PAGE  
CN Audio 090116

w/Ben Joravsky and Troy LaRaviere

Ken: 
Well, hi there, and welcome to another edition of Chicago Newsroom right here on CAN TV. I am Ken Davis. Glad to be with you for another week. We often start the show by saying it’s been a really eventful week in Chicago, and even though it’s you know, the end of August and the beginning of September it’s another eventful week, particularly in the world of education. Today we’re going to talk about education from the perspective of a principal, because it’s my assertion, and I have felt this for a long time that being a principal in a Chicago Public School has to be one of the most difficult jobs you can possibly have. You’re kind of in the middle between the parents and the students and all the demands of your school and your own sense of what you want your school to be, and you’re up against the politics and the finances and the budgets and everything coming from downtown.


And now more than ever the principals are really on the hot seat because they are supposed to also do the budget for their school. Nobody knows more about this than Troy LaRaviere, and Troy has been on this show once before and I’m glad to have you back.

Male:
Thank you.

Moderator:
Troy, you’re no longer a principal. I know you resigned this week, but we’ll talk about that a little bit later on, and we’ll talk about what’s going on with you, because there’s a lot. But we also mentioned the fact that one of these prevailing forces is politics, so if we’re going to talk about politics in Chicago you’ve got to talk to Ben Joravsky, so we have kind of an all-star panel here today because we’ve got Ben and Troy both on the panel with us, and we’ve got a lot to get to. Welcome guys.

Ben:
Thank you. I feel like I’ve been here before. 

Moderator:
Yeah, a couple of dozens of times as far as I recall, yes.

Ben:
Yeah, today.

Moderator:
Yeah. [Laughs] Troy LaRaviere could you start us off by addressing this question that I’ve raised about the difficulty of being a principal in Chicago? I know you’ve written about in your blog. Is it more difficult being a principal in Chicago than pretty much anywhere else?
00:02:16
Troy:
Well, I haven’t worked anywhere else. I’ve worked in Chicago before it was the Chicago we know of today and it’s certainly a lot more difficult than it was. And in order to understand the perspective of a principal I think people have to get a sense of where principals are coming from. We all began our careers as teachers for the most part. Some began their careers as counselors, but we all began our careers making the decision to engage, to take on this occupation in which you are guaranteed not to become rich. You’re taking on this occupation because you are committed to providing a service to students. You want to make sure that students reach their full potential in life and you think you have something to contribute to that happening, and so you become a teacher. And you’re in the classroom. You have that first difficult year like most teachers and you either leave or you stay and you become better, and as you become better you begin to think maybe I can do something outside of the classroom. Maybe I can have a larger impact, because you see some things that you think you can do better, and so you become a dean of students. You become an assistant principal, or you become a principal, and when you become a principal now your job has shifted from directly providing the service to students and providing the resources to students to ensuring that they get a competent skilled educator in front of them to provide the service, a good curriculum, good counseling services. And in order to do that you have to have resources. Resources determine how successful you are, and so in Chicago in the past five years those resources have dwindled, have become few, and so every year as a principal the resource base with which you have to accomplish that goal that you got into education for gets lower and lower, and it becomes more and more frustrating. I had a principal tell me, I will never forget this, after the midyear budget cuts last year he said, “I feel like I’m providing educational hospice.” 
00:04:26
Moderator:
Hmm. Wow. Ben I know you want to jump in. I just want for the viewers just to clarify that you were the principal at Blaine up on the north side.

Troy:
Yes.

Moderator:
An excellent school that obviously has had a great track record and improved during your tenure there. You ran afoul of some powerful people, and I would guess that it was largely because of an op-ed that you wrote in the Sun Times in May of 2014 where you essentially declared independence or declared war or whatever it was. It’s something really worth reading, and I would guess that the day that the bright one landed on the Mayor’s porch that was kind of the beginning of a big change in your life. 
Male: 
Do you think Rahm subscribes to a newspaper these days?

Moderator:
Oh I’m sure he gets it. I’m sure the Sun Times flops on his front porch every morning. 

Troy: 
Well, the way I saw it I was a public servant. I had been a principal for two years and I was relatively quiet. I just went along with my job as a principal, making sure that the kids got the resources they needed, ensuring that the staff had the professional development and that they became collaborative to improve their practice. That’s all I did my first two years. Like you said before, no one knew who I was.

Moderator:
When did you start at Blaine?

Troy:
I started in 2011, September 2011. 

Moderator:
Same year that Mayor Emanuel started.

Troy:
Same year that he started. And so as I’m doing my job, and I’m doing my job based on research, based on evidence, based on what’s been proven to work, and I see policies coming down from City Hall and CPS that fly in the face of the research, that don’t make sense. But I’m not putting everything together yet; I’m just thinking these are just politicians who have good intentions who don’t know what they are doing. But then as time and time again it happens over and over, and I’ll never forget during the longer school day, which was another poor policy and I could break down the details of why it’s poor policy, but it is extremely poor policy, and I remember the network chief, CPS is divided into these networks and there’s a chief over each network, he network has about 40 schools in it, coming to us and telling us he had heard that some of us weren’t in line were the longer day and were mentioning that when parents would ask us about it. And he said, “You are an employee of the board and you will not speak in contradiction to the board policy.” And I thought wow, you know, that’s the complete opposite of the environment that I tried to establish in my school where I feel like if I’m wrong I want to know I’m wrong. If you have a better idea I want to hear your better idea. Like if you’re confident in the policy you’re proposing and you open it up to debate, people who close things off to debate aren’t confident in the policy they are proposing.


And so I began to see that this administration had some intention here to divert resources away from the classroom, and began to see where the resources are going. This company giving the contract, the Barbara Byrd Bennett SUPES contract, that $23-million contract. That’s the one that really did it for me, and that op-ed is the first time in Chicago that there was a public mention of that by a CPS employee. 

And so I saw it as my job as a public servant. I live in this democracy, right, and in a democracy the voters choose their representatives, and they choose them based on information. And after they choose them they have to hold them accountable. 

00:08:00
Moderator:
Excuse me. Are you new to Chicago? [Laughs]

Troy:
Well I’m thinking about America. [Laughs]

Moderator:
America, because Ben and I both are sitting here saying where is this guy from? 

Troy:
So theoretically right. You live in this democracy. You choose your representatives, and you hold them accountable, but you can’t do either of those appropriately unless you have good information. And as an educator who was seeing the impact of the policies of the people the public put in office, I saw it as my job to ensure that the public had good information on which to base either their decisions at the ballot box or their advocacy while the politicians were in office. So I saw myself as the person helping to keep the voters and the residents informed so that they can then engage the political process with better information to make their decision. And so that’s what I began to do. That’s what that op-ed did and then I continued to write and to speak and if you go back every single thing I write and speak about is about the impact of the policies of this administration, informing the voters. 
00:09:08

Moderator:
Ben you look like you were about to jump in there.

Ben:
No, I was just going to say that I disagree with him that this is a democracy. It’s more like a [clubtocracy], but whatever. That was just a minor point. 

Troy:
Right.

Ben:
Historically, just going back to that op-ed piece that Troy wrote, was it 2014?

Moderator:
’14, yeah.

Ben:
Oh my God. 

Moderator:
I was just looking for it this morning and found that it can’t be discovered on the Sun Times website. By the way, if you go to Chicagonewsroom.org we will have a link to it, and you can also get it at Troy LaRaviere’s blog too, but you want to read it. It’s really interesting to read, because it’s kind of a founding historic document for the City of Chicago. It will be read many years from now.

Ben:
I’ve been following education in Chicago for so long, I can’t remember when I started anymore, but it was really the first time I ever, I can recall a sitting principal publicly stating with his name on the article…

Moderator:
[Laughs]

Ben:
Did they have a picture of you? No, I don’t think so. 

Troy:
There’s a picture.
Ben:
Was there a picture? So you couldn’t even go hide. Had to put a Grouch Marx disguise, calling him out. And any reporter in town has had off the record conversations of that nature with principals along the lines of things like you know, like today they want us to wear red socks. Yesterday they told us to wear green socks. The day before that it was purpose socks. They change their mind and make the stuff up. They fabricate the evidence to justify whatever decision they’ve made which is purely political to begin with, and then they tell the principals just to follow in line and the principals by and large know what side their bread is buttered on as they say and they just follow along. I believe they call it a strategic decision.


And so that was the first time I had ever seen anybody step out and say, “No, I’m not going to do this.” I remember soon after interviewing Troy saying, “You know they’re going to fire you if you continue this,” and it kind of happened that way.

Moderator:
You foresaw that?

Ben:
Yeah, well I wasn’t the only one, trust me. Everybody was calling Troy, “What are you doing?”

Troy:
I got that question a lot.

Moderator:
I remember you know, leafing through the paper and seeing this and reading it, and looking back at it and saying is this guy actually still a sitting principal? This doesn’t happen. He’s not going to be a principal much longer. But you did manage to stay for a couple more years after that.

Troy:
Yeah, two more years.

00:11:44
Moderator:
We should actually again, for the benefit of our viewers because this is starting to sound like a little club here, you were, well is it accurate to say you were fired as a principal?

Troy:
No.

Moderator:
You’re not the principal anymore.

Troy:
Right. I think from a de facto point of view, or that’s pretty much what it ended up being, but from a technical point of view I was removed and reassigned and then suspended, and then given two hearings. The first hearing is from a board-appointed hearing officer, so we knew where that was going. And then the second was supposed to be an ISBE, Illinois State Board of Education hearing officer. But then that hearing officer gets to make his or her recommendation to a mayoral-appointed Board of Education that censored me in the first place, so we knew where that was going.
Moderator:
And you were talking about democracy a little earlier, but we digressed.

Troy:
Yeah.

00:12:49
Moderator:
So, anyway, the important part of all of this story though is that while all of this is going on you run for and win appointment to the Chicago Principals and Administrators Association, and you are now the head of that organization. Congratulations. 

Troy:
Thank you.

Moderator:
I can only imagine that, I don’t know, paint the picture for me. What happened in Mayor Emanuel’s office when he learned…?

Ben:
Oh my God, when he learned that Troy…

Moderator:
[Laughs] I’ve already got a Karen Lewis. I should say I quote this Ben Joravsky line all the time, it’s like, “Now Rahm’s got two Karen Lewis’.”

Ben:
Well, you know, the timeline is fading in my mind. Obviously Troy can do a lot better job of putting it together, but the theory that I put out there, and again it was a theory that I cannot substantiate by saying I talked to Mayor Rahm, because we haven’t talked in a few years, but it was that the removing Troy from Blaine, the school he was the principal at was an attempt to sabotage his campaign, and it didn’t work. They probably should have had a better candidate running against him, but they weren’t too selective in their process. So I think there was a direct correlation between one and the other and when he won it did sort of change the dynamic between the Principals’ Association and the Mayor’s office. It’s all so embryotic and I don’t know what direction they’re ultimately going to go, but it certainly has the potential to be as I said two Karen Lewis’. In other words, two independent-minded people running the largest associations of CPS employees. This never happened in the history of Chicago. We’re lucky to have one Karen Lewis. Historically the head of the Chicago Teachers’ Union has always been pretty cooperative with the Mayor, and so we got the Karen Lewis. But this is all new terrain for Chicago.

00:15:04
Moderator:
And the idea that principals would unite and they would rather overwhelmingly, I think you got 60-something percent of the vote didn’t you?

Troy:
If you just count principals and assistant principals it was over 70. 

Moderator: 
Oh, okay.

Troy:
It was 69.5 total when you count everybody. 

Moderator: 
If you count the principals. So this is a pretty amazing thing. I mean a group of people who have, let’s just be polite and say been voiceless well forever really, and really never taken public stances on anything, vote overwhelmingly to bring in a guy who they know is a, let’s just say a vocal critic, right?

Ben:
Well, yeah, I just would add this about principals, Troy may disagree with me on this…

Troy:
I’m sure I will.

Ben:
I don’t think principals are completely voiceless historically in the way…
Moderator:
I mean in the public schools

Ben:
Well, in terms of the schools they run historically they were the bosses of the schools, and so then throughout the 80s and the 90s and the 00s I’ve been writing articles about teachers complaining of unfair practices by their principals, principals who are really deeply connected into the CPS bureaucracy so that they’re protected. But where they were voiceless is in the larger public discourse outside of the little school that they ran as though it was just another ward in the political machine. And this is the first time that they’ve even talked about joining the chorus of critics to determine larger policy.

00:16:47
Troy:
That last word you mentioned that’s the key, you know, in terms of voice and voicelessness is in policy-making. That’s where our voices count most and that’s where our voices have been absent. And the principals are in a unique position. You have the legislatures and the board, CPS Board, the State legislature, even the City Council sometimes that can ordinances, bills, and laws that affect our schools. And then you have the schools where those policies and ordinances get implemented and get put into effect and have their consequences, and principals are the ones they hand those policies over too. And oftentimes we can see when we get it like there are going to be some negative consequences here, some unintended or intended, but there are going to be some negative consequences as a result of this, that if we were at the table we could have ensured were dealt with in the making of the policies. But as it stands we were not in the places where policy gets made, and policy gets made in the legislature. Policy gets made in the board meetings, and most importantly policy gets made and sold in the public discourse. They attempt to sell the public, they put a lot of effort into advertising and into attempting to convince the public that these policies are good. I mean do you remember the longer school day campaign?
Ben:
Oh yeah.

Troy:
Right. There was a lot of public, there was a lot of media, there was a lot of commercials, there was a lot of discourse and frankly propaganda put out there to sway the public. But principals again, not only were we not involved, but they actively told us, “You do not speak on this in any way that is contradictory to the board’s position.”

Moderator:
And your sense was many of the principals didn’t think the implementation was going to work.

00:18:43
Troy:
Let me give you an example of why this… So, one of the things that’s in this longer school day that doesn’t get talked about a lot, that when we heard we as principals just went through the roof, that in order to make this happen politically they… Because they had to extend the school day without paying the teachers more, and so one of the things they did was cut a half-hour out of the beginning of the teachers’ day. That’s the half-hour teachers are supposed to come early to prepare for their students, and so now teachers get there, because school starts at 8 the teacher gets there at 8. What industry on this planet can anyone name to me where the service or good provider shows up at the same time as the customer or service recipient? Even at McDonald’s if they open up at 7:30 the employees are there at 6:30 or 7 ensuring that things are in place when you walk in the door. If you’re a doctor and you have surgery at 8 AM, you’re there at 7 prepping, rehearsing. But a teacher. [Laughing]
You know, one of the most important things we have to do is to get there and prep for our kids. But in order to create this political victory it created this educational failure.

00:20:09
Another thing about the longer school day, for example, the longer school day talks about having more time in school. Theoretically that’s a good thing; the more time you’re there the longer you learn. The research however says this, and it’s very specific, they actually went into, groups of university researchers went into schools and looked at how the students spent their time. And then they looked at the results in these schools, and they found this one correlation, that in schools where students achieve the greatest they had more time on task. The key point is on task, not more time in school, more time on task. And in schools where they did not achieve as much they had less time on task. What that looks like is if you have a 60-minute class in the high achieving class they spent 45-60 minutes on task engaged, listening to the teacher, having classroom discussions, doing their work, engaged in work. In classrooms where they did not achieve highly they spent in a 60-minute class they might have been on task 20 minutes.


Now, what do you get out of that? Well, the more time you spent on task, but it’s not a function of time, but time on task is actually a function of having a skilled teacher. And so if you have a skilled teacher who can prepare an engaging lesson students are going to be on task. If you have a skilled teacher who can monitor behavior and bring kids back when they’re off, then they’re going to… So it’s not the time, it’s the teacher that’s the center of this. But what this district did is gave them more time with teachers at the exact same skill level. They should have focused on improving the skill of the teacher to create more time on task and they just extended the day without doing the capacity building for the professionals who provide the service.
00:22:08
Moderator:
Okay. So we have this now. We have this longer day, and we’ve been asking this question on this show for I guess two years, has it worked? I don’t want to get too bogged down on longer school day; it’s just a minor blip compared to the other things we have to talk about, but did it work?

Troy:
And so it depends on what you mean by work. So the achievement gap…

Ben:
[Laughs] That’s always the case.

Troy:
There’s two ways you can look at this. The way CPS looks at it, they will look at something like overall test scores. The overall test scores can be impacted by your demographic changes. So for example, you two can have scores of 10 and then me and someone else can have a score of, I don’t know, 6. If CPS kicks us out, kicks one of us out then the overall average, and then the next year you two score 9 your grades go down. And then I score a 4, mine goes down, but we got rid of that other 5, the overall average goes up. But the scores of the kids who remain in the system go down. And so one of the things Chicago is doing with its housing policy is getting four minority kids out of the district, so the scores of the district look like they’re going up as an average and they are, but the scores of the kids who are in them are not. And you can see that with the achievement gap. Every year this Mayor has been in this position the achievement gap between white and Asian students on one end and black and Latino students on the other has been increasing, so it has not worked.


When you actually look at the data scientifically they just throw out test scores and hope the public just doesn’t think about it. But when you look at it like a social scientist and actually try to find cause and causation you see that this district’s…the student achievement has actually gone down. 

00:24:23
Moderator:
Could we change the subject to special education? I know we’re opening a huge Pandora’s box here, but this is one of the things that’s really been interesting to me in the last few weeks, is this conversation about what do you want to call it, the comingling of the budgets. I mean we haven’t even touched on the fact that principals are now completely responsible for you’re just given like an envelope and you open it up and it’s got this number and this is your budget.

Ben:
It’s always dangerous to stay in Chicago Ken when you’re given an envelope.
Moderator:
[Laughs] Yeah, I know, right, and a manila envelope, right. But now this special ed funding is comingled with the regular general ed funding. I don’t know if you ever had to deal with that, but the thing that occurs to me is special ed, I want to hear you talk about this, but special ed has been costing more and more over the years as I understand it.

Troy:
That’s actually false.

Moderator:
Is that false? Okay. Well I was wondering if maybe that was an impetus for trying to lump them together so that they could start reducing the cost of special ed.
Troy:
Again, it depends on how you look at it. So, costing more if there’s more special ed students then you’re paying more for special education. That’s different than saying it’s costing more as if we’re spending more on special education children.

Moderator:
I understand.

Troy:
If I’m spending $5,000 per kid and I get another kid my overall, the next year, if I get more kids the next year and then I start spending $4,900 I’m spending less, but I’ve got more kids so I can say I’m spending more because I have more kids, but I’m actually spending less per child. And the thing that’s supposed to make an impact is spending more per child, and that’s not what CPS is doing. But they have this thing they’re trying to push that we’re spending more, but we’re not getting more out of it. Well you’re not spending more per child, so you shouldn’t expect to get anything out of it. You’re spending more because more kids are being diagnosed. Does that make sense?

Moderator:
It does, but are there more special ed kids as a proportion of the total…?

Troy:
According to the statistics they are releasing there are. I don’t trust the numbers as much as you should be able to trust, but if the numbers they are releasing are correct then there are more kids in the district with special education needs and who need those services.

00:26:52
Moderator:
Okay. You see, this is a part of a pattern that I’m beginning to discern here, that we’re seeing this with special education, but we’re also seeing a lot of conversation lately about principals having to cut their budgets because they get this budget and they have to do the same with less and all that. And the first place that they need to go is older more experienced teachers. Fred Klonsky did a thing about it a couple of weeks ago with kind of a cartoon caricature of Forrest Claypool saying, ‘We really have to get rid of all these older teachers. They cost us too much money and I’m really doing my job for Mayor Emanuel; I’m accomplishing this,’ or something along those lines. Is that’s what’s going on here? Do we really value older more experienced teachers less than we used to?

Troy:
It depends on who ‘we’ are. CPS and the Mayor’s office certainly don’t value teachers at all and they value older more experienced teachers even less because the more you’re paying staff the less CPS money you can divert to Aramark. The more you’re paying staff the less CPS money you can divert to the banks you set up these high interest loans with. The more you pay staff the less money you can divert towards your campaign contributors. And so any money that’s going to anyone in the system outside of the people they want to divert it to is not valued.


In terms of getting rid of experienced teachers it doesn’t work quite that way, because they have tenure rights. There are ways you can, if there is a teacher in a position and they are the only one like that, like if I cut the position of a tenured staff person it cuts a position, that person can then bump someone else out of theirs, unless they don’t have the qualifications and certifications that they have, so there are some instances where that can happen. Where this policy hurts most is in the hiring of new teachers, right. We want experienced teachers for our staff. 

I just talked about earlier my first year of teaching, right. You know kids suffer from first year teachers. You know I don’t know a teacher who hasn’t told me, “I feel bad for that first class I had.” But we have it. We gain our skill, and around that fourth or fifth year or so…

Moderator:
That’s probably true for doctors too by the way.

Troy:
Right. We hit our strive, and if you care about kids you want to keep people. Of course there are exceptions and people who don’t need to be in the profession, but in terms of an average or in terms of a theme you want to keep skilled professionals in the profession. But this is a budget system that incentivizes principals to hire less experienced people, because they’ve moved from a situation where they would give you a position to fund. They would just give a position, and you hire whomever you need in that position. The new funding says we will give you this pot of money and you make it go as far as you can, and you can’t make it go very far if you hire what you need, which is skilled experienced teachers. 

00:30:05

Moderator:
So, are we dumbing down the system then? Is this budget policy reducing the quality of the teaching?
Troy:
It’s certainly becoming less effective instructionally, right. The other part of that is when you lose people, there’s a culture, if your school is built right and if it has good leadership there’s a culture you build. Where if a new person can come in and they walk into a culture of people who have a collaborative way of doing things they don’t have to suffer as long as they would have otherwise. And I saw that at Blaine on the first grade team and on the kindergarten team. Folks would walk in and they met in this collaborative structure every single day, so they walked in and the professionals who were there just brought them up to speed much faster than they would otherwise. When you begin to lose those professionals and you bring people in there’s no experienced group of people to help them get through and to get up to speed as fast, and their students suffer as a result of it.

Moderator:
It all ties into all this whole concept of school-based budgeting, and I know you’ve written so much about this. It doesn’t directly tie into the privatization thing, but it’s all kind of related because it’s how the school system spends its money, right. And I know this is just an issue of such importance in so many ways that… Well, I don’t know Ben, you’ve written so much about this, about the insidious way that we seem to be just turning so much of the school system over to private contractors.

Ben:
Yeah. Well these are two separate issues. Yeah, the privatization of our schools, the services themselves, and the individual schools, the charter schools, but what you and Troy have been talking about is a real sneaky way to undercut the whole notion of seniority and tenure, and effectively to get a younger cheaper teaching force as though that were in the long-term best interest of the City of Chicago and its students, and there’s a propaganda war that goes on when this happens. And this gets back to what Troy was alluding to earlier where it’s important for the Mayor to say in a more or less convincing manner that he is bringing down the cost of education for the first time in the history of Chicago and the reality is he’s not, but he’s saddling principals with these spending limits that force them to hire younger teachers and then undervalue the worth of experience. It makes it almost worthless in the system.

00:33:17
So the principals are on the front lines of dealing with these demands that the Mayor is making, or the changes in the funding policies. And at the same time they are supposed to go along with cuts that they know are hurting their schools, but they are supposed to be loyal servants of the Mayor. Politically speaking this is where Troy and his organization come in, because, I just wrote about this, there’s a principal on the southeast side who did just what Troy said, she got rid of the school’s only social studies teacher by eliminating the position, therefore he was gone.

Moderator:
Which she could do because he was the only one.

Ben:
Yes, he was the only one. And so if there was another one then he would have to go, there would be seniority. It’s very complicated and convoluted which always works for the Mayor when things get complicated, because people stop listening to your talking, as I feel all of Chicago is not listening to me right now. So anyway, so she was able to get rid of that fellow and it was hard for him to find a job because he was hitting the workforce with like a $90,000 a year salary, probably more with the pension pick-up. So any principal is looking at him, ‘Hmm, do I have $91,000 or do I have $50,000 for the kid just out of school?’


So I don’t understand how that’s in the long term best interest of kids in Chicago to denigrate the value of experience, but that’s where principals are now. So, the question is going forward will principals coalesce and use the political power that they have to demand that the Mayor change this funding formula so they have more leeway to hire experience. That’s where Troy’s group in its embryonic stages are right now, is are they going to be able to force Mayor Rahm to stop treating them as the backdrop on his press conference and respect them as supposedly as he says it the smartest people in the room, you know, the ones who really he should be listening to. So that’s where we are with principals funding and the Mayor and the politics of it all.

00:35:35


Moderator:
I just have to ask you as somebody who has had this experience all these years, do you really care how old a teacher is? Because I went through all of my education in the Chicago Public Schools and I had some phenomenal teachers. Mostly they weren’t that great, but I had some phenomenal teachers, and the ones that I remember to this day were all teachers that were only like 10 years older than me. They were newer teachers. They were really more engaged.
Ben:
When you were in first grade they were 16.

Moderator:
Well, okay, all right, maybe it’s a little more than 10, but you know what I mean. As a matter of fact, all right, let’s not get into this, but when I was a youngin at Stowe’s School there were teachers there who were you know, 60 or something and those people were from the 20s, right? They started teaching in their 20s, and they felt old and not very interesting to me. Does that still go on? Maybe this is not worth pursuing.

Troy:
I have two responses. One is my own personal was just the opposite. I remember Ms. Mims who was nowhere near my age who created a love for literature in me in high school, made me write my first essay, my first research paper, made me read Shakespeare when I had only encountered the thing when you diagram sentences. That’s all we did in high school until I got to Ms. Mims. I remember Ms. McCoy, Mr. Washington, all older veterans. But in the end in terms of who I hire I don’t look… I want skill. I want competence and I know how to find it. You know we have a process that we use. We do our [phoning] and we go through our questions. We bring them in, and then we have them teach. Even in the summer, we had a thing at Blaine where we would call parents. We would have the PTA email parents and have them bring their kids in over the summer so that we can have a test classroom so that the candidates who we were considering for teaching positions could have a classroom to teach so that we can watch them teach and see their skill. And so that’s what I’m looking at. I know normally I see that skill more often from a veteran, but there are times when a first or second year teacher shows so much promise and potential that we hired them or brought them on. But normally it’s usually the veteran.

00:38:03


Moderator:
Okay, so here’s what I want to have you guys address next. I have a feeling, but I’m a kind of a cockeyed optimist I suppose, I have a feeling that the narrative about public education is changing in this country. I feel it somehow. I feel like people like yourselves, especially after the Bernie Sanders campaign, there seems to be more of a recognition in this country that public education is something that is valuable and is slipping away from us. And I have a feeling that a lot of people are getting kind of rattled by it. Across the country you’re seeing less support for in general for charter schools. They are seeing them as not being the panacea. I think that more and more you’re seeing people who acknowledge that we need to put resources into the physical plants of our schools. Am I off base on this? I’m getting a weird look from you.

Ben:
Well, no, I’m going to back away from talking about it nationwide because I study Chicago so much, but I’ve seen a change in the attitude of Chicagoans on the issue of charter schools alone, particularly on the north side of Chicago. I think that’s like a charter-free zone at this point. I don’t think politically even the Mayor who loves charter schools the way I love fried chicken would want to put a charter school on the north side. He backed off on at least two noble proposals that I’m thinking of in the last two years. So I don’t see, I feel as though there’s just so many voices against averting money away from public schools. People have like figured that little part of the puzzle out.

Moderator:
That seems to be what’s happened is that people are figuring that out and saying, “Oh wait a minute, you mean these charter schools are not free?” 

Ben:
Yeah. No, it’s not. It’s public money. It’s competition, and so parents I think are becoming more sophisticated about that. And nationwide I’m watching the current presidential contest, I don’t recall education even being spoken about between Trump and Clinton. Well, I don’t know what Trump’s positions are on anything, but I just feel as though education has completely been lost as a nation and as an issue. I don’t know what Troy thinks about that, so I think we’re actually sort of in some ways regressing in terms of talking about education as a national policy.
Moderator:
When I start getting these twinges of optimism it’s always good to talk to you.

Ben:
I’m happy to throw some water on you and calm you down Ken.

Moderator:
Slam that door shut. Thank you. [Laughs]

00:40:51
Troy:
As far as the national picture I agree. I remember when Bernie Sanders came to Chicago one of the things that people asked me to bring up to him, because I was going to be in this room with him and about 14 other people was education. Even he was not speaking about it, and I remember I brought it up and the next morning he did a press conference on education where he slammed the Mayor’s education policies and privatization and the contracts. In terms of the general public’s sentiment, I mean as more people are harmed by it and see their schools… I think the closing of the 50 schools helped to bring the harm that this charter school expansion is doing to our school system to the light and to the forefront of public conversation. When you get your school closed by this you begin to feel a little more urgency, and so I think that was a big factor.


The Barbara Byrd Bennett scandals and the money, the budget crisis, and the contradictions. The contradictions between what they say about the money they don’t have and how they spend and waste money at the same time, and they are spending and wasting this money on privatization.

Moderator:
Talk a little more about that. Explain that.

Troy:
WBEZ just came out with a huge report. It was a series of reports on how while they are claiming poverty they are actually building, planning to build several additional schools, additions on to schools when they have empty schools next door. And it just so happens that oh, lo and behold there’s a federal government program where banks that fund school construction can double their profits. Oh, and these banks just happen to be contributors to our Mayor. And so they are wasting this money on school construction while they are telling teachers that they can’t continue to pay them adequately. People see this. While they are telling the schools that we can’t give you the funds we gave you last week. We’re going to have to comingle these education funds and risk not giving special ed students the resources they deserve. And at the same time we see the contradictions, and I think those contradictions along with school closure and other things that have been brought to light have made a lot of people speak up and see the harm that’s being done.

00:43:18
Moderator:
There has been some talk about that, particularly with the construction of charter schools. And I really don’t understand the dynamic, but essentially bankers can fund a charter school and then like win double, because they not only get the repayment of their loan and make profit off of that, but also there are tax credits that they can claim. I mean I read something the other day that you can fund a charter school and you can make your money back in like 10 years and then some.

Troy:
A profit after that.

Moderator:
And there’s a lot of profit after that. So that would kind of explain not only in Chicago, but some of the just huge growth in charter schools in the country. It’s not necessarily because they are all better than the public schools, it’s because there’s a financial incentive to build them.

Ben:
Yeah, there is a financial incentive and there’s a political incentive, and because charter schools tend to be non-union, so they fit into a narrative that the Republican Party was putting out and that the Democratic Party for reasons I’ll never understand joined, including President Obama, Barney Duncan, Mayor Daley, Mayor Rahm. I think Mayor Rahm bought onto it. The line I always use, he just like bought a stock when it was at its all-time high and now he’s stuck holding it and it’s plummeting.

Moderator:
That’s a really good analogy.

Ben:
You know, but I don’t think Mayor Rahm paid much attention to schools at all until the day he got elected Mayor, and so he had these pre-conceived notions based on conversations he had with people who had made money off of charter schools.

00:44:59
But in general, your point about charters is the same with public schools. There’s always more money to build a school than there is to operate a school. So for instance, in the case of the school I was talking about where they fired the social studies teacher the enrollment fell at the Adams School because children were diverted to the new school that the Mayor had constructed to alleviate overcrowding. So there was no money. They didn’t keep all the money in the old school. They lost it because kids left so they lost services, so a new school that was intended to alleviate the problems of overcrowding in the previous school actually worked to the detriment of the kids in the previous school because there’s more money for building schools than there is in operating schools in general.

Moderator:
Which gets us to this whole school-based budgeting thing, right. I don’t know about you, but it seems to me like that’s just one of the worst ideas that’s come out of all of this, is this idea that you’re the principal, here’s your money, deal with it. 

Troy:
It’s a way to reduce funding in schools and then shift the blame for the consequences on the principal who has to make the decisions about what to cut. So it helps them to one, reduce the funding and take the funds that would have been spent and divert them; two, take less blame for it because you can say well I didn’t cut the position, the principal cut the position. The principal didn’t have a choice.
Moderator:
The principal is the one who would know. The principal is the guy who is out there on the ground. He’s connected to the community. He’s the guy we rely on to make these decisions, right?

Ben:
And see this is where, I’m going to keep putting the pressure on him, this is where Troy’s group has the potential to really be a game changer in Chicago, because principals have always lined up behind whatever cockamamie ideas have come out of City Hall. But if they stop doing that politically it may be harder for the Mayor, whoever the Mayor is to sell these items, like whether it’s a longer school day, whether it’s changing the school formula, whether it’s privatizing janitorial service so we end up with dirtier schools than we had before.

Moderator:
And pay the same amount of money.

Ben:
And pay the same amount of money. If principals speak out and oppose these positions and undercut the essential propaganda thought that this is in the best interest of the principals, then maybe we can see some change in Chicago. I know that sounds really optimistic coming from me. [Laughs]

Moderator:
Ben Joravsky just said that. 

Ben:
Yeah, I know. I can’t believe I just said it. 

Moderator:
There is a new day dawning. [Laughs] Troy LaRaviere has got to succeed or Ben is going to be really disappointed.

Ben:
Yeah. That’s pretty much how it goes these days.
00:47:45
Moderator:
So address that. How are you going to make Ben happy?

Troy:
So, part of… There’s again, two different responses, two different sides of the same response. So one of the things that the organization has not done in the last decade or so is take advantage of its greater power, and that’s the power of its membership. The President has a certain positional power, so you go behind doors, behind closed doors with a CEO who basically represents the positional power of the Mayor’s office. And I think my positional power as a principal is going to have any impact here I’m deluding myself. You know you have the power; you have positional power. You have your own personal power. You have the power of organized money and you have the power of organized people. 


And so as the President of this association I have to understand the power of organized people is going to hold a lot more sway than my positional power, so I have to organize the base of principals and assistant principals in the communities that they serve, and bringing that voice to bear with the positional power of the Mayor’s office and the money that’s behind it. Otherwise, we’re not going to accomplish anything, so that’s part 1. Part 2, in organizing that power we have to rely… We’re organizing to push certain policies, and our policies…we’re not organizing to oppose, we’re organizing to promote evidence-based research-based policy and we will oppose your policy to the extent that it’s not evidence-based, and to the extent that it’s not research-based. 


And so we are forming issue-based groups of principals. So a budget and funding group, a group that deals with how schools get rated, a group that deals with the lack of support from neighborhood high schools, a group that deals with the completely unfair and inconsistent rules that exist between neighborhood schools and charter school, and doing the basic policy advocacy steps that are necessary. You do your research and create your products that you want to use to make your point and then you take those products into the venues where you need to make the point – the State legislature, the City Council, Board of Education, and most important public opinion, and so that’s the work we’re going to be doing.

Moderator:
That’s a big job.

Troy:
That’s right. 
00:50:19
Moderator:
That’s going to be a big job. But a really interesting thing to watch, and it’s going to be interesting to see how the advocacy you’re doing is going to dovetail with the advocacy that CTU is doing. I know that Karen Lewis was on the show here a couple of months ago, I guess about 7 or 8 weeks ago, and she said that very day she was going to have lunch with you and that you guys were going to be talking about a lot of these big issues, so I know you guys have already been talking about this. Do you have a… I’m asking you out of place here, but do you have a sense of the CTU at this point and where they are politically? Are they sort of on this down ramp into a strike position? I guess I’m trying to say their demands are very specific and very… They are oppositional to the point that it’s very difficult for the Mayor I would think to be able to go along with their demands. I just want to get a sense of where you think all that’s heading.

Troy:
So I don’t know where they are, but what I hope is that they stand firm on ensuring that the profession of teaching in this City is respected, and that it is respected in the manner in which teachers are compensated and their working condition. That it is important for us as principals to be able to recruit good people and to our schools. And we cannot recruit the people or we will… Our ability to do that will be far less if the Mayor gets his way in Chicago and devalues the work of teaching and learning in Chicago and continues his narrative, his anti-teacher narrative. No one wants to work in a district where the Mayor has this extremely anti-teacher narrative and blames them for his own fiscal mismanagement, and says they have to be held responsible because the politicians we all elected threw away their pension money building schools. 


So in order to do that, in order to stand firm, they’re going to have to feel like they have some public support. They have to generate public support and you have to generate it with talking points that are more effective and get repeated more often than the ones the Mayor repeats. They have their talking points. They repeat them relentlessly. They are the same thing, and so I’ll be on the street and I will hear someone say, “Oh yeah, but the teacher should pay into the…”

Moderator:
They should put something on the table.

Troy:
Without understanding what’s behind that talking point and the falsehoods that are behind that talking point. And so they have to come up with talking points that are just as succinct that actually explain the truth of the matter, and could get public support behind them standing firm on the respect that is due to the people who educate the children of Chicago and the respect in the form of their working conditions and their compensation. 

00:53:31
Moderator:
I’ve got one more big thing that I want to throw out to you guys, as long as I have you here. Look at Mayor Emanuel in terms of the police and the outbreak of violence, and look at how Mayor Emanuel’s stance has changed over the last year or so. I mean I would say it’s a dramatic almost turnaround from his earlier positions to where he’s at today. I don’t know if that’s evolution or if it’s just political opportunism, but the Mayor is in a very different place. Is it possible that Mayor Emanuel is poised to make a similar kind of, we’ll use the common term ‘pivot’ on education? Is it possible when these negotiations finally come down to the wire and it looks like there’s going to be a strike that the Mayor might decide that maybe he’s being too…
Troy:
Only if the people force it.

Ben:
Yeah.

Troy:
Because he didn’t pivot on the police. I mean he came out with his lone officer theory and the only thing that changed it was the uproar and the protest in the streets and the call for his resignation. And he came back a little softer and a little more willing to admit something might be wrong. That didn’t work. [Chuckles] There was still an uproar in the streets and then that uproar caused a national call for his resignation. And then there was the famous City Council speech. He will go as far as the public pushes him. And that goes back to my point about CTU and the talking points and the advocacy and the relationship building that I know they are doing, and need to do even more of with their community and the different organizations across the City that care about education, to push him the way those protestors, and create the kind of big uproar, create the kind of critical mass of public support for their position. That’s the only thing that’s going to change the Mayor.

Ben:
Yeah, the Mayor his attitude toward police and his attitude toward education are dramatically different. If you just take a look at that first four years, the Mayor acted as though the issue of police relationship with poor black communities was a non-existent issue. It didn’t matter to him. Everything changed with the release of the Laquan McDonald video. Everything changed with that release. It wasn’t even the shooting that changed peoples’ attitude, it was the release of the video that totally undercut whatever the Mayor was saying about it.


In terms of education, the Mayor ran into office with a very proactive point of view which was essentially shift from public schools to charter schools to be tougher on teachers, try to whittle away a [00:56:30 tenure…, essentially move more money under his direct control. So, I think it’s going to be harder to get the Mayor to have the kind of conversion you’re talking about in education, because politically he thinks it’s in his advantage to be hard on teachers, to use principals as props. I think politically he sees that as his vantage. I think he just figured there was no point in getting involved in the police matters. There was no way to win it politically, just ignore it and pretend it wasn’t there. Then once he couldn’t pretend it was there anymore he started inventing policies. These problems have been around forever; we’re just now getting… Didn’t they exist the first four years were you Mayor? You just ignored them. 


So I think it’s going to be harder Ken. I know you want to be optimistic today, but I think it’s going to be harder to get the Mayor to change his ways in terms of education, because I think politically he believes that will benefit him, and that gets at what Troy was talking about, can the CTU and can the Principals Association and can parents groups raise enough attention to win a larger political battle, and we will have to see about that.

00:57:54
Moderator:
You know I try. You know I sit here every week and I try to be optimistic, and try to say it’s going to be better folks. Just believe. I’m going to go home and watch the Music Man. I just bought the digital remastering of the Music Man and I’m going to go back and go to the think method and things are going to get better. 

Ben:
That will get you through it.

Moderator: 
Troy LaRaviere, thank you so much for being back here on the show. I hope you’ll come back again some other time, because this conversation will never stop obviously, so we’ll carry on some other time. 

Troy:
Thanks for having me.

Moderator:
Oh, you’re welcome. Ben Joravsky, always welcome here. We’re glad to have you here as always.

Ben:
Thank you sir. 

Moderator:
Really kind of like just one of the founding members of our show.

Ben:
That is correct. And who was I on the first show with? 
Moderator:
Oh here we go again, Eric Zorn and Karen Lewis were on our first show, yeah.

Ben:
So I’ve been with Karen Lewis and Troy LaRaviere. 

Moderator:
You always have to bring that up, yeah.

Ben:
When are you going to have me on with Rahm?

Moderator:
As soon as Mayor Emanuel comes. And you know, I should mention briefly that we have a standing invitation out to Forrest Claypool, who is someone who I have worked with in the past and I have great respect for. I can see exactly why he wouldn’t want to do the show, I understand, but so far we’ve had no response from Mr. Claypool’s office, so Forrest if you want to come and have a similar conversation we would love to have you here on the show. 


I’m Ken Davis thanking you once again for being here and you can watch the show any time you want right here at this address and we hope you will, and that you will come back again next week. Spend a part of your Labor Day weekend watching Chicago Newsroom next week. Thank you very much. See you next week. Bye-bye.

00:59:38
End
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