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Priority
Issues for
Chicago’s
Classrooms
To create this guide, our
team of educators examined
data from over 1,200 surveys
and 20 focus groups of
Chicago educators. We
identified what education
issues they cared about
the most in order to drive
change within the district,
union, and state. We believe
these ideas will have a
significant and immediate
impact on our profession,
ensuring our students
receive the best education
we can provide.

Thank you to our many
colleagues who shared their
experiences and opinions
to best address the most
challenging issues facing
Chicago classrooms. As
educators, we want to provide
our expertise and enact
meaningful change that will best
support our students and our
profession.
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Priority Issues for Chicago’s Classrooms
From a new governor and mayor to the Chicago Teachers Union election and contract renewal, the 2018-19
school year is a pivotal moment of opportunity to transform education in our city. As new education policymakers emerge, they must rely on the expertise of leaders in the classroom: educators.
Our Chicago colleagues identified five issues that decision-makers and teachers should tackle together:
educator voice, supports for diverse learners, wages and benefits, school funding, and educator mental
health supports. Each of these challenges presents an opportunity for a variety of stakeholders to bring forth
meaningful change and concrete plans to address these pressing priorities.
Across our five issues, there is one universal trend: educators want to be better informed and more involved
in the decisions impacting our students and our profession. In order to serve students to their full potential,
leaders at all levels must bring educators to the forefront of the decision-making process and prioritize the
issues we have outlined. By reading this guide, our hope is that policymakers not only focus their efforts on
the opportunities and solutions we are hungry for, but realize the value to actively seek out and listen to the
expertise of current classroom educators.

In order to ensure our students receive the best
education possible, Chicago educators call for:
Educator voice
Recognition as experts and a seat at the decision-making table to ensure policies are informed by the realities of our classrooms.

Supports for diverse learners
More quality trainings and specialized staff to meet
diverse learners’ needs.

Wages and benefits
Increased financial stability and a clearer understanding of our wages and benefits.

School funding
A better understanding of how schools are funded and
being part of the decision-making process to ensure
equity for our most vulnerable students.

Educator mental health supports
Improved access to resources for prioritizing their
own mental health.

For more information on the Ask an Educator leadership team, go to e4e.org/askaneducator

CHICAGO EDUCATORS CALL FOR

Educator Voice
Educators should be recognized as experts and have a seat at
the decision-making table to ensure policies are informed by the
realities of our classrooms.
Chicago teachers don’t feel well represented at any level — from schools to
the state — and the farther they are from the decision-making entities, the
more they feel their voices are excluded.1 While we want more opportunities
to be heard, K-12 teachers are the least likely to agree that their opinions
matter compared to other professions.2 However, teachers across the nation
also fear retaliation for speaking up.3 Throughout focus groups, our peers’
frustration with being ignored and excluded was loud and clear.4

“Even though I’m often
asked to take on additional
roles within my school, I
still don’t feel valued as a
professional.”
Dr. Winnie Williams-Hall, Diverse
Learning Teacher at Nicholson
STEM Academy

WHAT WE NEED

“We are shaping decision
and policymakers of the
future. We need to be
a part of those policy
decisions now.”
Karen Van Zytveld, fifth-grade
Humanities Teacher at Galileo
Scholastic Academy

Percentage of Chicago
teachers who believe policy
decisions represent their
perspectives “a great deal.”
Voices from the Classroom Chicago Data.
(2018). e4e.org/chidata

Collaboration and empowerment
Educators have on-the-ground experience that makes us experts with what works
for students. From holding a seat on the Chicago Public Schools Board of Education
to taking part in the governor’s Educational Success Committee, educators must
have more opportunities to collaborate with decision-makers at all levels to ensure
the concerns for our students and profession are accurately represented.5 Bringing
more educators into the decision-making fold recognizes us as partners, elevates the
teaching profession, and increases support from educators for new policies, which in
turn improves the implementation. When we are treated as professionals and included in the decision-making process, we see stronger outcomes for students.6

93%

Agree

In your school 35%
In your union 32%
In your district 24%
In your state 18%

7%

Disagree

93% of Chicago teachers

wish there were more opportunities as a teacher to influence
education policy.

Voices from the Classroom Chicago Data.
(2018). e4e.org/chidata
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Diverse Learner Supports
Educators want more quality trainings and specialized staff to
meet diverse learners’ needs.
In 2018, a state investigation found severe district violations in Chicago that
left diverse learners without the supports they need to succeed.7 Due to a lack
of special education funding to hire and train staff, these vulnerable students
have been packed into oversized classrooms and illegally denied the accommodations and modifications to which they are entitled.8 In addition, a Chicago
Teachers Union report found that school staff were overloaded and overwhelmed,
especially when providing diverse learners with critical one-on-one time.9
Further, diverse learning teachers and paraprofessionals, including special
education classroom assistants, comprise the top two educator shortage
deficits in Illinois.10 By failing to retain teachers in these hard-to-staff positions, the district is depending on existing staff who may not have the appropriate training and capacity to properly serve our most vulnerable students.

The National Association of
Social Workers recommends one
social worker per 250 students.12

For intensive-need students, the
recommendation changes to one
social worker per 50 students.13

Chicago Public Schools has
only one social worker per
1,200 students.14

As a result of underfunding special education, Chicago educators are greatly
concerned with the lack of quality staff training and the growing number of
unfilled positions. Focus group participants overwhelmingly stated that diverse
learners do not receive adequate support at their schools.11 Until these issues
are addressed, staff will continue to burn out and students will be left behind.

WHAT WE NEED

“If we are truly committed to
closing the achievement gap
for diverse learners, we must
make time for the teachers
who support them to plan,
share, and reflect with other
experts in the building.”
Artemis Kolovos, Diverse Learning Teacher
at Lyman A. Budlong Public School

Quality training and dedicated time for all staff
We recognize that the unique needs of diverse learners require different behavioral management strategies and social and emotional learning supports. We want
quality, staff-wide Individual Education Program (IEP) trainings, specifically on interpreting and implementing accommodations and modifications for students. To
ensure students receive consistent supports, both general education and diverse
learning teachers in Chicago desire more time embedded in our daily schedule
for collaboration and preparation. Prioritizing trainings to support diverse learners
and time to exercise these concepts will provide the hard and soft skills that will
help our students succeed.

More specialized staff
Our jobs would be more sustainable if schools were adequately staffed and
prepared to address the individual needs of diverse learners. Our schools need
more specialized staff to ensure all students receive proper services, including
additional diverse learning teachers, paraprofessionals, counselors, psychologists,
and social workers.
For more information on the Ask an Educator leadership team, go to e4e.org/askaneducator
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Wages and Benefits
Educators need financial stability and a clearer understanding
of our wages and benefits.
Wages and benefits are top of mind for educators. Not only do many of
us begin our careers mired in student loan debt, but the continued rise of
Chicago’s cost of living adds to our burden.15,16 This financial strain combined
with our heavy workloads forces some of us to reconsider if we can continue
to be teachers and also provide for our families. In fact, recent studies link
compensation concerns to lower retention rates and educator shortages
throughout the nation, especially for hard-to-staff schools and subjects.17,18,19
Without financial stability, retention will continue to be a significant challenge, ultimately impacting student learning.
Although the district and union are working together to address our financial
worries, current classroom teachers feel disconnected from the process. We
feel uninformed about the contract negotiation process and often confused
over how these decisions will impact our livelihoods.20,21 Additionally, we
recognize that there are useful resources and programs designed to support
some of our economic concerns, such as federal student loan forgiveness,
but they are cumbersome and difficult to access.

Only half of focus group
attendees were happy with
their compensation.23

WHAT WE NEED

Transparent and accessible information
Educators need assistance to navigate our personal financial information and
existing economic services. We want a centralized location to find easy-to-understand information regarding our contract and pension, as well as help streamlining
financial services and the application processes, especially student loan forgiveness programs.

Innovative compensation
On average, student loans cost
roughly 10% of monthly pay for
a public school teacher earning
the average starting salary.
Carrig, D. (2018, May 4). USA Today

To ensure our schools recruit and retain diverse and talented teachers, our district
should explore innovative compensation plans that will best address the demands
of teaching in Chicago. These opportunities could include a choice between a 10- or
12-month pay schedule, additional benefits such as disability insurance, stipends
for teaching in hard-to-staff schools or for additional certifications, and assistance
paying off student loan debt.22

For more information on the Ask an Educator leadership team, go to e4e.org/askaneducator

CHICAGO EDUCATORS CALL FOR

School Funding
Educators want to better understand how schools are funded and
be part of the decision-making process to ensure equity for our
most vulnerable students.
Equitable school funding is the number one concern for teachers nationally
and in Chicago.24 Although Illinois’ new education funding formula adds
more money to our schools, years of severe cuts to our budgets mean
schools are still playing financial catch-up.25 As families have left Chicago
and birth rates have decreased, enrollment has dropped by roughly 10,000
students per year in recent years.26,27 These enrollment drops mean that
major allocations based on per-pupil funding have disappeared.
In our focus groups, teachers noted that despite the new funding formula,
they still are not able to access basic resources like textbooks, pencils, and
bathroom soap for their classrooms. Given how opaque the formula is, educators are unable to understand where the money is being spent.28 Further,
management decisions made for schools rather than with schools have introduced new and complicated challenges. For example, when Chicago Public Schools replaced individual school janitors with private cleaning services,
accountability for school maintenance was lost.29 With questions about how
allocations are prioritized and inconsistent budget transparency, our peers
expressed doubt that the funding process at all levels — school, district, and
state — is designed to ensure equity for all of our students.30,31

92% of teachers in Chicago
believe inequitable school
funding is still an issue in
the state.

EQUALITY

EQUITY

85% of Chicago teachers

surveyed believe that students
and teachers do not have
access to equitable classroom
supplies and resources.

Voices from the Classroom Chicago Data.
(2018). e4e.org/chidata

WHAT WE NEED

“Although the state has
made efforts to improve
school funding, I’m still
seeing inequities play out
in my classroom. I need
to understand why this is
still an issue, despite more
funding.”
Focus group participant

Input on funding priorities
Educators have a direct line of sight into the needs of our schools and classrooms,
and understand that each school comes with its own unique challenges and funding
priorities. By bringing a broad array of educators into budget conversations early and
often, we will ensure students receive the individualized supports and resources they
require from their neighborhood school.

Easy-to-digest information about school funding
In addition to budget transparency at the state and district levels, educators need
a better understanding of our individual school budgets. This will allow us to better
advocate on behalf of our students and their needs.

For more information on the Ask an Educator leadership team, go to e4e.org/askaneducator
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Educator Mental Health
Supports
Educators need improved access to resources for prioritizing
their own mental health.
According to a 2017 report from the American Federation of Teachers, 61
percent of educators felt that work was “often” or “always” stressful.32 Furthermore, almost half of students nationwide have experienced some level
of trauma, which they bring with them into schools.33 Responding to student
trauma, coupled with the myriad of daily stressors we experience, produces secondary trauma in educators, which ultimately impacts our mental
health.34
These stressors for students and educators can have a negative impact on
a school’s climate and culture, creating unsafe and exclusionary learning
environments.35 All of these issues are compounded when teachers feel like
they are disconnected from their peers. When we do not have the chance to
collaborate with each other, we can feel alone and isolated, leading to low
morale and ultimately leaving the profession.36
With our heavy workloads, it is difficult to find and take advantage of mental
health resources for our personal well-being. An overwhelming majority of
focus group respondents were unaware of Chicago Public Schools services
available through the Employee Assistance Program, such as free counseling.37 We can’t afford to miss out on these valuable resources and miss the
chance to take care of ourselves.

58% of teachers reported having
poor mental health seven or
more days a month.
American Federation of Teachers. (2017).
Educator Quality of Work Life Survey

“If we’re going to address
the issue of rampant teacher
attrition, then we need to
explicitly address the issue
of educator mental health. If
teachers are not encouraged
and incentivized to take
their health and the health
of their colleagues seriously,
they won’t have the stamina
or capacity to stay in the
classroom.”
Ashley McCall, third grade English & Language
Arts Bilingual Teacher at César E. Chávez
Multicultural Academic Center

WHAT WE NEED

“Every time a six-year-old
tells you they have nothing
to live for, it takes a toll on
you as a teacher — mentally
and emotionally.”
Charles Beavers II, teacher leader at
Kozminski Community Academy

Access to educator mental health supports
Educators need clear communication on how to access the professional development and counseling services that already exist. More importantly, we need to be
encouraged to utilize these supports by having dedicated time at school to focus on
our well-being, as well as specific mental health days in addition to regular sick days.

Prioritize staff culture
Teaching can feel very lonely, but with dedicated time to build collaborative relationships with our colleagues, we can better support each other and our students. Focus
group participants expressed a desire for more recognition and appreciation through
weekly staff shout-outs, more welcoming spaces designated for staff such as staff
lounges, and staff-wide self-care professional development opportunities.38

For more information on the Ask an Educator leadership team, go to e4e.org/askaneducator
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Whether it is elevating educators’ voices, increasing support
for diverse learners, providing clear communication on wages
and benefits, enacting equitable school funding, or supporting
educator mental health, one thing is clear: We are eager and
willing to get involved in the decision-making process when it
comes to the policies that impact our students, our schools,
and our profession. Whether you are sitting in the governor’s
mansion, a City Hall meeting, or the union office, we urge you to
prioritize the issues most pressing to Chicago’s educators. Give
us a seat at the table, and together we will ensure that schools
and educators are equipped to provide all students with the
tools they need to succeed.

For far too long, education policy has been created without a
critical voice at the table — the voice of classroom teachers.
Educators for Excellence (E4E), a teacher-led organization, is
changing this dynamic by placing the voices of teachers at
the forefront of the conversations that shape our classrooms
and careers. E4E has a quickly growing national network of
educators united by our Declaration of Teachers’ Principles and
Beliefs.
E4E members can learn about education policy and research,
network with like-minded peers and policymakers, and take
action and advocate for teacher-created policies that lift student
achievement and the teaching profession.
Learn more at e4e.org.
/Educators4Excellence
@Ed4Excellence
E4E.org

