Vol. XVIII Number 5

FEBRUARY 2007

CHICAGO

INDEPENDENT REPORTING ON URBAN SCHOOLS

SCHOOLS
SET FREE

BEYOND CHARTERS, CHICAGO’S VERSION
OF SCHOOL FREEDOM PALES IN COMPARISON
TO NEWYORK CITY’S. BUT CPS SAYS IT IS
MOVING IN THAT DIRECTION.

Also: Report card insert tracks autonomy, district progress
A Publication of the Community Renewal Society

www.catalyst-chicago.org

FROM THE EDITOR

Performance, not perks, is what
autonomy should be about

M
Veronica Anderson

ayor Daley and Schools CEO Arne Duncan talk a good game about empowering
principals to do what it takes to improve
student performance. But you’ve got to
wonder whether they really believe school autonomy is a remedy for struggling schools. Take a look
at which principals have significant freedom and
you’ll find there are precious few.

Charter school leaders have the
most autonomy. They can configure
their staffs any way they want, within
the confines of their budgets. They
can hold classes for as long as they
want, for however many days or
months they want. They can set and
follow their own academic programs.
Yet there’s not much status quo
for charter leaders to shake up since
these schools are built—with public
funds—from the ground up, outside
the bureaucratic structure and systems of the district. It’s pretty much
the same story for principals of noncharter schools that are being created under the mayor’s Renaissance
2010 initiative. They can call more of
the shots, but there’s no entrenched,

FROM THE PUBLISHER
I am pleased to announce that Arie and Ida Crown
Memorial has joined the ranks of Catalyst funders. The
foundation supports programs that offer opportunities
to the disadvantaged, strengthen the bond of families,
and improve the quality of people’s lives.
Catalyst also has received a service grant from
the Taproot Foundation, which strengthens nonprofits by engaging business professionals in service.
The foundation will underwrite development of a
fundraising brochure.
Catalyst very much appreciates this additional help.
Linda Lenz
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toxic culture to overcome.
The deal for all of these schools is
that they must produce results.
Under another program called
AMPS, the district has granted some
autonomy to principals at regular
elementary and high schools. However, these principals oversee
schools that are at the top of the
achievement heap, serving many
children who are high-achievers.
Then there are the star principals
the district tapped to turn around
four schools where scores have
been mired at the bottom for years.
If any regular school leaders were
good candidates for autonomy, it
would be these. But that’s not what
they got.
These academic turnaround specialists did get some extra money for
themselves and their schools. The
district provides them with financial
incentives, in the form of signing
bonuses and extra cash in their
budgets.
One result: When Adrian Willis
arrived at Earle Elementary in Englewood—from a cushy post at Keller
Gifted in Mount Greenwood—he
was able to replace beat-up furniture, initiate a conflict resolution
program and fill the void of social
studies textbooks.
“It’s a go-to when you’re running

short on funds during the course of
the year,” Willis says. “It’s been real
helpful.”
These principals also get extra
support. A SWAT team of central
office administrators who will parachute in to help keep things moving
forward in a pinch, monthly meetings with a mentor, periodic seminars at a highly regarded program at
the University of Virginia and networking with principals from
Philadelphia, Richmond and Dade
County, Fla. “By far, some of the best
training I’ve ever had,” says Principal
Lorraine Cruz of Ames Middle.
Yet, Cruz laughs when asked
whether she has any more power now
than she did before. “Oh no,” she says.
“We have been empowered with tools
and resources to right the wrongs.”
Meanwhile, New York City Mayor
Michael Bloomberg took the bold
step of offering every principal in the
district an opportunity to run their
schools more autonomously.
Financial incentives, including a
promising measure to reward principals for moving kids from the lowestscoring quartile on tests to higher
ones, are buttressed by freedom to set
curricula and schedules, and make a
host of other educational decisions.
Bloomberg gets it. Autonomy
should be about performance, not
perks. Daley and Duncan don’t, at
least not yet. Is there a method to the
madness of school autonomy in
Chicago? The city’s scattershot
approach will likely render scattershot results, and no one will know
whether they’ve been effective.

AUTONOMY & ACCOUNTABILITY

Big changes in the Big Apple
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rincipals in New York City get a shot at
more autonomy to run their schools as
part of an ambitious plan to jumpstart
student achievement. More sweeping than
similar plans in Chicago, some question
whether New York schools are getting too much
freedom too quickly. COVER STORY: PAGE 6
DISTRICT AMPS UP AUTONOMY
An elite group of schools has already been granted some
freedom from district oversight and red tape. Next year, the
district ramps that up, with some schools slated to gain
complete control of their budgets. PAGE 10

NEW SCHOOLS ON CHOPPING BLOCK
What happened at two Big Picture High Schools is a lesson on
how much autonomy the district is willing to tolerate. PAGE 12

PRINCIPALS GET CREATIVE WITHIN THE BOUNDS OF
DISTRICT BUREAUCRACY
One makes it a point to hire male teachers, one teams up with
museums, one approaches a donor at a wedding. PAGE 15

MAKING SCHOOLS MATCH THE KIDS
Charters take advantage of total autonomy and tailor programs
to fit students’ needs. PAGE 17
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(Top) History teacher Neeraj Kane leads a lesson on World War I for
juniors at Big Picture High on the Williams campus. The
experimental school added regular courses last year under pressure
from CPS to prove they could meet state standards. (Bottom) A
museum partnership pays off for students studying dinosaurs at
Talcott Elementary in West Town, where the principal pulled off a
creative concept to raise performance by engaging different
learning styles.
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ELSEWHERE
improvement measure. (Boston originated
the concept as an alternative to charters.)
Mayor Antonio Villaraigosa is moving ahead Pilot schools are freed from union conwith plans to take substantial control of the
tracts and other district requirements and
school system, despite a judge’s ruling that
have more control over curriculum, budgstruck down the law as unconstitutional
ets and general operations. The schools
because it takes too much authority from the could still be subject to a state takeover if
School Board, according to the Los Angeles
they fail to improve.
Times. The mayor has filed an appeal and is
also raising funds for the upcoming School
Board race, in which he plans to oust memSix new charters, including three that are
bers who oppose his takeover. Meanwhile,
being converted from district-run schools,
the district, the local teachers union and
community groups are planning to open up have won approval from the School Board,
according to the Baltimore Sun. The new
to 10 small schools modeled after Boston’s
schools include an all-boys academy with
pilot schools program, according to Educaan extended day. Seven other applications
tion Week. The schools would have more
freedom in hiring, spending, curriculum and were rejected, including a school that would
focus on serving foster children. The three
scheduling. Officials hope to have some of
the small, college-prep high schools open for converted charters will use the highly scripted, direct-instruction teaching method. The
the 2007- 2008 school year.
school board is appealing a state court ruling that requires the school system to provide the same funding for charters as that
Mayor Adrian Fenty has won support from provided to regular public schools. The city
a majority of City Council members for his now spends about $11,000 per child but
plan to take over control of the school sysprovides only $5,859 per student to charters
tem, according to the Washington Post.
and the rest in services (such as food servFenty’s proposal would require the superice). Most charter operators say they would
intendent to report to the mayor and end
prefer to have the $11,000. Baltimore curthe board’s control over management, pro- rently has 17 of the state’s 24 charters.
gram and budget decisions. The board
would continue to oversee operations such
as standardized testing and teacher certifiA panel led by a former university president
cation. Congress, which currently has a
and a prominent civil rights lawyer is rechand in overseeing the school system,
ommending that the state assume oversight
would also have to approve the plan.
of the city’s failing schools for at least six
years, according to the Associated Press. The
district has had six superintendents since
To avoid a state takeover, State Board of
2003. The proposal calls for a three-member
Education Chairman Christopher Andercommittee to run the district and decide
son wants to turn four failing schools into
whether to hire a superintendent to oversee
“pilot schools,” the Boston Globe reports.
daily operations. The committee would
Three of the four schools would be the first handle budgeting, curriculum and other
pilot schools outside Boston. All four would functions under the supervision of the state
be the first converted to pilots as an
board. Mayor Francis Slay favors the plan.

Los Angeles: Takeover, pilots

Baltimore: New charters

Washington, D.C.: Takeover plan

St. Louis: State oversight

Massachusetts: Pilot schools

IN SHORT
“If you don’t feed the teachers, they eat the students.”
Barton Elementary Principal Terrence Carter in an interview with Catalyst, explaining
why principals should provide teachers with frequent professional development. Barton
teachers meet for two hours of training each week.
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Q&A

School districts, state boards of education and other entities that authorize
charter schools have the critical task of
deciding how much autonomy to grant
charters—and sometimes that means
less freedom, not more, says Greg Richmond, who spearheaded the charter
movement in Chicago Public Schools.
He resigned two years ago to head a
national group of institutions that
approve and oversee charters. Richmond talked with Associate Editor
Sarah Karp about the lessons learned
from the charter movement.
CEO Arne Duncan and Mayor Daley are
supportive of charters. Is that unusual?
Very.
What does that mean for charters here?
Far and away it’s a good thing. The fact that
they exist and are generally high-quality can be
traced back to that support, in a way that you
don’t see in cities where the district opposes
charters. So the people running them spend
time fighting political battles rather than working to improve the quality of their school..
Also, charters [here] simply get treated better on a day-to-day basis. So if a [school-related]
tragedy happens, CPS sends counselors for your
students. That’s rare. In most other cities the
system will just say, “You’re not our problem.”
Do Chicago’s charters have more autonomy than charters elsewhere?
No. Actually, one could make the case that
the close relationship between the district and
charters in Chicago has resulted in less autonomy. An example of that goes back to the first
year. Schools were doing their own thing,
including [in] keeping attendance. Somebody
asked me, “What’s the enrollment and attendance at these charters so far?” I figured I’d call
the schools, but after two weeks I still didn’t
have an answer from some of them. So we said,
“Sorry, but you’re going to have to keep track of
students using our attendance system.” This
ended up telling us not just about attendance,
but who the students are. For instance, are they
eligible for a free or reduced-price lunch? So
Chicago charter schools ended up having less
autonomy than, say, a school in Michigan. But
the result was it worked better.

CAPITAL DISPATCH
Better way to measure student progress in the works

JASON REBLANDO

Have charters been able to negotiate for
more resources over time?
Yes and no. A big challenge has been facilities.
When charter schools started here they were
completely on their own finding a building, which
meant they ended up in vacated, rundown
Catholic schools. The good news is that under
Arne Duncan, charters are getting more access
to district facilities. The bad news is that those
come at great expense, and often with loss of
autonomy. Some simply decided it’s not worth it.
They’d rather have the rundown, vacated building than put up with all the costs and regulations
that go along with being in a district building.
You mentioned that political conservatives who at first thought that schools
could be done inexpensively now realize,
because of the charter movement, that
schools need more money. Are there other lessons for public education?
Some conservatives supported charters as a
variation on vouchers. In some states that’s how it
played out. In Arizona and Texas they hand charters out like they were vouchers—”You want to
start a school? Here you go.” There’s very little
public oversight. History is showing us that hasn’t
worked very well. Way too many people were
approved that shouldn’t have been, and started
schools that were low-quality, had bad financial
management—sometimes outright fraud.

SPRINGFIELD, IL—Illinois education
officials hope to apply next year to
participate in a federal pilot project that
allows districts to more accurately
measure student performance by
tracking growth year to year.
Ongoing problems with test scores
and delays in creating a statewide database of student information are holding
up the state’s conversion to the “growth
model,” also known as “value-added,”
which proponents argue is a fairer way to
judge how well schools and districts are
educating students.
Under the No Child Left Behind law,
most states currently report a snapshot of
student test scores once a year.
The U.S. Department of Education
has approved growth model pilots in
Arkansas, Delaware, Florida, North Carolina and Tennessee.
Last month, a task force of educators,
top policymakers and testing experts
issued a report that, among other recommendations, urged the state to develop a
growth model and find ways to use the
data to support school improvement.
Illinois may be ready to join the pilot
project next school year, says Becky
Watts, chief of staff for the Illinois State
Board of Education. “It’s not outside the
realm of possibility, if everything is in

place,” she says.
One requirement is that Chicago Public Schools connect its new student information system, which has experienced
technical glitches, with the statewide student database. Illinois missed the Nov. 1
deadline to apply for this year’s pilot, in
part because 22 school districts, including Chicago, were not connected.
By mid-January, Chicago was the only
district that still had not done so.
“We’ll be done ironing the kinks out of
the process in the next couple of months,
before the end of the school year at the
latest,” says Robert Runcie, CPS chief
information officer.
The database will work in tandem with
the state’s test score database, tracking
students and their scores from year to
year, even if they leave a school or district.
Test scores for 2006 were also a problem. Watts says final results are not
expected to be delivered to schools until
February, more than four months overdue. Results for 2007 tests are expected to
be completed on time, say state education officials. The next round of state testing begins in March.
State officials have retained a new testing contractor, Pearson Educational Measurement, to take over most of the work.

Aaron Chambers

FOOTNOTE

Talk a little bit about private fundraising.
It certainly is a cost to [charters] to pursue
all those private dollars. But the benefits are
enormous. [Compared] to 10, 20 years ago,
you have much greater civic and philanthropic
involvement in public education. If charters
didn’t exist, a lot of these foundations would
just put their money and time somewhere else.
And with Renaissance 2010, you see corporations getting involved. It’s bringing more, volunteers, dollars and commitment into public
education. And that can only be a good thing. 

KURT MITCHELL
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Big changes
in the Big Apple
D
By Lorraine Forte

avid Banks, the
founder of New
York City’s first
all-boys high
school,
was
thrilled about
the freedom—and cash—he
got by signing on as one of the
first crop of what the district is
calling empowerment schools.
First and foremost, he
would be exempt from meetings that took too much time
away from running his school,
the Eagle Academy for Young
Men in the Bronx. “That was
my primary motivation for
joining,” Banks says.
Second, the extra $100,000
he received would give students after-school tutoring
and more classes to catch up
in earning credits. Banks also
hired a second foreign language teacher, promoted one
of his teachers to assistant
principal and switched the
school to 80-minute periods
from the traditional 45minute classes, giving kids
more instruction time.
“Before, we would have had
to go through all kinds of
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Mayor Michael Bloomberg is betting that giving New York City

principals the chance to run their schools as entrepreneurs will
shake up the status quo and jumpstart lagging achievement.

bureaucratic changes” to
switch schedules, Banks notes.
Hand-picking his own assistant
principal would have been difficult too; even if the position
were approved. “I would not
necessarily have gotten who I
wanted,” he says. “Ultimately, it
would have been the [regional]
superintendent’s decision.”
Many of the freedoms
Banks and 331 other New York
City principals are taking
advantage of this year sound
similar to those granted to a
select group of higher-performing Chicago schools
under AMPS, the Autonomous
Management and Performance Initiative.
But New York’s plan goes
much further than Chicago’s,
in both size and scope, offering support for schools as they
seek to improve, rewards for
making progress and sanc-

WHY IT MATTERS

The outcome of New York’s
radical restructuring will help
answer the key question surrounding the current trend
toward greater school autonomy, which has also caught on
in Chicago. What freedoms,
supports and sanctions truly
make a difference in improving teaching and learning?
tions for failing to do so.
Yet caveats have emerged:
Is this too much autonomy
too quickly? And ultimately,
how will students benefit?

‘PRESSURE AND SUPPORT’
In Chicago, only 90 top-performing schools were pegged
for increased autonomy. New
York recently decided to go
whole hog, eliminating region-

al offices and giving each of the
district’s 1,400 schools the
chance to join the empowerment program. (Schools that
opt not to join the empowerment initiative can choose to
continue receiving support
from the district or from an
outside partner.)
To hold schools accountable, each will receive an annual “grade” based on students’
academic progress as well as
other performance indicators.
Schools will also be subject to
quality reviews that include site
visits by education experts.
Mayor Michael Bloomberg,
an ardent champion of school
autonomy, announced the
plan in his Jan. 17 State of the
City speech. The savings from
eliminating regional offices
will be funneled back to
schools, he said, and the system will begin phasing in

NYC: More authority to achieve
lump-sum or per-pupil budgeting, a method to address
equity in distributing funds to
schools. (This year’s empowerment schools got additional
funds, but were not switched
to per-pupil funding.)
Joseph Palumbo, senior
executive with the educational consulting group Focus on
Results, spent several days
meeting with top New York
officials last year as they were
crafting a plan to roll out the
empowerment program. A
multi-faceted strategy is
what’s needed to make autonomy work, he observes.
“All the things they have in
place are the right things that
need to be in place,” he says.
“The key is, will there be a
good balance of pressure and
support?”
Top officials wanted to take
the initiative citywide as soon
as possible, given the dismal
academic performance of
many students, particularly
minority students, Palumbo
adds. “They felt a sense of
urgency that they needed to
make radical changes to shake
up the status quo.”
However, one noted educator warns against viewing
autonomy as a quick fix.
“There’s a lot of rhetoric
around this, but there’s little
evidence that changing [structural] dimensions has any
impact on student learning,”
says Allen Grossman of Harvard University’s Public Education Leadership Project, which
is working with nine urban districts, including Chicago, to
improve achievement through
better district management.
Structure is important, he
explains, but the question of
who makes decisions shouldn’t be made in a vacuum. The
first question to ask is, “What
is going to support the best
teaching and learning?”
Some observers wonder if
the school system is rolling out
empowerment too quickly.

“There was a strong campaign to get the [first] schools
signed up,” says Ray Damonico, senior education adviser
for the non-profit Metro New
York Industrial Areas Foundation, which works with
schools. “Some of them heard
they would get more money
and jumped on the opportunity without thinking about
what they were getting into.”
“We’re literally changing
the tire while the car is moving,” says Jill Herman of
Urban Assembly, a non-profit
group that is managing one of
the new networks of empowerment schools under a contract with the New York City
Department of Education.

WILL STUDENTS BENEFIT?
The lion’s share of the
annual grade that schools
receive will be based on
progress in raising student
test scores, rather than overall
performance. Schools will get
extra credit for raising the
scores of students scoring in
the bottom third citywide.
“It’s making [schools] pay
attention to their bottom
third,” says Herman, a former
principal. “People are beginning to try and figure out where
kids are stuck. You can’t fix
things if you don’t know what’s
wrong.” Finding instructional
techniques that help lowachieving students should help
improve teaching and learning
across the board, she adds.
Eric Nadelstern, CEO of
empowerment schools, says
the success of the autonomy
zone program (the precursor
to empowerment) shows that
expanding principals’ power
makes sense academically.
“On attendance, retention,
course pass rates, promotion
rates, graduation, college
acceptance, all the indicators—
for both years [the 48
autonomous schools] outperformed all the other schools in
the system and exceeded their

Empowerment schools get a mixture of carrots and sticks
to prod principals to act like entrepreneurs.

PERKS OFFERED TO EMPOWERMENT SCHOOLS:
EXTRA FUNDING. On average, an additional $150,000 in discre-

tionary funds per school. The district also gave principals the power to
shift more money already in their budgets.
PEER SUPPORT NETWORKS. Empowerment schools organized
themselves into networks of 20 or so schools, based on common educational interests. Each network has a support team that helps with
day-to-day operations, special education services and instruction.
Schools in each network weigh in on hiring and evaluating the support
team. Networks also have outside partners, usually non-profit educational groups that have experience working with schools. One such
partner, Urban Assembly, contracted to provide the support services.
EDUCATIONAL CONTROL. Principals now have authority over professional development, curriculum, scheduling, auxiliary programs
(such as summer school and Saturday academies) and new teacher
mentoring. Schools that opt not to use the district’s curriculum must
have their alternative approved by the NYC Department of Education.
ADMINISTRATIVE FREEDOM. Principals are freed from board reporting requirements, district meetings and other administrative duties and
paperwork. They also have more control over purchasing outside services.

IN RETURN FOR AUTONOMY, PRINCIPALS MUST:
SIGN PERFORMANCE CONTRACTS. Principals sign four-year con-

tracts that outline their new powers and specify that their schools will
be subject to annual review. Principals can opt out of the deal, but only
between July 1 and July 15 of each year. New principals are bound by
the agreement, too, unless they opt out during the July window.
MEET PERFORMANCE GOALS. Schools will receive a grade of “A” to
“F” based on student performance and the school environment. Annual
achievement targets are set based on a school’s previous performance
and the performance of other comparable schools. Progress will count
more than overall performance. Schools will also get extra credit if the
network they belong to makes progress in raising test scores of students in the bottom third of all students citywide.
UNDERGO QUALITY REVIEWS. Evaluators will visit schools regularly
to assess five areas: effective use of student performance data, setting
educational goals, aligning instruction, developing instructional leadership, and revising instruction to meet achievement goals. In each category, schools will be rated “well-developed,” “proficient” or “undeveloped.”

DEPENDING ON PROGRESS, SCHOOLS WILL:
EARN REWARDS. Schools that receive a grade of “A” and a quality rat-

ing of “well-developed” or “proficient” will get even more money and
will be designated a demonstration site for other schools. Schools that
receive an “A” or “B” and high quality ratings will receive extra funding
for each transfer student they accept from a low-performing school.
SUFFER CONSEQUENCES. Schools that receive a “D” or “F” in any one
year, or a “C” for three consecutive years, will be subject to sanctions,
including loss of freedom to do their own academic planning, replacement of the principal, school restructuring or, ultimately, school closure.
To see a reference guide for empowerment principals and a
sample performance contract, go to www.catalyst-chicago.org.

www.catalyst-chicago.org February 2007

7

SPECIAL EDITION AUTONOMY & ACCOUNTABILITY
School autonomy and accountability

Waxing and waning in CPS
Control over school resources has seesawed between
schools and central office since the watershed Reform Act
of 1988. CPS now gives “star principals” more freedom
while tightening the screws on struggling schools. (Items
with a red heading indicate autonomy-related events;
those with a blue heading are related to accountability.)

SEPTEMBER 1987
For the ninth time since 1970, CPS teachers go on strike over the
School Board’s refusal to consider raises. Incensed, parents organize
and hold end-the-strike rallies and begin calling for broad reforms to
the school system and an overhaul of central office bureaucracy.
Grassroots groups—not all of which agreed on how much freedom
schools should get—soon begin shaping an agenda to fight for school
reform in Springfield in 1988.

JULY 1989: LOCAL CONTROL
The first School Reform Act goes into effect, shifting power from
central office and giving schools an unprecedented degree of autonomy through elected local school councils comprised of parents,
teachers, community residents and principals. LSCs have the power to
hire principals, oversee spending of state poverty money, write school
improvement plans and set curricula. Principals can fill vacant teaching jobs with the applicants of their choice, regardless of seniority.
Special councils are established as a check on subdistrict superintendents who suggest remediation plans and probation for failing schools.

MARCH 1992: SHIFT OF POWER?
The School Finance Authority rejects the district’s latest systemwide
reform plan, saying it doesn’t shift enough power to LSCs. The plan
cuts the amount of money to be shifted to local schools to $243 million from $430 million and encroaches on councils’ power to determine curriculum by prescribing course syllabi and student assessments. Some reform advocates say more decentralization is needed
to revitalize schools, while others begin to question that sentiment,
saying schools and principals may not have the resources to carry out
jobs previously done by central office.

DECEMBER 1994: REMEDIATION
Though the Reform Act empowers CPS to close or shakeup low-performing schools, not one school in six years has undergone such
remediation or even been placed on probation. Supt. Argie Johnson,
however, steps up pressure on subdistrict superintendents to intervene at struggling schools. West Pullman Elementary wins the dubious distinction of becoming the first. The following year, Johnson
unveils plans to create an independent accountability division to evaluate schools at least once every four years.

MAY 1995: MAYORAL TAKEOVER
Sweeping revisions to the Reform Act give Mayor Richard M. Daley
power to choose a CEO and handpick members of the school board.
The CEO has power to place schools on probation or remediation.
Two strategies for overhauling failing schools are added: reconstitution, under which teachers can be transferred out; and intervention,
which allows for dismissal of staff following hearings and evaluations.
An amendment later caps the amount of state poverty funds
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own previous performance,”
says Nadelstern.
One major concern is oversight of services for kids with
special needs, says Janella
Hinds, special representative
for empowerment schools for
the United Federation of
Teachers. “What happens if we
don’t have anyone watching to
make sure class size [limits] are
met or that students are receiving speech services?” she says.
“Where there are very small
numbers of kids who need
services, the administration
may be tempted not to follow
the mandates.”

PRINCIPALS A DRIVING FORCE
Giving principals, rather
than bureaucrats, power to
choose their own curriculum
and professional development makes sense educationally. But giving principals
responsibility for, say, choosing custodial contractors runs
the risk of overburdening
them, skeptics say.
“We have some wonderful
young principals, but many of
them are overwhelmed,” says
Jill Levy, outgoing president of
the Council of School Administrators, the union for New
York City principals. “They’re
spending so much time with
management that they’re hav-

ing problems with the instructional end of things. We want
to make sure that the department [of education] doesn’t
just dump on them the
responsibilities the department used to have.”
Eagle Academy’s Banks initially questioned whether lessexperienced principals would
be able to handle the added
workload. But, he says, the
support team strategy “seems
to be addressing that issue.”
Younger, entrepreneurial
principals were a driving force
behind New York’s push to
give school leaders as much
power as possible, says Nadelstern. Nearly 200 graduates of
the Chancellor’s Leadership
Academy, which stresses independent leadership, currently
work in the district as principals or assistant principals.
“We’ve charged them with
reinventing public education,
but it doesn’t work to put them
in the same old governance
structure,” Nadelstern points
out. “Every time they tried to
do something ‘outside the
box,’ they didn’t get the support they needed. They told us
they needed more authority.”
Successful principals, says
Palumbo, “figure out the managerial and operational tasks
that they need to delegate, to

controlled by LSCs at $261 million, but gives the School Board the
authority to keep and decide how to spend annual increases in excess
of that amount. Due to inflation, the financial freeze deals a blow to
local autonomy and school-directed spending.

JUNE 1995: THE VALLAS ERA
The mayor appoints his budget director, Paul Vallas, as CEO. Under
his leadership, decisions to place schools on probation are based solely
on test scores rather than hearings. Seven months later, Vallas
announces that 21 schools are being placed in remediation, the least
stringent form of intervention provided for by the new Reform Act.

FEBRUARY 1996: CHARTERS
State lawmakers approve the creation of 45 charter schools—15 in
Chicago, 15 in the collar county suburbs and 15 downstate. Envisioned as incubators of innovation, charters are exempt from many
bureaucratic regulations and from hiring union teachers. In exchange
for autonomy, charters face district accountability via five-year con-

make sure there’s enough toilet
paper in the bathrooms so they
can focus on instruction.”
So far, some principals in
the network Herman works
with love empowerment
because “there’s nobody coming in like the wicked motherin-law with white gloves to
check on them.”
“But some of them feel
lost,” she adds.

‘BIGGEST UNKNOWN’
Under empowerment, the
department can retake control of a school, fire a principal
or ultimately, shut a school
down if it consistently fails to
meet achievement targets. But
skeptics wonder if the threat
of such sanctions amounts to
anything more than waving a
big stick.
“That’s
the
biggest
unknown,” says Damonico.
“Schools have had accountability systems before and it
didn’t work. We’re being
asked to believe now that
sanctions are going to be
automatic. A lot of people
have promised that [before]
and it hasn’t happened.”
Nadelstern concedes, “It is
a complicated process to
instill real accountability in a
[school] system that has spent
decades avoiding it.” But, he

says, schools that show little
or no progress in a couple of
years will get new principals. If
the school still makes no
improvement, it will be shut
down. “That’s our sense of
how it should work.”
Harvard’s Grossman notes
that there’s more to accountability than structure. Teachers
need to have high standards,
for example, and principals
need to be responsible for student learning. Schools also
must have a culture with “a
focus on results, not effort.”
“That’s
what
makes
accountability happen,” says
Grossman.
While empowerment is
only months old, some promising signs of success are
emerging.
Teachers at many schools
are working with principals to
identify instruction strategies
that work best for students,
says Hinds.
In Urban Assembly’s network, says Herman, “Principals are getting together on
their own, meeting in schools
and sharing ideas. That’s
another form of professional
development.”
To contact Lorraine Forte, call (312)
673-3881 or send an e-mail to
forte@catalyst-chicago.org.

tracts that set student performance expectations.

SEPT. 1996: ACADEMIC PROBATION
The board places 109 schools—71 elementary schools and 38 high
schools—on academic probation.The criterion: having fewer than 15 percent of students meeting national norms in reading on the Iowa Tests of
Basic Skills or (in high schools) the Tests of Achievement and Proficiency.

MAY 1997: ACADEMIC STANDARDS
CPS approves standards that spell out what children should know and
be able to do in language arts, math, science and social science by the
end of 3rd, 6th, 8th, 10th and 12th grades. The standards are more
specific than those written several years ago by a joint task force of
the board and the Chicago Teachers Union.

poorly performing schools. The list of 125 schools includes 93 in
Chicago. Schools with low scores on the state’s standardized test, then
called IGAP for Illinois Goals Assessment Program, are placed on the
list. If schools do not make progress, they are then placed on the
state’s “academic watch list,” and could eventually be shut down.

JUNE 2000: HIGH SCHOOL INTERVENTION
In a direct challenge to school autonomy, CPS officials announce
plans to intervene at six failing high schools. Under state law, officials
can replace the principal, order new LSC elections and fire any school
employee after an evaluation. The six schools are Bowen, Collins,
DuSable, Juarez, Orr and South Shore; however, the board later
decides not to use intervention at Juarez.

JUNE 2001: INTERVENTION ON HOLD
When test scores generally drop at five high schools placed on intervention, Vallas announces the policy will not be expanded to other schools.
By August, new CEO Arne Duncan calls for an end to the punitive policy and eventually closes the district’s Office of Intervention.

JANUARY 2002: NO CHILD LEFT BEHIND SIGNED
President Bush signs into law the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, a
sweeping reform bill with provisions that include sanctions for schools
that continually fail to meet improvement targets. The law also
increases federal dollars to public schools, with Chicago receiving an
additional $25 million.

MARCH 2002: FAILING CHARTERS
Citing poor academic performance, the district votes not to renew the
charter at Nuestra America Charter in West Humboldt Park, making it
the second Chicago charter to be closed. In 1998, Chicago Preparatory High School shut itself down under pressure from the district.

APRIL 2002: SCHOOL CLOSINGS
School officials announce the closing of three chronically poor-performing elementary schools—Terrell, Williams and Dodge—along
with plans to re-open Williams and Dodge as revamped “Renaissance
Schools” in fall 2003. This is the first time that the district has closed
schools for poor performance, outraging the teachers union and various grassroots organizations.

SEPTEMBER 2002: RESTRUCTURING
CPS launches a new effort to help schools carry out initiatives to
improve instruction. The district is divided into 24 regional areas,
each with its own area instructional officer (AIO). AIOs serve as mentors for principals, and among other responsibilities, lead classroom
“walkthroughs” at schools to provide feedback on instruction.

OCTOBER 2002: REVAMPED POLICY
The district revamps its accountability policy, rewarding schools not
just for overall achievement, but also for gains on tests and, at the high
school level, other factors such as lower dropout rates. The new policy
measures progress as well as overall scores on the Iowa and TAP tests.

APRIL 2003: DONE DEAL
In signing into law a measure that restores some bargaining rights to
the Chicago Teachers Union, Gov. Rod Blagojevich also doubles the
number of charter schools in Chicago to 30.

SEPT. 1997: STATE WATCH LIST

JUNE 2004: RENAISSANCE 2010

The same year the Illinois State Board of Education creates a set of
learning standards, it also creates an “academic early warning list” of

Mayor Daley announces a plan to shut down dozens of schools and creContinued on page 11
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District amps up autonomy
An elite group of schools maybe the first to order from a new
menu of district services purchased a la carte.Per-pupil funding,
derailed this year, gets a green light for fall 2007.
Join the club
Strong test scores and clean financial
audits are essential for schools to be eligible
for AMPS. But for the last two years, candidates had to clear another hurdle: Getting
the blessing of their area instructional officer.
That’s going to change. Melissa Megliola,
who runs the AMPS effort, says a new pointbased system tied to the district’s new scorecards will be used to pick the next group of
schools that will be invited to join. Test score
gains will become a dominant factor, along
with school climate as measured by student
surveys. Financial and operational affairs will
also be scored.
“We’re trying to take the subjectivity out
of it,” she says, noting Chief Education Officer Barbara Eason-Watkins will still have the
final say.
With gains practically across the board
for 2006 tests, Megliola predicts that most
current AMPS schools will remain eligible
and as many as 25 schools will be added. She
suspects that six or seven elementary
schools will face pressure to show improvement by June or face the ax.
CEO Arne Duncan has long asserted
that the district get out of the way of its
“star” principals and allow them to be more
entrepreneurial. AMPS also frees up AIOs to
focus on struggling schools. “It’s all connected,” he says.
Chicago’s autonomy hierarchy is somewhat unique. New York City recently announced it would pursue a more democratic
approach and give all its schools the option to
take on sweeping autonomy, a strategy that
at least one AMPS principal disagrees with.
“[Autonomy] should be for those schools
that have proven themselves,” says Principal
Jerryelyn Jones of Curie High School.
John Myers
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By John Myers

hicago’s latest school autonomy
effort appears to be an emperor
with no clothes. Now in its second
year, the Autonomous Management and Performance Schools initiative,
better known as AMPS, offers schools a
measure of freedom as reward for a track
record of sound operations and high student achievement. But just how much
freedom do they get? Not much more, at
this point, than what’s available to regular
public schools.
Of the 10 “autonomies” originally
offered to AMPS schools, only three—
budget flexibility, the option to drop area
oversight and the freedom to train new
teachers in-house—carved out substantial new turf for school control. And while
freed from middle management out in
the field, AMPS schools now report to a
new management layer at central office.
Still, principals say the emperor is at
the very least wearing a pair of socks.
They credit the district’s fledgling AMPS
office for helping them learn to operate
and innovate with extra autonomy.
“They certainly are there if you need
them,” says Cydney Fields, principal of
Ray Elementary in Hyde Park.
Meanwhile, school officials are hard at
work crafting funding reforms that would
substantially beef up the level of autonomy AMPS schools have and possibly revolutionize the way the district operates
overall. Metaphorically, the emperor may
soon don full ceremonial dress.
Here’s a snapshot of the big changes to
come:

WANT FRIES WITH THAT READING COACH?
Work is already underway on a new
financial model that will turn on its head
the way central office currently interacts

with schools. Cash for services, as it is
called, requires that the district hammer
out a pricing sheet for every service it offers
to schools. This menu, of sorts, would
include anything from reading coaches
and literacy programs to extra help with
school finances or even carpet cleaning.
In Edmonton, Ontario, where cash for
services was pioneered, schools plan
their budgets by paging through a ninepage catalog of district services that spells
out terms and pricing for each. Principals
are free to spend money as they see fit,
even if that means tossing aside the catalog and buying the services and products
from someone else. The idea is to treat
schools as customers and force school
districts to compete in the marketplace.
They can earn their keep by providing
top-notch services to schools, or not do
so and wither on the vine.
Chicago wants to give that kind of
buying power to principals, particularly
those at the helm of the district’s top-performing schools. Timing for a full transformation remains unclear, but CPS
plans to introduce a shortened menu of
central services to schools when budgeting starts this spring, says Melissa Megliola, who oversees AMPS schools.
AMPS schools already have a preview
of what’s to come. The district gives
AMPS principals $800 for every first-year
teacher on staff, plus a smaller amount
for second-year staff, to be used for new
teacher induction. Principals can purchase those services from the district’s
GOLDEN teacher induction program,
from an outside vendor, or create something in-house. Last year, more than half
the 80 AMPS schools took the money
elsewhere. This year, only about 40 percent opted out of GOLDEN.
Principal Karen Koegler from Onahan
Elementary stayed with GOLDEN, noting
that the program offers induction experts
and a chance for Onahan’s new teachers to
mingle with others from across the district.
“It’s important to keep our new and young
teachers in the city, and I think if this can
help by having a little network of their own,
then it’s very important,” she notes.
At Ariel Community Academy, Principal Lennette Coleman kept the extra

TIMELINE continued from page 9
ate 100 new ones—all with extra autonomy in exchange for increased
accountability—by 2010. Activists gear up for battle, citing lack of community and parent input into the sweeping proposal, which was largely
based on recommendations published in a 2003 report by the Civic
Committee of the Commercial Club of Chicago, a business group.

SEPTEMBER 2004: PROBATION
A third of schools, 212, are placed on academic probation after provisions of the No Child Left Behind law trigger the district to raise the
bar for schools’ overall performance on standardized tests. Schools on
probation must spend their discretionary funds on designated programs, such as full-day kindergarten or reading specialists, under the
area instructional officer’s direction.

JUNE 2005: ELITE SCHOOLS
The district invites 85 principals from high-performing schools to cast
off a layer of oversight and operate more independently. The new
decentralization program, called AMPS for Autonomous Management
and Performance Schools, allows these “star principals” to do less paperwork and bypass middle management by reporting directly to central
office. But a provision designed to increase financial freedom, called
per-pupil budgeting, has some principals worried they’ll get less money.
The practice replaces centrally determined staffing formulas with what
amounts to a school block grant based on student headcounts—much
like funding at charter schools. Originally scheduled to go into effect in
year two, per-pupil funding has not yet been adopted for AMPS schools.

SEPTEMBER 2005: FIRST RENAISSANCE SCHOOLS

and 11 charters. Three performance schools (Pershing West, Tarkington and Uplift) are the first non-charters to use per-pupil budgeting.

APRIL 2006: CPS REORGANIZATION
CPS announces plans to revamp central office to better serve its five
“school customers”—early childhood programs, elementary schools,
high schools, AMPS schools and Renaissance 2010 schools. The
streamlining saves the district $25 million and lays the groundwork
for a “cash for services” model in which schools would chose whether
to pay for central office services.

SEPTEMBER 2006: FIRST CONTRACT SCHOOL
The district adds 15 schools under its Renaissance 2010 initiative,
including the first official contract school, Austin Business and Entrepreneurship Academy, 13 charter schools and one performance
school. The latter, dubbed Sherman School of Excellence, is the only
Renaissance elementary school that remained open through its conversion and did not displace students already enrolled.

NOVEMBER 2006: REN 2010, ROUND 3
The School Board approves 17 new schools in its third round of
Renaissance 2010.

JANUARY 2007: AMPS GUIDELINES
CPS is set to change the guidelines for choosing AMPS schools by
creating a point-based system that relies more heavily on test scores
and other student performance data to select the schools. In the fall,
CPS plans to pilot per-pupil budgeting in a handful of AMPS that
agree to participate.

The first wave of Renaissance schools open—12 performance schools

money and spent it on in-house mentoring. Rather than sending new teachers to
GOLDEN’S weekly mentoring session,
Ariel’s seven new teachers get constant
feedback from a teacher across the hall or
just upstairs, she adds.

IT’S YOUR MONEY—YOU DECIDE
Setting a menu of services and pricing
is the precursor to Chicago Public
Schools’ ability to get another budgeting
initiative—this one geared to ensure
greater funding equity between schools—
off the ground.
Per-pupil budgeting, which is also
called weighted student funding or zerobased budgeting, sets a base level of
money per student that will be provided
to schools and then provides additional
funds on a per-pupil basis to cover the
costs of individual students’ special
needs, such as poverty, learning disabilities or language barriers.
While traditional budgeting shells out
resources to schools based on complicated staffing formulas, per-pupil budgeting
offers schools a lump-sum of money
based on student headcounts. Principals

then can hire as many or as few teachers
as they wish and purchase books and
other goods as needed within the confines of their budgets.
Two years ago, district leaders championed its conversion to per-pupil budgeting
and announced that AMPS and Renaissance 2010 schools would be among the
first to try it out. But the idea has gained little traction since then, especially among
principals, many of whom are unfamiliar
with the concept and fear that a switch will
result in their schools losing money.
“We’ve looked at this from every angle
and no one wants it,” said one new school
principal in 2005, when per-pupil budgeting was first introduced.
The original plan called for Renaissance
schools to make the switch first, then
AMPS schools, and then every school in
the district. That didn’t happen. Today, five
non-charter schools—Pershing West, Sherman, Tarkington, Uplift and Austin Entrepreneurship High—are currently using the
per-pupil budgeting model. AMPS schools
never got the chance, a snag that Executive
Finance Officer Pedro Martinez wants to
undo this fall by offering them the option.

John Myers

If schools make the switch, the extra
spending control they get dovetails with
the district’s cash-for-services model. Budget officials are not yet sure which schools
will get a crack at the new menu, but the
more unmarked dollars in a school’s budget, the more money that school can use to
buy extra services from the district.
Persuading schools to go per-pupil
will be a tough sell, however.
All but one of the 12 AMPS principals
interviewed by Catalyst Chicago feared
the new approach would eat into their
bottom line. That’s because compared to
regular public schools, AMPS schools
tend to employ a higher proportion of
highly paid teachers—a cost that they
don’t have to shoulder under the traditional budgeting system.
“I have a pretty experienced and educated staff,” notes Fields of Ray Elementary. “They are expensive people.”

Interns Sarah Levy and Marisol
Mastrangelo contributed to this report
To contact John Myers, call (312) 673-3874 or send
an e-mail to myers@catalyst-chicago.org.
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New schools on chopping block
District backs off one experiment in school autonomy.Now, two
small, avant-garde high schools await a verdict.

make it work is to jump in and make it happen,” he says. “That was the mentality.”
Yet as the program got underway, the
loose ends began to unravel.

LOOSE END #1: MEETING STANDARDS

I

By Elizabeth Duffrin

n 2003, Chicago launched an
unprecedented experiment in high
school reform by opening two tiny
schools modeled after a successful yet
unconventional program in Rhode Island
that scraps regular classes in favor of
independent projects and internships.
But this brief excursion on the uncharted
waters of school autonomy proved too
much for the district to stomach.
The reality of a high school without
courses became starkly apparent in year
one, when visiting district officials complained that too many kids appeared to
be “just sitting around.” Those perceptions magnified during the second year
and district officials became more insistent that schools show on paper how
their students were learning core academic subjects such as math, science and
English. By the third year, the schools
capitulated and agreed to scale back students’ independent work and offer traditional courses two or three days a week.
Still, that wasn’t good enough. Worried
that kids were missing important skills,
and uneasy with the schools’ higherthan-average expense, the district temporarily suspended freshman admissions. Both schools were given one more
semester to trim their budgets and show
that their program could cut the mustard.
If they couldn’t make the case, the district
would shut them down.
“I don’t think we’ve had a chance to
make the model work,” says Principal
Kothyn Alexander of Big Picture’s Williams
campus in Bronzeville. Alexander says she
was forced to revamp an entire school
program that was barely off the ground.
Big Picture schools are not the first to
clash with the district over autonomy.
Other school operators with a proven
track record—KIPP and Providence-St.
Mel, for instance—accepted Chicago Public Schools’ invitation to open new schools
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under its Renaissance 2010 initiative, and
later, chafed at bureaucratic restrictions.
KIPP closed its Bronzeville middle
school after only three years, citing, among
other things, a lack of control over school
activities and schedules. Providence Englewood—opened just this fall and modeled
after its namesake, a successful, West Side
Catholic K-12 school—is already tussling
with the district over whether it has to follow, to the letter, the same policies and
laws that govern other public schools.
But the controversy surrounding Big
Picture is the clearest example of how difficult it is to reconcile a radical academic
approach with a bureaucracy that favors
standard procedures.
Details left unresolved from the start
left the door open for conflict between
the district and an inexperienced school
staff grappling with an ambitious program. Here’s what went wrong.

DEVIL IN THE DETAILS
CPS recruited The Big Picture Company, an education non-profit in Providence,
R.I., during a search for innovative national models. Big Picture had recently replicated its flagship school, known as The
Met, in Detroit and Oakland with backing
from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.
A team from Chicago toured the Big
Picture school in Providence and walked
away impressed. Inner-city kids without
much prior success in school were
engaged in projects and internships tailored to their own interests. Dropout rates
were low, college placements exceptional.
Still, the model presented obvious challenges. Limiting class size to 15 students
was expensive. Illinois education requirements did not mesh with the program’s
loosely organized structure. But Big Picture
staffers were reassuring and CPS officials
figured they would solve problems as they
went along, recalls Greg Richmond, who
was then charged with overseeing new
schools. “The only way you’re going to

Just as the Big Picture schools
opened—one in Bronzeville, the other in
Back of the Yards—the district revamped
school oversight to pave the way for closer scrutiny of classroom instruction.
However, staff of the newly created area
instructional offices were not trained to
assess Big Picture’s avant-garde curricular approach, says Edward Klunk, then
with the Office of High School Programs.
That might have lead to misperceptions,
he says, like “these kids aren’t learning
algebra; they aren’t learning U.S. history.”
Klunk suspects problems on the
school end as well: Kids struggling to
adapt to a looser structure and teachers
unaccustomed to managing one.
In 2005, Area Instructional Officer Cynthia Barron drew a line in the sand.
Schools had to spell out how they were
going to teach and assess students on all of
the skills and concepts listed in the state
standards. “There was no plan,” she says.
Big Picture Co-director Elliot Washor
says he suggested an approach that
worked in Oakland. There, educators
keep a list of California state standards in
each student’s folder with a checklist
showing how each standard is met—
through an internship, an independent
project, college course or some other
method. Students would meet standards
at different times during their high school
career but by the end of four years, they
are expected to have met them all.
Washor thought district officials were
opposed to his idea, so he dropped it.
Barron says she was open to it but
Washor never followed through. So she
simply required Big Picture to do what
every other CPS school was required to
do: map out academic skills and concepts that would be taught every quarter
in every subject. She also insisted that the
schools set a schedule for classes and
offer the state-required amount of
instructional time in each subject.
The mandates were not intended to

JASON REBLANDO

During a morning assembly, students at Big Picture in Bronzeville brainstorm ideas for team-building activities. Regular assemblies are a
cornerstone of the program because they teach cooperation, build camaraderie, and cut down on discipline problems, says the principal.
force Big Picture schools to abandon
their independent work model for traditional courses, but the schools had to find
a way to follow state law, Barron says.
Alexander says she saw no way to meet
these demands outside of adding traditional courses; Alfredo Nambo, principal
of the Back of the Yards campus, sensed a
level of discomfort and figured adding
courses was the safest way to appease it.
By year three, both had modified their
programs to accommodate two or three
days of classes and the rest of the week for
internships. (The following year, both
schools upped it to three days of classes.)
Students pursue their independent projects mostly on their own time. Today, the
schools are still working on their “curriculum maps” and on assessments to prove

that students will learn what they need to
know to meet state academic standards.
Still, Barron is not satisfied with the
schools’ progress and has recommended
that freshman admissions remain suspended for a second year. District officials have not yet decided whether the
schools will be shut down or phased out
at a future date.
In 2006, Big Picture at Back of the
Yards says it scored 15 on the ACT; Big
Picture in Bronzeville says it hit 17, the
district average. Performance figures for
Big Picture schools elsewhere are a mixed
bag, as well. In San Diego and at the flagship in Providence, scores are beating
district averages, some by wide margins.
Others, like two in Indianapolis, are posting below-average marks.

LOOSE END #2: THE PRICETAG
The district initially approved Big Picture’s higher-than-average costs, then
several years into the program, it began
pressing principals to cut costs.
Small class size—15 versus 28 at a typical CPS high school—and low capacity
enrollments (about 120 students each)
make the schools more expensive to
operate on a per pupil basis. The small
size is defensible, says Klunk, a former
principal of a large high school, because
teachers are supervising so many different projects and internships. “It’s a very
intense situation,” he says.
Yet Alexander says she was floored by
the request to cut her budget. CPS could
have made that call four years ago, she says,
“before we got teachers and kids involved.
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Delashaun Hicks, a junior at Big Picture’s Williams campus, learns the fashion design trade at his internship at Great Scott Fashions. Twice-aweek internships are part of the Big Picture model—kids learn how academic skills apply in the real world while exploring career options.
Our cost should [not] be a surprise.”
If the district allows his school to stay
open, Nambo says he will recruit volunteers and student teachers to help his
staff cope with larger class sizes.
Big Picture schools were put into play
here three years before the district set criteria for new schools that opened under
the Renaissance 2010 initiative. Those
new schools are expected to fit their
budgets into a formula that aligns perpupil costs with the districtwide average.
Big Picture schools in other cities
have kept costs in check by eliminating
art, music and physical education.
Instead, students pursue those activities
through extra-curricular activities,
internships and community programs.
In Chicago, the schools share three
teachers in those subjects, adding
$190,000 to the bottom line.
Yet, here in Illinois, getting rid of art,
music and P.E. would require a waiver
from lawmakers that exempts them from
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state law. During early planning meetings, Big Picture’s teams floated the idea
of obtaining such waivers, but never followed through, Klunk notes.

LOOSE END #3 NO CONTRACT
CPS considered signing a formal contract with The Big Picture Company that
would stipulate school staffing and other
programmatic details. But after passing a
draft back and forth between the two parties for a couple of years, the district decided against it “to retain flexibility,” says
Richmond. Besides, it wasn’t clear
whether a contract was necessary, Richmond adds, since Big Picture was slated to
provide free training and consulting rather
than actually managing the schools.
Washor of The Big Picture Company
says he was used to informal arrangements in other districts, and the lack of a
contract didn’t bother him at the time.
But the turnover in central office—he
counts at least five key district-level con-

tacts who left, retired or switched positions—meant that Big Picture had to continually explain and justify its program.
“People couldn’t understand who we were.”
The idea of opening Chicago’s two Big
Picture sites as charter schools, which by
law have the freedom to set their own curricular program and schedule, was also
discussed early on. Of the 45 schools in Big
Picture’s network, about half are charters.
In retrospect, that’s the road the group
should have taken in Chicago to keep its
original model intact, Washor says.
But district officials argued that opening them as regular CPS schools would be
an important learning experience for the
district, Washor recalls, with irony.
“There were some folks who said,
‘This is an opportunity for our district to
see how we can accommodate schools
who need more autonomy,’” he says.
To contact Elizabeth Duffrin, call (312) 673-3879 or
send an e-mail to duffrin@catalyst-chicago.org.

Principals get creative within the
bounds of district bureaucracy
‘A lot of things can be accomplished in a traditional setting.You can pull off what you need to.’

W

By Debra Williams

hile charter and AMPS
schools operate with varying
degrees of autonomy, scattered around the city are regular public schools that have managed to
carve out freedoms of their own.
Catalyst Chicago talked to three principals who have developed creative
strategies to improve their schools, with
innovative curricula, outside partnerships and private fundraising.
Their stories show how resourceful
principals are navigating the school system to do what’s best for their students.

BARTON: FOCUS ON AFRICAN-AMERICAN BOYS
Like the corporate headhunter he
once was, Principal Terrence Carter of
Barton Elementary makes scouting expeditions to find that rarest of school commodities: male teachers.
Those expeditions have borne a lot of
fruit: At least one teacher at every grade is
a male, and between 7th and 8th grades,
there are five male teachers. While the
percentage of male teachers at Barton is
on par with the districtwide average of 24
percent, that figure is skewed by high
schools, which have more male teachers.
It is unusual for an elementary school to
have so many.
“I can’t talk about this, because then
my secret’s out,” laughs Carter, who then
explains his recruitment process. Once
he hears about a particular male teacher
through the grapevine, Carter visits the
teacher’s school to observe him in the
classroom and then invites the teacher to
visit Barton in return.
“I let them see the environment, sit in
on classes, meet teachers and let them
tell him what’s going on,” says Carter,
who joined the Auburn Gresham school
about a year and a half ago after complet-

ing the New Leaders for New School program. “I tell them, they’re interviewing us
like I’m interviewing them. They get a
more realistic feel for the school, rather
than at a job fair.”
Having so many male teachers is a plus
for Barton, which has a higher-than-average percentage of male students. While
Carter says he doesn’t know why the school
has attracted so many families with young
boys, he does point out that “word has gotten out” in the surrounding Auburn Gresham neighborhood that Barton has a lot
of male teachers. The school also has
developed a reputation for making an
extra effort to work with troubled children.
Carter also brought in a reading and
writing curriculum he learned about
while enrolled in Teachers College at
Columbia University in New York City.
(Carter was a teacher before joining the
corporate world.) He also launched a
before-school reading program to help
youngsters who are behind and emphasizes professional development.

to be creative with the money [the district]
gives you,” he says. “A lot of things can be
accomplished in a traditional setting. You
can pull off what you need to do.”

TALCOTT: MUSEUMS AND ALGEBRA
At Talcott Elementary in West Town,
Principal Craig Benes imported a concept he learned about as a teacher: using
the city’s museums to enhance teaching
and learning.
Now, Talcott has partnerships with the
Art Institute of Chicago, the Field Museum, the Chicago Children’s Museum and
the Mexican Fine Arts Museum. While
most schools visit a museum a few times
a year, each class at Talcott may take four
to eight museum trips in a year.
“We see the museum as a classroom,”
says Benes. “If students are studying
dinosaurs, they make a trip to the Field.”
Museum visits tap into different learning
styles, he explains—for instance, children
who are visual or kinesthetic learners
benefit from seeing exhibits or participat-

“We find creative ways to get what we want.When you are
told, ‘No,’ you have to find a way to make it, ‘Yes.’”
Principal Kathleen Hagstrom, Disney Magnet
Students who are two grade levels
behind in reading meet with teachers at
7:30 a.m. for five weeks to pinpoint where
students need help and then fill in those
gaps. The result: Student reading scores
have improved.
For training, teachers come in once a
week for two hours to examine student
work, plan lessons and practice reading
and writing instruction.
Carter uses discretionary money to pay
for the programs and has shared his
strategies with other principals. “You have

ing in interactive ones. Plus, Benes adds,
many students would not otherwise get
the chance to visit the museums.
As a teacher, Benes wrote curricula for
a CPS program that sought to partner
schools and museums; funding for the
program has been discontinued.
Talcott is also one of about a dozen elementary schools that offer algebra for 8thgraders. Benes says giving students a head
start on algebra, considered a gateway
course to graduation and college acceptance, helps to insure their academic suc-
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JASON REBLANDO

Talcott 2nd-grader Rosie Thale reconstructs a dinosaur with bones made of white clay. She and her classmates received a template of a dinosaur from
the Chicago Children's Museum.
cess. Once in high school, students can
either retake algebra as freshmen—and do
better the second time around—or move
on more quickly to higher-level math.
“CPS has done nothing to stifle our
creativity,” says Benes. “They signed off
on the museum curriculum. All of my
AIOs have been supportive.”

DISNEY: EPONYMOUS PROFITS
Four years ago, Principal Kathleen
Hagstrom of Disney Magnet, by chance,
met the eldest daughter of the late animation pioneer Walt Disney. Seizing the
opportunity, Hagstrom invited her to take
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a tour of the Uptown school. By the end of
the visit, Disney’s daughter had pledged
to donate $150,000 over three years.
A year later, she upped the annual
grant to $100,000 and kicked in an additional $100,000 as a bonus. Hagstrom
used the money to create state-of-the art
animation and digital music labs.
“I take advantage of contacts,” says
Hagstrom.
No kidding. Hagstrom got players from
the Chicago Cubs to attend student assemblies and read to students. She got famed
chef and restaurateur Charlie Trotter to
allow Disney’s elementary students to

attend a dinner that is usually reserved for
high schoolers. “I knew somebody,” she
says. Chatting up a lawyer at a wedding,
Hagstrom secured 150 laptop computers.
Disney is a magnet school, but selects
students on the basis of a lottery, not test
scores, Hagstrom notes. The student body
is 73 percent poor and 82 percent minority. “Yet, no one can beat Disney’s programs,” she says. “We find creative ways to
get what we want. When you are told, ‘No,’
you have to find a way to make it, ‘Yes.’”
To contact Debra Williams, call (312) 673-3873 or
send an e-mail to williams@catalyst-chicago.org.

Making schools match the kids
From unique curriculum to longer school days, charter school
directors saytheir success comes from their freedom to decide

A

By Sarah Karp

fter years of teaching history in
Chicago Public Schools, Kim Day
concluded poor children of color
were disconnected from the communities they lived in as well as the world
outside their neighborhoods.
“Part of education is teaching children how to operate outside of school,”
Day says.
Day and colleague Diana Shulla-Cose
thought it would be a good idea to get
their students off campus weekly and out
of town periodically. But they didn’t think
their idea would fly inside the CPS
bureaucracy, since just arranging a limited number of field trips took a ton of
paperwork.
So Day and Shulla-Cose applied to
become one of the first charters in Chicago,
Perspectives. As a charter, they would have
the freedom to make their idea a reality.
“We have a school model based on
what is best for students and teachers,
instead of a school that works through
the system,” says Day, whose two-campus school spends about $150 per student to send children on field trips or
internships every other Wednesday.
The freedom to tailor programs to
meet the needs of students and carry out
an educational vision is the hallmark of
charter schools. With this autonomy,
charters can invest in extra counselors or
nurses and or have a longer school day or
year without getting approval from central or regional offices.
“The people at the school have ownership of it,” says Greg Richmond, president
of the National Association of Charter
School Authorizers. Richmond previously
evaluated charter applicants for CPS.
Understanding how charter schools
use their autonomy and how it contributes to their success is important as
CPS considers what freedoms they should
give the public schools still in their

domain. Also, U.S. Secretary of Education
Margaret Spellings is pushing the expansion of charter schools as part of the reauthorization of No Child Left Behind.
Spellings says superintendents should
have the option to shut down chronically
under-performing schools and replace
them with charters, regardless of state
limits on the number of charter schools.
“We think that superintendents
should take drastic steps to make the
promise of No Child Left Behind a reality,” Spellings says.

MONEY MATTERS
Michael Milkie, superintendent of
Noble Network Charter Schools, recalls
how the spending flexibility that charters
enjoy came into play when the first
Noble Street charter campus opened in
fall 1990.
Initially, Milkie thought the school
didn’t need a social worker because “we
were a small, intimate school and the
teachers could meet [students’] emotional needs.” But after a few months, he real-

ning to pilot in a small group of schools
next fall.
Noble pays teachers $500 if their
home-room has high attendance, $500 if
more than 88 percent of parents show up
at parent-teacher conferences and $1,000
based on the principal’s evaluation of
their performance. Every teacher
receives $2,000 if schoolwide test scores
reach targets set each year.
At Perspectives, teachers get bonuses
based on student progress on periodic
assessments. Day says regular assessments also show teachers whether a colleague is more successful helping students master a certain skill; if so, teachers
can learn from each other before the next
round of assessments.

TEACHING FREEDOM
Jim O’Connor, principal of KIPP
Ascend Charter in West Garfield Park,
says the freedom to choose his own curriculum led him to adopt a math curriculum that sparked improvements in the
test scores of low-achievers.
O’Connor says he discovered the curriculum while researching high-performing public schools in areas where students were generally underperforming.
“It is absolutely critical to be able to
choose your curriculum based on the

“We have a school model based on what is best for students and
teachers, instead of a school that works through the system.”
Kim Day, founder, Perspectives Charter School
ized that students needed more counseling. He was able to shuffle money around
to hire additional staff immediately, without securing an OK from central office.
“If we need more [money] for sports
and less for books, then we are able to do
that,” says Milkie. “The needs of a school
are so individual. The way a school
spends its money depends on the students, the neighborhood and the physical facility.”
Noble Street is one of several charters
that pays teachers bonuses based on performance, a concept the district is plan-

individual characteristics of your students,” says O’Connor.
At the Academy of Communications
and Technology Charter in West Garfield
Park, teachers are actively involved in
developing the curriculum and choosing
what and how they teach.
“I feel that teachers are most creative
and effective when they teach what they
know,” says Sarah Howard, executive
director for finances and school affairs at
ACT. “They need a framework, but not a
script.”
Stacy Beardsley, a director of the Univer-
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sity of Chicago’s North Kenwood/Oakland
Charter School, says that her teachers don’t
work from a set curriculum and most subjects are taught without a textbook.
Instead, school leaders decided to use project-based instruction that integrates all
subject areas. Teachers then use their own
expertise to choose classroom materials.
A 1st-grade teacher who is teaching a
unit on dinosaurs in science might, for
instance, get books on dinosaurs to read
aloud to the class, then go to a museum
and borrow materials for the classroom,
Beardsley explains.

FLEXIBLE SCHEDULES
Teachers at North Kenwood/Oakland
also spend a lot of time talking to each other and borrowing lessons, Beardsley says.
Teachers have time to collaborate because
the school has a longer day and year.
In contrast to the district’s typical 9
a.m. to 2:30 p.m. schedule, North Kenwood/Oakland’s doors open at 8:20 every
morning and aren’t locked until about 6
p.m. Classes are dismissed at 3 p.m., but
Beardsley says more than half the students stay around for tutoring or other
programs.
At KIPP Ascend, students spend even
more time in class: from 7:25 a.m. until 5
p.m. Students also must attend classes
for four hours every other Saturday and
for four weeks during the summer.
Extra instruction time is important
because “there are no short cuts to being
successful,” O’Connor says. “The only way
to master subjects that you are not doing

well in is to spend more time on them.”
Charters can also rework their schedules at will to meet a particular need. At
Perspectives, leaders noticed one year that
students weren’t performing well in math.
Along with hiring a veteran math teacher
and a team of tutors, the school changed
its daily schedule to give students an extra
30 to 50 minutes of math instruction.

TEACHER HIRING
While charters can hire non-certified
teachers, directors have mixed views on
the benefits of doing so.
(Beginning this school year, 75 percent of the teachers at charter schools
established before 2003 must be certified;
the proportion drops to 50 percent for
charters started in 2003 and later. In a
previous bill, as a concession to the
teachers union, charter schools were
required to hire a greater percentage of
certified teachers.)
Margaret Small, director of Young
Women’s Leadership Charter in Grand
Boulevard, says the ability to hire noncertified teachers gives her a wider pool of
candidates. While professionals who want
to become teachers may already have
family and other obligations that prevent
them from going back to school full time,
she points out, working at a charter while
earning certification is a nice solution.
Milkie also believes non-certified
teachers can be a big bonus. He points to
one of his faculty, a non-certified teacher
with a degree in astrophysics, who can
teach physics in both Spanish and English.

But Richmond, who worked on the
original charter legislation in the 1990s,
notes that some charter schools have
opted to hire only certified teachers or to
pay higher salaries than regular schools.
For instance, currently all but one
teacher at Passages Charter is certified;
when the school opened in 2001, only
half were certified, according to the
school’s original proposal.
Day says certified teachers are typically more committed to the job than
career-changers.
“The banker gets burned out and
leaves after two years,” Day says. “The certified teacher stays in it for the long haul.”
Even non-credentialed charter school
teachers must have at least a bachelor’s
degree and experience in their field. Barbara Mazur, director of instruction at Passages Charter School in Uptown, says noncertified teachers should get their credentials once they’ve started on the job.
While teachers at Passages and other
charters are typically paid less than their
counterparts in regular public schools,
teachers at the newly opened University
of Chicago Charter High in Woodlawn
earn about $60,000 a year.
Despite lower salaries, Mazur says
charter teachers get something more
than money.
“They have a lot of freedom here,”
Mazur says. “They have a voice. They feel
respected and supported.”
To contact Sarah Karp, call (312) 673-3882 or send
an e-mail to karp@catalyst-chicago.org.

Survey: What principals think of higher-ups
The following are
results from surveys
that the Consortium
on Chicago School
Research conducted
with more than half
the district's
principals. Response
rates for each
question were at
least in the high 70s.

Rating central office
Consistent with school's priorities:
2005 AGREE
2003

57% DISAGREE 43%
65%
35%

Policies/procedures difficult to agree with:
2005
2003

53%
64%

47%
36%

Respects local decision making:
2005
2003
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Rating mid-level superiors

57%
68%

43%
32%

Communicating your Acquiring resources
Coaching you to
improve instruction: concerns/suggestions for your school:
to top officials:
29% excellent
47% excellent
35% good
12% fair
10% poor

43% excellent
33% good
15% fair
9% poor

30% good
23% fair
18% poor

For more survey results, go to www.catalyst-chicago.org
Source: 2005 survey b the Consortium on Chicago School Research
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COMINGS & GOINGS To submit items for Comings & Goings, e-mail <editorial@catalyst-chicago.org>
REN 2010 WATCH It’s been three years since
Mayor Daley announced his landmark effort to
open 100 new schools in six years, and the district
is closing in on the halfway mark. Forty-three new
schools have opened so far, and another 19 have
been approved to open this fall or next year. Yet
one prototype Renaissance school—KIPP Youth
Village Academy—has already bitten the dust,
and two outside-the-box high schools are on the
chopping block. Big Picture Back of the Yards and
Big Picture Bronzeville, which opened in 2003,
may be shut down for low performance. (See
story on page 12)
CEO Arne Duncan has not yet released his
recommendations for the next round of school
closings, which for the past two years were
announced in January. Grassroots leaders who
track the impact of closings on displaced students
speculate that the announcement will be delayed
until after the Feb. 27 mayoral election. Meanwhile,
Hosanna Mahaley-Johnson has dropped her chief
of staff title and will focus solely on Renaissance
2010 as executive officer of new schools.
SCHOOL CLOSING BILL State Rep. Cynthia
Soto re-introduced a bill that would require CPS to
announce school closings earlier, hold three public
hearings in each affected community and enroll
displaced students in better schools. A version of
this bill, now known as H.B. 200, passed the state
House last year but stalled in the Senate. For this
session, Sen. Jackie Collins has agreed to be a
sponsor. Before moving the bill forward, however,

Soto has agreed to accept input from CPS on the
exact language and terms of her proposal.
NEW SCHOOLS APPROVED The School
Board in December approved two new
Renaissance high schools to open in the fall of
2007. Community organizing group TEAM
Englewood won approval for a school to open at
the Englewood High campus; and Prologue
Alternative High School in Uptown, currently one
of several sites under Youth Connections Charter,
opted to reopen as Prologue W.E.B. Du Bois
Academy, a contract school, allowing it to expand
enrollment by 50 percent. (Contract schools are
managed by a non-profit and are freed from
some, but not all, district policies and guidelines.)
… Another alternative high school, West Town
Academy, withdrew its Renaissance proposal after
it was offered a contract rather than a charter.
William Leavy, director of the non-profit that runs
the school, cites concerns over losing flexibility in
staffing and curriculum.
NO DISPLACED STUDENTS When Sherman
Elementary in New City reopened as a Renaissance
school in September, 82 percent of last year’s
kindergarten through 7th-grade students
returned. In fact, enrollment is up 6 percent,
reversing a six-year decline. Sherman, now
operated by the Academy for Urban School
Leadership under contract, is the only one of the
district’s Renaissance schools to retain its original
student body. All teachers and other staff, save a

security guard, are new, however, as is the
leadership team. Educators and policymakers are
keeping close tabs on how these students fare.
“Enthusiasm is high,” says the academy’s Executive
Director Donald Feinstein. About 5,525 students
have been displaced from elementary schools
closed under Renaissance since 2002.
MEASURING IMPACT A new computer model
created by two charter advocacy groups suggests
charter schools can spur long-term economic
growth in Illinois and generate millions of dollars
by increasing high school and college graduation
rates. More than 80 percent of the projected
financial gains come from savings on social
services and additional tax revenue from gainfully
employed graduates. The tool, developed by the
Illinois Network of Charter Schools and Chapel
Hill, N.C.,-based Public Impact, showed that
charters in Rockford and East Aurora could yield
upwards of $10 million for those communities.
CATALYST REDUX Just for the record—and
despite a few misdirected phone calls—Catalyst
Chicago has no connection to the new elementary
school at Howland campus, Catalyst Charter. Still,
we wondered how the school, operated by a nonprofit created by San Miguel Schools (which runs
two Catholic schools here), got its name. “We
bounced a few around, and that was the one that
seemed to fit our mission,” laughs Principal Michael
Neis. “We’re agents of change—probably the same
reason you guys chose it for the magazine.”
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