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Passed on
Mayor Richard M. Daley
got tough on students
with a strict promotion
policy, making them
pass a standardized
test before moving
to the next grade.
Today, the test is less
of an obstacle and few
students fail, prompting
some to ask whether
social promotion has
returned.
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From the Editor

Kill student retention
and get real about learning

I

By Lorraine Forte
Editor-in-Chief

t’s a practice that just won’t die. Study after
study, researcher after researcher, has made
the same point: Holding students back when
they are not achieving at grade level does not
help them academically.
Still, the idea resonates with the public. And
outgoing Mayor Richard M. Daley garnered
praise for instituting a ban on social promotion
in 1996.
Now, like an aging, punch-drunk prizefighter
who just won’t give up and leave the ring, the district’s promotion policy remains alive, if not well.
True, the policy has been watered down in
the past 15 years because of outside pressure,
including a major 2004 study by the Consortium
on Chicago School Research that definitively
showed the dramatic negative effects of retention—in particular, the far greater risk of eventually dropping out. More recently, the advocacy
group Parents United for Responsible Education
put the issue on the front burner when it filed
a federal civil rights complaint against the district’s retention policy because of its disparate
racial impact.
The story of a 6th-grader from Black Magnet Elementary, illustrates how the policy can
be easily misused. The boy was sent to summer
school because of low test scores in math. Over
the summer, he did well and passed math. But
he failed reading—a subject in which he had
previously earned good test scores and grades—
because he got several zeros on class tests. Why?
For talking. Now he’s repeating 6th grade.
The year after Daley’s policy was put in place,
21,429 students were held back. This year, the
number is down sharply to 4,776 students. Still,
that’s nearly 5,000 students who, like the Black
Magnet 6th grader, are enduring the stigma of
‘flunking.’ That’s almost 5,000 children who
are getting hit-and-miss help, since the extras
schools once got to help retained students have
fallen victim to budget cuts. And sadly, that’s
nearly 5,000 students who are now more likely to
give up on school altogether down the road.
On the flip side, as this issue of Catalyst In
Depth notes, the get-tough stance still resonates
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Test score mismatch
The Illinois Standards Achievement Test
and the National Assessment of Educational
Progress cannot be directly compared.
However, it is telling to see the difference in
results on the two tests. Children in Chicago
Public Schools who score well on the ISAT are
nevertheless likely to struggle on the NAEP,
reinforcing the call by many educators for
tougher learning standards to ensure that
students can compete with their national peers.
CPS Reading scores, 2009
Below proficient
Below standards

4th Grade
NAEP

82%
41%

ISAT
8th Grade
NAEP

ISAT

Proficient
Meets standards

22%

Advanced
Exceeds standards

16%
44%

83%

15%
16%

73%

2%

1%
5%

Note: For the NAEP, below proficient includes the percentage of
children who scored at the ‘basic’ and ‘below-basic’ level. Both
levels indicate only partial mastery of skills.
Sources: National Center for Education Statistics;
Illinois State Report Card.

in some quarters. At a January forum on education at Kennedy-King College, speaker after
speaker railed against passing students without making sure they have the skills for the next
grade. These speakers make a critical point: It
does a child no good to simply pass him or her
to the next grade and continue to conduct “business as usual” in the classroom.
Doing so is, in effect, lying to children and
parents about their education.
Incoming Mayor Rahm Emanuel has vowed
to lengthen the school day and year in Chicago.
He’s said he doesn’t want a debate on how to pay
for the extra time, but what to do with it.
Here’s a suggestion: Devote a portion of that
time to mandatory tutoring, in very small groups
of maybe five or six—or even one-on-one, if
needed—for youngsters who are in danger of
being held back. The tutoring could be done by
aspiring teachers from local schools of educa-

tion—there are plenty of education programs in
Chicago, and most are looking for new ways to
train their students—under the supervision of
classroom teachers.
The proposal would accomplish two goals:
helping students, and giving prospective teachers some much-needed real world experience.
Retained students aren’t the only children

who are failing. For one, the Illinois Standards
Achievement Test has been watered down in recent years, and the state’s learning standards are
widely considered weak. National and international measures clearly indicate that many kids
are not receiving a high-quality education, even
if they aren’t in danger of being held back.
U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan told
the audience at a recent luncheon in Chicago that
he has begun to pay more attention to international data on achievement. This year, the U.S. will
be among more than 60 countries participating
in the 2011 TIMSS (Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study) and PIRLS (Progress
in International Reading Literacy Study).
The National Center for Education Statistics
plans to link state scores on the NAEP (National
Assessment of Educational Progress) to TIMSS
results, to give state education officials a reliable
barometer to compare their students’ performance to international benchmarks.
This year’s round of international tests will
provide a much-needed update on where U.S.
students stand in comparison to students elsewhere: TIMSS was last administered in 2007 and
PIRLS in 2006. Previous results on these tests,
and on PISA (Program for International Student
Assessment), show that American students typically score around the middle of the pack among
participating countries.
With the U.S. only at the middle of the
pack, and Chicago performing below average
compared to the U.S. (even among other urban districts), it’s easy to see that we’re socially
promoting many students—and leaving them
completely unprepared for high school, postsecondary education and a 21st Century world
where analytical skills are of critical importance.
In effect, we’re lying to these children, too,
about the quality of their education.
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At Spencer Elementary, nearly one-third of 3rd-graders were held back this year. Children feel the pressure of the high-stakes ISAT
test, which can determine whether or not they move up to 4th grade. [Photo by Cristina Rutter]

Hoping to move up
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n 2010, about 4 percent of students in the
benchmark 3rd, 6th and 8th grades were
retained—the smallest group since the “no
social promotion” policy was launched in 1997.
Some principals say the policy works because
it makes students take school seriously. Others
question why there hasn’t been a corresponding
increase in students able to do high school level
work. COVER STORY: PAGE 4
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The good and bad of retention
At Shoop Elementary School, almost 100 students were required
to go to summer school but few were retained.

National debate re-emerges
Several states have followed CPS’ lead and put in place promotion
policies that are based on test scores. But Chicago charter schools
and other Illinois districts tend to look at multiple factors.

12 Getting up to speed

Achievement academies, CPS’ current program for over-aged
8th-graders, have high dropout rates, prompting officials to look
for something new.
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Suspensions, failures and a fresh start
In the elementary grades, Jermaine Kelly spent a lot of time at
home on suspension, but he has found a calm, nurturing environment at the Robeson Achievement Academy.
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High-retention schools are concentrated
Absenteeism still a big problem
Grade promotion increases
Most students pass summer school
Failing classes and test results in retention

PAGE 10
 Over time, the promotion policy has been
altered, more students pass

PAGE 14
 Low five-year graduation rates for
achievement academies
 Third year toughest for achievement
academy students
 Chronic absenteeism skyrockets among
achievement academy students
On the cover:
Instead of repeating 8th grade, Keyara
Bowens was sent to Robeson’s Achievement
Academy. Bowens also failed 6th grade after
miscommunication led her to fail to show up
for summer school. She says regular Robeson
students don’t treat achievement academy
students differently.
[Photo by Cristina Rutter]
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Social Promotion

Spencer 3rd-grader Kevin Benton offers
up an answer to a question asked by
teacher Linda Jean Horton. Horton
voluntarily conducts an extra after-school
program focused on test prep. Spencer
ranked third in student retention in 2010.
[Photo by Cristina Rutter]
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Hoping to
move up
With social promotion officially banned in CPS and few
students failing, one would expect that the vast majority
of students would arrive at high school better prepared.
That’s not the case. But retention has been proven harmful,
and the new school leadership will have to solve the dilemma.
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Social Promotion

A

By Sarah Karp

s Mayor Richard M. Daley leaves
office, the latest statistics on
student retention serve as a legacy
of one of his most sweeping and
controversial education reforms:
the ban on social promotion.
Only 4 percent of students in the benchmark
grades were held back this year—a sharp drop
from the first years of Daley’s policy, when nearly 15 percent of students had to repeat a grade.
Daley’s get-tough policy dealt only with 3rd, 6th
and 8th grades, but retention has fallen even in
the non-benchmark years, to less than 1 percent
from about 4 percent.
Daley made national news, most of it positive
despite the research showing retention is harmful, when he announced in 1996 that students
would have to hit a certain score on standardized tests to move on to the next grade. Former
President Bill Clinton even noted Daley’s move
in two State of the Union speeches. Other states
and school districts followed Chicago’s lead with
social promotion bans of their own.
Some principals say the policy changed their
schools for the better, with students working
harder as they and their parents realized that
there would be no “getting by” to the next grade.
But 15 years later, education advocates and experts doubt that the decline in retention stems
from a real improvement in student learning.
Meanwhile, the district is facing a federal investigation because of the disproportionate impact of the policy on black and Latino students.
(Catalyst Chicago sought the latest data on student retention by race, but the request was denied by CPS.)
And since 1996, CPS officials have quietly
been weakening the policy, making it easier for
students to clear the bar even if they are doing
poorly academically.
 In 2006, the same year the state made the
Illinois Standards Achievement Test easier
to pass, CPS officials lowered the promotion score on the SAT 10 (the section of
the ISAT on which promotion decisions
are based) to the 24th percentile from the
35th percentile.
 During the past three years, more than
10,000 students who did not pass summer
school were still sent to the next grade. CPS
officials cite a host of reasons, including
the appeals process and a policy against retaining a student twice within three years.
 Scores by CPS 8th-graders on the National
Assessment of Educational Progress have
barely budged since 2002 (the year the
U.S. Department of Education began re-
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KEY POINTS
Chicago was once lauded for its tough policy
against social promotion, the practice of
passing students even when they cannot do
grade-level work. Today, CPS passes more
students than it did before the policy. But most
observers agree, and national exams taken by
8th-graders bear out, that the drop in failures
is not the result of better preparation for high
school—the goal of the policy. Other factors
are at play.
 Meeting the benchmark on the SAT 10, the
section of the state test used in promotion
decisions, is easier than in the past. The
test was made easier, and CPS lowered the
benchmark over time.
 Each year, thousands of students are moved
up even if they fail to meet promotion
standards. Some students win an appeal.
Others fall under a policy preventing a
student from being retained twice within
three years.
 CPS has yet to figure out how to help
teens who have turned 15 without
passing 8th grade. These students are
sent to achievement academies within
neighborhood high schools. But 80 percent
of achievement academy students drop out.
CPS is rethinking the entire program.
 Research clearly points to the detrimental
effect of retention, which puts students
at higher risk of dropping out. In a bestcase scenario, students in danger of being
retained are identified early and given extra
help.
 Experts point out that retention is not an
effective school improvement strategy.
And high-retention schools are typically
grappling with a host of challenges,
including high mobility and poverty.
porting results separately for specific urban districts) in either reading or math.
 At the time of Daley’s new policy, the board
had already instituted a high school promotion policy that required students to
pass all their freshman classes and reach a
certain score on a standardized test. Those
who didn’t meet the benchmarks were
supposed to attend summer school. But
by and large, high school students refused
to show up. Now, the only consequence of
failing a class is placement in a division
period solely for students who have failed.
The major problem with the promotion policy

is that it is based on a metric that is flawed, says
Charles Payne, the lauded University of Chicago

professor and interim chief education officer
for CPS. (At Catalyst press time, a new chief education officer was among the education leaders named by Mayor-elect Rahm Emanuel.) The
metric Payne refers to: the ISAT.
“It doesn’t measure what we care about,” he
says. “We care about getting students ready to
graduate high school, do well on the SAT and
perform in college.”
When Daley’s policy was approved, CPS believed that tough standards, summer school
and transition centers for struggling students
would equip freshmen with an essential skill:
the ability to read a high school textbook, says
Blondean Davis, the superintendent for south
suburban Matteson who was Chicago’s chief of
schools and regions at the time.
Officials knew they couldn’t raise the bar
too high and insist that 8th-graders perform at
grade level. Too many students were lagging and
the district would wind up with overflow classes
in summer school and too many children held
back, Davis says.
Over time, Davis has become more skeptical
about retention. If it is to be done, she agrees
with Payne: The ISAT should not be the gatekeeper test.
In Matteson School District 162, Davis says
very few students are held back and the process
is subjective, done in consultation with teachers, parents and principals.
“I’ve had a lot of time to think about it,” Davis
says. “Retention has to be the last resort.”
Designs For Change Executive Director Donald Moore suspects CPS officials came to the
same conclusion.
“I think Daley was too wedded to the policy
for them to come out and say they dropped it,”
Moore says. “But over time, that is what they de
facto did.” As a result, the retention rate is back
to the same level as prior to Daley’s policy.
Over the past decade, Moore has written several papers criticizing the policy and pointing
out the reams of research showing that retention is harmful to children.
In 2000 and 2004, the Consortium on Chicago School Research at the University of Chicago came out with two studies showing that retained students were not academically better off
than classmates at around the same skill level
who were moved on, and that retained students
were far more likely to drop out. (In all, the Consortium has published seven reports in its series
Ending Social Promotion, on the detrimental effects of retention.)
Payne says he doesn’t think that retention
has ever been done correctly in Chicago, and
therefore, it is hard to judge whether or not the
practice is good. “Are you retaining and then as-

signing the best teachers to small classrooms?”
he says. “We have had mediocre interventions.”
At the time, the district saw the new policy
as part of a comprehensive academic plan. But
over time, the supports and extras offered to retained students have dried up and are now “hit
and miss,” say those who work in schools.
Every year, the summer school program is
subject to budget constraints. In 2010, money
for it was severely cut, sessions were offered only
four days per week for five weeks and class sizes
were large. Yet the percentage of students promoted after summer school reached its highest
point ever, 76 percent.
Interim CEO Terry Mazany made summer
school a priority and scraped together a proposed
budget that would allow the program to return to
five days a week for six weeks this summer. Flavia Hernandez, who oversees summer school,
is hopeful that the budget will stick through the
transition to another administration.
Other supports have disappeared altogether.
Schools with large numbers of failed students no
longer get an extra teacher. And the Lighthouse
tutoring program, which offered every retained
student extra help and a warm meal, is no more.
Retained students are directed to tutoring that
the district is required to offer under No Child
Left Behind. That program has also been cut
drastically in recent years.
Payne hopes that dependence on the ISAT will
change in the near future. The state has signed on
to the Common Core Standards, along with more
than 40 other states, and will have to adopt a new
assessment tied to them. At that point, Payne expects the district will change the promotion policy so that it is based on the new test.
Barbara Radner, director of DePaul University’s Urban Education Center, notes that retention based on test scores (as well as the district’s school probation policy, also based on test
scores) has led to a harmful phenomenon: a narrowing of the curriculum so that it aligns more
closely with the standardized test. Therefore,
students are more likely to score well on the test.
“So much of the curriculum is tied to shallow
targets,” Radner says. The problem is that the
ISAT is mostly multiple-choice questions, and
the state provides a list of skills that are tested.
To prepare for the test, many students are taught
isolated skills, not critical thinking. In high
school and beyond, being able to comprehend
and analyze is of utmost importance.
Spencer Elementary School Principal Shawn

L. Jackson knows the challenges of the policy
first-hand. His school, with 786 students in the
heart of the impoverished Austin neighborhood
on the West Side, is third on the list of schools

Failures reach all-time low
With only 4 percent of students retained in
2010, fewer schools are holding back a significant number of students. The schools that have
relatively high retention rates are more concentrated today than they were in 1997 when the
policy went into effect. High-retention schools
have student populations that are predominantly
black and Latino, and the students are from lowincome families. They also feed into neighborhood high schools with high dropout rates.

Promotion on the rise
More than a decade after the district banned social
promotion, virtually no students are being held back.
Yet educators are skeptical that more students are
promoted because they are achieving at grade level.
Promotion rate
100All K -8

Benchmark grades (3, 6 and 8)

98.0%
96.2%

92.9%
Schools with high
retention rates
At least 10 percent
of students in
benchmark grades
were retained

85.9%
80 1997

2010

Summer success
More students are meeting the criteria for promotion
after summer school, either by scoring well on a
standardized test or by earning good grades. When the
strict promotion policy was first put in place 15 years
ago, every summer school student had to pass a test to
avoid being held back. That is no longer the case.
YEar

2002
2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
2009
2010

Graduation rates
50 percent or less
51 to 60 percent
61 to 70 percent
More than 70 percent
No neighborhood
high schools

Went to summer school met promotion standards

61%
71%
67%
75%
62%
55%
63%
67%
76%

30,362
32,693
23,340
20,884
28,956
20,592
26,992
21,914
19,399

Not in class
Since children must be in school to learn, the
promotion policy calls for students to be sent
to summer school if they have nine or more
unexcused absences in the benchmark grades.
The promotion rate has risen, but attendance is
still a big problem in these years.
Grade

3rd grade
6th grade
8th grade

Absent 10-18 days

more than 18 Days

13%
12%
13%

4%
4%
7%

Source: Catalyst Chicago analysis of Chicago Public Schools data

that retain the most children.
Most failures occur in 3rd grade. In 2010, nearly a third of Spencer 3rd-graders were retained.
As a result, the 3rd grade is by far the largest,
as true 3rd-graders are combined with repeaters.
This year, the 3rd grade has 116 children and four

WHY STUDENTS ARE HELD BACK
When Mayor Richard M. Daley first banned social
promotion, the chief hurdle for students was scoring
well on a standardized test. Now, the No. 1 reason
students are in danger of being held back is failing
grades. The vast majority of these students are passed
to the next grade in September.
Reason for being sent to summer school

Failed standardized test
Failed reading or math class
Failed both reading and math

2,256
11,451
5,307

retained in fall

15%
9%
62%

teachers, making for class sizes of about 28.
Jackson makes every effort to give the children extra support. Parent volunteers pull out
retained students and low-achievers from class
every day to work on sight words and phonics.
During the school’s reading period, an enrich-
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Shoop Principal Lisa Moreno talks to some students in Darrylin Ford’s 5th-grade classroom. Ford was a teacher at Shoop in the late 1990s, when the promotion policy was first
implemented and nearly a third of Shoop’s students were held back. [Photo by Marc Monaghan]

The good and bad of retention
Nestled among bungalows on the far outer
reaches of the South Side, Shoop Elementary was once
touted as an example of how the district’s promotion
policy can work.
In the first year of Mayor Richard M. Daley’s policy
banning social promotion, a third of Shoop students in
the benchmark grades—3rd, 6th and 8th—were held
back. Students weren’t coming to school, and thenPrincipal Lee Brown told Catalyst Chicago that too
many students and their parents did not take classes
and homework seriously.
But with the threat of being held back a year, students started to get their act together. Average daily
attendance shot up from 89 percent to 95 percent,
and an increasing number of students were passing
their classes. The 8th-grade teacher said she was in
“heaven.” (See Catalyst, April 1998.)
The next year, the retention rate fell by 10 percent.
Over the past almost 15 years, Shoop has had its
ups and downs in terms of test scores and the number
of students who are held back. Most recently, in 2010,
about 4 percent of students in the benchmark grades
were retained.
But the low rate doesn’t mean the policy has lost
its teeth—nor that test scores and achievement have
shot up.
Principal Lisa Moreno says the threat of reten-
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tion continues to be a motivator. Each quarter, she
personally looks through the report cards of students
in benchmark grades and flags those who seem to
be falling behind. Sometimes she sits in the hallway
to catch a word with parents. Other times, she has
parents come to her office to get the report cards.
Some students and their parents take notice. But
some don’t. While 94 students in benchmark grades
went to summer school last year, only 12 of them
were retained. Moreno says most of the students were
sent to summer school because of absenteeism or
poor grades.
With so many students on the edge, Moreno
says there might be too much emphasis on simply
meeting the low bar set by the policy. She wants her
students to aim high.
As a former assistant principal at Northside
College Prep, Moreno would like to see more of her
students get into selective enrollment high schools.
She held a high school fair this year, which most of the
selective enrollment schools attended.
But getting into a selective high school is a tough
struggle. In one way, her students are lucky; their
neighborhood option, Morgan Park High School, is
one of the better non-selective high schools.
Plus, meeting the promotion standard on test
scores does not automatically correlate with the ability

to succeed in high school. A 2008 Consortium on
Chicago School Research study found that students
must exceed the standards to do well in high school
and have a reasonable chance of scoring a 20 on the
ACT, which is considered the minimum score to get
into selective colleges.
Last year, just 10 percent of students at Shoop
exceeded state standards. The district average is 15
percent.
Moreno says she’s still undecided about the
promotion policy. With budgets so tight, she has to
be creative to offer supports for students who are
struggling.
In the past she has used discretionary funding to
pay for retired teachers to work as tutors, used resource teachers and turned to volunteers. And rather
than put fear into students, she’d like them to want to
do well because they see it as a path to a better future.
“I want them to be thinking about high school and
college and do what they need to do so that these opportunities are there for them,” she says. “I don’t want
a parent coming in upset because their child might
not be able to go through 8th-grade graduation, telling me it might be their only graduation. It should not
be their only graduation. There should be high school
and then college, at least once.”
—Sarah Karp

ment teacher works with children who are reading above grade level to allow classroom teachers
to focus on students who are reading just at grade
level or below. A retired teacher comes in twice
per week to provide extra assistance to 3rd-grade
teachers. Student teachers from the University of
Illinois at Chicago and DePaul University serve
as tutors. After-school programs offer academics
for retained students and other children.
But Cynthia Peterson, who works on community outreach and parent empowerment, says
that from her perspective, the after-school programs are ineffective. After the first day or two,
attendance drops off.
“It should be at capacity, but you have a
teacher standing in front of [only] 10 children.
What good is that?” she says. “The parents don’t
take it seriously, or they let their child stop coming because [the child] said it was boring.”
Peterson, whose adult daughters—and their
children—all attended Spencer, says parents
who wanted help didn’t always get it in the past.
The situation has improved under Jackson.
Jackson says that parents, too, have to take
some responsibility. This year, Peterson and 3rdgrade teachers held a meeting for parents to let
them know what they needed to do to help their
children pass. Peterson sent a letter to parents,
warning them that if they didn’t get this information, their child would be in danger of failing.
Forty parents came—a great turnout for the
school, but not so great considering the number
of 3rd-grade students.
Jackson says the heavy lifting must be done
in the primary years to prepare students to succeed in 3rd grade. He emphasizes this point to
teachers and to parents, who sometimes “tune
out” about the importance of making sure their
children work hard in non-benchmark grades.
At Spencer, there’s another consideration. The
campus includes two buildings—a big, aging
brick building with wide hallways, and a small,
ranch-style building. When Jackson arrived,
students spent only kindergarten, 1st and 2nd
grade in the small building. Two years ago, Jackson decided children should stay there, given its
more nurturing atmosphere, for another year.
Third grade is already a whammy for children,
he notes—there’s more independent work, the
curriculum requires more comprehension and
there’s the real threat of being held back. “All of a
sudden, you are in ‘3rd grade,’” Jackson says.
But having 3rd-graders in a building separate
from those in 4th grade and up has created another dynamic: “Going over to the big building”
is now code for passing.
The fear and pressure are palpable in the
school. A week before the ISAT, 3rd-grade teachers are navigating tricky waters, trying to prepare

their students without freaking them out.
Linda Jean Horton, a 15-year-veteran, blows
a whistle to get the attention of her class. Horton and another teacher have stayed after school
voluntarily for the last few months to do ISAT
prep with 3rd-graders. Horton wishes more of
them had come. Now she’s spending these last
few days doing more test prep.
After lunch, Horton dims the lights and puts
up a sample ISAT reading test on a projector. She
directs the students to go through the questions
and answer them on their own. They then vote
on the answer and she tells them the correct one.
Most of the children dutifully answer the question and vote. No one asks why the correct answer is right, and Horton does not explain.
In another classroom, Claude Archie, a teddybear of a teacher, takes a different approach. He
wants to get the creative wheels oiled up, saying
he’s already spent ample time showing students
how to sit and correctly fill in the bubbles on the
exam.
Archie has his students write letters to President Barack Obama with their ideas about how
to fix schools. He plays classical music as the students work. Every now and then, Archie speaks
to one of them—“Less talking, more thinking.”
Archie later says the weight of the upcoming
test is intense. Seven of his 27 students were re-

tained and are taking the 3rd-grade ISAT again.
Other assessments given so far show steady
progress, and Archie hopes this will translate
into better results on the ISAT.
But there’s a wide disparity in skill levels
among his students. A data chart shows that on
an exam taken in September, a handful of students scored above 80 percent while, 17 of 25
scored at 50 percent or below.
Archie asks two boys to hand him their letters.
One of them has written, “I think the schools in
the area need to be changed because some don’t
have productive textbooks for the kids so they
will learn less. Another reason is all the violence
happening all over the place.”
Archie says this student is working at grade
level.
The other boy was held back. He writes, “Mr.
President Obama, I think that you may want to
change some stuff in Illinois about edugchin,
about schools and the neaberhood. We are not
doing good… We need to change somehow… I
don’t like how it is in neaberhood and school.”
Retention has long been concentrated in a
small number of schools. In 1998, half of retained
students attended 129 schools, 26 percent of all
elementary schools. Today, half attend just 85
schools, or 16 percent. The vast majority, 87 per-

Spencer Principal Shawn Jackson has come to the conclusion that the only way to get more 3rd-graders to pass is to
work with them in the kindergarten, 1st and 2nd grades. [Photo by Cristina Rutter]
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Social Promotion

Promotion policy losing its teeth
Since approving a tough student promotion policy
in 1996, the School Board has constantly adjusted
it, allowing more students to be promoted from one
grade to the next.

1996
The School Board approves a new policy requiring
students in 3rd, 6th and 8th grades to go to summer school if they fail to meet specific minimum
scores on the Iowa Test of Basic Skills, which provides
“grade equivalent” scores that correlate to grade
levels. (For example, an 8.0 signifies the typical level
of achievement at the beginning of 8th grade.) Students are tested again at the end of summer school
and are held back if their scores do not sufficiently
improve. In the first year, the policy applies only to
8th-graders.
The new policy sets the advancement bar a year
and a half below grade level for 3rd- and 6th-graders and almost two years below for 8th-graders.
The previous policy discouraged retention, saying that it should be used only after an intervention
plan had been tried without success.

1997
Transition centers are created to provide support
and smaller class sizes for 8th-graders who fail to
meet promotion requirements but are considered
too old to remain in elementary schools. To be
eligible for a transition center, a student must turn
15 by Sept. 1.
The new promotion requirements go into effect for 3rd- and 6th- graders. More than 10,000
elementary school students who attended Summer
Bridge fail to score high enough for promotion and
have to repeat a grade.

1999
All retained 3rd-, 6th- and 8th-graders are given a
chance to be promoted mid-year by taking a retest.
The minimum test score for 8th-grade promotion
rises for a third time, to 7.4, roughly the middle of
7th grade. But students who narrowly miss the promotion criteria are automatically eligible for waivers.

2000
School advocates convince CPS to alter the policy
so that grades and absenteeism, in addition to test
scores, are added as factors in retention decisions.

2002
The policy is amended to use national percentile
scores rather than grade equivalent scores. Students
must score above the 35th national percentile to
be promoted automatically. The 50th percentile is
the national average. Upwards of 13,000 students in
benchmark grades are retained—the most since the
1996 promotion policy went into effect.

2004
The Consortium on Chicago School Research
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releases its most critical assessment of CPS’ promotion policy. Not only do retained students not
perform better academically than those who were
socially promoted in the past, but retained students
are more likely to drop out. These findings echo
other studies across the country.
In response, CPS bars multiple retentions within
any three-year period and drops math scores from
promotion criteria.

2005
CPS stops using the Iowa Test of Basic Skills and
replaces with the Illinois Standards Achievement
Test (ISAT). The ISAT is supposed to be more closely
aligned with Illinois standards. Thirty nationally
normed questions, called the SAT 10, are embedded
into the test and are used to determine promotion
at all three grade levels.
Math returns as a criterion for promotion. Students who score below the 35th percentile in reading or math, fail a class or have 18 or more unexcused absences must go to summer school. For the
first time, not all students who are required to go to
summer school must retest to move up; only those
who scored below the 24th percentile on the SAT 10
are required to pass a re-test at summer’s end.

2006
The policy is revised to allow district officials to use
the “highest score from the last two annual assessments” in making promotion decisions.

2007
Eighth-grade students who fail a writing assessment must attend a summer writing workshop. The
benchmark for having to attend summer school
goes back to below the 24th percentile.

2009
Current policy: Students who must go to summer
school are those who (1) score below the 24th national percentile on the SAT 10, (2) receive a D or F
in reading, writing or math (3) have more than nine
unexcused absences.
The only students who must retake the SAT 10
to be promoted out of summer school are those
who fail to meet all criteria.
In order to be promoted out of summer school,
everyone else simply needs to attend classes and get
a passing grade in math, reading and writing.

2010
Some students required to attend summer school
are enrolled only in classes addressing their particular deficiencies—reading, math or writing. They
must pass only those courses to move on.

For a timeline of school reform history in
Chicago, visit the “Reform History” section
of our website, www.catalyst-chicago.org.

cent, of these schools are predominantly black,
up from 80 percent in 1998.
Most of these schools are struggling in other
ways, too, with high poverty rates, high mobility
and higher-than-average enrollment of students
with special needs.
Last fall, Julie Woestehoff, executive director of
the advocacy group Parents United for Responsible Education, convinced the U.S. Department
of Education’s Office of Civil Rights to embark on
an investigation of the promotion policy because
of its impact on black and Latino students.
Woestehoff and other advocates thought
they had won a victory in 2000 when they convinced CPS to change the policy to include other
factors in promotion decisions. (The current
policy requires that students have no more than
nine unexcused absences and a “C” or higher in
core subjects.) She envisioned that each factor
would be weighed as part of the decision. But
instead, she says she’s been disappointed to see
that each one acts as a barrier. For example, a
student who fails a reading class can be sent to
summer school automatically, the same as if he
or she had scored below the required threshold
on the ISAT.
Woestehoff says her discussions with CPS
officials led her to believe that they realize the
policy is problematic.
But giving it up might be seen, in some eyes,
as retreating. Common sense says that just passing students on from one grade to the next, even
if they are not prepared, is not good. At a January forum on urban education at Kennedy-King
College, a panel of educators and activists rallied against social promotion.
“The fundamental question is, ‘How much
do we love our young brothers?’” said Cornel
West, author and professor of African American
Studies at Princeton University. West went on to
say that middle-class families would not accept
having their children simply passed along without learning anything.
Sitting next to him, Wentworth Elementary
School Principal Dina Linne Everage noted that
she still has students who cannot read even
though they’re in 8th grade. Passing students
along to make them feel good doesn’t help, she
said.
“The very problem with social promotion
is that it stops once you get to the real world,”
Everage noted.
Spencer Principal Jackson, who attended the
forum, says as soon as the panelists started talking about it, he realized they were looking at it
from the perspective of the end product.
But Jackson says he sees how children lose
their spirit when they are held back. “I see both
sides of the coin. We have children’s lives in our

hands. Retaining children is a harsh reality.”
Woestehoff voices a similar sentiment, saying failed students become sacrificial lambs.
“[For them] it is 100 percent bad,” she says.
Linda Hudson and her 6th-grade son, Josh,
have had to confront this harsh reality. Last
June, Josh received a letter stating that he would
have to attend summer school because of low
test scores in math. He had received a C in math
on his report card.
Hudson told him to suck it up and get through
summer school. Josh attends Black Magnet in
Calumet Heights, but he was sent to Caldwell—a
school that held back more children than any
other in the city last year—for summer school.
He passed math, but failed reading, a subject
that he tests well in, Hudson notes.
Hudson, outraged, went to the teacher, who
told her that Josh got zeros on some tests because he was talking. Hudson appealed to the
principal at Black, who was supportive, but said
there was nothing he could do about it—Josh
would have to repeat the 6th grade.
A commonly heard complaint about the promotion policy is that decisions are made automatically, at central office, with no input from
teachers or principals, and no meaningful appeals process. Hudson also says she was never
given the opportunity to show evidence that her
son was ready to move up, and that it took the
district seven months to give her Josh’s summer
school grades—which showed that his reading
skills were good.
Hudson says the principal at Black, which
has a 99 percent promotion rate, provides Josh
with tutoring; his teachers give him extra attention. Yet he still comes home some days in tears.
“The 7th-grade boys see him in the hall and call
him a ‘dumb ass,’” she says. He also got into an
altercation with a girl who repeated that insult.
Hudson keeps him involved in activities on
the weekends, so that he has areas where he
feels successful and confident. But she wonders
why Josh couldn’t have just gone on to 7th grade
and gotten extra help there.
At Spencer, Peterson also sees how retention
is demoralizing. She works with one little boy
who constantly makes jokes and won’t focus on
school work. Her conclusion: “He feels inadequate, almost like he is humiliated.”
As she watches the boy grapple with repeating a grade, Peterson thinks of her grandson,
whose twin brother moved up to 4th grade
while he stayed in 3rd. “They say ‘no child left
behind.’ But he actually was left behind.”
Tell us what you think. Go to www.catalyst-chicago.org to
leave a comment, or email karp@catalyst-chicago.org.

National debate re-emerges
Chicago’s debate over social promotion has
faded for the most part. In Illinois, few followed
the city’s lead in making standardized test scores a
primary factor in retaining children. Many large districts and charter schools say they look at multiple
factors before holding children back and don’t pass
students along for social reasons—but don’t fail large
numbers of students either.
Outside of Chicago and Illinois, though, social
promotion is re-emerging as an issue, although
research studies have shown repeatedly that holding
children back is harmful. This spring, for instance,
Oklahoma’s state schools superintendent pushed a
bill through the state legislature that required 3rdgraders to pass a reading test to go to 4th grade. In
Florida, a statewide ban on social promotion since
2002 means that students take the standardized
test in 3rd grade and must earn a certain score to
move on to 4th.
Other districts are at the opposite end of the
spectrum. Wilfredo Ortiz, the School District of
Philadelphia’s deputy chief of counseling and promotion standards, says the district shies away from
tests as the sole means of evaluating students for
retention.
“We have an old way of thinking,” he says.
Kathy Christie, the chief of staff of the Education
Commission of the States, says the organization
is seeing increased interest in the issue. About five
years ago, the commission tracked promotion policies across the country and is thinking of starting
to do it again. “I am seeing it raising its head again,”
Christie says.
In New York State, where incoming Chicago
Public Schools CEO Jean-Claude Brizard hails from,
tough promotion policies have been a major issue
in the school debate. At the press conference announcing Brizard’s appointment, Mayor-elect Rahm
Emanuel praised him for implementing in Rochester a tough high school promotion policy that
requires students to earn more credits as they move
into their junior year of high school.
Rochester’s promotion policy for elementary
school students is unclear—there is no mention of it
in the district’s policy guidelines and officials did not
return calls from Catalyst.
In New York City, where Brizard spent most of
his career, Mayor Michael Bloomberg made ending
social promotion a major part of his education platform. Students are tested every year between grades
3 and 8, and promotion depends on scores. In high
school, the focus shifts to course requirements.
New York City’s policy emphasized early intervention for students before they were at the point
of being retained. A 2009 RAND Corp. study found
that these supports helped students meet the
promotion criteria and, in fact, few students were
held back.
Because the students have not yet made it
through high school, researchers have yet to see
whether retained students do better in high school
or are more likely to drop out, as previous studies on

retention have shown.
Also, the RAND study notes that the capacity
to provide support differed from school to school.
Schools with a high percentage of children needing
extra assistance were not always able to provide it to
each student.
In Los Angeles, money became the deciding factor: Budget constraints forced officials to abandon
the promotion policy because the district could no
longer afford summer school.
In Illinois, some charter schools and districts

reiterate a point made by other educators: If children are to be held back, the ISAT is a poor tool to
use in making the decision.
“The ISAT is a single data point and, quite frankly,
they are not high-performance tests,” says Tom Hay,
the assistant superintendent for curriculum at Carpentersville Community Unit School District 300.
In Chicago, charter schools are free to adopt
their own promotion policies and some, like
Providence Englewood, opt for tough standards. At
Providence Englewood, students most score above
the 35th percentile on the TerraNova (a standardized test used by districts across the country), pass
their classes and not have major behavior problems.
Students who are held back are automatically
enrolled in after-school tutoring two days a week for
all subjects.
Overall, though, charters hold back fewer children than traditional public schools—in 2010, just 2
percent of students, according to CPS data.
Another indicator used by some charters and
districts is the Light’s Retention Scale, which evaluates students based on a number of academic and
developmental criteria. Grades or class credits
underlie most promotion decisions, and these
indicators often supersede test scores.
“One of the misconceptions we work to ‘uninform’ people about is that you can’t fail or pass the
ISAT,” says Lisa Kenner, the principal at Legacy Charter. “We don’t feel that a single ISAT score should
trump all these other pieces.”
Other charters aim to get struggling children
back on the right track with intensive help. Namaste
Charter employs an entire literacy intervention
team that works with 65 to 75 students a week.
LEARN Charter, which rarely retains students,
has class sizes of 25 students with two teachers
each. The charter also has “academic interventionists,” who are certified teachers charged with pulling
out students who need the most help and working
with them one-on-one or in small groups.
Dao Kambara, director of academics for LEARN,
says that teachers and administrators use tests
throughout the school year to monitor where
students are and how they are progressing. They
also monitor attendance and whether the student is
getting above a C-minus in their classes.
“We don’t look at one data point because it
doesn’t make sense,” she says.
—Sam Barnett
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Achievement Academies

Getting up to speed
Scrapping social promotion created a dilemma the district has yet to solve:
how to educate hundreds of teens who were held back multiple times and
are too old for elementary school but not ready for high school.

I

By Sarah Karp

t’s mid-August, two weeks into
Robeson High School’s launch
as a year-round school, and
Principal Gerald Morrow gathers his staff in the dimly lit auditorium to ask their opinions on several
logistical matters.
The mood is hopeful. Robeson,
one of just two regular (non-turnaround, non-charter, non-selective) high schools in Englewood,
has been a catch-all for struggling
students who don’t get in anywhere
else. But this year, the school is set
for a fresh start: Under the Culture of Calm initiative to enhance
school safety, Robeson is getting $1
million to pay for social and emotional supports for students.
Morrow has already taken steps
to improve discipline and order. Big
posters now adorn the walls, with
rules in red letters and a warning
that breaking them won’t be tolerated. Students must be dressed in
uniform. They cannot carry cell
phones. They must get to class on
time.
At today’s meeting, staff members report that the students already seem to be adjusting well.
There’s less swearing at teachers
and tardiness is going down.
Morrow nods at the good news.
Then he announces: “It looks like
the achievement academy will be
coming back.”
Silence.
As though answering an unspo-

12 Catalyst In Depth Spring 2011

By the numbers, 2009-10
The challenge of educating
students in the district’s eight
achievement academies is evident from the statistics. Among
the 1,596 students:
 After one year, only 44 were
on-track to graduate on time.
 83 percent were absent at
least 18 days, more than 10
percent of the school year.
 The number of special education students is increasing
and is now just over 6 percent.
Special education students
have different hurdles to clear
before being promoted.
ken question, Morrow continues.
“If we chase these kids, it will be all
right.”
The uneasiness in the air was
not surprising. Achievement academies, tucked into Robeson and
seven other large neighborhood
high schools, are a byproduct of
the Chicago Public Schools policy
against social promotion. Fail a student more than once, and you inevitably end up with some who are
too old to stay in elementary school
but aren’t ready for high school.
Some have never even set foot in an
8th-grade class.
The achievement academies are
designed to provide two years of
intense academic and social help
to prepare these students to transition into the junior class of a regu-

lar high school. But given the difficult task—which often includes
coping with behavioral as well as
academic problems—the achievement academies are even more unwanted now than they were when
former CEO Arne Duncan set them
up seven years ago.
Plus, declining financial resources and upheaval in the host
high schools have hampered the
chances for success.
District officials are now back at
the drawing board, trying to figure
out what to do with these students.
A strategic planning group is reviewing data on the academies and,
over the summer, plans to make
recommendations about whether
to revamp the program or scrap it
altogether for some other strategy.
Meanwhile, officials have already decided to shut down the
only achievement academy on the
North Side, at Senn High in Edgewater, at the end of this year.
At their host schools, achieve-

ment academy students are often
viewed as too difficult to be successful. The numbers tell the story:
More than 80 percent miss 18 days
or more of school. Within five years,
only 20 percent graduate. The corresponding high dropout rate is
comparable to that for alternative
schools and schools for juvenile
delinquents.
CPS officials acknowledge that
the numbers aren’t promising. “We
are trying to understand what hap-

pened that it didn’t work as well
as we had hoped it would,” says
Ernestine Key, who managed the
achievement academies until she
left CPS this spring.
Former Senn Principal Richard
Norman talked about the dynamics
that impact students. (Senn’s new
principal, Susan Lofton, would not
return phone calls.)
“Transportation is often an issue,” Norman said late last year. He
noted that many of the students
had trouble making it to elementary school, even when they only had
to go down the block. It could be a
deal-breaker for a student if he or
she has to walk a long distance to
catch a bus, or from the bus stop
to the school.
And these students understand
that they have a nearly impossible
road to travel. Many of them will
turn 16 during their freshman year
and won’t graduate until they are
19 or 20. They don’t want to spend
that length of time in high school.
“This is a last-ditch effort,” Norman said.
Yet there’s a critical unanswered
question: What constitutes success
for students who are, as one official
put it, “the highest of high risk?”
Robert Runcie, the chief officer
for Area 17, says a 20 percent graduation rate is not a good showing,
no matter what. All schools should
be held to the same standard as a
school he would send his children
to, he says.
But given the academic back-

A Robeson Achievement Academy student goes to lunch. Robeson’s general high school operated on a Track E, year-round schedule this year, giving students two weeks off for
spring break. But achievement academy students are on a regular schedule, so they were the only ones in the school during the second week of April. [Photo by Cristina Rutter]
ground of students who attend the
academies, a 20 percent graduation
rate might be reason to applaud.
The achievement academies are
also making a better, if not stellar,
showing compared to the previous strategy, called academic prep
centers. These stand-alone centers
were launched when the district
banned social promotion in 1996, to
give over-age elementary students
intense instruction and support.
But they rarely made the move to a
regular high school. Among those
who did, few graduated.
According to one study, the
achievement academies have done
a better job of holding on to these
teens. Among students who started
their freshman year at age 16, half
of those in achievement academies

had dropped out by their junior year,
compared to 88 percent of those in
a regular high school, according to
The Parthenon Group, a Bostonbased consulting organization that
in 2007 issued a report on at-risk
students in CPS. Plus, the graduation rate for prep centers was more
dismal: 10 percent of students got
their diploma within five years.
Still, achievement academy students are unlikely to make a successful transition to a regular high
school. In response, the district has
tried to keep them in the academies
until they graduate, said Grace
DeShazer, former manager of the
achievement academies. (DeShazer
was laid off last spring.)
Last year, a pilot program at Chicago Vocational Career Academy

gave students the option to choose
to stay in the achievement academy
until they graduate, rather than
move into the regular high school.
Cheryl Everett, the assistant principal who oversees that achievement
academy, believes the pilot is working. When the juniors came back
to the achievement academy, they
seemed more mature and focused.
They also acted as leaders, showing
the newer students around.
“They seemed like they got lost
in their host school,” Everett says.
In 2003, former CEO Arne Duncan

shuttered the academic prep centers
and opened the achievement academies. Some observers charge that
the decision was made for financial
reasons, since the prep centers were

housed in their own facilities and
so were more expensive. But Duncan argued that with the new academies, students would be inside a
high school—where they should be,
given their age—and would earn
both an 8th-grade diploma and high
school credits, so they wouldn’t feel
as though they were wasting time.
The district contracted with John
Hopkins University to use its Talent
Development model, which aims
to move students through an entire year’s worth of learning in one
semester by doubling up on math
and reading classes. The plan was
to have students earn an 8th-grade
diploma in their first semester, then
take 9th-grade courses in their second semester. The following year,
students would remain in the acad-
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Achievement Academies
Against the odds
The vast majority of students
assigned to achievement
academies don’t graduate in five
years (the indicator used by CPS
to calculate graduation rates).
But experts disagree on how
to measure success for these
students, who typically turn 16
as freshmen and are unlikely to
stick around until age 20 to get
a diploma.
5-year graduation rates, 2010

33%
31%
29%
27%
24%
24%
20%
14%

Fenger
Chicago Vocational
Tilden
Clemente
Robeson
Crane
Phillips
Senn

Losing Students
Achievement academy
leaders say the intimate,
warm environment in their
small schools help to hold on
to students. But there’s a big
drop-off in retention each year,
especially after Year 2, when
students should transition to a
regular high school.
Achievement academy dropout rates

Year 1
Year 2

17%
30%

Year 3

53%
64%

Year 4

73%

Year 5

Chronic absenteeism
With just eight achievement
academies scattered over the
city, students assigned to them
often have to travel some
distance to get to school. The
majority miss more than 10
percent of the school year.
Students absent more than 18 days

2008
2009
2010

65%
76%
83%

Source: Catalyst Chicago analysis of Chicago
Public Schools data
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emy for 10th grade. They would
transition to 11th grade in a regular
high school.
The first year, CPS paid $600,000
to Johns Hopkins for staff development and other services. The district
also spent about $2,000 more per
student (as compared to students
in regular high schools) to give each
academy its own counselor, social
worker and psychologist.
But as the years went by, the financial support waned. Morrow,
who was the achievement academy leader at Crane before becoming principal at Robeson, says that
Robeson’s academy currently has
just one counselor and two student
advocates, who do outreach to students and parents but do not have
degrees in social work. Other support staff, such as social workers
and psychologists, are at the academy only once a week (per a CPS
formula that allocates support staff
based on enrollment).
Morrow, incredulous, notes that
these are the students who need
the most help. “The model could
work, if it was implemented with
fidelity.”
Van Robinson, Chicago field
manager for John Hopkins’ Talent
Development High Schools, says
that there have been many challenges to fully implementing the
program in Chicago. The model
works best when class sizes are
small and teachers get regular, ongoing professional development
and coaching. In CPS, these things
haven’t happened.
Plus, the staff members who are
supposed to be dedicated to the
achievement academies are often
pulled away, Robinson notes. Typically, these leaders are assistant
principals of the host high school
and have additional duties. The
student advocates are sometimes
viewed as extra bodies, used for
tasks unrelated to outreach, such
as lunchroom supervision or security. Class sizes are larger than recommended.
Back when Duncan contracted
with John Hopkins University, the
model had received accolades.
The U.S. Department of Education’s “What Works Clearinghouse”

lists the Talent Development High
School model as a proven dropout
intervention model.
Other models for working with
this population are gaining traction. The National Center on Dropout Prevention gave its Crystal Star
Award to the Olympia Learning
Center in Columbia, S.C.
The Star Academy in the Olympia
Center was a key reason. It emerged
a few years ago when South Carolina contracted with Pitsco Education, which develops curricula and
assessments, to design a program
to work with overage 8th-graders,
says Matt Frankenbery, director of
education for Pitsco.
Frankenbery says Star Academy
relies on hands-on and projectbased learning. For example, in
English courses, the students might
write and design a newspaper.
“We don’t do online and we don’t
do drill-and-kill,” he says. “We want
these students to get engaged in the
learning process again.”
More than 98 percent of students in the one-year program,
now in more than 20 schools in
seven states, make gains. But because it is new, there’s no long-term
data yet to show whether or not the
students stick with school.
The Star Academy can be located in either a middle school or high
school, but Frankenbery says it
usually works better in high schools
because students don’t feel like they
are left behind with little children.
In addition to dwindling resources, some Chicago principals say it’s
detrimental to put the achievement
academies in already-struggling
neighborhood high schools. Morrow likens the decision to building
housing projects with a concentration of poor people. “It is just too
many negatives,” he says.
Most of the host high schools
have had principal turnover and
other upheaval, too. Leaders of
achievement academies say that
they spend time and energy getting
principals to understand and support their work, only to have them
leave or be fired. Then, they have to
start all over again to win backing.
Everett says she was lucky that

the former Chicago Vocational
principal, Marie Miles, was supportive of the academy. Miles took
pains to give academy students a
chance to enroll in vocational programs, such as cosmetology, so that
they would feel included.
“The way I look at it, if we don’t
get them and save them, then we
lose them forever,” Miles said last
year.
But Miles and four other principals at schools that house achievement academies were replaced
over the summer of 2010. Chicago
Vocational’s current principal, Justin Moore, declined to be interviewed for this story.
Two of the academies are at
turnaround high schools, Fenger
and Phillips, and most of their staff
members were replaced over the
last year or two. That means that
teachers who had training in the
John Hopkins model didn’t survive
through the transition.
When it was announced last
spring that Phillips would become
part of the turnaround program,
the academy’s staff rose up in arms.
DeShazer and Mary McFarland, the
assistant principal in charge of the
Phillips Achievement Academy,
complained bitterly.
Though she admitted that the
achievement statistics were not
where they should be, McFarland
noted that almost half her students are Latino and make the trek
across gang lines into Bronzeville,
a predominantly African-American community.
“They are used to not coming to
school,” McFarland says. “Sometimes they come here at 10 a.m.,
and we are happy to have them off
the streets. We take them whenever we can get them.” And when
the school did get them, they often
tested at a 4th or 5th-grade level.
McFarland felt that her staff
should have been given more time
to prove they could be successful, since they had recently been
displaced from Englewood High
School when it closed. At Phillips,
they had trouble winning the support of Principal Euel Bunton, who
then lost his job as a result of the
turnaround.

Now, DeShazer and McFarland
are gone too. Only Robeson and
Crane still have the same principals.
Morrow stresses he is not against
having the achievement academy
students in his building. He explains that the students have sometimes been problematic, making
his staff hesitant and wary when
they heard the students would be
returning. Since the students come
from different neighborhoods, they
are sometimes from different gangs
and that can create conflict.
The achievement academy students started the school year later
than other students, which made
it especially hard to get them on
board with the new, tougher discipline, he says. (The academy is not
on the year-round schedule, which
meant a later start and a different
schedule from the regular school.)
Morrow has used some money
from the Culture of Calm grant to
pay for extra staff to focus on the
achievement academy. So far, the
attendance rate is up 14 percent
from last year.
Achievement Academy Director
Bonita Furcron says that if they can
get students into class on a consistent basis, they often find they can
perform.
In fact, this year’s first-time
achievement academy students
outperformed the regular Robeson
freshmen on a standardized test.
Five of them did better than average for high schools in the area, and
their names are featured on laminated poster boards all around the
achievement academy’s section of
the building.
“These are bright students,” Furcron says.
But a reality exists that makes it
tough for even the brightest kids. At
Robeson’s achievement academy,
17 percent of students are homeless and many of the others come
from unstable households.
As a result, attrition is a problem:
219 students originally enrolled in
the achievement academy. By late
March, just 146 remain.
Tell us what you think. Go to www.catalystchicago.org to leave a comment, or send an
email to karp@catalyst-chicago.org.

Robeson Achievement Academy student Jermaine Kelly is excited about moving into the regular high school for his junior year,
but nervous because he knows he’ll have a lot of classes to make up to graduate on time. [Photo by Cristina Rutter]

Suspensions, failures and a fresh start

J

ermaine Kelly’s elementary school experience was
chaotic. Every time he turned around, a fight was
“jumping off,” he says, smiling sheepishly and adding,
“We had wars inside that school, and I was in the middle
of it.”
The response of the principal was swift and always the
same. Jermaine says he was suspended so many times,
it felt like going through a revolving door. “I would get
there, and two days later I would be back home,” Jermaine
recalls. In 7th grade, he was suspended multiple times for
eight to 10 days.
By 8th grade, he had missed so much school that there
was no way he would be able to pass his classes and be
ready for high school.
In the 2006-2007 school year—Jermaine’s first time
around in 8th grade—more than 7,000 elementary school
students in Chicago were suspended more than once, according to data from the Illinois State Board of Education.
Almost 60 percent were black males, like Jermaine. While
there is no data linking multiple suspensions to eventual
retention, Jermaine’s story makes the correlation clear.
When he received the letter notifying him that he
would be held back, Jermaine was bummed out. “I didn’t
get to graduate with my friends,” he says. “I had to stay
back with all their brothers and sisters.”
Jermaine got another shock the following year. Harvard Elementary School—where Jermaine had been enrolled since kindergarten—became a turnaround school.
The principal and virtually all the staff were replaced.
Jermaine says the next year, discipline was stepped up and
the school became calmer. But he resisted. Again, he was
suspended a number of times.

Jermaine says teachers tried to help him improve his
behavior, but their efforts didn’t accomplish anything
because he was suspended so much.
Jermaine failed 8th grade, again. He was sent to summer school, again.
In August, he was told that he wouldn’t be spending
another year at Harvard. Already 15, he would have to go
to Robeson’s achievement academy. Jermaine was excited.
He was ready to be out of elementary school. In high
school, he would be able to be more independent.
This year—his second year at the achievement
academy—Jermaine decided he would finally buckle down
and get to work. He has a 3.5 GPA.
Jermaine credits teachers with getting him on track.
“They are non-stop,” he says, stopping him in the hall and
checking on him to make sure that if he isn’t in school, he
still turns in his work.
Bonita Furcron, the assistant principal at Robeson who
runs the achievement academy, says that she thinks a nurturing environment helps students. “If you feel as though
someone cares about you, you will do well,” she says.
But Jermaine has a long road ahead. The achievement
academy curriculum requires students to double-up on
reading and math coursework to catch up academically.
So when students enter 11th grade, they must take a
large number of electives and classes in science and social
studies to meet graduation requirements. The transition
to a regular high school is rocky for many achievement
academy students: A large number give up and drop out.
And in a regular high school, there will be no one
standing over Jermaine to make sure he stays on track.
—Sarah Karp
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Moving? Return your label with new address.

C H A NGE SERV IC E REQ UESTED

A new mayor,
a new day

Now online

Reaching Black Boys
Resource Center

Keep up to date with school news and analysis
through our online Catalyst Notebook.
Sign up for daily or weekly email alerts and links.

www.catalyst-chicago.org

Promote your event

Through the online Catalyst Community Calendar
Go to the home page of our website and click the submit button
on the calendar. That will bring you to a form
where you can fill in the details.
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Research and articles
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Go to www.rbb.catalyst-chicago.org

