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Ken: 
Well hi there, and welcome to another edition of Chicago Newsroom right here on CAN TV. I am Ken Davis. It has been another let’s just say tumultuous week for the Chicago Public Schools. Just another one, we have so many of them, but we’re talking now about huge budget cuts coming very close to the children in the classrooms, schools losing lots of money, hundreds of thousands of dollars. We learned yesterday that the charter schools are going to be losing a lot of money. About $100-million is being cut and we are hurdling toward February 29th which is going to be even by Chicago Public Schools, with the way we judge Chicago Public Schools it’s going to be a really bad day with maybe $100-million in cuts all coming in at one time or something like that, I don’t know.


It’s time to talk to Peter Cunningham. Peter Cunningham is joining us at the table today, and Peter I’m really glad to have you here and thanks for being here.

Peter C:
Thanks for having me. 

Ken: 
May I begin by reading back a little bit of your resume, your CV to you? Because I think in terms of this conversation it’s really important for people to understand who the heck you are.

Peter C:
Most of it’s true, so go right ahead.

Ken:
Well you wrote it, so most of it is true, right. Peter is one of those people who many people may not know because he’s not always out there in front of the camera, but has been around forever talking about and involved in these issues. And I bring this up because I guess you got started in a way with the City with Ed Burke, right? You worked for the Finance Committee for a while?

Peter C:
Very very briefly, for about six months, then I jumped over to Neil Hardigan’s office. He was in the middle of a campaign running for Governor in ’90, and then I went over to City Hall in ’91 to start working for Daley.

Ken:
And you were Mayor Daley’s chief speech writer for about five or six years or something, which is where we crossed paths because I was working briefly in the actual Mayor’s Press Office sometime when you were there, so we knew each other a little bit from there.
Peter C:
Right.

Ken: 
But you went on from there to create your own company as so many people do, Peter Cunningham Communications. And then that put you really kind of on this interesting trajectory, because you then became, I don’t exactly know how it worked, but you ended up speaking for the Chicago Public Schools through that job, right?

Peter C:
I did. I was sort of the head of Communications at CPS for about five or six years and then I joined Arne Duncan in Washington during the first Obama administration.

Ken:
Who was the head of CPS when you were working at CPS? Was it Arne Duncan?
Peter C:
Oh yeah.
Ken:
You weren’t out there earlier than Duncan?
Peter C:
No, I started with Arne.
Ken:
Also at this point you meet up with this guy David Axelrod and start working with Axelrod.
Peter C:
So I knew Axelrod when I was working for Daley, knew him very well, and then I did some work with Axelrod as a consultant after I left City Hall for about 5 years.
Ken:
So then the whole world revolves on its axis about 90-degrees and this guy Obama becomes President and says, “You know I think I’m going to bring some of my Chicago kids out here,” so he appoints Arne Duncan to be Secretary of Education and Arne Duncan…
Peter C:
Invites me to join him. I remember the day Arne was announced. It was in December just after the President had been elected. He wasn’t sworn in yet. It was on the West Side of Chicago at Dodge Elementary School, and there he is the President elect. Arne is sitting in the front row. He introduces Arne. As soon as he is finished introducing Arne in the press conference he walks right over to me and says, “You’re coming, right?” So this is the President elect of the country; I think I need to respond.
Ken:
So Obama himself said that to you? He said, “You’re coming, right?”

Peter C:
He did. He walked right up to me, gave me a little hug and said, “You’re coming, right?” I said, “Yeah, I’m coming. I’m coming.”
Ken:
So you end up in DC as what, you were like Deputy…
Peter C:
Assistant Secretary for Communications and Outreach, and I did that for 4 years. I had an office, about 100 people out there.
Ken:
You supervised 100 people?
Peter C:
I did, yeah. 
Ken:
Would you say your job was the message? You were the message guy?
Peter C:
I was, in charge of the narrative and the message that we were trying to advance, engaging with the media, engaging with the public, shaping Arne’s schedule, where he went, choosing the issues that we would engage about, pushing back on some of the critiques, that kind of stuff. Basic communications.
Ken:
That’s a major part of the job, pushing back on critique.
Peter C:
And I think driving the narrative around Race to the Top and the reforms was a big thing.
Ken:
And then you came back to Chicago.
Peter C:
I did. I came back in 2012 after the first term.
Ken:
And resuscitated Peter Cunningham Communications.
Peter C:
I did. I went back into consulting and then I got approached by four of the pro-reform funders who asked me to set-up this organization Education Post to sort of drive positive narratives about education reform. 
Ken:
So what is Education Post? I mean I know that under the name of Education Post you are writing things and putting them out there, but is it – I mean is it an organization? What is it?
Peter C:
It’s a non-profit. It has a staff of about 10 and has a number of consultants around the country who work with. Basically we’re just a communications shop. We try and write stories, write blogs, op-eds. We give behind-the-scenes advice to people about communication issues. I think of it as our job is to defend people trying to do the right thing for kids. We feel there’s a lot of change still needed in education and a lot of people who are driving that change really come under attack, so somebody needs to stand up for them. Somebody needs to help validate what they’re doing. Somebody needs to help identify voices to support what they’re doing and that’s what we do.
Ken:
Of course you understand better than probably almost any living human being how intensely polarized this whole education situation is in the United States, in every city and nationally. When you say the Education Reform Movement, even that is a politically polarized statement, because immediately people are going to say, “Oh yeah, that kind of reform.” 
Peter C:
Right. Well there’s a lot of people who are frustrated by reform. There’s a lot of people who still believe in it and there’s a lot of people who are just dead-set against it, and it has devolved into some pretty vitriolic stuff on both sides. I mean this isn’t just people who are against reform who have done this, but it’s kind of pretty vitriolic. It’s gotten personal. People are attacking people like Michelle Rhee or Campbell Brown or whatever. And on the reform side there’s people who attack Union leaders unfairly. Our slogan is Better Conversation Better Education, and we try and promote a better conversation. I reach out to people across the issue, across the abyss all the time and ask them to engage. I talk to teachers all the time who disagree with us through comments and letters and emails. I engage with them. I visited their schools.

I think that there’s a lot of common ground between those on the reform side and those who are opposed to reform. They would rather stay on the wings and keep attacking each other. It’s just more fun I guess.

Ken:
It sounds like the abortion kind of thing. It’s like you’re pro-life or you are anti pro-life or whatever it is. Even the words get you started.
Peter C:
Right. And I think there’s a lot of reasonable common-sense people in the middle, a lot of parents, a lot of teachers who think some change is needed who maybe think some of the changes that different communities push go too far. And I think that’s a reasonable position to take. I just think the idea that we don’t have to do anything is wrong.
Ken:
Well there’s agreement on that. I don’t think there’s anybody who believes we don’t have to do anything.
Peter C:
Oh there are a few, yeah.
Ken:
Maybe you will tell us who they are. It’s a delicate question, but at this point are you receiving any money from CPS?
Peter C:
No.
Ken:
You’re not a contractor to them in any way?
Peter C:
No. I don’t take any money from them. They never offered it. It’s not what I do. I’m full-time with Education Post.
Ken:
But you don’t receive any City tax money or anything like that?
Peter C:
No.
Ken:
Not that there’s anything wrong with that.
Peter C:
No, it’s important to be clear about that.
Ken:
I’m going to ask you a bunch of questions about CPS today and I think you are as informed on these things as anybody, and I think it’s important to understand that you are not taking money from them to speak for them at this point. 
Peter C:
Definitely not. I mean to be clear I do talk to Forrest Claypool. He’s a good friend of mine. I’ve known him for 30 years. I talk to the Mayor. He’s a friend of mine. I’ve known him for a long time, so I do communicate with them sort of offline or independently.
Ken:
I’m sure you do.
Peter C:
They shoot me an email and ask my thoughts on things.
Ken:
And ask for your opinion.
Peter C:
Yeah.
Ken:
Because you’re an opinion guy and that’s okay. 
Peter C:
I am. I’m in the opinion business.
Ken:
Well you’re actually in the opinion management business if you ask me.
Peter C:
That’s one way to put it, yeah.
Ken:
Let’s talk about February 29th. I don’t know if I’m overplaying this, but February 29th looks like it’s going to be a hell of a bad day for CPS. 
Peter C:
I think it is, but I think the actual number of teachers who get laid off will be pretty small. I think they will do as much as they can to minimize that. I don’t know if the number is under 100 or over 100, but it’s not the thousands that have been talked about. They will do everything they can to find other…to identify other ways to save money and they’ve been doing that. To be clear they cut a lot of money out of the Central Office. They did eliminate the pension pick-up which I think got them a lot of money, $175-million maybe. That might be over a whole year though, I’m not sure. 

So they’re doing everything they can to avoid teacher layoffs but there’s going to be a few. And the proposal they gave would have reduced the number of positions to some degree. Nobody knows how much the class sizes would have expanded, but they probably would have gone up a little bit.

Ken:
The way it’s been working is that the principals have been notified because it’s kind of like school-based budgeting I guess, the principals have been told, “Here’s the number you’ve got to hit, $140,000 or $50,000 or whatever it is has got to come out of your budget effective that day,” right?”


Peter C:
Yeah, and I think I read something the other day about one school that’s got to make up $108,000. That’s in the middle of the year. Now this is a school with probably a 5 to $10-million budget, so it’s a lot of money but it’s not an overwhelming amount of money. These are not really really really deep cuts. These are everybody’s got to do some sacrificing, everybody’s got to share. 
Ken:
We heard yesterday about what’s being dropped on the charter schools. The charters are going to be losing a fair amount of money too, but again, it seems like as you say no cut is good, but it’s not going to be ending up closing any charter schools or anything like that.
Peter C:
Right. The worst thing about it is that it comes in the middle of the year. It’s really hard to run a school and a principal wants to know he’s got his money and make plans and do the best thing, and then this comes in the middle of the year is devastating.
Ken:
Why in your estimation did this have to happen on this date?
Peter C:
I think the big thing is Springfield. Springfield just hasn’t really come to terms with its longstanding lack of responsibility towards education funding. Every single year when I was working for Arne we had this big kabuki dance where we had to make cuts at the Central Office, challenge…figure out how to tighten our belts as much as possible and then go to Springfield and fight for more money. And we never knew how much we’d get until the end of May, and then our budget was due at the end of June. Now if they stuck to their schedule then at least we had a month to figure it out. They didn’t stick to their schedule, so we’ve been you know, CPS I could say, not us. I’m not there, but they’ve been trying to figure out how to get through this year without the help they need from Springfield. And according to Claypool he’s put out several memos to basically say CPS has 20% of the students but only gets 15% of the state funding. On the face of it that seems wrong, especially given the fact that we have a poorer, more challenged population than the rest of the state as a whole. 
Ken:
That’s such a quagmire, that discussion about the 20 20 20 because there are other people downstaters who would say yeah, but the CPS also gets other money for special education that other schools don’t get, and then over the years it’s all kind of balanced out so that CPS really is not getting less money than the other schools.

Peter C:
Illustrative of virtually every education debate which is one guy says this, someone else says that. No one can agree on the facts and the debate devolves into no conclusion. It doesn’t reach a conclusion because we can keep on arguing facts. I saw that piece from Christine Redonio, the republican leader saying that. I don’t know if she’s right or wrong. I trust Forrest, I know him. I think he’s fighting for the Chicago kids and he showed me his numbers. I haven’t really looked closely at hers.

Ken:
Let’s talk about the tentative agreement. This was a really kind of dramatic thing that happened a few weeks ago. My perception of what happened is that there had been very little movement for a long time. Both sides were negotiating but not much was happening. They were both lobbing salvos at each other about not negotiating in good faith. And then suddenly it appears that the city, that CPS put something on the table and that for whatever…however you want to look at this, CTU at least paid attention to it and said, “This is interesting.”

Peter C:
Serious.

Ken:
“This is serious.” So the leadership, and I guess by leadership we’re talking Jessie Sharkey and Karen Lewis decided that they would take it to their membership. And for about 24 hours there was like this kind of like glee. Everybody was dancing around like wow, maybe something is going to happen here, and of course it didn’t.
Peter C:
Right.
Ken:
And I think a lot of us have been trying for a while to try to figure out the details of what went wrong, and I don’t pretend that you can answer these questions, but you can certainly give me your perspective on it. First of all, so this was what was referred to as the tentative agreement, and it went to a division of the CTU that I personally had not heard of before, the big bargaining unit. And the big bargaining unit took this matter up. There were 40-something teachers and they rejected it unanimously. There was no dissent. It was a unanimous rejection of this tentative offer, which of course left everybody’s head scratching because well then what does that mean for the CTU? Does it mean that the leadership is out of touch with its membership, or was it some kind of cynical ploy because Karen Lewis and Jessie Sharkey didn’t want to get up from the table and just walk away so they let their Union do it for them? I mean I know you are not with CTU.
Peter C:
I was not in the room. I don’t know.
Ken:
Neither of us were, but you must have had some reaction to this.
Peter C:
Yeah. I think by all indications, and again by my conversations with people who were involved, Karen was bargaining in good faith, Karen Lewis, President Lewis was bargaining in good faith. She believed it was a pretty good deal. She does believe – I think she is convinced that we are in a higher state of crisis than we had been in the past and that shared sacrifice is required. Notably she had really lowered the rhetoric. Karen is really good at rhetoric. She’s an absolute pro.
Ken:
Said by somebody who has been in the business of rhetoric.
Peter C:
Yeah, I’m in the business of rhetoric and I can tell you I have great admiration for her skills. She’s good and she really lowered the tension, said it was a serious offering took to them, and you know I think she wanted this deal and I think Jessie wanted this deal. I think it was a good deal. It gave them some things that probably the Mayor and Forrest don’t want and certainly some other people don’t want like the restriction on charter schools, limiting their growth.  And yet there were a lot of other things the Unions wanted. There were things like relaxation, relaxing the evaluation procedures to make them a little more the way the Union wanted them, but it came out 40 to nothing and I don’t know what it means. Does it mean that there’s a bunch of hardliners in the Union who really just want to strike? What they said was trust. What they came out and said was, “We don’t trust CPS.” You know there’s probably examples in the past where that’s justified. I know in 2011 one of their annual raises was rescinded, so that’s certainly not something that builds trust.

But you have to look at what’s happened in the last couple of months with Forest. I mean he closed down three charter schools. He opened two. He reopened the neighborhood Dyett High School and agreed to it. Didn’t give the hunger strikers exactly the school they wanted, but I think he’s trying. He’s fighting very hard to protect their pensions. I mean this is a deal that would protect their pensions. You know I think they have to give him the benefit of the doubt and they should look at his record. He doesn’t have a long record of being a Union buster. He’s got a record of being a strong efficient manager and that’s what the district needs. 

Ken:
Let’s look at some of these issues one by one, the pension pick-up. Again, I think we can agree on the fact it’s something that CPS offered 30 years ago saying, “Look, we can’t give you a raise, but how about if we pick up a couple of points. You’re supposed to pay 9% into the pension fund. We’ll pick up a couple of points,” and then of course that happens for a few years until it gets up to 7/9 of it. And it’s been something that I’m sure CPS has wanted to back out of for a very long time but it’s very difficult to do. Do you agree with the teachers’ position that that now is essentially income for them, and that if you take it away you are cutting their salaries?
Peter C:
Sure. I mean it’s money in their pocket today and it would be out of their pocket tomorrow. So the way the deal worked was that they gave them… They were going to reduce the pension pick-up over two years.
Ken:
Three and a half.
Peter C:
Then three and a half. They were also going to add a little bit more in health care, 8/10 and 7/10 for 1½ over two years. So you add that together you got an 8½% reduction. So that was paired with salary increases, so that they kind of kept them whole for several years. And then on top of the cost of living salary increases you also had step and lanes salary increases. So between the cost of living and step and lane they were coming out ahead. They weren’t coming out ahead a lot. I’ll be honest, they weren’t coming out ahead a lot.  
Ken:
Yeah, it’s difficult to argue that because we don’t know where inflation is going to go, but I mean the whole point of these cost of living raises is that they are supposed to pick up the cost of living. They’re not supposed to go back and make whole something that was taken away from them. A teacher would argue no, you’re taking money away from me.
Peter C:
Correct. I think it’s not an illegitimate argument. I mean the larger context is we have a crisis here. We’re essentially trying to correct some imbalances. You’re not going to get a whole lot more money in this context, but it would keep you whole and maybe even give you a little bit more. 
Ken:
I thought it was a dramatic moment, I can’t remember exactly when it was, but Karen Lewis was appearing somewhere on an interview program and she just quietly dropped to this thing about well you know we might have to look at the pension pick-up. When I heard that I thought my God, the seas are parting here. But then of course when it becomes nuts and bolts and you’re looking at the numbers… Well we don’t know if that’s why the Union rejected this or if it was other things.
Peter C:
Right. We don’t know and they didn’t say and that was one of the reasons I criticized them in Catalyst and elsewhere. It’s like if there’s an issue let’s talk about the issue and let’s keep trying.
Ken:
You wrote a piece in Catalyst that just dropped a couple of days ago and you can see that at Catalyst. It’s a provocative piece. It’s interesting to look at. But as you said, one of the big questions was this thing about trust. There are a number of elements to that and another part of it was this whole thing about the early retirement offer as you say. But in order for that to have worked a lot of people had to agree to take an early buyout.
Peter C:
Right. I’m told that there’s about 5,000 people, not just teachers, but also paraprofessionals who are eligible for the early buyout. The deal hinged on getting I think 2,250 to take it. Both sides believed it. Both sides believed that that many people would take it. It’s pretty generous. It’s $1,500 for a year of service, so if you serve for 30 years it’s a $45,000 check, so that’s pretty good. A nice little bonus on your way out. And the other really important thing, and the folks at CPS told me this, but Karen has not challenged it, is that this was her idea, and the reason why she wanted this was because the step and lane increases stop for older teachers. Some of them are at the top of the pay scale, and this was a way to give something to her older teachers. So you know, that’s what I was told. That’s what I put in the piece.
Ken:
I think a very solid argument can be made that in a way it’s almost kind of like eating the seed corn though isn’t it? Aren’t these the teachers that you really value? The teacher has been around for 20 years, or are you in that school of thought that we need younger teachers and it’s actually a good idea to push the old farts out the door.
Peter C:
Well I wouldn’t put it that way, but the research is all over the place about this. A lot of research says the teachers hit their peak at five years and continue to get better for about five more years, and then kind of level off. I’m sure it varies. I’m sure there’s fantastic older teachers and I’m sure there’s tired older teachers just like there are in any other field. But it’s an offer. That’s why the goal isn’t to get rid of great teachers, it’s to get rid of the ones who are tired and who want to take this bonus and move on, and a lot of people reach that point. 

So, it didn’t require all of them to take it, but you know they were very explicit about it. If a whole lot of higher-paid teachers took this buyout they would be able to preserve more lower-paid teachers and that would reduce the need for - that would help reduce any pressure to lay off or close positions, etc. 
Ken:
You said it in your Catalyst piece that this is a good deal for CTU because it gets rid of more expensive teachers.
Peter C:
Yeah, I’m very clear about it. 
Ken:
You favor that. You favor getting rid of expensive teachers.
Peter C:
If they are ready to go. I want to be really clear about this. I’m not interested in just firing expensive teachers just because they’re expensive. I’m interested in giving them the option of leaving if they want and the savings that it results in allows you to keep more teachers on the payroll. 
Ken:
Of course you know the argument at the other end of the spectrum, which is that the charter schools and many other schools for that matter have a reliance on younger teachers who are with two, three, four years’ experience. And in fact, one of the raps on the charter schools even in Chicago is that they really kind of try to drive them out after a few years because they want to just keep churning younger teachers in there.
Peter C:
I’ve heard that. I don’t know how much it’s true. It’s probably true in some places. I don’t think it’s true everywhere. I’m sure you can find charters that have low turnover and I’m sure you can find them have high turnover, and I’m sure you can find district schools with that as well. In fact, a lot of studies indicate that traditionally trained teachers in traditional public schools have very high turnover rates at the beginning of their careers. It’s nothing like half of the teachers leave, although those numbers have changed also more recently, so I’m not sure what the latest numbers are. 
Ken:
The charter piece that Catalyst just recently did just in the last couple of days contrasts the retention rate of teachers in charters versus the so-called traditional schools and it’s dramatically different in Chicago. I presume some of that is the fact that the traditional schools are unionized and the teachers are paid better. I’m sure that’s a big part of why they stay longer. 
Peter C:
I’m sure it’s a fact. 
Ken:
The other piece of this or one of the other pieces was this promise to – I’m not exactly sure what it was, nobody really is, but there was a promise to not build any new charter schools in Chicago for the duration of the contract, which is presumably four years.  
Peter C:
Right.

Ken:
And if any charters closed they could be replaced, but CPS would not initiate any new charters. That was a demand of the Union and they appeared to have gotten it from Forest Claypool. However, and this gets back to the trust thing again, what CTU said, and I was at their press conference when they rejected it, is that it’s a hollow promise. Because as we both know the Charter School Commission, the Illinois Commission has the right to just build any charter school they want any time in Chicago and CPS has nothing to do or say about that. 
Peter C:
I have a hard time believing they could build a school in Chicago if the Mayor didn’t want it.
Ken:
You do?
Peter C:
I do. I just don’t think that would happen. If the Mayor said they don’t need that charter school, we’re not going to do that charter school. We made agreement to the Unions.
Ken:
But what if the Mayor and Forrest actually quietly wanted the charter schools? Why would they block it? Are you telling me that you think that the Mayor is not in favor of having more charter schools?
Peter C:
I think he likes charter schools, but he really wants is he wants to deal with the CTU and he wants to move on and he wants to lock arms and go down to Springfield and get some more money.


Ken:
Because his concern is trying to go after Rauner.
Peter C:
Absolutely. And he’s got a lot of charter schools. He’s got like 130 of them. There’s a couple of more than there’s some interest in creating, not necessarily from him. Noble Street is opening one this year. There may be another one, I’ m not sure, but in any case building a lot more charter schools I don’t think is the agenda of Forrest Claypool and Rahm Emanuel right now.
Ken:
Do you think the Union has a case when they saw that the CPS is not being trustworthy? Look at the idea that Forrest Claypool moved to take $100-million out of the budget the day after the contract was rejected. Now you and I are in the message business, right?
Peter C:
Yes.
Ken:
You do not advise Forrest Claypool, but you’ve been in that room. We’ve both been in that room where these things are discussed. Didn’t somebody say to him the optics of this are bad unless you want to be appearing to be anti-Union?
Peter C:
I don’t think that’s true. I think that everybody true we were facing cuts. Forrest had said that publicly multiple times. He had said that we are reaching the end of the line here. When they came out unanimously against an agreement that I think both of the Union leaders wanted his view was okay, I just need to spell out the choice now. Here’s the choice. We can come together around this agreement and we can face some of these cuts. Why would you delay those facts of life? Why would you hold off?
Ken:
Help me understand this. There has to be a connection between the fact that within hours of the collapse of whatever we want to call it, the tentative agreement, he announces these big cuts and he just says, “I’m unilaterally taking the 7% away.” I mean that has to be a reaction, right?
Peter C:
No, it wasn’t a reaction. It was an explicit choice. We either come together around this agreement which allows me to phase out the pension pick-up and balance it with higher salaries so that you are at least whole and maybe come out a little bit ahead. Or I’m just going to do it anyway. That was not a surprise. That was not news.
Ken:
But he’s also at the same time saying that we are continuing our negotiations and he’s being very conciliatory in saying well you know it’s a process; we still have to go through this process. So if it really is a process why do you set off this bomb in the corner of the room just to sort of get everybody aggravated?
Peter C:
Well I don’t think it was just to get people aggravated. I think it was just to be really clear with everybody, the public included that we have a very clear choice to make. I don’t think he did it in a way that basically it insulted anyone or whatever. I think he was just very clear okay these are the choices.
Ken:
Well it insulted Karen Lewis. She called it an active war.
Peter C:
I know. Like I said, she’s very good at rhetoric that one. 
Ken:
We’re both into rhetoric.
Peter C:
Yes.
Ken:
So, part of what I would really like to understand is putting this in the perspective of the connection between City Hall and CPS, there is no connection between City Hall and CPS, they are the same. They are virtually the same entity. 60% of Chicagoans in the Trib poll sided with the CTU and said that they were the ones who knew how to improve the Chicago Public Schools, three times the number of people who believe that Rahm Emanuel, and I guess by connection Forrest Claypool know how to fix the schools. The public is on the side of the Union, at least they think they are. They say they are. How does that affect what’s going on? How does that affect the dynamic?
Peter C:
Well, I think it obviously helps the Unions and it makes it challenging for the Mayor and for Forrest to do what they need to do. I guess it speaks to the work ahead. They need to work a lot harder to build the support and trust of the people of Chicago. They haven’t succeeded with that and there’s a lot of history behind that. We’ve had five or six CEOs since Arne left in 2009.
Ken:
At least one of them going probably to the slammer.
Peter C: 
One of them going to jail. We’ve had a lot of financial crisis years after year because we never fixed the structural problems. It has been a very very aggressive effort by the Unions to push back on a lot of the changes that we’ve been pushing and they’re very good at it. So kudos to them. I solute them as a communications person. I think that what the public is voting on, I’m not really clear whether they’re voting on a real knowledge about what’s going on. And I did see the question. It was a pretty straightforward question and it’s a real wake-up call to the Mayor and to Forrest Claypool, but you know, you’ve just got to keep on working harder and you’ve got to do a better job communicating and historically CPS has not done a great job.
Ken: 
We probably are spending too much time talking about the message here since we are one current and one former message guy, but to me that message we’re rejecting this because frankly we just can’t trust you, was a very powerful message.
Peter C: 
I guess it was, and I think that if you want to rebuild trust you’ve got to do it slowly, carefully, and you have to safeguard that. I’ve worked with Arne for years and nothing, nothing troubled him more than when somebody felt he was misrepresenting him. And he did it once in Washington with one statement that was wrong. Somebody gave him a statistic that was wrong and it appeared that he was using that statistic for sort of to make a political point. And he really regretted doing it. He was frustrated that he was given a false statistic, but trust is vital in public service and you really have to work hard to protect it.
Ken:
I guess one of the other areas of trust, and this is the minefield of all minefields, is this issue of charter schools and the role that charter schools are playing in American education today. I think we all remember the origins of these schools that were supposed to be laboratories that were going to teach us how to make our schools better, and a lot of people even back then thought well they are not really laboratories, they are Trojan horses. They are this thing that’s going to grow within the belly of the beast and kill the beast and everybody is going to hope that what’s left is better, but we’re seeing it. I mean we’re actually seeing it now. We’re seeing traditional high schools with 100 kids in them because they are being drawn out into the charters. And I’ve got to tell you I don’t think I’ve ever felt more conflicted on an issue than I do on this, because I passionately agree with many of the arguments that have been made on both sides. But it is impossible not to in my view, when you see that according to Melissa Sanchez at the Catalyst, the number of CPS high schools grew by 39% in Chicago over the last decade, 39%. And this was at a time when the enrollment of course was stagnant in the City, so this was just a proliferation of schools. Ten years ago a quarter of high schools were privately run, now it’s half, in ten years. 

So yes, arguments can be made that some people are benefitting from this, but a lot of people are not benefitting from it, and I don’t know how you can make the argument that this isn’t a hostile takeover by the richest people in America who just simply decided a long time ago that the public school system wasn’t working and they were going to come in and fix it by putting in quasi private schools and make the public pay for them.

Peter C:
If it’s a hostile takeover by anybody it’s by parents. Parents are choosing these schools, right. We give parents a choice in making those choices. They are saying, “We are really frustrated with schools where half the kids don’t graduate. We are frustrated with schools where there’s no AP. We’re frustrated with schools that don’t get kids into college. We’re frustrated with schools that send kids to college and find out they need remedial education. That’s been happening in a lot of high schools all across America, and it still happens in some charters, but it happens in an awful lot of traditional schools. Used to have something like 2,000 drop-out factories they were called in Chicago, schools that had either below a 50% graduation rate. We only have about 1,200 now. We’ve been tracking this, and that’s because we are giving parents the choice of choosing something better, so I think that’s the only argument for charters is parents deserve a choice.  
Ken:
It’s a compelling argument and an argument that I understand, and yes, it is. However, to some degree it’s also a false choice because it’s the only choice. If I’ve got a kid in a miserable blackboard jungle hell hole of a school and somebody opens up a gleaming new school a couple of blocks away, of course I’m going to choose that. It’s not really a choice. And I’ve always been so frustrated with the thought that what if all the people who have put all the money into charters had come into Chicago and said, “Let’s take a couple of these traditional high schools that are doing fairly well, but they’re just kind of like they need a huge infusion of energy and money and put that into there.” Why didn’t that happen? Why didn’t people come in and say, “Let’s try to fix what we’ve got?”


Peter C:
So you haven’t heard of the Annenberg challenge?

Ken:
Yes.
Peter C:
So that was back in the 90s. Walter Annenberg was a big industrialist, gave about $500-million. A lot of it went into high schools. Gates also gave a lot of money to small schools, plus it was all traditional schools; that wasn’t for charters and the results were very mixed. So it’s false to suggest that a lot of philanthropy did not give money directly to public high schools, and a lot of philanthropy still gives money to public high schools.

What’s frustrating to a lot of the philanthropic community is they feel they’ve been giving money to education for decades and it isn’t really driving change. And the thing about charters, which as everyone knows was actually a gleam in the eye of Albert Shankar years ago, a former Union leader. The thing about charters is you take away the bureaucracy. You take away some of the things people keep complaining about that stands in the way of success. You say, “Now let’s try it under these conditions.” And under those conditions you start to get some different results, not all the time, but often.

Ken:
I’ll cede that point because we’re reasonable people, right.
Peter C:
Let’s try. 
Ken:
But it comes at the expense of absolutely eviscerating what’s left of the public system. And let’s face it, no matter how you want to put lipstick on this pig the charters succeed because they really are selective enrollment schools when you get right down to it.
Peter C:
I don’t buy that.
Ken:
They select because they have parents who are more engaged. They have kids who are more perhaps driven, and the kids who do not fit into this mold get pushed out or they never go in there and they end up in these ghettos. And I use the term in the classic sense of the word, these ghetto schools where the only people who are left are the people who can’t make it into or don’t want to go into the charter schools. It’s just another case of the haves and have-nots being split further and further apart. It’s a triage. It’s saying there’s going to be about a quarter or a third of these kids that we’re never going to reach, screw them. We’ll build really good schools for the ones that we can rescue. And that’s good for them. It’s good for their parents, I don’t deny that. I don’t deny what the charters have accomplished, but it’s been at a very high price.
Peter C:
So you need to come down and visit the Montessori School of Englewood. It’s a charter school in the middle of Englewood. I’m on the board. It has a special ed population well above the district. Virtually every kid is poor. Every kid is African American. The percentage of kids who have had like personal trauma in their lives is about 50%. The number of kids who need reading intervention is much higher than the district as a whole, and they are out-performing all the traditional schools. They’ve never pushed anybody out. Maybe they’re an exception. Maybe there are examples. This whole debate is driven by anecdotal examples, very often, not driven by data. Here’s an anecdote about one kid who was pushed out and we say all charters push kids out.
Ken:
Right, right.
Peter C:
That doesn’t happen, so I don’t buy the narrative that this is happening systemically.
Ken:
I agree with that by the way.
Peter C:
I’m sure it’s happening in some places, but by the way, let’s remember who invented pushouts, okay. The traditional school system invented push-outs. They’ve been pushing kids out for years. They push them into alternative schools. They suspend. They expel. And Randi Weingarten, the AFT President, wrote a piece basically saying you know we teachers we wanted zero tolerance discipline, because we were tired of struggling with kids, and she said ‘we were wrong.’ She admitted she was wrong, but pushouts is an old old trick in education and it isn’t limited to charters.
Ken:
It’s still being done in Chicago. 
Peter C:
It’s still being done in traditional schools and in some charters as well and it should stop. 
Ken:
This is where this argument always comes isn’t it? And you’re quite right to say that both sides then just hold up their examples. It’s like I can find you two examples that prove my point and it really doesn’t help the conversation. It doesn’t advance the conversation at all.
Peter C:
I would concede that there’s bad behavior by people in education on all sides.
Ken:
But Peter, the thing that has always really ticked me off about this is that charters are becoming school districts of their own. They’re getting bigger and bigger. More and more money is being spent on their own administration. Now maybe UNO might not be the best example to use, but look, when all those scandals started happening about UNO you had a guy who was running – what was he running nine schools or something? Who was being paid more than the beloved Barbara Byrd Bennett was being paid for running whatever it was, 800 schools or something, right.
Peter C:
Right. 
Ken:
What’s what about? Why do I as a taxpayer have to pay people to run these charter schools when I’m already paying for a giant system? Can’t we all get along? Isn’t there kind of a third path here or a second path or something?
Peter C:
You know I wish there was and I’m totally open to it. All I know is that kids are desperate for an education, but they only have one chance, and when they’re stuck in schools that are not really giving them what they need somebody has to do something and you can’t wait forever. So I appreciate that some charter executives are overpaid. Certainly some traditional school executives make $500 or $600,000 a year too, whatever. We should curb those abuses. We should curb them into higher ed space as well. You have people making millions of dollars in higher ed. But all I know is that if we just say the most important thing is educational quality and maybe spend a little less time worrying about governance and all of these other issues and just say who is getting results for kids? And make that the one thing that matters more than anything, that’s where I would take the debate.
Ken:
So then it becomes my turn to use a silly little example, but you know in the City of Chicago a CPS has had extraordinary results building great schools with Union teachers. 
Peter C:
Right.
Ken:
That do a really good job.
Peter C:
Keep them open, grow them, replicate them, expand them.
Ken:
Isn’t that what I’m saying? Why are we not able to grow and replicate that success?
Peter C:
Well we have 600 of them just to be clear, so it’s not as if we haven’t, but I don’t know. What’s holding us up? I don’t know why you can have a great school on the south side, a traditional public school like Beethoven was for years, like Aerial is today, Aerial Academy, and then right next door is a terrible school. Why? What are we doing differently? What are the two doing differently? Why can’t we take whatever we’re doing right here and put it in there? But it doesn’t happen. It’s just one of the phenomenons in education. The same thing happens in the charter space by the way. We have bad charters. We just don’t do the obvious smart things.
Ken:
I really will stop.
Peter C:
You’re making good points. They’re all legitimate points.
Ken:
The thing about it is it has always struck me as the shiny new object that everybody…for a few years there it was like oh my God, we’ve discovered the holy grail. Let’s build charter schools,” so everybody built charter schools. And then gradually we’re finding that charter schools if you look at them really are kind of not that much different from traditional schools – some good, some bad, some brilliant and wonderful. So in the end was it really worth it? And the conclusion I come to is at the expense that we paid for it maybe not, but I don’t have an alternative either, so I don’t know.
Peter C:
We can agree to disagree on it. I think one of the things you have in policymaking is something called unintended consequences, and you know we decided as a country that we ought to start testing kids. We didn’t have a policy that said let’s over test them and a lot of people did over test them. We decided as a policy that we want to have a stricter level of discipline. We didn’t decide we want to have you know six times as many black kids getting expelled as white kids, but that’s what happened. Unintended consequences, that’s what happened. We decided all kinds of things that people go too far with, okay. 

So I like the idea that we have these charters, these laboratories of innovation, and I like these ones that are getting great results. The ones that are not getting great results I don’t like it, and I certainly don’t like the consequence that it pulls kids out of traditional public schools, but parents are making that choice, and that’s the thing I really want to emphasize, parents are making that choice.
Ken:
Forgive me, but I just have to say it again, it’s because it’s the only choice they were given. 
Peter C:
It’s not the only choice. They can stay in traditional schools if they want.
Ken:
Well, as we know the place where the charters, where the sort of medium-grade charters are succeeding is because they are way better than the crappy schools that are there. But isn’t it interesting that the characters don’t make much headway in communities where the schools are better supported?
Peter C:
Sure, there’s no case for them. What’s the case for them?
Ken:
Okay. Can we talk for a minute about toxic swap relief?
Peter C:
Yeah. I’m not sure I know much about it.
Ken:
I don’t know anything about it.
Peter C:
I’m against it anyways.
Ken:
Well I am too.
Peter C:
Or maybe I’m for it; I’m not sure. 
Ken:
The real question is the Tribune did a number of stories on… the president of the school board who was an appointed school board president by Rahm Emanuel, David Vitale, in the oughts introduced this idea that we could raise a lot of money cheaper by going with these riskier bond deals, right.
Peter C:
I’m really not up to speed on the issue but I’ll listen to you. Go ahead.
Ken:
Well we did it and we’ve ended up obligated to pay 100 million dollars more just for those couple of bond issues that were done in like 2003/2004. The question is is it fair to say at this point that the Mayor of Chicago could go after the banks and say, “You guys deceived us. You guys are stealing money basically from out of the pockets of the taxpayers. You knew these things were essentially risky, extremely risky and fraudulent and we want to at the very least we want to negotiate some kind of deal with you. You need to let us off the hook on some of these things. Why has the Mayor been reluctant to that? That’s one of the big things that Unions and critics have been criticizing him for. Explain this to me.
Peter C:
Well I can’t. I said I don’t know much about it. Perhaps I should, but I don’t really know what he should do, what the right course of action is. I think if there’s a conversation to be had I’m sure he would be happy to have it about whether there’s some relief. I just don’t know the details of the issue. 
Ken:
Fair enough. Do you believe, and this is just a general thing, do you believe that there is logic to the idea of attempting to tax the financial services industry? Bernie Sanders thinks there is.
Peter C:
Yeah, I think that’s a good conversation to have. I don’t know what the consequences of it are. I’m sure people will say it will kill jobs and things like that, but I’m a liberal. I’m for getting more money into schools. I’m for you know, fair…taxes that get more from those who are doing really well, including the financial industry. I’m against people who make billions of dollars paying less taxes than people who make thousands of dollars. You know tax reform is a complicated issue, so I’m certainly open to the idea. What is it, something like a penny a transaction or something like that?
Ken:
Everybody has got a different number, but I’m not asking you for an endorsement of one plan or another; I’m just asking you if you think at least on its face it’s something that’s really worth pursuing. Because my perception has been that my Mayor is not willing to pursue it.
Peter C:
Yeah. He may have been advised that it would have consequences, it would move a lot of those financial industry jobs, which is one of the pillars of the Chicago economy out of the City. I don’t know if that’s true. If it moved a bunch of jobs right out to the suburbs and ultimately cost us more than it got us, then you would say it’s a bad policy. I just don’t know if that’s true.
Ken:
One of the reasons that guys like you and me end up sitting here squabbling over a couple of charter schools is because as a society, as a government we just don’t value putting money into schools. We just really don’t.
Peter C:
I think that’s a real problem and I actually wrote a piece for Catalyst a couple of months ago saying that public support for public education is declining, and it’s really at risk. I think if you look around the country you see first of all 3-million kids in charters, almost 2-million home schools, and 5-million in private schools. That’s 10-million kids who are not in the traditional public school system. And you have something like 28 states now that are doing some kind of a voucher and you have something like 30 states that are still funding education at pre-recession levels, pre-2008 levels. I think there’s frustration with the education system and taxpayers are saying they’ve had enough. Only about 20% of taxpayers have kids in the public school system.
Ken:
That’s interesting.
Peter C:
Like 80% of people do not have kids. They’re either older or they don’t have kids at all or they are young people who haven’t had kids yet.
Ken:
I had not heard that.
Peter C:
Yeah.
Ken:
That’s very interesting.
Peter C:
So I think basic support for public education is at risk and one of the arguments that I make to my friends on the other side of the reform debate, and I consider them friends, Unions, etc., even though they don’t consider me much of a friend.
Ken:
Oh stop complaining.
Peter C:
I say this is why we need accountability. We need accountability to be able to make the case that we’re getting results, and without accountability you can’t go to Springfield or state capitals around the country and say, “Listen, we’re doing the right stuff here for kids. You’ve got to do a better job of funding us.” In fact, what most of the politicians are saying is you know we’re frustrated. We give you plenty of money. We spend more than any state/country in the world, blah blah blah, and they don’t want to fund education, so I think it’s a real problem.
Ken:
In fact, that’s really not true is it, if you look at the perception that politicians have of how much money they’re spending on education.
Peter C:
Well it varies a lot.
Ken:
Obviously 50 states are very different.
Peter C:
And 14,000 school districts. It varies hugely. I mean we spend $25,000 a kid in Lake Forest and about 7 or 8,000 I think in south suburbs.
Ken:
Which is another conversation for another time and how to correct that.
Peter C:
Yeah, that’s a really long messy one.
Ken:
It is a very long messy one. And also elected school boards, you wrote a piece back it was like in September I think it was, the piece for the Tribune?
Peter C:
A couple of months ago, yeah.
Ken:
I really strongly recommend looking up online. We’ll put it on Chicagonewsroom.org. It is one of the clearest full-throated arguments against elected school boards that I’ve ever read. And again, another one of those things I’m very conflicted on because I count myself among the people who do not like the heavy-handed kind of autocratic school board that we have now. But almost the only thing I fear more than that is like you say, in Los Angeles where people are spending a million dollars to buy a seat on the school board.
Peter C:
Yeah, something like 5-million on the last school board race and 7% of the City voted.
Ken:
Yeah.
Peter C:
You know, I mean why should we have an elected school board and an unelected park district board? Why one issue and not the other? The thing that I like about mayoral control is you have one person who is accountable. And let’s face it, we had an election in 2015 where Mayor Emanuel really faced a very strong challenge and a lot of it was driven by school policy. That’s democracy. That was good. I think he’s accountable and then he puts the people in place who report to him. If we have an elected school board, I think we bring a lot of chaos upon ourselves and I think we’ll create a situation in which there’s a lot more very noisy and productive debate. I’m for noisy debate. I think it’s important. That’s what Education Post does, but I’m not convinced an elected school board is going to be good in the best interest of kids. 
Ken:
It might be my years working in the Mayor’s office that I kind of resonate with that argument, that you can get a lot more done when you have a guy who knows what he’s doing and is driven to do it, but it is almost kind of an argument for fascism I suppose, so I don’t know. I throw my hands up. I don’t know. Peter it’s been really wonderful talking to you. There’s so much more to do. 
Peter C:
I’m happy to come any time you like. 
00:55:03
End
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