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Setting the

AGENDA
After 15 years under Mayor Daley’s
control, a regime change is in the
works for Chicago Public Schools.
Here’s what the next mayor and
schools chief need to know about
where schools stand and what
direction they need to take.
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From the Editor

Facing a critical juncture

F

By Lorraine Forte
Editor-in-Chief

ix another budget mess. Do something—anything?—to improve the
worst schools. Curb school violence. Keep labor peace.
Almost enough to make you ask, who
needs this headache?
Making inroads on these vexing problems could easily consume every waking
hour of the city’s next mayor and schools
chief. (As Catalyst Chicago went to press,
leadership of the district was up in the
air and outgoing Mayor Richard M. Daley
had yet to choose an interim replacement
to succeed Ron Huberman, who decided
to step down before his boss and was set
to leave Nov. 29.)
On some fronts, the school system has
made progress under Daley’s tenure. But
the district is still mired in red ink and is
at odds with the Chicago Teachers Union
and some of the city’s vocal grassroots
activists, who are flexing their muscles
and want a broad-based group of educators and city leaders to form a committee
that would conduct a national search for
the next school leader. There’s the added
wrinkle of declining enrollment, which
means fewer state dollars and, to a certain
degree, makes it harder to build public
support for schools.
Most importantly, the district still has
too many children stuck in bottom-ofthe-barrel schools in neighborhoods hit
hard by unemployment, foreclosures, lack
of health care and other social ills that affect children’s ability to learn. While the
district likes to tout rising scores on state
tests, the ISAT has been watered down
and, as standardized tests go, is not the
best measure of achievement. In comparison, Chicago’s performance on national
tests remains below average, even compared to other big cities.
Given the tasks ahead, one thing is certain: Whoever the next mayor selects to
run the schools must, above all, have an
unwavering dedication to improving education. That’s the strongest argument for
choosing an educator, although it doesn’t
preclude a businessperson or expert manager from being selected. Plenty of people
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Not much progress
Mayor Daley had wielded control of
Chicago schools for seven years when
the U.S. Department of Education in
2002 began to administer the National
Assessment of Educational Progress in
selected urban districts. At every level
except 8th-grade reading, Chicago’s first
scores were, on average, 9 points below
other big cities—and seven years later,
scores have risen but are still an average
of 8.3 points below other urban districts.
During that same period, 8th-graders
lost ground in reading: Scores haven’t
budged and are now 3 points below the
big-city average.
Reading: 2002 2009 Math: 2003 2009

4th grade
8th grade

193 202
249 249

214 222
254 264

Note: Scores are on a 500-point scale.
*The math test was first administered in 2003.
Source: National Center for Education Statistics

outside the world of education are deeply
committed to making schools better and
knowledgeable about how to do so, even
if they have never been on the front lines
in a school. But without that dedication, a
tough job morphs into something worse:
a tough, onerous job being done by someone whose heart isn’t in it. Not necessarily a recipe for disaster, but not the road to
excellence either.
All this assumes that the next mayor will
want to maintain control over the schools.
Mayor Daley’s takeover of Chicago Public
Schools in 1995 was at the front end of a
trend that continues to this day, despite little evidence in its favor. There’s always the
possibility that whoever wins the election
will decide to cede at least some measure
of control, either in a fit of democracy or to
spare a few headaches.
At this critical turning point, Catalyst

decided to depart from our usual format
for Catalyst In Depth. Instead of presenting deep reporting on a single topic, we
have four extended analyses that attempt
to answer two key questions: Where do
schools stand, and what needs to happen
to make them better?

Obviously, the next leaders will have
to make hard decisions about the worstperforming schools. Declining enrollment
makes the schools a bad financial bargain,
but closing them is a political quagmire. As
Deputy Editor Sarah Karp points out, there
are no easy answers to this puzzle.
Next year’s fiscal mess will be harder
to untie than a Gordian knot, with federal
stimulus money running out and no end
in sight to the state’s budget problems. Yet
the teachers’ contract calls for another 4
percent raise, and new union leader Karen
Lewis has swept in with tough talk and ambitious plans to forge a coalition with parents and community activists. Publisher
Linda Lenz, who’s seen a long line of union
and school leaders come and go, writes
that the next mayor and CEO will have their
hands full dealing with the most aggressive
leadership the union has ever had.
Finally, the problems inside a school
can’t be separated from those outside the
walls. Rounding up truants (the district’s
truancy rate is now a shocking 10 percent),
providing support for homeless students,
curbing mobility brought about by foreclosures, stopping school violence—all
of this will take collaboration between
schools, city agencies, community organizations and other institutions. As Sarah
Karp and I note, accomplishing these tasks
is essential. What kind of educational results do we expect if 42,000 students miss
a month of school or more? If parents are
jobless and the family just lost its home?
If children’s lives are so unstable that they
can’t get to school on time and don’t have
clean clothes to wear?
It’s important that schools accept responsibility for educating children. But it’s
also important to share the burden. Learning doesn’t happen in a vacuum.

Coming soon: What the candidates
for mayor think about education
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In a 2007 interview with Catalyst Chicago, Mayor Daley said that his vision for the district included getting politicians, parents and
community leaders to make education a priority. [Catalyst file photo/Jason Reblando]

Advice for the next mayor

F

or this issue of Catalyst In Depth, we identified four challenges that
the next mayor, CEO and School Board will have to grapple with to
substantially improve education. In the following analyses, we take
stock of where schools stand and what the road ahead could look like.
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The good news is that fewer schools are scoring at the very bottom
on standardized tests. The bad news is these schools are a financial
burden because of shrinking enrollment. Hard decisions about school
closings await the new mayoral regime.

The deficit for next year has already been estimated at $700 million.
Yet teachers are slated to get another 4 percent raise. The next mayor
will have to find common cause with the Chicago Teachers Union,
which is flexing its muscles over the education agenda.

Drama in their lives
Last year, 10 percent of children in Chicago Public Schools were
considered chronic truants. Homelessness, joblessness and other
family problems are prime factors behind truancy. Schools shouldn’t
be asked to solve these problems on their own.

10 A holistic approach

The latest available data showed an uptick in school violence. Keeping
schools safe will take a focus on prevention rather than reaction.
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The Next Mayor

Still not good enough
Achievement is up in the lowest-scoring schools, but enrollment is down by a third.
The next mayor will have to decide if keeping these schools open is worth the cost.

O

By Sarah Karp

n the eve of a February meeting where
the death knell was set to sound for five
Chicago schools, CEO Ron Huberman
granted Paderewski Elementary on the
West Side an 11th-hour reprieve.
The decision had nothing to do with education or finances. Instead, Huberman said he
changed his mind after walking to Mason Elementary, where Paderewski’s students would
have been sent. Mason wasn’t close by, but had
higher test scores than Paderewski. Huberman
had promised not to repeat the mistakes of the
past: closing one bad school only to send students to another one.
On his walk to Mason, Huberman had to cross
a wide intersection of four streets—a situation he
concluded was too dangerous for students.
The decision might have yielded relief for
teachers, parents and students in the short term,
but in the coming years, the next mayor and
school leader will have to confront a longstanding question: What should be done with schools
like Paderewski, with dwindling enrollment and
little academic improvement?
Over the past decade, the list of the worst elementary and high schools—those in the bottom
25 percent on the Illinois Standards Achievement Test—has barely changed. Only one in
every three schools managed to make it off the
list. Still, the worst schools of today are arguably
better than they were 10 years ago. Across the
board, their test scores have gone up (although
changes to the ISAT made the test easier). Attendance is up slightly in the elementary schools,
and the dropout rate in the worst high schools
has improved by 10 percentage points—though
it remains at a troubling 54 percent.
“They are not really horrible anymore, but
they aren’t really good,” says Elaine Allensworth,
senior director and chief research officer for the
Consortium on Chicago School Research at the
University of Chicago.
To foster improvement, most experts agree
that five factors are needed. One is a superstar
principal. That principal has to be deft at forging
strong ties between the school, parents and com-

4 Catalyst In Depth Fall 2010

munity. He or she must hire good teachers and
provide opportunities for them to continually improve. A rigorous curriculum and a safe, welcoming climate are needed. With these “five essential
supports,” Consortium researchers found, even
the worst schools improved.
Yet too often, the mayor and school officials
have rolled out big-name initiatives that address
one part of the puzzle and leave the other pieces
to fester, Allensworth says. For example, High
School Transformation brought in better curricula and teacher training, but ignored the need
to forge community and parent ties.
The worst schools are not only bad in academic terms, they are increasingly a bad financial bargain as well because of shrinking enrollment. The 126 worst elementary schools have
lost, on average, a third of their students since
2000. Districtwide, the number of neighborhood
elementary schools with fewer than 300 students
has tripled in just five years to about 75. Experts
say schools need at least 350 students to be financially viable.
“It is completely inefficient,” says Timothy
Knowles, director of the University of Chicago’s
Urban Education Institute and a former deputy
superintendent in Boston. “In a city and state
with so many budget problems, it is irresponsible to have so many under-utilized schools.”
Paderewski, in a small, mostly black area of
South Lawndale, is in a census tract where the
number of school-aged children has declined by
48 percent since 2000. The rest of South Lawndale is predominantly Latino and has a burgeoning population of children.
But Paderewski’s shrinking enrollment also
is due, in part, to competition—a factor that the
the district created. North Lawndale, a quick
drive down Central Park Avenue from Paderewski, is home to more new elementary schools than
any other community in the city, including four
charters and one magnet school.
Indeed, one of the ways Mayor Richard M.
Daley and his hand-picked CEOs have set out
to improve the worst schools is to shift attention
away from them and instead, open new, presumably better, schools. The problem with that tactic

is two-fold. First, it’s not easy to create a good
school in a neighborhood with concentrated
poverty. Only 16 of 93 new schools have reached
the state average on the ISAT.
Second, neighborhood schools have been
largely left out of the private dollars flowing into
the system, mostly to charters.
With enrollment shrinking, it is not clear that
new schools are needed. Since 2000, the CPS student population has fallen by 8 percent. During
the same time, CPS closed 47 schools that enrolled 19,528 students but added 96 schools that
enroll 48,000—a net gain of about 28,000 seats.
Meanwhile, CPS has begun to tread lightly on
school closings, which created logistical nightmares and a political quagmire.
The unrest caused by school closures was a

key reason former CEO Arne Duncan initiated
“turnarounds,” in which students continue to go
to the same school but most staff are fired and
schools get extra dollars.
Seventeen schools have been turned around
since 2008, and the initiative is now the district’s
prime school improvement strategy. Management of 10 of the schools has been outsourced to
the Academy of Urban School Leadership.
Many turnaround principals paint a similar
picture of their schools, pre-turnaround, as chaotic. Before the Academy was handed management of Bradwell Elementary in South Shore, the
police were called to the building nearly every
day, says new Principal Kimberly Henderson.
“This was more like a juvenile detention center than a school,” she says. “The kids had control of the building. Teachers couldn’t teach.”
Henderson decided to hire 11 men whose
sole job would be to monitor the halls and make
sure that students were headed in the right
direction at all times. These men, all dressed
in business attire, stand with students as they
are lined up to use the bathroom. They sit with
primary-grade youngsters who need a time-out
for unruly behavior. Sometimes, they give pep
talks to students who are having a bad day.
Henderson has taken other steps to set a better mood in the school. Inside, it smells sweet.
“Air fresheners,” says Henderson. The walls have

Students at Earle Elementary got free school supplies as they headed back to school in 2008. Like many of the other elementary schools scoring in the bottom 25 percent on the
ISAT, Earle has been at the bottom for more than a decade and has seen its enrollment drop by almost half. [Catalyst file photo/Jason Reblando]
been repainted. Plants sit on the landings between stairwells. Bookshelves and beanbags,
cozy places for students to read, are set up.
Shujuana Lovett, one of only two teachers hired back, confirms a dramatic difference.
“We’ve gone from many disturbances to hardly
any,” she says.
The turnaround staff spent five weeks undergoing training, and Lovett says teachers now use
the same behavior management strategies and
present a unified front to students.
Still, Lovett isn’t sure that most of her colleagues had to be fired for the school to make
progress. Previous principals, she says, never got
their footing and teachers always felt as though
they were being pulled in a new direction. Henderson is Bradwell’s fourth principal in 10 years.
The big question for Henderson and other
turnaround principals is whether they can translate changes in school climate into academic
improvement. So far, there’s little evidence
that they can, although it is still early in the
game. Turnaround high schools have shown no
marked improvement, and only three elementary schools run by the Academy have shown a
significant spike in test scores, says Allensworth

of the Consortium, which is working on a report
about turnarounds.
Other questions abound. For example, how
many good teachers exist to take the place of
those fired from turnarounds? And will young,
energetic new principals stay on the job long
enough to make the turnarounds a success?
Before turnaround decisions are made, the
district must first decide which schools to save.
What happened to Paderewski is a classic story of
CPS officials making three mistakes: predicting
future enrollment incorrectly, planning badly and
then not being willing to make a hard decision.
Five years ago, Duncan brought in Jo Ann
Roberts to take over at Paderewski. Roberts
describes the building she walked into as atrocious. She takes out a photo album and points to
shelves filled with overflowing boxes, tables covered with papers and a science room with filthy
cages of iguanas and turtles. Other pictures show
bare classroom walls and bulletin boards.
Duncan gave Roberts $10,000 to buy new furniture. She got the building painted from top to
bottom. She stocked resource rooms with learning materials. She pushed the teachers to get

students’ work up on the walls, as well as posters with visuals such as multiplication tables and
vocabulary words.
In the past five years, Paderewski’s test scores
have improved, from about a third of students
meeting or exceeding standards in math and
reading to about half.
One fall afternoon, Roberts, a drill sergeant in
a pink suit, pores over math and science scores
with teachers. The results are sobering. Only one
to three students in each class scored average or
above average. Roberts pushes the teachers to
think: “What are the kids missing? What are you
doing to fill that hole?” She gives them two days
to come back with an action plan.
Last winter, when Huberman made the announcement about closing Paderewski, Roberts
says she was heart-sick. All the years of hard
work seemed to be for naught. “This is where the
heavy lifting is done,” she says of her school.
But when asked how the district can justify
keeping open a school with only 142 students,
she has no good answer. “Send me more.”
Tell us what you think. Go to www.catalyst-chicago.org to
leave a comment, or e-mail karp@catalyst-chicago.org.
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Karen Lewis, the new president of the Chicago Teachers Union, steps up to speak at the School Board’s regular October meeting. Performance management and testing are “sucking the soul out of our schools,” she said. Chicago Public Schools CEO Ron Huberman responded that the tests are meant to empower teachers with better information on student
needs. What really sucks the life out of a school, he said, is bad teachers. [Photo by Marc Monaghan]

New union, new day
As City Hall and the school system wait for new leaders, an agressive new CTU is
forging alliances with parents and community organizations to craft a reform agenda
By Linda Lenz

W

hen members of the
Chicago Teachers Union
went to the union polls
June 11, they chose the
most aggressive leadership that
this union has ever had.
CTU President Karen Lewis and
her crew not only are talking and
acting tough on traditional union
issues such as job protection, they
are also passionately pursuing a reform agenda of their own, and organizing like-minded parents and
community members to support it,
and by extension, them.
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“Our members want a union that
will protect teaching and learning,”
says Lewis, a National Board Certified teacher who taught chemistry
at King College Prep. She contends
that current reforms are damaging
to students. “We want to rebuild
our relationships with local school
councils, professional personnel
advisory committees [at schools],
parents and the community, who
we believe are our natural allies.”
Clearly, the new mayor will have
a tiger by the tail. To move schools
forward and avoid the calamity of a
strike, he or she will have to show it
some respect.

On paper, the Chicago Teachers
Union is one of the weakest big-city
locals. When a Republican-dominated state legislature and Republican governor gave the mayor of
Chicago unfettered control of the
school system in 1995, they made
the job of running schools easier
than it had been in the past.
With one hand, they freed up
money that paved the way for the
district’s first-ever four-year teachers contract, ending years of labor
turbulence. With the other, they
killed a half-dozen union bargaining rights, prohibiting negotiation
over such issues as layoffs, class

sizes and staffing. To help seal a
subsequent multi-year contract,
the legislature in 2003 opened the
door to board-union discussions
over these issues, but left the ultimate decisions with the board.
However, unlike the teacher
unions in New York and Philadelphia, the CTU can wield the ultimate weapon: a walk-out. Already,
some Chicago school watchers are
asking: Will they? Given the state’s
dire financial straits and the new
union leadership’s fiery debut—a
lawsuit over layoffs and more than
450 grievances—that’s not an unreasonable question.

The current contract between
the CTU and the Board of Education
does not expire until June 30, 2012.
Before then, a strike would be possible only if the board cannot pay for
the 4 percent raises teachers are due
next July 1. A new mayor can be expected to do everything in his or her
power to come up with the cash and
buy another year of labor peace.
CEO Ron Huberman, with the
support of Mayor Richard M. Daley, was willing to raise class sizes,
siphon cash reserves and tap onetime tax increment financing district funds to pay for this year’s 4
percent raises.
Hundreds of millions of dollars
in one-time revenue from the federal government and temporary
pension relief from the state forestalled those actions, leaving them
available to the next mayor’s School
Board. Lewis would target money on
testing and the district’s decentralized structure, which has 23 chief
administrative officers overseeing
groups of schools.
Laurence Msall, president of The
Civic Federation, a budget watchdog, would reduce pension benefits
and insurance coverage for retirees,
which he says are unsustainable at
current levels.
“The future is a very challenging
thing for the Chicago Public Schools
because they anticipate flat or declining enrollment while the major
costs—personnel—will continue to
grow faster than foreseeable revenue,” Msall says. “Put that against
the backdrop of a state that is basically bankrupt.”
He adds that any state tax increase likely would be soaked up by
overdue state bills.
Meanwhile, the new CTU leadership, which hails from the Caucus of
Rank and File Educators (CORE), is
amassing people power, something
it has done well from the start.
CORE grew out of teacher opposition to the school closings and
turnarounds of Renaissance 2010,
the signature reform effort of Mayor
Daley and former CEO Arne Duncan. Initially, these teachers simply
wanted to pressure then-CTU President Marilyn Stewart to take a harder stand against these actions. When

that didn’t happen to their satisfaction, CORE members began organizing. That was in summer 2008.
One of their first actions was to
embrace the community organizations that had been members of
a coalition that Stewart formed in
2005, but then disbanded when, according to CORE co-founder Jackson Potter, Stewart became uncomfortable with the synergy between
the teachers and the community
groups. Prominent among those
groups were such frequent critics of
the School Board as Parents United
for Responsible Education, Designs
for Change and the Kenwood-Oakland Community Organization.
The new Grassroots Education
Movement (GEM) began hosting
conversations around the city about
what teachers and parents viewed
as the main problems in the school
system and what to do about them.
Coalition members also made sure
that GEM was represented at School
Board meetings and school-level
hearings across the city.
In January 2009, more than 500
teachers, parents and community
members turned out for a day of
workshops and planning at Malcolm X College.
By then, CORE was gearing up to
challenge Stewart in the May 2010
election for CTU officers. With five
slates running, neither Lewis nor
Stewart won a majority; each got
about 30 percent of the vote. In the
June runoff, Lewis handily defeated
Stewart, with 60 percent of the vote.
CORE now is taking a community
organizing approach to developing
teacher leadership and power inside
schools. In what may be a first for a
teachers union, it has hired community organizers to train teachers how
to assert themselves—with their
principal, through their local school
councils and professional committees and in the broader community.
The idea is for faculties to rely more
on themselves to prevent and solve
problems than wait for the union to
send out field representatives, who
handle formal contract grievances.
Norine Gutekanst, who heads
up the union’s new, five-person organizing department, offers these
examples: Teachers at a school
may be afraid to challenge a domi-

What teachers earn
Earlier this year, Mayor Richard
M. Daley and Schools CEO Ron
Huberman both suggested
teachers take a pay freeze to
avoid layoffs. That didn’t happen.
Here’s what Chicago teachers are
slated to earn in the 2011-2012
school year. Salaries are for a 39week year.
YEARS
1st
10th
16th+

Bachelor’s

Master’s

Doctorate

$52,600 $56,243 $58,065
$76,964 $80,607 $82,429
$88,498 $92,250 $99,753

Source: Chicago Teachers Union salary schedule

neering principal. In that case, an
organizer would get them to talk
through their problems and figure
out a way to approach the principal. In the case of teachers who lost
jobs in the School Board’s recent
cost cutting, the union is encouraging them to contact aldermen and
other elected officials.
The union also is looking to engage parents around the larger, policy issues of school improvement.
“Parents need to be concerned
about these issues, too” says Gutekanst, who taught bilingual education
at Whittier Elementary School for 23
years before joining the CTU staff.
The union supported Whittier parents in their recent battle with the
School Board to get a new library.
The Quest Center, the union’s
professional development arm, now
has a researcher who will develop
position papers the union will take
to the public. Already, union leadership has taken stands against some
of the leading reforms of the day,
including school closings, charters
and increased student testing. It
also has come out against mayoral
control of schools, a reform that the
late Jacqueline Vaughn, the union’s
most revered president, supported.
Unbenownst to most union mem-

bers, their leaders take inspiration
from the Amalgamated Meat Cutters and Butcher Workmen, a union
founded in 1897 that, through a
series of mergers, wound up as today’s United Food and Commercial
Workers.

While on a leave of absence from
Englewood High School (which
was phased out under Renaissance
2010), Jackson Potter became immersed in their story. The Meat Cutters union, he says, distinguished
itself by its democratic approach to
union operations and its activism
around social issues. Leaders of the
new CTU have signaled that they
will follow in these footsteps.
Declaring there would be no
“backroom deals,” Karen Lewis
brought 40 union members to the
first bargaining session with the
School Board. And the words “social
justice” are now part of the union’s
vocabulary.
The documentary “Waiting for
‘Superman’” suggested that there
are teachers and then there are
teacher unions. Chicago’s next
mayor would do well to see them as
one in the same. Many teachers are
angry—about lost jobs and pressure
to raise test scores. Many see policy
initiatives like teacher evaluation
and compensation reform, which
union leaders support in some fashion, as an attack on teachers.
This discontent erupted recently
at a decidedly nonpolitical event,
the annual teacher conference of
the Chicago Foundation for Education, a professional development
organization that supports innovation in the classroom. More than
500 teachers gathered for a day of
workshops lead by their colleagues.
Leslie Baldacci, one of more than
50 new-teacher coaches laid off in
the budget cuts, was the keynote
speaker. When she mentioned that
a new mayor likely would appoint at
new chief executive officer for CPS,
the room burst into applause.
And it is not just teachers who
are angry. “Principals and teachers have been pushed to the point
where everyone is so angry about
the ‘corporatization’ of schools,”
says Clarice Berry, president of the
Chicago Principals and Administrators Association.
Karen Lewis reached out to Berry
to see where they might work together. “I found her reasonable,” says
Berry. “I am happy to have someone
of her caliber to work with.”
lenz@catalyst-chicago.org
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Drama in their lives
Chronic truancy and homelessness have soared, fueled by family and community
instability. Schools can’t solve these problems. Help must come from the outside.

A

By Sarah Karp

s a sophomore at Kenwood
Academy, Ka’la Shepard
faced a storm of adverse circumstances. She was pregnant, her mother had lost her job
as a medical technician and their
home was in foreclosure.
School faded in importance.
“I found myself trying to help my
mom by making money, doing
things I shouldn’t have been doing,” Ka’La says, careful to avoid
specifics about what she did.
When it was time to wake up
and get to class, Ka’la was too tired,
from work and from the emotional
burden of everything going on in
her life. She skipped school—once,
twice, and then so many times she
failed almost all of her classes.
Suddenly, Ka’la, who had been
an honor roll student in elementary school, found herself behind
without a clear path for how to get
back on track. “I was confused and
angry,” she says.
She wasn’t the only student in
that predicament. Chronic truancy is the elephant in the room for
Chicago Public Schools, a problem
that must be solved before others
can be addressed. Truancy is often
interwoven with other social ills,
such as homelessness, that originate outside schools but impact
children in school.
Last school year, 11 percent of
the entire student population—
41,771 students—were classified
as chronic truants. These students
were absent for almost a month: 18
days out of a 170-day school year.
In contrast, the average truancy
rate elsewhere in Illinois has remained at a stable 2 percent for the
past decade.
At some Chicago high schools,
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the numbers are staggering. For
example, two-thirds of Crane High
School’s students were chronically
truant in the 2009-2010 school year.
The statistics on truancy have
soared since the district unveiled
a new computerized system for recording attendance and other student information. But, faced with
this more reliable information, the
official response has been tepid at
best. Between Sept. 14, 2009 and
Nov. 23, 2009, the district’s law department held 201 truancy adjudication hearings, in which parents
of truants were brought in to discuss how to get their children back
in school. (The hearings were for
cases from 2008.) But last year, no
new hearings were held, and CEO
Ron Huberman cut the attendance
office and told schools to work with
area offices on truancy issues.
In February 2010, Huberman issued a memo formally suspending
the adjudication process.
Meanwhile, schools have limited
resources to track down absentees.
At Ada S. McKinley Academy, an
alternative school, several students
recall their days in regular high
schools and say that they were absent for days on end without anyone calling or coming by to check
on why they were gone.
“It was like they would just
shrug,” says Bryson Morris, who
was previously enrolled at Hyde
Park Academy in Woodlawn. “If
you didn’t hear anything from the
school, you felt like you got away
with it.”
CPS has also lost allies in the
truancy battle. More than a decade
ago, truancy officers, who were usually retired police officers, were laid
off. And the Cook County State’s
Attorney’s office has told CPS officials that they no longer have the

resources to prosecute parents of
severely truant children.
The work in the trenches is
mostly handled by student advocates (usually hired by schools using
discretionary money) and by social
service agencies that have contracts
with CPS for truancy work.
Revin Fellows of Family Focus,
which works with three elementary
schools and two high schools, has
seen a host of troubling situations
in trying to track down students.
Sometimes the family has hastily moved away, or the home is vacant and boarded up. Other times,
Fellows learns a student has been
locked up in a juvenile facility. Or
he finds a student, but the family is
in precarious circumstances.
“They need water, they need
food, they need light,” Fellows says.
“Or there’s a grandmother raising
a grandchild and she doesn’t understand the [situation]. She drops
them off at school and they go out
the back door. She’s overwhelmed.”
Most of the problems are unrelated to school. “It is the drama
in their lives,” says Fellows. In his
view, it’s obvious that the solution
to truancy cannot be found inside
schools. “You need stable families
and stable communities.”
Indeed, the recession has made
family and community instability
the norm in some Chicago neighborhoods. On the South and West
Sides, the 2008 American Community Survey pegged unemployment
at a staggering 28 percent.
Since then, unemployment
throughout Chicago has risen to
9.9 percent from 7.2 percent, and
while no updated community data
is available, joblessness has likely
increased as well in neighborhoods
like Englewood on the South Side

and Austin on the West Side.
The offshoot of high unemployment is a struggle by families to
keep a roof over their heads and
food on the table. Home foreclosures in Chicago soared in the first
quarter of this year to the highest
level in any quarter during the past
five years, according to the Woodstock Institute. Food pantries and
soup kitchens have seen a 36 percent increase in visits from people
needing groceries and meals, according to the Greater Chicago
Food Depository’s 2010 report on
emergency food distribution in
Cook County.
And this fall, CPS is serving 9,000
homeless children, more than the
district has ever had so early in the
school year. During the course of
the year, the early figures usually
double, says Pat Rivera, the nowretired director of homeless education for CPS.
The recession “has just devastated families,” says Rivera.
Nowhere is that more evident
than at Stewart Elementary School
in Uptown. For decades, Stewart has been the landing place for
children from the two nearby family shelters. Last year, a third of
Stewart’s students were homeless.
The truancy rate of 14 percent was
higher than the district average. The
mobility rate was 62 percent: That
means two-thirds of the students
in class on Day One in September
were no longer there in June.
Principal Juliet Rempa doesn’t
allow her teachers to use students’
lack of stability as an excuse not to
try hard to teach them. But she admits it is a yeoman’s task. Everyone
has to pitch in.
“By the end of the day, we look
like ghosts,” she says. The school
has no full-time liaison or social

A little girl at Henderson Elementary peers out the window in 2007. Like many children in CPS, she had an incarcerated parent and was being raised by a grandparent. A stressful
home life contributed to her being held back in the 3rd grade. [Catalyst file photo/Joe Gallo]
worker to work with homeless
youngsters. The assistant principal
is in charge of attendance, in addition to a host of other duties.
Parents bring their children
late on a regular basis, and Rempa doesn’t hesitate to chase them
down when they don’t come in
to explain the tardiness. “I say to
them, ‘What are you doing?’ I tell
them, ‘I know you love your child
and it is important for them to get
to school [on time].’”
Talking to parents can be a revelation. Sometimes, parents don’t
bring their children to school because they are embarrassed. Rempa
is now working to get a shower and
a washer and dryer in her building
so she can do laundry for children
and let them wash up.
Over the past decade, CPS has
made it easier for homeless children to stay in their school even
if they move, and get vouchers for
uniforms and books. But the bur-

den of taking care of basic needs,
like baths and clean clothes, should
not be on the schools.
For many homeless and transient families, the real answer is
decent, affordable apartments,
says Rene Heybach, director of the
Chicago Coalition for the Homeless
Law Project.
“We need someone (as mayor)
who will set priorities,” Heybach
says. “When you look at foreclosure
and unemployment, you think of
the adults. You don’t think of the
children that have no place to go
after school.”
Danger also contributes to truancy. Fellows says he recently was
given the name of a truant boy from
Marshall High School in East Garfield Park, and drove to the boy’s
house only to find the whole street
shut down by police.
“Someone had been shot,” Fellows says. “So what do you think
that does to the boy and the other

children on the block? Do you think
they are coming to school?”
While some children are truant because of problems at home,
others fall into the habit of missing
school after being suspended. CPS
has one of the highest suspension
rates in the country.
Given the startling statistics on
chronic truancy, alternative schools
should be part of the discussion.
These schools offer a second chance
that disconnected students need,
says Jack Wuest, executive director
of the Alternative Schools Network.
Recent legislation raising the cap
on charter schools allows for five
alternative school networks. Wuest
says CPS should waste no time
making these networks a reality.
The current network of 22 alternative schools, called Youth Connection Charter Schools, has scarce
resources for the job. Only about 20
percent of students graduate.

But for Ka’La, the Ada S. McKinley school has been a savior. Even
while she was homeless, living in
cars or sleeping on couches, she felt
comfortable there and excelled.
Her life is getting better. Four
months ago, Ka’La, her 3-year-old
son and her mother moved into an
apartment. Ka’La is earning straight
A’s and running for president of the
student council.
On the door of the school is a
color poster with her picture. Her
speech teacher, Veronica Blake, tells
Ka’La how proud she should be of
her “professional” poster and that,
if the candidates have a chance to
give a speech, she’s got it made.
Ka’La smiles. Now, instead of being preoccupied with thoughts of
where she will sleep at night, she’s
consumed with typical teenager
stuff. “My speech will talk about
the school uniforms and school
lunches,” she says. “That stuff will
make you gag.”
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The Next Mayor

Tight security measures were in place at Clemente High in 2007. The district has begun retraining security guards so that they build relationships with students instead of focusing
on punitive measures. [Catalyst file photo/Joe Gallo]

A holistic approach
Getting at the root of school safety will take proven restorative justice strategies
as a first line of defense against student misbehavior and violence.

C

Lorraine Forte

ommander Anthony Carothers, a veteran cop with a brisk
manner, strides into a conference room at 7th District
police headquarters in Englewood,
where he and several of his officers
are slated to meet with principals
from some of the neighborhood’s
three dozen schools.
“My whole goal is to get ahead of
things,” Carothers says to the group.
“If you have events in the evening,
we need to know about them so we
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can have the manpower out there.”
“We want to get to the day when
we don’t need any officers in the
schools,” he continues. “But today
is not that day. Today, we want to
curtail as much of the violence as
we can.”
During the meeting, principals
hear a presentation on restorative
justice and how it can head off
conflict in schools; a pitch for parent patrols to monitor students on
the way to and from school; tips for
ensuring student safety on public
transit—63rd Street cuts through

Englewood and hundreds of students travel its major bus route; and
information about a police team
that debriefs students after a shooting to find what sparked it and how
it could be related to gang rivalries.
Finally, one officer describes a
program that brings inmates to talk
with small groups of students about
the harsh reality of prison life. “It’s
trying to de-glamorize what [students] think is so cool,” says Officer Maudessie Jointer. “To some of
them, prison is a badge of honor.
It’s the new college.”

To someone unfamiliar with the
challenges some schools face, that
statement might sound absurd.
But this is Englewood, one of the
toughest neighborhoods in the city,
and several in the audience nod in
agreement.
The meeting is emblematic of
the ties that have been forged between the police and schools, both
of which are on the frontlines in
seeking to curb youth violence.
Those ties have, arguably, become tighter under outgoing CEO
Ron Huberman. School violence

was on the rise when Huberman
was appointed: According to Catalyst Chicago’s analysis of 2008-2009
data, high schools experienced a 20
percent jump in the most serious
violations of the student discipline
code.
Huberman’s administration also
had to contend with the fallout from
student shootings, although none
of them took place inside schools.
Then, nine months into the job, the
beating death of Fenger High student Derrion Albert put school-related violence on the front burner.
In response, Huberman rolled
out a “culture of calm” plan for the
most troubled high schools. (The
plan was first pegged at $60 million
but has since been cut to about $50
million.) And last January, a new
Student Safety Center opened at
central office, staffed 24/7 to monitor surveillance cameras and serve
as a clearinghouse of information
between police and schools.
“Commanders call here if they
have a problem, and we can get information out to principals,” says
Michael Shields, director of the Office of Safety and Security and a
former police commander. “A small
fight in school can escalate into
something big [outside].”
Strengthening cooperation be-

tween police and schools is a necessary step. But the next mayor and
schools chief must tip the balance
toward a more holistic approach to
curbing violence.
Part of Huberman’s “culture of
calm” program included steps in
that direction, with mentoring for
youth deemed at-risk of being involved in shootings and, at the
suggestion of students from the
non-profit Mikva Challenge, more
training for security guards on how
to interact with students in a less
punitive manner.
Huberman reported recently
that “culture of calm” schools have
had fewer discipline code violations
and better attendance and grades.
But statistics to verify that claim
have yet to be released: Catalyst has
yet to receive a response to a Freedom of Information Act request
for school-by-school data from last
year on code violations.

Meanwhile, such data has never
been made readily available to parents, something Shields acknowledges that the district needs to
“think about.”
Still, there’s anecdotal evidence
in favor of ‘culture of calm.’ Shawnta
Robinson, a student at Julian High
School and a member of Mikva’s
youth safety council, has noticed an
improvement. “There’s fewer fights,
and we used to have a lot of them,”
she says. “Honestly, some students
say it’s boring, but it’s just calm. Everyone’s just living their lives.”
Community groups want to take
prevention a step further and are
pushing the district for more training in proven restorative justice
strategies such as peace circles and
peer juries. One school that adopted
the concept, Dyett High in Washington Park, cut the number of school
arrests to six from 60 in one year.
“The [discipline] code doesn’t say
‘zero tolerance’ anymore, but the
culture is still very much in effect,”
says Karen Morton of POWER-PAC,
the parent arm of the grassroots
group Community Organizing and
Family Issues.
One of Englewood’s schools,
Harper High, has already embraced
the concept. Marcus Prewitt, a recently hired counselor and college
coach whose background is in juvenile justice, says these strategies
work even with tough kids. Most
fights, he says, stem from misunderstandings that can be resolved
if adults have the right training and
build relationships with students.
Prewitt recalls one young man
who initially resisted mediation,
dismissing Prewitt’s talk as “all that
corporate stuff.”
In response, Prewitt calmly told
the young man that he understood
his position and his need to maintain “street cred”—but wanted to
teach him how to tailor his demeanor to the setting and situation
at hand. “What I would like you to
learn is how to go downtown as well
as in the street,” Prewitt told him.
The young man calmed down,
thought for a moment, then nodded in agreement and told Prewitt,
“I like what you’re saying.”
Carothers says police reports
from Harper, one of the district’s

Advice from teens
A cross-section of high school students talked to Catalyst Chicago about
strategies to prevent school violence. Here’s a sample of what they said.

START EARLY
“Start teaching kids at a young age that violence isn’t normal. We’ve grown
so accustomed to it being normal, like, ‘Hey, let’s box it out.’ If you could start
mentoring kids at an earlier age, 3rd grade [and] even kindergarten, then as
they grow older… that won’t be their first resort to solve a problem.”
—Sara Martinez, 17, Curie Metro High

KEEP AN EYE OUT FOR TROUBLE
“The parent patrol is … like a neighborhood watch. You have the community
looking out to make sure that nothing happens to students, to make sure
they get to school safe. On school grounds, we have parents at different
[areas], saying ‘Good morning’ to students, being a mentor, letting them
know, ‘Hey, you can talk to me, just let me know if anything happens.’ It has
an effect because it has a mentoring side and a safety side.”
—Shunnetta Brown, 17, TEAM Englewood High

DON’T DEPEND ON METAL DETECTORS
“I see a lot of people who just walk around the security detector and keep
going. And sometimes the thing doesn’t even work. If somebody touches
it, it goes off. There have been countless times where I’ve seen weapons in
school, things that it didn’t catch.”

—Laurise Johnson, 16, Sullivan High

“We have the scanner that you put your bag through, but they only do that
to certain people. I’ve never gotten my bag checked, and I don’t know if it’s
because I’m a senior. I’m cool with the security guards, but it’s like they pick
out people they’re unfamiliar with and have them scan their bag. Right now,
our metal detectors don’t work.”

—Jonathan Johnson, 17, Lincoln Park High

PAY ATTENTION OUTSIDE SCHOOL
“We don’t have that many fights around our school. But when we do have a
fight, mostly outside, it’s really, really bad. About 10 different people jump
in, protecting each other, and the police come. One time, there was a huge
gang thing—they had a whole bunch of guys on one side, and a bunch of
other guys across the street, throwing bricks. The fights are usually right in
front of the school, after school.”

—Thomas Hoskins, 16, Curie Metro High

KEEP STUDENTS BUSY
“At my school, they’re trying to overwhelm us with so many activities and
programs to cut down on the violence because in the neighborhood that our
school is in, it’s easy to run into trouble. They push the work, and college, and
we’ve got so many clubs. Now, the environment is so much better.”
—Jonathan Harvey, 17, Urban Prep Academy

turnaround schools, have decreased over the past year. And
Rashaun Calhoun, dean of students
at Harper, says students have begun
to seek out staff to alert them to potential fights, with the obvious goal
of getting adults to step in and stop
them ahead of time.
“They’ll come to you and say,
‘This is what’s going to happen. I’m
just letting you know,’ ” Calhoun

says. “They don’t want to get caught
up in the next shooting.”
Prevention will depend largely on
a change in adult attitudes. For one,
“parents need to parent,” Carothers
notes. As for restorative justice, “the
reality is, some people won’t buy
into it,” Shields says. “Some people
don’t want to deal with bad kids.”
forte@catalyst-chicago.org
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