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Factory 
model
CPS officials have developed a 
list of skills that principals need 
to improve failing schools and 
are betting on a $10 million 
initiative to turn out candidates. 
But two high school principals 
show that there’s no guaranteed 
formula for success.



By Lorraine Forte 
Editor-in-Chief

By the time this issue of Catalyst 
In Depth reaches our readers, the 
dust will have settled on the city’s 
first teachers strike in 25 years. 

Daily picketing will be over, children will 
be back in school, misleading radio and 
TV ads will be off the airwaves and the 
overheated bluster and rhetoric about 
lazy teachers and greedy unions will, with 
any luck, be replaced by more rational dis-
course from cooler heads. 

But an equally contentious fight over 
school closings is on the horizon. On one 
side will be grassroots activists and some 
parent groups accusing the district of ne-
glecting neighborhood schools, leaving 
them to fail and then using failure as an 
excuse to close them and turn more build-
ings over to charter operators. On the oth-
er side will be district officials and their al-
lies, insisting that they have no choice but 
to shut down under-utilized schools at a 
time of shrinking enrollment and scarce 
cash. (CPS has already claimed another 
rationale—the need to pay for raises in 
the new teachers’ contract—though offi-
cials have said for several years that they 
plan to shut down schools.)

Meanwhile, aldermen are entering the 
fray, with 32 of 50 aldermen adding their 
names to a resolution calling on district 
officials to explain their decision-making 
on school closings at City Council hear-
ings. Some aldermen have even joined 
the chorus of voices calling for an elected 
School Board. Imagine that happening 
under Mayor Daley.

Before 1995, the public had some input 
into the composition of the board, granted 
by the 1988 School Reform Act. The mayor 
appointed board members from a list of 
candidates nominated by a committee that 
was comprised mostly of parent and com-
munity representatives. The Legislature 
killed that process and returned the sys-
tem to complete mayoral control in 1995, 
so state law would have to be changed to 

create an elected board in Chicago. 
One local representative, LaShawn K. 

Ford, held three town hall meetings in Oc-
tober on the issue and wants a task force 
to study it, though he has not taken a posi-
tion on the matter.

The issue—a controversial one, with 
arguments both pro and con and differing 
opinions even among the Catalyst staff—
raises critical issues of transparency and 
accountability. But controversy is some-
times a good thing. Issues like these must 
be addressed if the public is to have confi-
dence in the school system’s leadership.

 Perhaps a lesson can be drawn from the 
recent strike. After the strike, one reader of 
noted education historian Diane Ravitch’s 
blog wrote about what the strike taught 
her grandchild, despite seven missed days 
of school. Here’s an excerpt (with my em-
phasis added):

The strike taught my grandchild and so 
many more children like her that peo-
ple should stand up for what they be-
lieve in; thoroughly read any document 
you sign; join with people who have the 
same causes because many things can’t 
be done alone, and that democracy is 
messy and hard to achieve, but worth it 
in the end. 

At A recent pAnel discussion, the moder-
ator asked those of us on the panel to talk 
about our views on the (very broad) ques-
tion: The current state of education in the 
region is (fill in the blank). 

One panelist cited a dearth of leader-
ship that would rally the public, parents, 
civic groups and others around a common 
goal of better education. At the school 
level, though, is where the rubber really 
meets the road, and one of Mayor Rahm 
Emanuel’s strategies aims to raise the bar 
and improve the quality of principal can-
didates.  In this issue of Catalyst In Depth, 
Associate Editor Rebecca Harris reports on 
the Chicago Leadership Collaborative, the 
initiative that brings together four of the 
city’s top principal prep programs to share 
ideas and improve the quality of training. 

The toughest test for a principal is in a 
failing neighborhood high school—where 
one reform after another, both locally and 
nationally, has brought little in the way 
of substantive, long-term improvement. 
Harris and Deputy Editor Sarah Karp also 
profile two very different principals who 
are facing the high school test. Doug Ma-
clin of Chicago Vocational Career Acad-
emy is black, grew up not far from CVCA 
in Roseland and kept many of CVCA’s ex-
isting teachers when the school became 
a turnaround. Marcey Sorensen of Clem-
ente High is white, grew up in the north-
west suburbs and immediately became 
the center of controversy at the school 
when she fired nine teachers and edged 
out more by redefining their jobs. 

Karp and Harris will continue to fol-
low Maclin and Sorensen throughout the 
year and report on the progress at CVCA 
and Clemente. Our goal is to shed light 
on what makes a principal successful—or 
not—at this tough test. 

From the Editor
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Leadership from top to bottom
ExPECtAtionS FoR PRinCiPAlS 
CPS has developed the following draft 
list describing skills that prospective 
principals must demonstrate through an 
eligibility process that is soon to undergo 
its third overhaul in recent years.

Creates powerful learning systems  �
that guarantee exceptional teaching 
and learning for students by 
implementing the Common Core 
State Standards and using data 
analysis to improve instruction.

Champions teacher excellence  �
through a focus on continuous 
improvement.

Establishes, nurtures and protects a  �
culture driven by college and career 
readiness.

Empowers and engages families and  �
the community.

Relentlessly pursues self-disciplined  �
thinking and actions.
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New Principal Jessica Biggs, a graduate of the Teach for America Principal Leadership Pipeline, walks into Burke Elementary. Biggs, 
who interned in Boston and Chicago, was appointed by CPS to lead the school. [Photo by Marc Monaghan]

A pipeline for principals

Chicago Public Schools is seizing the reins on 
principal preparation and is considered by some 
observers to be a national model for its $10 million 

Chicago Leadership Collaborative. The big question: Will 
the effort dramatically improve the quality of principals 
at failing schools that need strong leadership the most? 
cOVER STORY: PAGE 4

  6   By the numbers
Hiring, job retention and school performance for principals who 
were trained at programs that are part of the Chicago Leadership 
Collaborative.  

  7   Turning the page
Clemente High Principal Marcey Sorensen is in many ways the 
prototype of the leader that CPS officials are looking for—a 
take-charge principal who pushes teachers to improve their skills 
but strives to connect  with students and the community.

12   The turnaround test
Chicago Vocational Principal Doug Maclin had been at the 
school for less than a year when the district announced that 
the school would become a turnaround. He kept his job and 
many of his teachers, but they face a make-or-break challenge 
to improve the school.
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By Rebecca Harris

When Mayor Rahm Emanuel in 
May announced details of his 
plans to raise the bar for CPS 
principals, he talked about three 
strategies. The district would 

offer a $25,000 signing bonus to bring in out-
of-town principals who agreed to take jobs in 
low-achieving schools. A merit pay plan would, 
again, offer bonuses, this time to principals who 
met performance goals set by the district. 

The most ambitious strategy was a new um-
brella initiative, the Chicago Leadership Collab-
orative. Over three years, at a cost of $10 million, 
CPS would bring together four principal train-
ing programs to share ideas and turn out highly 
trained cadres of new school leaders. The goal 
would be to triple the number of seats available 
for prospective principals, to 100 per year from 
about 30 per year now.

Although the plan is a year old, it’s too soon 
to gauge its impact. The district has not released 
information on how many principals received 
signing bonuses, though there hasn’t been a 
flood of new principals from outside Chicago. 
Similarly, CPS has not reported on performance 
bonuses; a spokesperson said in late September 
that test scores were still being analyzed to de-
termine eligibility. Finally, the leadership collab-
orative is just now getting off the ground.

Yet the success of these efforts to recruit and 

train strong principals is critical to school prog-
ress. Research has repeatedly shown that good 
principals are essential to school improvement.  
But the effort comes at a time when hundreds of 
principal candidates are already eligible. And it’s 
not clear if the skills and attributes local school 
councils are looking for line up with the new 
CPS agenda.

As part of the agenda, CPS is once again set 
to revamp the principal eligibility process to fo-
cus on a new set of competencies, or skills, that 
it considers essential for school leaders. (In re-
cent years, CPS has already changed the eligibil-
ity process twice.) Meanwhile, the state in 2010 
toughened standards for principal preparation; 
for instance, requiring more selective admis-
sions and a lengthier internship.

Nationally, CPS is just one of a number of 
districts that are focusing attention on principal 
preparation. The New York City-based Wallace 
Foundation is a major backer of some of these 
school leadership initiatives. Wallace provided 
CPS with in-kind assistance that laid the ground-
work for the last revamp of the eligibility process 
and the Chicago Leadership Collaborative, says 
Jody Spiro, director of education leadership at 
the foundation. CPS’ work has become some-
thing of a national model, she notes. 

Last year, Wallace launched a $75 million ini-
tiative to support programs similar to the Chica-
go Leadership Collaborative in six other districts 
around the country. Chicago did not receive 

funding because  a new mayor and schools CEO 
were on the horizon when Wallace sought grant 
applicants. 

Steven Gering, the CPS chief of leadership 
development, says CPS is ahead of these dis-
tricts in some ways because it is seeking to bring 
together several existing principal preparation 
programs instead of starting a new one or work-
ing with only one or two providers.

“Nobody has done what we’re doing,” says 
Gering, a former deputy superintendent of Kan-
sas City, Kan., Schools.  

In a broader perspective, CPS’ efforts are 
seizing the reins on principal selection. For one, 
the district required that the four programs work 
together by meeting every month to share goals, 
curricula, and even training exercises. 

Plus, CPS will have final approval over can-
didate selection, allowing information from a 
candidate’s past employment with the district to 
factor in, says Gering. “We are paying these pro-
grams to produce quality principals, and so we 
have lots of skin in the game,” he says. 

Once candidates make it through a program, 
CPS will market them to local school councils 

the Principal Factor
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despite a shrinking number of schools and hundreds of 
candidates already trained, the district says it needs more 
top-notch principals and plans to make the eligibility 
process tougher and spend $10 million to improve 
principal preparation programs.  

A pipeline 
for principals 

WHY it MAttERS
Research shows high-quality principals who 
will stay at a school several years or more are 
essential to improvement. A RAND Corp. 
study commissioned by New Leaders found 
that schools tend to slide downward academi-
cally when principals leave their job after the 
first year. CPS says its research shows that new 
principals must get off to a strong start, citing 
data that show first-year elementary principals 
whose schools immediately made ISAT gains 
of nearly 10 percentage points continued to 
grow rapidly, but principals whose schools made 
lower gains never caught up.
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Burke Elementary Principal Jessica Biggs, a graduate of the Teach for America Principal Leadership Pipeline, checks in with kindergarten through 2nd-grade students 
during recess.  [Photo by Marc Monaghan]

and position them as candidates of choice.
“We are planning [to] get them in front of the 

local school councils sooner rather than later,” 
Gering says. 

District leaders are looking to the collabora-
tive to fill some of the estimated 100 principal 
vacancies a year in the district. This year (the last 
year that principals could retire and take advan-
tage of a pension enhancement program), there 
were 159 vacancies; 25 schools have yet to find 
permanent leaders. 

Gering says the vacancies are evidence that 
more qualified candidates are needed. Yet over 
450 principal candidates are already on the eligi-
bility list and have passed the most recent screen-
ing process, though some are sitting principals. 
More principals should be coming on the market 
as well, as CPS is looking to close as many as 120 
schools in the coming years, though the district 
will also be opening 60 new charter schools.

Still, Gering says the demand for principals is 
expected to stay steady for a while. Nationally as 
well as in Chicago, the trend is for short tenures 
and quick turnover among urban school princi-
pals. A 2009 survey from the University of Chi-

cago Consortium on School Research found that 
almost half of principals with three to five years 
of experience intended to leave their school 
within five years. Another factor: New principals 
are disproportionately likely to be in the tough-
est jobs with the highest potential for burnout—
low-performing high schools.

one school thAt hAs hAd trouble finding 
a permanent principal is Morgan Park High 
School. The local school council has conducted 
three searches since April 2011 but has yet to 
find a candidate who is a good fit. 

“We want someone who has a passion for 
our school, a passion for our students and for 
the rich history that is Morgan Park,” says Peggy 
Goddard, the LSC’s principal selection commit-
tee chair. “[Someone] who will be able to work 
well with many teachers and programs, is able 
to fit in with the community at large and bring in 
some support from within the community.”

Other LSC members contacted by Catalyst 
Chicago echoed that sentiment, saying that it is 
crucial for principals to have strong ties to their 
particular school community or fit in with a 

school’s culture and climate. 
CPS has sought to address the issue by incor-

porating family and community engagement 
into its new list of competencies candidates 
must demonstrate. 

Several LSC members said they place a premi-
um on interpersonal qualities like strong leader-
ship skills and the ability to build consensus.

Al Raby High is another school without a per-
manent principal. Nicole Cannon, a counselor 
who is on the LSC, said in September the LSC 
planned to begin its search for a new principal 
in the next month. 

In addition to being a strong instructor, Can-
non says, the new principal should be a person-
able, approachable, creative leader—“somebody 
who can sit in the lunchroom and have conver-
sations with students”—who can work collab-
oratively with staff and get the perspectives of 
people outside the school—“not making all the 
decisions, working with the staff to see what is 
best for the environment and the students.” At 
a time when CPS is going through change, Can-
non hopes the new principal will bring stability 
and prioritize initiatives at the school.



the Principal Factor
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Cannon notes another need: knowledge of 
fundraising. For her, it isn’t an absolute require-
ment that the principal know the community. 
“Is it helpful? Yeah,” she says. “[But] if they have 
good networking capabilities, it might not be a 
factor at all.”

burke elementAry principAl JessicA biggs, a 
graduate of the Teach for America Principal 
Leadership Pipeline, says she learned how to 
reach out to parents during her internship at a 
Boston neighborhood school (TFA program par-
ticipants study for a master’s degree from Har-
vard University’s Graduate School of Education). 
Biggs gave tours where parents observed teacher 
instruction, called “learning walks,” to help per-
suade families not to leave when their children 
got to the middle grades. 

A recent back-to-school night at Burke (a 
Track E school) brought out over 60 families. 
“Teachers commented that they had never seen 
that many families in the building,” Biggs says. 

Biggs started her job in July and her first pri-
ority was to build teachers’ leadership capacity.  
She created a team of teachers to improve in-
struction and curriculum, and started a culture 
and climate team. Both, she says, have helped 
create “a really positive school culture.”

CPS is betting its money on the idea that good 
principals possess certain skills. The TFA pro-
gram, and others that applied to be part of the 
collaborative, had to specify how they were go-
ing to teach these competencies.

Some experts have said that personal 
qualities, such as persistence and self-
confidence, are a better predictor of whether 
a candidate will be a good principal. But Spiro 

says she believes strongly that the necessary 
skills can be developed. 

“It’s a matter of identifying what the high-
leverage skills are so people don’t spend time 
on things that are not going to make a differ-
ence,” she says. “There are certainly people who 
are innately better at it than others, and those 
people learn quicker. Some people have to work 
harder at it.”

Justin Cohen, who is president of the Mass 
Insight Education School Turnaround Group 
and studies the qualities that principals need in 
order to succeed in low-achieving turnaround 
schools, says that in addition to building teams 
and improving instruction, principals must be 
patient and able to push the envelope.

Principals need “this sense of fearlessness 
and flexibility, the ability to go into an environ-
ment that’s been failing for years [and] not be 
afraid to make mistakes and keep moving,” Co-
hen says. 

And, as Cohen points out, part of the reason 
it’s so hard to be a principal is the way the school 
system is organized.

“Ideally, the school system would be designed 
to better support principals, but right now a lot 
of times central office, the school district or the 
state is asking principals to be compliance man-
ager in chief—filling out reports and responding 
to every little request,” Cohen says. “The prin-
cipal ends up serving central office instead of 
the other way around. If we got the bureaucracy 
out of the way of the individuals and the job, we 
might see better performance.”

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

by the numbers 
This year, CPS will parcel out $1.73 million to 
four programs that are part of the new Chicago 
Leadership Collaborative: one-third when the 
lists of recruited candidates are submitted to CPS, 
one-third upon CPS  approval of the candidates, 
and one-third when candidates pass the eligibility 
screening process. In addition to the programs 
listed below, Loyola University launched a new 
program aimed at CPS assistant principals this fall.

UiC DoCtoRAl PRogRAM in
URbAn EDUCAtion lEADERSHiP 

Principals from the program work in 60 CPS  �
schools and six schools outside the district.

So far, 121 candidates have completed  �
residencies. Of those, 83 have become 
principals, 28 have become assistant principals, 
and 8 have become administrators in districts 
or charter school networks. 

Other than those who have retired or been  �
promoted, 88 percent of the principals are still 
in their jobs.

In 2011, students in elementary schools  �
where principals were in their 4th and 5th 
year on the job averaged 1.5 years of learning 
gains, compared to the district average of 1.1 
years. Also, 21 of the 26 elementary schools 
led by UIC principals, regardless of years of 
experience, had even greater gains on the ISAT 
than the districtwide gain of 3.9 points. 

nEW lEADERS 
15 to 25 percent of all principals hired each  �
year in CPS are New Leaders graduates.

91 percent of principals stayed on the job  �
between 2009-10 and 2010-11 or were 
promoted.

Two-thirds of K-8 schools that have had New  �
Leaders principals for 3 years are making better 
ISAT gains in reading and math combined than 
the district average.

tEACH FoR AMERiCA PRinCiPAl lEADERSHiP 
PiPElinE 

Since the program started, 13 out of 18  �
candidates have passed the principal eligibility 
process within a year of completing their 
residencies.

Of 18 people who have completed the  �
program since spring 2009, 10 are working 
as principals, 2 as assistant principals, and 4 as 
network administrators or Academy for Urban 
School Leadership principals in training. One is 
a district administrator in Minneapolis, and one 
is still going through the hiring process.

8 participants are starting their first year of the  �
program this fall at Harvard Graduate School 
of Education. In fall 2013, 12 to 15 people 
will start the program, and in fall 2014, that 
number is expected to increase to 20.

During an 8th-grade science class, Biggs talks to student Keshon Wade. [Photo by Marc Monaghan]
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By Rebecca Harris

On the first day of school at 
Clemente High, about 120 
more students show up 
than expected. It’s an early 

victory and a good start to the year 
for second-year Principal Marcey 
Sorensen. 

“We hope word is getting out 
that it’s a good place to be,” she 
says. More students have returned 
from last year, as well.

Reporters swarm inside and out-
side, as do members of the football 
team—all waiting for their chance 
to meet CEO Jean-Claude Brizard, 

who is there for a live radio broad-
cast and bell-ringing to kick off the 
year. Volunteers from the national 
service organization City Year let 
out loud cheers every time some-
one walks in the door. 

The first day has typical bumps—
students left unattended in a home-
room because of a no-show teacher, 
and the perpetually dysfunctional 
escalators that stop when too many 
students ride on them. “We’ve had 
construction on our escalators for 
two years now,” Sorensen notes.

Despite these distractions, she 
keeps her finger on the school’s 
pulse, ducking into dozens of class-

rooms to watch teachers at work 
and introducing herself to stu-
dents—selling them on her agenda 
of principal as part-friend, part-
mentor, part-parent. 

“We will be all up in your busi-
ness,” Sorensen announces to each 
class. “I want to know what your 
grades are, what your attendance 
is, who you’re dating,” as well as 
their academic and social-emo-
tional struggles. 

To freshmen, Sorensen stresses 
the unpleasant consequences if 
they don’t buckle down this year. 
“You will be constantly playing 
catch-up. Fifty-four percent of 

Turning the page
marcey sorensen fired nine teachers in her first year at clemente high school and put 

teachers and students on notice that change had to happen at the failing school. 
now, the controversial, take-charge principal cites a new challenge: building trust.

ClEMEntE HigH: FASt FACtS 
nEigHboRHooD:  � West Town

MEDiAn HoUSEHolD inCoME, 2010  �
CEnSUS: $60,720

Student enrollment: �  1,007

PERCEnt lAtino:  � 67.4%

PERCEnt blACk:  � 29.6%

AvERAgE ACt SCoRE:  � 15.1

StUDEntS MEEting StAtE  �
StAnDARDS on PSAE: 11.9%

Note: Data are from the 2011-2012 school 
year unless otherwise noted

Source: Chicago Public Schools, 2010 Census

Clemente High School Principal Marcey Sorensen meets with staff about the school’s Safe Passage program. Improving school culture and climate is a key focus in her 
effort to improve Clemente.  [Photo byJoe Gallo]
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my seniors [last year] were miss-
ing credits. There were kids going 
to night school, every night of the 
week, and Saturday school.”

Sorensen is one of a new breed 
of principals to come from one of 
the district’s preferred training pro-
grams. Under a three-year, $10 mil-
lion initiative, CPS is banking on 
these programs to turn out “change-

agent” leaders who can transform 
failing schools. 

With Sorensen only in her sec-
ond year, it’s too early to tell what 
will happen at Clemente. So far, the 
school’s climate is better, with disci-
pline infractions down steeply since 
last year. ACT scores and scores on 
the Prairie State exam fell, but other 
indicators that are key to improve-

ment down the road are up: The 
freshman on-track rate is up, to 
nearly 93 percent from 59 percent 
at the end of the previous year. The 
dropout rate is down, and atten-
dance jumped nearly 10 percentage 
points to almost 79 percent. 

Sorensen “really knows what 
good instruction and good teach-
ers look like,” says Peter Martinez, 

the director of principal coaching 
at the University of Illinois at Chi-
cago, where Sorensen has been a 
doctoral student in the Urban Edu-
cation Leadership program since 
2007. “She concentrates on building 
strong personal and professional 
relationships based on very high 
expectations. What enables her to 
relate is her great sense of humor.”

During an orientation for 10th- and 12th-grade students at Clemente High School, a throng of students pick up schedules before heading off to hear a welcome from 
Sorensen and the staff.  [Photo by Marc Monaghan]



www.catalyst-chicago.org   9   

In the auditorium, Brizard awk-
wardly bops around to the increas-
ingly loud hip-hop music from the 
radio DJs. As Sorensen heads in, she 
tells students to sit down. She hugs 
one, a student she knows well. “How 
are you doing, Dianna?” she asks. 
“Horrible,” the girl replies. “I had to 
come to school.”

With a characteristic mixture of 
sympathy and challenge, Sorensen 
sighs. “Oh, Dianna, you’re such a 

drama queen,” she says affection-
ately. “You had to come to school…
Dios mio.”

On the wall of her office hangs 
evidence of Sorensen’s tough-cookie 
attitude mixed with humor. It’s a car-
toon caricature of her, with a speech 
bubble saying, “Want Prom?”

“It’s a joke,” Sorensen explains. 
She asks students if they want to 
have a prom dance at all when they 
“get very opinionated about where 
it should be, and what it should be 
like.”

At an orientation for 9th- and 
11th-graders before school began, 
Sorensen knew it was her chance 
to tell parents and students exactly 
how high the stakes will be at Clem-
ente this year. She sent the message 
loud and clear.  

“How many parents in this crowd 
want their students to sit on their 
couch two or four years from now?” 
she asks, smiling. Parents chuckle. 
“It is our job to take your children 
on a 4-year educational journey, so 
at the end of it they have college op-
tions and choices.”

Freshmen were put on notice 
about the challenge awaiting them. 
“We are going to push you to the 
very edge of what you are capable of, 
give you a hug, and then push you 
some more,” Sorensen says. Juniors 
get a pep talk about the importance 
of the ACT. Members of the school’s 
care team of social-emotional and 
counseling specialists introduce 
themselves, and Sorensen explains 
how the group will help students 
through teenage angst as well as the 
life challenges that they and their 
families face.  

Troublemakers get a warning 
from her.  “If I was in your business 
last year, I am going to be in your 
business again this year—Kaylanee, 
for real!”

sorensen cAme to clemente from 
another troubled high school across 
town, Tilden, where she was interim 
principal for a year. Prior to that, 
she was principal at New Millen-
nium School of Health, the highest-
performing of four small schools on 
the Bowen Campus (it later expand-
ed to take in all of Bowen’s students 
when the other three schools were 
closed). Sorensen’s career began at 

Leif Ericson Scholastic Academy, 
where she taught 7th- and 8th-
grade social science for a year. Then 
she moved to Chicago Vocational 
Career Academy, where she worked 
for nearly 10 years as a teacher and 
curriculum coordinator before be-
coming a social science coach.

At Tilden, Sorensen’s first goal 
was to improve the school’s climate 
and social-emotional programs and 
institute supports for struggling stu-
dents. With only a year’s time, she 
acknowledges that academics didn’t 
improve. The year after Sorensen 
left, CPS decided to turn around Til-
den, and this year the school got a 
new principal and new staff.

Michelle Porter, a history teacher 
at Tilden who kept her job through 
the turnaround, recalls Sorensen 
as “very student-centered.” At-
tendance incentives were offered, 
and after-school tutoring became 
mandatory for struggling students. 
Teachers were required to attend 
new grade-level team meetings, in 
addition to the existing academic 
department meetings, to give them 
more opportunity to talk about how 
students were doing. 

Sorensen also emphasized ac-
countability. Not everyone was 
comfortable with the transparency 
of weekly reports, staff meetings 
and spreadsheets of data that re-
vealed publicly “if things had been 
turned in,” Porter says. Plus, Sorens-
en didn’t sugar-coat anything when 
she spoke.

“Sometimes she did not have a 
filter,” Porter says. “She was very 
abrupt, and in her conversations 
very frank, and in her speech. Some 
teachers were not used to that. Mar-
cey was Marcey, all the time.”

At Clemente, Sorensen has the 
support of the local school council 
as well as the promise of investment 
from the district: Clemente is slated 
to become an International Bacca-
laureate school, a change that will 
bring staff development and train-
ing over several years from the well-
regarded program based in Geneva, 
Switzerland.

But Sorensen’s hiring has sparked 
controversy. In her first year, she 
rated 13 teachers as unsatisfactory. 
Of those, she fired nine through the 
E-3 process, which requires that 

principals provide some remedia-
tion before a firing. 

Another 22 teachers lost their 
jobs over the summer due to declin-
ing enrollment. And since the school 
had lost positions, Sorensen wanted 
teachers who could teach more 
than one subject, so she redefined 
the jobs of the entire social science 
department: Everyone would now 
have to hold at least two certifica-
tions. Those who didn’t were out. 

Amid a contentious season of 
union contract negotiations, the 
layoffs unleashed a storm.  Some 
of the laid-off teachers showed up 
at Board of Education meetings to 
complain and filed union griev-
ances. The situation is particularly 
touchy because of union anger over 
layoffs, across the district, of vet-
eran teachers, often through similar 
re-defining of positions. 

At a summer local school coun-
cil meeting, Sorensen thanks mem-
bers for their support during the 
controversy and says that parents 
and community groups have told 
her they were contacted by outsid-
ers in an effort to get them to “de-
nounce” her. 

“Every community organization 
that has contacted me has said, ‘We 
have your back,’” Sorensen notes. “I 
want to say thank you, publicly, to 
the parents.”

Judy Vazquez, chair of the lo-
cal school council, tells Sorensen 
that parents are behind her. “We 
appreciate being part of the loop,” 
Vazquez says. “The upgrading [of 
the teaching force] is to benefit the 
kids and the community.” 

sorensen sAys she AlwAys knew she 
would be an educator. Her mother 
and aunt were teachers. But, per-
haps because she had her own ideas 
about how classes should be run, 
she wasn’t a model student. 

“I would sit in high school class-
es and tell teachers, ‘This is dumb. 
This isn’t working,’” Sorensen says. 
Some teachers thought she had a 
behavior disorder.

Sorensen grew up in middle-
class suburban Park Ridge and Mor-
ton Grove, worlds away from the 
area around Clemente. The school 
is located in West Town, a commu-
nity that is now rapidly gentrifying; 
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most students come from neigh-
boring Humboldt Park, a predomi-
nantly Latino, lower-income neigh-
borhood.

As the child of a single mom, So-
rensen says she “saw the disparity 
between the haves and the have-
nots pretty early.” She viewed edu-
cation as an equalizer, a way to help 
students “get in the game, so that 
they’re not disenfranchised any-
more,” she says.

After high school, Sorensen had 
to start out at a community col-
lege, something that Vazquez says 
helps her relate to the obstacles that 
Clemente students face. “We were 
looking for someone who under-
stood the kids and the community, 
someone who knew how hard it was 
for kids to get that 2.5 GPA, someone 
who was passionate about educat-
ing all the kids, including the special 
ed kids,” Vazquez says. “As parents, I 
think we hit the Lotto.”

Many of the changes Sorensen 
has made—such as the prospective 
IB program, an initiative of Mayor 
Rahm Emanuel—were requested 
first by the Humboldt Park Commu-
nity Advisory Council. The neigh-
borhood-based advisory councils 
were part of a school-improvement 
process that began several years ago 
under former CEO Ron Huberman, 
but the councils’ ideas were largely 
ignored by the new administration. 

Sorensen says that at the council’s 
suggestion, she has also launched 
dual-enrollment courses, a legal 
clinic, and programs to get students 
to enroll at Northeastern Ilinois 
University, University of Illinois at 
Chicago, and Columbia College. 

Vazquez sees other tangible evi-
dence of improvement: Teachers 
who “weren’t there for the right rea-
sons” are gone, the school is being 
run better and students are getting 
the help they need, such as testing 
for special education and bringing 
in parents for conferences when 
needed. 

“Those are the little things that 
weren’t being done before,” Vazquez 
says.

Sorensen is more circumspect 
about the school’s progress. “We still 
struggle with teacher capacity and 
willingess on some levels, but it is 

much reduced this year,” she says.
Julio Urrutia, deputy director of 

the Puerto Rican Cultural Center, 
says that, unlike the former princi-
pal, Sorensen has gotten communi-
ty groups to feel invested in what’s 
happening at the school. “This is 
a community that is very well-or-
ganized, in terms of [groups] that 
provide different services. Marcey 
has been able to tap that in some ef-
fective ways,” Urrutia says. “[Princi-
pals] are a gate-keeper, so they can 
let you in or keep you out.”

One example: As part of a Cul-
tural Center program that helped 
students apply to college, Sorensen 
had Clemente’s counselors follow 
up individually with students who 
were supposed to be headed to col-
lege; 26 students had been accepted 
at Northeastern Illinois University, 
but none had registered.

Home visits and phone calls got 
22 students to commit to bus trips 

and a six-session “boot camp” at 
the university, where they will get 
additional instructions on how to 
register. If any of them don’t show 
up, “we’ll go back out to their hous-
es and do some more stalking,” So-
rensen says. 

Sorensen won over community 
groups not only by welcoming them 
into the building, but also by mak-
ing social-emotional learning a pri-
ority, starting anger management 
and trauma groups as well as peace 
circles. That focus first took root at 
Tilden, where, Sorensen recalls, “the 
kids were like sponges. They were 
thirsty for attention, for guidance, 
care, and structure.”

At clemente, social-emotional 
learning intersects with another fo-
cus of Sorensen’s: reliance on data.

Porter says that, unlike some 
other principals, Sorensen is com-
fortable with new ways of thinking 
and recognizes that “education has 
become more data-driven. The data 
should be used not only to make the 

teaching better, but also the experi-
ences of the students.” 

Clemente now has a custom-
designed database, called Students 
Performance Tracking System, 
where teachers report attendance, 
low grades, such as D’s and F’s on 
assignments, and disciplinary is-
sues, as well as strategies being 
tried to resolve the problems. Even 
brief interventions are to be entered 
in the system so administrators 
and teachers get “real-time” data 
about how students are doing—so 
they can intervene—and what is 
working—so they keep doing what 
is successful). The school is working 
on making sure peace circles and 
restorative justice interventions get 
logged in the system.

“You have all been trained. You 
will all be leading circles,” Assistant 
Principal Tina Menendez told school 
administrators. “The difference this 
year is, you do a circle, you have to 

put it in SPTS—even if it’s a confer-
ence between two [students].”

Administrators, teachers and 
the care team follow-up with stu-
dents to resolve whatever might be 
causing problems. “Equity is not 
every kid getting the same thing,” 
says Sorensen, who credits the UIC 
program with teaching the impor-
tance of individualized support for 
students. “It’s every kid getting what 
they need.” 

Teachers and administrators are 
“first-responders” when students 
show signs of being in trouble, So-
rensen tells staff members gathered 
to review data in early July.  “You 
may not know how to handle it, but 
you should get that kid services or 
support through a referral.” 

That idea represents a “paradigm 
shift,” she acknowledges later—one 
that some people are struggling to 
accept as part of their job. 

At another summer session, a 
team of administrators and coun-
selors go over disciplinary data that 
show the rate of low-level offenses 

has decreased by 65 percent. But of-
fenses at Level 4 through 6—which 
generally call for suspensions—
have increased by 10 percent.

Staff members discuss what 
worked and what didn’t with the 
new system, and note that the in-
crease in less-serious fights points 
to a need for more conflict resolu-
tion sessions. 

The team also notices that stu-
dents who are coming back from a 
suspension are not getting help to 
re-acclimate to school. One team 
member suggests having someone 
on duty during 1st period every day 
to help kids transition back into the 
school setting. 

The data suggest that teachers 
are recognizing their role as “first 
responders,” with the care team 
getting referrals for nearly 300 stu-
dents. Of those, 83 were screened 
and sent to anger management or 
trauma coping groups, and 85 per-
cent of teachers said the support 
helped improve students’ behavior.  

But, on the other hand, the data 
show that a third of staff members 
got no feedback on a specific refer-
ral they made, and some clinicians 
didn’t have time or willingness to 
screen students. 

Sorensen sees a red flag in the fact 
that students who were in a trauma 
group had better attendance and 
behavior, but showed no improve-
ment in grades. “How are we giving 
out grades?” she says. “Is it possible 
a student is coming to class and just 
not learning?” 

To her, the possibility should be 
unthinkable.

“kids should grow in terms of aca-
demic achievement if they are pres-
ent and displaying a willingess to 
learn,” Sorensen says. It’s a philoso-
phy that doesn’t always sit well with 
teachers, who have to deal with stu-
dents who don’t turn in homework 
and frequently seem not to care. 

But, Sorensen explains, “If there 
is no willingess on a students’ part, 
then we have to begin to dig in on 
the why—not just allow them to 
continue to experience failure.”

Finding teachers who buy in to 
her philosophy has been Sorensen’s 
greatest struggle. In late July, she 

“equity is not every kid getting 
the same thing. it’s every kid 

getting what they need.” 
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says that she will be sprinting all 
the way to the start of the year to ac-
complish this. 

“We have quite a few positions 
to fill. We have interviewed quite a 
few people, and we are not finding 
quality candidates,” she says. “This 
is what is keeping me up at night.”  
Since she’s a UIC graduate student, 
Sorensen at one point contacted 
university professors to ask if they 
could send any high-quality candi-
dates her way.

In interviews with prospective 
teachers, Sorensen, her assistant 
principals, and department chairs 
share the responsibility of rating 
them and the practice lessons they 
teach summer school students.  But 
many of the teachers had little or 
no experience, and those with ex-
perience often did not fully develop 
their teaching skills. As a result, the 

quality of candidates is thin. Even 
UIC couldn’t help with candidates, 
she notes.

“There is a huge disconnect be-
tween teacher education programs 
and what teaching looks like on the 
ground,” she says. One week, So-
rensen and her panel interview pro-
spective science teachers and give 
many candidates bad reviews.

By the start of the school year, So-
rensen had put dozens of hours into 
finding exactly the right teachers—
people who are on board with her 
ideas—who are willing to push each 
other to do better, have high expec-
tations, and make sure students get 
whatever it is that they need—and 
are also able to teach engaging les-
sons and have content knowledge 
down pat. Just under half of the 
teachers she hired were veterans, 
including teachers who lost their 

jobs because of turnarounds and 
other teachers from a mix of high 
schools across the city.

Sorensen, who believes in invest-
ing in teacher development, plans 
to use federal School Improvement 
Grant money to pay teachers extra 
to stay after school for lesson plan-
ning and training.

Sorensen wants to develop an at-
mosphere where faculty members 
are up-front about teaching prac-
tice. “That is the thing that revolu-
tionizes and changes schools, when 
adults can sit and talk about prac-
tice and have it not be personal,” 
Sorensen says.

Doing so will be a massive 
change for Clemente because, So-
rensen says, teachers had not got-
ten substantive feedback on their 
performance for years. “There was 
so much change that had to hap-

pen, from every corner, from every 
nook and cranny of this building,” 
Sorensen says. One example: When 
she first arrived at Clemente, more 
than 400 students were not on track 
to graduate. Some students were 21 
and no longer entitled to be enrolled 
in a public high school, but had only 
three credits. 

Asking teachers about the situ-
ation, Sorensen says, “felt to some 
people like I was blaming them. The 
information itself made people un-
comfortable.”

Sorensen is up-front about her 
own personal challenges, including 
the need to have clear expectations, 
give staff the support needed to 
meet those expectations, and work 
harder to develop trust.

“Because if there is no trust, peo-
ple can’t have the honest dialogue 
to improve.” 

At a student orientation before school begins, Assistant Principal Tina Menendez, Principal Marcey Sorensen and other staff members mingle with parents and students 
while handing out information.  [Photo by Marc Monaghan]
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By Sarah Karp

Dressed in a gray suit, Doug 
Maclin stood behind a 
podium facing the panel 
of CPS board members, 

looking a bit uncomfortable. He was 
at the May meeting to brag about 
the changes he had accomplished 
during his short tenure as principal 
of Chicago Vocational Career 
Academy.

 Misconduct reports and suspen-
sions were down. Attendance was 
up, to 80 percent from 68 percent. 
And though Maclin didn’t know 
it at the time, academics were on 
the upswing: The number of stu-
dents who met or exceeded stan-
dards on the Prairie State Achieve-
ment Exam rose 2 percentage 
points last year, and the average 
ACT score increased by 0.4 points, 
a small but statistically significant 
improvement.

One factor that Maclin didn’t 
bring up, and that none of the 
board members asked him about, 
was CVCA’s faculty: The very teach-
ers who were responsible for the 
improvements were handed pink 
slips when the district decided to 
pursue a turnaround at CVCA. Un-
der the official turnaround process, 
every staff member must re-apply 
for his or her job.

Maclin was not immune, though 
he arrived at CVCA less than a year 
ago, in August 2011. He had to go 
through a three-part interview to 
keep his job.

“I was put through the wringer,” 
Maclin later said of the experience.

This school year promises to put 

Maclin through the wringer again 
as he faces substantial pressure. He 
is one of the few principals to keep 
his job at a badly failing school that 
became a turnaround. In turn, Ma-
clin kept a significant number of 
CVCA’s existing teachers. 

But if he and his staff can sub-
stantially improve CVCA, they will 
raise a critical question about turn-
arounds: Is it worth the expense and 
disruption to fire an entire staff if a 
failing school can be improved with-
out it, by a principal who doesn’t fit 
neatly into the district’s mold?

An October 2012 report from the 
Annenberg Institute on School Re-
form at Brown University came to 
similar skeptical conclusions about 
turnarounds and other strategies 
that rely chiefly on firing and replac-
ing old staff. The report said such 
drastic strategies are more likely to 
further disrupt failing schools than 
to improve them.

mAclin is skepticAl of turnarounds, 
pointing out lackluster academic 
results so far at high schools, where 
ACT scores declined last year.  

He also bristles at the “non-ne-
gotiable” procedures—listed in the 
many binders handed to him by the 
district’s turnaround gurus—that 
he had to agree to in order to keep 
his job. For one, CVCA now must do 
“hall sweeps” in exactly the same 
way as all other turnarounds. The 
only exception is that instead of 
playing the Chicago Bulls theme 
song during passing periods, Ma-
clin plays classical music.

Turnarounds also must use the 
same discipline strategy, the Boys 

Town Education ModelSM, which 
has specific behaviors students 
must engage in and a step-by-step 
process for interacting with misbe-
having students.

The Boys Town model is OK for 
some teachers, but a hindrance to 
others, Maclin believes. It ensures 
that all teachers use a similar lan-
guage in addressing students. But 
veteran teachers have their own 
strategies for dealing with teens, 
he says, and these are often more 
effective. 

“Sometimes a ‘mama look’ can 
correct behavior,” Maclin explains. 
“These systems take what might 
happen naturally and make it un-
natural.”

Rigid procedures and require-
ments stand in stark contrast to 
Maclin’s personality—“I am infor-
mal,” he says. And, unlike some 
turnaround principals who have 
been described as bull-dogs or mil-
itary sergeants, Maclin is friendly 

and easy-going, often dressed in 
dark blue-jeans, CVCA polo shirts 
and comfortable shoes, such as 
Timberland boots.  

His background and his aspi-
rations are different, too. Maclin 
didn’t go through any of the dis-
trict’s preferred principal training 
programs. He earned a master’s 
degree in education and business 
from Loyola University 15 years 
ago and then a Type 75 adminis-
trator’s certificate. And he plans 
to stay at CVCA for the long haul, 
while many of the young go-getters 
now leading schools are more likely 
than not to leave in short order. So 
far, turnaround principals have 
stayed on the job for an average of 
three years, and only about a third 
of all principals now stay in their 
job more than five years, according 
to analyses by Catalyst Chicago.

“I want to stay here 30 years,” 
Maclin says. “I want to retire from 
here and collect my pension.”

Even so, Maclin exemplifies 
some of the important attributes 
that CPS and education experts 
have concluded a principal must 
have in order to bring dramatic 
change to a failing urban school.

CPS leaders recently crafted a 
set of five competencies, or skills, 
that a prospective principal must 
demonstrate, such as the ability to 
assess classroom instruction and 
engage and develop faculty. Ma-
clin seems to have those qualities; 
for one, he has a good relationship 
with teachers but presses them to 
improve instruction, assess stu-
dents frequently and to re-teach 
material students don’t get. 

The turnaround test
principal doug maclin kept his job when chicago Vocational became a 

turnaround high school. many of his teachers stayed too. 
their goal is to make cVcA more than a failing school of last resort

CHiCAgo voCAtionAl 
nEigHboRHooD:  � Avalon Park

MEDiAn HoUSEHolD inCoME, 2010  �
CEnSUS: $37,298

Student enrollment: �  827

PERCEnt lAtino:  � 1.2%

PERCEnt blACk:  � 98.1%

AvERAgE ACt SCoRE:  � 14.7

StUDEntS MEEting StAtE  �
StAnDARDS on PSAE: 6.2%

Note: Data are from the 2011-2012 school 
year unless otherwise noted

Sources: Chicago Public Schools, City of 
Chicago, 2010 Census
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Maclin also has a sense of ur-
gency—and successful turnaround 
specialists have a “religious zeal” 
about them and know how to deal 
with resistance, says Daniel Duke, a 
professor of educational leadership 
at the University of Virginia’s Curry 
School of Education.

Lucy Steiner, a senior consul-
tant for Public Impact, agrees that 
turnaround principals need to be 
intense about their work. Like CPS, 
Steiner has a list of necessary skills, 
but hers focuses more on personal 
traits, such as persistence, self-con-
fidence and a drive to achieve. 

Steiner and Duke both say it is 
tough to figure out who will be the 
right person for the job when sit-
ting across from them at an inter-
view table.

“There is no magic formula,” 
Duke says.

Both experts also doubt that 
an educator can really be trained 
to be a “change-agent” principal, 
someone who can transform a high 
school that has been failing for de-
cades. So much has to do with who 
the person is and how he or she ap-
proaches a situation.

Even a principal who has all of 
the desired qualities is more likely 
to fail than succeed, as evidenced 
by the low success rate of high 
school turnarounds, Duke notes.

At cVcA, mAclin resisted pressure 
from above to make wholesale 
change. At turnaround schools, at 
least 85 percent of the staff is usually 
sent packing, but Maclin kept about 

40 percent of his teachers (which is 
the limit under turnaround policy). 
Nationally, most school districts opt 
for a less-drastic turnaround, called 
transformation, because of the diffi-
culty of finding enough new, stellar 
teachers. With that same concern, 
Maclin was apt to keep the good 
teacher he already knew, unless a 
new applicant was a superstar.

In general, Maclin is hesitant 
to hire brand-new teachers, given 
the challenges of working in urban 
schools. The exception: Central of-
fice required him to hire at least 
one Teach for America candidate. 
Maclin decided to hire two because 
he didn’t want the TFA teacher to 
be alone in the new environment. 
Both rookies have a mentor.

On the flip side, Maclin also re-

quired older teachers to take on 
student teachers, who might be 
able to clue them in to some inno-
vations in teaching.

“It goes both ways,” Maclin says. 
“You can’t fire everyone.”

Eight percent of the new hires 
are teachers and staff who followed 
Maclin from South Shore High 
School of the Fine Arts, a former 
small school at the old South Shore 
campus on 70th Street. Under Ma-
clin’s leadership, it was the only one 
of the four small schools to make it 
off academic probation. 

Lamont Bryant, the former 
championship basketball coach at 
Marshall High School in Garfield 
Park, worked with Maclin at South 
Shore until it was closed. Bryant 
then got a job at Dunbar Academy, 

Doug Maclin took over Chicago Vocational Career Academy in August 2011. A few months later, he was told the school was slated to become a turnaround. Typically, 
principals are fired when schools are turned around, but Maclin reapplied for his job and kept it.  [Photo by Cristina Rutter]



the Principal Factor

14   Catalyst In Depth  Fall 2012

but halfway through last year, when 
Maclin had an opening, Bryant 
jumped at the chance to work with 
him again.

“Mac is special,” Bryant says. 
Maclin’s relationship with his 

staff even endured September’s 
teachers strike. Whereas other 
principals say the strike created a 
rift between administration and 
teachers, Maclin picks up an over-
sized greeting card that was signed 
by the teachers. He brought them 
water and coffee.

And while he worried about 
the momentum with the teachers 
being lost, a strange thing hap-
pened while teachers were picket-
ing together. The veterans became 
friends with the newbies, develop-
ing a sense of camaraderie  that 
hadn’t been there before.

But Maclin says the looming 
strike might have kept some 

students from coming to school on 
Sept. 4, the true first day. CVCA was 
projected to have 996 students—up 
from 655 the year before. The first 
week of school 137 students did not 
show up. Once the strike was over, 
80 of those 137 arrived.

“We are still trying to locate the 
rest of the students,” says Maclin, 
noting that some of them got last 
minute spots in charter schools or 
other places.  

inside the mAssiVe cVcA building, 
the first thing that Maclin shows off 
illustrates his approach to his job. 
In the space that formerly housed 
the main office, Maclin removed 
staff mailboxes and the time-card 
machine, relocated the clerks, had 
the room painted light blue and 
transformed it into a student cen-
ter, with computers and desks for 
each of the class presidents.

Maclin wanted to give the space 
to the students because it has the 
best Internet connection in the 
building. The move also lets stu-
dents know they are the focus of the 
school, he says.

One summer day, junior class 
president Matthew Covington stops 
by and Maclin tells him to get with 
the business manager to pick out 
office furniture.

“He runs the school,” Maclin 
says of Matthew. “He is the real 
principal.”

Matthew smiles.
Tracey Johnson, the former chair 

of the local school council and cur-
rent head of the parent advisory 
committee, says she has had good 
relationships with all of the princi-
pals who have led the school since 
her daughter first enrolled. But 
Maclin stands out because “he’s all 
about the students,” Johnson says.

Maclin says his philosophy as 
principal stems from two sources: 
his training to be a small schools 
leader and the wisdom handed 
down to him by his parents—his 
mother was a teacher and his fa-
ther worked in the steel mills.

The small schools training 
taught him that a key to being a 
principal is communicating the 
idea: “I see the potential in you. You 
can count on me.”

“For me, it is about personaliza-
tion,” Maclin says. He sees him-
self in the teenagers walking the 
halls at CVCA and in fact, grew up 
nearby in Roseland. “They look like 
me,” he says. “I want these kids to 
be successful.”

Vernal Breashears, a retired as-
sistant principal at South Shore 
High School of Entrepreneur-
ship who initially hired Maclin as 
a teacher, believes the attention 

Chicago Vocational Principal Doug Maclin counsels a student, telling him he cannot isolate himself from the rest of the class. Maclin instructed one of the school’s City 
Year volunteers to keep tabs on the young man and give him updates.  [Photo by Cristina Rutter]



Maclin gives students encourages 
them to behave and achieve. “You 
can’t get around love,” she says.

Though the small schools con-
cept has lost much of its luster in 
the education world, Breashears 
and Maclin both insist that many 
of the concepts remain valid, espe-
cially for struggling schools in poor 
neighborhoods.

Student cohorts are one of those 
concepts, keeping students togeth-
er throughout a school day so that 
all their classes are with the same 
group of teachers. Teachers can 
communicate better with each oth-
er about their students, who other-
wise might get lost in a big school, 
says Breashears.

“So if Johnny is coming to one 
class and then ducking out every 
day at 1:30, the teachers might real-
ize that and try to figure out what 
is going on,” Breashears says. “Is he 
leaving to go to a job? Does he have 
to pick up a little sister? It allows 
teachers to do a deep dive.”

Maclin plans to put the cohort 
model in place at CVCA, as enroll-
ment grows.

Another small schools carryover 
is the idea that students should 
have some contact with their 
school five times over the summer. 
To accomplish this, Maclin used his 
own discretionary budget to pay for 
Freshman Connection and Step Up, 
programs that give extra academic 
support to incoming 9th-graders 
who are behind. He also held an 
orientation for each grade level, 
plus two school-wide social events.

Among the initiAtiVes that Maclin 
is most proud of is an incentive 
program based on something he 
learned from his steelworker fa-
ther: Students should be rewarded 
for doing well.

“He would give money to me 
and my siblings for grades, and he 
would get 100 White Castle ham-
burgers and give them to the kids 
in the neighborhood who did well,” 
Maclin recalls.

At CVCA, honors students are 
not just those who get good grades, 
but also those with good atten-
dance and behavior. 

“Perfect attendance is $50 [off of 
the student fee]. Good attendance, 

less than three days absent, is $25,” 
Maclin told parents and students 
at freshman orientation last sum-
mer. “A’s are $10. So if you get seven 
A’s, multiply by 10 and you get $70. 
I know you are going to clap for 
that.”

“Students feel themselves on the 
right path, and they feel proud,” 
Maclin says.

In addition to individual achieve-
ment, Maclin wants students to feel 
that they are working together with 
their classmates. Senior Maque 
McMiller says Maclin told her class 
that if they did better on the ACT, he 
would take them all to Great Amer-
ica amusement park. McMiller is 
one of the stars of her class—she is 
on the honor roll and is taking dual-
enrollment classes at a local col-
lege—but she took the challenge to 
work with her classmates to get ev-
eryone prepared. The result: Scores 
rose, and the class made the trip.

Of the three principals who 

have come and gone since she en-
rolled at CVCA, Maclin is the best, 
says Maque. “Things have changed 
dramatically,” she says. “People are 
not always fighting and arguing. He 
asks us what we want and rewards 
us for what we do.”

Maclin says he has a secret agen-
da with the trips he chooses. Rather 
than take students to a movie the-
ater in the community, he takes 
them to Schaumburg or another 
suburb, to a different Chicago 
neighborhood or to an unusual 
restaurant. He also takes them on 
college tours.

“I want them to be exposed to 
things,” Maclin says. “I don’t want 
to take them from one poor neigh-
borhood to another poor neigh-
borhood.”

His larger message is simple, 
but important to counteract the 
negative messages many of his 
students get in their communities: 
“Good kids win.”

Maclin is clearly excited about 
all the new initiatives at the school, 
including plans to turn CVCA into a 
specialty STEM school with a cur-
ricular focus on science, technol-
ogy and math. But he is quick to 
admit that it is a work in progress. 
“Not everything is perfect. Far from 
perfect. But we are trying.”

In addition to the incentives, he 
has brought in a lot more supports, 
including six off-duty police offi-
cers and 10 City Year volunteers. 

Maclin explains that the students 
respect police officers and that he 
wants them around to prevent stu-
dents from acting out, not to arrest 
more of them. The off-duty police 
officers also do house visits, some-
thing that he wouldn’t make the 
teachers do, considering some of 
the dangers in the neighborhoods.

“Our teachers are here to teach, 
not to be truant officers,” he says.

One day in September, it is evi-
dent why he wants the extra staff on 

hand. Maclin walks into a science 
class where the teacher has a food 
label on a projector and is asking 
questions based on it. “How much 
protein does tofu have?” she says. 

A girl, named Jasmine, answers.
A boy is sitting on a desk near a 

window. He is out of the eye sight 
of the teacher and she acts like she 
doesn’t see him. Maclin walks over 
to him. After a minute or two, the 
boy gathers his book and heads to a 
desk toward the back. Maclin rests 
his hand on the boy’s shoulder and 
directs him to a desk in the middle.

On his way out of the class, he 
stops and talks to a City Year volun-
teer. He hands her a sheet of paper 
with the boy’s name on it. “I want 
daily updates,” he says. “I don’t like 
that the boy is being isolated.”

As Maclin walks down the hall, he 
spots a skinny boy with dreadlocks. 
“Why aren’t you in class?” he asks 
him. The boy continues walking, but 
gets intercepted by Dean LaTasha 

Taylor. Maclin has deans on every 
floor who work the hall along with 
the security guards. “Where are you 
going?” Taylor asks.

“To ROTC,” the boy says. 
“You are late,” Taylor says.
As he walks away, but still within 

his earshot, Maclin tells the dean 
that the boy is smart as he tested 
into an accelerated math and sci-
ence program. “I saw him do math. 
He is a genius,” Maclin says.

Taylor bristles a bit at this de-
scription. “He is getting his sched-
ule changed by next week,” she 
says.

Maclin later says he suspects 
Taylor is trying to get him put in the 
regular education track because he 
is acting out and perhaps not per-
forming in class. But Maclin won’t 
let that happen, he says. The fresh-
man boy has several cousins in the 
school and they are not studious. 
“They are street,” he says. “He needs 
to be away from his cousins.”  

Next week, Maclin starts his 
monthly town hall meetings with 
students. At the meeting, Maclin 
tries to impart some of the wisdom 
his parents handed down to him. 
His favorite saying, one he repeats 
often to students, comes from his 
mother. “She would tell me that by 
the time you are 30, you should be 
doing something,” he says. “I al-
ways knew I had up until I was 30” 
to get out of school and get a job.

He also talks to the students 
about resilience. In glowing terms, 
he talks about his father, who had 
a 6th- grade education but brought 
up a cadre of responsible, respect-
able children. There’s also the girl 
Maclin remembers from South 
Shore High School of Fine Arts, 
who had one leg markedly shorter 
than the other but was one of the 
best dancers at the school.

After talking about everyone 
else, Maclin mentions, off-hand 
and seemingly as an after-thought, 
that he goes to dialysis three times 
a week. Being sick didn’t stop him 
either.

“I tell [students] that there are 
no victims here, that no one owes 
them anything.”

Tell us what you think. Leave a comment 
at www.catalyst-chicago.org or send an 
email to karp@catalyst-chicago.org.
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“things have changed dramatically. people 
are not always fighting and arguing. 

[principal maclin] asks us what we want 
and rewards us for what we do.”
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