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ALTERNATE

ROUTE
Chicago has an estimated 
50,000 young dropouts on the 
streets. Alternative schools are 
a last shot for many of them 
to get a diploma. But low skills, 
tough lives and scarce resources 
stack the odds against them.
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By lorraine Forte 
Editor-in-Chief

As a writer and editor, I have a rule: 
Avoid the use of catch-phrases, 
clichés and jargon in articles 
whenever possible. Readers are 

better served by vivid illustration—with 
anecdotes, data, telling details or colorful 
quotes—than by overused or vague ex-
pressions.

Still, there’s no better substitute for 
the phrase “school to prison pipeline” to 
describe some of the data in this issue of 
Catalyst In Depth. The data is yet another 
distressing reminder of the racial disparity 
in achievement in Chicago Public Schools: 
African-American and Latino boys are 
more likely than other students to drop 
out, but they are the least likely to reap any 
advantage from the district’s alternative 
schools, which are the last stop for  drop-
outs who want another chance to earn a 
diploma. Enrollment and graduation rates 
for these boys—and for young black men 
in particular—are far lower than for Afri-
can-American girls and Latinas. 

So where do these young men end up? 
“Often, jail,” says Principal Matt Rodri-
guez of Pedro Albizu Campos High. And 
national studies show a clear connection 
between dropping out of school and drop-
ping into prison. One recent report by the 
Center for Labor Market Studies at North-
eastern University found that nearly one 
in four young black men who had dropped 
out of school was in prison or jail.  

Rodriguez wages a constant battle to 
keep his male students in school and out 
of the clutches of gangs in the surround-
ing Humboldt Park neighborhood. He’s 
even taken the step of hiring former gang 
members to help boys who want to get 
out of the gang life. “I have students in 
here full of tattoos, and I don’t turn them 
away,” Rodriguez says. “I try to get them 
out of the gang. We aren’t always success-
ful, but we have to try.”

In addition to more resources, rescuing 
black and brown young men who have al-
ready given up once on school will require 
that same “whatever-it-takes” attitude. 

When Chicago begins handing out the 
five charters that have been set aside sole-
ly for dropouts under the state’s new char-
ter law, at least a few of these new charters 
ought to be for boys only. Surely there are 
non-profit and educational institutions 
with the expertise for this essential task. 

CEO Ron Huberman has said data 
analysis must drive improvement efforts. 
We’ve analyzed the data and uncovered 
the problem—now it’s up to the district to 
take the reins.

AlternAtive schools fAce another stiff 
challenge that affects girls as well as boys. 

Increasingly, many students are 18 
or 19 years old, yet are reading at only a 
6th-grade or 7th-grade level and have less 

than a handful of credits. One 17-year-old 
young woman interviewed by Deputy Edi-
tor Sarah Karp had only one credit.

Add in problems such as homelessness 
or teen parenthood, embarrassment at be-
ing a dropout and frustration with school 
in general, and it’s no wonder that about 
half of students end up quitting yet again.

Even so, some alternative schools man-
age to beat the odds and provide a disci-
plined yet nurturing environment that 
supports students so they can succeed. 
One such school, Innovations High—for-
merly Bronzeville Academic Center—has 
a team of seven counselor-mentors for a 
student body of just 150. Compare that to 
the 350-to-1 ratio of students to counsel-
ors in Chicago schools. Classes are small, 
students wear uniforms, and discussions 
about college are a given.

“We have enough time and enough 
staff to know each student and establish 
a relationship with them,” says Principal 
LaShaun Jackson, who says strong en-
gagement is a must to help his students. 
Jackson had never headed a school before 
taking the helm at Innovations, but had 
a background in social service work with 
troubled youth. (Read more about Innova-
tions High at www.catalyst-chicago.org.)

Chicago needs more alternative 
schools—and frankly, more neighbor-
hood high schools—where engagement, 
support and learning are at least a possi-
bility, especially for former dropouts. 

These schools will take more resourc-
es, but will pay economic as well as social 
dividends. According to a report from the 
Illinois Task Force on Re-enrolling Drop-
outs,   taxpayers reap more than $200,000 
in additional tax revenue for every former 
dropout who graduates.

And consider this: Alternative schools 
currently receive about $7,900 per pupil 
from the district. Double that, and it’s still 
less than the cost of one year in prison: 
$17,000 to $33,000 per inmate.

Which would you rather pay for?

Dropout recovery: Tough job, 
but someone’s got to do it

WhO GRADUATES? 
Most experts agree that the best way to 
calculate graduation rates for individual 
schools is to follow the school’s cohort 
of freshmen and determine their status 
four or five years later. This method is 
more complicated for alternative schools 
because most of their students started 
high school somewhere else. Looking at 
the percentage of enrollees compared 
to graduates over time gives a more 
comprehensive view of how these schools 
are performing.

AlTERnATivE SChOOlS, 2000-2009

Enrollment

Graduates

31,861

7,271 (23%)

Note: Youth Connections serves two-thirds of alternative 
school students. The other third attend newer schools run 
by the district or under contract with the district; data 
for these schools are not available. 

Source: Catalyst Chicago analysis of data from Youth 
Connections Charter
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Students at CCA Academy participate in team-building activities, such as learning martial arts, to keep them engaged in school 
and raise their confidence.  [Photo by Cristina Rutter]

Second chance for dropouts

Chicago’s alternative schools for dropouts 
face myriad challenges and are barely 
making a dent in the problem. Advocates 

are eyeing federal stimulus funds to give schools 
more resources, and alternative charters are in 
the works. But CPS has yet to develop a strategy. 
cOVER STORY: PAGE 4

 8    Cash the key question in alternative school expansion 
Jack Wuest wants the state to develop a comprehensive system to 
serve dropouts—and back it up with money. 

9     Unintended outcome
A 2004 law stated that students could not drop out before age 
17. But that hasn’t stopped 16-year-olds from calling it quits. 

10   Missing: Black and Latino boys
Girls are far more likely to enroll in alternative schools and 
eventually graduate.

ON ThE cOVER: PhOTO IllUSTRATION bY JOE GAllO

On ThE WEB
Innovations High School (formerly known 
as Bronzeville Academic Center) was 
founded in 1997 as a GED completion 
program. In 2000, the campus became a 
high school. Two years later, the school was 
put on probation by Youth Connections 
Charter, which operates 22 alternative 
schools in CPS. Since then, Innovations has 
become one of the higher-performing 
schools in the Youth Connections network. 
Under the Youth Connections charter 
with CPS, at least 60 percent of students 
should raise their reading and math skills 
one grade level during the school year. 
At Innovations, 92 percent of students 
moved up at least one grade level in 
reading, and 89 percent moved up in 
math. “The biggest thing is engagement,” 
says Principal LaShaun Jackson. “We 
have enough time and enough staff to 
know each student and can establish a 
relationship with them.” For more, go to 
www.catalyst-chicago.org.



Alternative Schools

4   Catalyst In Depth  Fall 2009

n day two of her second try at high 
school, Brianna Gibson is full of re-
solve. In a windowless classroom 
with a world map on the wall and 

history books on the shelves, the young woman 
slides into a desk, offers up a smile and says she 
thinks that the small alternative school she chose 
is going to be a good experience.

The teachers seem nice, she says. They would 
take time to explain assignments, something the 
teachers at her former high school didn’t seem to 
want to do. Brianna adds that she doesn’t know 
many of the other students, but in her mind, 
that’s a plus. Being anonymous should keep her 
from getting into fights and into trouble. 

“I won’t get caught up,” Brianna explains. She 
was suspended from Clemente High in Hum-
boldt Park last year for fighting, and never re-
turned. 

But for all her confidence, Brianna’s expecta-
tions signal trouble ahead. At 17, she’s antsy to 
move on from high school and plans to enroll in 

evening, Saturday, online and summer courses in 
an attempt to graduate within a year. 

“One year,” she insists. “I guess I would do two 
if I absolutely had to. But I can’t be here for three. 
No way.” 

Yet Brianna arrived in September at CCA Acad-
emy, one of 22 alternative schools operated by 
Youth Connections Charter, with only one credit. 
She needs to earn at least 21 to get a diploma—
an unrealistic goal, given that most high school 
students earn about six credits a year. (CCA was 
formerly called Community Christian Alterna-
tive, but has no religious affiliation.)

Increasingly, most of the dropouts who enroll 
in Chicago’s alternative schools are in similar 
straits: close to, or even older than, the typical 
age for graduation, yet too far behind to make 
quick headway toward a diploma. 

The city’s network of alternative schools pro-
vides an opportunity for young people like Bri-
anna who haven’t been successful in traditional 
public high schools. These schools are often the 

last chance for dropouts to get a diploma before 
turning 21, when public school eligibility runs 
out. And the ranks of students who need another 
chance are growing: The district is making only 
slow progress in curbing the dropout rate, which 
still hovers at around 40 percent. A recent study 
completed for the district by the Boston-based 
Parthenon Group estimates that about 50,000 
young Chicagoans between the ages of 16 and 21 

O

Second chance 
for dropouts

the average student who enrolls in an alternative 
school faces steep odds to graduating. low skills, 
tough lives and scarce resources at schools are big 
barriers. new York has a strategy for dropout recovery, 
but cPs has yet to develop one. By Sarah Karp

WhY ThiS MATTERS
Chicago has some 50,000 dropouts between 
the ages of 16 and 21. Alternative schools are 
their last chance at a high school diploma, but 
often fall short. 

Most students who walk into alternative  �
schools are 18 or older but have just a 
handful of credits and reading skills that are 
below 8th grade. It’s unlikely that these stu-
dents can earn enough credits for a diploma 
before turning 21, when they are no longer 
entitled to a free public education.

Fewer than one in four students leaves an  �
alternative school with a diploma. Most of 
the students who do graduate are young 
women, although most dropouts are 
African-American and Latino males.

In the age of high-stakes testing and No  �
Child Left Behind, alternative schools are 
under increased scrutiny but don’t receive 
the additional resources necessary to meet 
the needs of the students who enroll.
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are dropouts; another 50,000 are still in school, 
but far behind academically. 

Meanwhile, the number of alternative schools 
is set to balloon in Chicago, bringing in a fresh 
crop of school operators outside the Youth Con-
nections network, which operates all but a few 
of the city’s alternative schools. But Chicago is 
still playing catch-up: Over the past decade, oth-
er cities, such as New York, have focused more 
energy and resources on creating higher-quality 
schools for these students.

for A vArietY of reAsons—ranging from a stu-
dent’s impatience or personal difficulties to a 
dearth of resources at the schools—alternative 
programs often are a revolving door for drop-
outs. A Catalyst Chicago analysis of data from the 
district, the state and Youth Connections Char-
ter found that:

These small, intimate schools are most suc- �
cessful with students who are reading at grade 
level and need less than 10 credits to graduate. 

Yet roughly half of dropouts who enroll are 
below 8th-grade level in reading and math; a 
third are performing at 6th-grade level.

Half of enrollees in a given fall quit school  �
again by the next year. Overall, the mobility 
rate is a stunning 166 percent.

Of the 31,000 students who enrolled in an  �
alternative school during the past 10 years, 
only 23 percent earned a diploma. Experts say 
such programs should graduate about half of 
their students.

Supporters of alternative programs say that 
these numbers are not as troubling as they seem. 
Society reaps substantial benefits for every former 
dropout who earns a diploma, notes Jack Wuest, 
executive director of the Alternative Schools Net-
work, a Chicago-based advocacy group and ser-
vice provider for alternative schools. 

The economic benefit is substantial—more 
than $208,000 in additional tax revenue for each 
former dropout, as well as lower social costs 

for prison and welfare, according to a report 
released last fall by the Illinois Taskforce on Re-
Enrolling Dropouts.

Linda Boisseau-Goodwin, the manager of al-
ternative schools for the Chicago Public Schools’ 
Graduation Pathways Department, says that 
when a student drops out of an alternative 
school, it is not necessarily the school’s fault. 

“There are so many factors involved outside 
our control,” Boisseau-Goodwin says. “You have 
to look at all the circumstances. You listen to 
some of these stories [from students] and they 
will make your hair stand up.” 

Students often have long histories at other 
schools, and whatever prevented them from suc-
ceeding back then stays with them, she adds.

Miguel del Valle, who ran an alternative 
school before he became a state senator and 
then city clerk for Chicago, says high mobility is 
par for the course when students have difficult 
personal lives.

“We need alternative schools to be flexible,” 

Second chance 
for dropouts

Brianna Gibson says she likes her classes at CCA Academy because the teachers seem more willing to explain lessons. That wasn’t the case, she adds, with teachers at her former 
neighborhood high school.  [Photo by Cristina Rutter]
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he says. “Coming in, leaving and coming back—I 
will take that, as long as we are not giving up on 
the student entirely.”

counselors And PrinciPAls sAY an underlying 
tension haunts many young people at alternative 
schools: They want to be successful, yet personal 
problems, poor academic skills and lack of te-
nacity hinders them.

Damara Ortiz, a new teenage mom, is one 
example. She shows up at her school, Howard 
Area Leadership Academy in Rogers Park, a few 
weeks before the first day of school. Immediately, 
she is hit with a barrage of questions from the 
two counselors in the school’s office: Where’s the 

baby? Is he sleeping through the night? And how 
is she holding up?

“It’s her twin,” says counselor Helen Collins of 
the baby boy that 17-year-old Damara gave birth 
to just a few weeks earlier. 

Damara patiently answers the questions—
the baby is at home, and she is okay but wishes 
he didn’t cry so much. Then Damara launches 
into the real reason she came: Her mother was 
supposed to baby-sit, but now she can’t, and 
Damara is worried that she’ll have no place for 
the baby to go so that she can come to school in 
September.

The counselors immediately rattle off the 
names of day-care providers that Damara should 

call to see if they have space for an infant. Da-
mara nods her head.

There’s a sense of urgency in the counselors’ 
demeanor. Damara took almost a year off after 
8th grade, and her attendance at Howard Lead-
ership has been sporadic. Damara admits she 
wound up spending many days just hanging out 
with her cousin. Only since she became pregnant 
last fall did Damara begin attending school regu-
larly, determined to get an education so she can 
provide a better life for her child. 

But Damara has now moved to the South Side, 
and has a small, squirmy baby to feed, dress and 
get to day care before she can leave for school. 
When the year begins, Damara shows up. But by 
Week 2, she’s already taking days off. 

Collins says situations like Damara’s are more 
the rule than the exception. She and the other 
counselors at Howard Leadership say they want 
to stick by their students. But they wonder how 
much support they can provide with limited re-
sources, and what are the realistic outcomes?

Another fActor comPlicAtes the discussion: 
the increasing pressure on alternative schools 
to offer challenging academic programs and to 
meet high standards under the No Child Left Be-
hind Act. 

This scrutiny is new for alternative schools. 
Before 1997, they operated independently, typi-
cally run by grassroots organizations with deep 
roots in the community. Many offered a GED 
instead of a regular diploma and had little struc-
ture, cobbling funds together from CPS, the state 
and various federal agencies, with few require-
ments for performance.

Pa Joof, the principal of Prologue, which runs 
three alternative schools, notes that it was found-
ed in the 1970s with a social justice focus. Sitting 
in an office surrounded by old photos of blond, 
shaggy-haired people in bellbottoms, Joof recalls 
how the first school was started by nuns in Up-
town to serve disenfranchised children from Ap-
palachia. The idea was not only to provide these 
students with an education, but also to nurture 
a commitment to improving the community and 
“create a level of awareness and activism,” Joof 
says. Students did not receive grades, and aca-
demic rigor was not even discussed.

But the charter school movement brought 
the idea that schools with a unique focus can 
get stable public funding. At the urging of Wuest, 
former CPS CEO Paul Vallas agreed in 1997 to let 
the alternative schools form a network and have 
a charter. They jumped at the chance. 

Today, Youth Connections has 22 campuses. 
(Other alternative schools include Alternative 
Safe School Program, run by Boisseau-Goodwin; 
and two Prologue schools, one a CPS contract 
school and another that operates independent-
ly.) The schools got stable funding—about $7,900 

CCA Academy Principal Myra Sampson says she tries her best to keep students engaged. But many of them face per-
sonal problems, such as homelessness, parents on drugs and pregnancy, that are overwhelming and cause them drop 
out a second time.  [Photo by Cristina Rutter]



per student—but with strings attached: Meet 
standards set by No Child Left Behind.

Youth Connections schools have never met 
NCLB standards—but neither have most of the 
district’s traditional neighborhood high schools. 
(In 2009, NCLB calls for 70 percent of high school 
students to meet or exceed standards on state 
tests, and for schools to have a 78 percent gradu-
ation rate.) 

Some educators also worry about the con-
sequences of high-stakes testing that NCLB re-
quires. And some observers wonder whether 
schools will quietly direct misbehaving and poor-
ly performing students out the door, so that per-
formance indicators look better—a criticism that 
has been leveled against charters in general.

“Charter schools are more restrictive in who 
they let in or hold on to,” says del Valle. 

Indeed, some alternative schools have in-
stituted admissions requirements. And Youth 
Connections has ejected six lower-performing 
schools from its network over the past 12 years. 
Some have closed; others now offer only a GED 
program.

Prologue’s independent campus, Winnie Man-
dela in South Shore, was cut by Youth Connec-
tions last year. But Joof says Prologue decided that 
the community still needed an alternative school. 
The four small schools on the South Shore High 
campus have high dropout rates, and the com-
munity has no other neighborhood high school. 

Winnie Mandela’s principal, Jamillah Kareem, 
started the school and bristles at the suggestion 
that it is underperforming. Other schools, she 
notes, turn students away. Winnie Mandela only 
has enough funds to serve 40 students, and has a 
long waiting list. 

“I take them,” Kareem says. “They have got to 
have some place to go.” 

in 2003, the Bill & melindA GAtes foundAtion 

provided $31 million to start alternative schools 
for dropouts in several big cities, including New 
York, Philadelphia and Seattle. The question of 
quality has been front-and-center.

In Philadelphia, the school system and out-
side advocates were cognizant of the danger of 
creating a second-class school system, says Lau-
ra Shubilla, co-president and CEO of the Phila-
delphia Youth Network. 

“We thought it would be a disservice to stu-
dents if they graduated with a diploma that didn’t 
mean anything,” Shubilla says. “It would set them 
up for future failure.” 

Yet they also worried about the consequences 
of setting performance standards so high that 
schools couldn’t meet them and might get shut 
down. “We want to protect the opportunity,” 
Shubilla adds. “We understand that it would be 
real easy to get rid of these schools.”

So Philadelphia wound up with a set of mini-

mum standards that school must meet, and a sec-
ond list of so-called “stretch” standards that serve 
as incentives. Schools earn additional money if 
they meet them. 

In New York, the Gates funding sparked a 
complete overhaul of alternative schools, says 
Jo Ellen Lynch, who was the head of the New 
York Public Schools’ Office of Multiple Pathways 
to Graduation, before leaving early this year to 
become a consultant. No longer were they even 
called alternative schools.

New York has created about 50 new schools 
and programs, divided into three types to meet 
the differing needs of students: Transfer Schools 
serve students who have few credits and are far 
from earning a diploma; Young Adult Borough 
Centers serve older students who only need a few 
credits to graduate; and GED-only programs are 
for those who choose that route.

Lynch says these schools have strong com-
munity partners, but are not run by outside 
agencies. Instead, they fall under the jurisdiction 
of the Board of Education. New York also has a 
weighted funding formula that provides more 
money to these schools because of the extra sup-
port these students need.

New York also created new evaluation criteria 
that take into account the difficulties of educat-
ing dropouts. One example: School progress re-
ports show how well transfer schools perform 
with students based on the number of credits 
they have when they arrive—a unique barometer 
that is tailored to alternative schools. Officials 
also looked at graduation rates for off-track stu-
dents—those who are overage for their grade and 
have few credits—and found that transfer schools 
performed much better with this group than tra-
ditional schools, posting 56 percent graduation 
rates compared to 19 percent in regular schools.

CPS, however, has not yet taken a hard look 
to determine the best way to judge the perfor-
mance of its alternative schools. And the district 
provides the same per-pupil funding for Youth 
Connections as for other charters. 

New York had so many out-of-school youth 
(more than 100,000) that officials there decided 
to focus on dropout recovery. Chicago has been 
concentrating on dropout prevention, according 
to a spokesperson for the Department of Gradu-
ation Pathways. But in the coming year, the de-
partment plans to shift its focus to recovery.

AlternAtive schools fAce A constAnt BAttle 
to balance the need to meet standards with the 
skills of their students.

Few alternative school principals will openly 
criticize their counterparts at neighborhood 
schools. But they complain about the increasing 
number of older students who have left regular 
high schools with barely any credits. 

“We are talking 17- and 18-year-olds reading 

REvOlvinG DOOR 
Alternative schools are no sure thing for many 
dropouts, who often end up quitting school yet 
again because of personal problems, frustra-
tions with classwork or other factors. Principals 
say they need more mentors and counselors to 
help keep students in school.

MAkinG GAinS 
The district’s contract with Youth Connec-
tions calls for the schools to raise the reading 
and math skills of stable students—those who 
remain enrolled for at least a year—by a mini-
mum of one grade level per year. Most schools 
accomplish this goal but struggle to keep 
attendance and retention rates high.

EnTRAnCE REQUiREMEnTS 
Alternative schools must meet academic stan-
dards set by No Child Left Behind. Some ob-
servers worry that the increased scrutiny could 
lead schools to restrict admissions, keeping out 
young people who need help the most.

2,842
students 
enrolled in 
alternative 
schools in 
fall 2007 28% were still in 

school in fall 2008

20% earned 
a diploma

44% were 
still enrolled the 
following spring

Note: Data are only for Youth Connections’ network of alternative 
schools. A handful of other new alternative schools do not have 
similar data available. 

Source: Catalyst analysis of data from the Consortium on Chicago 
School Research

Note: Olive Harvey’s program is designed to serve students for only 
two years; administrators want students close to graduation so 
they will be more likely to stay and complete the program. 

Source: Catalyst interviews with admissions counselors; Alterna-
tive Schools Network directory

TOP PERFORMERS

TOP PERFORMERS

 Reading Gains     Math Gains     Retention     Attendance    

                  Min. Credits       Min. Grade Level       Interview

Latino Youth

Innovations

CCA Academy

Pedro Albizu Campos

Community Youth
Development Institute

Ada S. McKinley

Olive Harvey

Rudy Lozano

Ada Lakeside

Jane Addams

Pedro Albizu Campos

CCA Academy

Latino Youth

Association House

Innovations/Bronzeville

93%

93%

91%

90%

78%

94%

89%

89%

80%

84%

none

<10 to graduate

none

none

5

none

none

none

none

6 

73%

66%

84%

59%

66%

6.5

8

8

none

none

none

6

none

8

6

81%

78%

75%

77%

77%

no

no

yes

no

no

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

Source: Youth Connections Annual Report, 2007-2008
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Alternative education in Chicago is set to un-
dergo a sea change, and one issue is certain 
to become paramount: Money.

The number of alternative schools could bal-
loon under the state’s new charter law, which set 
aside five of the city’s 45 new charters for schools 
to recover dropouts. Each charter will be allowed 
six campuses, paving the way for enrollment to 
increase from about 4,500 currently to upwards 
of 14,000. At current per-pupil funding, spend-
ing would rise from $27 million to more than $111 
million—a substantial sum, given the district’s 
perennial budget shortfalls.

The new charters will also open the door to 
a fresh crop of operators. Most of the two dozen 
existing alternative schools are operated by Youth 
Connections Charter.

Jack Wuest, the executive director of the Alter-
native Schools Network and a tireless advocate for 
bringing dropouts back into the fold, pushed the 
new dropout recovery charters during negotiations 
over charter school expansion. 

But for these schools to be effective, it is 
imperative that they get more money, Wuest adds. 
CPS now provides about $7,900 per student. But 
former dropouts need much more support, Wuest 
says. He notes the evidence: the federally funded 
Quantum Opportunities Program, run in a number 
of urban districts in the 1990s. Wuest’s group ran 
the program in Chicago. 

That program provided case management, 
mentoring, computer-assisted instruction, work 
experience and financial incentives for students to 
reach academic goals.

The intensive approach apparently worked. 
Many studies of Quantum Opportunities Programs 
across the country show that the number of high 
school graduates increased, and more graduates 
were likely to go to college. Researchers at Brandeis 
University found that although the program cost 
$10,600 per student, the cost-to-benefit ratio was 
$3.04 for every dollar spent when students earned 
a college degree. 

This spring, Wuest and other advocates 
convinced Illinois lawmakers to pass the IHope bill, 
charging the Illinois State Board of Education with 
developing a comprehensive system for dropouts 
and providing about $3,000 to $6,000 more per 
student. 

But no funding was attached to the bill. Wuest is 
now on a mission to get money for IHOPE included 
in Illinois’ application for federal Race to the Top 
funds. U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan is 
doling out $4.3 billion in competitive grants under 
this program.

Sheila Venson, executive director of Youth Con-
nections Charter Schools, says she would be happy 
to see more seats created, but warns that new 
schools are destined to confront the same tough 
challenges existing schools face. For these schools 

to be effective, she and other experts say, they 
must stay small. To that end, the new charters will 
be allowed no more than 160 seats, though each 
separate charter can have several locations. 

But, as Venson points out, the smaller the 
school, the more expensive it is to run. “The 
economy of scale doesn’t work,” she says. 

What is really needed, she adds, is for the 
district to come up with a coordinated strategy for 
preventing dropouts and bringing back those teens 
who do leave school. Former CEO Arne Duncan 
initiated programs, but, Venson says, his adminis-
tration had no overall strategy.

At a speech to business and civic leaders in Sep-
tember, new CEO Ron Huberman said a revamp 
of alternative education is in the works, sparked by 
internal research that found almost 30 percent of 
the students who are most at-risk of being involved 
in violence are enrolled in alternative schools. Hu-
berman has yet to talk specifics, however.

Separately, CPS’ Department of Graduation 
Pathways, which has focused on dropout preven-
tion, is now shifting its attention to dropout recov-
ery. Alternative schools will be center to that push.

Meanwhile, Wuest’s dream is for high schools 
to improve so that fewer students leave sans a 
diploma, and that enough spots open up in alterna-
tive schools to serve students who fall through the 
cracks and drop out.

“We could be approaching a middle ground of 
zero,” he says.

Sarah Karp

Jack Wuest, the long-time head of the Alternative 
Schools Network.  [Photo by Joe Gallo]

Cash the key question in
alternative schools expansion

at 5th and 6th-grade levels,” says Myra Sampson, 
principal and founder of CCA Academy. More 
special education students also are showing up. 

Youth Connections offers professional devel-
opment and support, but does not have a stan-
dard curriculum for its schools. And indeed, many 
of these school principals and teachers say they 
value being able to use creativity in teaching.

But such freedom can result in uneven qual-
ity. When Youth Connections was up for charter 
renewal in 2007, observers saw many good things 
happening, including high engagement on the 
part of students and instruction tailored to their 
needs. But they noted “ensuring instruction is 
appropriately rigorous can be difficult, especially 
when student skill levels are below-grade-level.” 

At some of the schools, observers saw lessons 
that were far below high-school level.

Venson admits schools have a tricky balancing 
act. She wants principals to stop accepting cred-
its for classes in which students received a “D.” 
A “D” usually means that a student didn’t mas-
ter the subject—for instance, algebra—and that 
makes it impossible to teach them subsequent 
courses—like geometry and calculus.

Yet Venson adds that alternative schools need 
significantly more funding if they are to go back 
and re-teach lower-level skills. Given more mon-
ey, she’d like to hire reading and math specialists 
to support teachers.

But principals scoff at the notion that students 
should retake classes, given that it’s already an 
uphill battle to keep these students engaged.

Brianna Gibson is teetering on that edge. 
The young woman recalls how she ended up 

enrolling in CCA. One day, she sat on the couch 
in her living room, the hours ticking by, swal-
lowed up by soap operas and talk shows. Then 
she realized that she had a choice. 

“I could be either a statistic, or somebody,” 
she says. “I want to be somebody.”

Sampson says that virtually all of the young 
people who come to CCA desperately want to get 
an education. “They want to do more and they 
want to do better,” she says. “They understand 
the (employment) ceiling.”

But Sampson openly wonders how much she 
can help her students, given the support they 
need. 

“I would have to pull miracles out of the air,” 
she says. 

Without that support, students begin to re-
peat the cycle that forced them out of school the 
first time around: struggling in classes and taking 
days off. 

“They are willing to pay the price,” Sampson 
says, “until they get so beat down and defeated, 
they give up again.” 

Tell us what you think. Go to www.catalyst-chicago.org to 
comment on this story, or e-mail karp@catalyst-chicago.org
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By Sarah Karp

When then-state senator 
Miguel del Valle passed 
a law in 2004 that raised 
the compulsory school 

attendance age to 17, he hoped it 
would force schools to fight to keep 
16-year-olds from dropping out. 

But by all accounts, some 16-
year-olds continue to leave Chi-
cago high schools. And the change 
in the law had an unanticipated 
problem: When it came to alterna-
tive schools, the options for these 
young people were limited. 

Alternative schools are supposed 
to serve only students who have 
formally dropped out. Since 16-
year-olds could no longer do that, 
schools were confused about how 
to handle them—let them enroll, or 
send them back to their old school?

It’s difficult to tell how many 16-
year-olds have left school, but the 
numbers indicate an increase.

A Catalyst Chicago analysis of 
data from the Consortium on Chi-
cago School Research found an 
average of 2,600 16-year-olds were 
categorized as “inactive” each year 
from 2004 to 2006. The category 
identified them as dropouts.

In 2006, the district adopted a 
new student tracking system called 
IMPACT, which added a “dropout” 
category but also other categories 
that Consortium researchers be-
lieve includes dropouts. The num-
ber of 16-year-olds classified as 
“dropouts” plummeted to about 
100. Between 2006 and 2008, nearly 
5,000 16-year-olds had been placed 
in a no-man’s-land category called 
“Other-gone.”

In addition, the number of 16-
year-olds placed in the “Left” cate-
gory increased by 10 percent, from 
6,000 to 6,597. Although the cate-
gory is supposed to be for students 

who have transferred, Consortium 
researcher Todd Rosenkranz be-
lieves that the sudden spike in the 
numbers could mean an increase 
in dropouts, not formal transfers. 

Meanwhile, principals at alter-
native schools say 16-year-olds con-
tinue to call or come by to enroll. 

Nancy Jackson, a director at Pro-
logue, believes that more 16-year-
olds are now out on the street. She 
says some high schools keep these 
students on the rolls, despite long 
absences, to keep from getting in 
trouble for dropping them.

Jackson says she directs 16-year-
olds to Winnie Mandela in South 
Shore, the only school to accept 
them. Some trek there, but others 
stay out of school until their 17th 
birthday. 

At CCA Academy in North Lawn-
dale, Principal Myra Sampson says 
her school has no choice but to tell 
16-year-olds they have to return to 
their old school.  Truman Middle 
College Principal Thomas O’Hale 
says he lets them enroll if they get a 
withdrawal form. 

With fewer 16-year-olds, alter-
native schools have had to change 
their structure and focus, says 
Sheila Venson, executive director of 
Youth Connections Charter, which 
operates 22 alternative schools. The 
schools now serve more 18- and 19-
year-olds with few credits. 

To serve this population, some 
schools are considering longer 
days or additional online courses. 
Schools are also concentrating on 
core subjects. “Instead of the pleth-
ora of high school options, such as 
philosophy, or the wide breadth of 
programs, there’s more a focus on 
the essential skills,” Venson says.

AlthouGh the GoAl of his lAw was 
to keep kids from dropping out at 
16, Del Valle says having them end 

up in alternative schools isn’t bad. 
For pregnant and parenting stu-
dents, and for those who need extra 
support, these schools might be the 
best option. In all, 354 16-year-olds 
transferred to Youth Connections 
alternative schools in 2008, accord-
ing to Consortium data. (Fourteen 
dropped out before turning 17.)

But Del Valle also notes that it 
is the responsibility of the original 
school to make sure the student 
does, in fact, transfer. “They should 
not just say goodbye and hope they 
show up,” he says. 

Counselors and administrators 
at traditional high schools have 
vastly different strategies for han-
dling 16-year-olds who show signs 
of quitting school.

Sarah Briggs, student develop-
ment teacher at Global Visions High 
on the Bowen campus in South Chi-
cago, says her school takes more 
time before dropping students with 

bad attendance. An attendance 
team talks to each truant individu-
ally, and the personal outreach has 
helped some students. 

But the overall response was dis-
appointing because students had 
difficult situations outside school 
that they couldn’t overcome—some 
new teen mothers didn’t have child 
care and other students lacked 
money for bus fare.

Briggs says, some 16-year-olds 
were simply lost. “Students just 
stop coming, and you don’t hear 
[what happened],” she says. 

Kennedy High School Assistant 
Principal Chris Pawelczyk says that 
his school doesn’t have any specific 
strategies for 16-year-olds. For each 
student, he says, the school does 
“everything we can.”

Pawelczyk points out that par-
ents can be held accountable 
when a 16-year-old stops coming 
to school, and that in some cases, 
the school will put them through a 
court hearing. 

Some observers worry that tra-
ditional high schools merely dump 
troublesome students at alternative 
programs. But most high school 
counselors and administers say 
they see little wrong with allowing 
some students, even those who are 
16, to transfer: Often, they say, al-
ternative schools are good options 
for struggling students.

Assistant Principal Roberto 
Paredes of Bowen Environmental 
Studies High on the Bowen campus 
says that when students are disrup-
tive, a transfer is in order. “They im-
pede the education process for the 
rest of the students,” he says.

“It’s doing a kid an injustice if 
you keep them here if they cannot 
excel,” says Cornelius Camp, coun-
selor at Douglass High School in 
Austin. “You have to look at the situ-
ation and evaluate it from there.” 

Unintended outcome
since a 2004 law raised the compulsory school attendance age to 17,

estimates show the number of 16-year-old dropouts is back on the rise

OvER-AGE AnD UnDER-SkillED 
At Youth Connections’ alternative 
schools, the average incoming 
student is 18 and reads below 
8th-grade level. With a long road 
ahead to graduation, students 
get frustrated and often give up, 
principals say.

EnROllMEnT AnD CREDiTS

2004-05                                                    2008-09

59%

41%

67%

33%

Freshmen, sophomores Juniors, seniors
Incoming students who qualify as: 

Note: A handful of new alternative schools are 
not part of Youth Connections. Similar data for 
these schools is not available. 

Source: Catalyst analysis of data from Youth 
Connections
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By Sarah Karp

In Humboldt Park’s Dr. Pedro 
Albizu Campos High School, 
one stairwell is adorned with 
pictures of Puerto Rican male 

activists with quotes beneath that 
speak to the men’s cultural pride 
and pain. 

Principal Matt Rodriguez says 
he wants to communicate that the 
school—overall, one of the higher-
performing alternative schools in 
Chicago—is a place where the op-
pression his students may feel is 
understood. Indeed, the school is 
named after one of the leading po-
litical figures in the Puerto Rican 
independence movement.

Rodriguez hopes that the pic-
tures and quotes resonate with the 
young men in his community—too 
many of them dropouts who feel 
alienated from school.

Neighborhood high schools in 
Chicago fail to graduate half of their 
black and brown young men. And 
once out the door, this downward 
spiral continues: Black and Latino 
males are less likely to turn to al-
ternative schools than their female 
counterparts, and those who do are 
less likely to graduate. 

“It is a problem for us,” Rodri-
guez acknowledges. “So where are 
our young men going?” Often times, 
jail.” Studies show a clear connec-
tion between lack of education and 
incarceration: Research has found 
that as many as two-thirds of the 
nation’s prison population doesn’t 

have a high school diploma.
Many young male dropouts find 

it difficult to disconnect from gang 
activity and other negative behav-
ior that is likely to land them in jail. 

Sheila Venson, executive direc-
tor of Youth Connections Charter 
Schools, says that about 3 percent 
of the students who attend one of 
the 22 alternative schools in her net-
work—altogether, 144 students—
transferred from there into prison 
last year. Overall, about half of all 
students have some involvement 
with the criminal justice system, 
including being on probation or 
awaiting a trial, Venson estimates.

Those young men who have no 
involvement with the justice sys-
tem tend to be involved with gangs, 
which give them trouble about at-
tending school. Rodriguez says Al-

bizu Campos, which spans several 
storefronts on Division Street, is 
located inside one gang’s territory 
but outside the turf claimed by 
two others. For students who must 
cross territories to get to school, 
that spells trouble, and Rodriguez 
has had to negotiate with gang 
leaders to ensure safe passage for 
the students. 

Rodriguez has also hired former 
gang members to work at the school 
to help young men who are in gangs 
to get out. Such hiring might seem 
controversial, but to Rodriguez, it’s 
a necessity.

“In order to keep young men in 
the school, we have to [be able] to 
reach out directly to the gang chief,” 
Rodriguez says. “I have students in 
here full of tattoos, and I don’t turn 
them away. I try to get them out of 

the gang. We aren’t always success-
ful, but we have to try.”

mYrA sAmPson, principal of CCA 
Academy (formerly Community 
Christian Alternative; the school 
has no religious affiliation), an al-
ternative school in North Lawn-
dale, gives one reason why young 
women often kick into high gear at 
her school: Motherhood. As many 
as one-fourth of female CCA stu-
dents are teen mothers, and they 
often see their baby as giving them 
a reason to work hard to succeed in 
school, Sampson says.

“I don’t think as many boys have 
the same reaction to parenthood,” 
she adds.

Bryan Echols, executive director 
of the grassroots community group 
MAGIC (Metropolitan Area Group 
for Igniting Civilization), says some 
young men just give up. 

“They say to themselves, ‘I didn’t 
like school anyway. Why bother?’ ” 
Echols explains. “The streets have 
their own appeal.”

Some of the young men he en-
counters are embarrassed about 
being dropouts or have not heard 
much about alternative schools. So 
they pursue a job or GED instead—
despite the lack of good jobs for 
dropouts and the high failure rates 
on GED exams. 

One young man, Darnell Gri-
gler, is an example. He has no de-
sire to join the legions of young 
black male dropouts in Chicago, 
and says he likes school and longs 

Missing:
Black and Latino boys
‘where are our young men going? often, jail,’ says one alternative school principal

GEnDER GAP
Between 2003 and 2008, more than 85,000 students dropped out of 
Chicago Public Schools, most of them African-American and Latino boys. 
Yet only 18 percent of dropouts enrolled in alternative schools. Boys were far 
less likely to enroll or to graduate.

All CPS

Dropouts

Enrolled in
alternative schools

Graduated from
alternative schools

23% 20%
23% 19%

23% 12%

28% 19%
16% 12%

35% 19%

4% 3%
8% 6%

Boys BoysGirls GirlsBlack Latino

Note: Five-year cohort dropout rates were used to determine the numbers of dropouts. 
Source: Catalyst analysis of data from the Consortium on Chicago School Research and CPS for 2003-2008
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to go back and earn his diploma. 
But Darnell says he was bullied 

while attending a charter school, 
and after an especially rough day, he 
couldn’t imagine going back. “I told 
the principal and they didn’t believe 
me,” says the slight 18-year-old. “I 
felt like they didn’t care.”

Darnell then enrolled in a neigh-
borhood high school, but his moth-
er pulled him out after only three 
weeks. Darnell says that she worried 
about his safety at the school, which 
has a reputation for being rough.

Not knowing where to put him, 
she took Darnell to Kennedy-King, 
one of the City Colleges of Chicago, 
and enrolled him in a GED class. 
He’s now waiting to take the exam.

Darnell says he never knew 
about alternative schools for drop-
outs, and would have preferred to 

enroll in one if he had.
“I feel that a diploma would be 

better than a GED,” he says. Most 
experts agree that a high school di-
ploma is a stronger credential.

AlternAtive school PrinciPAls 
also point out that it’s very difficult 
to keep students—male or female—
in school when they are far behind 
in classes. Because they are behind, 
many students find themselves in a 
race against time. 

Jonathan Williams will turn 21 
next January. But his coming-of-age 
will be bittersweet: He will no longer 
be able to attend public school, and 
needs to quickly earn enough cred-
its to get his diploma before then.

Sitting in a classroom at Prologue 
Early College High, Jonathan talks 
about his road back from being a 

dropout. When he was a student 
at Sullivan High School in Rogers 
Park, he didn’t want to let teachers 
know how much academic trouble 
he was having.

“I was coming to class, until I 
didn’t understand, and then I just 
dropped out,” Jonathan says. “I got 
no help from anyone.”

He saw the streets as a viable op-
tion, a place where he had friends. 
For three years, Jonathan says, he 
lived day-to-day. As a former foster 
child, he had an apartment that was 
paid for by the child welfare system, 
and he hung out with friends. But 
eventually, he realized that things 
were about to change: His apart-
ment would no longer be paid for, 
and he would no longer be entitled 
to a free public education. 

A friend of a friend told him 

about Prologue in West Town. Jona-
than showed up there in December 
2008 with 16.5 high school credits—
4.5 less than he needs to graduate.

Even after summer school, Jona-
than says, he will still need to earn 
at least one more credit to get that 
diploma. He feels it within reach. 

There’s another good part about 
coming back to school. Jonathan 
sits behind a desk one warm sum-
mer morning reading the book, “My 
Bloody Life: The Making of a Latin 
King,” Reymundo Sanchez’s story of 
his life in a Chicago gang.

With a bit of wonder in his voice, 
Jonathan observes that this is the 
first time he has read a book. “In al-
most ever,” he says.

Tell us what you think. Go to www.catalyst-
chicago.org to comment on this story, or e-
mail karp@catalyst-chicago.org

Innovations Alternative School instructor Matt Wehrmann checks out some pottery work done by student Davonte Williams. Innovations tries to keep students engaged by doing 
hands-on projects. [Photo by Cristina Rutter]
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