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Teaching: not just academics
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Editor-in-Chief

ewer teacher candidates pass
basic skills test”
That headline topped Catalyst Chicago’s story on the impact of an Illinois State Board of Education decision to raise passing scores on
the test that college students must take to
earn admission to a school of education.
The board’s move was part of a strategy to
raise the rigor of teacher preparation in Illinois and, in turn, improve the quality of
the teaching force.
In September, the first round of testing took place under the new standard
—and pass rates plummeted to 22 percent overall. The racial disparity was even
more shocking. Scores hit rock-bottom for
African-American and Latino students,
at 3 percent and 7 percent respectively.
The news stunned state officials, as well
as community groups whose education
agenda included bringing more minority
teachers into schools.
Hours after we posted the story on
our website—on a weekend, no less—the
comments began to fly.
Some readers called the basic skills test
a waste of time, with no proven correlation
to teaching ability. Other readers wrote
that aspiring teachers ought to be able to
demonstrate mastery of high-school level
reading, language arts and math. “If we, as
teachers, want to be considered professionals, we need to show that we know our
subject matter,” one reader wrote.
Since September, pass rates have barely
risen. Students can re-take those sections
of the test that they failed up to five times.
Frankly, it’s shocking to see such abysmal performance, among college students,
on an 11th-grade level test. I took the practice version, available online, and found
it to be a fair measure of basic academic
content that any college student should
have already. (For a link to the practice
test and a sample question, go to our website, www.catalyst-chicago.org.)
It’s especially disturbing to see prospective black and Latino teachers score
so poorly, since minority teachers are so
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Basic skills test gap
Effective last September, passing scores
on the test required for admission to
schools of education rose: for math, 75
percent from 35 percent; for reading
and language arts, 85 percent from 50
percent; and for writing, eight on a 12point scale, up from five.
Pass rates
White
Black
Latino

2008-09

Sept. 2010

Nov. 2010

92%
56%
68%

28%
3%
7%

29%
5%
10%

Note: Prior to the change in standards, percentages are
for all test-takers in a given year. Data for September
and November show pass rates on a given test date.
Source: Illinois State Board of Education

scarce in the classroom. The racial gap
is just one more sign of the disparity in
school spending in Illinois. African-American and Latino students typically attend
inferior, underfunded high schools and
are still “catching up” once they get to college. They simply have not been prepared
to pass an 11th-grade test.
Even so, the state board was right to
raise the passing scores last year. Good test
scores are not a direct indicator of future
success as a teacher. But there is an indirect correlation, one pointed out by Deputy
Editor Sarah Karp. “Don’t we want teachers
to be role models?” asks Karp, whose three
sons attend Chicago Public Schools.
Yes, we do. And as such, teachers must
have a commitment to learning—for
themselves as well as for their students.
There’s a lot of talk in education circles

about getting “the best and brightest” college students to choose teaching as a career. A recent report that generated coverage in the education press explained how
Singapore, Finland and South Korea use
financial incentives and rigorous screening to recruit teachers from the ranks of
top students.
Singapore offers paid tuition and a salary to prospective teachers who pledge to
stay in schools for three to six years and offers three tracks for advancement to keep
teachers in the field. In Finland, teachers

must have a master’s degree, but the government pays for all graduate-level courses and gives teachers broad decision-making power in schools.
These countries are far smaller and
less diverse than the U.S., but some of the
practices might well attract more talented
young people, especially minorities, into
teaching—for instance, additional programs for loan forgiveness or paid tuition
in exchange for working in urban schools.
But there are two dangers in focusing
too much on recruiting smart students as
teachers: One is the possibility of bypassing candidates who have the skill to connect with children and communities but
less-than-stellar academic credentials. It’s
harder to teach the former than the latter,
and the ability to relate to students and
parents is particularly critical for teachers
in low-income urban schools. This issue
of Catalyst In Depth reports on efforts by
Illinois schools of education to teach this
“cultural competence.”
The second danger is in turning a blind
eye to larger policy issues. Research has
shown that teachers are the most important in-school factor affecting student
achievement. Yet, instruction and curriculum are only one of five essential supports
for learning and school improvement, as
the Consortium on Chicago School Research has noted. No matter how smart
and dedicated, teachers can’t do it alone.
At a November 2010 conference, Richard Rothstein of the Economic Policy Institute noted that the economic recession
has had a deep impact on the home lives of
children and families. “Efforts to improve
schools are undermined by the deteriorating conditions under which kids come to
school,” Rothstein told the audience.
Here in Illinois, child poverty is on
the rise and puts more children at risk of
school failure, according to Voices for Illinois Children, which publishes an annual
report on children’s well-being.
Education policymakers should take
heed. Ignoring the realities of children’s
lives, such as unemployed parents and
inadequate health care, only perpetuates
the inequity that impacts whether children can learn.
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Teacher candidates in Illinois State’s Professional Development School program attend a seminar. The program gives them a year
of hands-on experience in Little Village and Auburn Gresham schools. [Photo by Jason Reblando]

Bridging differences

A

Catalyst Chicago analysis found that the
demographics of the CPS teaching force
has shifted in the last 10 years: 62 percent of
teachers with five years of experience or less are
white, compared to 48 percent in 2000. Schools of
education are seeking to do more to help teacher
candidates understand their minority students.
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Teacher Preparation

New teacher Quishun Elrod of Faraday Elementary helps 3rd-grader Mishay Buchanan
with a reading lesson. At Faraday, the faculty was 70 percent African American in
2000 and is now just 30 percent black. [Photo by Jason Reblando]
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Bridging
differences
Fewer minority teachers are joining CPS, while the student population
is now more than 80 percent black and Latino. Meanwhile, education
schools are emphasizing a new lesson: hands-on experience in the
classroom and ‘cultural competence’ to bridge the divide with students.

Q

By Sarah Karp and Rebecca Harris

uishun Elrod’s 3rd-grade class is starting a discussion about
things that are scary, based on a short story they’ve read.
Michael apparently wants to say something, but instead of
raising his hand, he mutters under his breath and gets up
and down several times. To protect Michael’s privacy, Catalyst
Chicago is not using his real name.
Another boy, David, is called on first. He says, “I am afraid of snakes because I think one day they are going to bite me and I am going to die.”
Frustrated, Michael stands up, plops back down, shoves his chair back
and loudly complains that he was going to say that. Michael’s turn comes
next, and he talks about the time his godfather showed him a rattlesnake.
But when another student answers and ties the topic to the storyline
of the movie “The Lion King,” Michael disrupts the class again by getting
up, walking over to another desk, sitting down and hanging his head. “You
lame,” he says to the student.
Michael’s face is scowling and his behavior quickly becomes the center
of the conversation in class. So the next time he stands up, Elrod is there
at his side. She puts her arm firmly around his shoulders and holds him
still, while keeping her eyes on the student who is talking. At once, Michael
becomes quiet, even attentive.
Leaving the room at Faraday Elementary, Principal Cederrall Petties
says he was wowed by the skillful way Elrod handled Michael’s disruption.
Elrod, unlike other teachers he’s seen, is not likely to send students to the
office, dole out harsh punishment or holler at the children. But before today, he didn’t know exactly what tactics she used to manage her classroom.
A firm but sympathetic gesture seemed to be just what Michael needed.
“The fact that she was totally able to settle him down was amazing,”
Petties says. “Did you see that? His behavior changed immediately. It was
night and day.”
Elrod will celebrate her first year handling a classroom by herself on

WHY THIS MATTERS
Schools of education are under pressure to better prepare
teacher candidates, especially those who will work in urban
schools. One strategy is to give prospective teachers the knowledge and tools to relate to students who come from a different
background, through classes on race, class and culture; longer
stints as student teachers; or community internships. The skill
of cultural competence has become important at the same
time that a shift is taking place in the CPS teaching force.
 More new teachers are white, while the student body
is more than 80 percent black and Latino. In 2010, 62
percent of teachers with five years experience or less were
white, up from 48 percent a decade ago.
 The hiring mix from schools of education has also changed
over the past decade. Predominantly black Chicago State
University has lost its position as the top provider of new
teachers to CPS to Northeastern Illinois University, where
6 percent of education students are black.
 With federal support, Illinois State University has created
two innovative programs that get teacher candidates
into Chicago neighborhoods and classrooms early on.
Experts say early exposure is important in getting teachers
ready for the realities of urban schools. Scaling up these
initiatives will be expensive.
 Principals say they are struggling to find teachers who can
relate to students. The Chicago Public Education Fund is
backing the design of a tool to help principals determine
which candidates have the characteristics to be effective
teachers.
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Budget, bureaucracy hamper hiring
The federal government has spent millions of dollars to help local universities prepare teacher candidates for Chicago Public Schools.
But this year’s budget crisis has meant that far fewer new graduates ended up in Chicago’s neediest neighborhood schools. “The significant budget
cuts this last year deeply impacted
our graduates’ capacity to find work,”
notes Kavita Kapadia Matsko, director
Losing out
of the University of Chicago’s Urban
Teacher Education Program, which
CPS misses out on graduates
includes a year of education coursefrom ISU’s Chicago Teacher
work plus a year-long paid residency
Education Pipeline because of
in a school.
late hiring.
The percentage of the program’s
Number of Chicago
graduates who are teaching at
Teacher Education
charter schools instead of neighborPipeline grads who are not
hood schools increased dramatically
teaching in CPS.
this year.
Another factor that consistently
Number who sought
prevents CPS from taking advantage
jobs in CPS.
of the new talent is late hiring. Robert
Grads who were
Lee, director of programs and partoffered a position
nerships at Illinois State University’s
outside of CPS before CPS
Chicago Teacher Education Pipeline,
began hiring.
says that unlike graduates from some
other programs, his students do not
Because of budget cuts,
have a guaranteed job upon graduaneighborhood schools are now
tion—and they are not offered loan or
less likely to land graduates
tuition forgiveness if they work in CPS.
from one of the most rigorous
And because CPS hires teachers in
teacher training programs: the
August or September, far later than
University of Chicago’s Urban
competing suburban districts, “we
Teacher Education Program.
find that our best graduates receive
job offers early and accept those posiWhere graduates teach
tions outside of CPS,” Lee says.
Charter Magnet
Neighborhood
Top candidates want to spend the
summer getting ready to teach and
63%
37%
2008
learning about the school where they
50%
36% 14%
2009
will work, not “continuing to scour the
job market, interview after interview,
2010 25%
17%
58%
forced to wait until the days right beNote: Data on Pipeline graduates not
fore the school year begins to receive
teaching in CPS includes 39 teachers for
an offer,” Lee adds.
whom no current employment information
Roughly 43 percent of all Chicago
is available.
Teacher Education Pipeline graduSources: Urban Teacher Education Program;
Chicago Teacher Education Pipeline.
ates were hired by CPS and a large
majority—80 percent—are in neighborhood schools. The 139 teachers
who were trained in Pipeline schools in recent years are a small fraction of
those who graduate from ISU’s education program each year (between
1,300 and 1,500).

81

48
42

March 1, and says that her teacher training did a good job helping her
develop teaching strategies for reading and math. But there was little
about how to deal with students like Michael, who appears impulsive
and angry. The sole class on child development was online.
So Elrod draws on her personal experience to develop a relationship with her students. While she’s green, she’s a career-changer and
is not as young and overly idealistic as some new teachers are. And as
a black woman who spent time in foster care while growing up, Elrod
says there are “tremendously important ways” in which she can relate
to her students.
“I tell them ‘You might not be in an ideal situation, and neither was
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Mrs. Elrod,’” she says. “I let them know that we are one and the same,
and look at where Mrs. Elrod is now.”
Black teachers like Elrod are an increasingly hot commodity in Chicago Public Schools. In fact, Petties says, one of his colleagues has already tried to steal her. Latino teachers are scarce as well.
A Catalyst Chicago analysis of state teacher service records for 2010
and 2000 shows a distinct shift in the racial makeup of new teachers in
CPS and thus the teaching force as a whole. More teachers are white. At
the same time, other trends are emerging: a move to increase clinical
practice among teacher candidates, especially those headed for urban
schools, and an emphasis on helping teacher candidates learn about
and understand the communities where they will teach.
The Catalyst analysis found that:
 Among teachers with five or fewer years of experience, 62 percent
are white. A decade ago, 48 percent were white.
 In charter schools, two-thirds of teachers are white.
 In turnaround schools, where CPS replaces most of the staff, the
racial balance has shifted from 70 percent black to less than 50
percent black. At two turnaround schools, Fulton Elementary
on the South Side and Bethune Elementary on the West Side, the
shift was especially dramatic: The number of black teachers fell
by more than 40 percentage points and is now at 35 percent.
 Only 15 percent of teachers are Latino.
The end result: More schools have a mismatch similar to Faraday’s,
where all of the students are black but just a third of the teachers are.
One factor behind the demographic swing is a shift in the hiring mix
from schools of education and teacher training programs. Over the past
decade, Chicago State University—the No. 1 producer of black teachers—lost its position as the top provider of teachers to CPS. Illinois
State University and the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign,
where the majority of teacher candidates are white, are now among the
top five providers of new CPS teachers.
Second, the district is now drawing more teachers from out-of-state.
In 2010, nearly 40 percent of teachers with five years of experience
or less were from out-of-state colleges and universities, and the vast
majority—80 percent—were white. In 2000, just 29 percent of newer
teachers were from outside Illinois.
David Stovall, associate professor of educational policy at the University of Illinois-Chicago, has noted the racial shift. He says some of
it is caused by black and Latino teachers quickly being scouted to be
principals before they’ve spent much time in the classroom.
“We’re seeing a lot more black and Latino young teachers transfer into
the principal [pipeline],” says Stovall, who cites “very extensive recruiting efforts, here at UIC and in other education administration programs
around the country. And the current charter movement likes young
leaders of color. That’s a [move] we haven’t seen in quite some time.”
Elrod’s background makes it easier for her to relate to her students.

But many new teachers come from suburban, middle-class backgrounds and don’t have that advantage. As a result, they often are quickly overwhelmed by the challenges of urban, high-poverty schools.
Schools of education have generally always included training targeted at specific types of students, whether those living in the inner
city or in rural areas. But Tim Daly, president of the non-profit The New
Teacher Project, believes that such specialty training is on the rise nationally. (The New Teacher Project conducts policy research and helps
districts find strategies to improve the quality of teachers in schools
serving poor and minority students.)
UIC’s College of Education now offers only an urban education major for undergraduates.
Students in the major can choose to prepare for an elementary edu-

Learning the language of connection
At Cárdenas Elementary, a year-round school in
Little Village, Rachel Bujalski is about to teach an art
lesson to a kindergarten class.
The challenge: They have just begun to learn
English, and Bujalski is still learning Spanish.
Bujalski holds up a poster of Piet Mondrian’s
“Broadway Boogie Woogie,” an abstract painting
of yellow lines broken up by white, blue and red
squares.
“Last week, we looked at this painting, remember?” she says in English. “Raise your hand
if you remember this painting.” It’s obvious some
children don’t understand, so she urges them
again—“Everybody, raise your hand”—and uses body
language to augment her English.
Bujalski points at patches of different colors
and leads the class in practicing the words for them
in English. Then she hands out materials for a
project—making smaller versions of the painting by
cutting shapes from colored construction paper and
gluing them onto a larger sheet—and races around
the room helping the students.
“Keep going, keep going,” she tells them if they
slow down. She turns to the classroom teacher.
“How do you say ‘keep going’?” she whispers.
“Siguen,” the teacher replies.
At the end of class, she uses some of her Spanish.
“La mesa más calladita se va a formar primera (The
quietest table will be able to get in line first),” she
says. As the students leave, she waves at them, hugging the girls’ heads and offering the boys high-fives.
Bujalski, a student teacher in Illinois State
University’s Chicago Teacher Education Pipeline
program, says living and student teaching in Little
Village has sparked her interest in earning a bilingual teaching endorsement.
The ISU program offers Spanish courses through
Enlace Chicago, a non-profit community development organization in Little Village. To earn a
bilingual endorsement, she’ll have to study even
more Spanish.
Several months later, in early November, Bujalski
is student-teaching at Little Village/Lawndale High
School’s Infinity Math, Science and Technology
High School. Today, in a photography class, Bujalski
walks around checking off homework. Most of it
isn’t there.
“If you didn’t have photos yesterday or today, it’s
50 points [off], see ya,” Bujalski says.
She’s faced the problem for weeks: the double-

Illinois State University student teacher Rachel Bujalski teaches photography at Infinity Math, Science, and Technology High School in Little Village. [Photo by Jason Reblando]

whammy of students who didn’t do homework and
don’t seem to care about losing dozens of points.
In response, she’s adopted a tough-love approach.
Today, it’s more tough than love.
“I would suggest taking them, so you can get
points for editing them in the final project,” Bujalski
tells one girl. “I have to give you a zero, because they
were due yesterday,” she says to a boy. As Bujalski
walks down the rows of students, the classroom
teacher tells some of those who don’t have photos
to make collages from magazine pictures for extra
credit.
Many of the students are visibly unhappy. Most
of them missed the “bell-ringer,” an activity that
takes place in the first minutes of class that is an important way to improve their grades. Bujalski warns
them that they need to make it to class on time.
“They don’t realize they need to get their stuff
done and it’s counting for points,” Bujalski says later.
By the end of the semester, Bujalski has finally

cation certification or study “education in a democratic society,” which
includes policy studies and prepares students to become educators in
non-traditional settings like non-profits.
Indeed, the catch-phrase “cultural competence” has become common in education circles. As Reavis Elementary School Principal Michael
Johnson puts it: “Are they able to relate to the children they serve?”
To help prospective teachers better understand the children and
communities in which they plan to work, some education schools offer
classes in race, class and culture. Some incorporate internships at lo-

learned to be persistent and tough, following up
when homework is late or isn’t done at all. If all else
fails, she can give students another activity to help
make up for missing assignments.
The lack of homework isn’t unique to Little
Village/Lawndale, but the students here often face
unique pressures.
“Violence could be going on outside, or pressure
to join a gang,” Bujalski says. “That’s something I did
struggle with at the beginning—learning that not
every student’s going to bring their homework in.”
When students aren’t ready for class, the only
thing in her power is to work harder to connect with
them, Bujalski says.
“You need to adapt, and really weigh out what is
important for them to get done,” says Bujalski, who
graduated in December and now has her teaching
credentials. “Obviously you’re not going to fail them
based on their home life.”
—Rebecca Harris

cal community organizations as part of training (see story on page 10).
Some programs are being more deliberate in teaching candidates how
to manage classrooms—a skill that new teachers often struggle with.
One reason is culture shock. “The vast majority of the teaching force
is white women who don’t know the communities, so there’s a potential
cultural mismatch or a misreading [of students’ behavior] that happens
early on and it unravels from there,” says Vicki Chou, dean of the College of Education at UIC. The college commissioned a survey of Chicago
principals and found that first-year teachers, especially in predomi-
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Learning the catch-22’s
John Waters had only been a student teacher at
Manierre Elementary for a couple of weeks when he
began to worry the school might close.
Waters recalls that a CPS official came to a staff
meeting at the start of the school year and warned
of potential school closings in the community,
especially if test scores didn’t go up. About half of
the students at Manierre met state achievement
standards last year, far fewer than the district average. (At press time, the district had not yet released
a list of schools slated for closure, and it was not
clear whether any would close.)
Declining enrollment was another potential nail
in Manierre’s coffin. The school, which primarily
serves the moderate-income Marshall Field Garden
Apartments, saw its student population drop to
420 in 2010, down from 755 in 2005. The rest
of the Near North Side neighborhood gentrified a
number of years ago.
Waters had done classroom observations at
Schiller and watched that school close, too, he
recalls with dismay.
Still, he accepts that schools in Chicago have a
precarious existence. It’s just one challenging reality
in a system with many.
“It’s not the kids’ fault, and I don’t really think it’s
the teachers’ fault,” says Waters, a student at DePaul
University. “Everything about Chicago Public
Schools is just a catch-22.” (Waters has since graduated from DePaul.)
Another catch-22 is parent involvement. Waters
knows that economics has a big impact on parents’
ability to be involved in their children’s education.
During a seminar several weeks into the semester,
student teachers note that parents often work at
jobs with unpredictable, inflexible hours and simply
can’t make it to conferences.
There’s consensus that teachers should make
time to meet with parents on evenings or weekends,
by any means necessary. But economic inequality, like school closings, is something that teachers
cannot control, and Waters and the others have
learned that there’s only so much they can do—and
sometimes, it’s still not enough.
“We had a two-hour block for parent-teacher
conferences, and three out of 23 parents showed
up,” Waters says. “If parents aren’t involved, it’s just

DePaul University graduate John Waters assists first-graders in a reading lesson at Manierre Elementary School in
the Near North Side neighborhood, where he was a student teacher. [Photo by Jason Reblando]

something you have to accept. You have to work
around it.”
In a 1st-grade classroom at Manierre, Waters is
going over the physical properties of matter—or at
least, trying to.
As part of the activity, groups of students have
been given packets of small objects. Waters picks up
one of them. “This wood right here,” he says, tapping on it with a finger, “is rigid. Is it going to bend?”
“No!” a boy answers excitedly.
Waters then hands out a worksheet for students
to fill out—they’re supposed to check off the physical properties of each of several objects—and breaks
the class into groups of four. But many of the students are off-task. A fight erupts over the materials.
Waters tells one boy he’s lost recess and changes
another student’s behavior card to yellow, a warning
signal that he has crossed a line. The noise level rises.
Waters rings a cowbell.

nantly black schools, lack classroom management skills.
At the Academy for Urban School Leadership, the goal is to hire
teachers who mirror the student body at schools operated by AUSL,
says Brian Sims, managing director of teacher development. The reality
is that they can only choose among those who apply. One principal at
an AUSL school says applicants at job fairs are most often “young white
women from Midwestern colleges.”
Yet Sims rejects the notion that a teacher will be better able to manage a classroom or teach students if he or she is of the same race or
ethnicity. A case in point: Ed Morris, a tall black man who is principal of
Dodge Elementary, one of the 19 schools managed by AUSL.
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“Everyone, eyes on me. Go back to your normal
seats,” he says.
He opts to re-do the lesson as a large-group activity, “hopefully in five minutes” because it’s almost
time for recess.
“We’re starting over,” he quietly tells the teacher,
Mary DuBois. A couple of students will need new
worksheets.
Quickly Waters realizes that the large-group
format is a better choice. It lets him call on students
who aren’t paying attention and immediately redirect those who get lost or need help.
The larger lesson is one that every new teacher
learns: When something doesn’t go well, try to do
it differently next time, and go over material again
when students haven’t been paying attention.
Soon it’s time for recess. Waters has successfully
finished the lesson.
—Rebecca Harris

Morris received his teacher training through AUSL, which requires a
year-long residency in a school as part of its intensive program. Morris
grew up in an upper-middle class suburban household and attended
mostly private schools. Walking into his first inner-city classroom, he
recalls being deathly afraid.
“It was a different world than what I was used to,” Morris says. The
disconnection was “bigger than race. I had to learn the norms of the
community I was in. I had to work to understand the subculture.”
AUSL’s intensive program provides critical exposure to the realities of
Chicago schools, Morris and Sims say—something that is necessary for
any future CPS teacher, regardless of race.

The concept of teaching the “soft” skill of cultural competence isn’t

new, but remains controversial. Sandi Jacobs, vice president of the National Council on Teacher Quality, says that schools of education have
long had a bent toward teaching social justice, the concept that teachers
should be advocates for students and their communities.
Jacobs, however, says that teacher training should focus on instructional strategies to better teach students, rather than meeting children’s
social needs.
“We need to make sure the exposure is on content and pedagogy,”
says Jacobs. Her group released a report last November that strongly
criticized Illinois schools and colleges of education for a lack of rigor
and other shortcomings. Education deans dismissed the findings and
said the study’s methodology was flawed.
Still, a number of educators believe that cultural competence should
be addressed in teacher training programs.
“It has to be explicit and upfront,” says Stovall. “And it is critically
important because of that [racial mismatch] dynamic. It is increasingly
important to get those issues on the table.”
The class “Composing a Teaching Life” at UIC is designed to do just
that. The class covers U.S. history with a focus on race and ethnicity, and
includes readings of classic literature by African-American authors.
At a class last fall, students begin by talking about a passage in James
Baldwin’s semi-autobiographical novel “Go Tell It On The Mountain.”
Baldwin writes of his feelings about school and describes how his teachers are nice to him, which contradicts his tyrannical father’s contention
that all white people are evil.
Instructor Eleni Katsarou then transitions into a discussion of the
book “Ways with Words.” Written by a cultural anthropologist who studied family interactions, the book is about how those interactions—how
children are talked to and whether they are read to—are determined by
class and race and, in turn, affect school outcomes.
Next, the class turns to an essay in the book “City Kids, City Schools.
“First, they talk about the introduction, which describes a “Saturday
Night Live” skit that parodies media portrayals of teachers as “nice white
ladies” who teach urban students to achieve against the odds. Then the
discussion shifts to an essay by a teacher who describes her goal as “to
re-teach a thing its beauty.”
Teacher candidate Alyssa Holzrichter says she found the class helpful. She was enrolled in the class during a semester in which she was
also doing field work at Spencer Elementary in Austin, and the readings taught her about the lasting impact of racial prejudice on her students and their families. And she learned the need to teach her students
to recognize the great things in their communities, even if the outside
world views it as impoverished or bad.
“We need to tell them, ‘Your community is great in a lot of ways.
There are things you can do to make it better, and there are things you
can do to make your life better,’” Holzrichter says.
Tracie Kenyon, who teaches in a diverse school in Lincoln Park, says
that a similar class she took while a student in the University of Chicago’s Urban Teacher Education Program helped her to better navigate
her first years in the classroom. One of the first assignments was to answer a list of questions designed to determine a person’s level of privilege. It dawned on Kenyon, who grew up in California, that she had a lot
of advantages.
Now, when interacting with students, Kenyon keeps in mind the inequities created by race and class—and says she works hard to mitigate
them by providing rigorous instruction.
Lack of understanding about a student’s culture can easily lead to
problems in the classroom. Edwin Rivera, principal of Monroe Elementary in Logan Square, has grappled with the issue. At Monroe, the student

Lack of diversity
About 20 percent of new teachers now working in CPS graduated from
one of five universities. Just one, Chicago State, has a significant AfricanAmerican enrollment in its school of education. Two enroll a substantial
percentage of Latino education students.
School
Northeastern Illinois University
Chicago State University
University of Illinois at Chicago
DePaul University
Northern Illinois University

White

Black

Latino

43%
6%
50%
68%
82%

6%
79%
5%
5%
4%

37%
12%
29%
16%
6%

Source: Illinois Board of Higher Education, 2009

Classroom mismatch
For years, children of color have comprised more than 80 percent of
students in CPS, and in 2010, Latinos edged past African-American
students to make up the largest segment of students in the district: 44
percent and 43 percent, respectively. Yet there’s a mismatch in schools:
Teachers of color now represent only half of teachers in CPS.
Racial breakdown of teachers
Black

White

Latino

Other

12%

15%

3%

5%

45%

50%
40%

2000

30%

2010

Source: Illinois State Board of Education Teacher Service Records, 2000 and 2010

body is 94 percent Latino, compared to just 34 percent of teachers.
A few years ago, a first-year teacher came to him, frustrated and ready
to punish a student who had been assigned to write a composition and
turned in a rap poem instead. Rivera explained to her that the boy might
not have been trying to disrespect her assignment.
“This is what he loved, this is what he knew,” Rivera says. “This was a
cultural expression.” As long as students are not being disrespectful, he
adds, teachers have to guide them in the right way, not punish them.
Over time, with a mentor and professional development, that teacher has been able to adjust and now is much better at understanding and
managing her students, Rivera says.
The challenge in addressing classroom management is getting teacher candidates to shed assumptions about urban students, says Krista
Robinson-Lyles, an assistant professor at National-Louis University.
National-Louis takes an indirect approach, by emphasizing how to
build relationships with students and parents. Doing that, Lyle says,
makes for a positive, calmer classroom climate.
Daly of The New Teacher Project, however, makes another point:
Teachers who have good classroom management skills are often seen
as culturally competent, so teacher training ought to focus on providing
future teachers with concrete skills and strategies to help them create a
respectful climate in their classroom.
Continued on page 15
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Kim Karnatz helps Katie Sanchez (left) and Crystal Martinez-Lopez (right) paint cobblestones for a community garden. The art project took place last July, with the goal of drawing
neighborhood residents to Little Village’s smaller parks. Karnatz and another STEP-UP fellow organized the project through a community internship. [Photo by Rebecca Harris]

Beyond the classroom
Illinois State brings teacher candidates to live, work, learn in Chicago neighborhoods

O

By Rebecca Harris

n a hot summer night in July, 20 Illinois State University students who are
preparing to be teachers have gathered
for class. The location: a multi-purpose
room in a Salvation Army building a few blocks
from the Pink Line. The subject: the culture and
demographics of specific Chicago communities.
Both are unexpected. But to Illinois State University education professor Robert Lee, the class
represents the future of teacher education.
These students are part of STEP-UP, which
stands for Summer Teaching Education Partnership for Urban Preparation. Started last year,
STEP-UP gives rising Illinois State juniors and se-
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niors a four-week “pre-student teaching” placement in a CPS summer school in Little Village.
The goal is to allow top teacher candidates to
preview their role as future CPS teachers in relation to the district’s needs and the city’s social,
cultural and educational landscape. Along the
way, the STEP-UP fellows, as they are called, get
a clear-eyed view of the challenges—logistical,
social, and bureaucratic—that they will face in a
big, urban system.
The program’s coordinators believe that to
clear these hurdles, teachers need to be strong
advocates for their students’ welfare and understand the big-picture policy issues that have created segregated and failing schools in low-income
communities of color. Most of all, the fellows will

learn that successful teaching in urban schools
requires deep roots in the neighborhood.
STEP-UP’s fellows are mostly from Chicago’s
north and west suburbs and some have little or
no experience in the city’s neighborhoods. They
are being taught to see beyond stereotypes and
view inner-city students, schools, families and
neighborhoods as sources of strength and resources rather than problems.
Most of the fellows commit to do their student teaching in Little Village, a predominantly
Latino neighborhood. The community roots
they build during the four-week program help
prepare them: They spend the time living with
host families, taking Spanish classes, attending

seminars on neighborhood dynamics and Chicago Public Schools policy, and working as interns for community-based organizations.
A strong relationship between communities
and schools is one of the five “essential supports”
for school improvement identified by the Consortium for Chicago School Research at the University of Chicago. STEP-UP is drawing praise for
its approach to building such relationships.
“It’s fairly hard to be a teacher if you don’t really know who [the kids] are, see their strengths,
and have the highest expectations for them because this is your neighborhood,” says Anne Hallett, director of Grow Your Own Teachers Illinois,
which provides teacher training for parents,
community activists and classroom aides who
are already active in schools.
Spending time in the community is not the
same as being from it, Hallett adds, but she believes STEP-UP is promising nevertheless. “I like
the fact that they are actually having the students
live there, and get to know it first-hand,” she
notes. “A strong connection with young people
and their families is a really important part of
being a successful urban teacher. Being able to
bring other resources in from the community on
behalf of the children actually improves academic achievement.”
Gloria Ladson-Billings, a professor at the University of Wisconsin at Madison who is nationally known for her work on the achievement gap
and teacher training, says it’s important to have
professors talk with students and help them understand their experiences in a different cultural
environment.
“You want people to be immersed in a community. The question is, how do they get guided
through that immersion?” Ladson-Billings says.
One advantage that fellows gain is first-hand

experience with the difficulties that are inescapable in a large public school system.
For one, logistical problems cropped up: CPS
did not figure out which schools would be offering summer programs until a couple weeks before STEP-UP was slated to start, so fellows and
program coordinators didn’t know where the fellows would be working. Second, since principals
do not control who their summer teaching staff
will be (summer school teaching is optional), it
was difficult to screen teachers and talk to them
about STEP-UP and its goals and approach.
“We wanted somebody who preferably had
been teaching for five years or more, preferably
had an advanced degree. It would be great if that
person was from the community or had been
teaching in that school for those years,” Lee says.
But it was hard to find teachers with the desired
credentials.
Then, during the first week of summer school,
some of the STEP-UP fellows at one school were

moved between classrooms because of fluctuations in enrollment and attendance.
In the end, not all the cooperating teachers
knew that they were going to have a STEP-UP fellow in their classroom, and some of the teachers
were unfamiliar with the program and unclear
about the role the fellows would play.
As a result, classroom experiences varied.
Gary Elementary was one of the participating
schools. On a July day, fellow Kim Karnatz sits on
a stool, reading out loud from the book “Tuck Everlasting.” The 12 students, who are in summer
school so they can head to 7th grade in the fall,
follow along with rapt attention.
They discuss the book’s plot. Then Karnatz
asks the students to summarize the first eight
chapters. One student mentions that readers met
a man in a yellow suit.
Karnatz presses for more details. What did the
man in the yellow suit want? Who are the members of the Tuck family? What is important about
the Tuck family? The students respond eagerly,
raising their hands and leaning forward in their
seats. “They drank water and now they are going
to live forever,” one says.
The classroom teacher then chimes in to ask
more questions, to instantly redirect students’ attention if they wander off point, and to remind
them how impressed their teacher next year will
be when they use the new words they learned.
The scene in another classroom could not
have been more different. Eva Lawrence, who
wants to be a special education teacher, is struggling to get through a lesson with a special education class.
Eight boys sit, hunched over their books, as
Lawrence stands over a ninth who is softly reading aloud. From just a few feet away, his voice is
almost inaudible.
“We are going to write a summary about the
story. Who needs paper?” Lawrence asks the class
after the boy finishes reading. “I know you’re not
asleep,” she says quietly to a youngster whose
head is down on his desk.
Most of the boys pay little attention as Lawrence tries to lead them into a discussion about
the story’s details. When the time comes to write,
Lawrence urges them to stay on task—“Just five
sentences, guys”—but some of them giggle and
fidget. One crumples his paper.
Lawrence shifts course, trying to get the boys
to answer a question about the various pictures
in the story. “Pick one, and explain why you think
it might be there,” she says.
After re-explaining the question a few times
and working with several boys, she moves on to
a cluster of four who obviously are not paying attention to the assignment. She reads the question
aloud yet again, managing to keep her frustration
from showing.
“(The author) said, ‘He sailed up the Nile,’ and

STEP-UP set to expand
STEP-UP is an offshoot of the Chicago
Teacher Education Pipeline, which began in
the Latino community of Little Village in fall
2004. As of spring 2010, nearly 140 teacher
candidates had completed student teaching in
the Pipeline’s partner schools.
In fall 2010, STEP-UP expanded to include
Auburn Gresham, a predominantly AfricanAmerican neighborhood on the South Side.
Robert Lee of Illinois State University, the
director of Chicago programs and partnerships
for the Pipeline, says ISU is still working with
the Greater Auburn-Gresham Development
Corporation, Westcott Elementary, and Simeon
High School to shape the Pipeline’s work in that
community. Another neighborhood will join by
fall 2012; Lee says he’s looking for one with a
strong community-based organization that has
ties to local schools.
The Pipeline received a three-year federal
teacher quality grant in 2005, then won another five-year federal grant in fall 2009 that
so far has provided $3.4 million and could reap
up to $8.2 million over the next three years
(depending on federal budget appropriations).
At Catalyst press time, federal funds were in
jeopardy for 2011.
STEP-UP participants were initially promised a three-year teaching contract with CPS
once they obtained their teaching license. They
had to commit to staying in the district for all
three years. But the contract idea fell through
because of the district’s budget problems, and
graduates will be able to work wherever they
can find a job.
Lee says he doesn’t expect this to hamper
recruiting. Last year, the program drew nearly
40 applicants; by late January 2011, 32 students had already applied, with more expected.
(Lee is a member of the Catalyst Chicago
editorial board.)

put a picture of a boat,” Lawrence says. “Why?
Why didn’t he put a picture of a dog?”
Later that afternoon, Lawrence and another
STEP-UP fellow, Christina Moreth, discuss their
experiences. Lawrence talks about her decision to
study special education, and notes how the lack
of resource material in Spanish makes it difficult
for many Latinos, including her own relatives,
to learn about disabilities and advocate for their
children. (Lawrence’s younger sister has autism).
She says her classroom experience has been
challenging. In particular, she doesn’t understand
her cooperating teacher’s strategies, like making
struggling students read out loud. “They’re not
getting [to hear] a model of fluent reading,” Lawrence says.
Mary Ahrendt, Lawrence’s cooperating teacher, noted later that the situation was even hard-
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er for her. Lawrence was one of four assistants
from various teacher education programs who
were placed in Ahrendt’s room. “If they put extra
adults in the room, the teacher is responsible for
them,” Ahrendt says. “This is a special education
classroom—that’s enough, and then on top of
that they throw three or four adults in. It was just
not appropriate.”
She added: “I didn’t know what [Lawrence]
was supposed to be doing. We received no information about it.”
Lawrence, for her part, has similar sentiments
about Chicago Public Schools: “They don’t know
what they need. They don’t know what kids are
coming. When you add a program like ours in, it
just happens, and the teachers have to accommodate us.”
Moreth’s experience has been better, but not
without drawbacks. Her cooperating teacher was
also unclear about Moreth’s role or how long she
would be at the school. At first, she spent a lot of
time observing. She did start teaching math for
an hour a day after she noticed that the students
couldn’t multiply double-digit numbers because
they didn’t know multiplication tables.
“Five times two—they couldn’t agree on the
answer to that, and I realized they were having
problems,” Moreth says. “We made flash cards,
we did games like Bingo, and problems on the
dry-erase board. They seemed to like the games,
and they really improved from where they were.
But I don’t really like math, so it’s hard to feel
comfortable and to enjoy doing it.”
As Lawrence and Moreth talk, they’re sitting in

a windowless office at Taller de Jose—“Joseph’s
Workshop”—an agency that helps people who
are seeking social services or other assistance
to navigate the process. The pair have been
working here as interns, calling clients to survey
them about their experience with the agency—
and getting lots of practice speaking Spanish in
the process.
The goal of the internships is to have STEPUP students learn more about the community,
something they also do by living there. Host
families were recruited largely from local parishes and community organizations, and the students and host families were matched based on
a survey and a “speed-dating” round at a midJune orientation. The families receive a stipend
to cover meal costs.
ISU also provides rented housing for student
teachers—during the 2009-10 school year, 36
took part—and for faculty members who come
to Little Village during the summer to redesign
courses. In addition, the school is in discussions
about creating a mixed-use building and community center that would include housing for
even more teacher candidates.
“You get comments from other people that
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have heard about Pilsen and Little Village, that
there are gangs in the neighborhood,” says Dawn
Bujalski, whose daughter, Rachel, is a college student in STEP-UP. She was nervous about dropping her daughter in an unfamiliar environment,
but her mind was quickly put at ease when she
realized that the community and the host family
are “very welcoming, very friendly.”
The host parents, too, see benefits.
Elena Duran says hosting the STEP-UP fellows helps to change any misconceptions they
might have about Latinos and Latino culture. “I
feel that if they were going to live in my house,
they could see that we are the same,” she says.
Tonight, when Lawrence and Moreth leave
Taller de Jose a little after 5 p.m., they walk back
to the house of their host mother, Rafaela Raygoza. Her home is filled with paintings, sculptures,
and bowls of plastic fruit. Succulent plants in
green plastic pots line a windowsill. A bookshelf
is filled with ceramic dancing figurines.
“Está caliente (It’s hot),” Raygoza says to the
two. She pours each of them an enormous glass
of orange juice, then dishes out plates heaped
with yellow rice, beans, beef, and vegetables.
Raygoza says that it’s a good thing to bring the
student teachers—whom she describes, in Spanish, as “clean, well put-together, beautiful girls”
to Little Village. She hopes that hosting them will
help improve the image of the neighborhood.
“Out of a hundred, I would give them 100
percent,” she says in Spanish. “And they like to
eat the food. I was a little bit scared, because I
didn’t know what they ate, but they eat beans,
and they eat rice.” Her only complaint is that the
program’s busy schedule leaves little time for
the three of them to watch television together,
an activity that Lawrence says helps to improve
her Spanish.
“You’re not going to abandon me?” Raygoza
asks Lawrence and Moreth. It’s near the end of
the program, and Moreth reassures her that to
celebrate, they will go out to a dance club or a
bar. When they leave, Moreth says, they will
come back to visit her.
Lawrence says that Raygoza watches out the
window when they come home to make sure
that nothing happens, “that no one disrespects
us while we’re here.”
Soon it’s time for Moreth and Lawrence to leave

for that night’s classes: Spanish class, preceded
by a session on Response to Intervention, a
state-mandated strategy that is supposed to
quickly identify and assist students who need
extra help and determine whether they have a
learning disability.
Like the class on Chicago neighborhoods,
the class on RTI is part of the 75 hours of professional development the STEP-UP fellows take
during the four-week program. The fellows also

spend 80 hours in classrooms and 45 hours in
their community-based internships, racking up
50 hours of scheduled activities each week.
During tonight’s session, one thing becomes
clear to the students: Policies created to improve
schools can flounder by the time they filter down
to the trenches.
ISU doctoral candidate Daniel Gadke, who
is leading the class, notes that schools with few
resources may leave the program’s implementation to specialists. But one woman notes that her
classroom teacher doesn’t even know what RTI is.
She sounds frustrated: “How do the teachers not
know?”
Others have questions too: How does anyone
know schools are actually following the requirement? How are students in RTI transitioned from
one grade level to the next? Tracking students and
sharing data can easily fall through the cracks in
large schools, or when teachers don’t work together collaboratively.
Carmela Balice, a rising senior, mentions that

Illinois State University graduate Christina Moreth, right, gives a Spanish lesson to student teacher Rachel Perveiler, who is a current ISU student. Moreth attended the STEP-UP
program last summer. [Photo by Jason Reblando]
a student in her class has an Individualized Education Plan, or IEP, which mandates that the child
receive special education services. But it’s the last
week of summer school, and the teacher has yet
to see the plan. “Could they be sued for that?”
Balice asks. The answer: Yes—the school could be
sued, although their legal liability is unclear.
Days later, STEP-UP is about to come to a close.
One last seminar class is about to begin, in the attic of a large house that is the Little Village office
for the Chicago Teacher Education Pipeline.
Dakota Pawlicki, the program coordinator,
asks them to break their usual habit of noisy, animated discussion and spend a couple of minutes
quietly thinking about how the past four weeks
has changed their view of teaching. “You are going to walk away from here with a few experiences that you will hold onto for the rest of your
lives,” he says.

One woman says she’s always thought it was
important to learn Spanish, but now she’s ready
to sign up for Spanish class “because it’s so important to be able to communicate with people.”
Others note problems they have seen in
schools, such as middle-school students who
were demoralized after taking a math placement
test that asked them simple arithmetic questions. Students pick up on low expectations, says
one woman.
Another fellow breaks down and cries when
she talks about a student who told her, “We’re
Mexican, so we’re stupid.”
“It upsets me so much that I got through my
education with no problem at all,” she says. “It’s
so hard after they’ve been told that one time, to
get that out of their heads. Whoever told him that
should not have been a teacher.”
Christina Moreth remarks on the phrase “urban education,” saying that it “sounds like an ob-

stacle, like something you have to get over. But
it’s not them versus us, or us helping them. We’re
all in this together.”
Others comment on the high level of parent
involvement they have witnessed—something
that goes counter to the notion that low-income
and working-class parents don’t care about their
children’s education.
Then, Pawlicki has some more words of encouragement. “The reason you have trouble being quiet is because you are all really powerful
people,” he says.
When they graduate, they will, if all goes according to plan, join the 24,000 teachers in Chicago Public Schools.
“But right now, you are one of 20,” Pawlicki
says. “You will be one of 20 of the best teachers
Chicago will have ever seen.”
rharris@catalyst-chicago.org
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Facing reality
Teacher candidates learn to confront the challenges of urban schools

I

By Rebecca Harris

t’s the end of August 2010. A group of Illinois
State University teacher candidates has just
been transplanted to Chicago for a program
that will put them in Little Village and Auburn Gresham schools for an entire school year.
The candidates are “teacher interns” at ISU’s
Professional Development School program in Little Village. The university was one of the first nationwide to pioneer the model in the mid-1990s,
offering teacher candidates a longer, deeper immersion in the schools where they student teach.
It also offers on-site coursework for candidates
and professional development opportunities for
both the interns and current teachers.
The program in Little Village, which started at
Eli Whitney Elementary in fall 2005 and is now
in six schools (five in Little Village and one in
Auburn Gresham), is one of ISU’s newest and
reflects an emerging trend in teacher education:
hands-on experience in urban classrooms. It is
the university’s only professional development
school program that provides students with
housing and activities that immerse them in a
specific community.
According to a study of ISU graduates published in 2007 in the Journal of Teacher Education, those who went through a professional
development school program (which the university also offers elsewhere in the state) were
significantly more likely to embark on a teaching
career and stay in the profession than those who
went through traditional student teaching.
The Little Village Professional Development
School program, like STEP-UP, is part of the
Chicago Teacher Education Pipeline, a federally
funded program that aims to prepare top Illinois
State University teacher candidates to work in
Little Village and elsewhere in CPS.
During the first semester, the interns are in
schools three days a week, with the other two
days spent in seminars and classes on teaching
methods. This year, the interns divided their first
semester roughly equally between Little Village
and Auburn Gresham, then returned to spend
their second semester student-teaching in Little
Village five days a week.
The program has drawn praise from U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan. At an August
2010 White House summit, while discussing ef-
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INtensive training
Illinois State University expects to have more
schools participate in its year-long Chicago
Teacher Education Pipeline Professional Development School program next year. These CPS
schools are currently involved:
LIttle village
 McCormick Elementary
 Telpochcalli Elementary
 Kanoon Magnet School
 Ortiz Elementary
 Saucedo Elementary
AUBURN Gresham
 Westcott Elementary
forts to make teacher education more hands-on,
Duncan highlighted ISU’s housing in Little Village as “absolute cultural immersion” that leads
teacher candidates to want to come back and
serve the community.
For the interns, coming to the city means

frank discussions of safety. During a walk toward
the Central Park stop on the Pink Line—part of
a lesson about the city’s transit system and the
neighborhood’s important bus routes—Dakota
Pawlicki stops to point out tagging on the viaduct
that divides Little Village, a Latino community,
from North Lawndale, which is predominantly
African American.
“This, the five-pointed crown, is a symbol of
the Latin Kings. Any time you see K attached to
a gang sign, it means [that someone could kill]
members of that gang,” says Pawlicki, Illinois
State’s coordinator for the program. “If I see
GDK, it means if I’m a Gangster Disciple, I could
be at risk of being killed.” He points out the 26K
on the wall: Anyone who is a member of the “26”
gang is not safe in the area.
Pawlicki’s larger point is that gang violence is
a reality in students’ lives, and in the community,
and the interns need to understand that reality.
But he also cautions against fear. Earlier that afternoon, he told a story about a group of Indiana
University student teachers who lived in a highcrime area of Rogers Park on the North Side.
Frightened by the stories of one resident, who
showed up to a police beat meeting and con-

vinced the crowd that everyone congregating in
a neighboring park was a drug dealer, the student teachers stopped going out after sunset.
“I really want to warn you against that kind
of mentality,” Pawlicki says. Realistic questions
about which blocks to avoid can spiral into overblown anxiety. “One block will turn into four,
will turn into these people, will turn into this
community.”
At the Pink Line stop, the teacher interns buy
fare cards, then pile onto a bus headed back
south. They sigh with relief: The bus is air-conditioned.
“We’re getting off at 26th and Lawndale, so
when somebody sees that flash up there [on the
bus’s screen], yank on the cord,” Pawlicki says.
Once they get off, everyone in the group heads
to a Mexican restaurant, Nuevo Leon, for lunch.
“I’m going to explotar (explode),” says teacher intern Michelle Smith. “I don’t think I’ve been
here 24 hours, and I’ve already eaten six tacos.
This is going to be a problem.”
Several days later, at the end of the orientation week, Pawlicki tells the group to “put your
teacher hat back on.” It’s time for a questionand-answer session with Little Village teachers,
a chance for the teacher candidates to meet people who were recently in their shoes and glean
tips on how to be successful in the classroom
and the neighborhood.
There is the usual advice—show up on time,
dress well, treat the whole year as a job interview.
But concern over possible large class sizes is palpable in some of the questions. “How do you
manage a class of 35 kids?” one intern asks. (Last
summer, large class sizes were expected because
of the district’s severe budget problems.)
The teachers offer several strategies, but concede that not all of them will work. “If you know
all the students’ names and you know something interesting about them during their first
week then you have that connection,” says Gary
Elementary 5th-grade teacher Jessica Aranda.
Aranda tells the interns that members of the
community will notice how they dress and what
they do around town.
“I often end up walking to school with my students,” Aranda says. “When they see you outside
the school, they start seeing you as a human, not
just a teacher. It’s like, ‘Oh, she buys Coke.’”

NEW TEACHERS Continued from page 9
The Academy for Urban School Leadership places a premium on strict
discipline. At Dodge, one of 19 schools managed by AUSL, the students walk
quietly in the hallway. In the classroom, they transition from one task to the
next in a matter of seconds. Sims boasts that a sharply managed classroom
can add significant learning time to the school day.
“I can predict which schools will be successful on how well they get the
rituals down,” Sims says.
AUSL provides prospective teachers with specific words and strategies,
and teaches an approach that aims to be warm but strict and gives students
specific instructions for behavior. AUSL also spends significant time training their master teachers in how to coach residents to use these strategies.
Few education programs offer courses that explicitly teach classroom
management like AUSL. That shortcoming was noted by The National
Council on Teacher Quality in its study of Illinois education programs.
Many school principals and education professors see field experience

as the key to preparing future teachers, especially for urban classrooms.
“The way to prepare people for urban schools is to give them experiences
in urban schools,” says Maureen Gillette, dean of the Northeastern Illinois
College of Education.
In its recent report on strategies for transforming teacher education,
the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education said programs
must be “fully grounded in clinical practice” interwoven with academic
content and professional courses.
Eight states—Illinois is not among them—agreed to work with the National Council on creating local partnerships to provide more field training
for teachers in hard-to-staff schools.
Principal Amy Rome of National Teachers Academy, which serves as a
training site for AUSL, says the year-long residency provides invaluable experience for AUSL residents to see teachers in action.
“They see the beginning of the year and the end of the year,” Rome says.
“They don’t just come in for six weeks and see one slice. It is a totally different ball game.”
But until more programs change, few principals have the luxury of hiring teachers who have had a prolonged apprenticeship in the classroom.
(The state has no requirement for the length of student teaching.)
At Faraday, Petties says that he would jump at the chance to hire teachers
who have had an entire year to work with an experienced teacher. “Most of
the teachers who come in don’t have an idea of what the reality is,” he says.
Even Rome, who has connections to AUSL, says teachers with a lot of
field experience are scarce.
Classroom experience is a good sign for principals who are considering
whether to hire a teacher candidate. Absent that experience, however, CPS
principals are in line to get help judging candidates before making hiring
decisions.
The Chicago Public Education Fund has invested $100,000 to help CPS

When the panel is over, Pawlicki gives each
teacher intern three index cards, and tells everyone to write down their three biggest fears about
the year ahead, then say them out loud.
The fears vary: Will I be organized enough
to get things done on time? Will I click with my
cooperating teacher? “I’m worried my Spanish
isn’t going to be ready for my 1st-grade bilingual
kids,” one woman says. Half a dozen hands wave
in the air, showing agreement.

adapt a “disposition screening” to use in evaluating teacher candidates.
Such screenings are based on the idea that successful teachers in urban
schools need specific traits. The CPS version of the screening will measure
traits such as planning ability, how they relate to their students, persistence, initiative and a focus on results.
In some of the questions, candidates will be asked how they would react
to specific scenarios. Other questions will ask about beliefs or attitudes.
Janet Knupp, the Fund’s founding president and CEO, says CPS receives
many applicants, even for high-needs subject areas.
“But we do not necessarily hire the high-quality candidates,” Knupp
says. “We wanted to find ways where teacher potential could be measured
at the time of application.”
“We believe that hiring teachers is one of the greatest levers that CPS
can pull to improve teacher quality,” Knupp adds. “To date, the way principals make teacher hiring decisions and the information they are given to
help them make hiring decisions is insufficient.”
Last fall, the assessment’s developers sat down with CPS teachers and
principals to define the skills needed for great teaching. To gauge the validity of the tool, 900 current CPS teachers took a pilot version. It’s not clear
yet when or whether CPS will use the tool.
Already, though, some principals have found ways to try to evaluate
teachers before hiring them.
At Reavis, Johnson devised his own questionnaire for applicants. In addition to cultural competence, he says, “one of the things very strong for us
is, ‘Do you give up?’”
At National Teachers Academy, Rome puts the candidate in a classroom
and watches him or her conduct an exercise. She also asks them questions
to gauge how strongly they feel about social justice.
“They need to be able to articulate to me why they want to work in a
high needs environment,” Rome says. “Understanding that they are a
change agent is enormous.”
Rome points out that she used to believe that knowledge of how to teach
a specific subject was the most important trait of an effective teacher. But
for her, the pendulum has now swung in the other direction: She believes
that teachers can be coached on how to be a better instructor, but if they
come in with the wrong disposition, it is harder to change.
Petties agrees. He says that he tries his best to find good black teachers, like Elrod. But failing that, he looks for teachers with a “willingness to
understand and deal with certain issues.” He also wants teachers who will
stick around, saying that they need to be able to build trust among students. Many of them have seen too much and had too many adults fail
them, Petties notes.
“We have to create a safe environment in order for learning to flourish,”
he says. “And we have to have teachers who realize that it is a process. It is
going to take time to build it up.”
Cassandra West and Taryn Tawoda contributed to this report.
Tell us what you think. Go to www.catalyst-chicago.org to leave a comment, or send an
e-mail to karp@catalyst-chicago.org or rharris@catalyst-chicago.org.

“I have never gotten up in front of a class of
people. When I have to start taking over, I can’t
picture myself pulling this off,” says another.
“Those of you who know me, know I’m a perfectionist,” confesses a third. “I know things are
not going to go well, and I know I’m going to have
bad days, but it terrifies me.”
Pawlicki closes the activity by telling the students that “this week, you have met a bunch of
people who have been telling you, warning you,

informing you—people who have been really
good at freaking you out.”
“You will continue to meet people who will do
a double take and say you are crazy” for wanting
to be a student teacher in Little Village, he says.
“But the whole goal of this is for you to become
yourself. Take all the information you get, and
decide for yourself. If you can live here, and fall
in love with the city, that’s the idea, because then
you will want to stay here and teach.”
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