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FROM THE EDITOR

Success begins with the principal

P
Veronica Anderson

ublic schools that overcome the colossal
odds that go hand in hand with extreme
poverty must have a number of things
working in their favor. Five things, to be
exact, as has been proven time and time again by
research and experience. Among them are parent
and community partners that rally around efforts
to improve the school and a faculty of qualified
teachers who have a can-do attitude.

Two others are a safe and orderly
environment where children can
learn in peace, and a challenging
curriculum that builds on skills students learn each year.
Yet, individually and collectively,
these “essential supports” would be
aimless and ineffective if it were not
for the most crucial factor of all: A
principal whose leadership sets high
standards and provides the charge
that motivates others to get on
board, improve themselves and
move in the right direction.
A recent report on public school
reform in Chicago underscores the
importance of these key ingredients.
Published by the Consortium on
Chicago School Research, the report
notes that students enrolled at
schools with such supports are 10
times more likely to post significant
gains in math and reading.
Researchers also measured the effects
of outside factors—such as crime,
homelessness and whether children
are in foster care—on public school
improvement. They found instances
of improvement even in the worst
communities, but noted that
improvement is much more difficult,
even with the five supports in place.
In this issue, we feature three public elementary schools in Chicago—
all with poverty rates that are above
average—that have undergone dramatic transformations under the
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leadership of a dynamic principal.
Contrary to ongoing debate about
local versus central control, it didn’t
seem to matter who hired the principal. Local school council members
made the choice at Marsh Elementary; the district handpicked the principal at McCorkle. At Peirce, the principal was chosen by a regional administrator under a now-defunct process.
What mattered is what the principals did once they got the job and, it
seems, how long they stayed. (Two of
the three remained at the helm of
their school for more than 15 years.
The third is in her tenth year.)
Janice Rosales tackled student discipline first and made connections
with the growing immigrant population in Edgewater whose children
attended Peirce. She spoke Spanish;
her predecessors did not. On this
foundation, she built a team of teachers, many of them nationally certified,
and extended the school day an extra
hour to spend more time on reading
and math instruction. Since 1990, pass
rates on reading tests have doubled.
Discipline was also key to Gerald
Dugan’s success at Marsh, where firecrackers and gang graffiti were commonplace when he arrived. He partnered with parents so they would help
him crack the whip on unruly students. Dugan also persuaded teachers
to raise their expectations about students’ capabilities and stepped up

instruction in all subjects. Like Peirce,
pass rates more than doubled.
Janet House, whose tenure as
principal is the shortest of the three,
came to McCorkle with the perfect
set of skills to turn the school around.
She had worked at the district for a
respected accountability chief and
then taught at a high-performing
school in Grand Boulevard, home to
McCorkle. Her first move was to
spruce up hallways and classrooms
with plants and student art, then she
moved on to raising standards in
behavior and providing more
teacher training. Again, scores went
up and mobility went down.
So the key is making sure every
school has a strong principal. That’s
easy to say, and CPS has made principal development a priority. It’s
hard, though, to see where those
efforts have paid off. Accountability
requires the district to assess its own
progress and share the results.
ABOUT US I am pleased to welcome

our newest group of editorial board
members: Maria Vargas, counselor,
Lloyd Elementary; Marvin Hoffman,
principal, North Kenwood Oakland
Charter; Guadalupe Martinez, principal, Latino Youth Alternative High
School; Keri Blackwell, program officer, Local Initiatives Support Corp.;
John Paul Jones, director of community outreach, Neighborhood Capital
Budget Group; Steve Zemelman, Illinois Network of Charter Schools;
Peter Martinez, director, UIC’s Center for School Leadership; Julia
McEvoy, education editor, Chicago
Public Radio; and James Wagner,
president, DuSable High School
Alumni Coalition.
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TIMELINE
Oct. 5: Test delays

Oct. 7: Rivals agree

Oct. 12: More grads

State Supt. of Schools Randy
Dunn acknowledges that the
state is not likely to meet the
required Oct. 31 deadline for
delivering school report
cards, including test results
and other information, to
parents and the general
public. Scoring problems
and last spring’s late delivery
of the tests to schools are to
blame. The state board votes
to penalize test publisher
Harcourt Assessment and
transfer most of the firm’s
duties to Pearson Educational Measurement.

Mayor Richard M. Daley
and Rep. Jesse Jackson Jr.
(D-Ill.) join education leaders to call for more state
funding for education, saying the issue transcends
politics. Funding reform has
so far not been a major
issue in the race for governor. Incumbent Gov. Rod
Blagojevich and GOP challenger Judy Baar Topinka
have both said they would
not raise the state income
tax, a move that education
advocates say is essential to
funding reform.

The Consortium on Chicago
School Research revises
numbers from its recent
study on college graduation
rates for CPS students, but
some of the corrected figures
are still dismal. The study
said only 6 percent of CPS
graduates earn college
degrees by their mid-20s, but
the Consortium now says the
figure should be 8 percent.
The percentage of all CPS
grads who eventually earn a
degree was originally reported as one-third, but the new
figure is just 45 percent.

ELSEWHERE
Los Angeles: Military leader
An ex-Navy admiral with no education
background will be superintendent of the
L.A. Unified School District, according to the
Oct. 13 Los Angeles Times. Mayor Antonio
Villaraigosa said he was “deeply disappointed” that the School Board chose retired Vice
Adm. David L. Brewer III without including
him in the process. Villaraigosa and the
board had clashed over how much authority
he would have over the selection. A new law
giving the mayor veto power over the hiring
of the superintendent, and substantial control over the district, will go into effect Jan. 1,
2007. The district is challenging the law.

Ohio: Increase funding
Ohioans say the state should increase
spending for public education, according to
a new poll reported in the Oct. 3 Cleveland

Plain Dealer. About 80 percent of respondents said they want more money for education, more than the percentage that said
they wanted more funding for economic
development, courts and prisons, or health
care for elderly and the poor. A majority of
respondents also said they oppose the use
of public money for private school vouchers.

Texas: Bonuses rejected
More than two dozen schools turned down
state grants for a merit pay program for
teachers, reports the Oct. 3 Dallas Morning
News. The program gives teachers the
authority to approve the plan at their
schools. Teachers at schools that turned
down the money said the program would
create animosity and division among staff
and was too time-consuming to administer.
The program calls for low-income schools
to distribute bonuses based on test scores.

IN SHORT
“You can save a lot of grief and money if teachers understand the
kinds of minds in their classrooms.”
Dr. Mel Levine of the University of North Carolina Medical School, on how school districts
might benefit if teachers knew how the brain functions and adapted lessons to
accommodate children’s strengths and weaknesses. Levine spoke at an Oct. 5 luncheon
hosted by High Jump, an enrichment program for middle-school students.
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South Side Parents was launched last
year by a small group of parents who
noted an abundance of informationsharing about schools on the North Side
and wanted to launch a similar network.
The group now has 79 members and
covers Woodlawn, Douglas, Kenwood,
Hyde Park, South Shore, Oakland and
part of Washington Park. The University
of Chicago is helping the organization
prepare a booklet on schools, Chicago
Park District programs, and daycare
centers. Syrennia McArthur Hanshaw,
vice-chair of communications and the
mother of three children at North Kenwood Oakland Charter School, spoke
with Associate Editor Debra Williams.
What is your philosophy on parenting?
Children have to have strong parent involvement in everything. Parents should be there not
just to drop them off [at school] and come to
conferences and meetings but to participate in
an active way, to volunteer. I know parents work
and it’s hard, but they need to do it. All schools
should have mandatory volunteer time.
Do you think the district pays attention
to parents?
If you make a lot of noise (laughs). That’s
the only way. I don’t mean in a rambunctious
way. I just mean in a persistent way. But you
also have to present the district with solutions.
That’s the best way to get results.
You say parents have to make a lot of
noise. But what would you like the district to do to get parents more involved?
Have quarterly parent meetings with all
the schools. There’s a lot of segmentation
[among] schools, and they are kind of operating independently. Maybe the schools in Area
15 or Area 16 can get together, for instance.
We share similar concerns, I think.
Teachers complain that some kids come
to school hungry or need discipline. Are
parents accountable? What can be done
to hold them accountable?
Parents are accountable, but some suffer
from a lot of social needs. I don’t think most parents would send their kids to school hungry if
they really had the means to feed them. Also, you
can’t have a job where you have to be at work at

ASK CATALYST
It’s difficult to get good teachers at low-performing schools.Why
doesn’t CPS offer bonuses to teachers who take jobs at lowperforming schools and raise test scores?
Tony Wilkins, community representative, Canter Middle School

JASON REBLANDO

7 o’clock and your child has to be at school at
8:30. It just doesn’t work—parents end up bringing kids to school and they haven’t eaten.
Still, schools should make contracts with
parents. The contract should be, “We’re going to
do the best we can to provide a good education
for your children in a safe and healthy environment, and we expect you to facilitate what is
taught, to make sure children come to school
on time and to help them with homework.”
Even if a child is taught something, if they’re not
having it reinforced at home, they’re more than
likely not going to remember it.
Do the parent boards at charters have
enough input? Would you like to see your
board become a local school council?
No. LSCs have become too political. That’s
my observation. I think they can have a positive
effect, but most of what I see is negative. I had
a friend who was president of an LSC, and she
said it was a hassle—she couldn’t get positive
parental involvement and it was a lot of politics.

CPS recently applied for a $29 million federal grant to give bonuses to staff at struggling schools that improve test scores. The program would start in 10 schools next year
and expand to 40 by 2011. Bonuses for teachers would average about $4,000 and
would be based on a performance evaluation, test score growth in the classroom and
schoolwide score gains. Schools will have to obtain the approval of 75 percent of the
faculty to participate.
Chicago Teachers Union President Marilyn Stewart opposes merit pay in general,
saying too many factors that teachers can’t control, such as parental support, have an
impact on student achievement. Better working conditions, such as lower class sizes,
would do more than bonuses to attract and keep good teachers in underperforming
schools, she insists.
Paying teachers based on student performance is a growing trend. Florida, Texas
and Alaska recently adopted cash bonuses for teachers based on student test scores.

E-mail your question to <askcat@catalyst-chicago.org> or send it to Ask Catalyst, 332 S. Michigan Ave., Suite
500, Chicago, IL 60604.

MATH CLASS
African-American and Hispanic students are underrepresented in gifted programs in Illinois, while

2003
(the latest data available), enrollment in gifted programs was 12% black, 8% Hispanic, 74%
white and 6% other races, primarily Asian. However, statewide student enrollment is 21% black,
17% Hispanic, 58% white and 4% Asian/other.
whites are overrepresented, according to data from the Illinois State Board of Education. In

FOOTNOTE

But an advisory board doesn’t choose a
principal and manage a budget.
We have a parent-teacher community
organization that does have input into the
budget and things like that.
What advice do you have for schools to
bring more parents into the building?
Always have something going on. Last week
we had “Bring your parents to school” night for
the pre-K through 1st grade, and they had a
dinner. We’re having a “house-hop” with house
music and dancing. We had our first parentteacher meeting at Lucky Strike, the bowling
alley. We mingled with [new parents] and got to
know them.

For info, go to www.southsideparents.org.
KURT MITCHELL
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COVER STORY SUCCESS STORIES

How the good
schools do it
T
By Elizabeth Duffrin

Profiles of three schools show how learning improves when

he recipe for successful schools is:
Mix one strong
leader with parent and community support, a
strong teaching staff, a school
climate that supports learning
and high-quality instruction.
These are the “five essential
supports” for learning, noted in
decades of research on effective urban schools and outlined once again in a September 2006 report from the Consortium on Chicago School
Research. Schools with strong
supports were 10 times more
likely to make significant math
and reading test score gains,
the Consortium found. (The
new report covers 1990-96, the
years following the enactment
of the first School Reform Act.)
The report adds a new
dimension to the Consortium’s
previous research by quantifying the influence of neighborhood characteristics, such as
crime rates and religious participation, on school success,
as well as the impact of each
support on achievement.
Progress is still possible under

top-notch principals use the right mixof ‘essential supports’
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to build a foundation for academic achievement

THE 5 ESSENTIAL SUPPORTS
Leadership is inclusive, organized

and sets high standards for instruction.

Parents and community
are partners in improving student
learning and participate in school
events.

Teachers are continually learning,
have a “can do” attitude and a commitment to school improvement.

Safety and Order prevail in
and around the school. Classroom disruptions are minimal.
Instruction is challenging, organized within and across grades and tied
to standards.
To read the full report, go to
www.catalyst-chicago.org
the direst circumstances,
researchers found, but is far
more difficult to achieve.
Consortium Co-director

Penny Sebring notes that the
new evidence bolstering the
essential supports comes at a
time of massive principal retirements that leave the progress
of many schools in the hands of
untried leaders. “Many have
not been principals before,”
she notes. “The results of this
study provide a useful guide in
how to proceed.”
A 2005 report from the
reform group Designs for
Change that identified elementary schools with substantial reading improvement also
noted the importance of the
five supports. (An update of
the report will analyze achievement in charter and Renaissance schools and is due to be
released by January 2007.)
Catalyst Chicago profiled
three of the 144 schools in the
Designs report—Marsh in
South Deering, Peirce in
Edgewater and McCorkle in

Grand Boulevard—and found
that while each school had a
different mix of the five supports, the principal was,
indeed, the spark that led to
dramatic transformation.
Each principal arrived by a
different route. Gerald Dugan
was selected by the local
school council at Marsh. Central office placed Janet House
at McCorkle. A subdistrict officer chose Janice Rosales at
Peirce from among three candidates submitted by a parent
advisory council.
As crucial as a good principal is, other factors are also
critical. With the first School
Reform Act, “principals got the
power to select teachers without regard to seniority,” says
Donald Moore, executive
director of Designs for Change.
“Schools received flexibility in
[selecting] curriculum and
substantial discretionary dol-

JASON REBLANDO

Natalie Wallace (left), Charles Cunningham, Kaitlyn Carro and Gabriel Inseria-Mousin discuss a novel in their 5th-grade class at Peirce. To
keep instruction challenging, teacher Tiffany King chooses novels to match the reading levels of her various reading groups.
lars.” All these freedoms
helped Marsh, Peirce and
McCorkle move ahead.
Racially diverse schools
like Peirce and predominantly
Latino schools like Marsh
were more than twice as likely
to show substantial improvement during the early years of
school reform, compared to
schools like McCorkle that
were located in the most disadvantaged communities,
according to the Consortium
Its report points out what it
calls a “cruel irony” for schools
in the most disadvantaged
communities, where large
numbers of children are likely
to live under stressful conditions that hamper learning,
such as in homes where they
are abused or neglected:
These schools are most likely
to need strong supports, yet
are less likely to develop them.
Of the schools in the
Designs report, only 25 percent are predominantly

African-American, while 43
percent are predominantly
Latino and 32 percent are
integrated or mostly white.
Some of the schools had only
modest gains, and at least two,
Farren and Grant, were closed
for poor performance.

In all three schools,
progress came gradually and
principals remained on board
for the long haul. Peirce’s principal hand-picked her successor. Teachers stressed the
need for stable leadership. “If
the leader is strong, continuity

JOIN THE DISCUSSION
Catalyst wants to know what’s been working for you.
What methods have been used to increase test scores at your school?
What pitfalls did you encounter along the way?
What suggestions do you have for schools that want to improve?
Go to www.catalyst-chicago.org and click on the icon that says
“discuss this story.” Or e-mail editor@catalyst-chicago.org.
The Consortium found that
schools in middle-income
neighborhoods made academic progress even when
their supports were weaker,
while schools in the poorest
neighborhoods, like McCorkle,
needed exceptionally strong
supports to move ahead.

is really important,” agrees
Sebring. “If the leader leaves
and is not replaced by someone equally strong, then
there’s a problem.”
As crucial as the principal
is, it would be a mistake to
assume that school improvement requires “some superhu-

man, charismatic, turnaround-by-sheer-force-of-personality person,” cautions Kati
Haycock, director of the Education Trust, a national group
that works on improving
achievement in low-income,
minority schools. But, she
adds, it does take “somebody
who’s very determined, very
focused, who can build a sense
of shared mission and focus.”
Research by the Trust indicates that parental involvement is less important, Haycock adds. Yet parents are
essential
for
sustaining
improvement, especially if the
principal changes. “It’s about
building an appetite for excellence in the community.”

To see how four other schools
improved test scores, go to
www.catalyst-chicago.org
To contact Elizabeth Duffrin, call
(312) 673-3879 or send an e-mail to
duffrin@catalyst-chicago.org.
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COVER STORY SUCCESS STORIES
Peirce Elementary

A young principal takes charge
Sparked byher ‘fresh, optimistic and innovative spirit,’ a struggling
school turns around and becomes a draw for middle-class parents
By Elizabeth Duffrin

W

hen Janice Rosales was
appointed to take over Peirce
Elementary, she became the
school’s fourth principal in
three years—and at 34, the youngest. By
the time she left 17 years later, the school
had made a steady climb out of the academic basement with better discipline,
new staff and a restructured school day.
Her hand-picked successor, Paula
Rossino, continues to build on the foundation laid during Rosales’ tenure. Now,
Peirce has begun to draw more middleclass parents from the surrounding Edgewater neighborhood, although the
school remains high-poverty.
Parent Kara Hetz says she and her husband sent their oldest daughter to a private
preschool in Evanston and almost moved
when it came time to send her to kindergarten. “We couldn’t afford private school
and we had
heard so many
PEIRCE, 2005
negative things
about Chicago
ENROLLMENT 1,021
Public Schools
AVG. CLASS SIZE* 26
that we didn’t
LOW-INCOME 88%
even consider it.”
WHITE 9%
Then a friend
BLACK 11%
urged
her to look
LATINO 70%
at
Peirce.
Hetz
ASIAN/OTHER 10%
took a tour and
ITBS READING (since 1990)
was so impressed
Rose from 28% to 56%
that she and her
ISAT (ALL TESTS)**
husband decided
Rose from 42% to 67%
to give it a try.
*Grades K, 1, 3, 6 and 8.
“Immediately we
**1998-99 was the first
were hooked,”
year the state administered
says Hetz. “The
the Illinois Standards
teachers are wellAchievement Test.
prepared
and
Source: CPS, 2005 Illinois
highly
educated,
State School Report Cards
and the school is
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run in a very organized way,” she adds.
“We’ve been happy ever since.” Hetz’s two
daughters are now 1st- and 3rd-graders at
Peirce.
The rise of Peirce shows how a young
leader with little administrative experience but plenty of energy and the right
background and leadership skills can
take a troubled school to new heights. It
is also an example of how to keep the
school moving forward after a strong
leader moves on.
Rosales’ successor, Paula Rossino,
“highly respects her staff, and I see that
the respect is mutual,” says Camille
Chase, a consultant with DePaul University’s Center for Urban Education, which
is working with Peirce to fine-tune its
curriculum and instruction. “Her respect
and sharing with teachers makes them
want to be there.”

FIRST INKLINGS OF SUCCESS
Rosales says she felt confident and
welcomed when she arrived at Peirce in
1985, picked by the subdistrict office
from a pool of three candidates recommended by a parent advisory council.
She spoke fluent Spanish and had
worked as a bilingual coordinator, an
advantage at Peirce, which was drawing
more children of Mexican immigrants.
Some previous principals were unable
to work with the increasingly lowincome, minority enrollment, and the
school climate suffered as a result, says
Leroy Malone, then a teacher at Peirce.
“We had chaos—kids talking back to
adults, leaving the building without permission, smoking in school.”
Rosales, however, had a knack for talking with parents, even difficult ones, Malone says. “She was a good listener. She
always let parents know that she cared
about their children.” To build rapport,

WHAT ITTOOK
Better discipline at Peirce Elementary in Edgewater led
to improved instruction. The school has low turnover
and a number of National Board-certified teachers.
Here are other improvement strategies:
Bring diverse parent groups together
Lengthen the school day to give more time for
instruction
Choose principal’s successor strategically
To find out what parents are doing at
Peirce, go to www.catalyst-chicago.org.

Rosales quickly started parent workshops
on how to help kids with homework. She
also began professional development on
teaching second-language learners.
The school began making progress,
and in 1990, Rosales was offered a contract by the new local school council.
Nancy Sullivan, the LSC’s first chair, says
Rosales “brought a spirit to the school
that was fresh, optimistic and innovative.”

DISCIPLINE, FOR TEACHING’S SAKE
Rosales and Malone, whom she
appointed assistant principal, decided to
take discipline more firmly in hand with a
program called Lee Canter’s Assertive
Discipline. They liked its central tenet,
Rosales says: “Nothing stops the teacher
from teaching. Everybody learns because
the teacher can teach.”
Assertive Discipline relies on consistent, schoolwide rules such as “Follow
directions” and “Raise your hand before
speaking or leaving your seat.” Consequences range from a “time out” in a corner to a phone call to parents or a trip to
the assistant principal’s office. Children
get rewards for good behavior.
Within several years, teachers say the
climate improved dramatically and test
scores began rising. “When you don’t have
to spend all that time on discipline, you
can spend it on academics,” says 7th-grade
math and science teacher Vivian Leventis.
Follow-through is the key to discipline, Rosales says. “It takes great effort to

be consistent with 1,000 kids and to interact with the parents. It’s time-consuming,
but well worth the effort.”

A BETTER STAFF, A LONGER DAY
In 1993, Peirce chose to take part in a
district initiative that allowed schools to
choose a “specialty,” rename themselves
and require all the staff to reapply for
their positions. Peirce became the Peirce
School of International Studies, including a different country in its curriculum
each semester.
With children from Chinese, Vietnamese, Assyrian, Korean, African-American, Hispanic and other backgrounds,
the move was a good fit for Peirce, Rosales says. A committee of parents and
administrators interviewed every teacher
and chose not to rehire about five.
Those who remained were of like
minds, says 3rd-grade teacher Shelly
Handschuh. “We liked our jobs [and] we
looked for ways to do our jobs better,” she
says. Teachers held monthly book groups
at each other’s homes, building cohesiveness that strengthened their working relationships, Handschuh says.
In 1997, Rosales and her faculty
agreed that a windfall of about $400,000
in additional poverty funds would be best
spent on a longer school day. Teachers
approved a waiver to the union contract
that extended the day an extra hour,
which was devoted to reading and math.
(Peirce got the additional money after the
district revised its formula for distributing poverty funds.)
“That was a real turnaround moment,”
Rosales says. Test scores skyrocketed. Within two years, reading scores had increased
by 16 percentage points and math by 20
percentage points. Budget cuts later forced
Peirce to scale back the initiative.

PASSING THE TORCH
In 2002, Rosales hired a second assistant principal to give her more time to
work on the school’s curriculum.
She, Malone and the LSC interviewed a
number of candidates and settled on
Paula Rossino, an assistant principal from
Jordan Elementary in Rogers Park. Malone
remembers being impressed with how
Rossino responded to questions about
resolving disputes with parents and students. “In my opinion, that’s most important. If you can’t do that, you can’t lead.”
Rosales also liked Rossino’s back-

JASON REBLANDO

Suzanne Schaefer gathers her 5th-graders for a “morning meeting,” a strategy Peirce adopted
to let children share their experiences and concerns. The school believes helping children feel more
secure ultimately boosts their performance.
ground as an instructional leader. She
had served as Jordan’s curriculum coordinator and, prior to that, was a veteran
7th- and 8th-grade math teacher.
But unexpectedly, Rosales was offered
a job as an area instructional officer and
jumped at the chance for a new challenge. Rosales offered the position of acting principal to Malone, who declined it.
(Malone has since retired.)
That left Rossino, who says she was
“absolutely surprised. It was nothing that
was ever in my plan.” But she accepted,
and was later offered a contract by the LSC.

A NEW PHASE
Malone’s support helped smooth the
transition, as did regular phone contact
with Rosales throughout that first year,
says Rossino, who focused initially on
observing teachers. “She didn’t come in
and all of a sudden try to change everything,” says 3rd-grade teacher Judy
McGuire.
“People needed to get to know me and
what I was like,” says Rossino. Analyzing
test scores, she noted areas of weakness
and offered to coach individual teachers
on strategies such as tailoring instruction
to meet different learning levels.
“I am still a teacher at heart,” says
Rossino.

While principal changes often spark
teacher turnover, that didn’t happen at
Peirce. In her four-year tenure, Rossino
says she his hired an average of only two
to three new teachers each year, mostly
to replace retirees or teachers on maternity leave.
The school now boasts seven teachers
with certification from the National Board
for Professional Teaching Standards (out
of a staff of more than 50). Three serve on
a committee that plans professional
development for the school. They also
shepherd other aspiring candidates
through the arduous certification process.
Suzanne Schaefer, who earned her
board certification two years ago, says
that the school’s abundance of certified
teachers was the main factor that attracted her to the school.
“It’s a more intellectual environment
for teachers than some other schools,”
she explains. “There are a lot of teachers
here who are constantly in school, trying
to better themselves as educators. And
you can have dialogues about it.” Schaefer says she also found a supportive
administration, involved parents and
structured time for collaboration.
School improvement takes that kind of
schoolwide effort, she adds. “If the whole
school isn’t on board, it doesn’t happen.”
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Marsh Elementary

Teamwork drives up scores
As teachers gain more input into school decisions, academics and school climate improve
By Elizabeth Duffrin

W

hen Marsh’s local school
council hired Gerald Dugan
as principal in 1990, his reputation as a skilled administrator and his Spanish-speaking ability were
key selling points.
The South Deering school served a
Mexican immigrant community, but only
one previous principal, who stayed just a
short time, spoke the language. Dugan,
then a district administrator, had the
right credentials and impressed the
search committee, recalls teacher Judith
Mims, who was on the LSC.
Teacher Leatha Brooks, who was also
acting assistant principal, was itching to
take a firmer hand with discipline. Brooks
says she “had a gut feeling” Dugan was
the right choice to support her efforts
without micromanaging.
Tougher discipline was sorely needed,
teachers recall. Chaos reigned at Marsh:
Kids tossed eggs at the school’s brick walls,
tagged the doors with gang graffiti, threw
paint from the windows onto teachers’ cars
in the parking lot and set off firecrackers in
classrooms. Children dubbed the
school “Harsh
MARSH, 2005
Marsh.”
ENROLLMENT 670
“My first year
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here, I was going
LOW-INCOME 88%
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initiative to reward higher-performing
schools by giving them more autonomy.
Dugan is still at the helm 16 years later and has had an unusually long tenure
for a principal in Chicago Public Schools.
Fifth-grade teacher Beatrice Winters contrasts Marsh with her previous school,
which she recalls had five principals in
five years. “Every year, you could see the
school go down a peg,” says Winters.
“Because we’ve had a consistent administration, there’s follow-through from
year-to-year rather than change all the
time. That has made a difference.”
Besides stable leadership, teachers
credit staff teamwork, a better curriculum and parental and community support (which helped the school get a
much-needed addition to relieve overcrowding) with fueling the turnaround.
Schools like Marsh that began to
improve in the first wave of school reform
were more likely to be located in a community with strong social networks,
according to a recent study by the Consortium on Chicago School Research. Teachers say South Deering is just such a place,
with families who have deep roots in the
neighborhood and value education.
Many teachers have developed close
bonds with the neighborhood as well as
with each other. “Some have been working here so long they’re teaching the children’s children,” says reading teacher
Carlos Bañuelos. “The families now trust
us and invite us over to the fiestas.”
Dugan “is just relentless in his quest for
excellence,” says Thomas Avery, Area 18
instructional officer. “He is a fantastic
instructional leader. And he covers the
waterfront, making teaching a priority,
making sure that students are learning and
comfortable and that parents feel good
about having their children at the school.”

FIVE SIMPLE RULES
Dugan recalls feeling excited about taking on Marsh’s challenges. The first time he
walked up to the vintage building, he was

WHAT ITTOOK
Marsh Elementary in South Deering went from being
chaotic and undisciplined in the late-80s to becoming
one of the higher-performing schools in the district.
These are a few lessons learned along the way:
Stable leadership brings consistent improvement
Parents need to be partners in discipline
Teachers should have input on curriculum, hiring
and spending
struck by the graffti-marked doors and tall
weeds poking through the cracks in the
front steps. “It was horrible,” he says. With
help from the district office and the building’s engineer, Dugan got the weeds
cleared away and the doors scrubbed
clean by the time school opened.
Brooks became assistant principal
and was given authority over discipline.
At first, some parents whose kids misbehaved got defensive at efforts to enforce
the district’s Uniform Discipline Code,
but Dugan says the school eventually
won parents over by making them partners in discipline decisions.
“We never suspend a child on the first
offense. We have a conference with parents and ask for their support,” he says.
“If they know that you care about their
child and you want to work with them,
you get their cooperation 99 percent of
the time. You lose the trust of your parents when you haven’t involved them.”
Dugan also hired outside trainers to
help teachers craft their own approach to
classroom management. “[If] they don’t
feel a part of it, there’s a tendency not to
support it,” he notes.
After discussions in small groups, the
faculty unanimously agreed that they
would post and enforce five rules throughout the building: Follow directions, be
respectful of yourself and others, handle
materials appropriately, come prepared
for class activities and cooperate.
Another strategy requires students to

stop talking and raise their hands when a
teacher gives the order to “Give me five.”
The strategy seemed “corny” at first to
the upper-grade teachers, Ostoich
recalls. But they agreed to try it—and it
proved so effective that today Dugan
uses it to bring order to staff meetings.
“We feel silly, but it works,” says 2ndgrade teacher Maeva Jankovich.
Teachers also integrated character
education with the reading program. Students discuss values such as honesty and
generosity that they encounter in literature. “You want discipline to come from
within, instead of from the outside,”
Brooks explains. She also tells new teachers not to yell at misbehaving students
and to always let them know they are
cared for. “Then they will listen to what
you have to say,” she says.
Teachers now have a book documenting each student’s discipline infractions.
Kids get one warning before being issued
a “white slip.” Fourth- through 8thgraders who rack up four white slips get a
detention.
In time, the school’s climate calmed
down, as kids and families realized misbehavior wouldn’t be tolerated.
“Younger brothers and sisters [who] saw
the older kids acting up also saw them
getting in trouble,” says science teacher
Warren Fischer.
“By the time I have them in 6th grade,
some of them have come all the way from
preschool hearing the same rules over
and over and over again,” says 6th-grade
teacher Laura Lukach. “You can ask them
on the first day, ‘What are the five classroom rules?’ They all know them, and
they all know what they mean.”

HIGH EXPECTATIONS, HIGH STANDARDS
Dugan knew he also needed to raise
teachers’ expectations and get them to
believe that students could excel. To do
that, he brought research and case studies of high-achieving low-income schools
to professional development sessions for
teachers to analyze and discuss.
But he knew that expecting success
wouldn’t do much good if the school wasn’t set up to achieve it. So Dugan also got
to work on instruction. In addition to
reading, math, science and social studies
also needed to improve. Parents complained that teachers assigned too little
homework, while teachers insisted that
kids wouldn’t do it, Dugan recalls. And

JASON REBLANDO

Patricia Natseway (left) and Gilbert Garcia, parents of Marsh students, learn exercises to help
their children at home with reading. Workshops like this boost parent involvement, which teachers
say is a major reason for the school’s academic progress.
the bilingual program did not have
enough teachers.
In his first year at Marsh, Dugan asked
teachers to help select science and social
studies textbooks that had English and
Spanish editions. Dugan checked to
make sure that all subjects, and adequate
homework assignments, were included
in lesson plans. Over the next three years,
Dugan added three bilingual teaching
positions. Classroom teachers got training in strategies for teaching second-language learners.
In his eagerness to raise achievement, however, Dugan says he made
one big blunder: He identified a math
program with a strong research base
that he was certain would boost the
school’s math scores—but didn’t involve
teachers in its selection.
Uncomfortable with the new program, teachers attempted it half-heartedly or reverted to the old, familiar one.
Dugan pushed teachers to adopt the new
program, but now says, “I was too forceful in getting them to go along with it. It
didn’t work.”
From then on, teachers approved
every program and textbook selection.
The staff makes budget decisions together. And teachers at each grade level meet
weekly for a common prep period to plan
lessons and share ideas and materials.
Teachers say that Dugan’s high expectations and openness to input have made
them more dedicated to their jobs and
changed the culture of the school. “You
don’t feel like you’re just someone working

under him,” says librarian Diane Papageorge. “He treats you like, almost like an
equal. He cares what your opinions are.”

‘CAUGHT UP IN THE MOMENTUM’
When 6th-grade teacher James Mullane applied to work at Marsh several
years ago, he was a little taken aback by the
process. When he arrived for the interview,
he was asked to write an essay on the spot.
His interview was held with a committee
of teachers as well as administrators.
Marsh collects writing samples from
all of its applicants to make sure teachers
can communicate with parents. New
teachers are hired by consensus. Dugan
believes that teachers will feel more
invested in helping colleagues succeed if
they had a voice in selecting them.
The collaborative effort results in an
exceptionally dedicated and hardworking staff, says teacher Lukach. “You get
caught up in the momentum when you
come here. Everybody is doing something [extra]—committees, afterschool
programs, sports programs, enrichment
classes.”
“You feel like your views matter and it
really is a team effort,” Mullane agrees.
Jankovich, who recently became the
first Marsh teacher to earn certification
from the National Board for Professional
Teaching Standards, is still early in her
career but plans to stick around and see
the school’s upward climb continue.
“It’s a place where I want to come,”
she says. “I can’t imagine working anywhere else.”
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COVER STORY SUCCESS STORIES
McCorkle Elementary

Probation brings a big payoff
‘A mess’ in the 1990s, probation got the school a new principal
who brought in intensive training and new staff
By Elizabeth Duffrin

W

hen Janet House became
principal of McCorkle Elementary, she faced the challenge of jump-starting a
school with rock-bottom test scores,
uninspired teaching and high mobility.
House was appointed to replace a
principal who was ousted under the district’s first intervention initiative.
“There was no real instructional program going on,” says Philip Hansen, who
visited McCorkle as director of intervention. “Everyone worked in isolation. The
upper grades were tumultuous in the
halls, in the classroom. It just was a mess.”
(Hansen now works for Princeton Review.)
Marvis Jackson-Ivy, a teacher at the
time, says no one was surprised by the
ouster of the old principal, given the
school’s history of failure. “We knew that
it was only a matter of time.”
By moving quickly to inspire confidence
in her leadership and setting high standards for teachers and instruction, House
led the school to
raise its test scores
MCCORKLE, 2005
by some 30 percentage points.
ENROLLMENT 310
Mobility, which
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McCorkle. House says about half of students now live outside the school’s attendance area, some as far away as 112th
Street.
“I like how my kids are being taught—
they’re not struggling with anything” says
Serina Nolan, a mother of three who
commutes daily on two buses with her
children to take them to McCorkle. “They
get all the help they need.”

‘LOW-HANGING FRUIT’
House arrived with a resume that
seemed tailor-made for transforming the
school. She had worked for two years
under Patricia Harvey, then the district’s
well-regarded chief accountability officer. She had been a teacher and teacherleader at nearby Beethoven Elementary
under the mentorship of Lula Ford, who
laid the groundwork for dramatic academic gains at that school.
Given her experience and knowledge
of the neighborhood, House felt confident walking into McCorkle. Harvey told
her she could return to central office as
soon as she’d taken care of the school.
(Harvey later became the superintendent
of St. Paul, Minn., Public Schools.)
“I thought I could do this in a couple
of years,” House says with a smile.
From the first staff meeting, House
exhibited a warmth that calmed some of
the staff’s anxieties about the transition,
says preschool teacher’s assistant Rillie
Lumpkin. And House found that her long
tenure on State Street helped her to build
rapport with parents, including some
parents who were confrontational with
the staff. “Many parents knew me from
my days at Beethoven. If they didn’t, relatives did.”
House began looking for what she
recalls Pat Harvey calling “low-hanging
fruit”: a quick fix to inspire confidence

WHAT ITTOOK
McCorkle Principal Janet House had to deal with low
test scores and high mobility when she came to the
Grand Boulevard school in 1997. Here are a few of the
ways she was able to reverse both trends:
Look for a quick fix to inspire confidence in
leadership
Don’t hesitate to encourage lackluster teachers to
move on
Focus on improving the weakest link in instruction
and give teachers and parents some
immediate, tangible proof that your leadership will make a difference.
So House got busy decorating to
quickly improve the school’s environment. Drab hallways were hung with student artwork, neatly framed. Potted
plants and small baskets of ivy suddenly
turned up in the corridors. She found
rugs for classroom reading corners and,
with help from her building engineer,
created a “poetry garden” in the center
courtyard with newly planted shrubs,
lawn furniture and small pools.
“My goal was to make McCorkle a
place where children would want to
come to learn and teachers would want
to come to teach,” she says.
The next step was to improve discipline and order. McCorkle did not adopt
a specific discipline strategy, but House
began insisting on higher standards of
behavior for students.

LAYING DOWN THE LAW
Yet the root of the discipline problems, she observed, was poor instruction.
“Kids get in trouble when the classroom
is not organized, the teacher is not organized and [students] don’t have anything
productive to do.”
Like other principals in impoverished
communities, House found it difficult to
attract good teachers, so she got to work
to beef up the skills of the existing staff.
Few had master’s degrees, so she encouraged those who didn’t to return to school.
She asked teachers to arrive an hour ear-

ly, three to four days a week, for intensive
professional development.
Jackson-Ivy, now the assistant principal, says House laid down the law about
the need to go above and beyond the
minimum job requirements. “If you are
not ready to go back to school and get a
master’s degree or a [subject-specific]
endorsement, you need to find another
school,” House told some of the old
guard. “If you’re not willing to come at
7:30 a.m. for meetings and stay late, you
need to find another school.”
As for hiring, “the pool of teachers has
not been the greatest,” Jackson-Ivy
acknowledges. Some candidates come
from foreign countries and have poor
English-speaking ability. In Jackson-Ivy’s
experience, many career-changers have
not had adequate classroom training.
While some prove to have natural talent,
more often they flounder, she says.
Now, House and Jackson-Ivy often
conduct intensive interviews with 30 to
40 candidates before hiring. “We’ll ask
them, how do you teach reading comprehension?” Jackson-Ivy says. “We can discern by their answers if they don’t know
what they’re talking about.”
Chante Asim, a 4th-grade teacher who
previously taught in Los Angeles, says
other principals she interviewed with
asked general questions such as “Why
should I hire you?” But at McCorkle “they
asked about strategies, really focused on
instruction.”
Others have been drawn by the
school’s climate. After attending a meeting
at McCorkle, 1st-grade teacher Renee
Thomas was so impressed with the school
that she made a beeline for the office to
request an interview. Eighth-grade teacher
Margo Phillips-Thomas says when she
arrived for an interview last year, she
found “big beautiful colors, plants in the
hallway and flowers in front of the school.”
Her previous elementary school spent
a hefty sum on security guards, PhillipsThomas says, but expected teachers to
purchase their own classroom materials.
McCorkle, by contrast, has one security
guard, excellent discipline and “classroom materials galore.”
Today, most of McCorkle’s teachers
joined the faculty within the last three
years. In comparison to the district, a
higher percentage of teachers are considered “highly qualified” under No Child
Left Behind guidelines.

JASON REBLANDO

D’Marris Smith reads a book from the library in Nicole Guillen’s 2nd-grade classroom at
McCorkle. Creating cozy, well-stocked reading corners is one strategy that helped raise reading
scores at the school.
Yet turnover among the most talented
teachers remains an issue. The school
recently lost its three National Board-certified teachers: One enrolled in a principal preparation program, another
became a lead literacy teacher at a newly
opened Renaissance school and the third
took another teaching position.
Kim Brasfield, a 2005 Golden Apple
Teaching Award winner, also recently
switched schools. She cites family reasons as well as the intense pressure to
keep raising test scores. Despite that
pressure, Brasfield admires House. “She’s
definitely a strong leader,” Brasfield says.
“You need to be in an environment like
that.”

BEYOND PENCIL-AND-PAPER TASKS
To improve curriculum, House quickly targeted reading instruction. Based on
her own teaching experience and
McCorkle’s test data, it was clear to House
that students needed a stronger foundation in phonics. So she adopted the Open
Court reading series, which provides a
phonics base in the primary grades,
along with literature and an emphasis on
writing.
Reading specialists from Chicago
State University were recruited as the
school’s external partners (required at
schools on probation), and House set up
university-run classes at the school so
teachers could earn reading endorse-

ments. House even modeled reading
strategies herself for staff.
Overall, the goal was to help teachers
learn how to design complex and creative
assignments for students, not just penciland-paper tasks.
Now, even phonics is taught with flair.
In Nicole Guillen’s 2nd-grade class,
youngsters chant and act out letter
sounds, bending over to mimic someone
with a backache to act out the sound “ow” and pretending to jump rope as they
read various letter combinations that
have a “j” sound.
Other strategies Guillen uses include
“reader’s theater,” in which children read
storybooks aloud like a script, taking on
the roles of characters and narrators. In
literature circles, they divide into small
groups to discuss books, with each student taking on an assigned task such as
recording unfamiliar words.
“Ms. House really stresses that you have
to teach beyond the textbook,” Guillen
says. “If we just stuck with one program,
our scores would never go any higher.”
Today, McCorkle awaits the latest test
score results to see if the school will make
it off probation. Yet House says she barely thinks about the label anymore—her
sights are set higher.
“The goal is to show that children on
State Street can learn just as well as children
anywhere else,” she says. “It’s nine years
and I’m still chasing after that goal.”

www.catalyst-chicago.org November 2006 13

ANDREW SKWISH

Neighborhoods

AUSTIN

Aplace of extremes
Communityactivism and pride confront job, housing and public school challenges and a
new wrinkle: a flood of ex-convicts—manyof them parents—looking to reconnect
By Curtis Lawrence
t’s a place where small corner grocers serve
families trying to make it on a tight income. It’s
also where the city’s first Wal-Mart opened
recently, triggering a national debate about the
need for a living wage.
It’s a place where patches of dirt lay before rundown apartment buildings. It’s also a place where
one can find block after block of neatly trimmed
lawns. It’s a place where street corners give way to a
bustling drug trade. It’s also where the most active
block clubs and community groups are found.
All of these extremes are Austin, Chicago’s
largest community area and a microcosm for the
challenges and promises of urban cities.
“Austin ain’t no Mercedes Benz, but it ain’t no
Pinto either,” says U.S. Rep. Danny Davis (DChicago), who has lived in Austin for more than 25
years. “As far as I’m concerned, it’s one of the most
desirable communities in the city of Chicago.”
Austin—about five miles west of downtown—
used to be part of Cicero. The community of European immigrants underwent a massive growth
spurt in the early 1900s after it had been annexed
to Chicago. Between 1900 and 1930, the population exploded from 4,000 to more than 130,000.
By the 1960s, Italians were the dominant ethnic
group. During the following decade, however, you
could almost hear the prophetic words sung by
the Temptations—“People moving out, people

I

DID YOU KNOWTHAT…
84% of children living in Austin go to public schools
Poverty rates at two public schools in Austin are below the district average of 85%
8th-graders at eight Austin elementary schools met reading standards in 2005
For more statistics about the schools and residents in Austin, visit our website at
www.catalyst-chicago.org.

moving in. Why? Because of the color of their
skin”—playing in the background as 50,000 whites
moved out and 60,000 blacks moved in.
Today, Austin is one of the city’s more socially
activist communities, home to grassroots powerhouse Bethel New Life, a major player in the
affordable housing movement. Recently, a battle
over a new Wal-Mart superstore, which opened in
September just inside Austin’s boundaries on
North Avenue, made national news when Ald.
Emma Mitts (37th) made a crusade out of pressing
for more jobs despite labor unions’ calls for paying
workers a living wage.
Small but potent groups have made a name for
themselves in Austin, too. Faith Inc. staked its
claim in prisoner re-entry, an issue focused on the
needs of prisoners returning home. According to a
2003 report by the Urban Institute, Austin is the
leading community in Chicago where most prisoners return when they are released from prison.
As Davis—and others whose eyes are trained
on prisoner reentry—says, most of those exoffenders have school-aged children who often
have been left with foster parents or grandparents.
Navigating the public schools in Austin is challenging enough for families when both parents are
at home. A recent flashpoint in the community is
the closure of Austin High School under Chicago
Public Schools’ ambitious Renaissance 2010 initiative. This fall—while the number of students
enrolled in the old school has dwindled to 255 seniors—the Austin Business and Entrepreneurship
Academy moved in, the first of three smaller high
schools planned for the site.
LaShawn Ford, a candidate for state representative in the 8th District, has his own solution to
Austin’s public education problems. He envisions
transforming the shuttered Brach’s candy factory
on Cicero Avenue, a symbol of lost industrial jobs
in inner-city communities, into a high school. So
far, CPS has been lukewarm about the idea.
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Parent’s imprisonment tough on kids
An estimated 1 in 10 children nationwide has a parent in the
criminal justice system.In Chicago, schools have no wayto identify
such children—and few resources to support them.
By Curtis Lawrence
n summer school earlier this year,
“James,” a 6th-grader at Howe Elementary, was having a run of bad
days. He had enrolled at Howe a
couple of years earlier and had some
minor discipline problems, but soon
became a star student.
Then came an abrupt switch. “He
was talking back and was disrespectful to teachers,” says Sanya Gool,
Howe’s social worker for the past six
years. Even though she is responsible
for nearly 700 students, Gool
remembers James well.
Later, Gool would learn from
James’ grandfather and primary
guardian that the boy’s mother had
recently returned to prison. “It gave
me some insight on why he was having these problems, and I was able to
share this with his
teachers,” Gool says.
Gool did not provide James’ real name,
to protect the juvenile’s
identity. But unfortunately, his family’s
This is the first report in
upheaval is not unusuan investigative series by
al among public school
Catalyst and The Chicago
students in Austin—a
Reporter, both published
community where a
by Community Renewal
significant chunk of
Society, on the lives of
people
who
are
children whose parents
released from prison go
are or have been behind
to get back on their feet.
bars. The articles, in turn,
In 2005, 2,537 peowill inform the work of
ple left prison under
Civic Action, Community
supervision
and
Renewal’s organizing and
returned to zip code
advocacy arm, to build a
areas that partially or
broad-based regional
totally lie within
coalition to help these
Austin. That’s about 13
children. Children’s names
percent of the 19,167
have been changed to
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protect their privacy.

I

16 Catalyst Chicago November 2006

returned to communities in Cook
County last year, and about 8 percent
of those released statewide.
Even though the number of families coping with an incarcerated parent may seem jarring, there are no targeted programs in Chicago Public
Schools to help identify or support
students like James.
“The status of a student’s parent is
private information that we cannot
require, therefore it’s difficult for us
to determine whether a student’s
parent is incarcerated,” says CPS
spokeswoman Ana Vargas. A child in
James’ situation would be handled
the same as a child who needed
intervention for any reason, such as
a death in the family, she adds.
Seven million children, or one in
10 nationwide, have a parent behind
bars, on probation or on parole,
according to a 2005 report by San
Francisco Children of Incarcerated
Parents Partnership, an advocacy
group for children whose parents are
in prison.
Last year, the organization issued
a bill of rights for children whose
parents are arrested or imprisoned
that asserts, among other things,
their right to specially trained counselors and other mentors.
Nationwide, those helping exoffenders to reconnect to their communities have increasingly turned
their attention to children, who can
have problems with behavior, self
esteem and social adjustment as a
result of their primary caretaker
being incarcerated. Much of this
work has occurred on the East and
West coasts, but Chicago has become
increasingly involved, activists say.
In Illinois, a task force for children
of prisoners was formed in 2003, and

after hosting a conference two years
later, it established a mission and
goals like increased training and
support for caregivers as well as
social educators, social workers and
other mentors.
Having a parent locked up in
prison can be devastating for a child,
particularly if it’s the mother, who
most often is the primary caretaker,
says task force member Gail Smith,
executive director of Chicago Legal
Advocacy for Incarcerated Mothers.
Typically, women have shorter
sentences, “but it can have a huge
impact on their child.” Smith says.
“It’s hard [for them] to concentrate in
school. Most children grieve by getting angry. A teacher may read that as
something else.”

‘PROBABLY A LOT MORE THAN WE KNOW’
Gool, James’ social worker, says it
took a couple of years for her to learn
that James’ behavior problems were
tied to his mother’s imprisonment.
She can only wonder how many other children at Howe are dealing with
similar issues.
“There are probably a lot more than
we know about, but there’s no way to
identify those students,” Gool says. “It’s
not like we can send out a survey.”
When James was having a rough
time back in 4th grade, he was
enrolled in an art therapy program at
Howe that helped children deal with
anger and build better social skills. To
help children confront bottled up
emotions, a therapist working with
students once a week might have students draw super heroes who squeeze
out anger. Or they might be assigned
to work with a classmate on a joint
project to learn teamwork. The art
therapist was provided by a grant from
Chicago Communities in Schools, a
group that connects public school students and their families with social
services. James was in the program for
two years. “Eventually, he became the
model student,” Gool says.
Complications arising from a parent’s incarceration extend beyond a

child’s emotional and behavior problems. A parent’s imprisonment can
also lead to logistical problems, like
where a child can enroll in school,
Smith says. A child whose parent is in
prison often acquires a new address
because they have to move in with a
grandparent or guardian. That can
affect school admissions, which for
most public elementary schools is
tied to an attendance area. In some
instances, Smith says, guardians
have been falsely accused of “school
shopping,” the practice of using false
addresses to get a child into a desired
school.
Worse yet, Smith notes, are
instances when teachers and other
school staff know that a child is dealing with a parent’s incarceration but
stigmatize rather than support them.
“We have had situations where a
caretaker has shared [information
about a parent in prison] and really
regretted it,” Smith says. “If something is missing, everybody looks at
that child first.”
“We tell parents it can be helpful
to talk to a school social worker but
to be careful because sometimes it
can backfire,” Smith explains.

‘I HAVEN’T SEEN HER IN A LONG TIME’
Howe Principal Vanessa Young, an
Austin High School graduate, says it
would be easier to identify children
like James, whose mother recently
returned home, if the school had a
second social worker whose primary
responsibility was to handle such
cases. “You tend not to come up to
school and blurt that out,” says
Young, who does volunteer work with
ex-offenders at her West Side church.
While some students like James
have the benefit of a social worker
such as Gool, others—for instance,
“Jordan,” a 14-year-old 8th-grader
whose parents and two older brothers are behind bars—rely on grandparents.
Jordan and his 13-year old brother, “Robert,” live with their maternal
grandmother, but they also spend a
lot of time with their father’s mother,
Alice Jackson, who is executive director of Mother’s House, a halfway
house in Austin for women who are
Continued on page 22
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“Derek,” a high
school freshman,
is being raised by
a great aunt. His
father has been
in and out of
prison for years
and is now under
court supervision.

Imprisoned father a shadow on teen’s life
f you spotted “Derek” walking down the
street in his Austin neighborhood, you’d
probably think he was a normal teenager
with typical adolescent problems—homework,
basketball and a little brother who sometimes
gets on his nerves.
And you’d be mostly right about the 15year-old freshman, who has a smile that outweighs his slight frame.
But there’s a catch. Derek is being raised
by a 59-year-old great aunt on his father’s
side who has cared for him since he was 9. His
little brother was just a baby when the boys
moved from Minnesota back to Chicago
where most of their family lives. Their mother’s family had major drug problems, according to Derek’s aunt.
“My social worker said I couldn’t stay with
my mom or grandma anymore,” Derek says.
While it’s unclear exactly why the boys’ mother
wasn’t able to care for them, it is obvious why
Derek’s dad wasn’t available. He has served five
stints in prison on drug-related charges since
1990, according to the Illinois Department of
Corrections, and he is now under court supervision since his release a year ago after serving
close to 12 months for narcotics possession.
Derek sees his father occasionally, but his
aunt prefers to keep contact to a minimum
because she suspects drug use and other dan-
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gerous activities in the neighborhood where the
father lives.
Derek has mixed feelings about his dad. At
times, he seems resentful because “he’s not
helping us and nobody is trying to help us.”
Then later, he will talk about missing his father
and wanting to hang out with him.
‘COMFORT ZONE’

Meanwhile, Derek has other things on his
mind, like trying out for his school’s basketball
team and doing homework for French and
algebra, one of his favorite classes. Back in elementary school, Latonya Brown was Derek’s
math and language arts teacher. Citing confidentiality, she won’t discuss how Derek performed as a student, but notes that more and
more children in Chicago’s public schools have
parents who are incarcerated.
These children will discuss with teachers
their feelings about their parents being behind
bars, “but you have to establish a comfort zone
first,” Brown says.
Derek’s aunt is supporting the boys on little
more than $1,000 a month in disability payments she receives for herself. She worries
about both boys but tries to stay positive. “I’m
confident that [Derek’s] going to bring me a
diploma from the 12th grade,” she says.
Curtis Lawrence
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NEIGHBORHOODS AUSTIN

New beginning for Austin High
Program anchored in entrepreneurship opens—the first of three
new small schools that will eventuallyreplace the old high school
By Curtis Lawrence
ev. Lewis Flowers walks down the
echoing hallways of Austin High
School with such authority that
one could be forgiven for mistaking
him for a principal.
On this Thursday afternoon, Flowers is
sporting a gray suit, black shirt and a purple print tie. He is on the fourth floor
meeting with Deanna English, who, at the
time, was one of two real principals who
occupy the building. Austin Business and
Entrepreneurship High School is one of
the district’s new schools opened under
Renaissance 2010, an aggressive plan to
close failing schools and replace them
with a mix of smaller schools.
Eventually, two other new, but smaller
high schools will share space in the same
facility and, after a three-year phase out
that ends next June with the last class of
graduating seniors, the old Austin Community Academy High School will cease
to exist.
Change at Austin, the yellow brick
fortress on north Pine Avenue between
Fulton Boulevard and West End Avenue, is
nothing new. Flowers has been along for
the high school’s rocky ride for more than
a decade. Ten years ago, when he was a
member of the local school council,
Austin was in the crosshairs of the district
leadership’s school improvement sights,
and was tagged to receive a “miracle”
interim principal (Catalyst, October 1996).
While there was some improvement
in test scores under Principal Arthur
Slater, progress was short of the miracle
some had hoped for. Since Slater left in
2000, Austin had three principals. The
current principal, Anthony Scott, took
the post in January of 2004.
Over the years, saving Austin has
become a crusade aimed at preserving a
place that, for much of the last century,
was a West Side institution. Austin’s football teams were feared, its academic pro-
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grams were respected and its bands were a
source of envy. Among music historians,
Austin is known as the birthplace of Chicago-style Jazz. But white flight that began in
the 1970s gutted the neighborhood and its
high school of diversity and resources that
made both vibrant and successful.
These days, Flowers is putting his hope
in another effort to save Austin. Initially, he
was not in favor of CEO Arne Duncan’s
decision in 2004 to close Austin and
replace it with several smaller high schools
in the same building. “I’m not going to say
the school wasn’t working,” Flowers says. “I
feel that we were doing a damn good job.”
He concedes that progress may not have
been as fast as some would have liked, but
notes that it was progress nonetheless.
But like others in the community,
Flowers, CEO of the West Side Ministers
Coalition, says he had little choice but to
get on board with Renaissance 2010. In
fact, he went a step further last year and
teamed up with American Quality
Schools, an educational management
organization that runs six local public
schools, to pitch the district on a high
school that would train students in business and entrepreneurship skills. Their
proposal was approved last November.
Since then, Flowers—who chairs the
board for Austin Business and Entrepreneurship—has been making sure the
new contract school offers concrete
opportunities for Austin’s youth and
restores confidence in public education
in the community. It’s a massive job, but
Flowers says his focus is on the most
import component—the students.
Austin Business and Entrepreneurship started fresh in September with
about 220 freshmen. The school will
admit approximately 200 students each
year until it has full enrollment in the
2009-2010 school year.
Just outside the principal’s office,
Flowers spots a despondent student sitting in a folding chair wearing black

pants and a maroon top, the school’s uniform. Flowers approaches her and, whispering, repeatedly asks her what’s wrong.
After three tries, he gets a response: The
girl says she may be suspended for cursing at one of her teachers.
Flowers leaves. When he returns and
shares the teacher’s side of the story, the
girl looks a bit sheepish. The teacher says
even before the most recent incident, the
girl had not turned in assignments and
kept her head down during classes. Flowers knew where the girl went to church and
threatened to report her to the pastor. She
promised to mend her ways and Flowers
won her a reprieve from suspension.

MORE THAN TOUGH LOVE
Flowers knows it will take more than
tough love and a new name to make Austin
the high school of choice rather than the
school of last resort. He reached out to
Michael Bakalis, known for his tenure as
state superintendent of education and a
short-lived campaign for governor in 2002,
to help develop the new school. Bakalis is
now president of American Quality
Schools, which runs nine charter or contract schools in Chicago and Indiana,
including Austin’s newest high school.
One of Bakalis’ hires for Austin Business and Entreprenuership was Malcolm
Crawford, the director of the Austin
African-American Business Networking
Association and owner of an art and
home décor store on Chicago Avenue.
Crawford, who is now the school’s
director of external relations, says he wants
students coming out of Austin to be ready
for college, but he also wants them to be
able to write a business plan. Responding
to critics who claim the school is not academically focused, Crawford says the first
student organizations to come together
are honed on academics: student council,
college-bound club and the honors club.
Freshmen and sophomores will follow a
traditional class schedule four days a week
with 55-minute classes in English, language arts, mathematics, social studies,
reading and science. On Wednesdays, students will participate in business-related
seminars, tutoring sessions and attend
independent study sessions. They also will

Home-based
business owner Vera
Norris talks to
freshmen at Austin
Business and
Entrepreneurship
High School about
toxic chemicals in
common household
cleaning products.
Once a week, the
school offers
business-related
talks and seminars.
JOHN BOOZ

be encouraged to join a club, among them
one for students planning to attend college.
But some observers aren’t yet sold on
the new school. “They don’t promote college,” says LaShawn Ford, the likely next
state representative from the 8th District,
who would like to see a high school
installed at the site of the shuttered
Brach’s candy factory on Cicero Avenue.
“They promote these kids getting a business after high school.”
Bakalis says that while he hopes the
new school will eventually result in more
homegrown businesses in Austin, the
school is not encouraging students to
make the leap immediately after graduation. Instead of steering Austin students
away from academics, they say they are
promoting innovative options.

REFORM IS MESSY
There are signs, though, that a new era
of reform at Austin won’t be easy. Just weeks
into the school year, English was shifted to
another position and a new principal with
experience in middle school, Stefan Fisher,
was brought in. Early expectations were
not being met and a leadership change was
necessary, says Flowers. English is comfortable with the change, he says.
The idea for a small school centered
on business has been around for a while.
A previous principal, Learna Brewer-Baker, tapped Bakalis for a potential partner-

ship and then successfully applied for a
planning grant from the Chicago High
School Redesign Initiative, which was
charged with dispensing funds to help
large high schools improve by converting
into several smaller schools. The overall
effort was bankrolled by a $12 million
grant from the Bill & Melinda Gates
Foundation and additional contributions
from several local foundations.
But before the effort could get off the
ground, Brewer-Baker was removed amid
concerns about school security and discipline. (Catalyst, October 2003.) Not long
after, talk of a districtwide new school
plan began to surface and the small
schools grant was put on hold.
The sudden turn of events was another disappointment for Austin, and Flowers felt the best move would be keeping
the small-schools plan on life support by
applying to reopen under Renaissance
2010. “You either get on board with [CPS]
or you lose out,” Flowers says.
Several others, including members of
the Austin Transition Advisory Council,
the group established to weigh options for
new programs at Austin, felt the same way.
After reviewing the final round of
applicants of schools that would open
this fall, advisory council members
decided that none of the three applications were ready to fly. The other two
applications were Austin Polytechnic, a

program to train students for manufacturing careers, and a math and science
academy run by Concept Schools.
In the end, Schools CEO Arne Duncan
decided not follow the advisory council’s
advice, and recommended that the
School Board approve Austin Business
and Entrepreneurship.
“We’re not going to wait forever to
reopen these schools,” says Jeanne
Nowaczewski, director of New Schools
Development. “Arne Duncan and the
office of New Schools Development listened to the [advisory council] for the
entire six months that this was going on.”
Duncan’s decision did not exactly go
down smoothly.
Advisory council members “harbored
resentment, but they felt that they had to
be on board and be a good sport,” says
Khalid Johnson, who was not on the advisory council for the first round, but was
close to the process. This year, he is a
member of the advisory council for the
second round of school selections.
Two proposals are currently under
consideration for a second school. One is
for Austin Legal Studies and Criminal Justice Academy, another contract school
that would be run by American Quality
Schools in partnership with the West Side
Ministers Coalition. The other is Austin
Polytechnical Academy, which was also
under consideration in the first round.
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Updates
Peer evaluation makes debut
Eight schools run bythe teachers union are the first to trya new
method of rating probationaryteachers
By Lorraine Forte
fter years of being stuck in neutral
in Chicago, the notion that teachers know best how to evaluate and
train other teachers is finally taking
a toehold in the district.
This fall, the teachers union and the
district are piloting a peer mentoring and
evaluation program at eight union-run
public schools, dubbed “Fresh Start”
schools. The 125 new teachers at these
schools will take part this year, but
tenured teachers who have been given
“unsatisfactory” performance ratings will
be required to participate next year.
“When we negotiated the Fresh Start
agreement, one of the things we wanted
was to make schools more viable,” says
Marc Wigler, who oversees Fresh Start for
the Chicago Teachers Union. “This is
something we felt was important to
enhance teacher retention and support
teachers in their careers.”
The concept of peer evaluation first
surfaced in 1993, when a new teachers’
contract called for a joint union-CPS
committee to explore ways to improve
evaluation, including peer review. The
committee went nowhere, and the next
contract made no mention of any such
committee. The current contract, negotiated in 2003 under the leadership of former CTU President Deborah Lynch,
picked up the concept again, but the idea
never moved forward. Lynch later lost a
heated union election to current President Marilyn Stewart.
The new pilot, however, may become
a political football in the upcoming union
election, expected to be a rematch
between Lynch and Stewart.

A
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NEW RATINGS, BETTER TEACHERS
The pilot teacher evaluation program
includes a new rubric intended to give
teachers a clearer picture of their strengths
and weaknesses in the classroom.
The rubric includes 22 skills divided
among four categories: Teaching procedures, classroom management, content
knowledge and personal characteristics
and professional responsibility, such as
level of interest in teaching and cooperation with parents and other school staff.
The current evaluation, for both new
and tenured teachers, is less focused on
teaching skills and knowledge and
includes a number of non-instructional
criteria such as how students walk down
hallways, says Wigler. “Why is a teacher
being evaluated on how their bulletin
boards look?” he says. “That doesn’t get
to the heart of instruction.”
Veteran mentors will rate new teachers on a scale of 1 (the lowest) to 3 in each
skill. Eight mentors will be full-time
coaches who observe each newcomer
before evaluating him or her. They will
work a longer school day, receive a 20
percent salary boost plus a $5,000 bonus.
Based on the evaluations, a ninemember committee of union and district
officials, CEO Arne Duncan and CTU
president Stewart among them, will
make the final decision on whether to
retain teachers who get low ratings in the
pilot program. Principals have sole hiring
and firing authority under the traditional
evaluation program.
Adam Urbanski, president of the
Rochester, New York Federation of Teachers and an expert on peer evaluation, says
such programs have spread to “the more

PILOT SCHOOLS
Schools participating in the new evaluation program are:
Attucks
Hamline
Bass
Piccolo
Burke
Richards High
Chalmers
Wells High
progressive” districts across the country
since being pioneered in Toledo, Ohio in
the 1980s. “The fears that such a program
will be divisive and turn teacher against
teacher, or that it won’t improve the quality of teachers, have turned out to be
unfounded,” Urbanski says.

A POLITICAL FOOTBALL
Members of Pro-Active Chicago
Teachers (PACT), the opposition caucus
that is expected to slate Lynch as its presidential candidate next spring, sounded
the alarm over an initial plan by CPS and
the union to change state law to accommodate the pilot. Under the Illinois
School Code, only those who have a Type
75 administrative certificate, which all
principals are required to have, can evaluate teachers. Now, the district and the
union are planning to obtain a waiver
from the Illinois State Board of Education.
PACT maintains that the pilot, which is
sanctioned in the union contract as part of
an amendment related to the Fresh Start
program, should be voted on by members.
“When we had changes to the contract,
we didn’t move forward without going to
the House of Delegates,” notes Lynch, who
adds that the current union leadership initially voted against Fresh Start’s precursor,
the partnership schools initiative.
Wigler counters that the pilot is part
of an existing contract agreement and
“is not something that needs member
ratification.”
To contact Lorraine Forte, call (312) 673-3881 or
send an e-mail to forte@catalyst-chicago.org.

Task force to count, reclaim dropouts
Activists, legislators also seek more funding and accountability
By Sarah Karp
hen Gov. Rod Blagojevich
signed a law to raise the age that
teenagers can legally leave
school, it was the first step
toward tackling the high school dropout
rate. Step two, advocates say, is nailing
down how many teenagers are out of
school now and then getting them to
come back.
Last month, Blagojevich announced
that State Board of Education Chairman
Jesse Ruiz would head a new task force
that focuses on re-enrolling dropouts.
Other members of the task force—the
result of a House Resolution passed in the
spring—are legislators, Schools CEO
Arnie Duncan and dropout prevention
and recovery advocates like Jack Wuest.
Wuest’s advocacy organization, the
Alternative Schools Network, has been
pushing the state to look at these issues
for years.
“We want people to see these
teenagers as students, not as dead-end
dropouts,” Wuest says. Once people look
at these young people as students, they
will start to see the possibility that they
will re-enroll, he says.
Over the next two years, the task force
will look at a combination of issues. At
the top of the list is determining the actual number of dropouts in school districts
throughout Illinois.
Currently, the Illinois State Board of
Education calls for districts to count as
dropouts any student who is not currently on the roster with the exception of
those who transferred to another school,
died or are absent due to a prolonged illness. Critics say this measure is faulty
because it is only a one-year rate and disregards those who transfer to alternative
schools but never wind up graduating.
The report that the task force is compiling will make use of data from the U.S.
Census American Community Survey
and will show, over a period of time, how
many dropouts are in a particular town.
The task force also will look at
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accountability and funding for programs
that serve dropouts.
Wuest says he would like the task force
to recommend that some funding be set
aside for programs to help recapture students who have dropped out but want to
return. Often, teenagers who drop out are
not going to return to their old high
schools because whatever problems they
had there still exist, he explains. “But if
they see other options, they might come
back,” he says.
There is already demand for more alternative high school programs, which exist
for students who have previously dropped
out or had discipline problems in traditional high schools. Currently, all of Chicago’s alternative high schools are operating
at capacity and have waiting lists.

DROPOUT HEARINGS ACROSS THE STATE
This month, the task force will release
dropout data for districts statewide, and
then hold hearings to determine whether
the data is accurate and complete. Wuest
notes that a hearing may not be necessary in Chicago because a comprehensive report on CPS dropouts was produced by the Consortium on Chicago
School Research last year.

records to track who graduated, whether
they change schools or not.
Statewide, the dropout rate declined
significantly over the past year, with 5,000
fewer students leaving high school compared to the previous year.
However, some question whether the
lower dropout rate means that more
teenagers are staying in school. In 2004,
Illinois changed the legal dropout age
from 16 to 17. Since then, 16-year-olds
who don’t come to school are counted as
chronic truants, not dropouts, says Patricia Vesper, attendance director for Roosevelt High School.
To really tackle the dropout problem,
Vesper says she needs truant officers to
track down students who stop showing
up for school immediately. The district
eliminated truant officers about a decade
ago. The responsibility for keeping after
absent students falls to high school attendance offices, which have limited staff
and funding.
Another challenge that complicates
dropout recovery efforts is the federal
No Child Left Behind law, says Sheila
Venson, director of Youth Connections
Charter, which runs 23 programs in
Chicago. Accountability provisions in
the law now require that at least 50 percent of students perform at grade level
in reading and math.

“We want people to see these teenagers as students,
not as dead-end dropouts.”
Jack Wuest, Alternative Schools Network
That report revealed a 16 percentagepoint gap between the district’s official
graduation rate (70 percent) and the
actual percentage of high school students who graduate in a four-year period (54 percent). The district figure is
higher than the Consortium’s because a
large number of students are counted as
transfers—including those who go to
alternative schools within the system—
but never tracked to determine whether
they eventually graduate. The Consortium, however, used individual student

But most students in alternative
schools dropped out because they were
struggling academically, notes Venson,
who estimates at least 65 percent of Youth
Connections Charter students are reading below 7th-grade level. In 2005, only
19 percent of the charter school’s students passed Prairie State exams.
“There should be different standards
of accountability,” she says.
To contact Sarah Karp, call (312) 673-3882 or e-mail
karp@catalyst-chicago.org.
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More master teachers in poorest communities
By Debra Williams
s Mayor Richard M. Daley ups the ante
on the number of master teachers—
he pledges Chicago Public Schools will
have 2,400 by 2011—more nationally certified teachers are trickling into communities that previously had none.
Two years ago, a Catalyst Chicago
analysis found that 18 communities in
the city—half of them African-American
with below-average family incomes—
had no teachers who had earned National Board Certification, the profession’s
highest credential. (Catalyst, December
2004.) Since then, 10 of those communities have at least one master teacher
working in public schools there.
Two are among the neediest. In Oakland, one master teacher is working at the
University of Chicago’s year-old Donoghue
charter school. In Riverdale, where the Altgeld Gardens public housing development
is based, Carver Primary has one master
teacher among its faculty and another who
is attempting the year-long process to earn
the certification.
Other areas that have recently snared
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CATALYST FOLLOW UP
Two years ago, we reported on the distribution of
National Board-certified teachers in Chicago Public
Schools. Here’s how it looks today.

474 master teachers, up from 359 in 2004
8 of city’s 77 communities have no master
teachers, down from 18 in 2004
The district’s new goal: 2,400 master teachers
by the year 2011
Source: Chicago Public Education Fund, CPS

master teachers are Armour Square, Ashburn, Beverly, Jefferson Park, McKinley
Park, Montclare, South Deering and
Washington Heights.
However, in Washington Park, where
the median household income is just
over $15,000 a year, board-certified
teachers remain elusive. Four schools in
the area each have one teacher trying to
earn the certification.
Others also still without nationally
certified teachers include 33 schools in
these communities: Calumet Heights,

Forest Glen, Fuller Park, Greater Grand
Crossing, Hermosa, O’Hare and Pullman.
All but one, however, have teachers in
the national certification pipeline. Greater
Grand Crossing and Pullman each have
six teachers who have applied; Fuller Park
and Washington Park each have four.
Overall, 25 teachers from these areas hope
to become National Board-certified.
So far, the Chicago Public Education
Fund, which spearheaded the effort to
cultivate more master teachers and place
them in the neediest schools, has invested
$3.2 million in the effort and has allocated
$3 million more for 2008 candidates.
Today, Chicago Public Schools has 474
teachers who have been certified by the
National Board of Professional Teaching
Standards, and another 394 have applied
and are awaiting results which will be
announced this month.
CPS has already invested $4.6 million
to back its master teacher efforts, but it
will cost at least twice that amount to
produce enough successful candidates to
meet the mayor’s goal.

Intern Jenny Celander contributed

PRISON Continued from page 17
ex-offenders or are confronting other
issues such as domestic violence.
“Of course it’s a big deal,” says Jackson,
noting the impact of Jordan’s mother and
father being in prison. Teenaged boys, like
Jordan and his younger brother, often
assume an I-don’t-care attitude about
their parents, but it’s just a cover, she adds.
Both of Jordan’s older twin brothers are
in prison on drug charges, says Jackson.
His father is serving a six-year term on
drug-related charges at a federal prison
and is slated for release in June 2008.
However, Jordan has his sights set on
Feb. 9 of next year. That’s when his mother will be released after completing a twoyear sentence for retail theft, according to
state Dept. of Corrections records.
“I’ll just be happy to see her,” says Jordan. “I haven’t seen her in a long time.”
Curtis Lawrence is a Catalyst contributing editor.
E-mail him at editor@catalyst-chicago.org.
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JOIN THE DISCUSSION
New on the Catalyst web site:
give us your two cents.
Now you can post comments
at the end of every story.
Share your expertise and
experiences today.

www.catalyst-chicago.org

VIEWPOINTS
LETTER TO THE EDITOR

Catalyst Chicago is an independent publication created to document,
analyze and support school improvement efforts in Chicago’s public schools.

Placement rates ‘misleading’
he article “Principal programs
‘unique’” by Ed Finkel (September 2006), offered a superficial
and misleading perspective on the
Leadership Academy and Urban
Network for Chicago (LAUNCH).
LAUNCH began in 1998 with the
mission of developing leaders for
Chicago Public Schools. With the
advent of charters and other
options, the door was opened for
different principal preparation programs and alternate paths to the
principalship. There is some journalistic responsibility to provide a
clear picture of the differences
between the goals of LAUNCH, New
Leaders for New Schools and the
University of Illinois-Chicago’s
Urban Leadership Program.
LAUNCH recruits exclusively
from within the ranks of CPS and
takes candidates who have a passion
for becoming transformational leaders in public schools, many of which
are among the most challenged.
Comparing the number of candidates placed by the three programs is
like comparing apples to oranges.
Principal hiring is determined largely by local school councils, which, by
law, have the authority to select principals. Ed Finkel alludes to that issue
accurately in his article. However, the
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dynamics are different for charter
and small schools.
Finkel cites a placement rate of 21
percent for the class of LAUNCH
candidates who just graduated in
June 2006. It is actually quite remarkable that, at the time of graduation,
four members of the class had signed
principal contracts.
LAUNCH’s impact on Chicago
Public Schools cannot only be measured by the 120 who have become
principals in the district; it should also
be measured by the 89 assistant principals who are now in the pipeline.
LAUNCH fellows are having a
great impact on Chicago Public
Schools. They serve in key roles as
area and central office administrators. We are especially proud of two
LAUNCH-trained principals who
were recently named area instructional officers, and two other
LAUNCH-trained principals who
were appointed as turnaround specialists in troubled schools.
LAUNCH will continue to analyze
our work and strive toward becoming
better each year. It is imperative that
the media tell the story fairly and
accurately.

Faye Terrell-Perkins
Senior Executive Director, CLASS (Chicago
Leadership Academies for Supporting Success)
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In your very interesting and wellresearched article, “Equity the goal for
technology,” (September 2006), you
talk about Accelerated Reader as an
“educational software” package. While
this may be technically correct—since
the software has no other use but in
schools—Accelerated Reader should
be referred to as “assessment software”
because it does not actually teach anything. It just assesses what a student
has gained from reading a book.

Craig A. Cunningham
Associate professor, National College of
Education, National-Louis University
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COMINGS & GOINGS To submit items for Comings & Goings, e-mail <editorial@catalyst-chicago.org>
SCHOOL FOR ARTS About 115 people
attended a kickoff breakfast to announce plans to
create Chicago Public Schools’ first citywide high
school for fine and performing arts. The Elizabeth
Morse Charitable Trust and its sister institution,
The Elizabeth Morse Genius Charitable Trust,
have already provided planning grants.
“Performing arts organizations have been looking
at ways to improve diversity among professional
performing artists in Chicago,” says Polk Bros.
Foundation President SANDRA P. GUTHMAN, who
is involved with the planning and noted that
Chicago is the only urban school district that does
not already have a performing arts high school.
Admissions would be based on entrance exams
and auditions. Others who are participating in
planning for the school include TERRY MAZANY,
president and CEO of The Chicago Community
Trust; JAMES L. ALEXANDER, co-trustee of The
Elizabeth Morse Charitable Trust; CHARLES
SLAMAR JR., co-trustee of The Elizabeth Morse
Genius Charitable Trust and senior vice president
for Bank of America; and civic leader PAMELA
STROBEL. Planners are looking at models in other
cities and working with the Chicago Academy for
the Arts, a private high school in the city.
CONTRACT DISPUTE At a City Council
education committee hearing on Oct. 18, Ald.
Anthony Beale chastised School Board President
RUFUS WILLIAMS because the board did not ratify
the new principal contract for Gwendolyn Brooks
College Prep. “For some unknown reason, you
pulled the contract,” Beale told Williams. This past
summer, Principal DUSHON BROWN was awarded
a four-year contract by Brooks’ local school
council. At the hearing, Williams declined to
comment on the contract specifically, noting that

the district is seeking to ensure that school
leaders were able to “elevate all the schools.” JULIE
WOESTEHOFF, director of Parents United for
Responsible Education, says legal precedent is on
the LSCs side and that the contract would hold
up in court. Before Brown accepted the job at
Brooks, she was principal at Curtis Elementary,
where in 2005 about one in four students met
reading standards, and where, over the past five
years, pass rates in math have been declining.
PRINCIPAL CONTRACTS The following
interim principals have been awarded new
principal contracts: MIRNA DIAZ-ORTIZ, Nobel;
DAVID HANNSBERRY, Harvard; NICOLE JACKSON,
Wells High School; MARY MCALOON, Christopher;
THERESA PLASCENCIA, Farragut High School;
JEFFREY WRIGHT, King College Prep. … The
following principals have had their contracts
renewed: CELIA H. COLEMAN, Banneker; NOEMI
ESQUIVEL, Addams; SENALDA GRADY, Pirie;
MAURICE HARVEY, Jordan; CYNTHIA HUGHESHANNAH, Calhoun North; SAUNDRA JONES, West
Park; NANCY MAYER, Vaughn; TERESA MOY,
Clinton; MIGUEL TRUJILLO, Kilmer; RICHARD
GRAY, Chicago Military Academy; and TAMARA
WITZL, Telpochcalli.
AT CLARK STREET PEGGY DAVIS, former chief of
staff for CEO Arne Duncan, is the newest member
of the School Board. Her term runs through June
2007. She fills the vacancy created when RUFUS
WILLIAMS was appointed board president.
LAWSUITS The Chicago Teachers Union has
filed a lawsuit challenging the right of the
district’s new online charter school to receive
public funds, alleging that dispersing those funds

would violate the Illinois School Code because
the school is “home-based.” Cook County Circuit
Court Judge James F. Henry will decide whether
the lawsuit can move forward. At Catalyst press
time, a hearing was scheduled for Oct. 31. ...
Lawyers for plaintiffs who filed a class action
lawsuit to reverse special education budget cuts
are trying to determine the extent to which
students are now being denied aides and may ask
a federal judge for another hearing on the case.
The plaintiffs lost the first round in U.S. District
Court when a judge ruled that they had not
submitted enough evidence. The cuts resulted in
the elimination of some 950 special education
teachers and aides. The suit argues that the cuts
violate the 1999 Corey H. settlement
agreement, which prohibits the district from
segregating disabled children from the rest of
the student body.
NATIONAL AWARDS The U.S. Dept. of
Education noted the work of 9th-grade biology
teacher BRENT HANCHEY of Nancy B. Jefferson
Alternative High School by selecting him for the
American Star of Teaching award for Illinois. …
RANA KHAN, a teacher at Sexton Elementary, won
a $25,000 Milken National Educator Award.
CPS ‘HAMLET’ Teachers and students from
eight CPS high schools performed “Hamlet”
onstage at the Chicago Shakespeare Theater, the
first citywide Shakespearean production in
partnership with the district. Participating
schools included KELVYN PARK, CHICAGO
VOCATIONAL, CHICAGO MILITARY ACADEMYBRONZEVILLE, FARRAGUT, CLEMENTE, MANLEY,
SCHOOL OF LEADERSHIP at South Shore campus
and VON STEUBEN.
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