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ROOKIE
REVOLUTION
As veteran principals retire, a new 
breed of young leaders is replacing 
them and facing intense pressure to 
improve schools. Yet one in five don’t  
expect to stay long-term, and that 
attitude is reshaping the profession.
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By Lorraine Forte 
Editor-in-Chief

Principal Coralia Barraza is deeply 
committed to her school, Orozco 
Fine Arts & Sciences Elementary in 
Pilsen. Parents, community leaders 

and teachers praise her leadership. Since 
she took the helm at Orozco, test scores 
have improved.

But the work of running a high-poverty 
school has taken its toll, and Barraza plans 
to retire soon. That’s not surprising, after 
eight years on a job in which she’s expected 
to function as a CEO, instructional leader, 
and—out of necessity, given the scarcity of 
district resources—fundraiser. 

“I have given a lot to the community, 
everything I had,” Barraza told writer 
Phuong Ly. (See story on page 8.) “It’s time 
for me to go.” 

How long can even the most dedicated 
principal be expected to juggle multiple 
hats and routinely put in 60 hours a week?

Waves of principal retirements have hit 
Chicago Public Schools in recent years, 
with no letup in sight. There will be more 
than 100 principal vacancies at the end of 
this school year, with more expected in 
2011. These retirement waves have swept 
in a crop of new principals who are en-
thusiastic about their jobs, committed to 
education—and are not likely to stay at 
their schools for the long term. The era of 
the grizzled veteran is over. 

Chicago isn’t the only district facing 
this turnover dilemma. Researchers who 
analyzed the career paths of principals in 
Texas, North Carolina and New York found 
that most of them left their schools around 
the six-year mark. Not surprisingly, low-
income, minority schools had the highest 
principal turnover. 

Setting up a pipeline of top-notch 
school leaders who can raise student 
achievement has never been more urgent. 
A Catalyst Chicago analysis found that 61 
percent of the lowest-performing Chicago 
schools have had three or more principals 
since 2000. Meanwhile, the federal gov-
ernment is pouring billions into school 
improvement efforts, including principal 
development—one of the five “essential 

supports” that the Consortium on Chi-
cago School Research identified for strug-
gling schools. 

Good leaders have a ripple effect, too. 
Without them, the best teachers aren’t 
likely to stick around. In a recent nation-
wide teacher survey, 68 percent said that 
supportive leadership is essential to retain 
effective teachers. (The survey was done 
by Scholastic Inc. and the Bill & Melinda 
Gates Foundation.) Leadership ranked 
highest of any retention factor, including 
higher salaries.

So what Should the diStrict do to re-
cruit and retain the best principals?

It’s imperative to keep quality, not just 
quantity, in mind. The state has tackled 
the quality issue and is poised to enact 
much-needed changes that will make 
principal preparation programs and the 
licensing process more rigorous.  (See sto-
ry on page 14.) 

CPS is taking steps in this direction, 
too. Last year, the district made it tougher 
to earn a slot on the district’s principal 
eligibility list. Most of the first crop of ap-

plicants failed the new selection process.  
(See story on page 12.) But CPS can’t afford 
to let eager, aspiring principals fall by the 
wayside. Candidates can go through the 
process again, and CPS must give them 
specific feedback on their weaknesses so 
they can work to improve in those areas. 

CPS plans to launch a new department 
to provide training for assistant principals, 
who had the lowest pass rates. The district 
has also won kudos for its principal men-
toring program and should steer as many 
resources as it can spare into that initia-
tive. As Principal Barraza notes, guidance 
from her mentor, who hand-picked her to 
be assistant principal and prepared her 
to lead the school, was far more valuable 
than any training she has received. 

Outside training is also gearing up. The 
University of Chicago has just won ap-
proval from the state for a program that 
will focus on preparing candidates to lead 
large, comprehensive high schools. Chi-
cago is also slated to begin a pilot of the 
new National Board certification program 
for principals, intended for accomplished 
school leaders who can show a track re-
cord of raising student achievement. But a 
secondary goal is to have the certification 
process function as a professional devel-
opment tool for newer principals, notes 
Kathleen St. Louis of the Chicago Public 
Education Fund, which has committed $1 
million to the initiative. 

This fall, a select group of principals 
will field-test the assessments developed 
by the National Board for Professional 
Teaching Standards, which will adminis-
ter the principal program. Once it is for-
mally launched, principals with at least 
three years of experience will be eligible 
to apply. 

CPS pushed vigorously to get large 
numbers of teachers to go through Nation-
al Board certification and is approaching 
critical mass on this front. National Board 
teachers make up at least 15 percent of the 
faculties at more than 50 Chicago schools. 

Potentially, the principal program could 
have an even greater impact. A top-notch 
school leader can turn around an entire 
building—and help keep the best teachers 
on board.

From the Editor
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Building a principal pipeline
ROAdbLOCkS TO SChOOL SUCCESS 
The Consortium on Chicago School 
Research principal survey asks them to 
rank various factors that hinder school 
improvement. The list has not changed 
dramatically over the past decade, with 
one exception: “Problem students” was 
not among the top 5 until 2007.

Source: Consortium on Chicago School Research principal 
surevey, 2007
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At age 32, Westinghouse High School Principal Janice Jackson has been a principal for six years and is in her second post.  
[photo by Joe gallo]

New generation

Today’s wave of new, young principals is 
not expected to stay on the job long-term, 
creating a dilemma for CPS: how to create a 

pipeline of top-quality leaders and provide them 
with support to improve the lowest-performing 
schools. cOVER STORY: PAGE 4

 8    Giving it her all 
In her job as principal of Orozco Elementary in Pilsen, Coralia 
Barraza serves many roles, including community leader. 

12  Candidate pool shrinks
The CPS principal eligibility process adopted last year is so difficult 
that only a third of candidates are passing. 

14   State raises the bar 
Some leaders applaud proposed changes that would make it hard-
er to get a principal certificate in Illinois, but universities worry 
about how to staff and fill their principal preparation programs. 

ON ThE cOVER: King College Prep students say they like their young 
principal, Jeff Wright, who is in his 30s, and someone they feel they can 
talk to.  [photo by Joe gallo]

ON ThE WEb 
www.catalyst-chicago.org.

Adam Parrott-Sheffer, who recently 
passed CPS’ eligibility process, 
explains his approach to the job.
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seismic generational shift is taking 
place among school leaders in Chi-
cago Public Schools. Following a 
wave of retirements in the past few 
years, almost two-thirds of prin-

cipals are new to the job and have five years of 
experience or less, according to the Consortium 
on Chicago School Research’s  biennial survey of 
principals. And now, almost 20 percent of princi-
pals is younger than 40, compared to less than 2 
percent back in 1999.

This shift shows no signs of slowing down. The 
district will have to fill about 100 principal slots 
at the end of this year. The district’s pension in-
centive program is set to end in spring 2012, and 
another wave of retirements is likely; about half 
of principals left the job in 2006 and 2007, just be-
fore the last incentive expired. And a substantial 
percentage of newer principals who responded 
to the Consortium survey say they have no plans 
to stay in the job long term. 

This continuous turnover raises a red flag for 
school improvement. According to a Catalyst 
Chicago analysis, 61 percent of the lowest-per-
forming elementary and high schools have had 

three or more principals since 2000; another 25 
percent have had two principals.

A strong principal, who can lead teachers and 
improve their instruction, is one of the five essen-
tial factors that are necessary for school improve-
ment, according to Consortium researchers. A 
new principal can infuse energy in a stagnant 
school, but each time a school changes leader-
ship, teachers are confronted with new expecta-
tions and strategies often change.  

“Very often, it’s a complete reversal of whatev-
er [the previous principal] was doing, including 
the things that might have been working well,” 
says Ingrid Carney, who spent about a decade 
working in teacher professional development 
before becoming a principal and later founding 
LAUNCH, a now-shuttered summer program 
that aimed to help aspiring principals succeed. 

While there’s no research consensus on the 
length of time it takes a principal to become pro-
ficient at his or her job or to improve a school, 
experts typically note that school improvement 
efforts need up to five years to take root. 

The bottom line: If principals start leaving too 
soon, schools will flounder, says retired CPS prin-

cipal Carlos Azcoitia, now a National-Louis Uni-
versity professor. “If you have constant change 
with teachers and principals, then you won’t de-
velop that continuity,” he says. 

Younger principals, in turn, may drive turn-
over, says Sara Ray Stoelinga, a senior research 
analyst at the Consortium on Chicago School 
Research. With more working years ahead of 
them, they suddenly have time to try new ca-
reers. “There are possibilities for developing 
curricula, [or] serving as a clinical professor at a 
university,” she says. 

Chicago’s turnover story is part of a national 
trend. New York and other cities have seen their 
share of baby boomers retire. And a 2008 survey 
done by the National Association of Elementary 
School Principals found that only 38 percent of 
respondents saw that field as their “final occupa-

A

New generation
Stable leadership is essential for school improvement, 
but consider this: Since 2000, 61 percent of the 
lowest-performing schools have had three or more 
principals. cPS is searching for strategies to recruit 
and support the new wave of rookies, who are more 
likely to land at these tough schools.  By rebecca Harris

WhY ThIS MATTERS
Veteran principals are becoming a relic of the 
past. Local and national surveys show that 
many of the new wave of principals, like profes-
sionals in other fields, do not expect to stay on 
the job long term. 

Research has identified good principals  �
as an essential component of a successful 
school.

Chicago Public Schools has raised the bar  �
for prospective principals, potentially limit-
ing the pool at a time of high demand.  

In line with federal Race to the Top criteria  �
that call for states to improve the quality 
of teachers and principals, the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education plans to target more 
resources toward training for school leaders.

On opposite page: Janice Jackson, left, who became a principal at age 26, says that one day she would like to become a superintendent or a college professor.  [photo by Joe gallo]



hIGhER TURNOVER 
When local school councils were created in 
1989, principal turnover initially rose as coun-
cils began exercising their authority to choose 
school leaders. Over the past five years, a wave 
of retirements has increased turnover. It isn’t 
clear whether the system will attract enough 
candidates to make job openings competitive.

Principals
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TURNOVER RATES

1988-1993

2003-2008

 46%

                             73%

WhO ARE ThE NEWCOMERS? 
Many new principals are younger than in 
previous years. Compared to the district’s 
student population, whites continue to be 
overrepresented and Latinos underrepresented. 
A significant percentage of the newcomers 
don’t expect to stay in the job long-term.

RACIAL bREAkdOWN OF NEW PRINCIPALS VS. STUdENTS

New hires

Student body

Black WhiteLatino Other

52%

45%

12%

41%

34%

9%

GENdER bREAkdOWN OF PRINCIPALS bY AGE

Younger than 40

50 or older

Male Female

49%

24%

51%

76%

ExPERIENCE Plan to leave in...   5 yrs or less           10 yrs or less

2 years or less           

3 to 5 years              

19%

45%

63%

78%

FEW VETERAN TEAChERS 
Today’s new principals have less teaching 
experience compared to their counterparts a 
decade ago, when survey data indicated that 
84% of incoming principals had more than 10 
years in the classroom. More principals could 
be coming from other fields, and experts are 
unclear about how much teaching experience 
principals need.

6 to 10 years5 years or less More than 10 years

TEAChING ExPERIENCE OF NEW PRINCIPALS

1999

2009

6%

14%

10%

30%

84%

56%

METhOdOLOGY 
The Consortium on Chicago School Research 
provided data from its biennial survey of 
principals. Data comparing 2009 and 1999 
are based only on surveys from schools that 
responded in both years—about 20 percent 
of high school principals and 40 percent of 
elementary principals—and do not include 
schools that have opened since 1999. Graphics 
for 2009 use data from all respondents, about 
75 percent of high school principals and 83 
percent of elementary principals.

tional goal,” down from 58 percent in 1998.
“There are expectations now that younger 

generations will experience many different ca-
reer changes over the span of their lives,” says 
Gail Connelly, the group’s executive director.

New PriNciPalS will face considerable pressure 
to raise student achievement. CEO Ron Huber-
man has mandated that principals and chief area 
officers institute regular performance manage-
ment meetings. The threat of school turnarounds, 
which send principals and most teachers pack-
ing, is high. And while the number of warning 
resolutions filed by the district against principals 

for poor performance is still tiny, it is on the rise. 
A Catalyst Chicago analysis found that 11 resolu-
tions were filed in 2009, up from just five in 2007.

“A lot of principals feel like their jobs are on 
the line,” says Joan Dameron Crisler, a retired 
principal who spent 20 years at Dixon Elemen-
tary on the South Side. 

Crisler says strong support from central office 
helped her remain in the job for so long.

But times have changed. “Accountability is not 
new,” Crisler notes. “[But today], it is perceived 
that there are a lot of threats and intimidation.”

Victoria Chou, dean of the College of Educa-
tion at the University of Illinois at Chicago, says 



TOUGh SChOOLS 
New principals often land the toughest job 
in the school system: running the lowest-
performing high schools. In comparison, 
veteran principals are clustered in higher-
performing schools. 
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NEW PRINCIPALS IN...

64%

36%

High schools             Elementary schools

Bottom half 
of schools

Top half 
of schools

54%
46%

SWITChING SChOOLS 
A change in school leadership can throw 
off improvement efforts, experts note. Yet 
principals are apparently now more likely to 
change schools. It’s unclear why, but Sara Ray 
Stoelinga of the Consortium on Chicago School 
Research, says some of the principals she has 
interviewed acknowledged that moving up the 
career ladder meant leaving a low-achieving 
school for one that is easier to work in.

VETERAN PRINCIPALS, AT SAME SChOOL MORE ThAN 10 YEARS 

ALL PRINCIPALS, AT SAME SChOOL MORE ThAN 5 YEARS

1999

2009

                  84%

67%

1999

2009

                   52%

35%

UNdER PRESSURE 
More high schools—which typically have higher 
principal turnover than elementary schools—
are now being led by new, young principals. One 
expert cautions that ever-increasing pressure 
may worsen turnover. “People get really tired 
and stressed out. That makes [the job] not 
viable for a long-term situation,” says Mary 
Ann Pitcher, who works with new high school 
principals as a project director for the Network 
for College Success.

hIGh SChOOL PRINCIPALS WITh 2 YEARS OR LESS ExPERIENCE

hIGh SChOOL PRINCIPALS YOUNGER ThAN 50 YEARS OLd

1999

2009

18%

                                              38%

1999

2009

7%

                                                                          39%

Note: “New principals” are those with two or fewer years of 
experience. School performance is based on standardized test 
scores. Age is calculated based on principal’s year of college 
graduation. 

Sources: Catalyst Chicago analysis of Illinois State Board of 
Education data; Chicago Public Schools Office of Human Capital; 
Consortium on Chicago School Research

For more on how young principals are shaping 
leadership, go to www.catalyst-chicago.org.

principals now must get approval from area of-
ficers to carry out tasks they used to do on their 
own. “I think the anxiety level is up,” Chou says. 

But Monica Santana Rosen, head of the dis-
trict’s Office of Principal Preparation and Devel-
opment, says she sees no evidence of increasing 
turnover because of tougher accountability. But 
she and the district expect principals to show 
results quickly. After a year, she says, student 
achievement and other indicators, such as atten-
dance, should begin to improve. 

After three years, says Alicia Winckler of the 
Office of Human Capital, “If it’s not happening, 
it’s not likely to ever happen.” 

Yet most experts say principals need more 
time to show real improvement. Carney notes 
that rookies have a steep learning curve in the 
first few years. But even an experienced princi-
pal might need more than two to three years to 
improve a school. 

ISBE is expected soon to pass rule changes 

Jeff Wright, principal of King College Prep, says he wanted to become a principal because he thought the job could be 
done differently. He says students at one of his former schools saw their principals as hall monitors, not instructional or 
visionary leaders.  [photo by Joe gallo]

Continued on page 15 
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By phuong Ly

Clutching a notebook and 
three sharpened pencils, 
Principal Coralia Barraza 
smoothly zigzags around 

the piles of books and huddles of 
students in the halls of the Orozco 
Fine Arts & Sciences Elementary. It’s 
not quite 9 a.m., but she has already 
held one meeting some 90 minutes 
ago and her day is in high gear.

Barraza stands just 4 feet 9 inch-
es tall, but her voice carries over 
the banging locker doors as mid-
dle-grades students rush to their 

first class: “Good morning. How are 
you? Don’t leave anything on the 
floor.” She strides down the corri-
dor, speaking to the students in a 
mix of English and Spanish com-
mon in the school’s Pilsen neigh-
borhood: “Rapidito! Vamonos!” 
(Quickly! Let’s go!) In between, she 
greets teachers. She walks up to 
one woman, rubs her pregnant bel-
ly and shares a laugh; she tells an-
other teacher that she is happy to 
meet with her later in the week; she 
picks up a pencil that an instructor 
has accidentally dropped.

Just as the bell rings, Barraza 

sweeps into a 7th-grade read-
ing class, where she will observe 
the teacher. The class begins with 
the students sitting at their desks, 
reading silently, as the teacher 
looks over her lesson plan. Barraza, 
sporting boots with 3-inch heels, 
keeps moving—walking around 
the room, looking over the shoul-
ders of students, asking questions 
and taking notes.

During this 13-hour day, she 
will observe three classes and con-
fer with those teachers about their 
performance evaluations, talk to 
a staffer about ways to encour-

age use of the school’s new health 
clinic, tally the results of more than 
600 student surveys on the school’s 
strengths and weaknesses, and 
meet with two parents whose kids 
sneaked cell phones into class.

As principal, Barraza has mul-
tiple roles: chief executive officer, 
social worker, supervisor and men-
tor to her staff, and leader in the 
community. She is Latina, a group 
that is still underrepresented as 
principals in CPS. She is praised if 
test scores rise and blamed if they 
fall. It is arguably the toughest job 
in the school system, with princi-

Giving it her all
a typical work week is 60 hours, but community ties and the chance

to make a difference for kids keep a Pilsen principal on the job

During dismissal time, Coralia Barraza, principal of Orozco Elementary in Pilsen, is always at the door or in the hallways, talking to students and making sure everything is running 
smoothly.  [photo by Cristina rutter]
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pals squeezed between pressure 
from the top administrators and 
the demands of teachers, parents 
and students. The typical workload 
is a grueling 60 hours a week.

Under Barraza’s leadership, test 
scores at Orozco have steadily im-
proved. In 2009, 77 percent of stu-
dents met or exceeded state stan-
dards on the ISAT, up from just 56 
percent in 2002, when Barraza be-
came principal. (In 2009, 68 percent 
of all CPS students met or exceeded 
state standards.) 

“She could have rested on her 
laurels, but what she talks about is 
seeing every single kid get to grade 
level,” says Chris Brown, director 
of education programs with the 
Local Initiatives Support Corpora-
tion’s Chicago office, which is ad-
ministering a foundation grant to 
provide after-school programs at 
Orozco. “She holds herself to a re-
ally high standard, and she creates 
that culture there.”

Barazza’s story illustrates how 
mentoring, stability and strong, 
deep ties to the surrounding com-
munity are integral to school suc-
cess. In a recent book “Organizing 
Schools for Improvement: Lessons 
from Chicago,” experts from the 
Consortium on Chicago School Re-
search note that ties to neighbor-
hood institutions and to parents 
are one of the five “essential sup-
ports” that helped even the lowest-
achieving schools improve.

Yet with the district’s emphasis 
shifting toward performance man-
agement and data analysis, princi-
pals can easily find themselves with 
little or no time to spend on forging 
ties outside schools. 

Barraza says she and other prin-
cipals could be more effective if 
the school system decreased their 
paperwork and increased support. 
But she knows those changes may 
never happen. So she shifted gears, 
finding resources from outside in-
stitutions and drawing inspiration 
from daily triumphs, such as seeing 
300 parents show up on a freezing 
winter night to attend an honor roll 
assembly for their kids. 

“I don’t think I am the type of 

person who sees the obstacles,” 
says Barraza, 57. “I think I only see 
the opportunities.”

Barraza’S owN life iS Proof of 
the power of that philosophy. Like 
the parents of so many of her stu-
dents, she is an immigrant who 
grew up in poverty. The fourth of 
eight children, she spent her time 
after school in Guatemala selling 

homemade cheese to help sup-
port her family. In her office, she 
displays a black-and-white photo 
of her humble past: She and her 
siblings pose next to their home, a 
shack of mismatched boards. 

The family emphasized the im-
portance of school. “My father just 
kept pushing and pushing academ-
ics,” says Barraza, her eyes misty at 
the memory. “He said we had to be 
something. Even if we didn’t have 
anything to eat, he always pushed 
education.”

After Barraza graduated with a 
university degree in teaching home 
economics, she wanted to go on to 
law school. But her father told her 
that the family couldn’t afford it. So 
she followed a sister to the United 
States, where she thought it might 
be easier to earn money.

For 14 years, she worked in vari-
ous factories, making wheels for 
furniture and bows for Christmas 
trees. She got married, had a son, 
became a permanent resident in 
1978 and a citizen six years later. In 
between factory shifts, she learned 
English at Truman College and then 
transferred to the National College 
of Education (now National-Louis 
University), earning a degree in bi-
lingual education. She shrugs off 
the notion that what she did was 
so difficult, saying she had her hus-
band’s support and “when you like 
what you’re doing, you do it.”

In 1984, she started teaching at 
Sabin Magnet School. During her 
10 years there, she continued her 

education. Inspired by a nephew 
who is autistic, she decided to study 
special education and received a 
master’s degree from DePaul Uni-
versity. She also earned a master’s 
degree in school administration 
from Northeastern University.

Barraza started teaching at 
Orozco in 1993 because it offered 
after-school programs that gave 
her the chance to work more inten-

sively with bilingual students. She 
never seriously considered becom-
ing an administrator. But when the 
principal of Orozco, Rebecca de los 
Reyes, found out that Barraza had 
two master’s degrees, she made her 
the assistant principal the follow-
ing year. 

Barraza still marvels that de los 
Reyes saw her potential. “When 
in my dreams was I going to be a 
teacher in the United States, an 
assistant principal in the United 
States and then a principal in the 
United States?” she says.

Barraza notes that the mentoring 
she received from de los Reyes has 
been key to preparing her for the 
job. An older woman, de los Reyes 
was also an immigrant—born in 
Mexico, raised in Humboldt Park—
who nicknamed Barraza “Shorty” 
and gradually gave her more re-
sponsibilities each year. 

Most importantly, Barraza re-
calls, de los Reyes taught her how 
to lead by including other people—
teachers, parents and community 
members. In decisions ranging 
from choosing curriculum materi-
als to outlining the school’s mis-
sion, de los Reyes encouraged con-
tributions from others.

“I was a very shy person. She 
showed me how to open up to the 
outside world,” Barraza says. “She 
was very open with people. She 
was very open to suggestions. She 
was never the type of person who 
would jump on things right away. 
She would listen.”

After de los Reyes was promot-
ed to area instructional officer, she 
recommended to the local school 
council that Barraza become prin-
cipal. (Area instructional officers 
are now known as chief area of-
ficers; de los Reyes has since re-
tired.)

Initially, Barraza didn’t want the 
job because she was scared of the 
enormous responsibility, but de 
los Reyes urged her to think of the 
school and the community. And 
once into the job, Barraza says the 
transition felt seamless because of 
her mentor’s preparation. 

that Same StaBility exteNdS to 
Barraza’s staff. The average tenure 
for the school’s 39 teachers is 20 
years. According to a 2007 Consor-
tium on Chicago School Research 
survey, the top struggle reported by 
new principals is getting rid of bad 
teachers. But Barraza says person-
nel issues have not been a big con-
cern for her. Just one or two teach-
ers have been low performers, she 
says, and they left on their own.

When hiring new teachers, 
though, Barraza weeds out candi-
dates by being upfront about the 
intensity of the workload, her ex-
pectations, and the challenges of 
serving an immigrant student pop-
ulation. “I send my message right 
there and then,” she says.

She also requires that finalists be 
interviewed and approved by fellow 
teachers because, Barraza explains, 
“they have to deal with each other’s 
issues every single day.”

Dan Naliwajko, a physical sci-
ence and language arts teach-
er, says he feels invested in the 
school because Barraza—like de 
los Reyes—asks teachers for their 
input on how to improve student 
performance. Surveys have shown 
that teachers prefer good working 
conditions, including the oppor-
tunity to have a voice in how their 
school is run, over higher pay. 

“She doesn’t shut you down,” 
Naliwajko says. “In the end, it mo-
tivates you to work harder because 
you know your opinion and your 
voice matters.”

“I don’t think I am the type of person who sees the 

obstacles. I think I only see the opportunities.”
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Orozco Elementary Principal Coralia Barraza feels a deep connection with students and parents, embracing them and speaking to them directly. But the tiring nature of the work 
has worn her out. She plans to retire in two years.  [photos by Cristina rutter]
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Barraza’s approach also helps 
cultivate new leaders, and Naliwa-
jko says that he thinks he might 
want to run his own school one day. 
Barraza has made him the co-coor-
dinator of after-school programs, 
giving him more responsibilities, 
just as de los Reyes did for her.

Principals are now expected 
to be even more involved in their 
teachers’ development and act as 
“instructional leaders.” While Bar-
raza agrees that such leadership is 
important, she doesn’t know where 
to find the time. Her suggestion: 
The school system should hire 
curriculum specialists to carry out 
much of this work, then have prin-
cipals oversee the efforts. 

This year, students are taking 
diagnostic assessments every few 
months, and the results are to be 
used to evaluate teachers. Princi-
pals must examine the data, make 
suggestions for their teachers and 
then observe the classes to see if 
changes are being made. 

“It’s way, way too much. The 
workload has increased a lot 
this year,” says Barraza, flipping 
through a thick packet of paper on 
one teacher’s evaluation. 

“They want the principal to be 
the instructional leader,” she adds, 
“But on the other hand, they don’t 
go to the schools to see that we 
don’t have the time to do this and 
everything else.”

ofteN, Barraza’S time iS takeN uP 

solving the social challenges that 
crop up in disadvantaged schools. 
Today, she is running behind, but 
ducks into Room 210 anyway. She’s 
been told that a kid who failed 8th-
grade last year and was arrested for 
tagging buildings with graffiti has 
returned to school. She wants to 
check on him. But he’s not in class. 

Instead, the 14-year-old slouch-
es in a chair downstairs. He doesn’t 
want to wear the required tie, and 
he certainly doesn’t want to go to 
class. Barraza orders him into her 
office. “By law, you have to be here. 
You have no choice,” she says, her 
voice firm and imposing. “You go 
up to the classroom and you do the 
work. If you feel otherwise, you let 
me know, and I’ll get the probation 
officer. Nobody in this building has 

time to sit with you.”
The boy mumbles that he 

doesn’t want to wear the tie. She 
stares him down: “You respect the 
rules. Put the tie on.” She calls the 
school resource officer to take the 
boy to class.

Next, the boy’s mother is brought 
into the office. A single mother, she 
tells Barraza in Spanish that her 
son is old enough to do whatever 
he wants. The principal responds 
that the mother has to look after 
her son. “He’s not the only student 
here,” Barraza says. 

Later, she tells the assistant 
principal to call the Department of 
Children and Family Services. Since 

the boy is classified as a special 
education student, social workers 
can get involved. After the mother 
leaves, Barraza fumes. “Can you be-
lieve that? She says he’s old enough 
to decide what he wants.”

Barraza and her staff spend as 
much time dealing with students’ 
social problems as they do with ac-
ademics. About 97 percent of Oroz-
co students are low-income, and 27 
percent are English-language learn-
ers. To keep students from wearing 
gang colors, the school enforces a 
strict uniform policy: black shoes, 
blue pants, white shirts and ties.

 The challenges are huge, Bar-
raza says, but not insurmountable. 
“We are working for a system that 
is giving us too little but asks us for 
too much,” she says. “If they gave 
me the money to say, ‘OK, we are 
going to do two hours of reading or 
English or language support in the 
evening twice a week,’ at least I can 
say that the system has given me 
the support that I needed. And if I 
didn’t know how to use the money, 
then that was my responsibility or 
my fault.”

To fill the resource gap, Barraza 
has searched outside the system. In 
2008, Orozco won a four-year, nearly 
$3 million grant to extend the school 
day into the late afternoon and Sat-

urdays, add enrichment programs 
and build and staff an in-school 
health clinic. The school partnered 
with the Resurrection Project, a 
community development group in 
Pilsen, to apply for the grant. But 
funding ends in 2012, and Barraza 
is now scrambling to find support 
to continue the programs.

Raul Raymundo, the Resurrec-
tion Project’s CEO, says Barraza is 
a tenacious, organized leader who 
doesn’t waver. “Ms. Barraza under-
stands that education goes beyond 
the four walls of the school and that 
you have to embrace the commu-
nity,” he says. “Sometimes, princi-
pals make bureaucratic obstacles 

or use the bureaucracy of CPS to 
say ‘No.’”

Parents say that Barraza is ap-
proachable and accessible. She 
makes herself available in the eve-
nings so parents can stop by for 
meetings after work. On the week-
ends, she attends community festi-
vals. And she pores over every stu-
dent’s report card, often writing in 
her own comments.

Maria Gomez, a member of 
Orozco’s local school council, says 
that Barraza’s leadership and high 
standards convinced her to enroll 
her three children, who had previ-
ously attended Catholic schools. 
The principal met with the family 
for 45 minutes. 

“I thought, ‘Oh my God, I love 
this lady.’ She took the time out for 
us,” Gomez says. “She treats the 
kids as if they were her kids.”

much of Barraza’S time is not 
spent with students, but with pa-
per. Her desk and shelves are filled 
with binders of color-coded spread-
sheets. “It’s insane, the amount of 
paperwork we have to do,” she says. 
“Every time we go to a principals’ 
meeting, there is something new 
that we have to do.” 

Barraza says the central office 
should make more school visits 

and provide on-site mentoring and 
observations for principals, rather 
than sending out directives and re-
quiring more meetings. 

“I wish that Mr. Huberman would 
come to the different schools and 
find out the different challenges,” 
she says. “The way they’re running 
the system is one-size-fits-all.” 

Despite the workload, Barraza 
has stayed at Orozco because she 
loves the community and feels that 
she is making a difference. Now, 
the job has exhausted her, and she 
plans to retire within two years. 
Being a principal, she says, would 
have been impossible if her son 
had not already been grown up, or 

if her husband was not willing to 
help run the household. She hopes 
the next principal will be someone 
who is passionate about the school 
and bilingual kids.

Her advice to new principals: 
Be patient and calm. When a prob-
lem arises, don’t get upset. Instead, 
research the situation, listen, and 
think. 

“To be in this office, you have 
to really have good mental health,” 
Barraza says. “Every day, when I 
come in, I keep saying, ‘I have to 
keep my balance.’”

And, she notes, stick around long 
enough—things get better. “The 
more I do, the more I accomplish,” 
she says. “It gets more inspiring.”

In retirement, Barraza wants to 
spend more time with her family, 
do volunteer work and pursue a 
law degree, something she prom-
ised her father long ago. “I have 
given a lot to the community, ev-
erything I had,” she says. “It’s time 
for me to go.” 

Like today, she ends nearly every 
workday in her office, alone. As the 
staff leaves and turns off the lights, 
she hunches over the pile of work 
that never seems to end.

Phuong Ly is a Chicago-based writer. Send 
an e-mail to editor@catalyst-chicago.org.

“They want the principal to be the instructional leader. but on the

other hand, they don’t go to the schools to see that we don’t have the time

to do this and everything else.”



Principals

12   Catalyst In Depth Spring 2010

By Dominique Baser
and rebecca Harris

Seventy percent of candidates 
have failed a more rigorous 
principal eligibility process 
adopted last year in a move 

to upgrade the quality of school 
leadership throughout the district.

In comparison, more than half of 
candidates passed the old screen-
ing process on the first try. 

The low pass rate raises a red 
flag for the district, which will need 
a steady stream of new principals 
to replace retirees, as well as the 
substantial number of principals 
who don’t plan to stay on the job 
long-term.

But by late March, only 208 prin-
cipal candidates were in the eligibil-
ity pool—fewer than two principals 
for each of more than 100 vacant 
positions expected this summer.  

District officials say they plan to 
work hard to help applicants who 
failed to improve their scores on 
subsequent tries. Monica Santana 
Rosen, head of the district’s Office 
of Principal Preparation and De-
velopment, predicts pass rates will 
increase among the 185 applicants 
who are still undergoing the pro-
cess. She estimates that the district 
will have a pool of more than 300 
eligible candidates by this summer.  

Clarice Berry, president of the 
Chicago Principals and Adminis-
trators Association, says the candi-
date pool would be larger if sitting 
principals retained their eligibility. 
Experienced professionals should 
not have to prove their skills again, 
she contends. 

But Rosen, fielding questions 

from attendees at a recent prin-
cipal’s association conference, 
pointed out that doing well in one 
building does not guarantee suc-
cess at another school. Requiring 
everyone who wants a principal’s 
contract to go through the process 
also reveals strengths and weak-
nesses, she says, allowing her office 
to provide better support when a 
leader moves to a new school.

Rosen’s office also is redoubling 

its efforts to recruit candidates 
and to provide them with more 
information about the process. An 
updated Web site features a self-
assessment tool designed to help 
candidates determine if they have 
a shot at passing.

“We’re getting nominations from 
chief area officers, from our [cur-
rent] principals, from central office, 
and even organizational partners 
like the Chicago New Teacher Cen-

ter,” Rosen says. Since September, 
the office has reached out to over 
300 people.

“Some individuals decide that 
it’s not something they want to 
pursue. Others decide it’s some-
thing they want to spend a year or 
two preparing for,” Rosen says.

the old eligiBility ProceSS had 
five components: an online writ-
ing assessment, a portfolio demon-
strating applicants’ management 
and instructional skills, a written 
exam on board policies, a back-
ground check and interview.

But the process CPS adopted in 
January 2009 asks much more of 
applicants, and aims to gauge their 
ability to critique teachers and re-
act properly to real situations they 
might encounter on the job. 

The steps include a review of 
the candidates’ accomplishments; 
a preliminary interview; a multi-
ple-choice exam covering real-life 
scenarios; a school improvement 
case study that tests skills such as 
interpreting data; a mock session 
including an instructional observa-
tion and teacher feedback; another 
interview in which applicants are 
asked to provide examples of how 
they have used leadership skills 
in the past; and a more extensive 
background check.

The district consulted with more 
than 300 sitting and former princi-
pals to define which skills are most 
important for the job. Among those 
skills: the ability to shape a vision 
for the school, help staff improve, 
evaluate teachers, motivate people 
and manage finances and staff.

Surprisingly, assistant princi-

Candidate pool shrinks
the district plans more training to help prospective school leaders

TESTING REAL LIFE SkILLS
Since January 2009, principal candidates have had to pass a multiple-choice 
“scenario exam” that gauges their ability to handle real-life situations. Here is 
a sample question.

One of your veteran teachers is going through a difficult divorce and as 
the principal, you have observed a recent change in his performance. He 
frequently takes days off and is often late to school. His students are not 
performing as well on interim assessments and other measures of student 
progress as they have in the past. Though he has been consistently high-
performing in the past, you are worried about the impact on students. 

what action would you most likely take first?

Because he is one of your best teachers, leave the situation alone as it 1. 
will probably resolve itself over time.

Meet with a teacher who is close to this person and ask the person to 2. 
talk to the teacher and help him through this difficult time.

Meet with the teacher to offer your assistance, set expectations for his 3. 
attendance and student progress, and mutually agree on a follow-up 
plan.

Discuss with the teacher that his behavior is harmful to students and 4. 
will require immediate corrective action. 

Move him to a different classroom where his attendance may not be 5. 
an issue. 

The correct answer is 3, which demonstrates that a candidate recognizes 
the need to take responsibility for resolving issues, hold himself and others 
accountable for meeting performance standards, set high expectations for 
staff, and build and maintain an effective school team.
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pals—who often are seen as natu-
ral successors for principal posi-
tions—and teachers had the lowest 
pass rates. Current principals, who 
must go through the process if they 
want to switch schools, had the 
highest pass rates. 

The district is concerned that 
lower-level administrators, like 
assistant principals, do not get 
enough hands-on experience, in-
cluding experience in instruction-
al leadership, to prepare them to 
move up the ladder. 

To provide leadership training, 
CPS plans to launch a new depart-
ment, called Leadership Develop-

ment and Support, under Rosen’s 
direction. (Chief Education Officer 
Barbara Eason-Watkins will super-
vise the effort.) CPS staff and out-
side experts will offer sessions for 
assistant principals, as well as for 
chief area officers, current princi-
pals, and teacher leaders.

Adam Parrott-Sheffer, a mem-
ber of Teach for America’s principal 
preparation program, made it on to 
the eligibility list.

He has experience as a teacher 
and assistant principal, a master’s 
degree from Harvard, and has al-
ready completed several months 
of a year-long, full-time internship. 

But he was still nervous about 
passing.

“They were really looking for 
quantifiable proof that you have 
experience creating a vision, us-
ing data, looking at instruction and 
giving people feedback on it,” Par-
rott-Sheffer says. 

Parrott-Sheffer believes the rig-
orous process is a good thing, al-
though he says the district could 
do a better job of evaluating expe-
rience in other fields. He has seen 
other candidates, whom he con-
siders qualified, struggle with the 
process because “their experiences 
may not be in a school setting.”

As an intern principal at Bret Harte Elementary School, Adam Parrott-Sheffer helped teachers organize their curriculum for the coming year.  [photo by Joe gallo]

hIGh hURdLE 
Last year, the district made its 
principal eligibility process more 
rigorous in a bid to improve the 
quality of school leaders. 

All candidates

Current principals

Principal interns

Current assistant principals

Teachers

30%

67%

40%

29%

5%

PASSEd CPS ELIGIbILITY TEST IN 2009

Note: Includes the 331 people who applied for 
eligibility between January and September 
2009.  

Source: CPS Office of Principal Preparation and 
Development
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By rebecca Harris
and Dominique Baser

It’s going to become much 
harder to get a principal’s li-
cense in Illinois.

The Illinois State Board 
of Education is expected to vote 
in May on rule changes aimed at 
strengthening the quality of school 
leaders by raising entrance require-
ments for preparation programs, 
making training more rigorous and 
revamping the certification exam. 
(A state legislative committee will 
then approve the rule change to 
make it law.)

Perhaps most significantly, pro-
spective principals will have to 
complete longer internships that 
give them on-the-ground experi-
ence working in schools that serve 
a diverse student body. 

Illinois is one of a number of 
states that are taking similar action 
to improve training for school lead-
ers, one of the criteria for winning 
federal Race to the Top funds. Edu-
cation officials here have been ex-
ploring ways to toughen licensing 
standards for a number of years.

Barbara Radner, director of De-
Paul University’s Center for Urban 
Education, says the changes are 
overdue and are needed to prepare 
candidates for the challenges of im-
proving schools. 

“The job has become harder, but 
the pathway to it did not become 
more supportive,” Radner says. 
“Now it will be.” 

ISBE worked with the Illinois 
Board of Higher Education and 
representatives from 50 public and 
private institutions, including the 
University of Illinois at Chicago, 
Concordia University, and North-
ern Illinois University, to shape the 

new standards. Board leaders have 
told university officials to be ready 
to implement changes to principal 
preparation as early as fall 2011.  

uNder the New rule, applicants to 
preparation programs will be re-
quired to have four years of teach-
ing experience, up from just two 
years currently. They will also have 
to prove their teaching expertise 
and leadership skills through inter-
views and portfolios. 

Making the application process 
more competitive will shrink the 

glut of candidates certified each 
year. “We are now preparing far 
more Type 75 candidates than there 
are principal and assistant principal 
vacancies in the state,” says Steve 
Tozer, coordinator of the doctoral 
program in urban education lead-
ership at the University of Illinois at 
Chicago. “We need to focus our re-
sources on fewer candidates [and] 
prepare them more intensively.”

Preparation programs will have 
to refocus curricula to put more 
emphasis on subjects such as pre-
kindergarten instruction, special 
education and serving students 
who are English-language learners, 
says ISBE Assistant Superintendent 
Linda Tomlinson. 

Once coursework is finished, 
aspiring principals will complete 
a full-time, month-long residency 
under an experienced principal.

That residency is part of a re-
quired year-long internship, during 
which aspiring principals must log 
at least 200 additional hours work-

ing in one or more schools that are 
culturally and economically diverse 
and enroll students from preschool 
through grade 12. 

Interns work on tasks such as 
attending meetings to set up learn-
ing plans for special education stu-
dents; helping principals to hire, 
supervise, and evaluate teachers at 
all levels; and working with parents, 
boards and local school councils. 

Finally, the current Type 75 
exam on educational theory will 
be scrapped in favor of a new exam 
protocol with open-ended ques-

tions that ask candidates how they 
would handle various scenarios. 
During their internships, candi-
dates will also complete three new 
assessments that test prospective 
principals’ knowledge of teacher 
hiring and professional develop-
ment strategies, school manage-
ment and budgeting, and and the 
process of using data to create a 
school improvement plan.  

“There’s a strong consensus 
throughout the state that the [cur-
rent] exam is not very demanding,” 
Tozer says. “We know of a num-
ber of cases of people who have 
passed the exam without taking the 
coursework.”  

Some university educators are 
worried that the sweeping changes 
will shrink the pool of candidates. 
They also point out the steep price 
tag, since programs will have to of-
fer smaller class sizes and more in-
struction from full-time faculty.

“We need full-time faculty to 
help plan and link courses, to best 

hold the integrity and conceptual 
framework of the program over 
time,” according to state board 
spokeswoman Mary Fergus. “We 
say a third of the program can be 
offered by adjunct professors, in an 
attempt to provide a good mix.”

Because of the requirement that 
admissions become more selec-
tive and competitive, Concordia’s 
program—the largest in the state—
could lose up to half of its students, 
says Thomas Jandris, dean of the 
College of Graduate and Innovative 
Programs at Concordia University.

About 180 adjunct professors, 
who work in schools and teach 
most of Concordia’s classes, will 
lose their jobs, Jandris says. The 
school would have to hire about 
30 full-time professors to comply 
with the rule change. Faculty costs 
would quadruple while tuition 
funds would plummet, he adds.

“There is no research that sup-
ports the claim that administrators 
serving as adjunct faculty are a det-
riment to educating principal can-
didates,” Jandris says. “In fact, there 
is research to support the opposite. 
It is important to us that students 
learn from current practitioners.”

Jandris agrees that training 
should change with the times, but 
fears that the costs may make it im-
possible for some private and faith-
based institutions to offer principal 
certificate programs.

Clarice Berry, head of the Chi-
cago Principals and Administrators 
Association, suggests that the new 
requirements be piloted first be-
cause research about how best to 
prepare principals is inconclusive.

“It’s ambitious, very expensive, 
and it’s an experiment, because no-
body has the answer as to how to 
get the best principals,” she says.

State raises the bar
Sweeping changes aim to provide principal candidates with better preparation

but will make it harder to earn a principal’s endorsement.

“There’s a strong consensus throughout the state 

that the [current] exam is not very demanding.”
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that will make it tougher to earn a principal’s 
certificate and make preparation programs more 
rigorous. (See story on page 14.) The state’s effort 
to beef up the candidate pool is part of a trend 
driven largely by President Barack Obama’s ad-
ministration, which has made raising the quality 
of teachers and principals one of four criteria to 
win federal Race to the Top funds. This year, the 
U.S. Department of Education is spending $29 
million on principal development, and proposes 
to spend $170 million on training for principals 
and school leadership teams in 2011. 

To help new principals in CPS, including those 
who have experience but are new to their school, 
the district now provides them with a dedicated 
mentor for up to three years, Rosen says. Experi-
enced principals provide coaching for newcom-
ers. “I’ve never had a principal tell me they didn’t 
want to participate,” Rosen says. The vast major-
ity continue with the program in years 2 and 3.

The CPS program has drawn praise from edu-
cation experts, including DePaul University edu-
cation Professor Barbara Radner, director of the 
school’s Center for Urban Education.

Radner says it’s vital for new principals to 
have an old hand around to model tasks such as 
promoting a positive school culture and getting 
rid of underperforming teachers—the task that 
new principals found most difficult, according to 
the Consortium’s 2007 principal survey. A forth-
coming study by UIC’s Chou found new princi-
pals were more likely to hire teachers based on 
superficial factors like the university the appli-
cant had attended. 

CPS also plans to open an Office of Leader-
ship Development and Support in the coming 
months, to provide professional development to 
assistant principals, principals and area officers.

These supports should help. But the pressure 
of the job is high, and many agree higher turn-
over, compared to the past, is inevitable. 

The principalship “is just not set up for that 
person to be effective,” says Mary Ann Pitcher, 
a project director for the University of Chicago’s 
Network for College Success, who spent the past 
five years coaching new high school principals. 
“People get really tired and stressed out.”

In addition to providing instructional coach-
ing to teachers, new principals—particularly 
those who are in high schools—must learn to 
juggle massive logistical challenges and up to 200 
direct-report supervisees, Pitcher says.

To help them cope with skyrocketing work-
loads, she teaches them to distribute responsibil-
ities among others at their schools. “Other leaders 
[in the building] have to be responsible for cer-
tain core pieces of work, or outcomes,” she says. 
“Then, how do they report to the principal?”

Pitcher also suggests strategies like using in-
structional teams that work toward common 
goals, and having teachers help identify school 
needs and solutions. 

The central office also must be more ag-
gressive in supporting new principals. “I think 
the district’s got to take some responsibility 
for a framework they expect to be sustained in 
schools,” she says.

Kurt Jones, now in his third year as principal 
of Libby Elementary in impoverished New City, is 
blunt about the stress he and other rookies face.

“Stress is really hard on young people,” says 
Jones, who was 30 when he took over at Libby. 
“[When] we’re young, we’re still learning how to 
deal with emotions. The emotional strain is huge. 
And we begin to see that there are other options 
where you don’t get beat up on every day.”

At first, Jones says, he attacked Libby’s prob-
lems as if he were “a huge ball of fire.” But he soon 
learned to be more balanced and spread the 
workload. His outgoing personality helped him 
connect with central office staffers who could 
resolve issues. He learned to break big problems 
into smaller, sequential steps. 

Now, even on the occasional bad day, he has 
no desire to quit. “There’s a bigger world out 
there to conquer, but I guess I take the selfish ap-
proach and say, ‘I love my 600 [students],’” Jones 
says. “That’s the picture that I will focus on for as 
long as I get the chance.”

weStiNghouSe college PreP PriNciPal Janice 
Jackson is one young principal who already en-
visions herself in other jobs. “My mother thinks 
you’re supposed to get a job, work it for 30 years, 
and get the gold watch at the end,” says Jack-
son, who is just 32 but has been a principal for 
six years and is in her second post. “I will always 
be in education, but do I see myself being a 
principal for 20 or 30 years? No, and I probably 
shouldn’t be. It’s a very demanding job.”

Josh Anderson, the executive director of 
Teach for America-Chicago, is one observer who 
questions the premise that veteran, long-term 
principals are necessarily better. He notes that 
achievement hasn’t budged at some schools led 
by experienced principals.

“I’m comfortable with a departure from the 
status quo,” he says. “Three to seven years seems 
to be a critical [minimum] threshold.” Here in 
Chicago, Teach for America has launched a prin-
cipal preparation program to create a pipeline of 
candidates. (See story on page 2.) 

One advantage of having a younger principal 
at the helm: They are often more comfortable with 
data and have been trained to be more adept at 
using it to improve teaching. Students might also 
find them easier to connect with and “cooler.”

Jeff Wright, principal of King College Prep, 
says he went into school leadership specifically 
because he disliked the stereotype of the princi-
pal as a hard-core disciplinarian who keeps his 
distance from students. As a teacher in Minne-
sota, he noticed that his students mistook the 
hall monitors for administrators, telling him that 
they were “the people who wore walkie-talkies 
on their hips and yelled at kids.” 

At first, Wright, who is in his 30s, wanted to 
tackle school improvement on a larger scale, but 
after earning a master’s degree in administration 
and social policy, he decided against that and 
headed back to teaching. He didn’t get an inter-
view for any of the teaching jobs he applied for, 
but got a call-back from Jones College Prep for an 
assistant principal’s job—and landed it. 

Three years later, he won the principal spot 
at King, just blocks from his house. Although he 
says some people are surprised by his age and his 
boyish face, he doesn’t believe his youth has been 
a drawback. “I’ve often joked that it allows me to 
go undercover in the cafeteria and talk to the stu-
dents,” Wright says.

The students do seem to notice the differ-
ence. “He’s not only trying to get you to obey [the 
rules],” says Taylor-Simona Jannings, 16. “He 
looks at both sides of the story and tries to keep 
you on the right track.”

Senior Rodneka Perry, 18, agrees. “Older prin-
cipals would communicate with us as children, 
but he recognizes us as young adults,” she says. 

Wright is finishing his first contract with the 
school, and hopes for another. Down the road, 
he might pursue a superintendent position.

“My wife and I have joked about everything 
from becoming cranberry farmers to working 
in the system until retirement,” Wright says. “I 
would hope that I had not reached my pinnacle 
professionally at age 31.”

Tell us what you think. Go to www.catalyst-chicago.org to 
leave a comment, or e-mail rharris@catalyst-chicago.org.

Be a catalyst! Join Catalyst today!
Catalyst Chicago is now offering memberships with benefits that include a free subscription to Catalyst In Depth, recognition 
on our Web site, an environmentally friendly shopping bag and more. Go to www.catalyst-chicago.org/membership.

gEnEration Continued from page 7
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