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FROM THE EDITOR

Catalyst Chicago is changing
e at Catalyst have spent much of the past year
exploring ways to serve you and, therefore, our city’s
children better. Our new vision is an expansive one that
is based on what more than 200 people told us in
interviews, focus groups and surveys:

W

1. It takes more than the professional school improvement community to
improve outcomes for children, so Catalyst will revise its product mix to reach
more audiences.

With the continuing evolution of the school
improvement movement and the revolution
in the media, Catalyst has adopted a new
mission statement and guiding principles to
increase our effectivness.

Our mission:

2. People want to talk about what is working, what is not working and next steps.
Seen as a safe space for that discussion, Catalyst will promote a diverse and constructive dialogue on improving the educational experiences of our children.

To improve the education of all children
through authoritative journalism and
leadership of a constructive dialogue
among students, parents, educators,
community leaders and policy makers.

3. It takes more than a school to educate a child, so Catalyst will incorporate into
its reporting issues in the larger community that impact children’s learning.

Guiding Principles:

4. Chicago is not an island, so Catalyst will establish a greater presence in the
suburbs and the state capital and will work to develop a multi-city network of
urban education news services.

SHARED RESPONSIBILITY

In April, we took our first steps towards fulfilling our new vision. We produced an
in-depth special report on Chicago’s high school transformation—a condensed
version was published in Crain’s Chicago Business as well. We followed up with
a summit that featured Chicago Public Schools CEO Arne Duncan and Washington Post education columnist Jay Mathews—more than 250 community
and school leaders participated. Soon we will post a report on that gathering
online to continue the conversation.
Next school year, we will publish five such in-depth reports and, to be more
timely, move some content of the newsmagazine, including Comings &
Goings, Updates and Viewpoints, to our Web site. We also will augment
increased online news content with a community calendar and a “Yellow
Pages” of school-related organizations.
This combination of print and online products will replace the newsmagazine
that you are now reading. Please see the back cover to learn what you can do
to make sure you don’t miss out on any news or information.
In addition, under the new strategic plan of Community Renewal Society,
the non-profit organization that publishes Catalyst, we will engage in more
collaborative reporting with The Chicago Reporter, our sister publication.
As we at Catalyst plunge into a new future, we ask you to help us out. Please share
your ideas and your reactions to our efforts. We look forward to the feedback.
Best regards

Recognizing the critical link between
education and community vitality, Catalyst
Chicago believes all of us share in the
responsibility for educating our children.
EQUITY

Catalyst Chicago believes all children should
have high-quality learning opportunities
that meet their needs.
ACCOUNTABILITY

Catalyst Chicago holds itself accountable to
the highest standards of journalism while
holding educators, policy makers and other
decision makers accountable for the impact of
their actions on children’s learning.
EMPOWERMENT

Catalyst Chicago provides information to
parents and community leaders that will
empower them to fulfill their legal rights and
responsibilities and participate effectively in
efforts to improve the educational
experiences of their children.
DIVERSITY
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Understanding the strength that comes from
inclusion and collaboration, Catalyst Chicago
ensures that all voices are heard in the dialogue
on continuous improvement in education.

SUBURBAN ACHIEVEMENT

Not just Chicago anymore
Catalyst Chicago analysis finds that AfricanAmerican and Latino students in the sixcounty Chicago metro area lag behind their
white classmates, especially in wealthy school
districts. Suburban schools are launching
academic interventions to close the academic gap,
but one expert notes the need to change attitudes
as well. COVER STORY: PAGE 6

A

ELGIN: COPING WITH CULTURE SHOCK
The state’s second-largest district is one of the most diverse. A pending lawsuit
filed by black and Latino parents charges that their children receive a subpar
education. PAGE 10

TWO SCHOOLS, TWO STORIES OF ACHIEVEMENT
Kenyon Woods Middle School is new, mostly white and high-performing.
Kimball Middle School enrolls more poor, minority students and is the lowestscoring middle school in Elgin. PAGE 11

PLAINFIELD: A BOOM IN DIVERSITY
The area’s fastest-growing district is taking in children of color at a rapid pace—
and finding challenges to its ideal for diversity. PAGE 12
ON THE COVER: Students play soccer behind southwest suburban
Plainfield’s Heritage Grove Middle School. Behind them are new housing
developments, home to a fast-growing, increasingly diverse student body.
[PHOTO BY NOLAN WELLS]

JASON REBLANDO

CPS administrator Jose Torres speaks at a press conference
announcing his selection as superintendent-designate for west
suburban Elgin School District U-46.

DEPARTMENTS

When a class of
5th-graders at
Johns Middle
Academy found
out their school
was closing, they
created picket
signs and
threatened to
stage a protest.
See related
story, page 21.
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Westcott takes the plunge
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CRISTINA RUTTER



Pushing ‘big picture’ reform

ON OUR WEB SITE



Saying YES to helping
delinquent teens



Closings spark security
concerns



Teach for America goes
to preschool

Go to the Catalyst Web site,
www.catalyst-chicago.org,
for news and resources on Chicago
school reform, including:
 Spanish translations
 Reform history news highlights
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Q&A

Notebook

with ...

Bill Milliken, founder and vice chair
Communities In Schools

TIMELINE
April 4: Write on

April 8: Bad picks

April 23: New schools

Chicago Public Schools 8thgraders posted the fourthhighest average writing
scores among 10 big-city
school districts tested on the
National Assessment of Educational Progress. Education
experts hailed it as “the best
news yet for Chicago.” Illinois
State Board of Education officials attributed the state’s No.
7 showing to a history of testing writing annually for most
of the last 15 years. Illinois
8th-graders averaged 160 on
the 300-point test, while
Chicago students averaged
146, up from 136 in 2002.

CPS has an “abysmal”
record of picking principals
to invigorate high schools,
according to Designs for
Change. The group
reviewed state test scores at
the 20 schools in which CPS
chose the principal and
found that fewer than 23
percent of students passed
reading in 2007 and fewer
than 13 percent passed
math. CPS said junior-level
test scores might not be a
fair measure of principal
effectiveness; freshman
scores and other indicators
might be better.

CPS approved plans to
spend $455 million over
the next five years to build
two new high schools and
six elementary schools. A
$100.5 million school
would relieve Southwest
Side overcrowding at Kelly,
Curie and Gage Park high
schools, while a $90.35 million building would replace
the aging South Shore
High. The six elementaries—to replace Hughes
and Powell and relieve
overcrowding—would cost
between $39 million and
$50 million each.

Prospective early childhood and elementary teachers now have to pass a test that
proves they know how to teach reading
before receiving certification, according to
the May 8 Hartford Courant. Experts recommended the new policy at a summit
held by the state’s board of education last
year because of concerns about declining
or stagnant reading scores. The new policy
goes into effect next year. Neighboring
Massachusetts already requires such a test
for its prospective teachers.

New Mexico: Driving, learning
Teenagers will have to pass state tests and
have 90 percent attendance or better to
obtain a driver’s license under a plan
announced by Gov. Bill Richardson,
according to the April 24 Santa Fe New
Mexican. Students would have to wait six

months to get their license if they fail to
reach one of the benchmarks, or a year if
they missed both benchmarks or dropped
out before 16. State officials say the
requirement will give students another
incentive to raise or maintain high academic performance. The proposal is
expected to launch next spring.

Mississippi: School discipline

Are there gaps in services? Or services
that are hard to get?

Hurricane Katrina appears to have triggered
a sharp rise in serious school discipline
problems throughout Mississippi for students who were displaced by the 2005 storm,
compared to those who weren’t, according to
the April 30 USA Today. Schools suspended
and expelled children who were displaced by
Hurricane Katrina at a higher rate than those
who were not displaced more than a year
after the storm. Suspension and expulsion
rates for Mississippi students not directly
affected rose steadily from 2004 to 2006.

We’re doing a lot of research in partnership
with the National Center on Dropout Prevention
to find out what are the best services, because
just having a bunch of services can be more
harmful. They’re falling all over each other.

IN SHORT
“Teacher contracts do not make systems dysfunctional. Contracts are
there to replace the trust that is not there.”
Tim Daly, executive director, The New Teacher Project, speaking at the Education
Writers Association annual meeting in Chicago in late April.
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What’s the basic belief of Communities
In Schools?
People think we have an education issue in
this country, but the real issue is the breakdown in community. The teacher is being
asked to be mother, father, sister, brother,
social worker, hall guard—everything but
teacher. We had the Boys and Girls Clubs here,
the Urban League over there, the health people over there. So we said, “Why don’t we bring
the adults to our kids and free the teachers up
to be teachers and create safe caring environments where the teachers can teach.”

ELSEWHERE
Connecticut: Teaching reading

Communities In Schools bills itself as
the country’s largest dropout prevention organization and envisions schools
as the center of a community. Bill Milliken founded the organization more
than 30 years ago in New York City as a
“street academy” to give a second
chance to young people who had
dropped out. It now operates in 3,400
schools across the country, including
152 in Chicago. Milliken’s recent book,
“The Last Dropout: Stop the Epidemic,”
chronicles his organization’s work. On a
recent visit to Chicago, he sat down
with Catalyst Associate Editor Sarah
Karp and Consulting Editor Cindy
Richards to talk about his legacy.

How do you keep that from happening?
We have a relational router, like Jane [Metzinger, executive director of Communities In
Schools of Chicago], in every community who
acts as the broker. And then there are routers
inside the school who really know the community, really know the people. You put those two
together and you are able to be more targeted.
You’re in the midst of a study of your
effectiveness. Any results so far?
The first set of results indicates that community schools do a couple things: They
improve math and reading scores at the 4th-

ASK CATALYST
My school is considering setting up a 501(c)(3) organization for
fundraising. Is this necessary?

Troy Lair, parent, Kellogg Elementary

and 8th-grade level, and they lower dropout
rates and improve graduation rates.
How do you raise graduation rates?
Programs don’t change kids—relationships
do. It takes a safe, caring environment and an
adult who walks with them and is sold on them
and for them. Education reform is a triangle with
three sides. One side is the governance issues.
Another is good pedagogy. And the third side is
the community. If you get the right combination, I guarantee you, you’ll get the outcomes.
What is the parents’ role?
Over the last 10 years, the number of parents involved in Communities In Schools accelerated dramatically because the evidence is
that if you get parents involved strategically as
part of the kids’ education, it’s a great predictor
of that school’s success. So we started doing a
whole lot around family involvement because it
was non-negotiable. But our goal was never to
transform the family. That’s not our expertise.

Not really. Over the years, many schools have created nonprofits separate from the
affiliated Parent Teacher Associations, with the express purpose of raising money to fund
additional teachers, computers or other extras. The advantage of forming a separate nonprofit fund-raising arm is that leaders of these organizations can maintain control of how
the money is spent and don’t have to deal with CPS spending restrictions. For example,
they can pay vendors directly for small expenses, such as hiring a bus for a field trip.
There are disadvantages, however. Creating a nonprofit requires professional audits and
tax returns, making it labor-intensive, says Albert Sanchez, director of the CPS Department of External Resources. And it is not necessary. Schools already are free to raise funds
and accept charitable donations with few restrictions. And foundations and individuals
can funnel money to the Children First Fund, an umbrella nonprofit affiliated with CPS.
The donor can specify which school they want to benefit from the donation, but CPS
guidelines for bidding and vendors must be followed when the money is spent.

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
Safety measures at CPS outpace those at schools across the country. Nationwide,

73% of schools lock

or monitor entrance doors, 7% require students to wear badges, 27% require staff to wear badges,
39% use security cameras to monitor the school, and 17% of high schools use metal detectors,
according to the federal Indicators of School Crime and Safety, 2006. CPS does not collect hard data
on all the safety indicators, but the Office of School Safety and Security reports that all 599 schools are
required to lock entrance doors, and every teacher and school staffer must wear a badge; 53% of
schools have security cameras, and nearly all of the 116 high schools use metal detectors.

FOOTNOTE

There are education leaders who say the
community is the problem.
I get upset with people who say that. What
does that mean? There’s no good people in the
community? There’s no caring mothers?
There’s no caring fathers? There’s nobody in
the community that gives a damn? It’s like saying, all schools are bad. That’s crazy.
Why is it taking so long to fix schools?
We had a 100-year vision and we’re only 30
years into it. But the theory of change in this
country is that you have change every two to
four years. The issues we’re dealing with are
deep and complex and societal. What are we
supposed to see in two years, realistically? We’ve
tried to create a model that outlasts mayors,
superintendents, governors, presidents, the latest reforms, so that you have something where
people are brought in for the long term because
commitment to kids is a lifetime thing.


KURT MITCHELL
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Not just
Chicago
anymore
Suburban schools that were once mostly-white
and middle-class are taking in more low-income
minority students and confronting achievement
gaps—especially in wealthy districts.
By John Myers
and Lorraine Forte

I

n Wheaton Consolidated Unit School District 200, nearly all 900
teachers are white. So
are most of the students in this affluent
suburban community, located
25 miles west of Chicago in
well-heeled DuPage County.
But that’s changing.
Wheaton’s schools are considerably more diverse today
than they were just five years
ago. White enrollment is down
10 percent. African-American
and Latino enrollment is up 13
percent. Minority students,
including Asians, now comprise
nearly a quarter of Wheaton’s

13,600 student population, and
their numbers continue to grow.
Wealthier districts like
Wheaton have attracted families, in part, with the sterling
academic reputations of their
schools. Yet in a Catalyst Chicago analysis of 2007 scores on
state reading tests, Wheaton
posts one of the widest
achievement gaps between
white and minority elementary
students in the six-county
metro Chicago area
Black 3rd-graders score an
average of 34 points lower
than white 3rd-graders; black
8th-graders, an average of 27
points lower. Latino students—the fastest-growing
demographic
group
in
Wheaton and the Chicago

area overall—score about 16
points behind white students.
Wheaton is not an anomaly.
In elementary school districts
throughout the area, black 3rdgraders scored an average of 23
points lower in reading in 2007,
compared to white 3rd-graders;
for Latino students, scores
averaged 16 points lower. The
gaps are similar in 8th grade.
This glaring achievement
gap shows that once-homogenous, solidly middle-class districts are struggling to meet the
instructional and cultural
needs of African-American
and Latino students, many of
whom come from low-income
families. With the federal No
Child Left Behind Act putting
pressure on districts to serve all

students, schools in the metro
area now face the same daunting challenges that vex educators in Chicago—such as raising the literacy skills of students who are several grades
behind and teaching students
who speak little or no English.
Most of the district officials
Catalyst spoke with are groping
for ways to address the academic divide, noting interventions such as after-school tutoring, revamping curriculum and
differentiating instruction to
meet the needs of all students.
Such steps are important, but
not enough, says one expert.
What districts need first is a
solid commitment to raising
the achievement of minority
students. “You have to see a

Students at Kimball Middle, one of the most diverse schools in Elgin, head for their lockers at the end of the school day. [Photo by Jason Reblando]
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BY THE NUMBERS
In 2007, researchers at the Consortium on Chicago School Research
found evidence that CPS did a better job than the rest of the state in
raising the achievement of black and Latino elementary students.
Catalyst Chicago adopted a similar approach to examine achievement
gaps between students of color and their white classmates in the sixcounty Chicago metropolitan area. Our analysis of 2007 state reading
scores in suburban elementary school districts found:


In 82 percent of suburban districts, black 3rd-graders score higher
than their CPS counterparts. In 8th grade, however, just 46
percent are ahead of the city.



Results for Latino students are similar. In 3rd grade, 78 percent of
suburban districts are ahead of CPS. In 8th grade, just 40 percent
are ahead.



Wealthier suburban districts tend to have the widest achievement
gaps overall.



The achievement gap between black and white students is
narrowing at a slightly faster pace than the gap between whites
and Latinos.

WHY THIS MATTERS
Communities in the six-county Chicagoland area are becoming more
diverse as lower-income families of color move in.

clear vision coming from the
schools and the district that
closing achievement gaps is a
top priority,” says Ross Wiener,
vice-president of programs and
policy for the Education Trust.
“In suburbs where this [issue] is
new, there can be subtle ways
in which ‘those [minority] students’ can be scapegoated.”
“It’s something that every
school district wrestles with,”
says School Board President
Thomas Verbeke of Will County’s Crete-Monee Community
Unit School District 201, where
the problem of creeping enrollment—freshmen who show up
to register for high school after
the year starts, a common
occurrence in Chicago—has
surfaced in recent years. The
district now sends all late registrants to a temporary transi-

tional program before enrolling
them in regular classes.
“We’re working very, very
hard to close the [achievement]
gap because it’s something that
needs to be worked on,” Verbeke adds. “Every one of these
kids is a priority.” In Crete, black
and Latino 3rd- and 8th-graders
score from 10 to 18 points lower
than white classmates, Catalyst’s analysis found.
In
Wheaton,
district
spokesman Robert Rammer
says schools have added extended-day and summer school
programs; a program that provides books for students who
cannot afford their own; an expanded bilingual program; and
a policy that allows students
whose families move outside
attendance boundaries to stay
in their original school. Teacher



Suburban school districts are searching for ways to provide an
equitable education for African-American and Latino children.



Under the No Child Left Behind Act, districts are responsible for
raising the achievement of low-income and minority youngsters.



Easing the culture clash between white teachers and AfricanAmerican and Latino students may be just as important to closing
the achievement gap as providing better instruction.

training is also taking place.
With the lion’s share of
attention focused on big-city
districts like Chicago, suburban
communities “get a pass on a
lot of this stuff,” says Paul Zavitkovsky of the University of Illinois at Chicago, who has conducted research comparing
minority student achievement
in the city to the suburbs. No
Child Left Behind, he notes, “is
shining some light on self-satisfied suburban communities.”
Gary Orfield, an expert on
school segregation and codirector of the Civil Rights Project at the University of California-Los Angeles, says suburban districts can’t ignore growing diversity and “have to find a
way to talk about it positively.”
Parent involvement and
empowerment is also critical,

but for children of color is often
missing in the suburbs, says
Zavitkovsky. “Non-white and
poor communities don’t have
the same kind of voice as they
do in the city,” he says, explaining that too few blacks and
Latinos serve on suburban
school boards or work as suburban school administrators.
The top priority for raising
minority achievement is to
believe that kids can learn, Zavitkovsky adds. All-white administrations, who have little or no
experience with children of color, can too easily believe that
students who come in behind
will stay behind, he believes.
“It’s pretty easy for the
school-based professionals to
say, ‘You know, we really can’t
expect much more,’” Zavitkovsky observes.
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WEALTHY COUNTY, BIG GAPS
Catalyst’s analysis found that districts spending more than $8,000 per
pupil from local revenue posted wider achievement gaps in reading, for
both black and Latino students. The finding held true for math scores as
well. Lake County posted the widest gaps overall; DuPage posted the second-highest gap for blacks, while Kane posted the second-highest gap
for Latinos. Here is how the counties compare to Chicago. In 3rd grade,
the minimum score to meet state standards is 191; in 8th grade, 231.

3RD-GRADE ISAT SCALE SCORES, BY RACE
County

Median Income

White

Latino

Latino Gap

Black

Black Gap

Lake
DuPage
Will
McHenry
Kane
Cook*
CHICAGO

$75,170
$73,677
$72,816
$71,945
$63,741
$50,691
$43,223

218
221
211
210
214
216
214

198
205
201
200
197
199
196

19
16
10
10
17
17
18

190
195
194
195
191
193
185

27
26
17
16
23
23
29

8TH-GRADE ISAT SCALE SCORES, BY RACE
County

Median Income

White

Latino

Latino Gap

Black

Black Gap

Lake
DuPage
Will
McHenry
Kane
Cook*
CHICAGO

$75,170
$73,677
$72,816
$71,945
$63,741
$50,691
$43,223

259
261
252
253
256
258
258

239
245
242
240
238
241
244

20
16
10
13
18
17
14

237
240
238
245
236
239
239

22
21
14
8
20
19
19

*Cook County does not include CPS; Reading scores on a scale of 120-364
Source: Catalyst analysis of 2007 Illinois Standards Achievement Test data

Catalyst’s analysis found
evidence suggesting that suburban districts are making
some progress in closing the
achievement gap for black students, whose scores are lowest
overall. But for Latinos, the
analysis found little progress.
(Because of changes to the
state’s achievement tests, Catalyst could not track the same
group of students over time.)
For black students, the 8thgrade reading gap is nearly
four points smaller than the
3rd-grade gap. For Latinos,
the reading gap in 8th grade is
three-tenths of a point larger.
One possible reason for the
discrepancy, says one expert,
is the recent dramatic
increase in the suburban Latino population. Since 2004,
suburban communities have
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enrolled more Latino students
than Chicago, and school districts simply weren’t prepared
for the dramatic shift, says
Sylvia Puente, director of the
Center for Metropolitan
Chicago Initiatives at the University of Notre Dame’s Institute for Latino Studies.
Schools don’t have a lot of
knowledge about how to
teach “in a culturally competent way,” Puente adds, but
districts are making an effort
to learn how to do so.
One effort to raise the bar
on cultural competency is a
new program out of Northern
Illinois University that takes
science teachers to Mexico to
study geological formations.
The goal is to develop lesson
plans that will be of greater
interest to students of Mexi-

can heritage, and help establish bonds between them and
their mostly-white teachers.
“Just making that connection, ‘Here’s someone that
understands my experience,’
that seems to be important,”
says M. Cecil Smith, a professor
of educational psychology at
Northern, who is involved with
the program. “You’re always
going to have students in classrooms with teachers who have
different racial, gender or class
backgrounds. But you can do
things to narrow that gap.”
Lack of teacher training
may also be an issue. “We have
some wonderful universities
in Chicagoland, but not too
many have English as a Second Language and bilingual
programs, and they need to be
expanded,” says Margo Gottlieb, director of assessment
and evaluation for the Illinois
Resource Center, which helps
schools develop effective
learning environments for
English-language learners.
Most of the district officials
Catalyst spoke with listed interventions—such as after-school
tutoring, professional development and diversity training—
that are aimed at helping the
lowest-scoring children, usually African-American. However,
districts also noted the challenge of raising the achievement of children who are still
learning the language, as well
as the perennial shortage of
bilingual teachers.
“It’s tough,” says School
Board President Grady Rivers
Jr. of Maywood-Melrose ParkBroadview District 89, a district
that was 58 percent African
American in 2003 but is now
almost evenly split between
Latino and black students.
“One of the unfair things
about No Child Left Behind is
that everybody’s going to be
graded on the same curve, but
it’s tough when you’ve got students who are still learning the
language,” Rivers adds.

WEALTH HELPS, HURTS
Overall, Catalyst’s analysis
found that children of color
posted higher reading scores
in districts that spent more
than $8,000 per pupil from
local revenue. But their white
classmates score significantly
higher as well, making the
achievement gap particularly
glaring in these more well-todo communities.
In 8th grade, average 2007
reading scores were 4 points
higher for both black and Latino students in districts that
spent more than $8,000 per
pupil—but white students
scored 7 points higher in these
wealthier districts. In 3rd
grade, the gap between higher- and lower-spending districts is even more significant.
Evidence of this is apparent in Glen Ellyn’s Community
Consolidated School District
89 in DuPage County, which
has one of the largest achievement gaps in the metro area.
Districtwide, white enrollment has declined by 8 points
since 2003, while black and
Latino
enrollment
have
increased about 2 points each.
The percentage of low-income
students, though small, has
increased from 5 percent to 11
percent.
Valencia A. Breckenridge,
an African-American parent
whose children attended Glen
Ellyn elementary schools and
are now enrolled at Glenbard
South High School, says she
and her husband moved to the
area because of its high-performing schools, and they have
been pleased with the education their children received.
Still, she points out, the district’s growing diversity—economic as well as racial—is
bringing new challenges.
At Glen Crest Middle
School, for instance, conflict
has been simmering between
new African-American students and white teachers.

(Districtwide, 3 percent of
teachers are Asian, less than
one percent are African American and none are Latino.)
“The new kids were overwhelmed, there were no black
teachers, [white] teachers
were struggling, and the kids
were saying they felt disrespected,” says Breckenridge,
who grew up in Chicago, graduated from Bowen High and
earned degrees from the University of Kansas and Northwestern University.
Breckenridge stepped in
and approached school
administrators about starting
a support group for minority
children, which evolved into a
“breakfast club” that meets
every Tuesday morning so that
minority students can discuss
issues such as self-esteem and
forming friendships with children of another race.
Teachers sometimes join the
group, Breckenridge says, and
administrators have supported
the effort. Last summer, the
group continued to meet as a
book discussion group.
“Our district is becoming
more diverse, and I’m excited
about that,” says Breckenridge. “It’s the way of the world.
It prepares kids from all races.”
Glen Crest’s story raises the
issue of teacher diversity,
which is sorely lacking in most
of the metro area’s school districts. In 80 percent—188 of
236—of the suburban districts
analyzed by Catalyst, the
teaching force is at least 90
percent white. In these 188
districts, however, just 70 percent of students are white,
while 15 percent are Latino, 5
percent are African American
and 7 percent Asian.
To bridge the culture
divide, six officials from mostly-white districts that were
interviewed by Catalyst noted
that teachers were undergoing diversity training.
In Glen Ellyn, professional
development has focused on

the work of University of Virginia education professor Carol Tomlinson, who promotes
differentiated teaching.
“Teachers need to understand what strategies they can
put in place to meet the various needs of our diverse
learners,” says Jamie Reilly,
assistant superintendent for
learning. “Everybody’s learning styles are different.”
Glen Ellyn teachers have
also visited classrooms in
Chicago to observe teaching
strategies that might be more
effective in diverse classrooms. And during one professional development session, the trainer, a Latina,
modeled a less-formal teaching approach that she told
teachers could be more effective with children from different cultures: The trainer gathered the group into a circle for
discussion, rather than lecturing from the front of the room.
“We have in our mind a
very stereotypical mindset of
what school should look like
and it’s vastly different from
what some of our kids bring
into that environment,” says
Reilly. “We have to not only
bridge the differences but honor and celebrate diversity.”
In Wheaton, diversity
awareness is emerging, says
spokesman Rammer.
Teachers recently began to
study the book “We Can’t Teach
What We Don’t Know,” which
aims to help white educators
understand and address cultural differences between themselves and children of color.
The goal, Rammer says, is
“to provide instruction based
on student needs rather than
what is convenient for instructors, [and] build sensitivity to
the issues that students bring
to school every day.”

BLACK STUDENTS PLAYING CATCH-UP FROM THE START
Throughout the suburbs, black 3rd-graders scored an average of 23
points lower than whites on 2007 reading tests. In 8th grade, the gap was
nearly 4 points smaller—a sign of progress, but still worse than the gap
between Latinos and whites. In 3rd grade, the minimum score to meet
state reading standards is 191; in 8th grade, 231.

SUBURBAN DISTRICTS WITH BIGGEST GAPS IN 3RD-GRADE READING
District

County

% Black

White Score

Black Score

Black Gap

CCSD 89, Glen Ellyn
Summit 104
Glen Ellyn 41
Evanston 65
CUSD 200, Wheaton
CHICAGO 299

DuPage
Cook
DuPage
Cook
DuPage
COOK

7%
9%
5%
36%
6%
48%

221
217
223
235
226
214

183
181
189
201
192
185

38
36
34
34
34
29

SUBURBAN DISTRICTS WITH BIGGEST GAPS IN 8TH-GRADE READING
District

County

% Black

White Score

Black Score

Black Gap

La Grange 102
Glen Ellyn 41
Evanston 65
Maercker 60, Willowbrook
Addison 4
CHICAGO 299

Cook
DuPage
Cook
DuPage
DuPage
COOK

7%
5%
36%
11%
3%
48%

260
264
272
260
254
258

228
232
240
231
226
239

32
32
32
29
28
19

LATINO STUDENTS MAKE LITTLE PROGRESS
Suburban Latinos scored an average of 16 points lower than white
students on both 3rd- and 8th-grade reading tests. In 3rd grade, the
minimum score to meet state standards is 191; in 8th grade, 231.

SUBURBAN DISTRICTS WITH BIGGEST GAPS IN 3RD-GRADE READING
District

County

Cook
Skokie 69
Cook
Flossmoor 161
Lake
Gurnee 56
Keeneyville 20, Hanover Pk DuPage
Cook
Evanston 65
COOK
CHICAGO 299

% Latino

13%
7%
25%
27%
15%
38%

White Score Latino Score Latino Gap

214
218
218
208
235
214

182
190
193
183
212
196

32
28
25
25
23
18

SUBURBAN DISTRICTS WITH BIGGEST GAPS IN 8TH-GRADE READING
District

County

% Latino

Glenview 34
Evanston 65
N. Shore 112, Highland Pk
Cary 26
West Chicago 3
CHICAGO 299

Cook
Cook
Lake
McHenry
DuPage
COOK

11%
15%
17%
9%
66%
38%

White Score Latino Score Latino Gap

264
272
267
258
267
258

237
247
243
235
244
244

27
25
24
23
23
14

Interns Rebecca Harris and
Jennifer Crespo contributed.

Note: Reading scores on a scale of 120-364. Because the ISAT was revamped in 2006,
Catalyst was unable to track progress on tests for the same group of students from 3rd
grade to 8th grade.
Source: Catalyst analysis of 2007 Illinois Standards Achievement Test data

Contact John Myers at (312) 673-3874
or myers@catalyst-chicago.org.

For a list of all metro districts, go to www.catalyst-chicago.org
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Elgin: Coping with culture shock

A

By John Myers

t a school board meeting in May,
principals of the five high schools in
Elgin Unified District 46 read the
names of the 60 seniors with the
best grades and their plans for college.
Robert Flynn will study political science
and economics at Augustana College. Sarah
Ko will study chemistry at the University of
Rochester in New York. Ravi Khadiwala will
study economics and math at the University of Illinois in Urbana-Champaign.
The students who cross the stage to
receive their awards are a steady stream of
white and Asian students, with few Latinos
and African Americans. It is an uncomfortable sight for a district that continues to
fight a 2005 lawsuit charging that it has
steered blacks and Latinos to overcrowded
schools and weak bilingual programs.
Illinois’ second-largest district, Elgin
U-46 is going through an extended bout
of culture shock. Like several older,
industrial areas in the Chicago metropolitan area, the communities it serves—11,
due west of Chicago—have seen an influx
of low-income Latinos. During the 1990s,
the student body was predominantly
white, but changing fast. Today, the district is one of the most diverse in the state,
with no majority racial or ethnic group.
Yet, as in most districts, Latinos and
blacks trail their white and Asian peers academically. And unlike Chicago, Elgin U46
makes comparatively little progress with its
students of color. For example, 35 percent
of Chicago’s Latino 5th-graders scored
above the median on state reading tests in
2004; three years later, when most of these
students were in 8th grade, 42 percent
scored above the median. In Elgin, the percentage fell—from 36 percent in 5th grade
to 31 percent in 8th grade. African-American scores were also flat in Elgin, but
jumped 10 percentage points in Chicago.
Elgin’s high schools do a much better
job than Chicago’s, however. In Elgin, nearly 80 percent of Latinos and African Americans graduate; in Chicago, only 65 percent
do, among the worst records in the state.
This mixed pattern repeats itself in other industrial towns like Waukegan and
Aurora, where working-class Mexican-
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Teacher Annabell Morales-O’Quinn of Kimball Middle School separates her class of Englishlearners into small groups for targeted instruction. Elgin’s ELL population has doubled recently.

SNAPSHOT: ELGIN U-46


ENROLLMENT: 40,000



SCHOOLS: 42 elementary, 8 middle, 5 high schools



RACIAL MAKEUP: 43% white, 41% Latino,
8% Asian, 7% black



LOW-INCOME: 43%



LIMITED ENGLISH: 20%

ISAT scale scores* White
209
3rd grade
255
8th grade

Black (gap) Latino (gap)

189 (20) 195 (14)
236 (19) 238 (17)

* 2007 Reading scores on a scale of 120-364

American families have firmly taken root.
These families have been attracted to growing job centers with affordable housing and
access to the region’s booming service-sector jobs, says Richard Greene, a geographer
at Northeastern Illinois University.
Suburban Latino students—concentrated in towns like Elgin—now outnumber their inner-city counterparts.
Elgin is now five years into a concerted
effort to close the achievement gap through

a variety of curriculum and management
reforms, undertaken in part due to pressure
from the No Child Left Behind Act.
Similar efforts are well underway in
the city’s schools, too, which have a much
longer history working with at-risk children. Indeed, Elgin’s new superintendent
designate—the board is still negotiating
his compensation—comes directly from
Chicago. The selection of Area 14 Instructional Officer Jose Torres is one of Elgin’s
most visible efforts to “embrace diversity
as a strength,” as district spokesman Tony
Sanders puts it.
When asked about Elgin’s lagging scores,
Torres flashes a bright smile and says, “Not
for long.” Under his two-year leadership,
schools in Englewood, one of the poorest
neighborhoods in Chicago, saw the percentage of students who met or exceeded
state standards inch up by three points.
Torres, who is Puerto Rican, pitches
himself as a convener who learned the
ropes in a variety of diverse urban districts,
from California to Maryland. For example,
he is asking each school to hammer out a
communication plan to bring parents on
board as full partners. He also promises to

Two schools, two stories of achievement
work closely with teachers and other school
leaders to raise student expectations.
Other priorities, Torres says, include
beefing up professional development for
teachers and establishing clear lines of
accountability for school leaders.
Despite the challenges, Torres is walking
into a situation that has changed dramatically since the early 2000s. Besides the lawsuit brought by African-American and
Latino parents, Elgin faced controversy in
the superintendent’s office and red ink in
the budget. Now, besides closing the books
on a deficit, the district has received nearly
$3 million from the Northern Californiabased Stupski Foundation, to support
improvement planning.
Among the changes: the installation of
a data-management system to help keep
tabs on student achievement, and the
adoption of benchmark assessments in
elementary reading and math courses.
Special education and bilingual programs have been retooled.
This year, the district has expanded its
search for bilingual teachers by participating in a state-funded program that recruits
teachers straight from Mexico. (The number of English-language learners in Elgin
has doubled in the last 10 years.) And the
board will expand diversity training for
teachers and administrators to help meet
the needs of minority students and other
subgroups singled out in NCLB.
Elgin has also introduced a measure of
school choice in its high schools by developing small academies for gifted students.

LIGHTING A FIRE
The centerpiece of district reforms has
been the development of a “curriculum
road map” aimed at aligning lessons with
state learning standards. It was piloted in
the 10 schools that failed to meet NCLB targets in 2003, and has since been expanded
into all schools. This year, the road map
addressed history and civics courses in high
schools, where minority students are also
being encouraged to take more rigorous
courses, including Advanced Placement
and higher-level math courses.
Notwithstanding the changes, five
black and Latino families continue to
challenge the district’s treatment of their
children. They say the district should
revamp attendance boundaries and other
policies, to relieve overcrowding in schools
that enroll a predominantly minority population. Further refinements to bilingual

Elgin is working to reform its classrooms, but the effort is set against a backdrop of stark differences among schools in different neighborhoods.
Since 2005, Elgin has spent nearly $4.6 million fighting a lawsuit charging that these disparities
are unfair to black and Latino students and result in inferior educational services.
Such segregation is becoming more commonplace in suburban communities, according to Gary
Orfield, an education professor and co-director of the Civil Rights Project at the University of California-Los Angeles. “A lot of districts just let it happen,” he notes.
In Elgin, the contrasts are illustrated at two middle schools, Kimball and Kenyon Woods.
Kimball, surrounded by more affordable housing than other areas in the district, enrolls a disproportionate number of low-income and minority students and posts lower test scores than any other middle
school. The school shows signs of age and overcrowding. Some bilingual classes, for example, are held in
a woodworking shop that has been only partially converted to accommodate the classes.
Last year, Kimball missed reading achievement targets set under the federal No Child Left
Behind Act for low-income, Latino and limited-English-proficient students.
Kenyon Woods, on the other hand, is a 4-year-old middle school that still gives off an air of newness.
Located in a tranquil setting among wooded hills and open fields in South Elgin, the school enrolls a disproportionate number of white students—about 60 percent. Just a quarter of students are low-income,
and 84 percent of students met state standards in 2007.
Sue Welu, the school’s principal, acknowledges that demographics give Kenyon Woods a head
start when it comes to achievement. Still, she credits much of the school’s success to the timing of its
opening. Kenyon Woods enrolled its first students just as the district rolled out its new curricula. That
gave the school, she says, a chance to get “everyone going in the same direction on day one.”
Math courses, in particular, have improved with the introduction of quarterly assessments and a
tighter alignment with the programs offered in elementary feeder schools, Welu says. Her school has
also added a pre-algebra class that fits nicely with the district’s push for more rigorous coursework.
TACKLING MOBILITY

Despite the differences, both principals at Kenyon Woods and Kimball have identified a common
problem that they say is getting worse: students who routinely transfer in and out during the year.
Kimball’s mobility rate (17 percent) is twice as high as Kenyon Woods. Principal Al Tamburrino
says students from Chicago and nearby towns like Carpentersville routinely join Kimball when their
parents change jobs or move because of a family crisis.
“It’s not uncommon for a student to start the year at our school, transfer to another district like
Chicago mid-year, and return before the year ends,” he says.
Mobility poses significant academic hurdles, including the difficulties of identifying a student’s special needs when their records are slow to arrive. Tamburrino and Welu both say Chicago schools are particularly slow to share records—a problem that’s been cited by different schools within the city as well.
Tamburrino says mobility can also lead to discipline issues. He says some students will act out or
misbehave until they find a “fit in the pecking order.”
To help combat the problem, Elgin has revamped its data systems to better track students within
the district. A more cohesive, standardized curriculum for all schools will make it easier to keep transferring students on track.
Under the watch of superintendent-designate Jose Torres, who is leaving his post as Area 14 instructional officer in Chicago—where mobility is much higher—schools will have little wiggle room for mistakes.
Torres tells principals to work with every student, no matter what the circumstance. “No excuses.”
John Myers

programs are also needed, they say. The
lawsuit alleges that a redistricting plan led
to the closure of one school that had a naturally diverse student body and helped
alleviate overcrowding.
“If a child is in an overcrowded classroom, they are going to receive potentially less instruction, or lower-quality
instruction, than a child who isn’t in an
overcrowded classroom,” says Carol
Ashley, attorney for the plaintiffs.

Ashley also notes that consultants hired
by the district to conduct an audit of gifted
programs found they needed to be more
diverse. An audit by the state board found
problems with the bilingual program.
Striking a positive note, Torres says,
“We’re on the right track, but we need to
go deeper. We have to have the will to
bring changes about.”

Contributing: Rebecca Harris
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Plainfield: A boom in diversity
Educators in the fastest-growing metro district take aim at racial discord and achievement gaps
By John Myers

L

ike many things in Plainfield—a
booming suburb 30 miles southwest of Chicago—Heritage Grove
Middle School is new. Of the 26
schools that make up Plainfield District
202, 16 were built in the last decade.
Many of the students are new as well: The
district enrolls 9,500 more children today
than it did just five years ago, a 60 percent
increase and the biggest growth spurt of
any school system in the six-county
metro area. Around Heritage Grove is the
evidence of Plainfield’s growth—spacious
single-family homes that have replaced
mile-upon-mile of farmland.
A spike in diversity is also taking place
in District 202. Since 2003, Latino enrollment is up 3,200 students and AfricanAmerican enrollment is up 1,100 students, increases that outpace all other
metro-area districts. The percentage of
low-income students, though still small,
has nearly tripled. English-language
learners have increased six-fold.
In celebration of this burgeoning diversity, flags from across the globe hang from
the lunchroom ceiling at Heritage Grove.
Every student’s ethnic background is represented, including a Chinese flag that
Principal Steve Diveley hopes will help two
of his most recent arrivals feel at home.
Against this backdrop, the district is
trying to forge beyond past discord and is
focusing on revamping its curricula to
close the achievement gap between
white, black and Latino students.
That gap is not as dramatic as in other
communities, but hits African-American
students worst: White 3rd-graders scored
18 points higher than African Americans
and 7 points higher than Latinos in 2007.
The percentage of students meeting state
standards is on the rise among all groups,
but black students lag furthest behind.
There’s also evidence of an achievement slide among Latino students. In 2004,
some 48 percent of Plainfield’s 5th-grade
Latino students scored higher than the
state’s median score on reading tests; three
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SNAPSHOT: PLAINFIELD DISTRICT 202


ENROLLMENT: 25,957



SCHOOLS: 16 elementary, 7 middle, 3 high schools



RACIAL MAKEUP: 64% white, 19% Latino, 8% black,
4% Asian



LOW-INCOME: 6%



LIMITED ENGLISH: 7%

ISAT scale scores* White
211
3rd grade
250
8th grade

Black (gap)

Latino (gap)

193 (18)
242 (8)

204 (7)
245 (5)

* 2007 Reading scores on a scale of 120-364

years later, when most of these students
were in 8th grade, the percentage fell to 39.
“We’re doing so much to try and address
achievement gaps,” says Michael Kelly, a
School Board member who is also active
with the Plainfield Alliance to Nurture
Diversity Awareness, a coalition of local
business, government, religious and educational leaders started in 2007. Members
want to see Plainfield become—like west
suburban Oak Park, Kelly says—a model of
diversity, where a good mix of people settle
into a stable and supportive community.

CHALLENGE TO AN IDEAL
Diveley, like most of the area’s principals, is white, as are 97 percent of teachers. The School Board is white. The superintendent is white. And this contrast
between an increasingly diverse student
body and an overwhelmingly white district staff has rocked boats.
Some parents say black and Latino
students routinely face unfair discipline.
And when the district fired its first
African-American principal in 2006, the
decision touched off a lawsuit and sorely
challenged the district’s diversity ideal.
Lawrence Rainey, hired in 2005, was
given charge of the new Liberty Elementary School in Bolingbrook—a poorer,
more diverse town near Plainfield that lies
partially within District 202 boundaries.
District leaders say Rainey’s contract was

not renewed because Liberty did not open
in a timely, efficient manner. Rainey, a former Chicago Public Schools administrator, countered that he was underpaid and
given less time and fewer resources to get
the school up and running, compared to
white principals. Rainey filed a still-pending discrimination lawsuit in January 2006.
The case generated media attention
and, according to Director of Community
Relations Tom Hernandez, increased friction between Plainfield’s younger, more
diverse newcomers and some longtime
community residents.
Kelly says the fallout spurred the community into action, including the creation
of the Plainfield Alliance. It also heightened
the community’s interest in the district’s
work with the Kaleidoscope Group, a consulting firm based in Chicago that was hired
to assess diversity issues in the schools.
Last August, Kaleidoscope released an
internal audit—based on interviews with
key educators—that praised the district
for its willingness to address the needs of
minority students and families. This
summer, the group will release a longdelayed follow-up report: an “external
audit” of parents and others in the community that will assess public perceptions of the district’s efforts.

DIVERSITY FOR ALL
Rev. Weldon Williams, an AfricanAmerican pastor whose son attended
Liberty, supported Rainey throughout the
conflict with the district. When Plainfield
hired a white principal in Rainey’s stead,
Williams says, “It sent a message.”
Williams, pastor of Triumph Community Church, says all-white school administrations often fail to understand the
crippling effects of cultural stereotypes.
For example, he contends, white principals will often overreact when students of
color misbehave.
“African-American kids are disciplined
disproportionately,” he says flatly.
More diversity among staff could help
the situation, he suggests, but not just for
black and Latino students. White stu-

NOLAN WELLS

Jesse Lee (left), a 6th-grader at Heritage Grove in southwest suburban Plainfield, watches classmate Corey Johnson as he works through an
online assignment. The school uses differentiated computer lessons to target individual students’ academic needs.
dents need more exposure to cultural differences in a globalizing world, he argues.
District educators empathize with
Williams’ position, Hernandez says, and
are taking steps to address the issues—
from diversity training for principals to a
district-wide effort to boost the hiring of
minority teachers.
Plainfield’s School Board recently
authorized the spending of additional
funds to recruit teachers from colleges in
Texas, Mississippi and other states with a
higher percentage of black and Latino college graduates. The district also plans to
hire bilingual teachers directly from Mexico through a new program sponsored by
the Illinois State Board of Education.
Williams says the district is heading in
the right direction, but integration issues
run deep and will not be easily solved.
One example: Williams says black and
Latino students have been shifted from
school to school more than white students as new schools are built, and that
the district has drawn new attendance
boundaries that cause more disruption
and transfers among minority families.

Williams’ son was in a different school in
5th grade, 6th grade and 7th grade, prompting Williams to enroll him in a Catholic high
school this year. Next year, he will re-enter
the public schools as a sophomore at the
new Plainfield East High School.
Plainfield educators concede that the
new schools and boundary changes have
caused problems, but for all families. Race
is not a factor, they say. Instead, decisions
are based on enrollment projections with
the express purpose of minimizing school
changes for all students. “It’s very likely if
you live in this district you’re going to be
moved at some point,” notes Hernandez.

CURRICULUM FOR CHANGE
To help schools cope with mobility, the
district is working its way through a major
overhaul of curricula. By streamlining and
aligning lesson plans across the school system, educators hope to ensure students
who change schools do so seamlessly.
Inside Heritage Grove Middle School
this May, dozens of teachers from across
the district were on hand to hammer out
new math lessons that will span all

grades. Common assessments are also
being created as part of the project.
“If you don’t have a tight curriculum, K
to 12, kids who transition [to new schools]
can slip through the cracks,” says Carmen
Acevedo, assistant superintendent for curriculum and instruction. She says alignment will keep a child who changes
schools from relearning the same material,
and help Plainfield better serve students
who transfer in from other school districts.
A tighter curriculum and better
assessment tools should help the district
close its achievement gap, too, says Diveley, allowing teachers to more easily pinpoint students’ weaknesses. Teachers can
also spend more time analyzing data and
helping students if they don’t have to
spend time designing lessons.
The alignment project is the bedrock
reform in a district that, like others
undergoing demographic change, is
adding other programs to address students’ needs, such as after-school tutoring and more rigorous coursework.
“I would say we’re becoming experts
in intervention,” says Diveley.
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Up Close
Westcott takes the plunge
Catalyst looks at elementary’s first year with incentive-pay model
By Debra Williams
f teachers at Westcott can raise test
scores and pass performance evaluations this year, they will take home an
average of $2,000 in extra pay. Support
staff will also get bonuses. But money was
not the primary reason Westcott became
one of 10 schools to participate in the district’s pay-for-performance pilot.
“We don’t teach for the money,” says
kindergarten teacher Leah Coffey. “The
motivator was having time to share our
practices and learn new strategies.”
And so far, that’s happening. Westcott
teachers say they have learned how to
look at data and student work, how to
adapt instruction to reach every student
and use new instructional practices.
The effort is called REAL, for Recognizing Excellence in Academic Leadership.
It’s Chicago’s take on a national model of
incentive pay for teachers that other
urban districts are rolling out, as well.
The local version bestows financial
rewards to faculty and others working at
schools that post academic growth from
the previous year.
CEO Arne Duncan says the idea came
from a committee of teachers with whom
he meets regularly. The incentive-pay
pilot is the result of their looking into
ways to reward and recognize teachers
and schools that boost achievement.
“This program rewards excellence and
has huge implications for the system,”
Duncan says.
But Westcott’s pilot has growing pains.
Initially, teachers were concerned that
they would miss too much time in their
classrooms and lessons would be disrupted. Then, school leaders realized they
were moving too fast and not giving
teachers enough time to test-run the new
instructional strategies.
“Teachers were overwhelmed and

I
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Jury still out
When Chicago Public Schools rolled out
its performance-based pay plan for teachers,
the district tapped into a national trend in
school improvement strategy.
More and more urban districts are embracing the idea of extra pay for teachers who work
in hard-to-staff schools and who produce bottom-line results for students. State or local payfor-performance initiatives are underway in 25
states and other areas are considering them.
When Chicago announced a year ago that it
had received a $27.5 million federal grant to
develop a teacher incentive pay plan, more
than 100 schools vied to be selected. Yet performance pay has kinks that need to be worked
out. The debate on whether pay-for-performance works is ongoing.
For more, go to www.catalyst-chicago.org.
they didn’t have time to see the results,”
says lead teacher Kathleen McMahon.
Other schools in Chicago’s pilot faced
challenges, too. However, an administrator of the Teacher Advancement Program
says that’s not unusual.
“Nationally, time is always a struggle,”
says Todd White, senior vice-president of
training at the Teacher Advancement
Program Foundation at the National
Institute for Excellence in Teaching. “It is
labor-intensive because of the support
that needs to be in place. But Westcott has
a lot of things going right there. They
understand what [TAP] is.”
Winding down year one, Westcott
teachers report they are thinking differently about teaching, like deliberately choosing books that encourage children to analyze, interpret information and solve problems. Principal Monique Dockery says
since the pilot’s inception, faculty are more
focused on student work and sharing ideas.

Still, whether these changes will translate into improved student performance is
the big question. Principals will receive preliminary reports on their students’ scores
over the summer, and schools will find out
if they will receive bonuses in the fall.
“I think we’ll be okay,” says Dockery.
“The school has gotten better.”

TEACHING TEACHERS SOMETHING NEW
Weekly cluster meetings are the core
of the district’s incentive pay program.
Every Wednesday, grade-level teachers
meet to learn teaching strategies and then
return the following week to share what
worked and what didn’t. This year, the goal
is to improve reading comprehension.
The teaching strategies are proven
effective by research and field testing by
lead teachers, who head up the effort.
When they are not teaching, mentor
teachers pitch in to coach and mentor faculty. (Lead teachers receive an additional
$15,000; mentors get an extra $7,000.)
“About 90 percent of this program is
professional development,” says Mary
Hanson of the Chicago Teachers Union
who sits on a joint union-district council
for the REAL program.
Westcott teachers say they love the
weekly clusters. But early on, teacher
Michelle Kemp was concerned that her 8thgraders would lose ground and class would
be disorganized while she was in a cluster.
But those concerns faded once she and
the regular substitute teacher decided on a
plan. While Kemp is away, students practice lessons and do independent reading.
Students know what is expected of them
and so does the sub, Kemp explains.
“It was a little shaky at first,” says
Kemp. “We were nervous as a staff. But
our kids have gotten used to seeing the
same [substitute teachers]. The kids know
that I will come back with new ideas.”
Another concern was related to pacing. Although teachers looked forward to
learning new strategies, four months into
the program many of them reported that

CRISTINA RUTTER

Lead teacher Veronica Griffin (standing) presents a lesson on word connections to Westcott’s
primary teachers while lead teacher Kathleen McMahon (right) observes.
the pace was too fast. They were not given enough time to implement them well
or to even gauge a strategy’s effectiveness
before moving on to something else.
Every week there was a new teaching
strategy on the agenda, says Veronica Griffin, Westcott’s other lead teacher. “We had
to slow it down. The program’s goal is not to
cover more ground, but to go deeper until
students really understand the material.”
Eventually, teachers and students slid
into a comfortable routine.
“Clusters are sacred,” says Kemp. “We
don’t talk about fire drills or anything else.
We focus on instruction.”
Special education teacher Juritha
Johnson says she picked up a technique
from a cluster meeting that helps her
teach 4th-grade reading concepts to children who read far below grade level. To
get her students to compare and contrast
main characters in a story, Johnson used
kindergarten and 1st-grade level books.
Preschool teacher Janice Weston, a 34year veteran, has learned to listen to her
students more and give them more input.
She is also being very deliberate in how she
teaches. “I stop more often now when I am
delivering a lesson. If they don’t get something, I talk about it until they understand.”
Griffin observes: “Everyone is thinking
deeper about their instruction and teach-

ers are now saying, ‘I do this now this way
because it pushes my students.’ When I
hear this I think, ‘Aha!’ It warms me up.”

SIGNING UP
When Dockery got wind of the program, she responded quickly. She wasn’t
the only one. Another 120 schools were
clamoring to take part. The district decided only 10 would participate this year;
another 10 will come on board in the fall.
(Visit www.catalyst-chicago.org to see a
full list of participating schools.) Another
20 will join over the next two years.
Before joining the pilot, Dockery says
Westcott had dabbled in getting teachers
to collaborate and discuss student work.
But they did not use data. “We didn’t know
how students were performing and how
to adjust if they weren’t,” she explains.
Peer observation had also been discussed, but teachers were not clear about
what to look for. Now they know, says
Dockery, and they don’t mind doing it.
“When people walk in my classroom, I
keep on teaching,” Kemp says. “I don’t
have a problem with it. I want to know
what I can improve on.”
For the pilot year, bonuses are based
on a formula that combines 75 percent of
a school’s overall performance with 25
percent teacher observations. Teachers

are observed twice by two different staff
members and are scored on a 1 to 5 scale
that looks at instruction, lesson planning
and the learning environment.
Next year, the bonus formula will
include a third component that measures
whether individual students have posted
at least a year’s worth of academic
growth. The Wisconsin Center for Education Reform is developing this valueadded model that will dovetail with
IMPACT, the district’s student database.
Also down the road, every teacher will
have an individual growth plan that will
tie their teaching to specific student performance. For example, one teacher’s
goal may be to use graphic organizers to
teach students how to make inferences
from text which, in turn, would translate
to a set ISAT gain in that area.
Bonuses would then be awarded
based on 50 percent school performance,
40 percent classroom observation and 10
percent of individual teacher growth.
“There is no set number that schools
have to hit,” says Dockery. “They want to
see a year’s growth and the model looks at
each student in 4th through 8th grade to
determine that.”
Bonuses for primary teachers in
grades where student growth is not measured through standardized tests will be
based solely on classroom observation
and overall school performance.
So far, district officials are looking
favorably on Westcott’s pilot. “From a
structural standpoint, they hit the ground
running,” says senior manager Sylvia
Flowers. “They planned in advance, they
have a good school leader and they figured
out scheduling [for cluster meetings].”
Some other pilot schools struggled at
first. “Some had more teacher resistance
than others, another had turnover in its
leadership team and for some the issue
was scheduling,” says Flowers. “Some had
to get on the horse and try again.”
Still, the odds for year 1 performance
growth are in Westcott’s favor, “Most of
our first-year [schools] do make growth,”
says White. “One reason is there is a concentration on specific student needs.”
Says Westcott security officer Paul
Moore: “The bonus is a good incentive,
but if this will help our students, than
that’s what we need.”
To contact Debra Williams, call (312) 673-3873 or send
an e-mail to williams@catalyst-chicago.org.
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Teens to adults: ‘We’re anti-violence’
Youth organizers say black and Latino high school students have a role
to play in efforts to stop shootings
In March, on a Saturday during
spring break, more than 400 young
people and some adults attended the
youth-sponsored forum “Gang Wars
and Community Violence” at Little
Village Lawndale High School. Adults
were the minority at this event.
Young people were concerned
enough about the issue to come to
this conference on spring break.
More than a quarter of the attendees
were African Americans in this primarily Latino community. People came
from as far as South Holland and Maywood. The forum was brought to life
by youth leaders and about 20 organizations to fight for the cause of stopping bloodshed in our communities.
Usually when this many youth are
in one place, someone, often an
adult, will expect violence. But we
saw none. Nobody was “representing” or “throwing down.” Youth got
together to talk about the issues. We
haven’t given up on ourselves, even
though others have given up on us.
Even though the forum focused
on gang wars, our aim wasn’t getting rid of gangs, but getting rid of
the violence they cause. We’re not
anti-gang. We’re anti-violence. If
gangs left our community, they

WRITE TO CATALYST, BE A CATALYST
Catalyst Chicago welcomes guest
columns and letters on matters affecting Chicago Public Schools. Send them
to editor@catalyst-chicago.org.
Please include full name, title and contact information for verification.

16 Catalyst Chicago May/June 2008

would spread violence to another.
Our major goals are educating our
peers about gangs, stopping violence
and putting an end to recruiting
youth for violent purposes. Most
gang leaders are adults and use
youth for their purposes. We believe
focusing on our peers is a better
strategy for countering violence.
Adults who are upset about violence among youth are usually waving fingers as a form of criticism,
instead of helping and listening. This
is why most young people shut out
adults and rely on their friends and
other youth, which allows peer pressure to build into gang recruitment.
We believe that the best form of
help is when a young person relies on
another young person for advice
about gangs. This way, we are adopting a strategy the gangs use. Adults
don’t usually know or completely
understand the problem. Even though
they were young at one time, times are
different and they don’t know the
problem as it is now. As a result, many
adult-driven conferences are not as
influential with young people because
only adults “run it.”
But when youth have control to
shape and host a forum like ours, it
shows that we have a voice and we
can make a difference.
Gangs can cause multiple forms of
violence. Historically, adults in gangs
use racial mistrust to recruit young
people to commit violence based on
hatred. Gangs are behind the artificial
separation of races in Lawndale. They
even separate young Latinos from
each other like a border patrol.

Our group, SITY Ollin (Stop Ignoring the Youth Movement), wants to
bring diverse youth together. We
want to unite African Americans and
Latinos to stop violence. Separate,
blacks and Latinos are considered
minorities. But together, we become
a majority. By unifying, we can speak
out about the separation of races and
the violence that uses racism in our
community. We can challenge larger
forces that oppress both of our communities. With this Youth Forum, we
showed the world that it is possible
for young people to work together
when adults can’t or won’t.
If adults give young people a
chance, we can show how we can
work to change our future.
The next phase of the youth-led
forums campaign will begin this
summer, when many people think
young people aren’t doing anything
useful. We expect to raise other issues
in our community that are sources of
violence, such as domestic violence,
dropping out of school and schools
without enough supplies, strong programs or good teachers. We are looking to reach beyond our community.
Our forum proved there are a lot
of young people and youth groups
working on stopping violence. But
not many adults are paying attention
to us. Instead they are marching and
complaining about us.
Influencing just one mind—a
young person, parent, teacher or even
an elected official—gives us a fighting
chance to succeed. We can spread
positive signals to end the curse of violence that has been placed on us.

Ernesto Morales, 17
Senior, Farragut
Pernell Baker, 19,
Senior, Farragut

Tragedy in Back of the Yards
One inspiring young man overcame the odds against him to succeed
in school, but was ultimately beaten by them on the street
Jason Gill had a knack for beating
the odds. Part of that knack came
from his curiosity. In a room full of
6th-graders at Fiske Elementary,
Jason was the one student whose
sheer desire to know drove him out of
his seat to get a closer look, to get his
hands on the subject matter, to ask
questions fearlessly and sincerely.
That desire to know sparked his
friendship with me, which led to
many good things for him and for students like him. In 1998, Jason was one
of four students I took to look for
dinosaur remains in Big Bend, Texas,
along with a college class from the
University of Chicago. The wonder he
and the other students experienced
during that trip inspired me to create
Project Exploration, a science organization that targets students who aren’t
academically successful but who are
curious and open-minded.
I also took Jason to Perspectives
Charter School. I believed he would
thrive in a small environment that
focused on knowing its students well.
Jason was complicated, promising,
artistic, frustrating, funny, challenging
and curious. He found success there,
though not easily, and he changed me
and his other teachers in the process.
Thanks to his mind, his teachers
and his luck, Jason graduated from
Perspectives in 2000, beating the
odds that tell us earning a diploma is
a goal fewer than half the city’s
African-American young men will
ever reach. With his desire to learn,
college might have been Jason’s next
step. But it wasn’t.
Perhaps that had to do with the

other way Jason beat the odds, at
least for a while. He survived a gunshot wound. Unfortunately, Jason’s
luck was tested again on May 3, 2008.
That time, the odds beat him; he was
shot while standing on his porch,
waiting for a family friend to bring
back pizza. He died within hours. He
was 26 years old.
There were so many things about
Jason’s life that were beyond his control, but in spite of it all Jason inspired
people to laugh and love and be their
best selves. We wish he weren’t dead.
Jason was not a violent person. He
expressed himself through his passionate pursuits of drawing and rap.
If you saw him on the street, he
would flash you the big, sweet smile
he inherited from his mother and
wish you a blessed day.
But in Woodlawn and later in Back
of the Yards, Jason lived in a world
where people settle their arguments
not with words, but with weapons.
According to his family, a relative of
Jason’s had gotten into an argument
with a gang member the week before.
That Saturday night, the man returned
in a car, with a gun, looking for trouble.
He didn’t find who he was looking for;
he found Jason instead.
We give thanks for Jason’s life,
because he helped spark the creation
of an entire organization dedicated to
making room for kids like him, kids
who get left out or overlooked because
they don’t really excel at school. Young
people like Jason don’t find success
easily, but when they do, they
embrace it and shine. Thanks to Jason
and his impact on me, more kids like

him will have the chance to shine.
Also, thanks to Jason’s testimony
before he died, the prime suspect in
the case was arrested and is now
being held without bail. In a neighborhood where people don’t always
trust the police, such quick, effective action is encouraging. However,
we want to make sure that young
men like Jason can live their lives in
peace and safety.
Although Chicago has some of the
strictest gun control laws in the
nation, guns like the one that killed
Jason are still all too common. In
Chicago, we can’t wait for Springfield
to tighten gun control laws; we need
action now. We hope that Chicago
Police Department Superintendent
Jody Weis will investigate all leads on
illegal arms dealers and take steps to
stem the tide of illegal guns.
Equally important, our neighborhoods need help to reduce violence.
Groups like CeaseFire and Catholic
Charities Street Intervention, which
defuse petty arguments like the one
that led to Jason’s death, need more
funding and support. This month, a
U.S. Department of Justice-funded
study found that CeaseFire has contributed to a reduction in violent
incidents in “hotspot” areas where
shootings had been frequent.
Putting people on the street who
know the neighborhood and are
trained to interrupt violence works.
How many more times will we leave
young men like Jason Gill to play the
odds before we have the strength to
do what we know is right?

Gabrielle Lyon
Executive director and co-founder,
Project Exploration
Maureen Kelleher
Freelance writer
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Pushing ‘big picture’ reform
A new grassroots coalition wants to create models for district-community partnerships
By Rebecca Harris
new coalition of community groups
is working to involve parents in what
has been a controversial initiative:
school turnaround efforts on the
West Side. There, three small high schools
at the Orr campus will close in June and
reopen this fall as one high school, and
two feeder elementary schools will get an
academic overhaul, too.
Starting with Orr and its feeder
schools, the coalition, called PRISE
Reform (for Parents and Residents Invested in School and Education), is looking to
tackle such “big picture” issues as
achievement gaps and the lack of community involvement in schools, says
founder Patricia Watkins, who also is
director of TARGET Area Development.
The ultimate goal, says Watkins, is to
develop a comprehensive vision for community-based school reform and recast
the district’s relationship with parents and
community stakeholders as a partnership.
The coalition will tap the organizing
resources of its five member community
groups, which, besides TARGET, includes
Westside Health Authority, West Town
Leadership United, the Inner-City Muslim
Action Network (IMAN) and the People’s
Development Association of Chicago.
Yet activists who have protested the
School Board’s actions at Orr and the lack
of community involvement in them wonder who is calling the shots at the new
coalition. The reason is that both PRISE
Reform and the Academy for Urban School
Leadership, the nonprofit chosen by the
School Board to run the Orr turnaround,
are funded by the same foundation—the
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.
Cecile Carroll, an education organizer
with Blocks Together in West Humboldt
Park, says she respects PRISE Reform and
the people connected to it, but she is
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troubled by the funding connection.
“Our agenda is steered by our membership,” Carroll says. “A lot of the community
members—including the local school
council at [Orr small school] Mose Vines—
are disappointed that there was no communication about the turnaround.”
PRISE Reform organizers, she says,
“don’t have the same skepticism we do.”
Watkins agrees that the district made
its turnaround decisions without enough
input from parents or the community.
Still, PRISE Reform decided to work with
rather than against the effort. “Orr was
already slated for closing,” she says.
“There was nothing that we could do.”

CHANGING FOCUS
Watkins initially planned to launch
PRISE Reform on the South Side, but the
Gates Foundation steered her west last
October in an effort to contribute to the
turnarounds’ success.
(The contract still includes a smaller
South Side component; PRISE Reform
will survey residents in Englewood and
Auburn-Gresham about their public education concerns beginning in June.)
Watkins came up with the idea for the
parent coalition after the foundation
asked her what it could do to expand support for her projects. So far, Gates has
committed $225,000 to PRISE Reform for
the first year, and the door is open for
more funding in the future.
A West Side resident, Watkins says she
has always wanted to work in a neighborhood where she lives. The move also
complements TARGET Area Development’s expansion to the West Side with a
program that offers training to parents of
children in grades K-3.
The goal of groups such as PRISE
Reform, says Kelly James, a program officer
with the Gates Foundation, is to give parents information so that school reforms

have a better chance of succeeding.
“As the district rolls out different
reform efforts, sometimes it’s hard to
interpret or understand what’s going on,”
James says. “The more information that’s
available to everybody only helps the
success of these efforts.”
Watkins says she understands why parents get upset about the district’s
approach to communities, but she says a
new strategy is needed to change what
often has been an adversarial relationship.
If nothing changes, “there will be
reform after reform after reform met by
negative response after negative response
after negative response,” Watkins says. “We
want to develop enough power on the
West Side to change that dynamic. We
don’t want to wait until a school’s closing.”
Program officer Jeffrey T. Pinzino of
the Woods Fund says PRISE Reform is
part of “a new generation of school
reform advocacy coalitions”—like A+ Illinois, the Federation for Community
Schools and Grow Your Own Illinois—
that connect smaller community organizations and garner substantial resources.
“Foundations are acknowledging the
success of community organizing as a strategy of school reform,” he says. “Taking this
to scale means funding these groups collectively so they can be effective advocates.”
He hopes the district will take note of
the increased attention and resources
going to parent organizing. The Gates
Foundation sees parent engagement as
“an important ingredient in the transformation process,” Pinzino notes.

POSITIVE RELATIONSHIPS
PRISE Reform got off to a robust start
in November, when it hired 26 temporary
staffers to go door-to-door last November
and survey 600 people about public
schools. Results will go into a report on
the community’s needs for school reform,

JASON GEIL

PRISE Reform founder Pat Watkins, right, works with Debra Stanford during a meeting with other organizers and parents at Howe Elementary.
The group is working to involve parents in school reform efforts on the West Side.
which PRISE Reform expects to release in
August. Also, residents’ comments will
become part of the group’s platform.
Survey takers were also looking for
parents who were interested in becoming
school reform organizers and advocates.
So far, 50 parents have attended at least
two of the four training sessions PRISE is
offering, including how to understand
test score data, how to be a spokesperson
and how to run parent focus groups.
“I learned some critical things about the
schools,” says Sandra Ramsey, a parent who
attended a training session. “[T]he way that
we’re taught is different from the suburban
schools and the white schools. I learned
about low attendance. I learned about how
children are being passed on from grade to
grade not knowing anything.”
PRISE Reform currently has five staff
members at four organizations who
spend part of their time working on coalition work. A full-time PRISE Reform
staffer will begin working in June, when
TARGET Area Development opens its
office in East Garfield.
Thanks to doors the Gates Foundation
opened for her, Watkins already has met

with more than half a dozen CPS administrators. She is looking to begin working
with the district on a number of issues,
including funding inequities, teacher
professional development and giving
parents better access to data.
In addition, coalition members visited
two other schools run by the Academy for
Urban School Leadership—Dodge Elementary and Collins Academy High
School. “We thought it was one of the best
models we had seen as far as the pedagogy they used, [particularly having] the
teacher residents in the program with
master teachers,” Watkins says.
A framework for strong community
engagement was missing from the models,
but Watkins says that’s what the PRISE
demonstration project will address.
At a recent luncheon, PRISE organizers and dozens of community residents—
including a handful of current and former
Orr parents and students—listened to a
presentation about the turnaround strategy and met the new principals for Orr
and its feeder schools Howe and Morton.
“We’re always looking for our schools
to be more successful in working with

parents,” says Brian Sims, managing
director for Academy for Urban School
Leadership. “One of the challenges of
doing turnaround schools is coming in
and getting to know the community.”
But turnout was mixed at two recent
PRISE Reform events. The luncheon that
introduced the new principals to the community drew about 133 people, but few of
them have children in the turnaround
schools. A strategy session drew only 38
people, though about 60 were expected.
Organizers blamed a scheduling conflict.
Meanwhile, Carroll of Blocks Together
criticizes Academy for Urban School
Leadership for not meeting with the local
school councils at Orr until after the turnaround was announced. “That’s why you
had such a large turnout to [Orr’s] hearing
and to the board meeting,” she says.
Since councils were excluded on the
front end, Blocks Together wants the school
turnaround operators to support an elected
LSC at Orr, share its criteria for teacher rehiring, and implement a restorative justice
model for student discipline.
E-mail Rebecca Harris at editor@catalyst-chicago.org.
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Saying YES to helping delinquent teens
New dropout prevention program aims to smooth transition
from detention center to high schools
By Sarah Karp
or teens to re-enter Chicago Public
Schools upon release from Cook
County Juvenile Detention Center, a
form letter is faxed to their neighborhood school.
Principal Sean Stallings of Manley High
School admits that he cringes a bit whenever he sees such a fax coming through.
“In truth, we are not excited,” he says.
“We are already juggling a lot of tough
tasks and [this fax] means one more will
be coming.”
Conceding that these returning students
sometimes fall through the cracks, Stallings
is embracing a new district initiative
designed to transition young people from
the juvenile detention center school back
into the schools in their neighborhoods.
The initiative, called Youth Engaged In
Schools or YES, will also provide Manley
and five other participating high schools
with resources to address the needs of
students whose behavior and academic
records indicate they are most at-risk for
dropping out and, perhaps, falling into
the juvenile justice system.
Other schools are Crane on the Near
West Side, Clemente in West Town, Dyett
in Washington Park, Fenger in Roseland
and Hirsch in Greater Grand Crossing.
A two-year, $4.8 million grant from the
U.S. Department of Labor is picking up
the tab for the Youth Engaged in Schools
effort, which is one arm of the district’s
dropout prevention strategy. (The other
part of that strategy involves opening
“on-track labs” at six other high schools.)
YES has two major goals: to significantly increase (by as much as two years)
participants’ academic performance and
to hold schools accountable for retaining
the most at-risk students., says Molly
Burke, who is overseeing the project for
the district.
Each high school will work with their
feeder elementary schools to identify 75
8th-graders who are frequently absent from
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school, getting bad grades or acting out,
Burke explains. Another 50 students will be
added to each high school’s program as
freshman year is underway and behavior
and attendance issues become apparent.
Burke says a majority of students in the
juvenile detention center are over-age
freshmen, which points to the fact that
failure in school often coincides with getting in trouble with the law. “The first thing
we want to do is prevention,” Burke adds.
As they begin freshman year, students
in the program—they’re called YES Scholars—will spend extra time after school
working on developing social, emotional
and study skills that will help them succeed in high school. The program will be
led by teachers who have shown success
in working with at-risk students. The curriculum is from John Hopkins University’s Talent Development model. A select
group of 25 or so will also work with a student advocate, who will create personal
learning plans for each of them.
Outside of participating high schools, a
special team of case managers at the Juvenile Detention Center will work with some
200 teenagers (in any grade) who live within the attendance areas of the YES schools.
Some of these students, upon their release,
may enroll in alternative schools. Big
neighborhood high schools may not be
the right place for them, Burke comments.
Advocates and school administrators
say focusing attention on students coming
out of the detention center is long overdue.
For one, the school and juvenile court
systems don’t communicate, says Edith
Crigler of the Chicago Area Project, a
social service organization with a focus
on preventing delinquency. Crigler notes
that many students inside the detention
center have diagnosed mental health and
special education issues. Sometimes
evaluations are done, but often that
information is never passed on.
“There’s no continuity,” she says. “These
[students] are seen as the screw ups. They
cycle in and out of the two systems.”

Often, there’s no immediate follow-up,
and it can take days, sometimes weeks, for
probation officers to learn that a teen never
showed up at school.
Some teens need time and therapy
before going back to school, but it rarely
happens, Crigler points out.
“I had one principal call me about a
7th-grader who spent 10 days in the juvenile detention center for retail theft,” she
says. “The student was a big kid but was
not a problem before this happened.
After it happened, the child was acting
out and couldn’t seem to focus.
“This principal wanted to know what
kind of resources there were to get him
some help. The answer is, there are none.”

‘IT IS HARD FOR THEM’
The lack of effort or forethought about
how a young person makes the transition
from detention to school makes it difficult
for both sides, says Manley’s Stallings.
These teenagers are often more focused
on survival than on education, he says.
“It is hard for them to come into an
environment where other kids are dealing with boyfriend-girlfriend issues when
they are dealing with a whole different set
of issues,” he says.
Janice Wells, Manley’s assistant principal, adds that the students come in at all
academic levels. Some have never set foot
in high school, while others were enrolled
at Manley before winding up in the
detention center. It takes a while to get a
handle on their needs, she says.
Another challenge is motivating students who are only attending school
because their probation officer is forcing
them to, Wells says.
Case managers hope to stoke motivation by finding the right schools for former juvenile inmates, providing counseling and making sure that schools get
information on the teens’ mental health
and learning issues. They will also teach
workforce skills, such as resume writing.
“A lot of these kids have a problem
seeing a path and vision for their future,”
Burke says.
Call Sarah Karp at (312) 673-3882 or send an e-mail
to karp@catalyst-chicago.org.

Closings spark security concerns
Schools that will take in students focus on easing fears over potential student conflict
By Jennifer Crespo
arents of Von Humboldt Elementary students are always welcome
in the building. Principal Christ
Kalamatas has even set aside a
room just for them.
He wants parents of Roque De Duprey
students to feel equally welcome when
they move into the building at 2620 W.
Hirsch St. this fall. To that end, Kalamatas
has already set aside a room for De Duprey
parents; parents from the two schools have
already met, and an assembly is planned to
bring together the two faculties.
De Duprey, a block away at 1405 N.
Washtenaw Ave., is one of 10 of schools CPS
is closing or consolidating this year. De
Duprey will move its students, staff and faculty into the Von Humboldt building, but
continue to operate as a separate school.
Six of the other schools, however, will be
closed altogether and their students integrated into a receiving school, a plan that
has some parents worried and teachers
and students upset. Among receiving
schools, however, there is little planning
underway about how to accommodate the
influx of new students. A few, including Von
Humboldt, are focused on safety issues.
At Von Humboldt, Kalamatas has set
up a school day that will ensure Von
Humboldt and De Duprey students have
little contact. “Our children are not [necessarily] from the same neighborhood, so
I’m not going to say that there’s no concern,” says Principal Gloria Roman of
Roque De Duprey. “We’re just going to
have to be more vigilant.”
Kalamatas agrees. Von Humboldt
already has gang issues, although disruptions are minimal, he says—just a few
fights and some graffiti each year.
Roque De Duprey will bring its own
full-time security officer and part-time
off-duty policeman. (CPS is providing
additional security at all the receiving
schools, according to a spokesman.) In
addition, the school schedule will be
designed to ensure students arrive and
leave at different times.
Furthermore, Kalamatas says each
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school will operate in a clearly defined
section of the building. The gym, cafeteria, and library will be used by both
schools, but at different times.
“We will make it very clear that students from the different schools are not
to enter the other area at any time without someone from staff,” Kalamatas says.

SECURITY CONCERNS
Even though Von Humboldt and De
Duprey can keep their students separate,
the school leaders worry about gang rivalries. At schools where the student bodies
will be combined, the fears are even greater.
Principal Jose Barillas of Marshall
Middle will ramp up security this fall,
when more than 350 7th- and 8th-graders
from Irving Park Middle (along with
incoming students from feeder schools
who would have attended Irving) arrive
in the fall. Gang rivalry is already a concern at Marshall.
Carey Goldenberg, guidance counselor at Marshall Middle, says the influx of
new students from Irving Park, located
across the Kennedy Expressway, most
likely will bring rival gangs into the building. Hilda Hernandez, a veteran security
guard at Marshall Middle, recognizes the
potential for friction but says the school
maintains control over students: A dress
code limits students to blue bottoms and
white tops, all students pass through a
metal detector, security cameras monitor
hallways and security and staff keep a
watchful eye for any gang-related expression. Throughout the day, students are
dismissed at intervals to reduce any threat
of violence between rival gang members.

“When they [students] see the police
officer, they stop. But once the police are
gone, they start fighting again,” Barillas
says, noting the difficulty of maintaining
order outside the school.
But 8th-grade teacher Caroline Ansani,
who has worked at Marshall Middle for
more than 10 years, is excited about the
consolidation. “Schools shouldn’t be static,
they should be dynamic,” she says. As a
teacher, she doesn’t expect any academic
setbacks for students from either school,
both of which have seen their scores inching up: Irving Park Middle’s overall Illinois
Standard Achievement Test scores
increased from 70 percent to 74 percent
last year, and Marshall Middle’s increased
from 67 percent to 71 percent.
Ansani also looks forward to collaborating with teachers from Irving Park,
who may follow their students to the new
building so that class sizes remain stable.
“Change is not necessarily bad,” she says.
Carver Primary Principal Katherine
Tobias also is excited about the planned
consolidation of her school with its nextdoor neighbor, Carver Middle, which will
close in the fall.
“Those students came from here,”
Tobias says. “We see each other all the time
because we’re located side by side and have
had activities together all along.”
Tobias will host open houses to welcome Carver Middle students and their
parents.
Some students have a less certain
future. Students at Midway Academy, a
school that was created specifically to
take in students whose neighborhood
school is overcrowded, don’t know where
they will go to school next year. The plan
calls for the students to return to their
neighborhood schools—the same ones
that were unable to house them earlier.
“My daughter is crying because she is
confused,” says Nilsa Nieves, parent of a
10-year-old. “I don’t know where she will
be going for 5th grade, and I’m worried
because the kids will be out of this area
and it won’t be safe for them.”
E-mail Jennifer Crespo at editor@catalyst-chicago.org.
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Teach for America goes to preschool
Alternative teacher training program sends recruits into community-based early childhood centers

JOHN BOOZ

Kaleen Enke blows a bubble for Samson Martinez at the Carole Robertson pre-K center. Enke and other Teach for America interns will help fill a
shortage of teachers in community-based early childhood programs.

By Debra Williams
each for America, the national program that sends top-tier college
graduates to teach in high-needs
public schools, has a new mission:
Early childhood education.
Chicago is the largest effort, with 21
Teach for America teachers now committed for two years to community-based
early childhood programs on the South
and West sides. Next year, 30 additional
teachers will be placed in community
preschools. (The initiative is also in place
in Washington, D.C., and New York City.)
It’s all a response to the need for highquality early childhood teachers in community preschools, says Teach for America’s leadership.
Josh Anderson, executive director of
Teach for America in Chicago, points out
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that research on child development and
academics “suggests that preschool is an
area where we can make a profound difference. We can give children the tools early, so they don’t fall behind.” Communitybased centers consistently have a hard
time attracting and retaining the best
teachers, especially when the district
offers higher wages and shorter work days.
This year, the state’s Preshool for All program was unable to open 58 classrooms in
community-based organizations because
the centers could not find certified early
childhood teachers, which the program
requires. CPS does not have a shortage of
certified early childhood teachers.
In addition to teachers, Anderson
adds, the initiative’s goal is to create a
pipeline of early childhood advocates. “In
K-12 education, we have alumni who are
teachers, principals, who work in central

office,” says Anderson. “Who takes over
when Maria Whelan (director of Illinois
Action for Children and a well-known,
veteran advocate) eventually steps down?
Germinating future leaders is a solution.”
Moving into preschool has brought a
new set of challenges to Teach for America teachers. Classroom management has
proven to be a particular sticking point,
as has teaching structure and student
needs, all of which are very different from
K-12 education.
Still, getting Teach for America teachers
has been a win-win situation, says Gail
Nelson, executive director of the Carole
Robertson Center. New teachers (the center has eight) are learning from experts
who run successful early childhood education programs, and the preschools are getting a teacher committed to staying for at
least two years—the length of time a child

stays in preschool. “And if they want to
stay, great,” Nelson says.
Teach for America asked Dominican University, which trains its K-12
teachers, to create a second, similarly structured program specifically
for early childhood; there is a summer institute before the start of
school, and when school begins,
teachers take classes at night and
teach during the day.
The content, however, is different.
Thus far, the biggest challenge has
been classroom management.
“You cannot send a child to the
office. That is not an option for a 3year-old,” says Kimberly Garrett, assistant professor at Dominican University. “We’ve had to work with them on
how to manage this group, and not use
traditional techniques.”
Pacing lessons is critical in early
childhood education. “With 3- and 4year-olds, you have to get to the point
and engage them. If I’m sitting too
long at circle time, I’d want to bite
someone, too,” Garrett says.
Teachers receive training in classroom management in the summer
institute, but Garrett says they need
more. “It should be woven through the
coursework throughout the program.”
Teachers have also had to adjust
to team-teaching, the norm in early
childhood programs.
“In elementary school, the lead
teacher is the boss. In early childhood, the paradigm is shared responsibility, and the roles are interchangeable. Children can go to any of the
adults in the classroom. They all take
turns teaching, caring and cleaning
up,” says Garrett.
Teach for America candidates,
who traditionally are trained to step
in and lead the classroom, “were not
fully prepared to share a classroom,”
Nelson says. “But we made sure they
knew they were expected to work
together and they were not the
experts. It really has gone smoother
than if we’d had a Type 04 [certified
preschool teacher] from somewhere
else. They are very receptive.”
Finally, Teach for America teachers have to know more than just how
to teach young children. “Teach for
America prepared me to understand
education and standards,” says

Not just for teachers
Early childhood education is not the
only new arena for Teach for America. The
organization is also branching out into
principal preparation.
The first two candidates are currently
being trained at Harvard University’s Graduate School of Education—Teach for America’s partner in the venture, along with CPS.
This fall, they will complete a yearlong internship in Englewood neighborhood schools. Four more candidates will
begin training this fall.
The program is part of Teach for America’s newest strategy, to go beyond teacher
training to creating new school leaders.
“There is clearly a need to build a leadership pipeline,” says Josh Anderson, who
heads Teach for America in Chicago. “And
we have young, ambitious, driven people
who are in the classroom and want to
make a bigger impact.”
The organization’s goal is to place 45
principals in Chicago by 2010.
This year, 20 principals in Chicago are
former Teach for America teachers. The
program has recruited 200 teachers for
Chicago this year, up from140 last year.

Kaleen Enke, who teaches 3- and 4year-olds at the Robertson Center.
“Here, you need to understand things
like family-style meals, toileting and
family relationships.”
Teach for America is still searching
for a way to assess the new program’s
impact. “We are a data-driven organization,” says Anderson. “And figuring out what that means in an early
childhood setting, with the help of
great partners at the centers, we are
still working through that.”
Whether the centers will be able to
retain Teach for America teachers, or
lose them to the lure of higher pay at
public schools, is anyone’s guess.
“Once they find out about all the
accountability measures at CPS,
some may stay,” Garrett says. She
notes one potential advantage to
community preschools: “They may
feel they can be child-centered without walking a tightrope.”
Call Debra Williams at (312) 673-3873 or send
an e-mail to williams@catalyst-chicago.org.
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