organizations exist to support this kind of healthy
and necessary social exchange. None of them
have active, well-attended PTAs, PTOs or some
other form of parent clubs. Local school councils
are often stymied by lack of a quorum. Students
frequently transfer in and out of these schools,
leaving little time for families to bond or connect
with others. Every year, student mobility at these
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Low-Performing Schools

Left behind
Poor, predominantly black neighborhoods on the South and
West Sides are the hubs for the city’s 39 lowest-performing
schools, those with more than 60 percent of students reading
below grade level. Experts say that it is imperative to improve
the socioeconomic conditions in these neighborhoods if
schools are to improve learning.

Lake Michigan

5

39 schools where
60 percent of
students scored
below grade level
in reading in 2007

TROUBLED COMMUNITIES SURROUND SCHOOLS 
Experts say it is very difficult for schools in poor, crime-plagued neigh-
borhoods to build the supports deemed critical to school improvement,
such as trust between parents and teachers and ties between the
community and its schools.

With a concentration
of failing schools

With a concentration of
higher-performing schools

Citywide

Median
household

income

$30,582

$63,945

$51,504

Note: The chart compares communities with three or more failing or higher-performing schools. 

Source: Catalyst analysis of data from www.kidscount.org, an online compilation of statistics
on children’s well-being. Demographic data are from the 2000 Census; crime data are from
the Chicago Police Department for 2002.

Children
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Children in
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Children
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square mile

34%
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23%

48%

21%

35%

26%

7%

11%

34
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INNER TURMOIL 
Most experts agree that trust in schools
begins with strong, consistent leaders
who value the insights and opinions of
parents and community members. Yet
many low-performing schools have had
inconsistent leadership, and more of the
schools have become part of the district’s
turnaround program. However, contrary
to some observations, these failing
schools do not have a significant number
of inexperienced teachers. 

Failing schools

Other schools

33%
12%

6 of 39
2 of 530

11.1
11.3

Source: Catalyst analysis of Illinois State Board of
Education school directories; CPS data on teacher
years of service

More than 2
principals from

2000-2007

Number of
turnaround

schools

Avg. years
experience

for teachers

TURBULENT CLIMATE 
Low-performing schools are less likely to
have a safe environment, making it more
difficult for students to learn and eroding
parents’ trust in the school. Expulsions are
more prevalent as well: Failing schools
enroll just 6 percent of all CPS students,
but enroll 16 percent of those students
who were expelled in 2008. 

Failing schools
Others

Violent incidents per
100 students, 2007

Failing schools=5
Other schools=2

+28%

-2%

Change in
violent
incidents
since 2003

Source: Catalyst analysis of CPS data

MISSING IN ACTION 
Elementary schools struggling to raise

scores have serious trouble getting chil-
dren to show up and remain enrolled for
the full year. Experts say high absen-
teeism and mobility have significant aca-
demic consequences, and make it diffi-
cult for educators to build a sense of
community with families. 

Failing schools

Other schools

90%
94%

16
10

39%
22%

Source: Catalyst analysis of 2007 CPS data
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schools stands somewhere between 40 and 50
percent, double the district average. 

Before Jones took the helm at Libby, he spent a
year as a principal apprentice at nearby Earle Ele-
mentary, another low-performer. There, he saw his
mentor Adrian Willis, a turnaround principal who
had left a gifted school, struggle in his dealings with
parents. Willis tapped parent, community member
and teacher’s aide Sheila Strong, who had previously
led the PTA, for a job with the Children’s Home + Aid
Society, a child welfare agency that was partnering
with Earle to start a community school program.

This past spring, Strong, in her new capacity as
parent coordinator, met with a small group of par-
ents to find out what kept them from being more
involved at Earle and to hear what they needed
from the school. The handful of moms who showed
up told her health concerns like high blood pres-
sure and diabetes kept them close to home. Yet the
gathering over snacks and coffee made some head-
way. “A lot of them had been at the school for years
and never had met,” says Rita Hillman, a lead coor-
dinator from Children’s Home + Aid Society. 

Libby has long participated in the district’s
community schools program, but has no one on
staff to shepherd the program that is geared to
parent involvement. Jones is pushing to get fund-
ing to hire a parent liaison. He also would like to
use the community schools connection to one day
refashion Libby as an arts academy like Franklin
Fine Arts on the Near North Side.

This dream, however, seems a bit far-fetched.
Parents at Franklin are an active bunch, who com-

pete for seats on the LSC and run a vibrant PTA.
Franklin also boasts an outside “friends of” organi-
zation that raised some $50,000 last year that the
school can spend on the wish list that supports
their arts programming. At Libby, Jones relies most-
ly on the YMCA for after-school and summer pro-
grams in music, dance, drama and photography.
Parents at Libby have not done any fundraising to
speak of; the librarian won a $250 grant to take chil-
dren to a book signing. “We don’t have resources in
our community we can turn to,” Jones says.

Of the handful of parents Jones depends on to
help out at Libby, Sharon Howard stands out.
Howard spent four years as president of Libby’s
LSC, eventually leaving the board as her biologi-
cal children aged. Then, two years ago, disen-
chanted with the principal, she got back on the
council to usher her out. Howard was a member
of the committee that hired Jones three days after
interviewing him by phone. 

One late summer afternoon, Howard, wearing
sequined blue flip-flops, walks briskly down
Garfield Boulevard. She has just picked up two
boys from summer camp—which is being held at
Sherman while some necessary repairs are made
at Libby—then grabbed 5-year-old twins Eula and
Eddie, and hollered at her own 13-year-old son to
take home the wiry dog he was walking so they
can all get to the library. It’s a regular excursion
that Howard makes four afternoons a week, and
like the Pied Piper, she collects children along the
way, and often arrives at the library with half a
dozen or more in tow.

Today, Howard cuts through an alley and into a
backyard where she tells a teenage girl to let her
grandmother know she’s leaving. Eight-year-old
Deshon, who loves to read but hasn’t read a book
since school let out, comes out of his yard to ask if
he can come, too. As long as he has permission,
Howard says, it’s fine with her. 

With six children trailing behind, Howard
heads toward Sherman Park, a lush green space
with a cobblestone bridge over a fishing pond. The
public library, a cottage-like structure, is just on
the other side. As they walk, navigating through a
group of teen boys wearing baseball caps and
large white T-shirts, Howard never breaks stride.

She is driven by a belief that schools are pow-
erful community institutions that can pave the
way for children—many of whom she feeds and
provides with bus cards and an occasional safe
haven—to have a better life. She says she does-
n’t understand how parents and others can be
so disengaged. 

She has a few suggestions for how Jones and
Libby teachers can reach out. Among them: Give
moms more detailed information about how they
can get involved at school and help their children
with homework. 

Howard says the school needs more “front-line
soldiers,” but there’s only so much Jones can do. “I
am not going to put all the problems of the neigh-
borhood on one person,” she says. “He is doing the
best he can. He is only one man. He can’t do it alone.”

karp@catalyst-chicago.org
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A woman walks by one of the many boarded-up buildings in New City, where Libby Elementary is located. More than one in 10 housing units in the community is vacant, according to
the Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning. More than half of families live below the federal poverty line. [Photo by Jason Reblando]
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Medill Elementary

By Debra Williams

One overcast Friday after-
noon in July, a little girl waits
to be picked up from Medill
Elementary, where she goes

every morning for a summer camp of
sorts. But no one shows up.

“What happened?” asks Principal
Denise Gamble, a note of concern in
her voice as she talks to her staff.

A mix-up has left the 5-year-old girl
without an escort. She was supposed

to walk home with an older cousin,
who is enrolled in Medill’s summer
school, but the cousin is absent. When
Gamble reaches the girl’s mother on
her cell phone, she learns that the
woman is still traveling by bus from
the suburbs, and it will take a while for
her to make it back to Medill.

Home is just a couple of blocks
away, so the mother tells Gamble to
let her daughter walk home alone.
But the trip home through the ABLA
public housing project is not a safe

trek, especially for a 5-year-old: She
would have to walk past a sprawling
empty lot—formerly home to high-
rise housing—and then by a group of
run-down townhouses that residents
call “the doghouses” because of their
dilapidated condition.  

After the incident, Gamble sums
up the kind of character it takes to
work in a school in one of the city’s
roughest neighborhoods: “Medill is
not for the faint of heart.” 

Medill sits in the heart of the Near

Denise Gamble (left) walks the neighborhood with local school council member Louise Hill, handing out flyers with information to help parents get ready for the new school year.                            

WHY THIS MATTERS
In line with experts who say schools need
more than quality teachers and a good
curriculum to boost academic perform-
ance, Denise Gamble’s strategy is to: 

� Establish trust between the com-
munity and the school.

� Build better relationships between
teachers and parents.

� Give parents ownership of the
school by allowing them a voice in
decision-making.



West Side, a community that is slow-
ly gentrifying after decades of
entrenched poverty, crime and other
social ills. Yet Medill still draws its
students from public housing, where
most households are headed by sin-
gle mothers or grandmothers and
the average yearly income is just
$20,000, according to the 2000 cen-
sus. Much of ABLA has been torn
down, forcing families to move (the
Chicago Housing Authority declined
to provide data on how many fami-

lies were displaced) and making way
for newcomers to move into rebuilt,
mixed-income housing. But by and
large, these new residents are not
sending their children to schools like
Medill, which has seen its enroll-
ment decline by half since 2003.

For years, Medill’s test scores have
been firmly lodged in the basement.
But Gamble, brought in by the district
as a turnaround principal in 2006 after
previous principal Frederic Metz was
removed for poor performance, has a

game plan to turn the school around.
New programs and improved

teaching are part of that plan. But
Gamble also has something more
deep-rooted in mind: building
bridges to the community and creat-
ing a sense of trust between parents
and the school. That kind of relation-
ship-building, research says, is key to
school improvement.

“Schools that reach out to the
community are stronger,” says Gwen
Benson, associate dean of school
and community partnerships at
Georgia State University. “The com-
munity serves as volunteers and
finds resources, like free tickets to
the aquarium, that benefit the
school, and does things like make
sure children go to school.” 

Building trust in the community
is important, Benson adds, “but
sometimes it is tough to get people
to buy-in that you want to make
things better.”

Transforming Medill won’t be a
quick and easy task, and the school’s
future is uncertain, especially with its
enrollment on the decline. Still, there
are some signs of improvement: Two
years ago, only five parents were regu-
larly involved in the school; that num-
ber is now up to 30. Test scores, while
still low, are slowly creeping up, with
reading scores rising 9 percentage
points since Gamble’s been principal. 

“We stress to parents that we are
all accountable.” says Gamble. “I
can’t do it all. My staff can’t do it all.” 

TO REACH OUT TO PARENTS after taking
the helm, Gamble turned to Della
Ezell of the social service agency
Youth Guidance. 

“She had no parent involvement,”
says Ezell, program manager for
community schools. “Parents
dropped their kids off, and no one
was coming in. It was not personal.
She was new, and people felt like,
‘I’m not sharing my personal busi-
ness with these strangers.’”

In addition to strategies to help
their children academically, Gamble
realized that parents needed an out-
let for talking about issues in the
community, which would help them
create their own social network.

But parents were a tough sell,
Ezell recalls. No one came to the first
organized meeting, despite phone

calls inviting them. So the next strat-
egy was simpler: Stop parents when
they arrive at school, greet them and
start a conversation with small talk.
“A little talk about the weather and
then, ‘What would you like to see at
your school?’” Ezell says. “Parents
were used to the old days, when no
one asked their opinion. Gamble was
talking inclusion.” 

The strategy is similar to one in use
at Perspectives Charter Schools,
which hired a director of community
relations to spread the word about the
charter and get families and commu-
nity groups involved. “It’s about one-
on-one conversations and asking the
community what they want in their
school,” says Ray Thompson. (See
related story on page 18.)

Such input is vital for improving
education in struggling schools.
“One of the biggest weaknesses in
urban education is that some people
undervalue the community’s knowl-
edge,” says Pauline Lipman, profes-
sor of policy studies at the University
of Illinois at Chicago. “But the com-
munity knows the kids, their chal-
lenges and the strengths that those
children bring.”

Gamble also asks Medill’s teachers
to reach out, by having them call their
students’ parents before the school
year begins. Teachers introduce
themselves, tell parents what they can
expect for the upcoming year, field
questions and concerns and tell par-
ents they are looking forward to work-
ing with them and their children.

“Parents are shocked,” says 3rd-
grade teacher Elwanda Butler. “But
they are more willing to come up to
the school and be involved, all
because they got a phone call.”

SOON AFTER GAMBLE BECAME PRINCIPAL,

veteran community activist and ABLA
local advisory council president Dev-
erra Beverly invited her to a commu-
nity council meeting to give residents
a chance to “kick the tires” and find
out what Gamble was about. 

“I have a vested interest in
Medill,” says Beverly, who attended
Medill and sent her children there as
well. “We support them. The com-
munity makes the school.” 

Gamble knows the importance of
community involvement—she cut
her teeth on the subject at Herbert.
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Doing
what

it takes

                                                    [Photo by Cristina Rutter]

Principal Denise Gamble of Medill
Elementary is determined to turn the city’s

worst-performing school into one of the best.
And she’s looking to do it in an inclusive way.



Under her leadership, Gamble
focused on building relationships
and giving parents a voice, both key
components of the Comer Process,
the school improvement strategy
that she is now using at Medill. (See
related story).

One Herbert parent recalls how
Gamble brought the school’s chaotic
climate under control, making it a
better learning environment for stu-
dents. Building relationships with
parents made it easier for Gamble to
talk to them about how to help their
children. Parents felt more comfort-
able taking their complaints and
concerns to Gamble, which paved
the way for her to cut down on dis-
putes between staff and parents.

Once there, Gamble established
a parent leadership steering com-
mittee and held mini-conferences
on the weekends to teach parents
about core subjects like math, read-
ing and science. Gamble also polled
parents about what kinds of pro-
grams they wanted at the school
and if they thought teachers were
doing their jobs.

“She had a parent volunteer in

each classroom every day,” says Clo-
ria Duckins, a Herbert LSC member.
“And she’d send parents to meetings
outside the school to find things that
we liked that we thought might ben-
efit the school. She was always say-
ing, ‘Go take notes, and bring it back
[to share with the rest of the school
community].’”  

While Gamble brought the com-
munity into the school, she was also
good about venturing out into the
community herself, Duckins says,
attending birthday parties, baby
showers, graduations and funerals.
“She had no problem doing a home
visit. She’d sit and laugh with the kids
and she’d tell them at school, ‘You
don’t know, one day I could be stand-
ing at your door,’” Duckins says. 

The trust levels at Medill are not
at that level yet, Gamble says, but she
is working on it. She has been letting
parents know, as well as their chil-
dren, that she is vested in them. 

In July, when summer school is
almost over, she catches two upper-
grade girls arriving a half-hour late for
summer school classes, thinking they
won’t be noticed. But Gamble defi-

Trust-building tools
Medill resources are invested in a number of tools that build trust among staff and bond
educators’ relationships with students and parents.

STAFF COACHING, TEAM-BUILDING As one of the district’s turnaround schools, Medill
has dispatched a team to participate in the two-year University of Virginia School Turn-
around Specialist Program, a national model designed to raise achievement in the low-
est-performing schools. Teams of principals and other school leaders attend twice-a-
year on-site retreats, including residencies at the Darden School of Business, and work
with peer coaches who teach team building, and how to accelerate achievement and sus-
tain student growth. 

COMER SCHOOL DEVELOPMENT PROCESS This holistic school improvement model
integrates students’ academic needs with their social and emotional development, and it
places a priority on building solid teacher-student and school-family relationships. Psychia-
trist and child development expert James Comer created the model in 1968, and for a
number of years in the 1990s, it was widely acclaimed and adopted in urban districts
across the country. Principal Denise Gamble introduced the program to Medill after she
used it successfully at Herbert Elementary to build relationships with the community and
boost parental involvement. “I felt it was one of the missing pieces at Medill,” she says. 

RUBY PAYNE’S PRINCIPLES Former teacher Ruby Payne has penned a book outlining a
controversial set of teaching principles that are grounded in the notion that children from
poor families have different values and beliefs than children from middle-class families,
and that they must be taught differently as a result. Some urban educators dismiss
Payne’s model, asserting that it stereotypes children and places too much focus on stu-
dent deficiencies, rather building on their assets. However, Gamble says Medill is using the
material selectively, extracting only those principles that stress building respect, assessing
students’ resources and forging relationships with parents.

PERFORMANCE PAY The district’s relatively new incentive pay plan for teachers is based
on a team approach. Financial rewards are bestowed collectively to faculty when atten-
dance rates and test scores go up. (See Catalyst, May 2008)
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Medill Elementary

SuAnne Lawrence of Youth Guidance leads Medill parents through an
exercise asking them to write their concerns about their children and
brainstorm strategies to help them. [Photo by Jason Geil]



nitely does. “This is the second day
you’ve been late,” she says, in a stern
yet caring tone. “I don’t want to see
you late again.” The girls exchange
glances and promise to do better.

This school year, Gamble plans to
replicate the parent leadership steer-
ing committee and the mini-confer-
ences that she created at Herbert.

“The main thing is building sup-
port and confidence in parents, so
they believe they can help their
children and the school. They are
their children’s first teachers,” says
Gamble. “If we can do that, we can
do anything,”

SLOWLY, WORD HAS SPREAD about
Medill’s transformation. Resources
have begun flowing in, including
tutoring, counseling, new flat-screen
computers, a pledge for a new sci-
ence lab and after-school programs
in African-American dancing, art,
Spanish and music. Teachers are get-
ting more professional develop-
ment. (See related story.)

Parent Keith Wells, who trans-
ferred his two sons out of Medill
under the previous principal,
brought one back this year. (The oth-
er son is now in high school.) 

“I heard Medill had changed, that a

lot of good things were happening
here,” says Wells. “So far, it has been
beautiful. I’m pleased with what I see.”

Gamble “definitely has ideas
about what she wants to do, and
she will battle for what she wants,”
says Reginald Adams, the director
of community affairs at Rush Uni-
versity Medical Center, which is
building the school’s new state-of-
the art science lab. 

Gamble’s predecessor, he adds,
“tried to do some good things. But
Denise has a plan.  She doesn’t wait
for handouts. She just comes up to
you and says, ‘This is what I want
from you.’” 

Medill is now at its broadest level
of parent participation ever, says

Ezell. “You ask them to come to a
meeting and an assembly, or volun-
teer for a field trip, and they come.”

The goal is to get them to do
more—and eventually sit at the table
when decisions are made about the
best ways to educate their children. 

“You will never have 100 percent
parent participation. But if they
believe they can trust you and you
have their best interests at heart, they
will support the school,” says Gamble.

GAMBLE’S DREAM IS TO TURN MEDILL into
a demonstration school, especially
since the CPS Medill Training Center
for teachers is a stone’s throw away.
[The building was formerly a part of
Medill, but when enrollment dwin-
dled, students were moved to
Medill’s smaller building .]

Nevertheless, projections for fall
enrollment have dropped again,
from 209 students to 150. District
officials say they have made no deci-
sion on the future of the school.

In the meantime, Gamble and her
staff soldier on. 

As Debra Pickett, the school’s
resource coordinator, prepares to
ferry the 5-year-old home, she asks
Efrem Felton, the school’s security
officer, if he’d mind tagging alone.

He doesn’t; he’s done it plenty of
times before. In the five years he’s
worked at Medill, Felton has gone to
any number of homes searching for
missing students, even rousing some
from their beds. 

Besides, Felton’s got a 6-year-old
daughter of his own, and can’t imag-
ine letting his baby—or any child
that age—walk home alone.

When Pickett and Felton arrive,
they are greeted by two more little
girls. The older cousin—the one who
did not come to school—is baby-sit-
ting. She’s in 5th grade. 

“Why weren’t you in school
today?” Pickett asks her. 

“I didn’t have any clothes to wear.
I’ll be there tomorrow,” the child
replies, with a shy smile.

“Well, all of you get in the house
now, so I can go back to school,”
Pickett instructs them gently. “It is
about to rain. Go back in the house
and lock the door.” 

The girls giggle and follow her
instructions. Pickett watches until the
door is closed and locked, then she
makes a beeline back to the school.

Handling incidents like this is all
in a day’s work at Medill Elementary. 

williams@catalyst-chicago.org

SNAPSHOT: MEDILL ELEMENTARY
Since Gamble arrived, the percentage
of 3rd-graders meeting or exceeding
state standards has risen. 

ISAT Reading

2005

2007

ISAT Math

2005

2007 27%
14%

24%
15%
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Denise M. Gamble
Principal, Medill Elementary

ELEMENTARY / HIGH SCHOOL EDUCATION: Burke Elementary, Vincennes Upper-Grade
Center, Lindblom High

COLLEGE: Bachelor’s in education, Chicago State University; master’s in administration and
supervision, Roosevelt University; coursework toward doctorate, Loyola University. Trained in
turnaround school leadership at the University of Virginia.

TEACHING BACKGROUND: Taught special education at several schools (LeMoyne, Durso,
Haines), then taught autistic children at Herbert

WHEN SHE DECIDED TO BECOME A TEACHER: In 7th grade after writing a paper on
Down’s Syndrome. “The subject fascinated me,” she says. 

FIRST PRINCIPAL JOB: Herbert Elementary’s LSC awarded Gamble a contract in 1993. 

WHAT DID SHE DO: When Gamble took over, “Herbert was a mess,” says LSC member
Cloria Duckins. “I used to call it the anything-you-want-to-do school. It took [Gamble] five
years, but she put a stop to all the mess. She got it done.” 

HOW SHE GOT IT DONE: Gamble created a parent leadership steering committee that
advised her on what kinds of programs they wanted at the school and what they thought about
the teachers. She also opened the school to parents on weekends for mini conferences in core
academic subjects—math, science and reading—to teach parents how to help their children. 

PERSONALITY: “I’m an introvert who has learned how to function as an extrovert.”she says. 

READING LIST: Spiritual and self-help books by authors like Louise Hay and Norman Vincent
Peale. Gamble also makes time to read books by educators Lisa Delpit, Jawanza Kunjufu and
Gloria Ladson-Billings. 

Principal Denise Gamble hit the streets of the Near West Side to hand out back-to-school flyers and stress
the importance of attendance to parents and children. [Photo by Cristina Rutter]



By Phuong Ly

Middle-grade students at
Reavis Elementary in Ken-
wood are learning Brazil-
ian martial arts. Perspec-

tives Charter Middle School at Calumet
in Auburn Gresham wants to require
students to learn to swim. Ames Mid-
dle School in Logan Square will have
a garden and cooking classes.

Parents at Marquette Elementary
in Chicago Lawn are teaming up with
teachers to conduct home visits for
new students and provide informa-
tion for families who need extra help.
At Orozco Community Academy in
Pilsen, parents will be offered Eng-
lish, nutrition and life skills classes.

And all five schools are scheduled
to open on-campus health centers
by the end of December. 

None of the new programs seems
directly related to academics, but the
hope among educators is that these
activities will help low-income stu-
dents achieve better grades and
improved test scores. In March,
Atlantic Philanthropies, a foundation
with offices in seven countries, award-
ed the schools and their community
partners a four-year, $18 million grant
to provide health and social services
to students and their families. 

Each school will receive as much
as $850,000 a year to extend the
school day into the late afternoon
and Saturdays, add enrichment pro-
grams and bring in the services of
doctors, nurses and mental health
professionals. The initiative, called
Integrated Services in Schools (ISS),
seeks to help children in all areas of
their lives. Middle school students
are being targeted because they
struggle mentally, socially and phys-
ically in the transition between
childhood and adolescence.

“Middle-schoolers go through a
lot, and many of our parents don’t
have the money or resources to get
the students into intervention,” says
Principal Coralia Barraza of Orozco,
where nearly all students are Latino
immigrants. “They need to have a
healthy mind and a healthy body to
be ready to do the school work.”

The grants are being administered
by Local Initiative Support Corpora-
tion’s Chicago office, which has long
been involved in community devel-
opment in struggling neighbor-
hoods. LISC and Atlantic Philanthro-
pies, started by businessman Charles
Feeny (a co-founder of Duty Free
Shops), began to develop the inte-
grated schools initiative about two
years ago. LISC worked with nine
community agencies and their
school partners to develop budgets
and proposals. Of those, Atlantic Phi-
lanthropies awarded the grant to five.

Chris Brown, director of education
programs for LISC, says the schools
will serve as testing grounds and, if
successful, models for innovation.
Participating schools are representa-
tive of the entire district, with small
and large student populations,
African Americans and Latinos, long-
term principals and newer leadership,
and charter and traditional structures. 

“The school district has about 600
schools, so we’re not going to change
the system,” Brown says. “But we’re
interested in using these five as a
model to say, this does work, this
does make a difference. We want to
use this as a way to get more money
for these types of programs.”

Chicago is one of four sites
nationwide that Atlantic Philanthro-
pies has selected for the initiative.
The program has started in New
Mexico and Oakland, Calif., and is
under consideration in Baltimore.

INCREASINGLY, EDUCATORS and re-
searchers are reaching the conclusion
that schools need to take a more holistic
approach if they are to successfully ed-
ucate children in troubled communi-
ties. Many studies have linked socio-
economic disadvantages to low student
achievement. Distrust and discomfort
among parents, teachers and admin-
istrators also are barriers to students be-
ing engaged in school.

This spring, education leaders
issued a statement challenging poli-
cymakers to increase investments in
early childhood education and
health services and to pay more
attention to the time students spend
outside of school. The “Broader,
Bolder Approach to Education” cam-
paign asserts that the No Child Left
Behind law has helped focus atten-
tion on the achievement gap, but
that the potential effects of the law
have been undermined by assump-
tions that bad schools alone are

behind this gap, and that academic
standards, testing, teacher training
and accountability can fix it.

The statement was signed by aca-
demics and superintendents nation-
wide, including CPS’ Arne Duncan.

Syda Segovia Taylor, ISS program
director at Reavis Elementary, says
that when she began work at the
school in April, she immediately
noticed that many students often
expressed doubts that what they did
mattered to anybody.

But during a summer program for
about 50 middle-schoolers, she saw
many of the students transform their
attitude. The six-week camp, funded
by the grant, included Brazilian mar-
tial arts, theater, and science classes
where students made models of an
amusement park to learn about
physics. “You saw them struggle
from, ‘I don’t want to do this,’ to ‘Oh,
I like this,’” Taylor says. 

At a performance showcasing
what the students learned, so many
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Beyond the
classroom

FOR MORE INFORMATION
� Luis Bermudez, Orozco Community

Academy and Resurrection Project
(312) 666-1323, ext. 250,
lbermudez@resurrectionproject.org

� Sandra Del Toro, Marquette
Elementary and Southwest
Organizing Project, (773) 436-
1000, ext. 106 or (773) 471-8208,
ext. 13, sandra.deltoro@gmail.com

� Michelle Mason, Perspectives
Middle at Calumet and Greater
Auburn Gresham Development
Corporation, (773) 483-3696,
mmason@perspectivescs.org

� Adriana Portillo-Bartow, Ames
Middle and Logan Square
Neighborhood Association, 
(773) 534-4170. ext. 107,
apbartow@lsna.net

� Syda Segovia Taylor, Reavis
Elementary and Quad
Communities Development
Corporation, (312) 371-7036,
taygovia@msn.com

� Chris Brown, Local Initiatives
Support Corporation-Chicago,
director of education programs,
(312) 385-4818, cbrown@lisc.org

Five schools get $18 million to
raise performance through
longer school days, enrichment
classes and on-site health clinics

Christina Padilla teaches a lesson on
nutrition and health at a summer day
camp with Orozco students (from left)
Jorge Andrade, Alejandro Tapia, Sammy
Martinez and Edwin Rivera. [Photo by
Cristina Rutter]



parents showed up that it was stand-
ing-room only. After school this fall,
Reavis will continue to offer Brazilian
martial arts and other activities. The
school day will be extended to 6 p.m. 

With the students occupied,
there’s less of a chance for them to
get into trouble, Taylor says. 

Chapin Hall Center for Children, a
research center at the University of
Chicago, will study how ISS impacts
students, parents and the community.
Public/Private Ventures, a Philadel-
phia-based nonprofit that evaluates
social policies, will collect data on par-
ticipation rates.

PERHAPS THE MOST AMBITIOUS and
complex part of the initiative are the
in-school health clinics. School and
community leaders say health servic-
es are one of the most urgent needs,
but the lack of resources has stymied
their ability to do much.

According to the grant plans, each
school will have a health clinic with

exam rooms and a reception area. A
nurse practitioner, mental health
counselor and other staff will be pro-
vided by partner health organizations.

Once health clinics are open in
schools, “hopefully it’ll reduce the
time that [students] miss school
because of illness,” says Jim Mur-
phy, who oversees health partner-
ships at Access Community Health
Network, which will work at Per-
spectives at Calumet and at Mar-
quette. Statistics show that stu-
dents in low-income communities
suffer from asthma, obesity and
diabetes at much higher rates than
other children.

Brown of LISC says after the grant
ends, the clinics ought to be able to
support themselves through fees
and insurance reimbursements.
Many families will be paying through
Medicaid or Family Care, the state-
subsidized insurance program. 

Perspectives at Calumet is
expected to open the first clinic at

the end of October and other schools
will roll out clinics shortly after-
wards, Brown says. In the beginning,
the clinics will only serve middle-
school students. Later, service will
extend to parents, school staff and
others in the greater community.
(For safety reasons, the clinics will
have separate entrances for the
school and the general public.) 

Besides diagnosing problems,
clinic health workers will hold work-
shops on nutrition, sex education
and conflict resolution skills. Mental
health counselors will talk with stu-
dents about stress and depression
that stems from exposure to vio-
lence, the difficulties of immigration
and acculturation, and the struggles
of being poor. 

At Orozco, health educators aren’t
waiting for the clinic to open. In
August, the school launched a three-
week fitness and life skills camp for
about 40 students who had discipline
and academic problems in 7th grade.

“They’re not going to change
right away,” says Marco Garduno, a
coordinator at Alivio Medical Cen-
ter, Orozco’s clinic partner. “My
main goal is for them to understand
that they have choices—good and
bad—and out of those, they need to
make good choices.”

One morning at Orozco began
with a 50-yard dash. After lunch, the
students broke into groups to talk
with counselors about self-esteem
and values. Most of the kids were
reluctant to talk, but health teachers
encouraged them, and some opened
up. One girl says there wasn’t any-
thing she liked about herself. A boy
didn’t like how strangers assumed he
was a gang member. 

During a writing exercise, one
student wrote about how he wanted
others to view him. “I don’t want
them to point at me and say, here
comes the kid that almost got arrest-
ed. … I haven’t been an angel, but I
could still work hard.” 
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Focusing on the assets
An approach championed by researchers at Northwestern University is
bringing the strengths of the community into the picture at Perspectives
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BETTER NEIGHBORHOODS, SCHOOLS
It takes a village to fix a failing school. In
his job at Perspectives Charter Schools,
Ray Thompson draws on an approach
that links neighborhoods and schools,
called Asset-Based Community
Development. 

WHAT IS IT? The strategy turns the
traditional approach to creating
change in poor neighborhoods on its
head: Instead of focusing on what poor
communities need and what the prob-
lems are, this approach focuses on
using the existing strengths of a com-
munity as the basis for revitalization. 

WHO DEVELOPED IT? John P. Kretz-
mann and John L. McKnight, co-direc-
tors of the Asset-Based Community
Development Institute at Northwest-
ern University. In 1993, the two co-
authored “Building Communities from
the Inside Out,” summarizing the les-
sons learned from their research across
the country. To promote the concept
nationally, Kretzmann has been work-
ing as an advisory board member for
the Coalition for Community Schools,
a group that advocates for more
neighborhood involvement in schools.

HOW CAN IT HELP SCHOOLS? Many
schools and communities have little or
no interaction with each other, but end-
ing that isolation so that schools and
neighborhoods can take advantage of
each other’s strengths is essential.
“When you see the walls come tumbling
down and the interactions multiplying,
everyone turns out to be a winner,” says
Kretzmann. The Institute is studying
how community-oriented schools like
Al Raby and Perspectives work, and
plans to compile training materials for
other schools interested in the concept.

HOW CAN IT HELP STUDENTS?
Bringing community into the class-
room can begin with simple strategies
such as analyzing local stream water in
a chemistry class or having English stu-
dents write articles in conjunction with
neighborhood newspapers. “The more
students are connected to the commu-
nity around them,” Kretzmann says,
“the more sense they get that their
education exists in a real-life context,
and that it’s connected to the well-
being of the community.”

By Brandon Beech

Ray Thompson knows what
it’s like to grow up in a poor,
single-parent home, facing
the same struggles that low-

income people face today—including
the struggle to get a good education.

What set him on the road to suc-
cess, he recalls, was help and posi-
tive reinforcement from the com-
munity outside his school—a strat-
egy he relies on now in his job as
director of community relations for
Perspectives Charter Schools. 

As a student, tutoring helped
Thompson raise his test scores
enough to earn a scholarship to
Culver Military Academy, a board-
ing school in northern Indiana.
From there, he went to the Univer-
sity of Illinois at Chicago and then
to the University of Chicago for
graduate school. 

During his childhood, Thompson
recalls, “there were some folks along
the way who stopped looking at me
and saying, ‘Well, Ray has a teenage
mom and there are some problems
he’s going to have.’ They started to
treat me like someone who wanted
to learn, someone who had talents
and skills. They helped to bring those
out and [use] them.”

Bringing out students’ talents is
an educational cornerstone of asset-
based community development, an
approach to neighborhood revital-
ization championed by the Asset-
Based Community Development
Institute at Northwestern University.
The approach aims to use the
strengths, skills and resources of local
residents and institutions to improve
a community and its schools.

Having mentors, as Thompson did
growing up, plays a large part in a
child’s development, he says. And
while many teachers allow the nega-
tive reputation of a school’s neighbor-
hood to intimidate them, they should

focus on developing students’ skills.
With asset-based development,

Thompson asserts, students improve
academically because they receive
support from the community and, in
turn, learn to see themselves as
assets to their neighborhood.

So far, Thompson’s efforts are
bearing some fruit, with students
placed in summer jobs and intern-
ships and a new health clinic slated
to open on campus this fall in a joint
venture with the Greater Auburn
Gresham Development Corporation,
Access Health Care, and the Integrat-
ed Services in Extended Day initia-
tive, which is a social support and
academic project brought to Per-
spectives by Thompson in 2006.

At a recent August meeting at
Perspectives, Lashaun Goodwin, a
parent of two middle-school stu-
dents and two high school stu-
dents, says she is pleased with the
charter’s commitment. “They’re
really turning the school around,
and they’re really turning the com-
munity around,” she says.

“We needed someone like Ray to

be the community liaison,” says
Ald. Howard B. Brookins Jr. (21st).
“Perspectives has done what they
said they were going to do.”

BEFORE HITTING THE GROUND to build
partnerships, asset-based develop-
ment calls for two steps.

The first step, called asset map-
ping, involves researching and listing
the organizations, businesses, resi-
dents and religious institutions that
already serve the community.
Thompson created the first asset map
in 2006, and updates it annually. The
list has grown to about 25 institutions.

The second step is a listening
campaign, which involves meeting
with community leaders to talk
about the neighborhood’s positive
attributes—for instance, churches
that are active—what needs to
improve and what they’d like to see
from the school. Thompson began
his listening campaign with monthly
community meetings and monthly
parent meetings, giving both groups
the chance to talk about how Per-

Ray Thompson sits outside the Calumet campus, home to three Perspectives charters.
Thompson, director of community relations, is working to forge stronger ties with the
Auburn Gresham neighborhood. [Photo by Cristina Rutter]

Continued on next page
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spectives can benefit the community
and what they, in turn, can do to help
the school. 

Thompson—who says schools
often demand help from parents but
rarely ask what parents can do—also
plans this year to survey parents about
their interests, skills and schedules,
then create a database of activities
they can participate in. One example:
A parent who told him about her avid

interest in cooking could be tapped to
teach cooking to students.

Thompson also wants to boost
parent involvement by bringing in
programs for their benefit. One plan
is to have community colleges offer
evening classes in customer service
skills, writing résumés and writing
grant proposals—a marketable skill
that could benefit the school and
community as well as parents.

Through another partnership, the
Greater Auburn Gresham Develop-
ment has recruited students to partic-
ipate in its “Litter-Free Zone” project
to promote recycling. The nonprofit
also offers internships throughout the
year, ranging from work on beautifica-
tion projects to office and clerical
assignments. And 20 Perspectives kids
were placed in summer jobs spon-
sored by the organization. 

Other institutions working with
the school are Neighborhood Hous-
ing Services, St. Bernard Hospital and
St. Sabina Catholic Church program. 

“I think they’re doing a great job
as far as trying to get this organiza-
tion involved with the school, to get
kids learning,” says St. Bernard’s Bar-
bara Young. “And that gives [stu-
dents] quite a bit of experience as far
as the work force.” 

By Debra Williams

When it comes to forging sol-
id relationships between
communities and schools,

Logan Square Neighborhood Asso-
ciation has it all figured out.

Its roster of programs includes
classroom mentoring, in which par-
ents assist teachers in the classroom;
one-on-one tutoring by parents of
struggling students in benchmark
grades; a “literacy ambassadors” ini-
tiative that sends teams of parents and
teachers on home visits to teach litera-
cy skills; community centers that offer
programs for children and adults; and
a teacher preparation program, called
Grow Your Own, that has helped 25
community residents become bilin-
gual teachers and sparked the cre-
ation of a similar statewide initiative.
(See Catalyst, April 2006.)

“It is a model that not [only] gets
parents active in schools, but breaks
down barriers between the commu-
nity and schools, helps schools and
builds on parent strengths,” says Chris
Brown, who co-authored a case study
of the organization in 2002. (Brown is
now the director of education pro-
grams at LISC/Chicago, a national
nonprofit redevelopment group.)

In 2000, LSNA won the Chicago
Community Trust James Brown IV
Award for Community Service; in
2005, the group won a national Lead-
ership for a Changing World award
from the Ford Foundation. The
Southwest Organizing Project, a
grassroots group in Chicago Lawn, is

seeking to replicate LSNA’s approach.
LSNA’s success got a jump-start in

the early 1990s, with the election of the
first local school councils. “All of a sud-
den, we had a base of people talking
about education,” says Nancy Aarde-
ma, the executive director of LSNA for
the last 21 years. Foremost in their
minds, she adds, was increasing par-
ent involvement and relieving over-
crowding—a long-standing concern
in schools with large Latino enroll-
ment, like those in Logan Square.

So the group gathered parents,
local school councils and school
administrators from Avondale, Mon-
roe and Darwin elementary schools,
and successfully petitioned CPS to
build Logandale and Ames middle
schools; redraw attendance bound-
aries for Monroe and Darwin; and
build additions at other schools.

BUOYED BY ITS EARLY SUCCESS, LSNA
began to look deeper, exploring ways
to improve what was happening inside
classrooms. The change in strategy
was sparked when community stake-
holders—churches, block clubs, social
service agencies, local leaders and
businesses—came up with a holistic
plan for neighborhood revitalization
that stressed the importance of
school/community collaboration.

To bring parents into the school,
LSNA launched the parent mentor
program. Funston Principal Sally
Acker (now retired) came up with the
idea out of frustration with her stu-
dents’ lack of academic progress. “It
occurred to me that if you want to

change the child, you have to change
the family,” Acker says. If mothers
were trained to work as classroom
aides, she reasoned, they would not
only feel more connected to the
school, but learn first-hand the work
that goes into educating children. 

Another grassroots group, Com-
munity Organizing and Family
Issues (known as COFI), trained stay-
at-home moms, focusing on raising
self-esteem and awareness of the
contributions that they could make
in the home and at school. 

The initiative grew—from a
handful of parents at Funston in
1994 to 132 mentors at nine schools
last year—and proved beneficial in
other ways. When parents who
weren’t involved in the school com-
plained about something at LSC
meetings, the parent mentors stood
up for the teachers and the school.

“I loved it,” says Acker. “The par-
ents who worked here told the oth-
ers, ‘You have no idea what is going
on in this school and how hard it is to
do the work here.’”

Trust between teachers and par-
ents grew. Teachers learned that par-
ents were real assets to them, and
developed an appreciation for the
culture of the community. Moms
who had never been active in their
communities boosted their self-
confidence and learned how to help
children who were struggling aca-
demically.

Later, LSNA created a tutoring
program, where parents work one-
on-one with students who are failing

in the benchmark grades. Last year,
there were 13 tutors; this year, there
will be 24.

OER Associates, an independent
research group founded by the Col-
lege of Education at the University of
Illinois at Chicago, completed an
evaluation of the parent tutor pro-
gram last year, comparing students
who were mentored with students
who were not. OER found that stu-
dents who were tutored had slightly
better skills in areas such as alphabet
recognition, word recognition and
vocabulary development.

A COMMUNITY SURVEY FOUND that what
residents most wanted in schools were
after-school programs, for themselves
and their children. LSNA stepped in,
designing centers tailored with servic-
es that the neighborhood wants. 

At Funston, the focus is on serv-
ing adults with GED preparation and
adult literacy classes. At Brentano,
the focus is on children, with pro-
grams such as art, music and dance.  

“They are not cookie-cutter cen-
ters,” says Joanna Brown, LSNA’s
director of education organizing.

The centers are staffed by parents
who have participated in other LSNA
ventures.

“As a principal, you are involved
in a lot of organizations and a lot of
them were a lot of talk,” says Acker.
“But LSNA listened and acted. I
trusted them or I would not have
opened my school up to so many
new things. They made a huge differ-
ent in the community.”

From outside to inside schools
Logan Square group lobbied for new buildings, now works to improve classrooms
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