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The ABCs of 
kindergarten
CPS has no policy requiring
full-day kindergarten, no
cohesive literacy curriculum
and no comprehensive plan to 
transition children from preschool
to kindergarten. Some children have
a rich experience, while others get
a bare-bones start. 



By Lorraine Forte 
editor-in-Chief

When Secretary of Education 
Arne Duncan announced the 
new $500 million Early Learn-
ing Challenge Grant competi-

tion in late May, educators weren’t the 
only ones who joined him at the event. 
Duncan was accompanied by an array of 
leaders from outside the education world 
who endorsed Duncan’s call for increasing 
investment in early education.

“To win the future, our children need a 
strong start,” Duncan said. Like the previ-
ous Race to the Top rounds, Duncan says he 
wants this one to be a game-changer that 
will strengthen early childhood programs. 
The goals: improve low-income children’s 
access to early learning programs; develop 
better coordination among the mosaic of 
programs already offered; provide better 
training for those who work in the field, 
who are often low-paid and lack college 
degrees; and create clear learning stan-
dards and age-appropriate, high-quality 
assessments for young children.

The $500 million is cause for celebra-
tion among early childhood advocates, 
especially since it represents the lion’s 
share of the $700 million that Congress al-
located to Race to the Top this year. Even 
so, it’s a comparatively small amount of 
money compared to the $4 billion for the 
original Race to the Top. 

Policymakers for The New America 
Foundation point out another caveat on 
the organization’s Early Ed Watch blog:  

“At a time when research studies like 
the Head Start Impact Study have shown 
the limits of relying too much on pre-
kindergarten programs without any coor-
dination with high-quality kindergarten 
and first-grade programs…this new grant 
program represents a lost opportunity.”

That lost opportunity is the chance 
to push states to strengthen alignment 
between early learning and K-3 educa-
tion. It’s a strategy that the early educa-
tion world is pushing, with good reason. 
What’s the use of providing children with 

a rich preschool experience, only to send 
them off to a school that doesn’t capital-
ize and build on what they’ve learned? 
Not only is doing so a potential waste of 
a child’s future—it’s a waste of the money 
poured into preschool. 

In Chicago, the need for strong transi-
tion and alignment takes on added im-
portance because of the gains low-income 
children are making in preschool. The Chi-
cago Program Evaluation Project, a study 
of Chicago preschool programs, found 
that high-risk children (including those 
learning English or living in a single-parent 
home) made substantial progress in vo-

cabulary development, literacy and math.
 “Some people have the idea that early 

childhood education programs are a vac-
cination,” says Barbara Bowman of the Of-
fice of Early Childhood Education in CPS. 
“[They think] if we just have this when 
you’re 3 and 4 years old, you need never 
go to a good school, you need never have 
a good teacher again.”

The InsTITuTe of educaTIon scIences at 
the U.S. Department of Education has 
begun a new national study of children 
who started kindergarten last fall. The 
Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kin-
dergarten Class of 2010-11 will provide 
data about children’s learning and de-
velopment. A diverse group of children 
in both half-day and full-day classes will 
be included, and the study will continue 
through their 5th grade year. The research 
can be expected to provide more evidence 
of how full-day programs can provide the 
most benefit to children. 

On this front, Chicago’s policy is out of 
sync with many other big districts. While 
the majority of children in Chicago are in 
full-day kindergarten, it comes at a price: 
The district only foots the bill for a half-
day program, forcing schools to pay the 
rest of the cost of a full-day program with 
their discretionary money. The impact of 
the policy on schools, and children, be-
came clear to Associate Editor Rebecca 
Harris during her reporting for this issue 
of Catalyst In Depth. At Ashe Elementary 
School in Chatham, the year began with a 
full-day kindergarten class of 14 children. 
By late September, late arrivals pushed 
enrollment to about 40, forcing the school 
to split the class into two half-day pro-
grams. Some parents pulled their children 
out, while others scrambled to find after-
school or before-school child care.

At Catalyst press time, state lawmak-
ers had proposed a budget that would 
slash education funding by $171 million. 
With such a bleak financial picture, it’s 
even more important for schools to spend 
smart. One way to do so is to target cash to 
full-day kindergarten across the board. 
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Make most of early learning, 
target cash to kindergarten

KindERgARtEn mAndAtE 
Only a handful of states require children 
to attend kindergarten. Illinois does not, 
but does require districts to provide 
it. In addition, the age for compulsory 
school attendance in the state is among 
the highest in the country and could, in 
effect, keep some children from being 
enrolled in school until the age at which 
they would typically enter 2nd grade.

ComPulSoRy SChool AttEndAnCE

Age 5 Eight states and Washington D.C.

Age 6 24 states

Age 7 16 states (including Illinois)

Age 8 Two states

Source: Kids Count 2011, Voices for Illinois Children

 A Smooth tRAnSition 
To ease the path to formal schooling, 
children need experiences that help 
them become familiar with a new setting 
and new expectations. Activities that can 
help ease the transition include:

Visits to the kindergarten classroom �

Workshops and networking for  �
parents

Attendance at school events, for  �
parents and children

“Get ready for kindergarten” sessions  �
at school

Source: Transition and Alignment policy brief, 2010, Education 
Commission of the States



table of Contents

www.catalyst-chicago.org   3   

The mission of Catalyst Chicago is to improve
the education of all children through authoritative 
journalism and leadership of a constructive dialogue 
among students, parents, educators, community 
leaders and policy makers.

Publisher & Founder
Linda Lenz

Editor-In-Chief
Lorraine Forte

Deputy Editor
Sarah Karp

Community Editor
Debra Williams

Associate Editor
Rebecca Harris

Presentation Editor
Christine Wachter

Copy Editor
Charles Whitaker

Contributing Editor
Cassandra West 

Intern
Sam Barnett

Photographer
Jason Reblando

Andrea Lee, chair

Lisa Vahey, vice chair

Cecile Carroll

Warren Chapman

Steve Edwards

Brian Fabes

Denise Gamble

Cornelia Grumman

Eboni Howard

Janet Knupp

Emily Krone

Lila Leff

Ernesto Matias

Stacy McAuliffe

Josephine Norwood

Zio Perez

Evan Roberts

Mary F. Sherrod

Alfred Tatum

Wanda Taylor

Maria Vargas

EDITORIAL ADVISORY BOARD

Catalyst Chicago is an editorially independent news 
service of Community Renewal Society—Dr. Calvin 
S. Morris, executive director. Catalyst In Depth is 
published four times a year. The opinions expressed in 
Catalyst are not necessarily those of CRS. 

332 S. Michigan Ave., Suite 500
Chicago, Illinois 60604

 www.catalyst-chicago.org 
(312) 427-4830, Fax: (312) 427-6130

editorial@catalyst-chicago.org

OUR SUPPORTERS: Catalyst is made possible 
by grants from The Boeing Company, The Chicago 
Community Trust, Lloyd A. Fry Foundation, The Joyce 
Foundation, John D. & Catherine T. MacArthur Foun-
dation, McCormick Foundation, McDougal Family 
Foundation, Oppenheimer Family Foundation, Polk 
Bros. Foundation and Woods Fund of Chicago, and by 
memberships and contributions from individuals.

MEMBERSHIP
Catalyst In Depth is a benefit of membership. Join 
online at www.catalyst-chicago.org/membership or 
call (312) 427-4830.

SERVICES
ADVERTISING To place an ad in print or online, 
contact Al Shaw at (312) 673-3865 or 
ashaw@communityrenewalsociety.org.

E-mAIl SUbScRIPTIONS Free. Weekly news alerts 
and issue updates.  

ON ThE wEb Community Calendar, back issues, a 
timeline history of school reform, citywide education 
statistics, phone directories and more.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR 
Include the writer’s full name, title and contact 
information for verification. Letters should be limited 
to 200 words and may be edited for space and clarity. 
Send them to the attention of the Editor.

© 2011 Community Renewal Society.

Kindergarten students gather on the rug for a class meeting at Mays Elementary.  [Photo by Jason reblando]

the kindergarten challenge

Unlike some other large urban school districts, 
Chicago doesn’t offer full-day kindergarten to all 
students. The result is in an uneven distribution 

of full-day programs, leaving out some students who 
could benefit most. cOVER STORY: PAGE 4

  8  Smoothing the way to kindergarten
Educare Center, a state-of-the art early childhood program, closely 
works with parents to help them find the best kindergarten for their 
children and get them ready for school. 

10  On their best behavior
A new approach encourages kindergarten teachers to abandon 
strict discipline methods and replace them with lessons on social-
emotional skills. 

12   A bridge to build
Chicago children attend a multitude of preschools from CPS-run 
to private, making it difficult for kindergarten teachers to align 
curriculum and understand what students need to learn.

16  Reading fundamentals
In a district with high mobility, some worry that the lack of a 
comprehensive reading strategy could lkeep some students from 
learning to read well. 

17  Preschool: More than early literacy?
Some elementary school principals think preschools should  teach 
young children to read.

dAtA guidE
PAGE 7

Latino students stuck in half- �
day programs

PAGE 12
Principal’s kindergarten  �
expectations

PAGE 14
CPS-run preschools produce  �
wide range of results
Kindergarten report card �

ON ThE cOVER:

Lauren Palmer, the “teacher for the 
day” in a full-day kindergarten class 
at Belding Elementary, keeps track of 
the class schedule. [Photo by Jason 
reblando]

This issue on kindergarten, 
the critical year in which 
students make the transition 
to formal schooling, was 
made possible by a grant 
from the McCormick 
Foundation. For more about 
the foundation, go to www.
mccormickfoundation.org.
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full-day kindergarten offers unequivocal benefits, especially for
low-income students who often come to school already behind.
But in most cases, cPs only pays for half-day kindergarten, forcing
schools to reach into their own already-stretched pockets to provide
full-day programs that many working parents prefer.

The
kindergarten
challenge

By rebecca Harris

On the first day of school at Ashe 
Elementary, kindergarten teacher 
Monica Hamilton had 14 students 
for a full-day class—small enough 
to give each child plenty of attention 

and, according to research, make a significant 
impact on learning. But that was about to 
change.

Nearly two-thirds of the children who would 
end up in Hamilton’s class had yet to show up 
for school. As they did, she quickly found herself 
struggling to corral about 40 kindergarteners. 

When students came back from fall break on 
October 12 (Ashe is a Track E school and oper-
ates on a year-round calendar with frequent 
breaks instead of a three-month summer break), 
the class had been split into morning and after-
noon sessions. Hamilton was frazzled. Parents 
who wanted a full-day kindergarten transferred 
their children to other schools. Other parents 
were left scrambling to find child care op-
tions. There were mix-ups: A couple of parents 
dropped off children for the wrong session at 
first, while others failed to pick up their children 
at the right time. 

It was the second year in a row that this sce-
nario had played out at Ashe, a predominantly 

black school in the Chatham neighborhood on 
the South Side.  

Two years ago, Ashe had one full-day kinder-
garten class, paid for with discretionary funds, 

and two half-day classes. But enrollment was on 
a downswing, and as a result, the district’s staff-
ing formula would have required the school to 
create a split class in the upper grades. To avoid 
doing so, school administrators made a tough de-
cision: shifting money from the full-day program 
to keep an extra teacher in the upper grades.  

“You are caught in between,” says Assistant 
Principal Jerome Ferrell Jr.

Ashe’s story illustrates one of the ways in which 
Chicago Public Schools falls short in providing 
children with a high-quality experience as they 
begin their first year of formal schooling: the 
uneven distribution of full-day kindergarten. 
Educators consider full-day kindergarten to be 
a critical piece of the puzzle in giving students a 
good foundation for learning. Latino students, 
in particular, are hard-hit by the inequity.

The district does not have a policy to pro-
vide full-day kindergarten across the board, and 
the available data on kindergarten programs is 
sketchy and inaccurate. So it’s unclear exactly 
how many schools are in the same situation 
as Ashe. (CPS officials refused to provide a list 
showing which schools do not have full-day 
programs, and at press time, had not responded 
to Catalyst Chicago’s two-month-old Freedom 
of Information Act request.)

But compared to other big-city districts, it’s 

Why it mAttERS

Unlike other big-city school districts,  �
Chicago does not provide full-day 
kindergarten across the board, 
shortchanging some children as they make 
the transition to formal schooling. Latino 
students are most likely to be affected.

Experts are placing more emphasis on the  �
transition to kindergarten as a crucial point 
in children’s education. CPS is in the process 
of implementing an assessment system 
that provides information to kindergarten 
teachers about what their students know 
when they walk in the door. 

Developing literacy skills is a crucial goal of  �
kindergarten, setting the foundation for 
children to learn to read fluently by 3rd 
grade. But high mobility is a problem in 
the district, and the wide range of literacy 
approaches used by schools could leave 
some children behind if they move from 
school to school.
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A Belding Elementary kindergarten 
student practices writing words during 
an Arabic class. The school’s full-day 
schedule allows time for plenty
of these “extras.”  [Photo
by Jason reblando]
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clear that Chicago is outside the norm: New York 
City, Los Angeles and San Francisco, among oth-
er cities, each provide full-day programs for all 
children. Meanwhile, advocacy organizations, 
such as the Foundation for Child Development, 
are calling for a new standard: mandatory, full-
day kindergarten for all children. 

The transition to kindergarten is rocky for CPS 
youngsters in other ways, too. The attendance 
rate is lower in kindergarten than in any other 
elementary grade, which also keeps students 
from realizing the full benefit of a good start to 
school.  Kindergarten teachers could make the 
transition easier, but they typically do not have 
critical information on children’s school readi-
ness and family background, which would help 
them do so. (See stories on pages 8 and 12.)

for years, cPs has covered The cosT of full-day 
kindergarten at 131 schools, most recently with 
help from federal stimulus money that will run 
out at the end of the fiscal year. But there is no 
way for schools with half-day classes, or schools 
that have been paying for full-day programs out 

of discretionary funds, to access the money. 
The district’s practice dates back to two initia-

tives (one more than a decade old, and one from 
the years under former CEO Arne Duncan) that 
provided money to schools that, at the time, did 
not offer full-day or four-hour programs, says 
CPS kindergarten coordinator Joyce Davidson. 

As a result, the kindergarten landscape is 
a hodgepodge. A Catalyst analysis of state and 
CPS data shows: 

Among the 131 schools that receive district  �
funding for full-day programs, 18 have 
less than 50 percent low-income students. 
The list also includes 15 of the district’s 23 
majority-white, higher-performing neigh-
borhood and magnet elementary schools. 
Budget cuts and enrollment fluctuations  �
have made it more difficult for schools 
that foot the bill for full-day kindergarten.
The CPS website gives contradictory  �
and out-of-date information about the 
number and school location of full-day 
classes in the district, according to calls 
by Catalyst to many of the schools. 

State data from fall 2007 for CPS show that  �
Latino students were more than three 
times as likely as African-American stu-
dents to be in half-day programs: 32 per-
cent compared to 9 percent, respectively. 
Data for more recent years are inaccurate, 
indicating that every CPS student is in a 
full-day kindergarten program, which is 
not the case. (A state board spokeswoman 
said districts self-report the data.)

Among charter schools, full-day kindergar-
ten is the standard, and it is a draw for parents. 
Outside fundraising often helps cover the cost. 

“They do it because they think intervention 
in kindergarten is a valuable way to allocate re-
sources and get students up to speed,” says An-
drew Broy, the director of the Illinois Network of 
Charter Schools. “In Chicago especially, many 
[students] come without exposure to literacy 
and numeracy at least at some basic level.”

More time ensures that children get more ex-
posure to new information, time to work with 
it and time to learn new strategies for applying 
their knowledge, says Brenda Eiland-Williford, 
director of program and curriculum at the Ounce 
of Prevention Fund’s Educare early childhood 
center. Educare is giving its preschool graduates 
who enroll as infants the opportunity to attend 
University of Chicago charter schools, which of-
fer full-day kindergarten.

Research and assessment data show that, in 
particular, children from less affluent families 
“need more time to be involved in educational 
experiences,” Eiland-Williford says. “They don’t 
get it when they leave school.” 

In fall 2009, administrators at Ashe initially 
planned to operate a full-day program. The 
teacher (not Hamilton) “felt like the students real-
ly needed full-day and would be cheated to have 
a half-day,” Ferrell notes. But the class ballooned 
to nearly 50 students—“It was unmanageable,” 
Ferrell recalls—and like this year, the school had 
to create two half-day sessions instead.

Pleas to central office for money to support 
a full-day program, from the school and 
from parents at School Board meetings, were 
unsuccessful. 

Parent Paul Norman points out that children 
pay the price by “not getting a whole education.” 
Norman says the half-day class is tough on him 
too: He is a single father who works a night shift, 
and finds it impossible to sleep for more than 
a few hours at a stretch because he must drop 
off and pick up his daughter, Kahniyah, within a 
short time frame. 

Another parent, Tiesha Walker, points out 
that the schedule makes it difficult to get to 
know other parents.  “As soon as they went to 
half-day, it was hard because [children have] 

At Ashe Elementary, a half-day schedule forces the teacher to focus on reading and math, with less time for gym, 
music, art and other activities.  [Photo by Jason reblando]



different people picking them up and dropping 
them off.”

Walker lost touch with parents who stopped 
bringing their children to Ashe when the school 
went to half-day. She stayed, but had to find a 
child care provider who could watch her son 
and drop him off at school three days a week. 
Now she works from home, making the sched-
ule more manageable.  

WITh a $700 mIllIon-Plus BudgeT defIcIT on the 
horizon and federal stimulus money running 
out, full-day programs paid for by the district 
may be in jeopardy. Among the schools that 
could lose out is Belding Elementary, a racially 
diverse school in Irving Park on the North Side.

Principal Heather Yutzy estimates that it 
would cost $40,000 to $45,000 a year to pick up 
the tab for one full-day class—and Belding has 
two. The money would have to come from the 
school’s Title I discretionary funds, which also 
cover teacher training and extra classroom ma-
terials. In a worst-case scenario, Yutzy says she’d 
try to foot the bill but is not sure she would be 
able cover it.

At Belding, 80 percent of children qualify for 
free or reduced-price lunches. While most CPS 
parents are lower-income or working-class and 
sorely in need of full-day kindergarten, Yutzy 
says some wealthier parents who have the op-
tion of staying home with children are less en-
thused about it. 

The kindergarten students at Belding get 
plenty of literacy activity as well as time for 
“extras,” including Arabic instruction, art and 
physical education. They also have more time to 
develop social and emotional skills.

The daily schedule includes time for a class 
meeting; literacy activities focused on word 
structure and reading sight words; independent 
writing time; an hour for small-group reading 
instruction and reading centers, where students 
do small-group literacy activities like silent 
reading and working with magnetic letters to 
spell words; a read-aloud by the teacher; math 
and social studies; and “choose time,” when stu-
dents can pick what they want to do. 

On an unseasonably warm early-spring day, 
gym teacher Stacey Hale lets her students run 
wild around the playground. She explains that 
after the children finished a fitness walk around 
the block, the warm weather prompted her to 
give them some unstructured time outside and 
a break from the hula-hoop unit they’re working 
on in class.

“Everyone needs a breath of fresh air,” Hale 
says, showing the children how to use the play-
ground’s zipline (a device that lets them zoom 
through the air holding on to a bar attached to a 

cord), offering them high-fives as they get ready 
to go down the slide, and hugging anyone who 
falls down. She gives a push to children on the 
swings, then responds to the cries of a scared 
boy who’s gotten stuck on top of the jungle 
gym. 

One scene shows how children are develop-
ing critical social skills. A crying girl, being com-
forted by her friends, seeks shelter under the 
equipment. One boy loudly accuses another of 
hitting her. “You don’t hit a girl,” he says. “It was 
an accident,” the suspect insists.

Hale points out: “They are great listeners. 
They are really respectful of each other.”

Later, during Arabic instruction, the students 
learn an alphabet song and listen to their teach-
er read a folktale about Aladdin in English—in 
other words, extra literacy enrichment.

By later in the spring, they are following direc-
tions the teacher gives in Arabic, and they are be-
ginning to learn to read in the language—match-
ing characters with sounds to form words. 

At Ashe Elementary, classes run just two and 
a half hours a day, not including time for meals. 
Students get an hour of gym, music and library 
up to three times a week, which means that on 
some days, there’s just 90 minutes left to cram 
in small-group reading instruction and math, as 
well as the occasional science and social studies 
lesson.

One fall morning a few weeks into the year, 
Hamilton has her students sit down for break-
fast. “Quickly get a couple bites,” she tells the 
class. Some of the children gnaw on pears as if 
they are drumsticks. 

“I’m going to call you by table so you can 
throw your trash away, whether we’re finished 
or not,” Hamilton says. “You have to come on 
time so you can get breakfast in. We have a lot to 
learn, and a lot to do.”

Besides time for extras, a full-day program 
would give Hamilton’s students more time for 
practice on basics such as paying attention 
in class. Plus, Hamilton would get more 
opportunity to reinforce her expectations 
through repetition.

“I have to put a lot of stock in my kids,” Ham-
ilton says. “I’m not going to worry about what 
the parents are going to do. I’ve got to help the 
children help themselves. You just cannot tell 
them (once), and think they’re going to get it. 
They need a lot.”

Hamilton estimates that when breakfast, 
lunch and “specials” such as gym and music are 
taken out, her students get just seven hours a 
week of instruction—not more than a couple of 
days of teaching in a full-day class.

The lack of instruction time in a half day, 
coupled with weeks at the beginning of the year 

when the class size was too large, has put stu-
dents behind where they would otherwise be, 
Hamilton says. 

In mid-April, fewer than one-third of her stu-
dents are working in the 1st-grade primer she 
uses to get students reading stories of four or 
five sentences in length. After a year of full-day 
kindergarten, Hamilton notes, all of them would 
be reading from the book. 

schools Where more Than 25 PercenT of stu-
dents are English-language learners are more 
than three times as likely to lack a full-day kin-
dergarten program as schools where fewer than 
5 percent are English learners. 

That statistic is troubling because of the 
proven benefit of full-day programs for these 
children. A study of ELL students in Los Ange-
les, published in March in the Journal of Policy 
Analysis and Management, found that by 2nd 
grade, those who attended full-day kindergar-
ten were much less likely to be held back than 
those who went to half-day programs. 

Reyna Hernandez, a research and policy as-
sociate at the Latino Policy Forum in Chicago, 
says that kindergarten—the “bridge” to the K-12 
system—plays an important role for Latino stu-
dents since many of them lack academic school 
readiness skills.

“To have such a large gap in offerings really 
is very troublesome,” Hernandez says. “It just 
compounds the problem.”

Many studies of preschool programs have 
found that the academic gains children make 
peter out by 2nd or 3rd grade. Full-day kinder-
garten could help prevent the loss.

“Transitioning from high-quality early child-
hood into high-quality K-3 really makes a differ-

lAtino KindERgARtEn gAP 
Overcrowding in Latino schools is likely to blame 
for the gap in access to full-day kindergarten 
programs, according to the Latino Policy Forum. 
Research has found that English-language learners 
who attend half-day kindergarten programs are 
more likely to be retained before 2nd grade. 

 Full-dAy KindERgARtEn Chicago illinois

Latino 68% 56%

White 77% 70%

Black 91% 86%

EngliSh-lAnguAgE lEARnERS with full-day kindergarten

CPS schools with less than 5% ELL 92%

Schools with more than 25% ELL 73%

Note: Chicago data (top) are from 2007 and are the latest available. 
State data are from 2011. Full-day data are the latest available online.

Sources: Illinois State Board of Education, Catalyst Chicago analysis of 
Chicago Public Schools online directory
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Parents whose children attend Educare early child-
hood center in Grand Boulevard get an education in 
how to navigate Chicago’s maze of school choices and 
in how to prepare their little ones for kindergarten.

Educare houses one of the few preschools in the 
city that focuses on the preschool-to-kindergarten 
transition. Through ongoing research on the pro-
gram’s results, staff members also stay in contact with 
their students and the students’ families as they move 
through elementary school—something that is often 
hard to do. 

But all the staff and resources to provide this extra 
attention is not cheap. Educare costs upwards of 
$18,000 per child, per year, compared to the average 
$8,700 per student at private centers for 4-year-olds.

The focus on the transition starts early on in the 
child’s last year of preschool. In the fall, representatives 
of magnet and charter schools visit the center to give 
parents information about their application deadlines. 

“We refer families to the websites so they can gain 
information about [a school’s] performance,” says 
Brenda Eiland-Williford, director of program and 
curriculum at the Educare Center. “We talk about the 
teacher-child ratio. We talk about the way parents can 
get involved in the school.”

In the winter, staff set up a formal transition 
meeting with parents to talk about how much their 
children know and what they need to work on to get 
students ready for kindergarten. And at the end of the 
school year, staff members reiterate the message in 
their final home visit to parents. 

“It’s very important that parents know about what 
we’re doing in the classroom to help prepare their 
children,” Eiland-Williford says. “[But] it’s important 
that they don’t think that’s the role of the teacher, that 
they know there are things they can do at home.”

Once admissions lotteries take place, Educare staff 
help parents deal with the reality of where students 
will end up. “We talk to them about how they can 
become competent advocates for their children once 
they get into the school,” Eiland-Williford says.

Parents also provide a valuable feedback loop for 
the program. After some parents noticed math was 
a struggle for their kindergarten students, Educare 
began training its teachers on math instruction and 
activities, and increased the quantity and quality of 
math-related materials available in classrooms. 

“We had workshops with parents around using 
math and math language in the home,” Eiland-
Williford says. 

Educare builds a strong foundation for coaching 
parents through the kindergarten transition by getting 
them involved during the infant and preschool years.

The facility’s new $2.7 million parent wing, which 
opened in December, hosts twice-a-month break-
fasts for parents, physical fitness groups, and support 
groups for everyone from teen parents to grand-
parents raising children. It also is equipped with a 
16-computer work center.

Parents who drop off children fill out “daily notes,” 
noting the time a child wakes up in the morning, the 
last time they ate, and any health concerns.

“Asthma Alert,” writes parent Beverly Traylor, who 
is dropping off her 3-year-old twin daughters. “No 
milk, no juice, no water play.”

At the end of the day, the note is returned to par-
ents with a log of children’s activities and “special mo-
ments,” and information about any issues that arose.

“It comforts me because I know we have some 
communication going,” Traylor says.

Hundreds of pictures line the Educare Center’s 
walls, many of them on classroom panels that detail 
students’ work. “Parents are always going up to them, 
looking for their kids,” Eiland-Williford says.

—Rebecca Harris

Educare Center parent Beverly Traylor fills out a daily form with information on the health of her 3-year-old twin daughters. The form provides a regular avenue for communication 
with teachers, giving Traylor reassurance that her daughters will be well taken care of.  [Photo by Jason reblando]

smoothing the way into kindergarten



ence,” Hernandez says. “If that’s not happening, 
we’re losing the effects we got earlier on.”

The same demographic forces that make it 
tough to provide enough preschool slots for La-
tino children are also at work when it comes to 
kindergarten, Hernandez says. “From 2000 to 
2010, the Latino [student] population grew by 
32.5 percent. It’s a question of where our schools 
are located,” she says. 

The dearth of full-day kindergarten might 
even keep some families from enrolling their 
children at all, Hernandez theorizes—leaving 
children to enter 1st grade without any school 
experience.

One compromise is for schools to offer two 
four-hour kindergarten classes per day—not a 
full school day, but longer than a half-day pro-
gram. Edwards Elementary Principal Judith Sau-
ri says this solution has worked at her school in 
Archer Heights, where enrollment has ballooned 
to almost 1,500 students in recent years. 

But many principals, according to Sauri, are 
reluctant to operate four-hour classes because 
the school building must remain open longer, 
incurring extra costs for administrative staff and 
security guards as well as longer hours for the 
principal.

Given the scarcity of preschool slots in Latino 
neighborhoods, Sauri points out that some prin-
cipals already use kindergarten classrooms after 
the regular school day for so-called “third-shift” 
preschools—an option they would have to scrap.

Sauri is seeking permission from the district 
to use space at the mothballed Hearst Branch 
building for a full-day kindergarten. But she says 
the space may end up going to a charter school 
instead.

laggIng aTTendance Is anoTher ProBlem in 
CPS kindergartens. Citywide, the kindergarten 
attendance rate last school year was 93.4 per-
cent, lower than any other K-8 grade.

A number of principals contacted by Catalyst 
blamed half-day kindergarten programs for their 
attendance problems, saying a short day causes 
parents to devalue kindergarten and creates dif-
ficulties with transportation.

At dozens of schools, a substantial number 
of kindergarteners missed almost a month of 
school: 128 schools had at least one in five stu-
dents miss 18 or more days—more than 10 per-
cent of the year. Just 67 schools had that many 
1st- graders miss that many days. 

In comparison, national data show that one 
in 10 kindergarten and 1st-grade students are 
absent for at least 10 percent of the school year, 
says Phyllis Jordan, communications director 
at Attendance Works, a national advocacy 
organization. 

The academic loss from absences is almost 
twice as large for low-income children com-
pared to students from families with average in-
comes. One study found that high absenteeism 
in kindergarten can wipe out good preparation 
for school. Students who showed up with strong 
kindergarten readiness scores but then missed 
a lot of classes “weren’t doing much better than 
the kids who were not ready when they started 
kindergarten,” Jordan notes.

Both Ashe and Belding have struggled with 
attendance, with more than 40 percent of stu-
dents missing 18 or more days of school in re-
cent years. 

At Track E schools like Ashe, school starts at 
the beginning of August—and students are far 
more likely to show up late and lose days, weeks 
or even months of time in school.

“There are many parents that, unfortunately, 
don’t even think about school before Labor Day,” 
notes Bonnie Roelle, the district’s Preschool for 
All coordinator. “There has to be more of a public 
awareness campaign.”

Kindergarten coordinator Joyce Davidson 
has tried to address the problem by encourag-
ing schools to hold back-to-school registration 
events and put out flyers in the neighborhood.

Those efforts didn’t reach Paul Norman, 
whose daughter Kahniyah enrolled for the first 
time at Ashe in November. 

“Every parent isn’t on top of things like they’re 
supposed to be,” says Norman, who initially 
planned to enroll Kahniyah at another school. 
“Her mom registered her late. I should have tak-
en full responsibility, but I’m a full-time working 
father, and I’ve got two other kids.”

Norman says the district should do more to 
publicize the issue.

“You have some parents who have no money,” 
he said. “They’re not working, maybe they have 
a messed-up situation. You need to go around 
and tell them their child needs to go to school on 
such-and-such a date.”

At New Sullivan Elementary, where half of last 
year’s kindergarten students missed 18 or more 
days, Principal Kathy McCoy also points to fac-
tors outside school that affect attendance.

“You have some parents who have had some 
negative experiences in school, they are impact-
ed by lack of jobs, lack of motivation,” says Mc-
Coy. “Unfortunately, [sending their children to 
school] was not a priority for them.”

McCoy says the situation has improved as 
kindergarten students moved up to 1st grade. 
She credits 1st-grade teachers who worked hard 
to connect with parents and provide an environ-
ment that children enjoy.

“Until we, as school communities, really be-
gin to look at what’s impacting the whole child, 

you are going to continue to see a lot of under-
performing schools,” she notes.

Sam Barnett contributed to this story.

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

Policy causes budget quandary 
Research has linked a host of benefits to full-

day kindergarten, which education advocates and 
policymakers say should become the new standard. 
These benefits include:

Fewer English-language learners held back �

More time engaged in reading and math  �
lessons and greater gains

Teachers have the time to plan better lessons. �

In general, CPS forwards to schools only enough 
money for them to offer half-day kindergarten. 
It forces the majority of schools to use their own 
discretionary money if they want to have a full-day 
program. 

The Illinois State Board of Education counts 
children in full-day kindergarten like any other 
child when allocating state aid, providing the full 
amount. Students in half-day only get half as much 
as a full-day student.

For those schools that have only half-day, the 
district is losing out on state money. But for those 
with full-day, the district is using some of the state 
allocation elsewhere in its budget, rather than 
covering the schools’ costs.

About 1,680 CPS kindergarteners are in half-
day programs, according to a CPS projection. If they 
switched to full-day programs, CPS officials say it 
would cost the district an extra $2,000 per student 
or $3.4 million, not including furniture, equipment 
or facilities. The extra teachers would cost $2.1 mil-
lion, based on an average salary of $70,842. 

However, by offering full-day kindergarten to 
every student, the district would stand to get an 
additional $3,000 in state aid. But there are other 
financial brakes. State aid is volatile and can be 
stagnant or reduced each year, even as teacher 
salaries are on the rise. The allocation is based on 
the average number of students in attendance and 
could be offset by declines in enrollment or a spike 
in truancy. And the district would end up fronting 
the money for full-day for one to three years.

Plus, not all schools want or can offer full-day 
kindergarten. Some parents think young children 
should not be in school for a full day, and children 
are not required to attend kindergarten in any case, 
since the state’s compulsory school age is 7.

Some schools don’t have enough classroom 
space to accommodate full-day programs.

One solution might be for CPS to expand its 
four-hour kindergarten programs—the half-day 
program is only two hours and 35 minutes of 
instruction. The state counts students in four-
hour programs as full-time. Yet one teacher could 
teach two four-hour groups in one classroom, thus 
minimizing the extra cost. There are 75 four-hour 
classes in CPS, according to district projections.

www.catalyst-chicago.org   9   
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By rebecca Harris

On a day early in the school 
year, Mays Elementary 
School kindergarten teach-
er Arnitra Campbell is hav-

ing a rough day, wrestling with a 
roomful of antsy students. One 
spits on the table, getting a rise out 
of his classmates. Other children 
can’t seem to stop talking, even 
turning their backs on Campbell to 
socialize with friends.  

“The noise level should be zero,” 
she says. “What does that mean?”

“Be quiet,” some students say. 
“Ms. Campbell doesn’t say ‘Be 

quiet, no talking,’” she responds. 
“Rule number 6 says, ‘We will not 
talk when our teacher is talking.’”

Even more than academics, 
kindergarten is about learning the 
right behavior in school. For some 
teachers, teaching correct behavior 
means a heavy emphasis on strict 
discipline. 

But the focus in the educa-
tion world has shifted toward an 
approach similar to Campbell’s. 
Instead of admonishment and 

punishment, the emphasis is in-
creasingly on strategies to prevent 
students from acting out in the 
first place. These strategies include 
teaching social and emotional 
skills that help children manage 
their emotions, make good deci-
sions and calm themselves when 
they are upset. 

Illinois is the only state that has 
comprehensive K-12 social-emo-
tional learning standards, and ex-
perts say that it is best if students 
begin learning these skills early on.

In Chicago, several pilot pro-

grams have gotten off the ground. 
But full-scale implementation of 
social-emotional learning has been 
uneven.  

for urBan Teachers, it can be es-
pecially hard to make the transi-
tion away from punitive respons-
es to unruly behavior, says Patty 
Horsch, a program manager at the 
Collaborative for Academic, Social 
and Emotional Learning, known as 
CASEL. A Chicago-based national 
non-profit, the organization pro-
motes the teaching of social and 

On their best behavior
experts say kindergarteners should be taught social-emotional skills, 

but not all cPs teachers have the expertise to teach them.
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emotional skills in school to boost 
academic success.

Big-city schools sometimes have 
“a tendency to be more authoritar-
ian about behavior,” Horsch says. 
“Teachers are in a very hard place. 
There’s such pressure to raise test 
scores and they have little help.”

An example that Horsch explains 
is counterproductive is a classroom 
behavior chart. Students have their 
names placed on cards, moving 
from green to yellow to red de-
pending on how badly they behave. 
Horsch says the strategy is too pub-
lic, embarrassing children rather 
than teaching them.

“I remember seeing a 3rd-grade 
teacher who never, at the end of the 
day, moved two little boys off of red 
because she knew they’d be [back] 
there by the beginning of the next 
day,” she says. “What does that say 
to a kid?”

Kindergarten is a good place to 
start learning self-discipline, self-
awareness and how to understand 
others’ perspectives, Horsch says.  

At Belding, kindergarten teacher 
Leon Schrauben illustrates this no-
tion. He understands that a highly 
regimented classroom is not always 
the best environment for active 
young children. 

Teaching his students how to 
work and function in a group is 
more important, he says. 

“They’re getting the idea that the 
world around them isn’t designed 
just for their needs. ‘It’s not neces-
sarily about me, it’s about the group 
right now,’” Schrauben says.

One day, as other students work 
on a lesson, one boy makes robot-
like sounds and whirls around be-
fore landing on his knees on the 
carpet. He does this two more times, 
running back and forth between the 
rug and his seat. Schrauben doesn’t 
yell at the boy or punish him. In-
stead, he lets him run off steam and 
keeps the other students on task by 
telling them to get to work.

But patience can be a tall order 
for anyone to maintain, especially 
an adult surrounded by more than 
two dozen 5-year-olds. 

Campbell occasionally loses her 
cool, warning one boy that she’ll 
talk to his mother and telling a girl 
to close her mouth. 

But even though the going is 
tough, she comes back to the social-
emotional strategies she learned 
as a student teacher and from her 
peers. These strategies include 
coaching students who are fighting, 
instructing them to tell each other 
what they don’t like about a situa-
tion and working with them to un-
derstand their feelings.

On this day early in the year, 
Campbell sits the children down to 
read a poem about feelings. 

She reads the poem out loud to 
them, then has a student read it. 

Then she asks: “How do you 
think I feel right now?” 

“Mad,” the students say. They 
look concerned.

“Mad and…” she prompts. The 
students guess “happy.”

“I’m not happy right now,” she 
says. “This makes me feel like the 
first day of school. I know we can 
get through this way better.”

Another practice that aims to 
teach social-emotional skills is a 
meeting at the end of each school 
day. Usually, it is a time for students 
to share “appreciations,” things oth-
ers did that made them happy. 

Today, Campbell uses the time to 
bring up the behavior issues again. 

“No appreciations, because I 
need to talk,” she says. “Who can 
tell me what they think I’m talking 
about now?” 

“Feelings,” a girl says.
“Now listen,” Campbell contin-

ues. “The morning, before you went 
to lunch, was fine. The afternoon, 
after you came back from recess, 
was terrible. It embarrasses me 
when I have to talk or yell at you. 
Not only was I embarrassed, I was 
angry.”

Campbell says that talking with 
students about feelings is a good 
way to teach them character while 
expanding their vocabulary. When 
students came in, she says, they 
only really used the words “happy” 
and “sad.” Now, they understand a 
much broader variety of emotions.

“If I forget to do it, at the end of 
the day, they will remind me to do 
appreciations,” she says. “They re-
ally took to that… ‘He held the door 
for me, he shared his crayons with 
me, he played outside with me, he 
helped me with my math.’”

Opposite page: Mays Elementary kindergarten teacher Arnitra Campbell sits on the rug 
with her students for “appreciations,” where students give each other compliments. A 
feelings poster helps students learn vocabulary words for their emotions (top), and a be-
havior chart, which is controversial among social-emotional learning advocates, gauges 
how each student is doing (bottom). [Photos by Jason reblando]



By rebecca Harris

Kindergarten teacher Kate 
Durham of Chicago Inter-
national Charter School 
in Bucktown pulls out files 

and starts reading out loud infor-
mation about her students’ previ-
ous educational experience.  

Seven of the children never 
went to preschool. Some attended 
preschool at one of a dizzying array 
of elementary schools—McAuliffe, 
Yates, Henry, Belmont-Cragin, Mo-
zart, Cameron, Burbank and Schu-
bert. Other children went to one 
of at least nine different child care 
centers or community-based Head 
Start programs. 

All in all, the children’s experi-
ences are so varied that there’s no 
way for Durham to become fa-

miliar with each of them. “A lot of 
times, I don’t really pay attention 
because I’m not from here, so I’m 
not really familiar with [the school] 
names,” she says.

Many kindergarten teachers face 
a similar conundrum each year. 
Faced with getting to know families 
and children for the first time, they 
have little information on children’s 
learning backgrounds and how 
well-prepared they are for the criti-
cal first year of formal schooling.

The notion that kindergarten 
should be better-aligned with pre-
school isn’t new. It was touted in a 
National Education Goals Panel re-
port, among others, in the 1990s, as 
well as in a 1988 National Associa-
tion of State Boards of Education 
report, “Right from the Start.” But 
the idea is gaining more traction 

with early childhood experts and 
policymakers, who stress the need 
to help children transition smooth-
ly to kindergarten and the primary 
grades to set a firm foundation for 
success.  

Yet a number of hurdles stand in 
the way. As in Durham’s class, kin-
dergarteners come from a wide va-
riety of backgrounds—from Head 
Start to state-funded preschool, pri-
vate preschool, child care centers or 
home care—and there’s no system 
in place to make sure that teachers 
and schools get information from 
these institutions that would help 
them ease the transition.

School choice has made it more 
challenging for some schools to 
know exactly who will be enrolling 
in kindergarten from year to year. 
The district has no money specifi-
cally targeted toward transition ac-
tivities. And not every kindergarten 
teacher has training in early child-
hood development, although ex-
perts believe it would be helpful.

As schools and policymakers 
take steps to bridge the divide, 
their goal is to sustain the learn-
ing momentum of preschool and 
prevent “fade-out,” a phenomenon 
in which the academic advantage 
gained in preschool disappears af-
ter a couple of years.

“Some people have the idea 
that early-childhood education 
programs are a vaccination,” says 
Barbara Bowman, the head of the 
Office of Early Childhood Educa-
tion at CPS. “[They think] if we just 
have this when you’re 3 and 4 years 
old, you need never go to a good 
school, you need never have a good 
teacher again.”

Teachers say ThaT as sTudenTs 
start kindergarten, many have 
trouble adapting to structure and 

meeting behavior expectations, 
such as the length of time they are 
expected to sit in one place. 

Sometimes teachers’ expecta-
tions aren’t developmentally ap-
propriate. But often the sheer new-
ness of the environment can throw 
children for a loop, and the lack of 
continuity can cause more than 
disoriented students. University 
of Minnesota researcher Arthur 
Reynolds theorizes that it might 
contribute to fade-out.

The district’s Kindergarten 
Readiness Tool is designed to give 
kindergarten teachers informa-
tion about children’s preschool 
learning and help make ease the 
transition. But its impact has been 
spotty so far. On the ground, many 
kindergarten teachers did not no-
tice that information from the tool 
was available. Others said that their 
own assessments, done after sum-
mer break, provided a better pic-
ture of student learning. 

At a state level, Illinois State 
Board of Education Superinten-
dent Christopher Koch says that 
the implementation of the na-
tional Common Core Standards—
Illinois has signed on to the proj-
ect—and the assessments that will 
accompany them will make it even 
more important for information 
to be shared across the preschool-
kindergarten divide (although the 
standards are already drawing fire 
from some educators who feel they 
are not developmentally appropri-
ate for young children).

“We have a bridge to build,” 
Koch says. “The standards expect 
educators to know not just what the 
standards are for their level, but for 
the level before and the level after.” 

A new state assessment for kin-
dergarteners could be piloted as 
early as fall 2012. It will likely be 
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A bridge to build
experts are putting more emphasis on the transition from preschool

to kindergarten as a cornerstone for long-term success in school.

WhAt Should KindERgARtEnERS KnoW? 
To ease the transition from kindergarten to 1st grade, Belding Principal 
Heather Yutzy created “Project On Target,” a list of learning expectations for 
students. She plans to later add social-emotional expectations to the list.

quARtER REAding And WoRd Study mAth

1 Knows the names of 12 letters and 8  �
letter sounds

Reads 10 high frequency words �
Independent reading at Level A �

Reads information from a picture  �
graph

Sorts objects by attributes (color, size,  �
shape, etc.)

2 Knows the names of half the letters  �
and 16 letter sounds

Reads 25 high-frequency words �
Independent reading at Level B �

Measures and compares using non- �
standard units

Counts by 1s, 5s, and 10s to 100 �

3 Knows about three-fourths of the  �
names of letters and 20 letter sounds

Reads 40 high-frequency words �
Independent reading at Level C �

Identifies penny, nickel, dime, and  �
quarter values 

Identifies fractional parts (1/2,  �
1/3, 1/4)

4 Knows all the letter names (upper and  �
lower case) and all letter sounds

Reads 60 high frequency words �
Independent reading at Level D �

Tells time to the hour and half-hour �
Reads number words though ten �

Note: Project On Target also includes writing goals, which were omitted due to space constraints.
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based on teacher observations of 
student behavior and learning.

aT BeldIng elemenTary in Irving 
Park, school-level activities aim to 
smooth the transition.

Principal Heather Yutzy says the 
area office doled out money last 
summer for teachers to come to the 
school in August and assess incom-
ing students. Kindergarten teacher 
Leon Schrauben assessed 20 of his 
24 students, making it easier for 
him to plan lessons. Plus, he adds, 
“they got to see the classroom; they 
got to meet me.” 

Yutzy has also developed Project 
On Target, which lists specific mile-
stones every student should be able 
to meet four times a year. Next, the 
kindergarten targets will be used to 
set guidelines for preschool.

Belding has also added more in-
dicators to the district’s Kindergar-
ten Report Card. “We felt like the 

reading [requirement] was a little 
weak,” Yutzy says. She is planning 
to launch a parents’ website, with 
links to online educational games, 
and wants to give primary parents 
educational flashcards to use with 
their children to build their skills.

“Our hope for preschool is that 
we meet with the parents and say, 
‘This is where we want your kid to 
be,’” Yutzy says. “Our school, as di-
verse as it is, there are vastly differ-
ent parent expectations about what 
kids should be able to do.” 

At the end of this year, teachers 
will use professional development 
days to meet with each other, in 
pairs, about the students they are 
handing off to the next grade level. 
Students’ Response to Intervention 
documents—detailed plans to help 
them with their trouble areas—will 
be passed along and explained.

“We’re working on a one-page 
summary for each child,” Yutzy 

says. The idea is to save teachers 
from having to hunt for informa-
tion among the three different CPS 
data systems. 

On a wider scale, a more com-
prehensive effort by the Erikson In-
stitute stretches beyond kindergar-
ten to the primary grades: the New 
Schools Project, now in place in six 
schools. While the number is down 
from 11 last year because of fund-
ing constraints, the Project hopes to 
add more schools in the fall.

Over the last decade (the Proj-
ect was launched in 2002), about 
20 schools have participated, with 
teachers receiving a wide range of 
training. An instructional coach 
spends one to three days a week at 
the school, leading workshops on 
topics such as independent reading 
time for children and giving teach-
ers feedback on their teaching.

Other activities include having 
coaches model lessons for teachers; 

school-level meetings among teach-
ers at the same grade level and across 
grades, including preschool; coach-
ing to help primary-grades teachers 
spend more time on math, science 
and social studies so that teaching 
focuses less on “the facts” and more 
on helping students develop inquiry 
and critical-thinking skills; consult-
ing with principals; and meetings 
that bring together teachers from 
different schools to share ideas. 
Teachers can also take advantage of 
professional development events at 
the Erikson Institute.

Preschool through 3rd-grade 
teachers work together to exam-
ine their expectations for entering 
students, as well as “the teaching 
strategies they use, the curriculum, 
to make sure what happens in kin-
dergarten really builds upon pre-K 
so it’s not an abrupt change for chil-
dren,” says Chris Maxwell, the Proj-
ect’s director.

Belding Elementary received funding this year to assess incoming kindergarteners before school started, saving teachers like Leon Schrauben time and helping instruction get off 
on the right foot.  [Photo by Jason reblando]
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Preschool teachers are enlisted 
to introduce families to kindergar-
ten teachers, sharing their insights 
so that kindergarten teachers aren’t 
“reinventing the wheel,” Maxwell 
says. 

In turn, kindergarten teachers 
are encouraged to do face-to-face 
outreach to families who haven’t 
been to preschool, and to have 
open houses before school starts so 

KindERgARtEn REPoRt CARd 
The district’s Kindergarten Report 
Card includes a laundry list of skills 
that kindergarteners are expected to 
learn. Some teachers and principals 
say the district’s goals aren’t rigorous 
enough to prepare students for 1st 
grade. But that may change as the 
district implements the Common 
Core Standards, which set a higher 
bar. Here are some of the skills:

Begins to read one-syllable and  �
high-frequency words

Recognizes that stories have a  �
beginning, middle, end

Distinguishes reality from make- �
believe

Retells story in sequence, in own  �
words

Makes predictions based on  �
illustration or story content

Recognizes numbers and  �
matches them to groups

Tells time to the half-hour/hour �

Solves stories/problems that  �
involve addition and subtraction

Identifies and understands parts  �
of fractions

Collects, records, and reads  �
information from a picture graph

children can start getting comfort-
able in the classroom.

Among teachers who partici-
pated in the New Schools Project 
in 2009-10, 93 percent rated the 
coaching as “valuable” or “extreme-
ly valuable,” according to an Erik-
son Institute survey.

as WITh many smaller Programs, 
lack of money, time and other bar-
riers make it difficult to scale up. 
Maxwell estimates that the total 
cost of the New Schools Project is 
around $50,000 per school per year, 
of which schools generally contrib-
ute between $10,000 and $15,000 
out of their own budget. Other 
costs are covered by foundations, 
the Erikson Institute, and in some 
cases, the district.

Some schools have solved the 
time dilemma with creative sched-
uling or asking teachers to stay 
after school—not always for pay. 
“Unfortunately, sometimes it’s 
more piecemeal than they would 
like because of budget constraints,” 
Maxwell adds.

Accountability is another bar-
rier. Maxwell says the emphasis on 
3rd-grade test scores has filtered 
down, affecting curricula and how 
young children are assessed early 
on. As a result, administrators tend 
to focus on bringing older children 
up to speed, ignoring the need for 
“a solid foundation that in the long 
run could really prevent some of 
the remediation problems they 
have later on,” Maxwell says.

Erikson Institute Director Sam 
Meisels said at a recent symposium 
that the Project’s approach works 
best when schools don’t have rigid 
grade-level structures, when teach-
er teams are given decision-making 
power, and when preschool pro-
grams and full-day kindergarten 
are available. 

The Academy for Urban School 
Leadership has adopted the Proj-
ect’s approach. With the help of 
Erikson Institute staff, primary-
grade teachers and administra-
tors from AUSL’s network of turn-
around schools have formed the 
Early Childhood Task Force. The 
Task Force recently began meeting 
to hammer out strategies to better 
align preschool, kindergarten and 

primary grade teaching and assess-
ment, while making sure instruc-
tion is high-quality and appropri-
ate to young children’s needs.

Reynolds, for his part, advocates 
expanding the preschool-through-
3rd-grade approach of Chicago’s 
child-parent centers, which offer 
preschool and kindergarten in the 
same location, parent engagement 
staff that focus on improving stu-
dent attendance, and an aligned 
curriculum and lowered class sizes 
through 3rd grade. 

His decades-long study showed 
that the centers produced healthi-
er, more successful students than a 
control project which just offered 
Head Start and full-day kinder-
garten classes. But now, many of 
the child-parent centers lack the 
full complement of health, men-
tal health and parent involvement 
staff they once had. 

Eight of the district’s child-par-
ent centers were closed in 2005. To-
day, 11 are in operation, and just 3 
percent of the district’s Title I mon-
ey goes to the centers. 

But as Reynolds points out, “It 
makes the implementation of [oth-
er] efforts so much easier when we 
have these models to build on.”

magneT and charTer schools face 
a unique challenge when it comes 
to the preschool-to-kindergarten 
transition: Admission is governed 
by a lottery, which means schools 
often send away graduating pre-
schoolers while bringing in kin-
dergarten students who have never 
been to the school. 

Disney Magnet School Principal 
Kathleen Hagstrom says principal 
discretion used to provide a way for 
students who didn’t win the lottery 
to get into kindergarten at these 
schools. Disney admits 196 kinder-
garteners each year via the lottery, 
and graduates 60 preschoolers.

But since principal discretion 
has been reined in by the district, 
“we have crying children, disgrun-
tled parents, lots of complaints,” 
Hagstrom says. “They think it’s like 
a divorce. They think they’ve done 
something wrong to not be allowed 
to come to the school. We’ve devel-
oped such an outstanding program 
and to tell kids they can’t come to 

our kindergarten is just absurd.”
The Ounce of Prevention Fund’s 

Educare early childhood center 
is working with North Kenwood-
Oakland and Donoghue charter 
schools, run by the University of 
Chicago’s Urban Education Insti-
tute, on a solution: a “birth-to-col-
lege” pipeline. 

Starting this fall, parents who 
enroll their students as infants in 
Educare will get an opportunity to 
immediately reserve a slot in the 
charter schools. So far, 17 parents 
out of 24 new Educare families have 
completed the application process 
and will be guaranteed a slot when 
their child is ready for kindergar-
ten. (See story on page 8.) 

Demand for the option is evi-
dent: Nearly 50 preschoolers will 
complete Educare this spring, and 
26 applied to the charters. Fewer 
than 10 got in.

Parents have had the oppor-
tunity to go to family events at 
the charters, says Brenda Eiland-
Williford, director of program and 
curriculum at the Educare Center. 
And Educare’s staff is glad to have 
schools they can recommend to 
parents so that children don’t end 
up in “a totally different world,” 
where they will be expected to 
spend large amounts of time doing 
seat-work rather than hands-on 
and exploratory learning.

Eiland-Williford says parents 
struggle to help children complete 
a flurry of homework and work-
sheets—“more than what the child 
that particular age can handle.” 
Adjusting to seat work can be dif-
ficult, she says.

Educare chose to work with 
the University of Chicago charter 
schools because of their reputation 
for high-quality instruction, stu-
dent support and family engage-
ment, which will help to prevent 
some of the transition difficulties. 

To strengthen the connection, 
staff from Educare and the char-
ter schools will meet to set goals. 
Teachers will share techniques, 
use common assessments and 
share data. Having teachers work 
together will help prevent con-
flict that Eiland-Williford believes 
stems from a lack of understand-
ing about what is age-appropriate 

Note: Percentages reflect students who earned 
70 out of 93 points.

Source: Memo to CPS preschool teachers.

KindERgARtEn REAdinESS 
Child-parent centers, located in 
schools in poor neighborhoods, help 
youngsters close the school readiness 
gap with middle-class children from 
tuition-based preschools. 

 2010 PERFoRmAnCE on REAdinESS tool

Tuition-based preschool 81%

Child-parent centers 63%

Community-based preschools 57%

Preschool for All 56%

Head Start 52%



www.catalyst-chicago.org   15   

for young children.
“We want those conversations. 

It will be a learning opportunity,” 
Eiland-Williford says. 

such learnIng oPPorTunITIes 
could help solve perhaps the big-
gest challenge: the difference in 
teaching philosophies and training 
of early childhood and elementary 
educators. 

In Illinois, a majority of early ele-
mentary teachers have K-9 teaching 
certificates, which allow them more 
flexibility in teaching assignments 
and may be preferred by principals. 
But they are not required to have 
training in early childhood devel-
opment, which would give them a 
better grounding in developmen-
tally appropriate instruction.  (The 
CPS Office of Early Childhood said 
it does not have information on the 
number of kindergarten teachers 
with early childhood certificates.) 

A New America Foundation re-
port on early-childhood teacher 
preparation, “Getting In Sync,” 
found that a majority of states have 
similar overlapping licensure is-
sues, with many content courses 
for elementary teachers weighted 
heavily toward upper-grades in-
struction. Nationally, just 14 states 
require kindergarten teachers to 
get a certificate that is specific to 
early childhood.

Preparation in birth to 3rd grade 
early childhood programs focuses 
more on learning processes, hands-
on activities, family collaboration, 
literacy, and social-emotional 
learning, Maxwell says, while el-
ementary preparation gives more 
weight to content knowledge and 
curriculum.

“We have a lot to learn from each 
other,” Maxwell says. “We need 
to look at more balanced teacher 
preparation across the content ar-
eas. Early-childhood teachers very 
often get a lot of preparation in lan-
guage arts, and literacy, but not in 
mathematics.”

Results from the New Schools 
Project are beginning to convince 
people, from back-to-basics ad-
ministrators to reluctant teachers, 
that better alignment is beneficial 
to students. Participating elemen-
tary schools, on average, experi-

enced a three times higher increase 
in the percentage of 3rd-grade stu-
dents meeting and exceeding ISAT 
standards in reading and math as 
compared to the district average.  

“We can make progress school 
by school, but what we really need 
is to look at the systems and poli-
cies that provide the framework” 
for what Project schools do, Max-
well says. 

on a laTe augusT mornIng, not 
long after the start of the school 
year, Ashe Elementary kindergar-
ten teacher Monica Hamilton is 
teaching her students how to sit 
on the carpet. It’s just one of sev-
eral lessons in which she uses ex-
plicit, step-by-step explanations to 
help children adjust to the reality 
of school. Hamilton has an early 
childhood certificate, but did not 
study early childhood education in 
college; she earned the credential 
“in the trenches,” through a pro-
gram that gave her credit for kin-
dergarten teaching experience.

“When we’re seated on the 
carpet we need to cross our legs 
Indian-style, and keep our hands 
folded. It helps us keep our hands 

to ourselves,” Hamilton says to 
the class. “All this is for a reason. It 
helps you to be disciplined. Being 
disciplined helps you do the right 
thing when you’re tempted to do 
the wrong thing.”

Later, Hamilton leads the chil-
dren in an arm-lifting game that 
reinforces the difference between 
right and left and requires them to 
listen for her direction on when to 
put an arm down. Then, it’s time for 
roll-call.

“Fold your hands. Don’t put your 
hands in your mouth,” Hamilton 
tells a boy. “When I say your name, 
your response is, ‘I am here.’”

There’s an air conditioner in the 
window, but it’s not operating prop-
erly and the room is sweltering. So 
Hamilton has the children line up 
to go across the hall, to a room with 
working air conditioner that is at 
least 10 degrees cooler, to cool off 
briefly. “Everybody’s shirt must be 
inside their pants,” she says. 

As the students stand in line 
for a few minutes in the borrowed 
classroom, Hamilton drills them on 
math and letters. “Show me how to 
make a ‘1’ in the air,” she says, then 
does the same with the letter “m.” 

She writes the letter “m” and the 
letter “a” on the board and points 
alternately at them. “Tell me which 
one I’m touching,” she says.

She asks them the meaning of 
plus and equal signs, then draws 
a series of triangles on the board. 
“When two and one get together, 
how many do we have?” she asks.

When her students struggle to 
finish lunch in the few minutes al-
lotted, she notes: “You think they 
already know [how to behave], but 
they don’t. That’s why kindergarten 
is so hard to teach.”

Hamilton taught 2nd grade last 
year and explains why teaching 
kindergarten has been a readjust-
ment for her. “You’re teaching a 
baby again,” she says. “They didn’t 
know how to walk in a straight line, 
and listen, and follow directions.”

It’s made harder, she notes, 
when students arrive without 
knowledge of how to act in a 
school environment. “You have to 
tell them what you want. Nobody 
has told them what to expect be-
fore they come to school.” 

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

A preschool student at the Ounce of Prevention Fund’s Educare Center practices writing his name, a key skill in preparing for kinder-
garten.  [Photo by Jason reblando]
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By rebecca Harris

In fall 2007, CPS took a step 
aimed at bringing more con-
sistency to reading instruction 
across the district by launching 

an initiative to get schools to adopt 
one of a number of selected read-
ing curricula. 

By the end of the 2009-10 school 
year, more than 300 schools had 
made the switch under the Sup-
ported Core Reading Materials 
Adoption program. 

Although it’s unclear how many 
more schools have chosen one of 

the programs since then, one fact is 
important to note: In a district with 
high student mobility, like Chicago, 
allowing schools wide discretion to 
pick their own reading programs 
could cause problems down the 
road and leave some children strug-
gling to reach the most important 
goal they need to accomplish by 
3rd grade: learning to read at grade 
level or above. 

New Schools CEO Jean-Claude 
Brizard, a former teacher and prin-
cipal, is keenly aware of the dilem-
ma. In an interview with Catalyst 
Chicago, Brizard talked about the 

need to have a coordinated literacy 
curriculum because of high student 
mobility in the district. 

 “When you have 15 approach-
es to literacy, that is when you get 
young people who don’t know how 
to read,” Brizard said.  

It’s also unclear how much chil-
dren’s literacy skills are improv-
ing during kindergarten. Schools 
primarily measure kindergarten 
students’ literacy skills with the DI-
BELS (Dynamic Indicators of Basic 
Early Literacy Skills) assessment, 
which is administered several times 
throughout the year. But aggregate 

scores are not made public by the 
district and at press time, CPS had 
not responded to a two-month-old 
Freedom of Information Act re-
quest for school-by-school scores.

Complicating the scenario is the 
yearly budget crisis in CPS, which 
leaves an ever-dwindling pool of 
cash to pay for coaching to help 
teachers learn best practices. 

TIm shanahan, dIrecTor of the 
Center for Literacy at the University 
of Illinois at Chicago and an archi-
tect of the Chicago Reading Initia-
tive, downplays the danger of too 

 Reading fundamentals
cPs encourages schools to use balanced literacy, but many chart their own course—

a situation that could pose problems in a district with high mobility.

Belding Elementary kindergarten teacher Leon Schrauben uses balanced literacy, an approach that aims to give children a variety of rich language experiences while they learn 
reading skills and letter sounds.  [Photo by Jason reblando]



many reading programs. But Sha-
nahan notes that in some instances, 
students could miss important con-
tent—for instance, learning all vow-
el sounds. The potential minefields 
could derail children at a key early 
transition: when a student moves 
from kindergarten to 1st grade.

Shanahan says students learn 
best when teachers use a variety 
of reading strategies, but those 
strategies must incorporate several 
critical elements: explicit phonics 
instruction; teaching comprehen-
sion and critical thinking skills; and 
reading out loud to develop fluen-
cy, putting pauses and punctuation 
in the right places. 

In recent years, the decline in 
training for reading coaches has di-
minished the impact of their work. 
And the number of coaches is small 
compared to the need. District-
wide, 75 reading coaches paid for 
by the district are in place: 44 in the 
area offices and 31 funded by a fed-
eral research grant. (Some schools 
may have used their own discre-
tionary money to hire reading 
coaches, but the district could not 
provide a count of that number.) 

“Clearly, it isn’t a system priority 
or emphasis in the way it was,” Sha-
nahan says. 

Meanwhile, the approach that 
CPS has embraced, called balanced 
literacy, requires training and on-
going coaching. Efforts to infuse 
the approach into every classroom 
have fallen short because of the 
lack of resources.

Elizabeth Cardenas-Lopez, the 
director of the CPS Office of Read-
ing and Language Arts, says that 
educators interpret the term “bal-
anced literacy” in different ways. 
That, combined with school auton-
omy, has made it more challenging 
to implement on a wide scale.

The Office of Reading works to 
teach best practices and strategies, 
such as interactive read-alouds, in 
which the teacher models critical 
thinking about a story and connects 
it to prior knowledge; shared read-
ing, in which the teacher helps the 
class as a whole read poems or short 
stories; and guided reading, having 
a teacher guide students as they 
reading out loud in a small group, 
with a focus on developing vocabu-

lary and comprehension skills.
But area offices and schools can 

decide on their own whether to 
implement the strategies, and with 
too little manpower, Cardenas-Lo-
pez’s office can’t train teachers in 
a large number of schools. The of-
fice is working intensively with just 
20 schools, and about 100 receive 
some kind of support.

 “Most of us are on the same 
page, but it has not been a systemic 
approach to have that instruction 
going on across all schools in the 
district,” says Cardenas-Lopez. “We 
have different lenses of what best 
practices look like.”

She notes that the specific core 
reading materials used by a school 
are less important than incorporat-
ing the right strategies and lots of 
children’s literature.

 “Coaching support is needed,” 
Cardenas-Lopez says. “But with all 
the changes that have happened in 
our district and all the budget cuts, 
many of those supports have dis-
appeared.”

on a sPrIng mornIng, students 
are seated on the carpet in Belding 
Elementary kindergarten teacher 
Leon Schrauben’s classroom. He 
leads the children in a shared read-
ing session as they read a poem out 
loud:

The March wind roars like a lion 
in the sky / And makes us shiver 
when he passes by.

“Jacob, why do we say March is 
like a lion? Is there really a lion up 
there?” Schrauben asks.

“’Cause when it’s March, it gets 
really windy out,” Jacob replies.

Schrauben has extensive train-
ing in balanced literacy. Another 
practice he uses often is “guided 
reading,” which requires that stu-
dents have books to read that are 
exactly at their instructional level. 
Texts up to an 8th-grade reading 
level are designated “A” to “Z,” 26 
different stages along the way to 
proficient reading. 

Proponents of guided reading 
hold that students learn fastest by 
reading books that are easy enough 
for them to understand but chal-
lenging enough to expand their vo-
cabulary and reading comprehen-
sion little by little. 

In Schrauben’s classroom, each 
student has a selection of “just 
right” books that fit the criteria, 
placed in a plastic Ziploc bag. A 
data wall in the staff lounge, which 
tracks the reading level of every 
kindergarten student, is testimony 
to Schrauben’s effectiveness. 

“Over half his kids are above 
where we need them to be,” says 
Belding Principal Heather Yutzy, 
who recruited Schrauben because 
of his training and experience. Stu-
dents who are lagging behind get 
individual or small-group instruc-
tion every day in Schrauben’s full-
day class.

Yutzy, a former reading coach, 
says one of the biggest barriers to 
using balanced literacy on a broad 
scale is training: It’s harder to train 
a teacher in the proper techniques 
than to just give them a teacher’s 
manual and student workbooks. 

“You can’t just learn to do what 
Leon does in a couple of days,” says 
Yutzy. 

In Schrauben’s class, intensive 
reading sessions help children to 
develop fluency. 

“He’ll listen for errors the kid is 
making,” Yutzy says. “Maybe all of 
them need to work on stopping at 
the punctuation mark. He’ll say, ‘I 

Preschool: more than early literacy? 
Just as in kindergarten, preschool educators use a variety of programs and 

strategies to teach literacy skills. And the question of what is developmentally 
appropriate for young children is a key point of contention. 

Many preschools use the Creative Curriculum, which emphasizes exposing 
students to language in its natural context but offers little in the way of explicit 
instruction, notes Terry Carter, a past principal of Barton Elementary who is 
now director of learning and organizational development for Academy for 
Urban School Leadership.

So when Carter came to Barton, he decided to strengthen the curriculum 
by adding some beginning phonics (plus math materials developed by the Uni-
versity of Chicago). But he still sought to maintain a delicate balance: keeping 
learning enjoyable and expectations appropriate.  

Adding literacy instruction “wasn’t about kill-and-drill or phonics,” Carter 
says. Instead, the goal is to help youngsters become familiar with literature.  
“When you tell children a story, can they tell you what was going on? How do 
you hold a book? What is the spine of a book?”

The Ounce of Prevention Fund’s Educare early childhood center also aims 
to strike such a balance. In a classroom with 3- and 4-year-olds, two boys trace 
worksheets, learning to write their names.

“That’s something we start right when they come into the classroom,” 
says teacher Rena Johnson. “Even if they can’t, we provide hand-over-hand 
assistance.” 

As students get older, they take part in activities that include writing sen-
tences with sight words.

But even though parts of Educare’s reading instruction may be more struc-
tured than that of other preschools, the reading instruction that comes after 
preschool can be challenging to Educare children if it is “very rigid, very rote, 
very drill-like,” says Brenda Eiland-Williford, director of program and curriculum 
at Educare Center. 

At Disney Magnet Elementary in Lakeview, Principal Kathleen Hagstrom is 
a proponent of direct instruction and says she believes that preschools should 
explicitly teach reading—a view that is controversial among her staff. 

Disney provides direct instruction with preschoolers who are thought to be 
working at high levels, as well as with lower-performing kindergarteners who 
don’t read well enough to take part in the school’s basal program.

“You do it as a remedial approach, as a foundation to get the children’s 
language skills strong enough,” she says. “Are there some children that are 3 
and 4 that are not ready? Absolutely, [but] there are more 4-year-olds you can 
teach to read, than not.”

Hagstrom would like to see a strong central mandate for more reading in-
struction in CPS preschools. “I think the preschools need to be more academic,” 
Hagstrom says. “We should be teaching reading in preschool. I don’t think we 
should just be doing early literacy.”

www.catalyst-chicago.org   17   
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need to teach this little lesson.’ The 
skill will change from day to day, 
and from kid to kid.” The strategy 
is especially effective for English as 
a Second Language students—16 
percent of Belding’s enrollment.

Schrauben’s collection of 
books—which he collected, Yutzy 
says, by “being friends with the sales 
reps” and going to training ses-
sions—is shared with the school’s 
other primary-grade teachers.

Schrauben, who switched ca-
reers to become a teacher, learned 
to use balanced literacy and guided 
reading in a Golden Apple alterna-
tive certification program offered 
through Northwestern University.
The first school where he taught 
relied on basal readers and Schrau-
ben got little support in using the 
teaching method he knew best. 
The next year, the school transi-
tioned to using balanced literacy 
and gave teachers professional de-
velopment. Eventually, Schrauben 
was sent to Lesley University for 
summer training to become a lit-
eracy coordinator.

Now he incorporates a wide 
range of whole-class, small group 
and individual activities.

During one day’s reading work-
shop, some children are doing 
literacy activities on their own at 
different centers in the classroom. 
Schrauben picks out other groups 
of students for specific instruction 
on letter sounds and reading books 
at carefully chosen levels.

As students read, Schrauben 
uses a complex array of symbols 
to keep a running record of their 
progress.  He marks down every 
mispronounced word that children 
stumble on, as well as words that 
they read correctly—a strategy that 
helps him understand if they are 
ready to move up to the next level. 

For phonics instruction, Schrau-
ben relies largely on call-and-
response word games, known as 
“word study,” that are carefully de-
signed to increase children’s aware-
ness of letter sounds.

During one such session, Schrau-
ben prompts students by saying, 
“It’s not my nears, it’s my…”

“Ears!” the students call out.
“It’s not my bankle, it’s my…”
 “Ankle!”
“It’s not my zoes, it’s my…”
 “Toes!”
Then Schrauben has the chil-

dren identify the parts of word pairs 
that make them rhyme; put togeth-
er words he has split apart into two 
syllables; and subtract syllables to 
make new words. 

“Pencil. Take away ‘cil,’” he says. 
“Pen,” the students respond.
To work on punctuation, Schrau-

ben repeats sentences, varying 
his tone of voice, and has children 
identify whether the sentence uses 
a period, an exclamation point or a 
question mark. 

For writing instruction, the fo-
cus is on giving children practice 
writing real words. To develop their 

understanding of phonics, students 
are encouraged to spell words the 
way they think is correct. 

One fall day, the writing topic is 
“How do you turn a pumpkin into a 
jack-o-lantern?”

The responses range from “I no 
hwo to crv a pumpkin!” to “Pick 
up pumpkin take seeds out make 
shapes and put candles” and “you 
cut off the top anb take the stuf out 
then you cut a fas.”

Another afternoon, some stu-
dents get worksheets that prompt 
them to write down as many words 
as possible from that morning’s 
story, “Little Red Riding Hood.” 
Others get worksheets where they 
can practice repeatedly writing out 
number words, one through five.

Several of those in the first group, 
Schrauben finds, have written “ing” 
down. “Is ing a word?” he asks. “Ing 
is a sound. What can we put in front 
of ing to make it a word?”

The children work indepen-
dently during a short break. Then 
Schrauben calls the class together 
to discuss the story. 

“What was the name of Little 
Red Riding Hood, before she was 
called Little Red Riding Hood?” he 
asks. “Elizabeth,” a girl recalls. 

Students fill in other details: 
There was a wolf. A man cut Little 
Red Riding Hood and her grand-
mother out of the wolf’s stomach. 
Schrauben notes the details on a 
large chart with markers. 

He points out that the story is 

a fairy tale and can be re-told in 
different ways. He reads a differ-
ent version, and as it unfolds, the 
class fills in similarities and differ-
ences that are noted on the chart. 
The second version does not give 
Little Red Riding Hood’s real name. 
One version describes the contents 
of her basket—bread, fresh butter, 
and a bottle of wine—while the 
other story just noted she was car-
rying “something good to eat.”

As the story continues, the stu-
dents lean forward in suspense. At 
a key point, Schrauben takes a poll 
on the grandmother’s fate. “Who 
thinks the wolf ate her? Who thinks 
she ran away? Who thinks she was 
locked in the closet? Who thinks 
she’s under the bed?”

aT ashe elemenTary, Monica Ham-
ilton takes a different approach 
that emphasizes direct instruction, 
a strategy that has its share of crit-
ics but also ardent proponents, es-
pecially in some schools that serve 
lower-income children.

(Among the curricula that the 
district promotes in its reading 
materials adoption initiative is the 
direct-instruction program Open 
Court.)

Hamilton has two boys copy 
the “Good Morning Story” from 
a whiteboard. First, she has them 
sound out the word “make” and 
read it aloud.

“Today is Monday, February 28, 
2011. I can read. I am good. I am 



smart. I can make all the shapes,” 
the story reads. 

The letter “e” in the word “make” 
is tiny on the board because Ham-
ilton uses SRA Reading Mastery, 
another direct-instruction pro-
gram. The emphasis is on learning 
letter sounds as the building block 
for sounding out words. Silent let-
ters are extra small so that students 
know not to pronounce them; long 
vowels often have lines over them.

Hamilton says Reading Mas-
tery has consistently helped her 
students learn to read above grade 
level. She balances direct instruc-
tion with the district-promoted 
StoryTown curriculum, which em-
phasizes the use of language in its 
natural context. 

Hamilton began using Reading 
Mastery at Lavizzo Elementary in 
Roseland. Lavizzo’s students often 
lagged behind in literacy skills, she 
says; they couldn’t catch up because 
of constantly switching schools.

“It just worked,” Hamilton re-
calls. “It got them reading faster 
and they seemed to enjoy it better. 
They didn’t have the same language 
[skills] as someone coming from an 
affluent background, with parents 
who were more involved.” 

Hamilton’s mother, a retired 
veteran teacher and counselor, 
spent the whole year in Hamilton’s 
classroom, coaching her on how to 
teach Reading Mastery. Hamilton 
contrasts that intensive help with 
the scattershot professional devel-

opment that CPS has offered. 
“You can’t just spend a couple 

of days and go off somewhere,” she 
says. Instead, coaches should be 
“sitting with somebody, organizing 
the room, jumping in when you’re 
making mistakes, taking over the 
class.”

Jerome Ferrell, Ashe’s assistant 
principal, says Hamilton’s students 
have posted strong reading results 
on the school’s weekly assessments. 
Hamilton also works with special 
education students who are strug-
gling with reading comprehension, 
he says, comparing her to a pitcher 
who knows how to throw a special 
curveball. 

“Our curriculum throughout 
the U.S. has moved away from this 
traditional style of learning, but we 
have noted this has been success-
ful,” he says. “The main thing is 
that students are engaged and are 
learning, even though it may not be 
the method that is [handed] down 
to us. It’s working in the building. 
We say, use it.”

Ferrell notes that teachers at 
Ashe do follow CPS guidelines to 
make sure children are exposed 
to a wealth of reading materials. 
Students read articles on current 
events, and teachers are required 
to incorporate reading into science 
and social studies. 

“You need to know your stu-
dents and know your standards,” 
Ferrell says.

On a sunny Monday at the end of 

February, Hamilton leads her class 
in repeating the whole alphabet 
and its sounds in order—everything 
from “A says aaah” to “Z says zzz.”

Then it’s time to work on the let-
ter “E.” 

“Leave your hoodies alone and 
look at me,” she says. “This is very 
important. Fold your hands and 
look at me.” 

Popcorn-style, she asks different 
students to make the sound. Then, 
she drills them on the difference 
between “eeh” and “aah”.

“How do you know you’re mak-
ing ‘ehhh?’” Hamilton asks. “Be-
cause your chin will go down. Your 
bottom chin is going down.” 

Direct instruction includes spe-
cific, on-the-spot correction for 
struggling students, and empha-
sizes having them follow directions 
as closely as possible.

 “I want to know why you keep 
saying ‘a,’” Hamilton says to a boy 
who reads “fat” as “fate”.

“Sound it out,” she says. The boy 
starts to do so. Hamilton interrupts. 

“I didn’t touch anything,” she 
says, stopping him. As she touches 
the line under the word as a cue, he 
sounds it out again. He’s still having 
trouble, so Hamilton urges him to 
pay closer attention and partici-
pate more in the group practice. 
The class is then instructed to help 

him by repeating the word. 
After that lesson, Hamilton gives 

out a take-home worksheet, which 
contains practice for the sound 
‘aaah’ and the sentence, “The rat 
ate.”  Once students know enough 
sounds, they move into readers 
that start with stories of four or five 
sentences in length.

 “When you get home, you’re go-
ing to read it to whoever takes care 
of you—your mom, your dad, your 
grandma, your aunt—ten times,” 
she says.

Another group of children 
comes to the reading circle, and 
Hamilton has them practice let-
ter sounds.  She lets a girl lead the 
circle. Like Hamilton, the girl holds 
the oversized book and tells the 
students “Get ready” before plac-
ing her hand on each letter. 

Hamilton talks about her ap-
proach. “The ultimate goal is to get 
the children to read. And once you 
get them ready, you can use any-
thing you want to,” she says.

“What you do as an educa-
tor is what works for your situa-
tion. It doesn’t matter if I’m doing 
StoryTown and you’re doing Read-
ing Mastery, as long as we get to the 
same goal at the end.” 

Tell us what you think. Go to www.
catalyst-chicago.org to leave a comment, 
or email rharris@catalyst-chicago.org.
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In addition to her school’s core curriculum, Ashe Elementary kindergarten teacher 
Monica Hamilton (far left) uses a program that focuses on giving students practice 
sounding out letters and words. Silent letters are marked with small print.  [Photos by 
Jason reblando]
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