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Chicago School Restructuring and State Takeover of Hartford School System


You asked for background information on the circumstances leading to the 1995 school restructuring in Chicago and the 1997 state takeover of the Hartford school system.  You were especially interested in how the consensus developed around the plans and who pushed them.

SUMMARY


The circumstances surrounding the state legislative actions with regard to the Chicago and Hartford school systems have several similarities, although the Chicago situation appears to have had a partisan political dimension that was not apparent in the Hartford case.  And the Chicago system’s financial problems were both more severe and more attributable to corruption than Hartford’s.  Both school systems suffered for years from low academic achievement, poverty, and crumbling facilities.  Both had difficult labor relations with teachers and were tied by labor contracts that critics felt were major impediments to reform.  Indeed, a common motive in both situations was to free the school districts’ management from overly restrictive labor contracts, a goal that ensured opposition from teachers unions, at least initially.


The Chicago school restructuring law that finally passed was, on its face, a much more anti-union measure than the Hartford one, although its implementation has not proved as dire as unions feared. Chicago’s situation was far more complicated than Hartford’s because of the sheer size and byzantine complexity of its administrative structure.  That structure consisted of not only a central board of education but also of 550 individual school councils with budget and hiring authority.  In addition, in the Chicago situation, unlike Hartford, the mayor and the governor were, at least on the surface, at odds over what should be done. The governor took a leading public role in the drama, advancing his own plan, which was largely adopted in the end.  And in Chicago, business interests were a key constituency that served to bridge the gap between the Democratic mayor and the Republican governor and legislative leaders.  There was no similar business group that played any role in Hartford.


The Hartford situation contained elements that the Chicago situation lacked.  A takeover option for Hartford was enhanced by the legislature’s need to respond to a state Supreme Court school desegregation ruling affecting the district.  In addition, the parties representing the city were much less united in the period leading up to the takeover.  The members of the Hartford school board fought with each other and with the city council, giving an impression of chaos and drift.  Finally, unlike in Chicago, Hartford city leaders proposed their own takeover plan to the General Assembly.  That plan made the key concession of endorsing the principle of state management, which gave momentum to the idea of a takeover.


This report narrates the sequence of events in both cities in the three to six months before the respective laws were enacted.  We rely heavily on contemporary newspaper accounts published in the Chicago Tribune and the Hartford Courant.  For the Chicago account, we also consulted articles from Education Week, a weekly paper covering education issues, and Catalyst: Voices of Chicago School Reform, an independent news magazine that documents and supports school improvement efforts in Chicago.  For your further information, we enclose summaries of the Chicago school restructuring law (96-R-1190) and the Hartford school takeover law (97-R-0596).

CHICAGO

Background


In 1988, then-U.S. Secretary of Education, William Bennett dubbed Chicago schools, “the worst in the nation.”  The statement came on the heels of the city’s longest teacher strike and a massive school reform rally convened by then-Mayor Harold Washington.  These events led the Illinois legislature in 1989 to adopt a sweeping school reform plan that shifted significant power and responsibility from the system’s central administration to parent-dominated local school councils.  The councils had the power to hire principals and approve school spending and improvement plans.  In addition, the 1989 reform reduced the mayor’s control over the Chicago school board by giving the councils representation on a nominating board that chose board candidates.  It was hoped that these changes would empower parents and city residents in their relations with the central school administrators, who were viewed as inflexible, out-of-touch, and resistant to change.


But the 1989 reforms failed to make a significant difference in the problems plaguing the school system, particularly low academic achievement. School superintendent, Argie Johnson, appointed in 1993, proposed to send central and district office workers to help schools with the lowest scores.  But reform leaders in the school councils protested this action, fearing a return to central control.


Meanwhile, in 1991, to assure labor peace for his reelection campaign, Mayor Daley, who retained some control over the city’s 15-member school board, agreed to a contract that gave teachers a 21% raise over three years.  The new contract avoided a strike but paying for it led to severe financial problems for the system in 1993.  Illinois law prohibits a school system from operating if its budget is not balanced.  In 1993, the Chicago school deficit delayed the opening of school for 10 days. Schools finally opened under a federal court order, after a judge ruled that continued closure contravened the district’s desegregation plan.  In November 1993, the state legislature approved a two-year bail out for the district that allowed it to borrow money to run the schools for two years and to repay the borrowing later with unspecified revenues.

1994 Election


In November 1994, the Republicans, who had been in control of the state Senate and the governor’s office since 1992, also came to power in the Illinois State House.  This political shift had two effects on school reform.  First, it brought to power many suburban and downstate lawmakers who had long been critical of the Chicago school system.  Second, it displaced the Chicago Teachers’ Union’s (CTU) most powerful ally, Chicago Democrat Michael Madigan from the House speakership.  Until then, Madigan had used his power as speaker to block all changes in collective bargaining and work rules for Chicago school employees. 


The new speaker was Republican Lee Daniels of Elmhurst.  He joined a longtime Chicago school critic, Senate President James “Pate” Philip of Wood Dale and, in the words of the Chicago Tribune, gave “the suburbs an unprecedented role in the developing of state policy after decades of Chicago dominance and prominence in the legislature”  (“Illinois Republicans Ready to Begin their Era This Week,” January 8, 1995).

Defining Issues and Staking Out Positions


At the beginning of 1995, facing expiration of the 1993 bail out plan, the Chicago school system projected a $300 million budget shortfall for the 1995-96 school year. On January 20, the Tribune reported that Governor Edgar was taking “a hard line,” by insisting the state would not bail out the school system.  “The day of reckoning is coming,” Edgar said.  Mayor Daley, facing reelection in April, asked the governor to “tone down” his rhetoric noting the city had not asked for a bail out.  “School reformers” (the Tribune’s name for school council members and their supporters) were reported as expressing disappointment with the governor (“Edgar Won’t Bail Out City Schools,” January 20, 1995).


As the 1995 legislative session progressed, Republicans offered proposals to ban teacher strikes, eliminate tenure, and inaugurate periodic teacher testing in the Chicago public schools. The proposals were limited to Chicago schools because, according to Senator Philip, “The IEA [Illinois Education Association] has some influence in our [Republican] caucus.”  The IEA represented teachers in many suburban districts while the CTU represented Chicago teachers (“Republicans Envision Schools With No Strikes,” January 31, 1995).


In March, the governor proposed to divert $261 million of Chicago’s federal Chapter I funding to offset the system’s expected budget deficit and forestall the need to raise taxes to pay for the shortfall.  Chapter 1 money was controlled by school councils and was supposed to fund extra school programs and supplies for low-income schools.  School councils vehemently opposed using it to bail out the system’s operating deficit (“GOP Could Force Schools’ Hand; Board of Education Says Its Deficit Now is $150 Million, and Edgar Won’t Reject Using Funds for Poor Students to Balance the Budget,” March 16, 1995).

Business Leaders Weigh In


Less than a week later, an organization of Chicago business leaders called the Civic Committee of the Commercial Club of Chicago issued a statement urging the state legislature to “immediately increase” the state’s basic education funding by $350 million for FY 1995-96.  The committee proposed that $100 million of the increase be put towards the $150 million Chicago school deficit, with the additional $50 million coming from savings within the system. The committee’s 65 members consisted of the chief executive officers of some of the city’s largest employers, including Amoco Corporation, Commonwealth Edison Co., and First National Bank of Chicago.  


The committee also recommended against using Chapter 1 money to pay off the school deficit.  But it urges that increased funding be tied both to school reform and to stepped up efforts by school administrators to cut costs.  Finally, the Tribune reported, “perhaps the most significant of the tradeoffs the business leaders demanded in exchange for their support is a change in the size of the Chicago school board from 15 members appointed by an elected body of parents and community leaders to ‘five or seven’ board members directly appointed by the mayor”  (“Businesses Tell State to Boost School Funding,” March 21, 1995).

The Mayor, the Governor, and the Legislature


After Daley’s reelection in April, Republican leaders urged him to present a plan for school reform and for dealing with the financial issue. Senate leader Philip expressed impatience with Daley’s failure to come to Springfield.  If the mayor did not come up with something soon, the Tribune reported, Republicans would enact a plan without him (“Daley Now Has to Win Over State GOP,” April 6, 1995).


On May 11, the governor and top legislative leaders announced their reform plan without waiting to consult the mayor.  The Tribune characterized the legislature as “hostile” to the city and “led by Republicans still smarting over his [Daley’s] move to sidestep them on control of the city’s airports.”  The paper noted that the Republican plan gave the mayor  a large measure of control over the system, which he had long sought, while also containing “significant anti-union elements” which were presumably less welcome.  The Tribune remarked that, under the Republican plan, “Daley would be virtually alone against a series of organized Democratic special interests from the unions to neighborhood activitists on local school councils, who see real change as threat to their power” (“GOP Beats Daley to the Punch on Schools; Its Plan Forbids Teacher Strikes,”  May 11, 1995).


On May 12,  the Tribune published a political analysis of the situation, quoting a Daley advisor, “it’s either put up or shut-up time.”  According to the article, Republicans sought to give Daley enough political rope to hang himself.  It described Daley as “trying to maintain some public distance from provisions such as the no-strike clause.”  Yet, the same provisions would make it easier for him to run the schools (“School Plan No Panacea for Daley; Mayor Would Confront Entrenched Interests,”  May 12, 1995).

Interest Groups


In May, the Tribune reported on the ambivalence of the city’s black on effect of school reform. While on the one hand, blacks were the groups most harmed by the system’s inadequacies, that system, with all its shortcomings and failures, was “perhaps the only arena of citywide decision-making where blacks are clearly in charge.”   The superintendent, the board of education chair, and the former head of the CTU (who died in 1994) were African-American women.  In addition, the school board nominating commission had a black chairman and vice chairman, the school councils were predominantly black, and 52% of the teachers and administrators and 60% of the students in the system were black.  The paper quoted Leroy Bryant, chairman of Chicago State University’s African-American Studies Department:  “I think there is a widespread feeling among African-Americans that they are losing control.”  (“Some Blacks Fear School Power Fading; Edgar’s Reform Plan is Viewed Skeptically,” May 9, 1995).

In the May 12 article already cited, the Tribune analyzed the political impact of the school reform plan in relation to the organized groups with interests in the schools. 

· School labor groups, including the 30,000-member CTU.  The no-strike clause and the transfer of power to the mayor put Daley at odds with CTU supporter Michael Madigan, the House Democratic leader, dividing two powerful Chicago Democrats.  And it weakened the CTU in relation to the IEA, a competing union traditionally aligned with downstate Republicans

· Pershing Road bureaucrats.  This group of school administrators, named for the school board’s headquarters location, were, essentially patronage employees.  Most were African-Americans with links to local political organizations.  They were very resistant to change.

· School contractors.  This group did billions of dollars of business selling goods and services to the school system.  Minority contractors lobbied for contracts through the legislative black caucus, the Chicago Urban League, and Operation PUSH as well as through traditional white political circles.

· Members of local school councils.  Each council had its own budget to spend on patronage and contracts and all wanted to keep the share of power they had won from the central bureaucracy since 1989.

· Parents.  The Tribune quoted the opinions of “longtime education observers” that, in the face of certain hostility from the other groups, the mayor had to build a solid relationship with parents, who were traditionally the least organized group with the least clout.  Unless Daley could build a constituency among parents for his actions, “he will have an almost impossible task of confronting the special interests,” according to Fred Hess, executive director of the Chicago Panel on School Policy. 

Final Outcome


In the end, the mayor agreed to the Republican bill generally as proposed by Governor Edgar.  On the day the bill was signed, the Tribune summarized the possibilities:

Yet to be determined is whether the measure is a Republican Trojan Horse destined to further divide Chicago Democrats by putting Daley at odds with traditional support from labor and the school bureaucracy; a last chance for the city schools to turn out a literate and employable workforce; or a poison pill for a white mayor in charge of a minority-dominated system that has failed to adequately educate hundreds of thousands of children.


The Tribune reported that the restructuring could not have passed if the Republicans had not taken control of the legislature (“Daley Quickly Flexes School Muscle,” May 25, 1995).  


For your further information, we enclose a fuller political analysis of the school restructuring plan and its immediate results (“GOP Clears Field, Daley Runs with the Ball,” Michael Klonsky, Catalyst, September 5, 1995).

HARTFORD

Background


In 1994, Hartford made national news when it became the first city to hire a private company to run its school system.  The Hartford board of education made the move in an attempt to solve a series of management and financial problems in the system, including chronic shortages of supplies, crumbling facilities, and restrictive work rules.  But the experiment with private management was not a success and the parties came to an acrimonious parting of the ways less than two years later. In 1996, the State Department of Education agreed to help Hartford write curriculum and streamline management, the city council launched a police investigation into financial mismanagement in the system, and a parents’ group called on the State Department of Education to investigate the Hartford school board.


At the beginning of 1997, an interim superintendent, Nicholas LaRosa, was in charge and  the members of the Hartford Board of Education were at odds with each other and with the city council.  Hartford Public High School was threatened with loss of accreditation.  In addition, in 1996, the Connecticut Supreme Court ruled that Hartford schools were unconstitutionally segregated and ordered the state legislature to remedy the situation.  In response to the ruling, the governor created an Educational Improvement Panel to recommend how to respond to the decision.  The panel was scheduled to report to the governor and the General Assembly at the beginning of the 1997 legislative session in January. 

New Superintendent


On January 7, 1997, the Hartford school board met to appoint a new school superintendent.  Before the meeting, it was announced that six board members Edwin Duroy, an Hispanic and superintendent of the Hoboken, New Jersey school system. City hall leaders, represented by Councilman John O’Connell, opposed hiring a new superintendent. They wanted to continue with interim superintendent Nicholas LaRosa.  Two members of the school board also supported that position.  Finally, a group called the Greater Hartford African American Alliance opposed Duroy, charging that the board’s process for selecting the new superintendent was racist and did not allow enough input from city residents (“Hartford Board Expects to Vote on Schools Chief,”  January 7, 1995). At the board’s meeting, under pressure from community activists, a majority of the board members changed their minds and voted to hire Patricia Daniel, the African-American superintendent of the East Providence, Rhode Island school system.

Initial Positions


Later that week, the Educational Improvement Panel voted narrowly to recommend in its final report that the state take greater authority over failing school systems, especially the Hartford system.  A panel member from Hartford,  Yvonne Duncan, argued that the state should abolish the Hartford school board because “it is unstable, it is dysfunctional, it is ineffective, it is corrupt.”  Legislative members of the panel, including Representative Cameron Staples, co-chair of the Education Committee, opposed the recommendation regarding Hartford (“Sheff Panel Wants to Intervene in Failing School Systems,”  January 10, 1997).


On February 12, the Hartford school board president, Donald Romanik, proposed that the General Assembly limit the scope of collective bargaining for the Hartford Federation of Teachers to wages and fringe benefits and eliminate the Hartford school administrators’ union.  In addition, the Hartford board agreed to adopt 48 recommendations for improving the Hartford school system compiled by the State Department of Education.  At the same time, the Education Committee co-chairmen, Representative Staples and Senator Thomas Gaffey, agreed to give the Hartford school system “a close look” and “special attention.” (“City School Board Head Seeks to Decrease Unions’ Power;  Romanik Proposes Change as Part of Sheff Ruling Solution,”  February 12, 1997).

City Proposes State Oversight


On March 8,  the leaders of the city council, the school board, and Hartford legislators said they would support creating a special state-appointed panel to manage all aspects of the Hartford school system other than curriculum and instruction.  These items would remain under the purview of the existing school board.  The plan was presented as “a key element of the state’s response to the Sheff school desegregation case ruling.”  The Hartford Courant reported that the deal was reached after “days of quiet negotiations” among various city groups and that it was an attempt both to solve the school system’s deep-seated problems and to head off a more radical proposal to abolish the Hartford school board altogether.  The latter was embodied in a bill introduced by the co-chairs of the Education Committee.  That bill would also substantially reduce the teachers’ union’s power.  The Courant reported that the negotiations were led by members of the city council.  (“Leaders to Call for Panel to Run Hartford Schools; State Control Agreed to in Principle,” March 8, 1997).


At an Education Committee hearing on March 10, the idea of state oversight gained support.  Education commissioner Theodore Sergi testified that it would soon be “time for greater intervention” by the state.  Hartford Mayor Mike Peters, school board president Romanik, and Rep. Marie Kirkley-Bey presented the Hartford proposal for an oversight board to the committee.  Later, the Courant reported, Peters said he was open to a total state takeover and abolition of the Hartford school board.  That night, the city council approved a resolution calling for a state panel to control financial management, maintenance and buildings and grounds, planning for new schools, labor relations, and all personnel matters. Major opposition to the takeover proposals came from the Connecticut State Federation of Teachers and the Connecticut State AFL-CIO (“Support Grows for Independent Board to Oversee City Schools,” March 11, 1997).


In an editorial on March 12, the Courant itself registered support for an independent state authority to help manage the schools, saying  that the school system was “on life support” and “only outside intervention can revive the patient.”  But the paper did not support complete abolition of the school board.  (“Let the State Step In,” March 12, 1997).

State Takeover


By April 9, after Hartford Public High School was notified that it would likely lose its accreditation, the Courant reported that the idea of a complete state takeover was “gaining momentum” in the General Assembly.  The accreditation loss was reported to be pushing legislators closer to the complete takeover.  In addition, according to the Courant, the version of the proposal on the table would keep existing labor contracts in place, a change from an earlier version.  The article noted that teachers had been “intensely lobbying” against the takeover bill for weeks and that they had targeted Senate President Pro Tempore Kevin Sullivan of West Hartford, “whose support for the bill is critical.”  The article also noted that the Hartford delegation in the General Assembly supported the idea of a state takeover strongly but not unanimously. (“Takeover of Hartford Schools on Fast Track; State Legislators Working to Finalize Terms of Proposal,”  April 9, 1997).


The next day, the Hartford school board received a final jolt from a key member, Stephanie Lightfoot.  Lightfoot resigned and joined those calling for the state to take over the system.   Others favoring the move were “parent leader”  Shirley West, president of Educate Our Children Now, and former board member Stephen Fournier, who resigned in January after accusing his fellow board members of nepotism, corruption, and micromanagement. The Courant also reported that the new superintendent of schools, Patricia Daniel, opposed a state takeover (“School Reform Advocate Quits Hartford Board,”  April 10, 1997).


Two days later, the Courant reported that the General Assembly was moving closer to a state takeover.  The paper said legislators were reacting to years of failing schools, a dysfunctional board of education, and the likely loss of Hartford Public High School’s accreditation. The article described a favorable vote on the takeover proposal by the Education Committee on April 11.  It noted that the takeover bill was supported by both Republican and Democratic legislative leaders and the governor.  It also reported that Superintendent Daniel had softened her opposition and that she was open to a state takeover.  The proposal preserved her role as top administrator (“State Takeover of City Schools Draws Closer; Plan Calls for Seven Member Board of Trustees,”  April 12, 1997).


The General Assembly passed the bill the following week and the governor signed it on April 18, 1997.
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