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Making the
transition
A final verdict is not yet in on the closings of
49 Chicago schools. But as children settle in
at new schools, big questions loom about
academics, parent involvement and the fate
of black educators who were dedicated to
improving schools in poor communities.
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From the Editor

A question of involvement

A

By Lorraine Forte
Editor-in-Chief

ny adult who was successful in
school will likely remember that
their parents played a defining
role in that success. What happens
during the roughly six-hour school day is
only part of the learning equation. Who
else but a parent or guardian will make
sure children attend school and complete
their homework?
Even parents who are not highly educated can help to ensure that their children succeed by providing the right support and encouragement.
Yet, as this issue of Catalyst In Depth
reports, parent engagement is shaping up
to be one of the weak links for welcoming
schools as they strive to forge new school
communities with the thousands of students displaced by closings.
Parent after parent interviewed for this
issue expressed dissatisfaction and dismay about the rocky transition to their
new schools. They cited bus schedules
that don’t accommodate after-school activities, crowded classrooms, students
feeling anxious and unwelcome. None
of these problems is impossible to solve,
but they naturally loom larger because of
the angst and anger families have experienced over the closings.
“This is a two-year transition,” says Peter DeWitt, an Education Week columnist
and school principal who oversaw a closing and consolidation in his district in upstate New York. “People want the parents
to get over it in October, but this is a painful loss for them and it will take longer.”
In CPS, problems with parent engagement are magnified because many parents
were already notoriously distrustful of the
district and fought against the closings.
The loss of veteran black teachers and
principals, who understood the communities that were hardest hit by the closings,
is also a factor. Some of these educators
transferred to welcoming schools. Others who were dedicated to the mission of
educating lower-income children did not
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Lack of engagement
The Consortium on Chicago School
Research conducts an annual survey in
CPS that measures parent involvement
in schools, one of the ‘Five Essential
Supports’ found to help even the lowestachieving schools to improve. The survey
asks whether parents volunteered at
their child’s school, picked up their child’s
report card, attended parent-teacher
conferences or contacted teachers
about their child’s performance. The
welcoming schools that scored poorly on
the 2012 survey will have a tougher time
improving unless principals and teachers
can build trust with parents.
parent involvement at welcoming schools

Weak or very weak
Strong or very strong
Neutral
Not enough respondents

17
13
11
8

Source: Consortium on Chicago School Research

and, as we report, have decided to move
on from CPS.
As this issue goes to press, the new

school year is just a month old. It’s far too
soon to render a verdict on the closings,
and it’s inaccurate to say all parents are
dissatisfied.
But for the closings to be a success, students will have to get a better education in
their new schools. That hasn’t happened
for the vast majority of students displaced
by previous closings: They landed at
schools no better than those they left.
This time around, the stakes are higher.
Thousands more students were displaced,
and many parents are angrier and more
likely to simply give up on CPS and bolt to
the suburbs or to private schools.
Not all families have the financial
means to make these choices—nor should
they have to. Their tax dollars, and ours,
are used to fund a school system that has
a moral, and public, obligation to provide
a good education for all kids, no matter

their families’ level of income.
The district often says it is accomplishing this goal by opening more charters
and contract schools. But true neighborhood schools, freely available to any child
in a community, are the bedrock of public education. It’s one thing to foster new
approaches via carefully vetted charter
schools that have a track record of academic success. It’s another thing to rely on
charters because it’s easier, and cheaper,
than doing the real work of creating good
neighborhood schools. Many parents and
grassroots activists are anti-charter because they suspect CPS of the latter instead
of the former, and see their neighborhood
schools dying on the vine as a result.
CPS has made a start at improving the
welcoming schools, bringing in new technology and classroom materials, sprucing
up buildings and launching new STEM
(science, technology, engineering and
math) and International Baccalaureate
programs. But the new programs will need
money and support long-term, and the
district’s finances are anything but stable.
In 2009, the Consortium on Chicago
School Research issued a report on the impact of school closings that started in 2004
under the Renaissance 2010 initiative. The
results were discouraging, to say the least.
The Consortium, a highly regarded institution known for issuing carefully worded
reports that never go an inch beyond the
evidence, stated its findings bluntly:
“This report reveals that eight in 10
Chicago Public Schools (CPS) students
displaced by school closings transferred to
schools ranking in the bottom half of system schools on standardized tests. However, because most displaced students transferred from one low-performing school
to another, the move did not, on average,
significantly affect student achievement.”
Journalists are often criticized for supposedly focusing on “bad news” and ignoring the positive. Yet in reality, we’re
happy to report good news—if the evidence backs it up.
Let’s hope that by year’s end that the
evidence thus far proves wrong.
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On the first day of school, a mother walks her children to the new Ward School, which is housed in the now-closed Ryerson. Some
former Ryerson parents say they are not happy with the new school. [Photo by Lucio Villa]

Missing connections

T

he historic closing of 49 elementary schools in Chicago
left many parents bitter and feeling left out as they try
to get involved in new schools. Yet parent engagement is
essential for school improvement, and principals are faced with
the challenge of building trust at schools that scored poorly on
surveys of parent involvement. COVER STORY: PAGE 4
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New School Transitions

Lydell Harris and his wife, Rachel DavisHarris, live across the street from the new
Earle Elementary, which took over the
building from Goodlow. The two say that
they aren’t getting as much access to the
new school, and that their sons are having
difficulty adjusting. [Photo by Lucio Villa]
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Missing
connections
Research has shown that parent
engagement is an essential component
of school improvement. The schools that
welcomed students displaced by dozens
of closings have an especially tough
task on this front: More than a third of
them have weak parent involvement,
according to a 2012 Consortium on
Chicago School Research survey.

L

By Sarah Karp

ydell Harris is a tall, thin man with a short graying
Afro, who students call “Coach” when they see him
on his porch across the street from school.
The nickname is a hold-over from the nine years
he spent coaching the boys’ basketball team at Goodlow,
where Harris was a regular presence, helping in the classrooms and doing whatever jobs the staff needed. Often,
he was at Goodlow from 7 in the morning to late in the
afternoon.
“I didn’t just do it for my sons, but for a lot of the boys
who don’t have a father figure, and I became that to them,”
says Harris, who lives in West Englewood, one of the poorest, most dangerous communities in the city.
But since Goodlow closed in June and its building was
taken over by Earle Elementary School’s leadership and
staff, Harris says he has been, essentially, barred from being active. His wife, who was on Goodlow’s local school
council, and several other mothers and grandmothers also
claim that they have had trouble getting involved in the
new Earle.
www.catalyst-chicago.org 5
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Irene Robinson (center) has six grandchildren who now ride the school bus from the shuttered Overton to Mollison. She says the children are frustrated by the crowded
bus rides and that older students sometimes pick on the younger children. [Photo by Marc Monaghan]

WHY THIS MATTERs
Chicago Public Schools closed more schools
this year than any district in history. Though
previous rounds of closings have proven
detrimental, CPS leaders assured the public
that these transitions would be seamless and
children would end up in better schools. But
the aftermath will be felt for a while.
 Parent involvement is an essential component of a successful school, but some parents
say they don’t feel welcome at their child’s
welcoming school—many of which scored
poorly on a survey of parent engagement.
 Hundreds of black teachers, principals,
custodians and lunchroom workers lost
their jobs, further devastating poor
neighborhoods that look to these school
leaders as role models for children and an
economic base for the community.
 CPS has more elementary schools than a
decade ago, but fewer neighborhood schools
designed to serve all children in the area.
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“We are not just parents,” says Michelle Clark,
who has a daughter at Earle. “We were on the
LSC, the advisory board, the [parent committee]
chairs.”
Darlene O’Banner says she understood that
one of the schools in West Englewood would
have to close. There seemed to be just too many
schools in the area, for too few children. But
since the closings, the principal of Earle has not
been welcoming, says O’Banner, who has lived in
West Englewood for 36 years.
“You cannot be in the community and not talk
to us,” she says.
O’Banner, Harris and about six other parents
met recently at the Lindblom Park District building to talk about their dissatisfaction with Earle,
a school that, at Level 3 on the CPS academic rating scale, is no stronger than Goodlow.
Harris says that he helped out at Goodlow
during the summer, packing boxes and getting
the new staff situated. At some point, Harris recalls being told he could coach the basketball
team. Later, he says he was told he could not, but
was not given a clear explanation.

Crystal Caston, whose children have been students at Earle for several years, says she thinks
the principal needed to do a better job of bringing
the Goodlow and Earle communities together.
“When a merger happens, there needs to be
some mediation,” Caston says. “She wasn’t accepting of the blending of the communities together. She didn’t meet them half-way.”
Yet Earle Principal Ketesha Melendez says she
has been trying to bring Goodlow parents into
the fold. The entire week before school started,
she held what CPS called “cultural integration”
events. Since then, she’s had an open house and a
roundtable event for parents, though she admits
they have not been particularly well-attended.
Melendez is also holding monthly “shadow
days,” during which parents can follow their children through a day at school and observe their
classes. She hopes that the experience will give
parents a richer sense of the curriculum and help
them assist their children with homework. Parents of the younger students are allowed to eat
breakfast with their children.
Melendez says she wants parents to volunteer,

but that they must fill out volunteer forms, which
might be something that the Goodlow administration did not enforce.
“It is very important to have a strong bridge
[with] parents,” Melendez says. She is hoping
that as the children warm up to her, the parents
will follow.
Yet Harris says his sons are having difficulty,
too. They used to love school when they attended
Goodlow and woke up early to get there. Now
Harris says he is getting calls about his sons acting disrespectfully and not turning in homework,
accusations that Harris doesn’t believe.
“My 7th-grader cried,” Harris says. “He doesn’t
want to go to school. He is just so angry.”
As they prepared for the massive task of transi-

tioning 11,000-plus students from closed schools
to new ones, district officials made sweeping
promises: The receiving schools would be better
than the ones children left, and students would
feel welcome in their new classes.
Tom Tyrrell, the ex-Marine who led the district’s transition efforts, said the first day of school
would serve as his “report card,” when students
arrived to see fully-stocked and renovated buildings. Tyrrell has used plans from several other cities to direct his mission and has especially relied
on a plan issued by the Broad Foundation in 2009.
The Broad guide book says that it is intended to help districts that are considering closing
schools determine how to solve budget challenges. It includes suggestions for many areas, such
as how to decide which schools to close, how to
communicate with stakeholders and how to reassign students.
But the timeline stops in September, and little
is said about how to deal with the aftermath.
Yet parents like those at Earle still seem to be
reeling as they try to adjust—and help their children adjust—to a difficult new reality. They also
must confront a myriad of problems, some of
which might seem to be small, yet loom larger
because of the circumstances.
Peter DeWitt, an elementary school principal
in Upstate New York, was in charge of overseeing a painful consolidation. He says it is wrong to
think that the transition ends on the first day of
the new school year.
“This is a two-year transition,” says DeWitt,
who also writes a column for Education Week.
“People want the parents to get over it in October, but this is a painful loss for them and it will
take longer.”
DeWitt says often the children are okay, but
parents are the ones who remember the old
school and have hard feelings. It’s important that
the welcoming school’s principal be visible, host
new events that are unique to the consolidated
school and doesn’t discount the population of
the shuttered school.

Keeping an eye on what is happening in the
welcoming schools is imperative. The schools
that closed as well as the welcoming ones are
mostly in poor neighborhoods, says Eve Rips,
a fellow working with The Independent School
Monitoring Project, an initiative of the Chicago
Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law,
Inc. and Loyola University-Chicago’s Education
Law and Policy Institute. As part of the project,
about 60 volunteers surveyed parents on Aug. 26
and 27. As the school year goes on, the monitoring will continue.
“They are often the schools that experience
the most problems, and parents don’t always
know their rights,” Rips says.
Whether or not the principals at welcoming
schools have the skills to work with disgruntled
parents is unclear. Fewer than 30 percent of the
receiving schools had strong or very strong parent involvement, according to a 2012 survey of
teachers and students.
Three schools—Faraday, Harvard and Jensen—were rated as “very weak.” Earle was rated
as “weak.”
The Consortium on Chicago School Research
launched the survey, now conducted each year,
after Consortium researchers identified “involved families” as one of the five essential components to school improvement.
Penny Sebring, founding co-director at the
Consortium, says schools with strong parent involvement are four times more likely to improve
in reading and math, and those rated as weak are
three times more likely to stagnate. One component of parental involvement that predicts
improvement is the trust between parents and
teachers, she says. “For the welcoming schools,
principals need to provide the total package, and
one of the best things to work on is building a
sense of trust,” she says.
But principals say they are a bit unsure of how
to change the attitudes of those parents who are
deeply disappointed at their school’s closure.
Mollison Principal Kim Henderson knows
that some parents still have not accepted that
Overton is closed. She says she reminds them
that the decision was not made by anyone at
Mollison—and in fact, Mollison was also on the
potential closing list. Both schools are in Grand
Boulevard, another impoverished South Side
community. Both are rated Level 3.
Henderson also says she reminds Overton
parents that the Mollison parents, too, have had
to make an adjustment, as enrollment ballooned
from 260 students to more than 510. “So everyone has had to experience some loss and make
adjustments,” she points out.
“If you have complaints about culture and
climate or the educational program, then talk to
me,” Henderson says. “There is nothing I can do
about the other things.”

A guaranteed spot
With new charter and magnet schools opening
yearly, CPS has more elementary schools today
than a decade ago—but fewer neighborhood
schools. In 2002-2003, 68 percent of elementary
schools had attendance boundaries and gave children in the neighborhood a guaranteed spot. Now,
that figure is 60 percent.

Change in
neighborhood
schools since 2003
More than 25% fewer
0 to 25% fewer
No change
Increase
Source: CPS Options for Knowledge directory, 2002-2003 and 20122013; CPS budget book, 2014

CPS officials envisioned that this past summer would be a time of healing, filled with picnics and meetings that would get children and
their parents accustomed to the idea of the new
school. But on the ground, that vision didn’t always materialize.
All summer, Rosalind Jackson and Torrence
Shorter, two parents from Ryerson Elementary in
Humboldt Park, say they tried to schedule meetings with the principal of the receiving school,
Ward. They planned a meeting and invited her,
but they say she didn’t show up. Many of them
had basic questions, like what uniform the children should wear and what time school starts.
As involved parents at Ryerson, they wanted
to know how to become involved at Ward.
“We are hoping she will have an open mind
because there is so much animosity,” Shorter
said during the summer.
As the school year drew closer, Jackson
said her daughter fretted about her safety. “My
10-year-old daughter is so scared about going to
another school that she told me she has to learn
how to put her dukes up,” she said in late August.
“Merging two schools that have not gotten along
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James Morgan and his sons now must walk past their old school, Trumbull, to get to their new school, Peirce. One of the boys has a disability and is sometimes forgetful,
but the longer, eight-block trip keeps Morgan from being able to quickly drop by the school to bring the boy’s belongings if needed. [Photo by Jonathan Gibby]
for over a decade is totally wrong. We don’t know
what to expect.”
Two weeks after school started, Jackson
reported that the situation was worse than she
expected.
For one, the school is having problems serving
lunch, maybe because there are so many more
students, she says. Plus, the principal will only
allow the students to exit from two doors, and
the crunch to get out at the end of the day looks
dangerous.
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On the Monday of the second week, the principal held a meet-and greet. Jackson had two big
issues that she wanted to discuss: One is that a
teacher’s cell phone was stolen, which led to all
the students on the second floor—the 4th, 5th
and 6th-graders—being patted down by police
and having their belongings checked.
“I don’t think that was right and a note didn’t
even go home about it,” Jackson says.
Jackson’s daughter told her that one of the
teachers calls the students “dumb or stupid” and

tells them that he doesn’t even need the job. Jackson says that when she told the principal about
the situation, the principal simply commented
that sometimes the teacher “goes overboard.”
“She doesn’t feel welcome at all,” says Jackson,
referring to her daughter. “It is just wrong.”
Jackson has already decided that she wants to
get her daughter out of Ward and has applied to a
few charter schools for admission.
The CPS communications office did not make
the Ward principal available for an interview.

Some parents say that the logistical problems—
with transportation and safety at the top of the
list—make it tough to become comfortable with
the new situation.
While picking up her grandchildren from the
bus that drops them off in front of the now-desolate Overton building, Irene Robinson says that
Mollison’s principal and staff seem good and have
been nice. But the children from the two schools
have been getting into beefs and disagreements,
and the former Overton students hate having to
take the bus to and from school.
Though it is barely a three-minute bus ride,

the children have to get to the pickup spot well
before school starts and often don’t get dropped
off until 20 minutes after the end of school. One
Friday afternoon, Robinson says, the students
were so frustrated that they started kicking the
tires of the bus.
After-school programs are about to start at
Mollison, but Robinson notes that few of the
Overton students will be able to go to them because the bus leaves right after school.
Henderson says she has asked the bus company if they can run a bus at 6 p.m., but she hasn’t
received a response.
“The principal wants us to be one family and
she is trying,” Robinson says. “But the students
aren’t ready.”
Jalainea Leslie has similar complaints. The
bus that takes her daughter from the shuttered
Parkman Elementary to the welcoming school,
Sherwood, is sometimes late and her daughter
can’t go to after-school activities.
Leslie is also upset that her 4-year-old son was
put in an afternoon preschool, and the district
does not provide busing in the middle of the day.
So Leslie has to take him on a Chicago Transit Authority bus or walk with him, which can take as
long as an hour. “He is only 4,” she says. “I can’t
make him hurry up.”
Leslie says she was desperate not to send her
children to Sherwood, but she had no choice.
Though Sherwood is almost a mile away, it is the
closest school. Leslie has no car and CPS promised to provide bus service. But busing is only
provided for the students who were already attending the closing school.
Leslie’s 8-year-old takes the bus, which is escorted by a police car in the morning and the afternoon. The presence of police is the only thing
that calms Leslie’s fears about her children’s safety. In mid-September, a man was shot in the back
yard of a house across the street from Sherwood,
she says. It was at about 4 in the afternoon, just
after the school bus pulled away.
“If I don’t see the police with the school bus
out there every day, I am going to transfer my
children or home-school them,” Leslie says.
Parkman, a Level 3 school, and Sherwood,
at Level 2, are both right off the Dan Ryan Expressway in what is officially called Fuller Park,
a neighborhood between Englewood and Grand
Boulevard.
“I am very disappointed,” Leslie says. She
graduated from Parkman, as did her parents and
siblings. Now Parkman is just another vacant
building in a blighted neighborhood. Already, the
school’s windows have been broken out.
Parkman is one of only eight closed schools
whose students received bus service to their new
school. For most families, the closings resulted in
a longer walk.
James Morgan says his sons are trying to get

used to that. Their old school, Trumbull, is right
across the street from his house in Andersonville
on the North Side.
Morgan decided to enroll his sons in Peirce,
though it was not one of the three designated
receiving schools: McCutcheon, Chappell and
McPherson. Morgan’s two boys were assigned to
McCutcheon. Both Peirce and McCutcheon are
Level 2 schools, higher than Trumbull at Level 3.
But Morgan says McCutcheon is in an area he
considers to be worse than where he lives, and it’s
also over a mile away in a different community,
Uptown. Simply put, he says, “There was no way
in hell my sons were going to McCutcheon.”
He was able to get his sons into Peirce, a magnet school that is a bit less than a mile away,
though still about eight long blocks to walk.
Morgan says the wheels on his son’s rolling
backpack have already broken. Also, his son has
a learning disability and is forgetful. Before, when
he left his homework or something else at home,
Morgan was able to bring it to school. “Now I
can’t,” he says. “He just has to do without it.”
His sons’ new school is far different from Trumbull. Peirce has more than 1,000 students, while
Trumbull closed with barely 300. When Morgan
left Trumbull in June, he says the staff pulled him
aside and told him he would have to fight to make
sure his learning-disabled son got the services he
needs. Peirce has a lower-than-average percentage of students in special education, 8.5 percent
compared to 13 percent for the district.
Morgan already sees evidence bearing out the
prediction. He has gotten two calls from his son’s
teacher and has an appointment to talk with
her. But even before the call, Morgan knew there
was a problem after he found a stack of undone
homework underneath his son’s bed.
“He says he doesn’t understand [the lessons],
and he doesn’t want to ask [questions] because
there are so many children there,” Morgan says.
At Trumbull, the staff knew his son and Morgan knew them, so problems could be addressed
quickly. Now, Morgan feels as though he and his
child are just one of many in a big school. He
hasn’t even met the principal.
Like Morgan, Irene Robinson says she’s already received a call from a teacher about her
granddaughter, who has Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder. At Overton, the teachers used
to know how to get her granddaughter to focus,
sometimes sending her back to her previous
teachers for a while to ease the situation.
One of the big fears surrounding the closings
has been that special education students would
get lost in the shuffle. Margie Wakelin, an attorney for the disability-rights group Equip for
Equality, says that through the monitoring project, the group has been put in touch with students whose parents are concerned about their
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Waiting on STEM, IB
New programs meant to upgrade welcoming schools

W

hen district leaders laid out their plans to close
a record number of elementary schools, they
promised that the new schools would be better academically than the ones being shuttered and rolled
out plans to launch specialty programs in many of
the welcoming schools.
To that end, over the summer CPS poured
money into the schools, for decked-out science labs
and carts loaded with iPads and laptops. Old schools
got major renovations, and even relatively new
schools got paint jobs and other touch-ups.
But it will take years before the promised new
educational programs fully emerge and, with the
district’s financial future uncertain, there’s a chance
that they won’t.
In addition to the one-time capital improvements, CPS put $78 million into the welcoming
schools’ operating budgets to pay for social-emotional programs or extra teachers so that class sizes
could stay small.
Looking ahead, principals are already bracing for
the likelihood that the “welcoming school fund” will
disappear after this year.
The 11 STEM schools got $376,000 each
and seven International Baccalaureate schools got
$255,000. The money was to pay for one-time
start-up costs such as teacher training, and two extra
staff members. At the IB schools, the two extra staff
members include an IB coordinator and a world language teacher. The STEM schools get one technology specialist and a math/science specialist.
The STEM and IB programs are focused on students in the middle grades, though the entire school
could see some benefit. The International Baccalaureate program offers a curriculum that focuses
on humanities and essay writing, while STEM stands
for science, technology, engineering and math and
emphasizes these subjects.
While CPS officials say they plan to continue to
fund these programs, there’s no guarantee that the
schools will continue getting funds for extra staff
beyond this year, says Kyle Westbrook, the district’s
director of magnet, gifted and talented programs,
who is in charge of implementing the new initiatives.
At the moment, staff from Westbrook’s office are
going to the schools to hold informational meetings
about what it means to be a STEM or IB school.
“We want to make sure that parents and community members are in the know,” he says.
Westbrook acknowledges that STEM programs
don’t all look the same. Chicago has the high
performing STEM Magnet School on the Near West
Side that has an engineering teacher, in addition to a
math and science specialist.
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Like the STEM magnet school, the new STEM
schools got an engineering lab and a media lab. In
the media lab, students have access to “the latest
and greatest” technology, including new Apple
computers and the full suite of Adobe software. The
new STEM schools have the technology and math/
science specialists, which are paid for by the district.
But they won’t have an engineering teacher—the engineering curriculum will be provided mostly online.
Westbrook says the schools have yet to choose
their engineering curriculum.
Unlike STEM schools, the International
Baccalaureate schools will have to implement a
specifically designed program. It will take two years,
at a minimum, to become an official IB school,
recognized by the national IB program. This year, an
IB coordinator is on staff to start training teachers
and schools are giving students foreign language
classes in preparation.
Next year, the schools will become IB candidates
and will continue to train teachers in the new
curriculum.
Yet one big question mark remains for teachers: whether the STEM and IB schools will redefine
the teaching positions for middle grades and have
teachers reapply or just retrain the current teachers.
The items establishing the schools and approved
by the Board of Education state that, at the end of
the current school year, the IB schools will close nine
teaching positions each and the STEM schools will
close seven each. The jobs will then be designated
as International Baccalaureate or STEM teacher-intraining positions.
However, Westbrook says it is still unclear whether these changes will be made, as CPS is in the midst
of negotiating the issue with the Chicago Teachers
Union. Meanwhile, the middle-grades teachers will
undergo training this year so that they can qualify
for the jobs.
The development of these specialty programs
coincides with Mayor Rahm Emanuel’s announcement of five “wall-to-wall” IB high schools and
five Early College STEM high schools. Some of the
programs at the welcoming schools are supposed
to serve as feeder programs for the high school
specialty programs.
Emanuel became enamored with IB after a
Consortium on Chicago School Research study
showed that graduates from the existing high school
programs—smaller programs nestled in neighborhood high schools—did better in college.
CPS already has 17 middle-grades IB programs,
but their performance is uneven with only half of
them performing above CPS averages on the ISAT”
—Sarah Karp

children’s Individualized Education Plans. The
plans are supposed to transfer with the child.
In some cases, children were not receiving
services designated on their plan, and parents
had to hunt down special education staff from
their child’s closed school to help get the correct
services back in place.
In other instances, children were about to
be screened for a possible disability when the
school closed. As a result, Wakelin says, the child
and parent must often start over with the lengthy
process to set up a screening.
Wakelin also suspects that securing aides for

Laura Ward Elementary, now housed in the old Ryerson, is now an official STEM (Science, Technology Engineering and Math) school. But teachers need to be retrained
and a new curriculum designed, so it will take time before students reap any educational benefits. [Photo by Lucio Villa]
displaced students might be a problem.
Parthenia Barnes is an example. Her 5thgrade son was supposed to have an aide on the
bus and in the classroom as he transitioned from
the shuttered Goodlow to Earle. He has hypertension, a learning disability and bipolar disorder.
He started school without a bus aide and on
day 2, he got into a fight. Then, he got a bus aide,
but the aide didn’t escort him on and off the bus,
trusting him to find his teacher on his own.
Barnes was then told that her son had gotten a

school aide and was introduced to a young lady.
But Barnes didn’t trust the situation. So one day
she purposely did not give her son his medicine
in the morning, thinking that she could check on
matters by showing up at school and going to his
classroom to give it to him.
Once at the school, Barnes’ suspicions proved
correct. The aide was nowhere to be found.
Barnes says she has called Central Office a
number of times to try to get an aide in place, but
has yet to receive a response.

“I am worried that my son or someone else is
going to get hurt,” she says.
Barnes was on the local school council at
Goodlow and says she wants to be involved at
Earle. But she accuses the principal of not telling
former Goodlow parents when the meetings are
held, and only notifying the Earle parents.
“She lets her people know,” Barnes says.
Tell us what you think. Go to www.catalyst-chicago.org to
leave a comment, or email karp@catalyst-chicago.org.
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New School Transitions

Morgan Elementary teachers Leland Sanford (top left) and Christine Brown (bottom left) were eligible to follow students to the welcoming school, Ryder. The two
remained in limbo over the summer, waiting to see if enough Morgan students enrolled. Neither teacher landed at Ryder. [Photos by Marc Monaghan]

‘Structured out’ of a job
Their goal was to improve poor schools, but some black educators are giving up on CPS

F

By Sarah Karp

ifth-grade teacher Leland
Sanford and Spanish teacher Christine Brown sat at his
desk in the school’s library,
surrounded by brown boxes and
barren walls. They were not happy.
It was the Monday of the last
week of school, and Sanford and
Brown had just received letters
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saying that they wouldn’t find out
for a few weeks whether they would
have jobs next school year. Their
school, Morgan Elementary, was
one of 49 to be shuttered in June.
Both teachers had superior or
excellent ratings and were tenured,
making them eligible to follow their
students, per a provision in the new
teachers’ contract.
The caveat, however, was that

enough students from the closing
school would have to enroll in the
welcoming school to make their
jobs necessary.
Sanford feared the worst. “I consider it a layoff notice,” he said.
While Sanford’s students were in
gym class, he snuck off for a quick
meeting with Aaron Rucker, the
principal of Ryder, the welcoming
school. When Sanford returned, he

was even more agitated.
Rucker told him that only about
30 students from Morgan had registered at Ryder—so few that the
school might not need even one additional teacher. “You look into the
future and you see nothing,” said
Sanford. “There are no guarantees.”
Sanford decided to go into teaching more than 30 years ago because
he loved children and saw it as a sta-

ble way to earn a living. He has two
grown daughters and, at 50 years
old, never thought he would be in
this position. Half-joking, he says he
will be applying for a job at Walmart.
Ironically, Sanford is exactly the
type of educator in shortest supply in CPS: a black male. The latest
sweeping round of school closings
have made even more of a dent in
the already-dwindling supply of
African-American teachers.
Of the 1,022 teachers at closing
schools, about half (51 percent) of
the 507 who were laid off because
they had poor ratings or did not
have tenure were black, according
to a Catalyst Chicago analysis of CPS
data provided to the Chicago Teachers Union this summer. The remaining 515 teachers were eligible to fol-

low their students to the designated
welcoming school because they had
superior or excellent ratings.
Among eligible white teachers,
75 percent received transfers, compared to only about 67 percent of
black teachers.
Some of those teachers who did
not get transfers in July eventually
were hired within the district, but
CPS has not yet shared information
about those hires with the CTU.
Black teachers were hit harder

for one main reason: They tend to
be concentrated in schools that
enroll the largest numbers of black
students, and 40 of the 48 schools
that closed had primarily AfricanAmerican student bodies.
In the 2001-2002 school year,

about half of CPS students and 40
percent of CPS teachers were black.
That is no longer the case. Now, 40
percent of CPS students are black,
compared to roughly 25 percent
of teachers, according to the 2012
Illinois State Board of Education
teacher service records.
Black principals have also lost
ground. In 2011-2012, 46 percent
of CPS’ principals were black, down
from 55 percent 10 years ago. Black
males, like Sanford, are even more
of a rarity today. Only four percent
of teachers and 12 percent of principals are black men.
That black teachers and principals increasingly find their profession precarious could have longrange repercussions.
Stanford University education
professor Thomas Dee says studies
have shown that students tend to
do better with teachers of the same
race, but there has been little research to determine why. Dee suspects that it has to do with a confluence of factors, such as the fact that
these teachers provide positive role
models for students and that they
may have fewer stereotypes about
the children.
“Another idea is that minority
students have more anxiety in classes taught by white teachers and this
might prevent them from doing as
well,” he says.
Dee notes that figuring out why
students do better with same-race
teachers is important, especially as
schools become more diverse.
What’s more, principals and
teachers who have just lived through
the experience of having their
schools closed say it is traumatic,
and they will think twice before
taking another job at a potentially
vulnerable school. In the end, just
the threat of closings makes schools
in the toughest neighborhoods an
even tougher sell to good teachers.
Neighborhoods also are hurt as
other school workers join the ranks
of the unemployed.
Custodians, clerks and lunchroom workers, many of them also
African American, have also lost
their jobs as the district’s “footprint”
has shrunk.
Lonnell Saffold, institutional
division director for the Service

Employees International Union,
which represents CPS custodians
and lunch room managers, says
originally 75 to 100 of his members
were laid off in the spring. Some
were called back, and the union is
waiting for a final count of those
out of work.
But CPS cutbacks over time have
taken a toll, Saffold says. “When
you take good jobs, you devastate
communities and you devastate
families. These are the jobs that
sustained our communities.”
The impacted communities are
the neighborhoods that CPS students live in, a point that the CTU
tried to make as they fought against
closings.
“Public sector workers make up a
strong economic base for a community, so when reform like this occurs
in many of the schools that have already been neglected for ages, they
remove the adults that have been
connected to these children, in
some cases for generations,” Brandon Johnson, organizer for CTU
and chair of the union’s black caucus, wrote in a January 2013 column
in the Austin Weekly News.
Thirty-three-year-old Demetrius
Hobson says he never thought he
would be disenchanted, especially
so early in his career.
On the last day at Henson Elementary on the West Side, where
Hobson was principal, two little
boys got into a fight at the awards
assembly and one of their mothers was in the office, pissed off and
waiting for Hobson. Hobson told
the mother he would investigate,
which seemed a bit of a useless
proposition considering it was the
last day at a closing school.
Another girl in the office had
been told to call a parent or guardian to come to the school to get
her. She and another student got
into an argument and the other girl
threatened her. The tall, thin girl
was crying so hard she could barely
talk on the phone to tell her brother
what happened.
“No one knows where my mama
is,” the girl told the clerk. “I’ll walk
you home if I have to,” the clerk
said. “I just don’t want any of this,
not today.”
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New School Transitions
Landing jobs
After the first round of hiring decisions were made in July, black teachers
were more likely than those of other races to face an uncertain future. CPS
officials say many of the teachers displaced by closings eventually get hired
at different schools. However, teachers say the sense of vulnerability sticks,
even if they eventually find positions in the system. In all, 1,022 teachers—54
percent of them black—lost their positions because their schools closed.

Of the 1,022 ...

507 teachers were laid off because of poor ratings or lack of
tenure. 51% were black, 49 % white, Latino or other race.

355 teachers were eligible to follow their students to the
welcoming school and transferred. 56% were black,
44% white, Latino or other race.

160 teachers were eligible to follow their students but
did not get transferred. 61% were black,
39% white, Latino or other race.

Losing black educators
In lower-income black neighborhoods, African-American teachers and
principals often serve as role models for students. One principal notes that
black teachers are often the only adults with college degrees with whom
children interact in these communities. The percentage of black students
has fallen by about 10 percent in the past decade. But the percentage of
black educators has declined even more steeply, and the recent school
closings were an additional blow.
Teachers
White

2001-02

Administrators
Black
46%

Latino

Asian/Other
39% 13%

31%

2%

2011-12

49%

25% 15% 11%

56% 12%
1%

32%

45% 16% 7%

Note: Administrators include assistant principals and principals.
Source: CPS Racial and Ethnic Survey, Illinois State Board of Education teacher service records

Hobson and the office staff decide to send the girl back to class
and then make sure she gets home
safely. As he walked the girl up the
stairs, Hobson tapped his watch.
“Forty-five minutes,” he said.
Forty-five minutes before the
last bell was to ring, and the school
felt tense and emotional. As if to
apologize, Hobson noted that some
students don’t know how to deal
with their sadness about the school
being shut down. Some cry. Some
fight. Some do both. “They are responding to the loss,” he said.
Hobson became a principal just
two years ago, after attending—at
the expense of CPS—the Teach for
America principal training program
at Harvard University. When he was
placed at Henson, a small school in
the middle of impoverished North

14 Catalyst In Depth Fall 2013

Lawndale, it was exactly where he
wanted to be.
Hobson sees schools like Henson as beacons in a community that
is struggling with poverty and the
many problems that spring from it.
Schools are one of the few places in
such a community where children
can see and interact with adults
who have bachelor’s and master’s
degrees, he points out.
Hobson, who grew up on the
South Side and attended CPS
schools, says providing a good education in communities like North
Lawndale is a personal mission.
In the last weeks of the school
year, when it became clear that
Henson was going to close, Hobson went into overdrive. Among
the tasks he set out to finish: Get
students enrolled in a new school,

inventory everything in the school,
and try to make sure learning wasn’t
too disrupted by teachers running
off to job interviews.
Proudly, he said that even on the
last day, he saw instruction taking
place: A teacher was talking to her
students about paraphrasing.
Just before the bell rang for
the last time, Hobson got on the
loudspeaker and gave his farewell
announcement. He ended it by
telling the students “Education is
liberation.”
But as he stood on the concrete
steps in front of the school, hugging
students as they came by, he looked
tired. He said fatigue was starting to
set in. “This was my Plan A. I don’t
have a plan B.”
Hobson, like the other principals
of closed schools, stayed on CPS’
payroll through October. Their job
was to help close their schools and
do other odd jobs.
By summer’s end, Hobson was
discouraged. He said he was not
looking for another job in CPS.
“Not,” Hobson repeated. “I have
some serious concerns about the
way the district is doing things and
the lack of state funding.”
A handful of other principals
from closing schools are no longer
seeking employment with CPS, he
said, and added that he has heard
about a few welcoming school principals who have “walked away.” According to CPS, eight welcoming
school principals left their posts
over the summer.
“I am in Chicago, but it is not
clear to me what my next step is,”
Hobson said. “I want to step back. I
am trying to look at it as, who are the
beneficiaries of this? We talk about
equity. Who is this equitable to?”
Hobson said he is thinking about
“engaging children in other ways”
besides being a school principal,
and perhaps running for office.
Other principals of closed schools
desperately want to find jobs in
CPS.
Bontemps Principal Allen Mosley started as a substitute teacher at
the Englewood school and worked
there for 24 years. He says he has
put in resumes everywhere, both in
CPS and in the suburbs, and is will-

ing to take a non-principal position.
But at 52 years old and coming from a low-performing school,
Mosley says he hasn’t gotten any
callbacks.
Jobs prospects look a little
brighter for Morgan Principal Vikki
Stokes. Two years ago, Stokes was
the principal at Guggenheim, which
closed. At Morgan, she tried her
best to create a positive culture, and
boasts about the many celebrations
she hosted.
“When you give people kudos, it
helps to keep them focused,” Stokes
says. “I also try to redirect people. I
will ask them: How are you getting
along on meeting your goal? It overshadowed the sadness. The good
outweighed the bad.”
Stokes says she dreamed of making Morgan the Disney Magnet of
the South Side. Disney, a popular
North Side school, and Morgan
were built around the same time
and are similar in design.
Because Guggenheim closed,
many on the Morgan staff thought
Stokes was brought to their school
to close it. Some staff members
say Stokes told them the school
wouldn’t be shuttered, so they didn’t
fight hard to keep it open.
Stokes, who has only been a
principal for three years, says she
is in the same boat as the teachers.
Principals have no job protections.
“I just want to unpack my pictures
and my plants. It would be great to
call a place home,” Stokes says.
One of several issues surrounding

the teacher’s strike last year was the
union’s insistence that displaced
teachers have some job protections.
The union scored a big win when
CPS leaders agreed that teachers
could follow their students.
But, as is often the case with situations involving CPS, people are
taking a wait-and-see approach.
However, so far, teachers who were
transferred seem relieved and the
principals who received them seem
happy to have them.
Lavizzo Principal Tracey Stelly
said she needed two teachers. The
kindergarten teacher from Kohn
transferred in and is now teaching
1st grade, with some of her former
Kohn students in her class. “She got

Demetrius Hobson came into Chicago Public Schools two years ago, full of idealism. As he closed down his school, Henson in North Lawndale, he became discouraged. He
said he no longer wants to work in CPS. [Photo by Jonathan Gibby]
to loop with them,” Stelly says.
For 5th grade, Stelly got Phillip
Clay, a tall black man whose youthful appearance belies his 15 years in
the classroom. The other 5th-grade
teacher is Cathy Clark, who is also
Lavizzo’s assistant principal. Stelly
says the two make a great pair.
Clay says that he was saddened
by Kohn’s closure. “I had put my
heart and soul into it,” he says. “I
had the highest ISAT scores there.”
Clay says he wasn’t too worried about finding a new position.
He prides himself on being a hard
worker and he says he figured something would come through. Also, his
friends assured him that as a black
man, he would be a hot commodity.
But things did not work out so
well for Leland Sanford.

In the spring, few Morgan students said they intended to go to
Ryder. But Sanford predicted that
would change. “The parents think
they have options, but they really
don’t,” he said.
Sanford was right and, over the
summer, Ryder got a slow trickle of
students. By the last week of summer, Ryder was projected to get 134
students from Morgan, and several
Morgan teachers were brought on,
according to Sanford. (The CPS
communications office failed to
arrange a follow-up interview with
Rucker, the principal at Ryder.)
But Sanford never got a call.
Out on the open market, Sanford
has had no luck. He is convinced
that it is because he is a veteran
teacher who would command a

high salary. He has filed a grievance
with the union.
CPS officials have said in the
past that 60 percent of teachers
laid off due to closings find other
jobs in the system. But many
things changed that might make a
difference this year.
Drastic budget cuts forced principals to lay off teachers and led to
fewer job openings overall. And with
student-based budgeting, principals have to stretch limited dollars
to pay for enough teachers, making
veterans less attractive financially.
“I have my letters of recommendation, I have my awards, I have my
test scores, but still it is not enough,”
Sanford says. “One principal even
told me that they have no money to
hire people like me.”

Another principal sent a rejection letter before he got home from
the interview.
Without a job, as a displaced
teacher, Sanford had two choices:
Take five months of salary and exit
the system or work in the substitute
teacher pool for a year. With a mortgage and a work ethic, he decided
he would take the latter choice.
For the first two weeks of school,
he was assigned to do odd jobs
around Lavizzo. Being a vagabond,
he said, was insulting.
“I helped the students, but I
didn’t help myself. I am just out,” he
said. “I am very disappointed. I am
being structured out of a job.”
Tell us what you think. Go to www.catalystchicago.org to leave a comment, or email
karp@catalyst-chicago.org.
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