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Announcer:
From Chicago’s CAN TV, this is Chicago Newsroom. 
Ken:
Well, hi there. Welcome to Chicago Newsroom here on CAN TV. I’m Ken Davis. And it has been a really interesting and heartbreaking week in the news, hasn’t it? I mean, it’s been a week since the shooting in Florida. And haven’t we all been captivated by that group of students who’ve been standing up to power? 

We want to talk about that on the show today and we want to talk about the Chicago Public Schools, ‘cause we have a new CEO, and she’s facing a lot of the same problems with funding and potential closings. But she did pretty quickly reverse policy on those four schools in Englewood, didn’t she? And for the first time in a generation, we got a CEO who came up through the system and has, I think it’s fair to say, a lot of public and political support. 

And then there’s infrastructure. For the first time we have a president who has the courage to say we’re going to spend one and a half trillion dollars. We’re going to rebuild every road, every bridge, every tunnel, every airport, every hospital. He’s not going to put any money in it or anything, but we’re going to do all this, and that’s what it takes, is leadership. 

David Schaper is talking with us today because he’s from NPR, so he knows all about that stuff and has been covering those things and lots of other things, and David, it’s great to have you back on the show. It’s been a real long time.
David:
Yeah, thanks for having me, Ken.

Ken:
Actually, what we’re having today is a real fun reunion of a bunch of our old friends. Sarah Karp has not been here for a long time.

Sarah:
Forever, right.

Ken:
Yeah. And Sarah covers schools and so forth for WBEZ. It’s great to have you back, Sarah. And Charlie Meyerson is here from Public Square Chicago or Chicago Public Square, depending on how you like to say it. And as I’ve mentioned to you, Charlie, you’re sort of like the CNN of emailed newsletters—
Charlie:
[Laughs.]

Ken:
—because we get at least two editions a day, and I think probably there are special editions and stuff.

Charlie:
I like to call it Chicago’s new front page.

Ken:
It is Chicago’s new front page. And it’s absolutely free, too, so.

Charlie:
Absolutely. ChicagoPublicSquare.com.
Ken:
Oh, so… We haven’t even started the show and already the man is plugging.

Charlie:
It’s what I live for.

Ken:
[Laughs.] He lives for clicks, ladies and gentlemen. So can we start with this, I would say, dramatic CNN show last night? I mean, it really was…it was pretty spectacular. I know you saw it, Charlie. I was just really taken by it.
Charlie:
CNN actually, I think, has hit its stride with a number of shows like this, these town hall meetings where they focus on a few key issues. They’ve done it with healthcare. A number of things they’ve done, actually, since the election of Donald Trump. And I think last night they hit the pinnacle of what they can do.

Ken:
Mm-hmm.

00:02:52
Charlie:
It was a tremendous display of all sides, including, I was impressed, that the National Rifle Association sent a spokeswoman there, and she took questions. They had three government officials, four if you count the sheriff. And the kids and the parents and the teachers, in some cases, put really tough questions to these people, the sorts of questions that I’d like to see more reporters put to politicians with persistence. Students, you know, if they didn’t get an answer, came back and said now I’d like to hear you answer the question I asked.
Ken:
Right, the follow-up, yeah.

Charlie:
And many of the questions, not all of them, but many of them were very well and tightly focused, designed to get answers. And then the song at the end. The kids performed a presentation that they put together in the days after the attack in Parkland. Brought me, and I assume many others, to tears. 

Ken:
Yeah.

Charlie:
If it had been the plot of a movie, I don’t think you would have believed it, that it could unfold this way, that the kids would take command of their fate the way they have.

Ken:
We were talking about how all it’s going to take is for Beyoncé or somebody else to do a version of that, and it’s going to be…we’ll all be singing it for a long time. 
David:
I think it’s been fascinating how these students have just come to the fore. I’ve covered a lot of tragedies like this.

Ken:
You have. I must say, ladies and gentlemen, he has.

David:
You know, I was in Newtown, Connecticut after the shooting at Sandy Hook, and what struck me—and I’m actually getting goose bumps just thinking about it—is the profound silence in that community. The people were just so devastated. People couldn’t put their thoughts to words in… I mean, there were people out there that were speaking, but there was just this overall sense of just devastation and of loss, and a profound sadness. And as a result, I don’t think that the message got out as well and wasn’t carried as well. 
The parents did come together. The community did come together. There’s a very strong—we have this Everytown group now against gun violence that has come out largely because of the shooting at Sandy Hook. But it just hasn’t had the same sort of power and momentum as these kids have. 
And it’s just striking because other incidents where I’ve been there, families retrench, schools retrench, kids pull together and we’re constantly told, you know, stop putting a microphone in my face. Go away, let us grieve, let us grieve, let us deal with this in our own way. And you want to respect that. But at the same time I think in a lot of incidents in previous times maybe some people haven’t taken advantage of the spotlight that they had until it was too late.

00:05:52

Sarah:
What I’m really interested to see is how these teens mobilize. They know the Internet. They know—like there were some marches yesterday, and from what we hear, this all happened within an hour before, you know, that people were going to walk out for 17 minutes. You had kids in Oak Park, River Forest, you had kids in Schaumburg, you had some other suburban schools participating. And I’ve heard that there’s another march coming up in March.

Charlie:
March 24th is the date that they’re talking about.

Sarah:
Right, March 24th. And, I mean, the thing that kids have that, you know, parents maybe don’t understand, adults don’t understand as well, is this social media connection.

Ken:
They live with a screen in their hand, yeah.

Sarah:
I mean, they know how to work this. And, you know, they’ve gotten a whole lot of people out of their houses for less than this. And I’m really interested to see when the teens of Chicago sort of start saying listen, if you want to talk about violence, we’re going to talk about gun violence.

Ken:
That in itself is interesting, too, how that hasn’t connected yet. And it’s sort of like you want to talk about gun violence? Talk to us.

Charlie:
Well, and I think that there have been Chicago Public School students who have been speaking out about gang violence and gun violence in their neighborhoods and have been trying to capture an audience in the way that these kids have. And I kind of wonder if there’s any sadness or frustration on their part that they haven’t gotten the same attention when Hadiya Pendleton was killed. 
And there are a lot of students. Kenwood High School was really active and vocal about gun laws at that time.
Ken:
Absolutely right.

Sarah:
Right. I mean, people have had marches. There’s marches on an ongoing basis. But what I’m wondering is if they can connect with these teens and instead of seeing them as rivals, see them as like okay, maybe we can boost the cause. Now whether the causes are the same, I’m not sure, because there’s not as many assault rifles used on the streets of Chicago, so there’s some different issues, but still.

Ken:
Well, I’ll throw out my…the thing that occurred to me last night was exactly what you were talking about, trying to compare, just comparing these two incidents, this one and Sandy Hook. In Sandy Hook you had a very compassionate President who showed up immediately and became the mourner in chief, and kind of took over the project of speaking for these families. 
Now we have the exact opposite. We have a guy who plays golf and really is kind of very disconnected from the whole process, and engenders in the parents a level of anger that almost supersedes the frustration. And I think that the kids are picking up on that, and it may well be that we’ll end up crediting Donald Trump with causing change to happen.

Charlie:
This is one of so many unanticipated consequences of the Trump presidency.

Ken:
I think that’s right.

Charlie:
It is in many ways an empowered population of civilians and voters. People are more engaged at all levels and in all political orientations in the process than I think surely would have happened had Hillary Clinton won the election.

00:09:02
Ken:
Absolutely. I just completely agree with that.

Sarah:
I love that he had a sheet of paper that says “we hear you.” [Laughter.] He had to write it on a sheet of paper just in case he forgot.

David:
Well, but, you know, the other thing about President Obama—just take stepping into that spotlight after the shootings in Connecticut—is that he also became a lightning rod for the movement.

Ken:
He did.

David:
And therefore, it became a much more politicized debate immediately. As opposed to this time, where I feel like the voices of the students are that much more powerful, that much more real. And I liken this to a lot of other issues that we’ve seen a dramatic change in in recent years. I mean, could you imagine the gay marriage debate 20 years ago compared to how it is today? And I think a lot of that comes from the fact that parents and grandparents had their minds changed by younger people in their families who were communicating the issue. 
I think the immigration issue is another issue that, for a lot of people in urban areas and suburban areas are having a much more sympathetic view towards those who are coming to this country without documentation because they’re knowing them, they’re seeing them, and they’re seeing how their kids interact with their kids. And it’s changing the dynamic. And this is another issue where, again, the kids are leading and the adults are following.

Ken:
A lot of it, I think, is very similar in dynamic to kind of what we were saying with the Arab Spring and those kinds of revolutions that are powered largely by social media. And we’ve kind of thought that we were a little bit immune to that because we’re so much more sophisticated with our use of social media. Wrong.

Charlie:
Not.

Ken:
All the way down. All the way down the line it’s wrong. 

David:
I saw a little bit of this in Ferguson, Missouri after the shooting there of an unarmed black teenager, and how those marches, how the protests—and now there was some violence, and there was some rioting and some destruction of property there as well that got hyped in the media—but a lot of the groups that were, and just people who were trying to organize and make their voices heard were doing so through social media. 
And it was kind of crazy to try to follow it as an old guy myself, like okay, where are they meeting? What corner? They’re going to march now to the county building because somebody got arrested and they want to be at the county government complex. You know, how is this all playing out? But it was electric, and it was dynamic, and it was spontaneous, but yet organized.
Ken:
Mm-hmm. Well, I want to just sort of have kind of a free roaming discussion here about everything because everything that we’re going to talk about is all connected to everything else. Can we sort of migrate our conversation into CPS and the schools? Because I also am just fascinated by this Janice Jackson person.

00:12:07
I mean, you know, she’s the first one we’ve had in our lifetimes who’s come up through the system. And she seems to be handling her newfound power rather well. I don’t know how long the honeymoon lasts before we all start piling on her, but… You’ve seen this up close more than anybody. What kind of impression do you have of her?

Sarah:
Well, here’s the thing. You don’t get to the top by not being a person that can compromise, that can make decisions, and that can maintain sort of a distance from sort of being too friendly with people, or too much of somebody’s person. So I will say that that is impressive about her. Even being chief education officer, she was basically No. 2 to Forrest Claypool. She didn’t become attached to him. She didn’t go down with his ship, you know? And she’s maintained sort of what her job is. 
Now, I mean, there’s going to be challenges coming up. Even just a couple weeks ago, it was maybe last week or the week before, when Rauner announced his budget and he said he wants to take the pension pickup away from Chicago Public Schools. Well, this will leave a big hole in the Chicago Public Schools’ budget, so—

Ken:
Hundreds of millions.

Sarah:
Hundreds of millions. Now coming into this, one of the advantages that she had is that Forrest had, I mean, say what you may about his tenure, I mean, he dealt with a lot of financial issues, he pushed back against the state, and they won some victories. Now if she now wakes up and says okay, now I have to start cutting because I have this hole, well, I think that ends the honeymoon pretty quickly.

Ken
Yeah, it does. It does. You did a piece in the last week about Hope, which is one of the four schools that was going to be closed in Englewood. And I must say that it was the school with which I was least familiar. I didn’t know very much about it. I didn’t even know that that school was built in the ‘70s. I mean, I know Robeson was, but… So we’re knocking down a couple of, you know, schools that aren’t that old. But the history of Hope is…it’s just unbelievable. And it almost kind of personifies, if that’s the right word, the policies of CPS over the last ten or 15—well, ten years even, really. I mean, it went from a very successful school to…

Sarah:
Right. And this is the thing that’s interesting, because on the South Side, when I first started covering CPS, which was like 15, 17 years ago, it was known as a good school on the South Side. And I remember going there. You know who was the principal? Mahalia Hines. Mahalia Hines was the principal that brought that school into being good.

00:15:03
[End Part 1.] 00:15:03

Sarah:
And one of the first people I met there was a guy named Chip Johnson. Well, now Chip Johnson is the head of CPS outreach. He is the guy that is presiding over the school closing hearings, closing a school that is very dear to his heart.

Ken:
Wow. Wow.

Sarah:
You know, and this is not like the only story. You do find a lot of black public officials now who are saying my alma mater’s being closed. And that’s part of the story, because around the South Side and the West Side, there’s so many schools, whether it’s an elementary school or a high school, that’s been closed. You just find this experience that is becoming very pervasive. Yeah, so this school just wasn’t able to survive. It’s kind of an interesting story because here this story was at one time the school was a school of choice, and it was kind of killed by the new school choice movement.

Ken:
Yeah, yeah. All of us have been around and been in the reporting field or whatever. We were all around in Two Thousand and what, Six, wasn’t it when—Four.

Sarah:
2004, right.

Ken:
When Ren ‘10 came around.

Sarah:
Right.

Ken:
Renaissance 2010, and building all these new schools by 2010. And I remember feeling at the time that something didn’t quite add up about that. And I think if you look back to that day—you could pick a number of them—but if you looked at that particular day, that particular press conference when Mayor Daley announced that he was going to be changing the way everything was done in the Chicago Public Schools, and you look at it from there, you can trace a lot of the stuff back to that thing. Some of it’s good, but a lot of it is not good.

David:
Well, there was even a predecessor to that, to the Renaissance ‘10. I forget the name that they gave it, but they were essentially rebuilding schools from within under Mayor Daley and Paul Vallas, and Gery Chico was the Board of Education president in the late ‘90s, where they were essentially giving schools that were low performing the ability to fire the entire staff and make teachers come back and reapply for their positions. It wasn’t the dismantling of the schools in the same way because the schools remained. The students kept going there. But they were reconstructed, and I forget the—

Sarah:
Yeah, there was a restructure, a turnaround, transformation. It’s all happened.

David:
Right. It was all…and it’s all kind of evolved in this way.

Sarah:
Right.

David:
I mean, I remember a story that I, a series that I edited that Jody Becker did for WBEZ back in the late ‘90s about Orr High School, and she embedded it in Orr High School, as it went through one of these transformations and the difficulty of really changing a culture. You can change the staff all you want, and to some degree the challenges that the students are facing remain the same. And resources always becomes a question. And these schools, you know, they kind of reinvent the same problems, in some way, and not the solutions.

00:18:04
Ken:
And I think we’ve also had incredible reliance on this sort of quasi public or quasi private model of charters, but not just charters, as you’ve reported, these kind of private school, you know—

Sarah:
These private alternative schools, right.

Ken:
—graduate alternate schools and that. So A, that has given parents a lot more choices, but B, those choices aren’t necessarily always all that good, as you pointed out. Oh, I’ve got to do this. I cribbed something from your story this morning. “Hope. There are 638”—excuse me for reading your stuff back to you.

Sarah:
Yes. [Laughs.] 

Ken:
“There are 638 CPS students in Hope’s attendance boundary. Thirty-six of them now go to Hope and 602 have chosen other schools.” But it’s not…that’s not as…that may sound like a great thing. I’m sure Paul Vallas would have said see that? We’re going to give them all their choice. Look where they’re going.

Sarah:
That’s right. If you look at how many of them are going to schools that are higher rated, you’re getting at around 60%. They’re higher rated than Hope, or Robeson, or Harper, or TEAM Englewood, which were the four schools that are either going to close or be phased out.

Ken:
But higher rated than the Hope that was already on the trash pile.

Sarah:
Right. So basically Hope—all these schools are… Chicago has a crazy way that they do ratings, but there’s basically five levels. And Hope, Robeson, TEAM Englewood and Harper are all among the lower two. But, you know, the other thing is like just because you’re in one of the top three, there’s very sort of gradations of differences. 

It’s not like if you’re at Level 2, so if you’re like a mid tier school, you’re like tremendously better. There’s maybe some factors that you’re better at. It might be that your attendance rate is a little better or there’s some other measures. But the way that they rate schools has many different measures. So there’s very few that are actually making it to the top level, which is really the place where you want to go. 

In fact only 8% go to like selective enrollment schools. And I can tell you from looking at the data that very, very few are actually at the Peytons and the Jones and the really, really good schools. Most of the kids that are in selective enrollment schools are in places like King High School, South Shore High School. These are good selective enrollment schools, but they’re not like the stars of the system.

Ken:
Yeah, yeah.

Sarah:
So not many are getting to really, really tremendously better schools. You know, this is the thing. The problem is, like David was saying, some of this is about the kids. You know, you can change the school’s structure. Kids are coming with their socioeconomic backgrounds and educating them is a difficult job. 

One thing that we’ve found in Englewood, where they’ve opened about ten high schools in the last 15 years, three of them have closed due to poor performance. So it was new. Was it better? No. They’re already closed. And what happens to those kids on this yoyo of going here, going there, going there? 

00:21:16
Charlie:
The—and I say this as someone who’s way outside the system and without the intimate knowledge that you two have from your experience covering the schools—but from the outside looking in, the school ratings game seems like a scam. And I say this as the parent of three sons who are now grown and out of schools and who went to, I think, an excellent school, but one that consistently wound up dinged in the ratings because, in large case because it was a diverse school with a lot of kids with socioeconomic disadvantages. 

And they were getting, as far as I could tell, a great education, but they didn’t have the advantage. Their test scores weren’t what they needed to be. And the result was a great school that showed up in the ratings, the state ratings, as not a New Trier level school, or a Peyton level school. And I think that they feel misleading. They feel like a system that’s being gamed both from the inside, those who are being rated, and from the outside, those who are looking to be. It seems like a system that is fundamentally broken.

David:
Well, the problem that I see is that you have principals who are all about the ratings.

Ken:
Yeah.

David:
And so they’re crafting programs and trying to achieve not successful students, necessarily—I mean, hopefully that’s the outcome as well—but they’re really about the rating, and what can I do to get from that, you know, one level to the next level. And that’s because that’s what my career is riding on. 

And the spillover effect of that can lead to some things where, you know, special needs students—we’ve seen a lot of this—are not getting the support that they need, and the educational resources that they need. And I think it’s a tough treadmill or hamster wheel that you can get on if you’re forced to worry more about the ratings than the actual outcomes for students.

Sarah:
Just yesterday or the day before—just yesterday morning. Was yesterday Wednesday? The Inspector General of Chicago Public Schools came out with a report looking at the admissions process for kids that are going to their non-neighborhood school. So these aren’t selective schools, these aren’t magnet schools, it’s just that, let’s say—

Ken:
They’re not going to their neighborhood school.

Sarah:
Right, they’re not going to their neighborhood school. They’re getting admitted to other people’s neighborhood schools, essentially. And what that process is like. And so basically, you know, if you have extra space, you can open those seats up. But people are supposed to apply. There’s supposed to be a lottery. Then you get on a waiting list and maybe you get into the school. 

But principals are sort of not using that process and using their own process. And what they’re doing is some of them are looking at attendance records to see if they want the kids. Some of them are looking at grades. Some of them are looking at whether the kid has been suspended. And why are they doing that? I mean, it makes perfect sense. Why would you take a kid that you don’t need to take if the kid has got attendance problems? Why would you do that?

00:24:06
Ken:
And drag your numbers down.

Sarah:
And drag your numbers down. That’s just a stupid—

Ken:
It sounds like a charter school.

Sarah:
Right. It would be a silly thing to do. Now then you get a place like Hope High School. Fifty percent of the kids left there have disabilities. That’s huge.

Ken:
Fifty percent?

Sarah:
Fifty percent. If you look at every school that’s like the lower tier schools, the high schools that are losing enrollment and are poorly rated, they all have a disproportionate number of special needs kids.

Charlie:
I really, really, on behalf of those parents who still have kids in schools, I mourn the loss of or the undermining of the neighborhood school.

Ken:
Yeah.

Charlie:
And, you know, I trace it back historically to a fundamentally good, well intentioned program to keep Chicago schools integrated, busing kids to different neighborhoods. That’s a battle I think pretty clearly has, in many neighborhood schools, been lost. 

And the idea that you’re taking kids out of neighborhoods, having them travel, in some cases, close to an hour, maybe more, to get to the school they’re going to, fundamentally weakens the neighborhoods that they’re leaving to go to those other schools. Tell me that I’m missing something. But it seems like it’s fundamentally undercutting Chicago’s great strength, the neighborhood.

David:
Well, right. It’s the community strength, the community pillar. It’s a community institution that disappears when you close these. I’ve been around in some of the neighborhood schools in Englewood, and these empty buildings just sitting there that have no other use or purpose but to provide neighborhood kids with an education, and they’re closed.

Charlie:
And more importantly, I mean, the historic neighborhood school is a place where parents in a neighborhood met one another.

David:
Absolutely.

Charlie:
Became acquainted with one another. 

David:
Community center.

Charlie:
And now that they’re sending their kids elsewhere, those neighborhood ties don’t exist. They’re not being formed.

Sarah:
Also next week Chicago Public Schools Board of Education will likely vote to close an elementary school called National Teachers Academy—

Ken:
Yes.

Sarah:
—and in its place open what? A neighborhood high school for the South Loop community, for Chinatown, for some of Bronzeville. So it’s sort of ironic, right, that we’re in this system of choice, and choice is great, and we want to give poor people lots and lots of choices, but if you’re rich, and you’re affluent, and you want a neighborhood high school, you—

Ken:
What do you want? You want—

Sarah:
And you want to be… What are we doing? We’re changing a whole ecosystem of a neighborhood school to give people this neighborhood high school—

Ken:
A choice of a local school.

Sarah:
Right.

Ken:
A local high school.

Sarah:
And so, I mean, what does that say?

Ken:
And it just so happens that we have this fairly new building. It was built in, what was it, 2005 or something? So why don’t we take that one?

Sarah:
The minute it was built, you know, this is the thing. I always say this. The fact that it has a swimming pool, it was destined to be a high school.

Ken:
It was supposed to be a teachers academy, wasn’t it, when it was first built?

00:27:00
Sarah:
Well, you know, Daley at first wanted it to be a magnet school, and the community fought to keep it a neighborhood school. Because people at the time were saying, oh, they’re going to gentrify the Mid South area, and this is not for us. And they fought and they won. But a lot of people are like, well, that victory was short-lived.

Ken:
Well, this is where racial politics rears its ugly head in Chicago. And a lot of people, we’ve had discussion here, about the new Englewood High School, this $80 million high school, is another one of those Trojan horses. It’s being built now for when rich white people take over Englewood in 20 years. Now of course I think that’s a little far-fetched, but you can certainly understand how people would come to that conclusion. You’re clearing all of this out and you’re building one big, beautiful school. 

David:
So let’s take it to the other issue of the table I think we might get to today. You see what’s happening, or what the city would like to see happen in Englewood and in other communities, Woodlawn, is development along transit lines.

Ken:
Yes.

David:
And so transit oriented development is a trend that’s been taking off in a lot of cities around the country. You see it on the North Side and on the Northwest Side, and to a degree in the West Loop. I mean, part of the boom that we’re seeing in the West Loop with the Google headquarters, with McDonald’s going there is due to the fact that there’s great transit service there and they’re hoping—

Charlie:
The Green Line, which the city was close to closing back in the ’90s.

Ken:
Yes, yeah. 

David:
And the Green Line on the South Side, and the two branches of it, have largely not seen this. One of the decisions, when they cut the Green Line short from going to the end of the line at 63rd Street and almost the lakefront, now it ends at, I forget exactly.

Sarah:
Cottage.

David:
Yeah, Cottage Grove, yeah. Has left that whole stretch of 63rd Street virtually empty. Now it’s coming back. There’s talk about doing transit oriented development around the city in neighborhoods that have not been able to, you know, I guess, cash in on the success that we’ve seen on the North Side. But there are great concerns about gentrification that will come with it, because now all of a sudden you have not only an affordable way to get to work, but potential for new housing stock and great assets in a community like new schools.

Ken:
I just enjoy going back and watching all the videos from the ‘70s of community organizers in Cabrini-Green saying it’s over. All they want is they want this land. They want us off this land. And of course everybody was denying it.

David:
What’s Cabrini-Green?

Ken:
Yeah, I’ve never heard of Cabrini-Green.

Sarah:
Yeah, right. 

Ken:
And also—

Charlie:
It’s a Best Buy now, isn’t it? 

Ken:
That’s right. And also, I don’t want to get off this education thing without tooting my own favorite little horn, which is that when you look back over the last 25 years, or at least since mayoral control, the one through line in all of this that has affected every decision that’s ever been made has been this thing about student based budgeting. I can’t help it. I just, I have to just keep going on and on about this.

00:30:10
[End Part 2.] 

00:30:10

Ken:
When they decided to convert the Chicago Public School systems to Hunger Games and make it so that your school will only survive if you have a certain number of people, because we’re only going to give you money according to how many kids you keep in school, they put the principals against each other, they made it this raw fight over kids. And there are going to be losers, and we’re seeing who. The losers are shaking out now.

Sarah:
That’s right. I mean, that’s basically what this is the story of. I feel like if Janice Jackson was truly honest, she would look in the face of the people in Englewood and say listen, you guys are the losers. Your schools are the losers. That’s all there is to it.

Ken:
Right.

Sarah:
I mean, that is—

Ken:
We let the market decide, and the market—

Sarah:
We let the market decide, and—

Ken:
—decided no.

Sarah:
And that’s exactly right. And, you know, whether it decided well. I mean, sometimes the market doesn’t act rationally because sometimes people send their kids to a school that’s not as good as the school that they had the option to go to. But you know what? It is what it is. That’s the system we set up. 

And going back to the Inspector General’s report, where people are letting kids in, you know, through the side door. Why? Well, one’s incentive—so you have this disincentive to let in kids that are, you know, might drag down your ratings, but you also have this huge incentive because you need that money. 

I will never forget in my kids’ own school, one week into school, there’s a North Side principal who had some space. He was five kids down. Somehow he got a little nudge into my kids’ school and took five kids. Well, what does that leave? Now my kids’ school doesn’t have five kids. Now they’re going to start calling their waiting list and some other—you know, and it just becomes this very, you know… 

And, you know, in the suburbs people don’t even understand. Like when I start trying to describe this, they’re like what in the planet are you talking about? [Laughter.] You start a school with a budget, and then you have a budget, and that’s what you do, you know? It’s like I’m trying to, you know, talk a different language to them.

Charlie:
Well, I was telling this story earlier, and I live in Oak Park, and again, my kids are out. I was talking to a friend who was explaining the machinations that he was considering going through to figure out where his kid would go to school, and then where they’d live, where they’d buy their house. And I said, why don’t you just move to a suburb where your kids walk to the nearest school that’s four or five blocks away? He didn’t, but still. [Laughter.]  I mean, to me that still seems like the ideal system, and it’s lost in Chicago.

Sarah:
That’s what you should do, move to the suburbs.

David:
This is totally off topic, but a growing trend around the country, particularly in more rural communities, is to get away from the neighborhood school. And, you know, my wife’s from a small town in Wisconsin where there used to be like five, six, seven, eight elementary schools. They’ve closed them all. They’ve built one big elementary school in town that’s right next to the one big middle school in town, which is right next to the one big high school in town, and so everybody is bused. Everybody goes to the same place. It’s in the one town instead of all these little satellite communities having their own schools.

00:33:09
Ken:
Interesting. Yeah, yeah.

David:
And again, those are those community anchors. Those are those places that people have come to rally around, and to meet at, and hang out at, and…

Ken:
Well, I think the last time you were on the show we had this conversation about small schools versus big schools, right? Because Chicago had a lot of big high schools and there were a lot of good things about them, but they’ve gradually, most of them, anyway, kind of shrunk down. And, you know, is it…isn’t it a good thing to be in a school with a couple thousand people, ‘cause you can have all these activities that you can’t have.

Charlie:
More resources.

Ken:
More resources.

Sarah:
Yeah, I mean, that’s the thing that’s so sad. That’s why when, you know, Janice Jackson did make the concession to say that, like, those three schools could be phased out as opposed to be closed, it was kind of an empty concession because the problem is the schools are not—I mean, even she said, she once told me it would be inhumane to keep those kids there. Now she’s saying, well, we’ll keep those kids there because that’s what the community wants. 

But, I mean, would you want your child in a school that doesn’t have much of anything? I mean, not even like—you talk about electives. Like let’s not even talk about after school. Let’s just talk about can you take German, Spanish, French, or…no. You can take Spanish online. That’s it. That’s your choice. That’s it. I mean, gym online. Online gym.

Ken:
Online gym.

Sarah:
Like come on, you know. [Laughs.]

Charlie:
That sounds like an improvement to me, but, you know, I did everything I could to get out of gym.

Ken:
You know, jumping jacks in front of the computer.

Sarah:
Well, actually…

Ken:
I would have actually liked that a lot.

Charlie:
That’s a plus, but…

Sarah:
But, you know—

Ken:
But you’re right.

Sarah:
It’s like incredible. It’s incredible that we have schools in this situation. It is really like…

Ken:
Yeah.

Sarah:
I mean, it’s a bad thing for those kids.

Charlie:
But to return to my fantasy world, it ought to be possible to draw, theoretically, at least, to draw boundaries such that you could have a neighborhood school that has the requisite number of students to justify these programs, and everyone within a certain radius of that school goes there.

Ken:
It must be nice to live in Oak Park. You get to fantasize.

Charlie:
Yeah, fantasizing isn’t everything. [Laughs.] 

Ken:
The rest of us have to live in the real world. All right, okay. We have to move along here because it’s time for us to celebrate our President and his incredible vision for a totally reconstructed America. All we have to do is just dump all that money onto the property tax system. And while they still keep the income tax that they’re getting for the Defense Department and everything else.

Charlie:
Won’t Mexico pay for it?

Ken:
Yeah, yeah. Mexico is going to pay for the I-94 improvements, yeah. So David, I know you have toyed around with the idea of just what it might cost to get on the Kennedy Expressway up at, say, Lawrence or something and drive down to the Loop. How much you think that would cost in tolls?

David:
If that was tolled, it could be three, four, five bucks. I mean—

Ken:
[Laughs.]

00:35:57
David:
It’s the case, you know, in a lot of cities. There’s a stretch of I-66 outside of Washington, D.C. where they have surge pricing to control congestion. And that has jumped up to $40 a trip at times.

Ken:
Is Uber running that? 

David:
No, it’s similar, though. The idea is—and this was, to be fair, this was a stretch of highway that was car pool lane only at rush hour, so car pools only. You had to have multiple vehicles. And the problem was that there were scofflaws, people who ignored it and went in as solo drivers. So they figured, well why not we toll the people who are by themselves, and that will help, you know, that’ll keep that road from getting too congested. 

But the cost has been astronomical, you know, 20, 30, 40 bucks, if you’re willing to pay. When people see that, they go, oh my god, I’m not paying that, and then they go to the other side streets, and they go to the other highways that were already congested. But that could happen. Congestion pricing is something that’s been floated here in Chicago. It’s actually, I think, kind of unusual that when you look around the country that Chicago doesn’t have anything like this. We have the tollways that are all suburban, for the most part, and around, except for the Skyway. 

But yeah, this Trump infrastructure plan is a $1.5 trillion plan that actually has no actual money. The President talks about, and has proposed 200 billion coming from the federal government, but he doesn’t identify where that money comes from. And his aides have said, well, we envision budget cuts elsewhere that would—in the federal budget—that would provide extra money that we could then shift to infrastructure at the rate of $20 billion a year, so we keep whittling it down. It’s oh, it’s 1.5 trillion. Well, it’s really 200 billion.

Ken:
It’s ten years.

David:
Oh, that’s over ten years, so that’s 20 billion a year. And half of that’s going to go into this formula, and half of it’s going to that formula. You know, to the administration’s credit, I mean, there is no money. This isn’t to their credit. The way they get to some of that cost savings elsewhere in the federal budget, a $750 million cut to Amtrak. Huge cuts to transit programs, particularly capital grants that transit systems around the country, including here in Chicago, are in desperate need of. And the end result is, well then how much new money is really going in? Because you’re just moving that money back into infrastructure in a different way. 

What the administration has said—and I’ve been on a couple of briefing calls with some of the White House officials who have crafted this plan—is we don’t envision this as replacing the current infrastructure program we have. There is a federal program, there is the FAST Act that was passed a couple of years ago and signed into law by President Obama that provides roughly 50…is it 50 billion a year? I think it’s 300 billion over five years for infrastructure.

00:39:03
That continues as is. So this would be overlaid on top of it. And the idea is to shift the way we fund infrastructure as a whole and say listen, you folks out there around the country, in Chicago and in Glendale Heights, and Will County, you can’t always rely on the federal government to give you everything. So we’re not going to tell you what to do with the money. We’re going to make some available. You come up with a plan and we’ll provide a little bit of an incentive for you to raise the money yourself. Now the problem that comes along with that is where does that money come from?

Ken:
Yeah. 

David:
A lot of states, not Illinois, not Wisconsin, not the states around us except for Indiana and Iowa, have raised their gas tax, not in anticipation of this, but just because they were getting so little from the federal government already they figured we need to fix our infrastructure ourselves, our highways, our bridges and everything else, so we’ll raise our own gas tax. This is going to cause states to probably go to their own gas tax again, or look at other ways. 

Well, what’s another way? Tolling. There are a whole bunch of states that are now considering tolling. And the federal plan that the Trump administration put forward would reduce and eliminate, really, all the restrictions that there are on tolling existing interstate highways, so you could see tolls everywhere, not just on stretches like the Indiana Toll Road and the Pennsylvania Turnpike and those sorts of things. So it’s a tricky proposition. It’s an interesting idea to say hey, let’s not force solutions to infrastructure problems from the federal government, but we’re not going to fund it also. And that could… The big concern I hear from a lot of people is there could be widespread disparities then, projects that—

Ken:
Tell me about it.

David:
Projects that can generate revenue—

Ken:
Right.

David:
—will get funded.

Ken:
Oh, yeah.

David:
And those, and those—

Ken:
That $40 tollway, that’ll look beautiful.

David:
Those improvements that could help, you know, provide new transit options for people in underserved communities may not.

Ken:
Tell me where the tolling is going to be, where the toll gate is going to get put on a sewer project, for example. Just for example, right?

David:
Well, that’s a perfect example of one of those critical infrastructure needs that we all want, you know, that we want our water treated, we want… You know, we don’t separate the wastewater and the sewage in Chicago, unlike most cities. So if we ever wanted to do that, how would we do that? 

Well, it’s going to be the users pay, and so our water fees and sewer fees, which have gone up quite significantly in Chicago in recent years, just to pay for all the reconstruction that we’re seeing already, that’s going to go up significantly. You can’t find a private developer who’s going to say yeah, you know, I’ll put up the money upfront and get paid back by—

Ken:
Sewer fees.

David:
You know, the nickel and dime sewer fees. So it is a really tricky proposition to rely on this model.

00:42:02
Ken:
And the disparity thing is something that we can’t just, we can’t just like laugh that off. I mean, when you’re talking about public transit, it is the means of transportation for huge swaths of the American people. And those tend to be the lines that have had the least investment over the last few years, the last decades, and they’re desperately in need of rebuilding. They’re desperately in need of money.

David:
Well, and they’re desperate—

Ken:
And where is that money going to come from?

David:
Not just are they in desperate need of rebuilding, and there is a funding desert, if you will. You know, we have underserved communities. We have transit deserts out there. We also have this ancient system, in Chicago, at least, of all of our rail lines going one place, downtown. All the jobs are not downtown, and haven’t been for a long time. 

And especially when you’re talking about people who are of lesser means, who are working service sectors—let’s just say you’re working at a factory out in Rolling Meadows, but you live in Englewood. How do you get there? How do you get there from Cicero? Well, you have to take a bus, to a bus, to a train, to another bus. It is not a practical system as is. It’s great for getting folks to and from downtown. That’s the way it was envisioned, you know, a century ago or more, when it was first constructed. 

But there is a big push to also rethink—a lot of people like, and the President likes to talk about gleaming new highways, bridges, and rail systems, and everybody likes the big, shiny new thing. But there is a push in a lot of cities to reconsider how we use transit. Maybe rapid buses as opposed to train lines and big, heavy infrastructure that costs a lot of money.

Ken:
[Good roads for us.]

David:
It’s maybe a better…which is a better return on investment maybe, too, though.

Ken:
I thought it was really interesting when the President made a remark a few days ago when he said, you know, we’ve got to put less emphasis on fixing the old stuff. Let’s think big about new stuff.

Sarah:
That’s very, very Trump.

David:
Yeah. It’s…but it’s also—but you know what? That’s been the problem all along.

Ken:
Yes, it has.

David:
Because that’s what members of Congress have always wanted. They want to do a ribbon cutting at a new bridge.

Ken:
They want a ribbon cutting.

David:
They want to be hey, I’m the one who built that new, big shiny thing over there.

Ken:
Right, right.

David:
Remember me when you go to vote. As opposed to oh yeah, we’ll fill the potholes. Oh, yeah, we’ll reinforce those bridge supports that nobody sees.

Ken:
I’m cutting the ribbon today on a subterranean infrastructure—

Sarah:
[Laughs.]

David:
Right, right, right. You can’t see it. Who’s going to notice if you fix all the leaky water pipes that we have? But the water comes from Lake Michigan and trillions of gallons are lost every day before it gets to your tap.

Ken:
Replace those rotted girders.

Charlie:
Can’t you sell naming rights to sewers and…?

Ken:
Yeah, yeah, yeah.

Charlie:
Maybe bridges and overpasses.

00:45:00

Ken:
All right, well, what—oh, oh, oh. Oh, I know. I knew there was one other thing. I was going to say we’re getting a little tight on time already here, but we really have to talk about, we have a couple of media things to talk about here, and we’re media creatures, so—sorry, I always say that. I always make that mistake. We’re media persons. Sinclair is buying up practically every television station in America so that they own every single television station, the way it looks. And among them is WGN here in Chicago. But it was announced yesterday that they’re talking to the FCC, Charlie, about not buying WGN.

Charlie:

Ken:
Would they have to give that up, too? I mean, you were once the news director over there, so…

Charlie:
I was once the…once for a brief time, yes, I was news director there. I don’t know. I mean, it’s an afterthought in all these discussions. Some people I know who are closer to the situation seem to think that it’ll be sold, the radio station.

Ken:
It will, huh? Wow. 

Charlie:
We’ll see.

Ken:
I don’t know what to make of this. I mean, I’m very upset. I don’t know why, but I am. 

Charlie:
I think with good reason.

Ken:
I’m upset about the WGNs, because I like them.

Charlie:
Sinclair Broadcast Group is openly, demonstrably—

Ken:
Political.

Charlie:
Political and politically aligned with President Trump and with very conservative political movements. And, you know, has made no secret of it as it has taken over other stations in other cities. What becomes of WGN television under such a company, whether it owns it or whether it manages it? I think it’s a legitimate question, a legitimate concern, given the historic role that WGN television and radio have played in, you know, the civic discussion of this city.

Ken:
Another thing that we have sort of broadly in common is that we’ve dabbled in…we’ve worked at organizations that were less than giant media companies, let’s just put it that way, okay?

Charlie:
You mean like ChicagoPublicSquare.com?

Ken:
I mean like CAN TV, I mean like the Chicago Reporter, you know.

David:
WBEZ back in the day.

Sarah:
Right. It used to be—

Ken:
WBEZ. The early WBEZ days, yes. Yes, indeed.

David:
Once upon a time it was just a little…

Ken:
Not the WBEZ of today, but that one, yeah.

Charlie:
And the family owned WXRT radio at one point, yeah.

Sarah:
Right.

David:
Yeah.

00:47:45
Ken:
Okay, so we’ve established our credentials as working in small audience operations. Does the new operation, the Block Club Chicago, have a chance of succeeding? It’s the successor, of course, as we all know, to DNAinfo, which I think probably everybody loved. But it was owned by a billionaire, and he decided he didn’t want to do it anymore. And now they’re trying to raise their own money. I saw this morning that they’re at $130,000 on their Kickstarter, which is great, but it also was at 125,000 about a week ago, so it looks like they’ve kind of maybe started to slow down. What’s going to happen?

Charlie:
You know, I think they’re off to a good start. Anything can happen. And once you have content, and once you have an audience, which $130,000 will buy you, enough to get started and begin to build an audience, I think you can begin to develop other revenue streams, continuing membership fees or contributions, an advertiser base. I still think the digital advertising business, the local digital advertising business, is in for a shakeup and a reinvention. There’s money there, and I think it can be tapped by smart organizations.

Sarah:
The question is do they have business people really involved. Because the people I know involved are mostly the reporter people. And, you know, even when you look at like the Chicago News Cooperative from I don’t know how long ago that was, which, you know, was a local entity, I think one of their problems was they didn’t have, you know, business people. They had a business reporter involved—

Charlie:
And they didn’t have digitally savvy content people, either. That’s a big difference, too. I wouldn’t compare Chicago News Co-op, Chicago Co-op to—

Sarah:
Well, it was…

Charlie:
These guys know they have built an audience at DNAinfo. They understand what works. They know what—

Sarah:
It’s true. But it was a different age back then.

Charlie:
—draws an audience.

Ken:
It’s also a different generation. 

Charlie:
Is a generation.

Ken:
These are digitally native people.

Charlie:
Yeah.

Sarah:
Well, one thing about Chicago is that it is a pretty competitive philanthropy, foundation, you know, the media money that goes into it, which, I think they will need a base of some sort of—

Charlie:
That would be a mistake to go that route. They need to get advertisers.

Sarah:
Well—

Charlie:
They need to build an audience, which begins with the editorial team that they have, and then they need an advertiser.

Ken:
I think there is a digital marketplace out there, an audience out there that can be monetized.

Charlie:
Yes.

David:
I mean, I think of all the neighborhood sites, the Next Door. These are, you know, over the backyard fence conversation places now. These are the front porches. These are the block parties that we have. These, there are conversations going on all the time in my neighborhood online. And those are people who would be interested to know, hey, the market down the street is having a sale. 

Hey, you know, whatever service—the number of people who are just out there saying I need a plumber, I need somebody to fix, you know, get the ice out of my gutters because the ice dams were causing flooding in houses, I mean, there is an audience there that needs goods, needs services, and would be willing to support the advertisers if you could get it together in a decent way.

00:51:07
Sarah:
And that’s why you need the business people. You need some really strong advertisers and business people, which they…and those people usually like to get paid.

Ken:
I was going to say they cost money.

Charlie:
Yeah.

Sarah:
And the problem is, you know, who do you get that will do this out of passion, at first, at least. You know, it’s a hard road. I mean, I certainly, I love DNA and so, I mean, as a reporter it helped me every day.

Ken:
Oh—

Sarah:
They went to Local School Council meetings that we—

Ken:
I can’t tell you how much I miss it.

Sarah:
—couldn’t possibly go to. Yeah, I mean, I… But… So I definitely wish them a lot of luck.

Charlie:
It begins with, in my mind—and this is what we’re doing in Chicago Public Square—and I say “we,” I mean me. It begins with content.

Ken:
ChicagoPublicSquare.com.

Charlie:
That’s right. Begins with content. You get an audience. And then the audience attracts revenue, advertisers. It’s the way it ought to work.

David:
I’m not totally convinced that the nonprofit model can’t work. There’s some way to marry the two together that you are providing sale, services, advertising, in a way. But, you know, public broadcasting has survived. Public radio is doing better than ever.

Charlie:
And partly because they are actually selling traditional ads for their digital media, which they’ve been restricted from doing over the air.

Ken:
On air. But it also starts with the content.

Charlie:
Yeah.

David:
Content. As the erosion of content everywhere else, especially over the air, especially in podcasts, for example, getting an early start on that medium has been tremendously helpful. But even the digital space, I mean, I probably read more of Sarah’s stories than I actually hear on the air because I just don’t have the radio on all the time.

Sarah:
[Laughs.] 

Charlie:
This is important for—

Sarah:
It’s very hard on—

Charlie:
—the media generation.

Sarah:
Yeah. 

Charlie:
Reading is much more efficient.

Ken:
It is.

Charlie:
Advertisers want audio and video. Consumers—and I say this from my years at the Chicago Tribune, running the website, helping to run the website—people will steer around audio and video because it is time consuming, and multiple sensory involving, and they will read.

Ken:
And inelastic in the way you can consume it.

Charlie:
Exactly. 

Ken:
Reading you can—

Charlie:
You can skim.

David:
Yeah. And they steer away from ads and a bombardment of ads online. And I think, you know, the Sun-Times in particular, not to pick on them, they’re getting better, but the way their website used to be, I just couldn’t stand going to it.

Sarah:
Yeah.

David:
And even reading stories there, because it was just boom, this pops up, and boom, there’s audio, and then I’m just like, you know—

Charlie:
And there is the problem with local media websites in general. They have become unreadable, because they’re going for the low, easy clicks, the ads that are bought programmatically and that don’t necessarily fit with the content, and they create an environment that makes possible the opportunity for an organization like Block Club Chicago, if they do it right, to deliver a reader-friendly environment that also delivers unintrusive, but relevant ads.

Ken:
But the—

00:54:04
Charlie:
It takes hand crafting, but I think it can be done.

Ken:
The benevolent billionaire model is not sustainable.

Charlie:
I don’t think so. Unless you—

David:
Unless you don’t want to deal with unions at all, which is what really precipitated the end of [DNA]. 

Ken:
We’ve got to go. Oh, my goodness, we’re running late. Okay, well, what a great time. I mean, we should just like do this like once a month or something because I love doing this. I love talking to you guys. Sarah Karp from the vaunted WBEZ, Chicago Public Media. And sort of like the same thing, NPR, the great behemoth of American and world, global news dominance. David Schaper.

David:
Dominance. That’s what people say.

Ken:
That’s right. And in the daily…the daily newsletter dominance—

Charlie:
[Laughs.]

Ken:
Charlie Meyerson from Chicago Public Square—Public Square Chicago.

Charlie:
No. Chicago Public Square.

Ken:
Well, Public Square Chicago looks better in your mailbox.

Charlie:
I’ll take either one.

Ken:
[Laughs.]

Charlie:
It’s ChicagoPublicSquare.com.

Ken:
Dot com. Don’t forget the dot com.

Charlie:
The dot com is very important.

Ken:
And don’t forget, you know, like we were saying, you can listen to us on your little device here, you know, because we’re a radio show, too. You can watch us. You can get anything you want by going to this address. This is where everything lives. You can see hundreds and hundreds of Chicago Newsroom shows—not that you’d want to, but you can. And we’ll be back next week with yet another show. What are you trying to tell me?

Charlie:
I’m just saying can I point to it, too?

Ken:
Oh, yeah, yeah, yeah. Point to it, yeah. [Laughs.] 

Charlie:
Is it correct if I point to it?

Ken:
This one right here. Hey, we’ve got to go. Bye. See you next week. Thanks. Bye.

[Musical outro.]

00:55:53
[End Part 4.]
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