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Ticket to 
opportunity
A special diversity initiative has given promising black students 
from the worst elementary schools a seat in top high schools. 
But the program’s success won’t close the gap for poorer 
students who need better prospects for a good education.



By Lorraine Forte 
Editor-in-Chief

Every year, a high-stakes gamble 
begins. 

Parents across Chicago take 
their children to be tested for se-

lective elementary schools and programs, 
the first step in a potentially make-or-
break scenario. The district has 16 schools 
and programs for gifted students starting 
as kindergarteners—plus 10 more for older 
elementary students—and these schools 
and programs send large numbers of stu-
dents on to the district’s gems: the selec-
tive high schools that invariably score at 
the top of the heap on state achievement 
tests and offer students a broad array of 
rigorous courses, engaging electives and 
enriching after-school activities.

Although the outcome is high-stakes, 
the scenario is not really much of a gam-
ble. The odds are overwhelmingly in favor 
of children from higher-income families, 
who are disproportionately more likely to 
take the test and secure admission to gift-
ed programs, according to an analysis in 
this issue of Catalyst In Depth. The trend 
is most apparent at the elementary level, 
the analysis found: Children who live in 
the highest-income census tracts are four 
times more likely to take the test for el-
ementary gifted programs than children 
from the lowest-income tracts.

The analysis provides clear evidence of 
the opportunity gap: Lower-income chil-
dren, most of them black and brown, are 
more likely to be shut out of the chance 
to attend elementary schools that offer 
rich curricula and would give them the 
best shot at gaining admission to top high 
schools. Students of color end up playing 
catch-up in a game that’s rigged against 
them from the start and favors students 
whose parents have more knowledge and 
financial means to give their children ad-
vantages at the starting gate. 

The definition of what constitutes “gift-
edness” is not clear-cut, but science is clear 
on one point: Innate intelligence or talent 
is not determined by race or family income. 
A child living in Chicago’s Austin neighbor-
hood is just as likely to have advanced in-

tellectual capacity, or strong artistic or mu-
sical talent, as a child of the Gold Coast or 
Manhattan’s Upper East Side. 

Too often in education, higher-income 
students benefit from the Lake Wobegon 
effect: They all end up above average, no 
matter where they start out. 

In contrast, lower-income children are 
likely to fall further behind even when 
they start out ahead. A 2010 report, “The 
Achievement Trap,” analyzed data from 
three national longitudinal studies and 
found high-achieving, low-income 1st-
graders were more likely to fall behind 
academically compared to high-achieving 
children from wealthier backgrounds.

Stuck in schools with meager resources 
and classrooms with lackluster teaching, 
the low-income students quickly became 
bored, their potential going untapped. 

SometimeS, Small-Scale effortS can 
change the equation.

Under former CEO Ron Huberman, 
the district was freed from a long-stand-
ing federal consent decree on desegrega-
tion. For years, the decree had maintained 
diversity at its most elite high schools by 
capping the percentage of seats awarded 
to white students. Once the decree was 
lifted, though, Huberman feared the 
schools would become too homogeneous 
and pioneered an initiative that gave 100 
seats to promising students from the dis-
trict’s lowest-achieving, virtually all-black 
elementary schools.

CPS has quietly continued Huberman’s 
initiative. Not every student to be offered 

a spot has accepted it. Not every student 
who accepted a spot has stayed on. Among 
the first group of students, now juniors, 20 
percent transferred out to other schools. 

The young people who persevered, de-
spite being woefully underprepared aca-
demically, told Catalyst Chicago that their 
experience has been life-changing. 

One young man, who chafed at the 
strict discipline of his elementary school, 
appreciates the more relaxed, creative at-
mosphere at Whitney Young. “I am not a 
bad kid,” he says. “I just don’t appreciate 
restrictions.” 

Another young man, initially “freaked 
out” by the low grades he received on his 
first progress report, reached out to teach-
ers for help and gave up his spot on the 
basketball team to devote more time to 
his studies. “I just thought to myself, if I 
try hard, I can do it,” he says.

Small-scale initiatives cannot be ex-
pected to erase broader inequities. The 
district is trying to level the playing field 
for students who end up in neighborhood 
high schools—offering more Advanced 
Placement classes, International Bac-
calaureate curricula and STEM (science, 
technology, engineering and math) pro-
grams. The large-scale success of these 
plans is still a question mark, however.

What’s not in doubt is that students—
including young black men, who are too 
often stigmatized and stereotyped as 
loud, unruly and unintelligent—are eager 
to excel and looking for a challenge. 

A chance for a good education shouldn’t 
be a high-stakes gamble.

From the Editor
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Closing the opportunity gap
CouRSE oFFERingS
A student who attends Harlan High, a neighborhood school on the South Side, has far fewer 
opportunities to take rigorous courses than a student at Northside College Prep, a selective 
school on the North Side. Both schools have about the same number of students. 

  
ElECtivE 
EngliSh

AP 
EngliSh

ElECtivE 
mAth

AP 
mAth

othER 
AP

othER 
ElECtivES

ARt, 
muSiC

FoREign 
lAnguAgE

Harlan High School 1 1 3 1 3 27 7 2

Northside College Prep 13 2 6 4 19 15 38 5

Note: The columns for electives include honors courses. At Harlan, “other electives” include those in the school’s career and 
technical education program, which focuses on engineering.

Source: School catalogues



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 

Photographers
Joe Gallo
Marc Monaghan
Lucio Villa

Ernesto Matias, chair

Cecile Carroll, vice chair

Cate Cahan

Anthony Cappetta

Warren Chapman

Brenda Eiland Williford

Rod Estvan

Brian Fabes

Adelina Flores

Emily Krone

Michael Lach

Lila Leff

Efrain Martinez

Stacy McAuliffe

Josephine Norwood

Anne Prendergast

Evan Roberts

Carmen Rodriguez

Alfred Tatum

Wanda Taylor 

Cheryl Watkins

EDITORIAL ADVISORY BOARD

Catalyst Chicago is an editorially independent news 
service of Community Renewal Society. 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, McCormick 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 Linda Lenz at (312) 673-3848 or 
lenz@catalyst-chicago.org.

EmAIl 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.

© 2013 Community Renewal Society.

Erin Leuschel, an Advanced Placement language and composition teacher at Rickover Naval Academy, guides a team of students as 
they prepare for a debate about fairness in the legal system. [Photo by Marc Monaghan]

getting a chance

The opportunity gap starts early for low-income students 
in Chicago: Only 1 percent of children in the poorest 
census tracts take the test for gifted elementary schools 

that send many students on to the best high schools. 
cOVER STORY: PAGE 4

11   Limited options
Meager course offerings are a routine problem at small neighborhood 
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More black and Latino students are taking Advanced Placement 
courses, but pass rates on AP exams have yet to rise at the same pace. 
Schools are using teacher training, extra review sessions and other 
strategies to close the gap.
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How a teacher at Rickover Naval Academy prepares her students for 
Advanced Placement writing. 
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ON ThE cOVER: Anthony Wiggins (left) and Jakori Lesure are now juniors at Whitney Young High School. They came to Young 
through a special program designed to help students from the lowest-achieving elementary schools get a spot in the top high 
schools. Although they initially struggled academically, they say coming to Young has been a good experience. [Photo by Joe Gallo]
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By Sarah Karp

In 2008, a federal judge freed CPS from the 
dictates of a long-standing desegregation 
decree that had kept at least some racial 
balance in the district’s elite selective 
schools. 

To try and maintain that balance in four selec-
tive high schools—Walter Payton, Jones, North-
side College Prep and Whitney Young, bar-none 
the best high schools in the city—CPS officials 
started a program that offers seats to promising 
black students from the district’s worst elemen-
tary schools, who otherwise would not have 
qualified for admission.

The district has quietly kept the initiative go-
ing and expanded it to Lane and Lindblom. At 
the same time, the diversity at the top selective 
high schools has shifted. Since 2005, the number 
of Latino students in CPS has increased by 7 per-
cent, but the number at these selective schools 
has only risen by 2 percent. 

And in 2005, black students made up about 
24 percent of students in the North Side selec-
tive high schools. Now, black students comprise 
about 17 percent, a figure that would fall to 15 
percent without the diversity initiative.

The first cohort of students in this special pro-
gram are now juniors and though some of them 

floundered academically, many have adjusted to 
the demands of a top high school 

Anthony Wiggins, a tall young man now giv-
en to wearing argyle sweaters and other preppy 
clothing, says he feels he is better off for attend-
ing Whitney Young instead of his neighborhood 
school on the far Southeast Side. But nearly 
every semester at Whitney Young has been dif-

ficult for him, and Anthony longed to be better-
prepared. 

“I was totally freaked out,” he recalls, talking 
about the geometry class he took during a sum-
mer freshman orientation. “I had never seen this 
before in my life.”

When classes began, everyone else seemed to 
be at least a year ahead of him.

For students like Anthony, the dispar-
ity in preparation starts even before elementary 
school, when parents take their 4-year-olds to 
be tested for gifted and classical elementary 
schools. These schools, as well as some North 
Side magnet schools, serve as major feeders into 
the North Side selective high schools, a report by 
WBEZ revealed last year. More than half of CPS 
elementary schools do not send any graduating 
8th-graders to these selective schools. 

In fact, a Catalyst Chicago analysis found that 
children living in high-income census tracts 
were four times more likely to take the test for 
gifted and classical schools than children in low-
income areas—even though research has found 
that intellectually gifted children are no more 
likely to be rich than poor. By the time students 
go to high school, more lower-income students 
apply for selective schools—and there are more 
seats available—but the disparity continues: 
31 of 77 community areas with low application 

Achievement gap
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Smart students from poor neighborhoods are less likely to test into gifted and classical 
elementaries. later, they are more likely to become disengaged and eventually drop 
out. a special initiative is giving some students a last-minute shot at elite programs.

Getting a chance

WhY thiS mAttERS 
CPS has a limited number of gifted and  �
classical schools, most of them on the North 
Side.  Smaller programs exist inside some 
low-income neighborhood schools.

Only 1 percent of children in lower-income  �
census tracts took the CPS entrance test for 
gifted and classical schools, compared to 4 
percent of high-income students.

More students take the admissions test for  �
selective high schools, but the disparity in 
admission is stark: 34 percent of children 
from wealthy areas are admitted, compared 
to 19 percent of students from poorer 
communities.

Many neighborhood high schools are losing  �
enrollment and lack the type of challenging 
courses that would attract good students.
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When they arrived at Whitney Young three years ago, 
Anthony Wiggins (left) and Jakori Lesure came from low-
performing elementary schools and felt as though most 
of their classmates were a year ahead of them in terms of 
knowledge and skill.  [Photo by Joe Gallo]



Achievement gap
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and acceptance rates for selective enrollment 
elementary schools continued to have low rates 
for high schools. (See charts on page 7.)

While diversity is a goal, some of the selec-
tive enrollments were opened with the intent of 
trying to keep the middle class in Chicago, says 
Timothy Devine, principal of Walter Payton Col-
lege Prep.

Former Mayor Richard M. Daley and his then-
schools CEO Paul Vallas “were trying to combat 
the brain drain that occurred at 7th or 8th grade,” 
Devine says. “We are meeting the needs of highly 
discerning students and parents.” Devine points 
out that these schools also attract teachers from 
better schools of education, teachers who other-
wise might not consider teaching in CPS.

But Donna Ford, education professor at 
Vanderbilt-Peabody College, says that under-
representation is a pervasive problem, not just 
for poor black and Latino children but also for 
children from middle-class families. Tests used 
for admissions can be biased, and some black 

and Latino parents and students shy away from 
gifted schools that are not diverse.

“The question is: ‘Who are the gatekeepers 
for parents to know about these programs?’” 
she says. “Black and Hispanic parents are rarely 
told about them. There is a lack of access to 
information.” 

Katie Ellis, CPS’ executive director of access 
and enrollment, says that her staff has in recent 
years stepped up efforts to reach out to par-
ents. Before, the staff would wait to be invited to 
schools and other venues; now they invite them-
selves, making sure to hit a variety of places. 

This year, for the first time, Ellis’ office has 
“trained the trainers,” reaching out to social 
workers, day care workers and others in the com-
munity who interact with parents, giving these 
workers information to pass along to parents.

The consequences can be devastating for 
advanced students who, for whatever reason, 
fail to get into a gifted program, Ford says. She 
equates it to children with learning disabilities 

who do not get the right support. 
A 2010 report called “The Achievement Trap” 

found that high-achieving, low-income 1st-
graders were significantly more likely to lose 
that status by 5th grade than their wealthier 
peers who had more educational opportunities. 
Later, they were twice as likely to drop out.

“They become bored, disengaged, unmoti-
vated,” Ford says. “They also might act out be-
cause they don’t have work to fill the time.” 

Jakori leSure waS on the verge of becoming 
one of those children. 

Jakori says he never took a test to get into el-
ementary school. He does not think his mother 
even knew about gifted or classical programs. 
She sent him to Catalyst-Howland Charter 
School, not because it was necessarily better 
than his neighborhood school, but because it 
was closer. Jakori was part of the first class to 
graduate from Catalyst-Howland in Austin, a 
Level 3 school, the lowest rating CPS gives. 

Whitney Young Admissions Director Augustina Bottari talks to students at an after-school mentoring program. Part of her job is to help students admitted through a 
special diversity program to navigate Whitney Young.  [Photo by Joe Gallo]
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missed opportunities
Students who attend gifted or classical elementary schools or programs are much 
more likely to gain admission to top high schools. But parents in lower-income 
neighborhoods are less likely to even complete applications for their children to 

attend these schools. Some families don’t know much 
about these schools; others don’t feel comfortable 
having their young children travel to schools 
outside the community.

The best
1. Loop
Tested: 23%
Accepted: 78% 
Median income: $78,124
Race: 63% white, 11% black, 
7% Latino; 16% Asian

2. Hyde Park
Tested: 19%
Accepted: 100% 
Median income: $45,335
Race: 47% white, 30% black, 
6% Latino; 12% Asian

3. Near South Side
Tested: 16%
Accepted: 76% 
Median income: $75,995
Race: 48% white, 28% black, 
6% Latino; 15% Asian

The worst 
1. Riverdale
Tested: 1%
Accepted: 0% 
Median income: $13,380
Race: 0% white, 96% black, 
2% Latino; 0% Asian

2. Fuller Park
Tested: 3%
Accepted: 0% 
Median income: $15,086
Race: 2% white, 92% black, 
5% Latino; 0% Asian

3. West Lawn
Tested: 1%
Accepted: 11% 
Median income: $46,891
Race: 15% white, 4% black, 
80% Latino; 1% Asian

Top and bottom three neighborhoods where 
students were tested and admitted to gifted or 
classical elementary schools. 

1

3

2

1

3

2

Fewer than 5%
5% to 10%
11% to 15%
More than 15%

Kindergarteners 
tested for gifted 
schools

Note: Percent of 3- and 4-year-olds tested.

Source: Chicago Public Schools; U.S. Census

A SElECtivE ADvAntAgE
Test-taking rates for minority students rise 
once they reach high school age. But experts say 
attending sub-par elementary schools keeps 
minority students out of competition for the top 
high schools. 

high school test takers

FRom CEnSuS tRACtS... tEStED ADmittED
noRth SiDE 

SChoolS

Below median income 8% 19% 11%

Above median income 10% 21% 16%

Double median income 11% 34% 31%

Note: Chicago’s median income is $47,371. The percent tested is based 
on the number of 10- to 14-year-olds living in the census tract. 

StRiving FoR DivERSitY
To try and maintain a diverse enrollment in North 
Side selective high schools—the toughest schools 
to get into—CPS has relied on a special initiative 
that offers seats to higher-performing students 
from some of the city’s worst elementary schools. 
Without these students, black enrollment in these 
schools would drop slightly to 15 percent. 

Racial makeup of selective high schools
  noRth SiDE WhitE blACK lAtino ASiAn

2000 28% 28% 30% 14%

2012 33% 17% 30% 13%

  South, WESt SiDES WhitE blACK lAtino ASiAn

2000 1% 99% 0% 0%

2012 2% 78% 18% 2%

Note: In 2000, CPS had six selective enrollment high schools; in 2012, 
there were 10. The newest is South Shore College Prep.

Source: Catalyst Chicago analysis of CPS data; 2010 U.S. Census

Jakori says Catalyst-Howland emphasized 
discipline. He got detentions nearly every day, 
mostly for not wearing his uniform or not tuck-
ing in his shirt or not having a belt on. “I feel like 
uniforms are a way to exercise control,” he says.

Catalyst-Howland tried to have an acceler-
ated track, Jakori says. But by the time he was 
in 6th grade, it was discontinued. “Only six stu-
dents were in it, and they decided it wasn’t worth 
wasting a teacher,” says Jakori, who is now 16.

In 8th grade, he took the test to get into a se-
lective high school. He remembers thinking that 
the math was beyond hard. “It was stuff I had 
never seen before,” he says.

The news of his results was not good. Jakori 
wasn’t accepted at any of the selective schools. 
He and his mom started looking for alternatives. 
Later that spring, he got the surprise letter offer-
ing him a spot at Whitney Young under the spe-
cial diversity program.

Austin, where Jakori lives, has no gifted or 
classical elementary schools with the type of 

curriculum needed to prepare students for top 
high schools. Seven of the 16 schools are on the 
South or Southwest side and the rest are on the 
North Side.

But even when schools are relatively close, 
some parents are reluctant to have their chil-
dren tested.

Mercedes Hunter, a social worker at Bunny-
land Day Care Development Center in Roseland, 
says she and other staff will sometimes suggest 
to parents that they apply for magnet schools or 
take their children for testing. But often, parents 
don’t pursue it.

Parents are usually looking forward to hav-
ing their children go to the school nearby, where 
brothers and sisters might already be, Hunter 
says. They also don’t like the idea of their young 
children traveling outside the neighborhood, 
even though busing is provided.

“Transportation is the big issue,” Hunter says. 
“It is up to the parent to follow up and many 
don’t.”

Uriel Montoya, education organizer for En-
lace Chicago, a community group in Little Vil-
lage, says many parents on the Southwest Side 
have no idea that such accelerated programs 
exist. “CPS needs to do a better job [of promo-
tion],” he says. 

By the time students are ready for high school, 
many have already lost any chance to go to a top 
selective school. To qualify for the test, students 
must have 7th-grade scores that are above the 
50th percentile on the ISAT in both reading and 
math.

Though some 14,000 students apply for 
about 2,000 seats in the North Side selective 
high schools, admissions officers spend much 
of October and November going to a range of el-
ementary schools to sell their programs. 

Location is also a barrier even for older stu-
dents. At Northside College Prep in North Park, 
the top-scoring high school in CPS, only about 
9 percent of the students are black and just 20 
percent are Latino. 



Achievement gap
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Northside Principal Barry Rodgers says his 
admissions director actively recruits from un-
derrepresented neighborhoods. “It is primarily 
a function of the demographic distribution of 
groups throughout the city,” he says. (Von Steu-
ben, a nearby magnet high school, is 16 percent 
black and half Latino.)

At Shoop Academy in Morgan Park, Principal 
Lisa Moreno has several perspectives: She was 
an assistant principal at Northside, one of her 
daughters attends Walter Payton and now she is 
trying to get her bright students to open up to the 

idea of going to a selective high school that may 
be across town.

Moreno says most of her parents won’t even 
go to open house events at the schools or to high 
school fairs, because they aren’t accustomed to 
traveling so far. “They don’t realize how much 
they are limiting their children,” she says.

But some of their concerns are practical. Par-
ents don’t want students traveling in the dark—
early morning or early evening—and they won-
der how their child will participate in afterschool 
activities. 

Moreno knows those concerns well: Every 
school night, she picks her daughter up from the 
Metra station. 

the initiative that landed Jakori and Anthony 
at Whitney Young was created, in part, to help 
CPS officials save face and keep selective and 
magnet schools from becoming too white once 
the desegregation decree was lifted.

Then-CEO Ron Huberman hired Richard 
Kahlenberg from The Century Foundation to 
devise a new admissions process that was based 

At an all-girls book club at Bowen High, young women discuss issues such as revenge and racism. On Wednesdays, the book club and other special classes designed by 
teachers expose students to a broader array of electives that are routinely available at selective high schools. (See story on page 11.)  [Photo by Lucio Villa]
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that didn’t make Adequate Yearly Progress—the 
federal performance benchmark—to transfer 
to schools that did. At the time, only four high 
schools met this benchmark, and they happened 
to be Whitney Young, Jones, Northside and Pay-
ton. One hundred seats would be offered.

Of the 100 students offered seats the first year, 
25 turned them down. In that first year, students 
struggled. In the next cycle, Ellis says, the cut-off 
score was raised and fewer students made the 
cut-off. But for the current school year, more 
than 100 seats were offered and about 85 stu-
dents accepted. 

Since then, the program has flown quietly un-
der the radar. The Office of Academic Enhance-
ment makes no mention of it on its website. Af-
ter the first year, students didn’t know that they 
got into the schools through the program. Some 
of the high schools did not want the students’ 
identities revealed, fearing that their classmates 
would then view them differently.

Donna Ford considers programs like these 
good strategies to provide opportunity for low-in-
come minority students to get a top-flight educa-
tion. Middle-class children who end up in neigh-
borhood schools still get more opportunities, 
she says, since their parents are more likely than 
low-income parents to be able to provide extras 
to keep them engaged in school and learning.

“I would rather err on the side of inclusion,” 
Ford says. “We are neglecting a huge portion of 
our children.” 

But getting a black child to go to a mostly 
white school, even if the school is high-perform-
ing, can be a tough sell. “They are like, ‘Hell no, I 
am not going there,’” Ford says. “They worry that 
they will be isolated. We can play games with cri-
teria, but if the reputation of the school is that 
there are no black kids, then we aren’t going to 
get them in there.” 

As admissions director at Whitney Young, Ni-
cole Neal was painstakingly aware of the privilege 
associated with the school. She often had parents 
and students begging and crying for spots. “It is 
tough, because there are so many limited options 
for people who want public education at that lev-
el,” she says. “My heart went out to the students 
and parents.”

But Neal, who is now an assistant principal at 
Shoesmith Elementary School in Kenwood, says 
she is not so sure removing bright students from 
neighborhood high schools is the best thing. 
“Why take the talent out of the community?”

“If they had gone to neighborhood schools, 
what would their experience have been?” she 
asks, referring to students who took advantage of 
the diversity transfers. “Socially they might have 
fared better. They may have had more opportu-
nity to be involved. Because it took them so long 
to get home, many of them went straight home.”

Meanwhile, principals at the selective schools 

Behind the achievement gap 
Once in selective elementary or high schools, 
black and Latino students out-perform their 
peers citywide, but do not do as well as their Asian 
and white classmates. Donna Ford, an education 
professor at Vanderbilt University in Tennessee, 
explains the sometimes-subtle factors at play. 
“The expectations of teachers are different, how 
they reinforce children is different and how they 
see children is different,” Ford says. The faculty at 
selective schools tends to be less diverse, which can 
aggravate the problem, she adds.

high SChool PRogRESS
Students of color make more gains on college-
readiness tests when they attend North Side 
selective high schools. White students at North 
Side schools showed the most growth from the 
Explore to the ACT—an average of eight points. 
The average growth at nonselective schools is only 
three points. 

noRth SiDE South SiDE

ExPloRE ACt gRoWth ExPloRE ACt gRoWth

Black 18 25 7 pts 17 21 4 pts

Hispanic 19 25 6 pts 18 22 4 pts

ExCEEDing StAnDARDS
Experts say elementary students must score at the 
“exceeds standards” level on the ISAT in order to 
demonstrate readiness for high school. 

  ‘ExCEEDing’ CPS ovERAll giFtED, ClASSiCAl

White 47% 87%

Asian/Pacific 52% 88%

Black 12% 58%

Hispanic 18% 69%

Low-income 15% 60%

Note: Does not include gifted programs inside neighborhood schools.

tEAChER DivERSitY
The CPS teaching force has become whiter overall 
in recent years, and the lack of diversity is most 
apparent in selective schools. 

WhitE blACK lAtino

Charter school 47% 19% 6%

Neighborhood elementary 45% 28% 19%

Classical, gifted elementary 59% 28% 3%

Neighborhood high school 52% 26% 11%

South Side selective 52% 31% 6%

North Side selective 65% 10% 9%

CPS overall 47% 27% 15%

Source: Catalyst Chicago analysis of Chicago Public Schools data, 
2011-2012 Illinois State Board of Education Teacher Service Records

moRE onlinE
go to www.catalyst-chicago.org to see how 
charter schools fit into the picture.

partly on grades and test scores and partly on 
socio-economic conditions. 

The bet was that socio-economic factors 
could be used as a proxy for race—but that bet 
didn’t quite work out. After the first group of stu-
dents was admitted under the new system, it was 
apparent to Huberman that the racial balance 
was going to be thrown off in the elite North Side 
selective schools.

So Huberman and his team came up with the 
idea of using provisions of the federal No Child 
Left Behind Act to allow students from schools 
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were initially concerned about the impact of the 
initiative. 

The first set of students sent to Whitney Young 
had scored 200 points lower on admissions cri-
teria than the lowest-scoring students admitted 
through the standard process. Because Whitney 
Young is centrally located and well-known in the 
black community, most students who were of-
fered a seat jumped at it. 

Principal Joyce Kenner says this put her school 
at a disadvantage compared to Payton and North-
side, which got fewer of these students. “Whitney 
Young should not be punished for doing a good 
job,” she says.

Kenner, too, suspects black students shy away 
from Northside and Payton because they don’t 

see other students like them in the school and 
there are not extracurricular activities that inter-
est them.

A lot of the students also accepted spots at 
Jones. Even before the initiative, Jones adminis-
trators were concerned that the school was los-
ing diversity and had developed a program to tar-
get 8th-grade students from under-represented 
schools.

Jones Principal Paul Powers says the school’s 
location, on the south end of downtown near 
several train and bus lines, makes it ideal to draw 
a mix of students.

among StudentS interviewed By CATALYST who 
were admitted through this initiative, many say 
they were intimidated at first. Most had been in 
all-black elementary schools. But the initial trep-
idation didn’t last, and they quickly made friends 
and found their niche at their new schools. 

The academic adjustment proved far more 
difficult. The principals at Jones, Young and Pay-
ton say they initially had money—$10,000 per 
student the first year, but none after that—to buy 
equipment like computers and graphing calcula-
tors. Some still provide bus cards for the students, 
out of their discretionary budgets.

They also continue mentoring and tutoring 
programs, which in some cases include students 
who weren’t admitted through the transfer 
program. 

Devine says there are noticeable differences 
among the transfer students—and some have 
adjusted surprisingly well.

“One student might struggle because he 
doesn’t have strong reading skills, another be-
cause of math and another because they might 
not have a nurturing home environment,” 
Devine says. “Some kids do very, very well and 
you would never know they came through the 

program. There is a spectrum.” 
At Jones, administrators expanded the Re-

sponse to Intervention program. The basic idea 
behind RtI is that schools should intervene 
when students are having problems and should 
document how or whether the interventions are 
working. 

Through this process, Jones Assistant Princi-
pal Carolyn Rownd says she realized that a lot of 
students were missing specific skills. Now, one 
freshman class each in English and math incor-
porates lessons in missing skills—for instance, 
vocabulary in American Literature. Many stu-
dents also needed to improve their grammar.

“All kids need it,” Rownd says, noting that stu-
dents admitted through the regular process also 

have academic deficits. “The best thing that came 
out of this cohort of kids was that it opened the 
door to the need for everyone to polish their skills. 
They made us do that. They gave us the kick.”

Some students say they were acutely aware 
that they were coming in at a lower academic 
level. Among the first group, 20 percent later 
transferred to other schools.

Lyric, a student at Jones, remembers crying a 
lot the first semester, frustrated that she was be-
hind her classmates.

“Mrs. Rownd would tell me to push that frus-
tration away and try it again,” says Lyric (her real 
name is not being used for privacy reasons). “She 
would ask me if I needed to go talk to the teacher. 
This motivated me to try harder and not to quit. 
It mattered to them if I did well.”

Lyric points to a desk in the main office with a 
computer on it, saying “I lived there.” At Jones, she 
quickly realized that it was better to stay at school 
and do her homework—her focus was better at 
school and she had access to the Internet.

When Lyric’s classmate, Ethan, was handed 
the letter offering him a spot a Jones, he was so 
excited he could barely read it. Then, Ethan says, 
reality set in. “I was intimated,” says Ethan (who 
also asked that his real name not be used). “I won-
dered if I was good enough. I felt like I was behind 
and I worried that I would feel really stupid.”

Ethan was salutatorian of his elementary 
school class and a straight-A student, but didn’t 
get offered a spot at any of the city’s elite schools. 
Until he got the letter, he planned to go to Julian, 
where his brother was a student.

In his first weeks at Jones, Ethan says he 
psyched himself out because he was so worried 
about keeping up. The amount of homework was 
much more intense than in elementary school. “I 
wasn’t used to bringing all my books home and 
studying,” he says.

His first progress report was no pretty sight. 
His grades fell from straight As to one D and a lot 
of Cs and Bs.

“I freaked out more than my mom,” he says.
Eventually Ethan calmed down and convinced 

himself that this was his chance to learn a lot. For 
many of the other students, the first few weeks 
were review. But Ethan says he studied everything 
he was given because much of it was new to him.

“I just thought to myself, if I try hard I can do 
it,” he says. “I just tried to reassure myself.”

He also took advantage of the outstretched 
hand from his teachers. Almost every day, he went 
to his math teacher and asked him to walk him 
through a task. Ethan also realized he had to give 
up some things, such as basketball. He made it 
on the basketball team both freshman and soph-
omore year, but each time couldn’t play through 
the season because he had too much homework.

Ethan is a loner, and Rownd says when he 
first came to Jones he was very quiet. But he has 
changed since being there. “He is who he wants 
to be,” she says.

A recurring theme among the transfer stu-
dents is one of educational opportunity and, 
perhaps more importantly, the freedom to be 
someone different than they feel they could have 
been at their neighborhood school. Lyric says she 
always imagined herself as worldly and sophisti-
cated and that going to Jones has made her into 
the young woman she dreamed of being.

Anthony complains about the travel to Whit-
ney Young, which includes depending on erratic 
buses. But he admits that his horizons have been 
expanded and he is now thinking about going to 
college in a different state, somewhere far away 
for sure. “When you come from Whitney Young, 
you can go anywhere,” he says. If he had gone 
to his neighborhood school, he believes, that 
wouldn’t have been the case.

Jakori, however, says that sometimes he thinks 
it would have been better to go to his neighbor-
hood school. Many semesters, he nearly fails his 
classes before finishing up all the work and pull-
ing his grade up to a barely C. “My mother is al-
ways on me about grades,” he says. 

But at a neighborhood school, or a charter 
school where discipline is paramount, he ac-
knowledges he might have had problems. 

At Whitney Young and other selective schools, 
discipline is expected but the school climate is 
more relaxed and has space for creativity. Jakori 
describes himself as an artist. 

When asked what he does that might get him 
into trouble in a stricter environment, Jakori 
smiles sheepishly.

“I am not a bad kid,” he says. “I just don’t ap-
preciate restrictions.”

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

“i would rather err on the side of inclusion. we are 
neglecting a huge portion of our children.”
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By Sarah Karp

The sign taped on the door 
says “No Boys Allowed.” 
Inside the room, donuts 
and small, white Styrofoam 

cups of orange juice and water sit 
on a desk.

Several young women slowly 
walk in with a look of consternation 
on their faces. “It is critical down 
there,” says one. “That is crazy,” 
says another. 

Teacher Magen Kilcoyne, whose 
curly, sandy-colored hair is pulled 
back and who is dressed in black 
cargo pants and a black “Bowen 
Class of 2012” T-shirt, shakes her 
head as she plops down copies 

of author Nathan McCall’s book 
“Makes Me Wanna Holler” on ev-
eryone’s desk. 

“The boys were at it again,” she 
says, with a quick roll of the eyes.

Earlier, during lunch, a massive 
food fight in the cafeteria turned 
into a brawl. Police were called in, 
and some students were carted off 
in two paddy wagons. Principal 
Jennifer Kirmes says it was Bowen’s 
worst day so far this year in terms of 
school climate. 

Jasmine Bennett, one of the girls 
in Mrs. K’s girls-only book club, 
says she stood against the wall, ter-
rified, as students climbed up on 
tables and jumped off onto other 
students’ heads.

Though a fight is disturbing any 
day, it is especially disappointing 
that it happened on a Wednesday, 
a day that Kirmes is trying to make 
special. On that day, students take 
a break from their regular classes 
and pick from special classes that 
include options like robotics, jour-
nalism, chorus, recycling and the 
book club run by Kilcoyne. 

The new initiative gives students 
at Bowen at least some exposure to 
the kind of electives that more elite 
schools routinely offer. Wednesday 
is also a day during which students 
can make up credits or attend 
group therapy to help them cope 
with problems such as managing 
anger or trauma.

“Intervention and extension,” 
says Kirmes, describing the initia-
tive. Though it’s new, students have 
responded, coming to school more 
regularly not only on Wednesdays 
but Thursdays as well.

Without the initiative, Bowen’s 
course offerings are bare-bones. 
Every class is one that will count 
toward graduation requirements. 

within chicago PuBlic SchoolS, 
high school course offerings vary 
drastically—from paltry, as at Bo-
wen, to robust, as at Walter Payton 
on the Near North Side. The type 
and size of the school and the skill 
level of incoming students are fac-
tors that drive the disparity. Bowen 

Limited options
at small neighborhood high schools like Bowen, course offerings are meager

compared with the bounty of classes offered at selective schools

Jasmine Bennett, a sophomore at Bowen High School, works on a self-portrait titled “Bubbles.” It is one of two dozen projects she must include in her portfolio in order to 
get credit for Advanced Placement Art.  [Photo by Lucio Villa]
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is a neighborhood high school with 
just 522 students, most of them 
with lower-level skills.

The most drastic dissimilarities 
are between high schools in impov-
erished neighborhoods with dwin-
dling populations and selective 
enrollment high schools in more 
middle-class communities. 

Payton, a selective enrollment 
school, has a 27-page, full-color 
catalog of course offerings. In it, 
students can read descriptions of 
courses ranging from 20th Century 
Global Conflicts to Advanced Jazz 
Band to a physics class focused on 
electricity and magnetism.

Payton also offers an all- honors 
curriculum for freshmen and soph-
omores; in junior and senior year, 
students can move into Advanced 
Placement classes. 

“The complexity of the texts is 
pretty significant,” says Principal 
Ted Devine. “They are college-
level.”

Meanwhile, at Bowen, the 
course offerings are summed up 
on one page. Other than the special 
Wednesday classes, the electives 
are sparse, mostly reserved for se-
niors and straightforward, like cre-
ative writing.

Kirmes says the staff is “toying” 
with the idea of an honors pro-
gram, but some teachers do not 
believe in tracking students. Until 
two years ago, Bowen was split into 
small schools, some offering hon-
ors tracks.

Most of Bowen’s incoming fresh-
men score a 12 (out of a possible 
25) on the Explore, the standard-
ized test that is the precursor to the 
ACT. The score puts Bowen among 
the bottom 10 in the district on this 
measure, with only eight other high 
schools posting worse scores.

“There are very few exceptions,” 
Kirmes says. “There will be maybe 
one 16.”

Bowen does offer several Ad-
vanced Placement classes, but 
teachers lament that students are 
not prepared for them.

During her regular history 
classes, Kilcoyne covers the U.S. 
Supreme Court’s landmark case 
Plessy v. Ferguson and the fallacy of 
separate but equal schooling. She 
points out that so much of what she 

teaches is still relevant today. 
Kilcoyne once brought a group 

of young women from Bowen to 
Payton for a tour. Not only did stu-
dents seem to be learning entirely 
different, more rigorous content, 
but the school environment was 
the polar opposite of Bowen’s. 

Payton was built in 2000 and 
has state-of-the-art equipment, 
while Bowen was built in 1910 and 
needs $38 million in repairs. Bow-
en’s disrepair is obvious, with bro-
ken ceiling tiles, old peeling paint 
and classrooms that are either too 
warm or too cold. 

For the first time, Kilcoyne says, 
the young women realized how dif-

ferent one school can be from an-
other. They were stunned.

“The conditions here are sub-
par,” Kilcoyne says. “This wouldn’t 
fly at Jones or Payton. It breaks my 
heart. It makes me want to cry.” 

At smaller neighborhood schools 
like Bowen, programmers have an 
increasingly hard time offering a 
variety of classes. If students need 
remedial coursework, such as a 
double period of reading or math, it 
often fills the time they would oth-
erwise spend on art, music or other 
electives. Many students don’t start 
working on their required language 
and art classes until junior year—
too late for them to dive into these 
subjects if they discover a propen-
sity for them.

CPS does not keep or review 
high school course catalogs on a 
centralized basis. But Mayor Rahm 
Emanuel and CPS officials have 
seemingly realized how inconsis-
tent course offerings are and how 
neighborhood schools fall short. A 
push is on to level the playing field. 

They designated five schools 
as STEM Early College schools, 
giving students an opportunity 
to go to accelerated math and 
science classes and eventually 
take community college classes. 
Also, Emanuel announced that he 
was expanding IB offerings. Five 

schools will become “wall-to-wall” 
IB schools, while five more will add 
separate IB programs. 

The ultimate goal of the IB pro-
gram is for students to earn a full-
fledged IB diploma. CPS does not 
currently track how many students 
in existing IB programs earn the 
diplomas, according to a response 
from a Freedom of Information re-
quest.

JaSmine Bennett did not exPect to 
attend Bowen. She planned to go to 
a private Catholic school. Then, her 
mother lost her job and couldn’t 
afford it. But like many students 
at even the worst schools, Jasmine 

tries hard and has carved out a 
niche for herself. 

This school year, she started an 
initiative with her friends to en-
courage students to say five posi-
tive things to five teachers. The 
only rule is that the compliments 
must be truthful. “So you can’t tell 
them they look nice, if they don’t,” 
Jasmine says. “They react with a 
huge smile.”

Jasmine says she started the 
project because she imagines it is 
difficult to work at Bowen. 

Now a junior, Jasmine has 
gotten serious about her studies. 
She spends about an hour every 
day doing homework, usually 
staying after school because once 
at home, she forgets what work she 
needs to do. 

She and her two friends are 
clearly treated specially in the 
school. One Friday, two days after 
the big food fight, they bypass the 
cafeteria and instead head to the 
counselors’ offices to see if they can 
share the counselors’ stash of food. 

No one has anything for them 
this day, so the young women are 
forced to go to the cafeteria. Be-
cause of the food fight, no hot food 
is being served. Instead, they get 
trays with apples, milk and pack-
aged graham cracker-and-peanut 
butter sandwiches. 

After the quick lunch, the girls 
escape the noisy cafeteria to go to 
the college coach’s office, where 
they hang out until their next class. 
Jasmine talks about college trips 
she made. Only seniors are sup-
posed to be college ambassadors, 
but she is an honorary one. 

Jasmine says she doesn’t think 
that she is missing anything aca-
demically by attending Bowen. Her 
teachers know better. 

Thinking of one bright young 
man, Kilcoyne says she worries that 
he is not being challenged because 
of the lack of experience writing 
essays. Instead of a lot of writing, 
Kilcoyne focuses on discussions in 
her classes. “Everyone can express 
their opinion,” she explains. 

Tonda Tyre, who teaches Bo-
wen’s AP literature and language 
classes, also says she is constantly 
modifying her lessons to make 
them doable for students, even 
though AP wants teachers to stick 
to standard curricula. 

By the time students take her AP 
classes, few are working at an ad-
vanced level. This school year, she 
says, teachers got together for the 
first time to talk about tackling the 
problem by aligning content from 
one grade to the next.

Kirmes told Tyre she could weed 
out some of the students who 
signed up for AP, but she didn’t 
want to do it. She asked the stu-
dents if anyone wanted to leave 
and avoid the harder work. “None 
of them wanted to go,” Tyre says. 

Still, not all of the students have 
stepped up to the challenge. Tyre 
says she constantly weighs expec-
tations against reality. She mod-
els how assignments should be 
done and makes a big deal out of 
it whenever a student does some-
thing right. 

One day, she asks students to 
turn in their vocabulary notebook, 
where they are expected to list new 
words they have come across and 
the definitions. Not one student 
takes a notebook out. After a quiz, 
several students start going through 
dictionaries, feverishly writing 
down words they don’t know. 

Seeing this, Tyre sighs. She gives 
them until Monday to turn in the 
notebooks.

“the conditions here are subpar. this 
wouldn’t fly at Jones or Payton. it breaks 

my heart. it makes me want to cry.”
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By Rebecca Harris

In an effort to expose more stu-
dents to college-level work, 
CPS has in recent years pushed 
more students to participate in 

Advanced Placement classes.
The district has included 

AP enrollment in its school 
achievement formula, grading 
principals on the number of 
students who take AP classes and 
pass AP tests. In some ways, the 
policy has worked: Since 2000, CPS 
has quadrupled the percentage of 
students taking AP classes citywide, 

with participation increasing by an 
average of 13 percent every year. 

The district even won an award 
from the College Board in 2011 
for its progress between 2008 and 
2010: increasing the number of stu-
dents taking AP classes, improving 
minority students’ pass rates by 2 
percentage points, and increasing 
the number of minority students 
passing AP tests by 718 students 
over the course of two years.

But in one crucial way, the dis-
trict’s effort has fallen short. De-
spite all-around improvement, the 
district has seen a widening dispar-

ity in pass rates between minority 
and white students.

White students’ pass rates  �
have risen by 21 percentage 
points, to 66 percent. 

Latino students’ pass rates  �
have increased by 7 percentage 
points, to 36 percent. 

African-American students’  �
pass rates are stagnant at 14 
percent, compared to 16 per-
cent in 2000.

In spring 2012, a mere 2 per- �
cent of all African-American high 
school students and 6 percent 
of all Latinos passed an AP test, 

Not passing the test
Schools are using a variety of strategies to help minority students pass aP exams.

Fernando Ramirez responds to a question in an Advanced Placement English language and composition course at Rickover Naval Academy. Rickover has had some 
success in preparing Latino students to pass AP exams. [Photo by Marc Monaghan]

WhY thiS mAttERS 
Passing Advanced Placement  �
tests requires high-level skills 
that can make or break a 
student’s college success. 

Students can earn college  �
credit and a leg up on 
admissions if they pass. 

More minority students in  �
CPS and nationwide are 
taking AP classes. But many 
are losing out on the college 
advantage because they are 
not passing the AP exams.



highER minoRitY AChiEvEmEnt 
At some of the city’s top schools, pass rates for black and Latino students on 
Advanced Placement tests are far above the Illinois averages of 25 percent 
and 44 percent, respectively. The schools below had pass rates of at least 50 
percent for students of color, although the racial gaps remain. 

 CollEgE PREP PASS RAtES, bY RACE blACK lAtino WhitE

Northside College Prep High School 96 92 99

Lane Tech High School 74 69 72

Walter Payton High School 73 90 95

Whitney Young High School 67 79 84

Jones College Prep High School 62 74 85

 othER SChool PASS RAtES, bY RACE blACK lAtino WhitE

Solorio High School NA 96 NA

Phoenix Military Academy 6 68 NA

Infinity High School NA 57 NA

Carver Military Academy 0 52 NA

Mather High School 0 51 22

Lincoln Park High School 39 51 77

Social Justice High School NA 50 NA

ADvAnCED PlACEmEnt on thE RiSE CitYWiDE
Along with AP enrollment, pass rates on AP exams—which can earn a student 
college credit—have risen overall in CPS.  Yet black students continue to lag 
far behind their classmates. Nationally, about 18 percent of all students, 4 
percent of African Americans and 15 percent of Latinos who graduated in 
2011passed an AP exam. 

  ADvAnCED PlACEmEnt EnRollmEnt 
  AnD PERFoRmAnCE, bY RACE

EnRollmEnt PASS RAtES

2000 2012 2000 2012

African-American students 2% 15% 16% 14%

Latino students 4% 16% 28% 36%

White students 9% 27% 45% 66%

All students citywide 4% 17% 32% 34%

bEhinD thE AP DiSPARitY 
Citywide, the gap in AP pass rates between white and black students was 53 
points; between white and Latino students, 31 points. The disparity is driven 
by two factors. One is the gap in pass rates within schools. The second factor: 
38 schools where fewer than 10 percent of students taking AP classes pass 
any exam, driving down pass rates for students of color across the district. For 
full lists of schools, go to www.catalyst-chicago.org.

PASS RAtE gAPS
These five schools had the widest gaps in AP pass rates between white 
students and students of color. 

 toP 5 WiDESt gAPS in PASS RAtES WhitE blACK (gAP) lAtino (gAP)

Kenwood Academy High School 62 18 (-44) 36 (-26)

Lincoln Park High School 77 39 (-38) 51 (-26)

Chicago Agricultural High School 41 17 (-24) 5 (-36)

Lake View High School 44 17 (-27) 28 (-16)

Senn High School 25 3 (-22) 13 (-12)

Note: “NA” indicates schools that have few or no students of a particular race passing AP tests; CPS declined 
to provide data for these schools. Passing is defined as a score of 3 or above on an AP test. Data do not 
include alternative schools and charter schools.

Source: Catalyst Chicago analysis of 2012 AP test data from Chicago Public Schools
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compared with 18 percent of all 
white students. At 17 mostly mi-
nority high schools, not a single 
student passed any AP test. 

nationwide, the PaSt decade 
has seen a dramatic increase in 
the number of students taking 
AP exams—3.7 million tests in 
2012, compared to 1.4 million in 
2001. During that time, pass rates 
dropped 2.5 percentage points. 
The newest president of the Col-
lege Board, David Coleman, has 
stressed the goal of broadening ac-
cess to AP courses to ensure that 
minority students get a shot at the 
benefits of AP coursework.

Schools that have successfully 
raised their pass rates say that it’s 
important to offer a wide variety of 
AP classes, plenty of study sessions, 
and adequate teacher training in 
what an AP class should look like. 
They also note the importance of 
exposing students to AP-level class-
es as early as freshman year. 

Auditi Chakravarty, vice presi-
dent for AP curriculum, instruction 
and assessment, stresses the im-
portance of making sure students 
get on track early. “There is only so 
much that a teacher can do in the 
AP classroom,” she says. The adop-
tion of the Common Core State 
Standards should ensure that more 
students are prepared for AP class-
es, she adds.

The College Board publishes 
curriculum guides that aim to get 
students on track as early as middle 
school. Chakravarty says it’s also im-
portant to get students into classes 
that are the right fit for them.

Black and Latino students may 
end up in courses that they are 
not prepared for, but don’t get the 
chance to take classes they could 
do well in, she explains. For in-
stance, they may be ready for AP 
psychology, but not for AP calculus. 
“Their school may not offer AP psy-
chology—does the school offer the 
courses?” Chakravarty says.

Polk County Public Schools, in 
Florida, has seen the same trend 
as Chicago. Since the 2006-2007 
school year, the district has more 
than doubled its Advanced Place-
ment enrollment, but pass rates 
have declined overall.

Rebecca Braaten, director of 
academic rigor and secondary cur-
riculum and instruction, says the 
district has asked all high schools 
to host AP parent nights to target 
incoming 9th-grade students. One 
goal is to promote the program. 
“It’s also kind of a reality check. We 
want to make sure the kids under-
stand what they are getting into,” 
Braaten says. 

Students are also discouraged 
from dropping AP classes in cases 
where they “just don’t want to 
work that hard,” Braaten adds. 
Many schools are using the College 
Board’s SpringBoard curriculum, 
which is meant to prepare students 
for AP classes. Plus, scores of 2 out 
of 5 on an AP test are considered 
a sign of progress, especially if a 
student was previously behind 
academically.

For teachers, Polk County 
Schools holds training days where 
all AP teachers in a given subject 
come together and look at test re-
sults to evaluate how they need to 
improve their teaching. 

“A lot of these AP teachers are 
out on their own. There is only one 
of them in the school. Who do you 
get advice from? Who do you go to 
if you need help?” Braaten explains. 
“They have a really different role.”

frederick douglaSS academy in 
Austin had been on the list of high 
schools where no students passed 
any AP exam. In fall 2006, the school 
began offering AP classes to an av-
erage of 60 students each year. But 
nobody passed a test until spring 
2012, when four students did so.

Extended-response questions 
have been the biggest stumbling 
block for students, notes Principal 
Vanessa Perry. This year, Douglass 
is offering four 4-hour review ses-
sions the semester before the tests.

“Although [students] may know 
the material, they find it most dif-
ficult to be able to communicate it 
effectively,” Perry says.

At Chicago Vocational Career 
Academy in Avalon Park, no stu-
dents have passed an AP test since 
spring 2005, when two passed. 

Principal Doug Maclin, who is 
shepherding Chicago Vocational 
through its first year as a turn-



around school, is trying to increase 
course offerings to give students 
more options to succeed. Previ-
ously, the school offered just two 
AP courses, English literature and 
English language and composition, 
considered two of the more diffi-
cult AP tests. (For more on Maclin 
and Chicago Vocational, see the Fall 
2012 issue of Catalyst In Depth.)

Now, Chicago Vocational offers 
human geography, statistics, psy-
chology, biology, and studio art. 

“It has still been a struggle,” Ma-
clin acknowledges. “If you haven’t 
prepared them from freshman year, 
the success rate for students taking 
the class is going to be low.”

On a cold December day, AP sta-
tistics teacher Megan Payne leads a 
discussion on sampling.

“We are going to select whole 
groups, known as clusters, to be 
part of our sample,” she says. She 
compares the groups to schools in 
CPS. “What do we want to know 
about high schools in Chicago?”

“How many of the rooms have 
heat?” suggests one girl.  “It’s a little 
chilly in here,” Payne admits. Then 
she moves on with an explana-
tion of cluster sampling: “Instead 
of doing one room from each high 
school, you are going to take a high 
school and do all the rooms in it.”

Payne explains later that she tries 
to run her classroom like a college-
level class, in order to shepherd stu-
dents toward more independence.

“I try, as soon as I give instruc-
tions, to step away—create the 
college-level atmosphere of letting 
them form their own study groups,” 
she says.

Payne assigns homework on a 
weekly basis—typical for college—
rather than as a set of problems that 
are due each day, in order to teach 
time-management skills.

“Statistics is not a ton of math—
it’s a ton of logical thinking. A lot of 
it is going to be foreign to them, re-
gardless of if they had math or not,” 
Payne says.

This year, 117 freshmen are also 
taking AP human geography, a so-
cial science course about how geog-
raphy shapes culture, politics and 
land use. Maclin took the idea from 
Whitney Young High School, which 
offers that class to its freshmen as a 

way to get them used to AP classes 
and tests. Next year, he hopes to of-
fer AP U.S. history to sophomores.

Chicago Vocational has also be-
gun offering Spanish to freshmen, 
to build a group of students who 
might be able to take AP Spanish as 
seniors. Extra math built into hon-
ors chemistry classes gives students 
the opportunity to prepare for AP 
chemistry. To reinforce the high-
level writing and reading compre-

hension skills needed on AP tests, 
Maclin has added drama electives, 
in which students write their own 
poems and plays. 

Maclin has found another way 
for students to earn college credit: 
dual-enrollment classes at the City 
Colleges of Chicago and Chicago 
State University. Of 23 students 
who took part last year, 22 passed 
a course. 

“The success rate is so much 

higher than for the AP exams. But 
the result is the same—college 
credit,” Maclin says. Setting foot on 
a college campus, he believes, mo-
tivates students more than “sitting 
in a high school class, and some-
one telling you the hard work you 
are doing is college, and you can’t 
make that connection.”

Tell us what you think. Leave a comment 
at www.catalyst-chicago.org or email 
rharris@catalyst-chicago.org.

Selective schools and military high 
schools (which also have selective 
admissions criteria) have some of the 
highest pass rates for students of color 
on Advanced Placement tests. One of 
those schools is Rickover Naval Acad-
emy, housed in the Senn High campus 
in Edgewater.

In spring 2011, 52 percent of 
the Latino students at Rickover who 
took AP classes passed at least one 
test. In spring 2012, the rate fell to 
just 35 percent for Latinos, but half 
the school’s 12 African-American AP 
students passed an AP exam. 

Principal Michael Biela says he tries 
to make sure teachers get adequate 
training to teach at the level of dif-
ficulty required for AP courses. 

AP teachers nationwide must 
submit their syllabi to the College 
Board, and Biela monitors to ensure 
that his teachers follow it. Review ses-
sions outside of class are intensive—up 
to an extra two to three hours every 
week—and have been a major factor in 
raising pass rates.

“Refining essay writing—that is 
the big one,” Biela says. Every week, 
students write an essay or portion of 
an essay, or do analysis in preparation 
for writing. 

“All right, my little minions of 
rhetoric, today is Part Two of our 
jigsaw ‘On Racist Speech,’” announces 
Erin Leuschel as her students file into 
class. Leuschel teaches AP English 
language and composition, a course 
that focuses on the type of analytical 
and persuasive writing that students 
will need to do in college. 

Today, students are dissecting the 
article “On Racist Speech,” by legal 

scholar Charles R. Lawrence III, which 
examines the debate over censorship 
of hate speech. 

Leuschel reviews yesterday’s lesson. 
“Remember, our first paragraph we 
read was a concession,” she says. “He 
doesn’t even present his own opinion 
before giving in to the opposition. 
Why?”

“Because he would look like a hypo-
crite,” a student replies—wanting to 
block racist speech but supporting the 
First Amendment in other cases.

Leuschel then has students break 
into teams, with each team assigned 
a paragraph. The task: Paraphrase, 
summarize, and discuss Lawrence’s 
rhetorical techniques, and look for any 
weaknesses in the author’s reasoning 
or assertions. 

One student, Brayan Raya Jr., 
quickly speaks up. “The way he defines 
and categorizes hate speech as an 
assault weapon. He says we have 
removed the First Amendment, and 
helped people in the process.”

Before long, it’s time for the groups 
to share their analyses.

One student criticizes Lawrence’s 
definition of the First Amendment. “In 
his definition, [the goal is] to foster the 
greatest amount of speech.”

Leuschel paraphrases the writer’s 
argument. “This is the purpose of the 
First Amendment, and racist speech 
disserves this purpose. It doesn’t create 
more speech, it actually creates less.”

The student then reads the section 
he is referring to. “The invective is ex-
perienced as a blow, not as an idea that 
is proffered. Once the blow is struck, it 
is unlikely a dialogue will follow.”

Leuschel points out a flaw in the 

argument. “I think he almost demeans 
racial groups, [saying that] if someone 
attacks them with assaultive speech, 
they can’t fight back or will choose not 
to because they know they can’t win.” 
History has shown that’s not always the 
case, she adds.

Later, Leuschel asks the class to 
think of other examples of speech that 
might be damaging. A boy mentions 
bullying and Leuschel mentions the 
Columbine High School shooting. 
Then she poses another question for 
the class. “So now that’s proven—bully-
ing speech causes real harm. Does that 
mean we should regulate it?”

on another day, Leuschel’s class 
dissects a New York Times column by 
Times journalist John Tierney, in which 
he compares immigrants from Mexico 
to his own Irish immigrant grandfather. 
Leuschel prods the class to figure out 
what purpose that comparison serves. 

“Why is it so powerful that we 
compare him to an Irish guy, instead 
of a Guatemalan guy?” she asks. “How 
does the U.S. view Irish immigrants 
today? Negatively, neutrally, posi-
tively? How does the U.S. view Latino 
immigrants today?”

A student notes that it wasn’t al-
ways like that. “When the Irish started 
coming here, there was this big fuss,” 
she explains, but people no longer see 
it as a problem.

“It makes them not threatening,” 
Leuschel adds. “By paralleling that with 
Angel Espinoza, it makes us think—
maybe we shouldn’t be threatened by 
this person coming in and wanting to 
be a citizen.”

—Rebecca Harris

teaching the art of the essay 
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