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Chicago Students Return to School on Monday. Will Their Teachers? 
Kate Taylor for the New York Times – January 9, 2021 
 
As 6,000 prekindergarten and special education students prepare to return to Chicago school 
buildings on Monday for the first time since March, a question looms: How many of their 
teachers will be there to greet them? 
 
The city’s mayor, Lori Lightfoot, has argued that giving parents the option of sending their 
children to school in person is critical to preventing some of the district’s mostly poor and Black 
and Latino students from falling permanently behind. 
 
But the city’s teachers’ union has fiercely resisted the plan, arguing that schools are not safe 
while the coronavirus is circulating at the current levels. Over the past week, less than 60 
percent of the roughly 2,000 teachers who were expected to return to their buildings to 
prepare for the arrival of students actually showed up. 
 
The district’s chief executive, Janice K. Jackson, said Friday that she was optimistic about most 
teachers coming to work on Monday. But she also warned that any who stayed home without 
permission would not be paid, raising the prospect of a heightened clash with the union, which 
has suggested it may strike if teachers are not permitted to stay home if they want to. 
 
Across the country, many big cities, such as New York, have struggled to resume even limited 
in-person instruction, while a number, including Los Angeles, have simply given up on the idea 
for now, choosing to stick with all-remote education into the spring at least. 
 
Those struggles have often pitted Democratic officials seeking to reopen schools against a core 
Democratic constituency, teachers’ unions, that have pushed doggedly to keep them closed. 
But few districts have experienced as much acrimony as Chicago, the nation’s third-largest 
system with about 350,000 students. 
 
“This is probably the most contentious and unpleasant reopening in terms of how the different 
sides are interacting with each other,” said Emily Oster, an economics professor at Brown who 
has collected data on coronavirus cases in schools and has argued that reopening schools is safe 
under many circumstances. 
 
The 6,000 students returning Monday are to be followed on Feb. 1 by another 70,000 students 
in kindergarten through eighth grade. Prekindergarten and some special education students 
will attend school five days a week; other students will attend two days a week. There are 
currently no plans to allow high school students to return to classrooms. 
 
As in other cities, race has been a subtext of the fight in Chicago, with Mayor Lightfoot arguing 
that Black and Latino students are being harmed the most by keeping schools closed. 
 
But the unions contend that those same students and their families will be most at risk if 
schools reopen, because they often lack access to quality health care and the coronavirus has 
had a particularly devastating impact on their communities. 

https://www.cps.edu/about/stats-facts/
https://statsiq.co1.qualtrics.com/public-dashboard/v0/dashboard/5f78e5d4de521a001036f78e#/dashboard/5f78e5d4de521a001036f78e?pageId=Page_c0595a5e-9e70-4df2-ab0c-14860e84d36a
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Many of the district’s Black and Latino parents have the same worry: Less than a third of them 
have opted to send their children back to school in person. As in New York, white parents have 
been far more willing to have their children return to classrooms. 
 
But interviews with parents and officials indicate that many families are deeply conflicted as 
they try to balance concerns that their children are losing out educationally with fears that they 
will bring the virus home. 
 
Alderman Michael Scott, Jr., who represents a mostly Black ward on the city’s West Side and is 
the chairman of the City Council’s education committee, said that families in his ward were 
feeling confused by the diametrically opposed messages they are hearing from the district and 
the union. 
 
“I think folks in my communities don’t really know which side to listen to,” he said. 
 
Katrina Adams, who lives in the Avalon Park neighborhood on the South Side, said she wanted 
to send her oldest daughter, who is in fourth grade, back to school because her grades were 
slipping and she missed her friends. 
 
But Ms. Adams said she didn’t think the district was ready to open. She cited concerns that the 
union has also raised, about whether an adequate number of air purifiers had been installed 
and about how many of the 400 custodians the district has pledged to hire would actually be 
working before the first students arrive. (The district says there is an air purifier in every 
classroom that will be in use and that 150 custodians have been hired, with the remainder 
following by Jan. 25.) 
 
Ms. Adams, who has lost an aunt and a cousin to Covid-19, said her views had not been 
influenced by the teachers’ union. But she acknowledged feeling unsettled by many teachers 
being concerned about in-school transmission of the coronavirus. 
 
“If they don’t feel safe coming back, most definitely that’s an alert, to a parent or anyone,” she 
said. 
 
The union also contends that reopening schools will be detrimental educationally for the many 
Black and Latino students who have chosen to continue learning from home. That is because 
teachers will be required to simultaneously teach both in-person and remote students, putting 
remote students at a disadvantage, the union says. 
 
“This is going to be worse education for the big majority of Black and Latinx people,” the 
union’s president, Jesse Sharkey, said. 
 
Ms. Lightfoot and Dr. Jackson counter that schools are safe and that, while remote learning is 
working for some students, it simply is not for others, particularly young students and students 
with disabilities who do not have substantial support at home. 
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Many educational experts also believe that in-person instruction is substantially superior to 
remote teaching. 
 
“To deny parents this option is irresponsible and wrong,” Ms. Lightfoot said on Friday of in-
person schooling. “I understand the stress that we have all felt during this pandemic, but we 
cannot lose sight of our ultimate goal, which is to keep our children safe and nurtured and 
engaged.” 
 
The union has worked furiously for the past week to build public support for its position. Some 
teachers have worked outside to dramatize the idea that they would rather freeze than risk 
infection inside their buildings. They have held almost daily news conferences and invited 
parents to a town hall on Friday to emphasize the dangers of returning to school. 
 
The union has also enlisted a majority of the City Council to oppose the reopening plan and to 
urge the district to negotiate with the union. Dr. Jackson accused the aldermen of hypocrisy, 
saying that some of them had children in Catholic schools that have been open for months. 
 
Chicago is the birthplace of teachers’ unions and remains a center of labor activism. In recent 
years, the Chicago Teachers Union has been among the more militant of big city teachers’ 
unions. It clashed monumentally with Mayor Rahm Emanuel, particularly over his decision to 
close around 50 schools in poor neighborhoods, and went on strike for seven days in 2012. 
 
Ms. Lightfoot was elected in 2019 promising to address inequities among the city’s 
neighborhoods, a goal the union espoused. But she soon found herself in the union’s cross hairs 
as well, when it held an 11-day strike over demands that the city hire more counselors, reduce 
class sizes and address issues like affordable housing. 
 
The union has said that no teacher should be required to teach in person until all school 
employees have had the opportunity to get vaccinated, or until the city’s positivity rate falls to 
3 percent and its rate of new cases falls below 400 per day. 
 
In the past week, the city had a positivity rate of 10.7 percent and slightly over 1,000 new cases 
per day, or roughly 38 cases per 100,000 people. (By comparison, in the past week New York 
City had 62 daily new cases per 100,000 people.) 
 
Gov. J.B. Pritzker of Illinois has said teachers could begin receiving vaccinations within a few 
weeks. But a spokeswoman for the school district said that, under the state’s timeline, it would 
be months before all teachers can be vaccinated. 
 
In the background of the fight is the fact that the district has a long history of fiscal problems 
and what city officials say is egregious underfunding by the state. The district currently receives 
less than 70 percent of the funding it would need to adequately serve its students — a gap of 
$1.87 billion — according to a state funding formula adopted in 2017. 
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Mimi Rodman, the Illinois executive director of Stand for Children, an education reform 
organization, said that while many districts faced conflicts with their teachers over reopening, 
wealthier districts could take steps that helped smooth the road to a compromise. 
 
New Trier High School, for instance, a wealthy suburban district north of Chicago, recently 
started doing weekly saliva testing of all students and staff. Chicago Public Schools is planning 
to test staff once a month but is not doing any surveillance testing of students. 
 
“C.P.S. can’t even start thinking about things like saliva testing,” Ms. Rodman said, “because 
they can’t afford it.” 
 
  
  

http://stand.org/
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Chicago helped 55,000 students get free internet. Much work remains. 
Mila Koumpilova for Chalkbeat – January 12, 2021 
 
Chicago Connected — the city’s ambitious initiative to help low-income students get online — 
has provided tens of thousands of families with free internet since it launched last summer and 
has become a national model for confronting the digital divide. 
 
It has also been a study in the challenges of rapidly addressing the connectivity issue, despite 
the benefit of major philanthropic firepower and political will. 
 
From skepticism about the free offer to limits on wiring illegally converted basement dwellings, 
the program, now replicated in cities such as Philadelphia, still faces obstacles to signing up 
some residents who need it. Some families qualified after they were already locked into 
internet contracts and, at least until now, they have not been able to switch to Chicago 
Connected — though that will become an option going forward for those whose income has 
changed significantly. 
 
Chicago schools are reopening to students this week, but remote learning isn’t going away: 
Most students are sticking with it, and even most of those slated to return in person on Feb. 1 
will continue learning from home three days a week. The program has now enrolled just over 
half of the 100,000 students it set out to connect — a goal officials say they are still on track to 
hit by the school year’s end. 
 
They say it’s by design that the initiative is gradually building up to that goal. The program 
recently broadened and simplified its criteria for enrolling families, casting a wider net for those 
who can benefit. The district said more than 235,000 students eligible for subsidized school 
lunch now qualify. 
 
“There have been a lot of families coming to their schools saying, ‘We should be eligible, and 
we’re not,’” said Daniel Anello of the nonprofit Kids First Chicago, which helped spearhead the 
program. Now, “We are giving schools the opportunity to work with their families.” 
 
School districts across the country continue to confront the issue of internet access for 
students, which has proven thornier than providing computers to those who need them. 
Educators have complained that even some Chicago Public Schools campuses don’t have 
reliable internet. Pressed by aldermen on the issue, district officials said this week they are 
working on doubling bandwidth on campuses ahead of bringing back elementary students 
Feb.1, when many teachers are slated to live-stream their in-person lessons to students who 
log in remotely. 
 
Expanding eligibility 
 
Yolanda Williams, the mom of an eighth grader who has Down syndrome, said she was thrilled 
when her family qualified for the program last summer. Williams was featured as a “parent 
ambassador” in a promotional video for Chicago Connected with Lightfoot and Jackson. She 
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said the program has helped enormously: She and her daughter used to rely on a hotspot used 
by a relative living next door, making for a slow and unreliable connection. 
 
Mayor Lori Lightfoot announced the launch of Chicago Connected in June: a first-of-its-kind 
partnership between the city, philanthropies and internet companies. The school district and 
city had drawn some criticism for taking a somewhat hands-off approach to connectivity while 
the mayor’s office negotiated with internet companies about a collaborative effort to address 
the issue. 
 
Families qualifying for the program would receive wired high-speed internet through Comcast 
and RCN or mobile hotspots from T-Mobile. About 100,000 children needed these services, the 
city estimated at the time. The expected four-year cost of $50 million would come from 
philanthropic organizations and federal stimulus dollars in the first two years and from the 
school district in years three and four. 
 
The school district said more than 36,560 households have signed up; almost 55,000 students 
are benefitting from the service, officials estimate. 
 
Several dozen community-based organizations the city enlisted in the effort have played a key 
role, helping combat lack of awareness and mistrust that the program really provides free 
internet without a catch. Anello said that early data on the effort shows brisker sign-ups in 
neighborhoods where these community groups operate. 
 
Patrick Brosnan of the Brighton Park Neighborhood Council said the nonprofit called 7,000 
families from a list the district provided. It connected with about half of them, helping to 
explain the program, answer questions and steer parents to internet providers to get enrolled. 
The calls have doubled as an opportunity to connect families with other services, such as rental 
assistance. 
 
In January, the organization along with other partner community groups is gearing up to begin 
offering digital literacy classes for parents as part of Chicago Connected. 
 
“You might argue we are already in the (school year’s) second quarter,” Brosnan said. “But 
these things take time to roll out.” 
 
Anello stressed that the program simply did not have capacity to bring all residents who qualify 
on board at once or ramp up rapidly. So in the earlier months, it targeted students with the 
highest needs in a series of enrollment phases or tiers — including those eligible for subsidized 
lunch who also might have special needs, experience homelessness or live in neighborhoods 
with a high “hardship index,” a measure created by researchers at the University of Illinois at 
Chicago. 
 
Now, any family qualifying for free or reduced-price lunch who lacks wired internet will be able 
to sign up. 
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“While the district is working toward reopening our doors in January, expanding Internet access 
to as many families as possible remains a long-term priority, during the pandemic and beyond,” 
said the district’s CEO, Janice Jackson, in a statement. 
 
Removing barriers 
 
Floridalma, the mother of three students in Albany Park, who asked that only her first name be 
used, said she got a text message and email from the district letting her know her family had 
qualified for Chicago Connected in October. 
 
That was welcome news. 
 
After school buildings closed in March and learning shifted online, Floridalma signed up for 
internet at home for the first time. But the monthly bill has increasingly strained her family 
budget, after a stretch when she was out of work cleaning homes during the spring shutdown 
and several weeks more recently when she was sidelined by a COVID-19 infection. She says she 
had never heard about more affordable options for low-income residents such as Comcast’s 
Internet Essentials program. 
 
“I make sacrifices to pay for the internet so my children can learn,” she said in Spanish. “I only 
buy the most necessary things.” 
 
But when she called the number listed on the district’s text message, a Comcast rep told her 
she could not sign up for Chicago Connected because she already had a contract with the 
company. That came as a bitter disappointment. 
 
Community-based groups say some families have asked them to troubleshoot a range of 
barriers to signing up for the program. There’s the issue of pre-existing contracts. Until now, 
customers of Comcast’s low-cost Internet Essentials program could switch to Chicago 
Connected, but not those with more expensive plans. 
 
The district says families whose income has changed and they can no longer afford their plans 
will now be able to sign up for the free program. Internet providers will not forgive debt, but 
they will not seek to collect it while a household is in the program. 
 
Another obstacle has been the city’s slew of basement apartments and illegal residential 
conversions. If families are living in basements or buildings that have not been zoned for 
residential use, they have to rely on hotspots only. And, Anello said, as incomes have 
sometimes plummeted amid the pandemic’s economic fallout, families have not always been 
able to sign up based on their current income — an issue he hopes the recent eligibility changes 
will address. 
 
Community groups such as the Brighton Park Neighborhood Council and the Gads Hill Center 
also say they are hearing from some families who did benefit from the program that the 
connection is slow or spotty at times. 
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“It’s not just access but quality we need to ensure,” said Maricela Garcia of the Gads Hill Center. 
 
Even Williams, the program’s parent ambassador, said her family has had chronic issues with a 
slow connection that makes her daughter’s live video classes stagger, freeze or shut down 
completely. They have had to lean on the relative’s hotspot again at times. 
 
“The signal is weak,” she said. “It will drop at any time.” 
 
Anello said the district’s support line and community-based organizations have received 
relatively few calls about connection speed and bandwidth issues, given that tens of thousands 
of households have signed up. (It’s possible that the internet providers are fielding some of 
those calls directly.) Anyone with an issue should contact the CPS Parent Tech line at 773-417-
1060 or the providers, Anello said. 
 
The district said that only 1.5% of 7,930 calls to the tech line since the program’s launch involve 
internet service performance issues. 
 
“These are isolated issues and to be expected in any program of this scale,” said district 
spokesman James Gherardi. 
 
In December, the program also started providing hotspots as backup to families with multiple 
virtual learners who were experiencing bandwidth issues. It’s now surveying residents in the 
program about their satisfaction with it. 
 
Garcia said there’s also some ongoing mistrust about the program that organizations like hers 
have tried to counter. 
 
“Families still believe there is a catch, and they’ll start paying fees later,” she said. “People are 
not really informed, and there’s still suspicion.” 
 
But she said the program has helped many low-income families the center works with, and she 
believes the change in the eligibility criteria will generate new momentum for enrollment in it. 
 
“For us, participating in this program is such an important goal,” she said. 
 
One of the challenges these efforts face is a lack of reliable data that would allow cities to 
gauge the need for these services and target them to families who need them, said Jim 
Flanagan of the International Society for Technology in Education, who served on Chicago’s 
school board in the 1990s. Municipalities and private providers remain wary of sharing data 
they do have with each other because of privacy and other concerns. 
 
Flanagan said what’s needed is more robust federal support for such efforts, sharing of best 
practices nationwide, and a push to make them accessible to as many families as possible. The 
second federal stimulus package lawmakers approved late last month includes $7 billion to 
address the internet access divide. 
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“Kudos to Chicago for jumping ahead, but now we just have to remove all the barriers,” he said. 
“It’s like charging folks in need for lunch or school bus access. It’s so wrong.” 
 
Brosnan said that his group is hearing from partner schools in the neighborhood that in some 
cases, students who received free internet through the program are still not logging in to access 
classes and assignments. A next step is joining forces to try diagnosing other hurdles that might 
be getting in the way of school attendance and engagement. 
 
Still, he said, “This program has been a fix, and we’re glad to be a part of it.” 
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Reopened CPS Classrooms Will Range From Empty To Nearly Full, Often Based On Income 
And Race 
Sarah Karp for WBEZ – December 30, 2020 
 
A handful of Chicago public schools opening their doors to students early next year are 
expecting only one child to show up, while others are anticipating more than 700 students, 
according to data released by the school district. 
 
Most schools that are anticipating few students are in Black and Latino neighborhoods with 
high rates of COVID-19 infections or deaths. In addition, the schools serve high numbers of low-
income students. Of the 156,000 students considered low-income that were offered in-person 
instruction, just 32% of them say they are coming. 
 
The information comes less than two weeks before the first students will be in classrooms since 
buildings were shuttered in March. Teachers and principals say they are spending winter break 
worrying about how school will look when it goes back into session, especially in places where 
only a few students are in front of them and the majority are still at home. 
 
“As weird as it is, we’ve created stability in the last four months. I have a routine and my 
students know the routine,” said one teacher at a mostly Black school in East Garfield Park who 
asked not to be named. “Now it feels like we may need to start over.” 
 
Preschoolers and students in special education cluster programs are due back on Jan. 11, while 
elementary students are slated to return on Feb. 1. CPS hopes to bring some high schools back 
at a later date. Preschool and cluster students will attend five days a week. Elementary school 
students will be in-person two days a week and remote the other three. 
 
Overall, the school district has said 37% of those eligible for in-person learning are anticipated 
to attend and acknowledged that, in a school district of mostly Black and Latino students, white 
students are overrepresented among those returning. All students who choose not to return 
will continue with remote learning. 
 
Still, school district leaders have argued emphatically that offering schools in-person learning is 
a matter of equity. With 78,000 students returning starting next month, they say that amounts 
to more than the student body at the largest school district in the state after CPS. They also 
note that private schools and suburban schools with more affluent students have been offering 
in-person learning. Students in Chicago Public Schools should get that opportunity, they say. 
 
Still, the school-level data reveals the dramatically different situations that schools will face 
when they reopen to students. 
 
Many schools have no idea how many families really want their children to return to the 
classroom. At 27 elementary schools, more than half of the student families didn’t respond to 
the intent-to-return survey. All these schools serve mostly Black, mostly low-income students 
whose parents may not have known about or had access to the internet to complete the form. 
The school district has said that students whose families didn’t respond to the survey will be 
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considered remote and won’t be able to attend in person until at least April. CPS data shows 
16% of families overall didn’t respond to the survey. 
 
There are three elementary schools — one in Little Village and one in Humboldt Park, serving 
mostly Latino students, and the other in South Deering on the Southeast Side, serving mostly 
Black students — that are only anticipating 20 students. Even though these are small schools of 
about 250 students, it is still less than 10% of their enrollment. 
 
On the other hand, there are four schools expecting more than 700 students. Two of them are 
the schools with the highest percentage of white students in the city’s public school system. 
They are on the opposite ends of the city: Mount Greenwood Elementary on the far Southwest 
side and Ebinger Elementary on the far Northwest side. 
 
The socioeconomic divide is even more pronounced than the racial or geographic divide. The 
CPS data shows that while 75% of students that Chicago Public Schools invited back are 
considered economically disadvantaged, only 64% of students who are actually returning are 
low-income. Many of the majority Black and Latino schools that are expecting more than half of 
their students are ones with more economically advantaged students. 
 
The only students who can come back to high schools now are those in cluster programs, which 
are classrooms set aside for moderately to severely disabled students. Of the 46 high schools 
with cluster programs, four are expecting no students. Half are expecting fewer than a quarter 
of eligible students, with many having just a handful. 
 
Some teachers and principals can look forward to focusing on full classes of students sitting in 
front of them. There has been a push in some communities, including on the Far Southwest 
Side, to get schools to reopen. 
 
But those expecting few students say they are concerned that those who return don’t 
understand what they are walking into, and that students will have their year disrupted at a 
time they need stability. 
 
According to CPS officials, principals will have discretion to configure their schools in the way it 
makes sense for students. But there are clear limits. CPS says principals can’t allow some 
teachers to work from home. Teachers and staff have been told they must report to school 
buildings unless they have been given an accommodation. 
 
Several teachers and principals spoke to WBEZ on the condition that they remain anonymous. 
They say they are afraid that school district leaders will be angry if they criticize the return-to-
school plan. 
 
One 30-year-veteran said she has been told that seven of the 21 students in her class will be in 
person. She has spent all of her career in the mostly low-income, diverse school on the North 
Side. With most of her fourth graders at home, she said she will continue to instruct as though 
everyone is remote. 
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The students in her class will be expected to sit in front of their laptops with headphones on. 
She said she also expects they will be in their winter coats as she intends to keep the windows 
open to allow for good airflow. 
 
“I don’t know how I will send them to the bathroom or how they will have snack time,” she 
said. “I really don’t know how this will look.” 
 
Like many teachers, she’s “anxiety-ridden” about going back into her school. Her husband had a 
heart attack last year and she is afraid that she will expose him to COVID-19. She said she has 
applied for an accommodation to stay home, but she won’t know until mid-January. Data 
released on Tuesday shows that among the first round of staff that applied for an 
accommodation or a leave, 42% of them were approved. 
 
Another principal said he also has instructed all teachers to continue focusing on remote 
teaching, even for in-person students. 
 
A second-grade teacher at another school said she worries she will spend an inordinate amount 
of time focused on the three students that will be in her classroom. She has 27 total students. 
 
“I would want to focus more on the remote kids because it’s also harder to learn remotely so 
they’re gonna need more of my focus and attention,” she said. “But the reality is, when children 
are in front of you, they are dependent on you for all of their needs, their physical needs, their 
emotional needs. There’s no one else to service them in those ways. They have to take 
precedent.” 
 
Meanwhile, some teachers are expecting no students. At Washington High School, two teachers 
and seven paraprofessionals will be expected to go into the classroom, yet none of their 
students with special needs will be there. 
 
One of those teachers, Maura Escherich, said she has been told by parents that they feel like 
their children are being experimented on, given that they would be the only high school 
students in person. Also, a lot of them are immuno-compromised, which makes their parents 
even more hesitant to send them into school. 
 
“I have heard parents say, if the buildings are safe for our kids, then why aren’t they safe for all 
kids,” she said. “What makes our students different?” 
 
“One parent said, ‘I don’t like remote learning, it is hard. I go to work. I drop my son at my 
sister’s house so he can do his e-learning. It’s not a great time,’” Escherich recounted. “But 
she’s like, `I love my son, and I couldn’t live with myself, if I sent him into school for my own 
convenience, and something happened to him.’” 
 
Escherich said her students have gotten used to remote learning, and said she doesn’t 
understand the rationale of sending staff into schools without students. 
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CPS CEO Janice Jackson and Mayor Lori Lightfoot have said that cluster students are among the 
most vulnerable and they are struggling the most with remote learning.  
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CTU notches huge victory in bid to expand bargaining power 
Rachel Hinton and Nader Issa for the Chicago Sun-Times – January 11, 2021 
 
Illinois lawmakers have voted to repeal a provision in an educational labor law that for the past 
25 years has limited the Chicago Teachers Union’s bargaining rights, marking a major win for 
the union and new leverage as it battles Chicago Public Schools over reopening — and in future 
disputes. 
 
Illinois Senators voted 38 to 16 on Monday to repeal Section 4.5 of the Illinois Educational 
Labor Relations Act, which will force city officials to bargain with the union over a wider range 
of issues than is currently mandated — once it gets the governor’s signature. 
 
If Gov. J.B. Pritzker immediately signs the repeal bill — which already passed the House in 2019 
— there could be major implications for CPS’ planned reopening, which began Monday for 
some students. 
 
Pritzker indicated Monday he would sign the bill, which he said he supported even before 
becoming a candidate. 
 
“That bill, I know, is coming to my desk, and I’ll obviously take a serious look at it, but you know 
where I’ve stood for several years already,” Pritzker said. 
 
Union officials lobbied for years to repeal the law. The CTU said in a statement that the bill 
passed “because of the tireless work of our rank and file members, and the vital support of a 
broad coalition of grassroots allies, our students and families.” 
 
Mayor Lori Lightfoot campaigned on repealing Section 4.5 but wrote in a letter to state 
senators last week that a repeal “at this critical time would impair our efforts to reopen Chicago 
Public Schools and jeopardize our fiscal and educational gains.” A mayor’s office spokeswoman 
said in a statement after the vote that Lightfoot would “strongly endorse” the bill with two 
caveats: the repeal goes into effect at the end of the CTU’s contract in 2024, and the city 
maintains its right not to bargain over the length of the school day and year. 
 
Senators in a later 44 to 14 vote passed an amendment that would keep school day and year 
length out of CTU’s bargaining rights — a compromise the union had said it would accept. That 
bill will head back to the House for approval. City officials were still working to convince the 
legislature to delay implementation of the Section 4.5 repeal, but those prospects looked bleak. 
 
Section 4.5 of the IELRA, passed in 1995, limits the bargaining power of the CTU — and other 
unions that represent school support staff at CPS — to bread-and-butter labor issues such as 
pay and benefits. The law does not apply to unions representing workers in other school 
districts in Illinois. 
 
The provision allowed CPS to avoid negotiations over several school-related topics such as class 
sizes, staff assignments, charter schools, subcontracting, layoffs, and the length of the school 
day and year. In school reopening negotiations at other districts around the state and country, 
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agreements on those issues have been key to a stable return to classrooms. Union leaders have 
blamed Section 4.5 for larger class sizes, a decline in Black teachers and mismanaged custodial 
and nursing subcontracts. 
 
In an impassioned speech before the vote, CPS graduated Sen. Celina Villanueva, D-Chicago, 
said “this is about equity” in a district that has many schools with more than 30 kids in a 
classroom. 
 
“It is infuriating to have people say that CTU doesn’t have a right to bargain over classroom 
sizes, and I beg each and every one of you to think about this: when you were in elementary 
school, … how many people were in your classrooms?” Villanueva said. 
 
But Sen. Dale Righter, R-Mattoon, urged a no vote on the repeal, saying, “I’ve seen the prolific 
nature with regards to tendencies of the Chicago Teachers Union to strike before the 1995 law 
came into place. … There’s not another school district in the state that chose to go on strike 
more often than the Chicago Teachers Union.” 
 
Section 4.5 was cited last month by the Illinois Educational Labor Relations Board as a key 
reason why an injunction sought by the CTU to stop CPS from resuming in-person classes could 
not be granted. The issues the union wanted to negotiate over, the board said, weren’t 
mandatory subjects of bargaining. 
 
SEIU Local 73, the union that represents 7,500 school support staff, strongly supported the 
repeal, as did Chicago Federation of Labor President Bob Reiter and Illinois AFL-CIO President 
Tim Drea. The Chicago Federation of Labor has an ownership stake in Sun-Times Media. 
 


