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An Open Letter to the Chicago Public Schools and Illinois Charter Schools Communities: 
  

Public education nationwide and within Chicago has failed low-income families for decades.  

Communities like Humboldt Park have suffered due to the lack of quality educational opportunities for 

their youth.  The education reform movement, ranging from federal laws mandating accountability 

through testing, to state level teacher evaluation reforms, to the growth of the charter movement and 

innovations in educational practices, has given many communities hope through improved educational 

opportunities and choice.   Many charter schools have been wildly successful; Uncommon Schools, 

Harlem Success Academy, Chicago’s own Noble Street Charter Schools, and countless other charter 

organizations have risen to meet the challenges of educating those previously under-served.  Although 

there have been great successes within the charter movement, success has not been universal.  

Galapagos Charter School (GCS) in West Humboldt Park is one such school operating under the guise 

of the charter movement that is not providing a high quality education for the community it claims to 

serve.   

 

According to Betheny Gross and Michael DeArmond of the Center for Reinventing Public 

Education, charter schools lose between 20 and 25 percent of their teachers each year.  Galapagos lost 

13 of its approximately 30 staff members in the months of June, July and August in between the 2009-

2010 and 2010-2011 school years.   This turnover rate of 43% is far above the national charter school 

average.  Alarmingly, the problem only worsened during the 2010-2011 school year.  Since August 

2010, an additional 25 staff members, or 83%, left Galapagos.  In total, 38 educators have left the 

Chicago campus in the last year.  Although these high teacher turnover statistics are concerning, what 

is more alarming is the lack of reflection by the leadership as to why staff members are leaving in such 

great numbers, particularly when the administration touts their extensive interview process as focused 

on finding good fits for the organization.  There has been no effort to institute changes recommended 

by current and past staff members to promote a more positive staff culture and provide teachers with 

the support and respect needed in this high stress profession. 

 

This lack of action does not solely negatively affect the adults within Galapagos Charter 

School, but it has had significant effects on the academic success of the Galapagos scholars.  

Galapagos is currently performing on average 10% lower than other schools in Illinois on state tests 

over the last five years.  In 2010 Galapagos scored 63% proficient on the ISAT test while the state 



average was 76% proficient on math and reading combined.  Galapagos’ performance decreased from 

2009 to 2010 going from 65% proficient to 63% proficient. MAP results from 2009-2010 and 2010-

2011 show little improvement, especially within grades 2-8. Longitudinal views of MAP data show 

little improvement for groups of returning GCS scholars. In addition, GCS did not make Adequate 

Yearly Progress (AYP) based on 2010 ISAT results, according to the Federal No Child Left Behind 

(NCLB) Act. With ISAT scores likely to decrease again based on 2011 scores, and a lack of other 

promising assessment results, one must begin to question the effectiveness of the leadership at 

Galapagos. 

 

It is law in the state of Illinois, along with the rest of the country, to insure the services of our 

most at risk students.  Specifically, the Individualized Education Plan (IEP), is a legal document that 

requires a school to fulfill a specified number of Special Education minutes per week.  In the days and 

weeks that followed the numerous resignations and firings, Galapagos failed to secure enough 

substitute teachers to cover its classes for multiple days in a row.  Because of this, special education 

instructors and special education assistants were regularly pulled from their legal duty to service their 

scholars in order to cover the classes of absent teachers.  This, of course, violated the legal document 

mandating the services they were to provide daily. 

 

Similarly, many scholars at Galapagos Charter School struggle to meet the standards outlined 

for their grade level, but are not identified as special education students.  These students have been 

failing year after year, and, according to benchmark assessments are 2-4 levels below grade level.  At 

Galapagos, there is not a reading intervention specialist after school tutoring or any sort of extra help 

available for these scholars.  The single most frequently used intervention is the ability to retain 

students, or hold them back in the same grade, without offering an alternative of summer school 

courses. This results in a significant number of scholars who, continuing at a current pace, will 

effectively “age out” of middle school.  This means that they will graduate from the school after they 

turned 15, a violation of Chicago Public School’s policy that states that if a student will be 15 on or 

before September 1st, he/she cannot remain in elementary school. This cavalier attitude toward the 

needs of some of our city’s most vulnerable, the very population that Galapagos professes to be 

serving, has played a large role in Galapagos’ failing status. 

 

In the 2010-2011 school year, the culture at GCS deteriorated to a point that scholar behavior, 

motivation and environment mirrored some of the worst schools on the West Side. Behavior issues 



reached an all time high and the response from the two top-level administrators was to suspend 

scholars over and over again, resulting in record number of expulsion hearings and decisions to expel 

scholars. There exists no expectation for any kind of remediation for these scholars besides a re-entry 

meeting and possible meetings with the school counselor, whose schedule was already overbooked. 

The advice given by the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) was to “crush” the scholars so that they would 

begin to behave better when this approach clearly did not work. Efforts by staff members to suggest 

positive changes have been ignored and belittled.  On multiple occasions, the Chief Academic Officer 

(CAO) prohibited instructors’ attempts to implement learning-behavior modification strategies rooted 

in best practice because of her “philosophical disagreements” with any system that did not rely entirely 

on her own perceived understanding of intrinsic motivation.   

 

The resistance on behalf of the administration to implement any other methods of behavior 

modification has resulted in severe safety issues within the school.  In March 2011 a middle school 

scholar was caught with a knife at GCS.  He was suspended and eventually expelled.  The following 

day, the administration overheard rumors that another scholar had brought additional weapons to 

school.  Upon locker checks, they discovered two knives and a gun.  Police were called, decided not to 

detain the scholars, and they were also suspended and expelled.  The concern, however, is less with the 

weapons being brought to school and more with the response of the administration.  It is the policy of 

many schools to have procedures in the event of a danger within the school as well as outside the 

school.  In many cases “lockdown” procedures are established and then practiced.  Galapagos neither 

has procedures in the event of a danger inside the school, nor are those procedures practiced. After 

repeated voices of concern by the staff, the CEO announced that he would be drafting an emergency 

plan within the next week; however that plan was never completed and safety issues continued to be a 

concern. It is also important to note that instructors, months previous to the event, notified the 

administration about scholars’ involvement in gang activity. Again, this information was brushed off 

with the response of “...there is nothing we can do about that.” 

 

Faced with the issues mentioned, particularly the lack of teacher retention and disintegration of 

school culture, a few concerned instructors formed a research committee to find solutions to these 

challenges. The committee, with the CEO’s approval, researched several high-performing, 

academically rigorous charter schools, such as Uncommon, Lighthouse, Urban Prep and Perspectives 

to gather ideas on how they retain instructors and promote positive school culture among students and 

staff. After seven months of this targeted research, the committee presented an action plan with short-



term items that could be initiated immediately, and long-term items that could start during the next 

school year. After the presentation of this plan, the top administrators were not willing to implement 

the short-term action items, such as sending out weekly emails to improve communication, clarify 

expectations for deadlines and recognize instructors for positive accomplishments. In response to how 

administration would use the committee’s proposed solutions, the CEO stated, “Galapagos will 

continue to move forward with various changes to the programming and school culture... As these 

changes become solidified they will be introduced to the staff over the summer and throughout the 

August Institute.” When prompted again on how administration would specifically utilize the 

committee’s action plan, the same response was given, meaning no positive changes were attempted to 

rectify the challenges presented during the 2010-2011 school year. The committee, as well as the rest 

of the staff, remains unsure of how administration will make any changes to better the school for next 

year.  Likewise, the action plan was not presented to the school board by the CEO, which he agreed to 

do at the beginning of the committee’s research.   

 

In addition to the committee’s proposed plan, many other instructors proposed new ideas or 

solutions this year. When discipline issues, particularly in the middle school, were escalating, many 

staff members offered ideas to balance more positive consequences along with developmentally-

appropriate negative consequences. These staff members faced immense negative pushback from the 

CEO and CAO, even though the current systems had not been effective. Other staff members also 

proposed implementing a new school-wide management system called Positive Behavioral 

Interventions and Supports (PBIS) which takes a more proactive and preventive approach to discipline, 

rather than GCS’ reactive, consequence-heavy approach. Administrators were not willing to try a new 

approach and the staff members who suggested these new ideas were chastised for not understanding 

or supporting the mission and values of GCS. 

 

Finally, the CEO hosted mandatory “CEO Chats” in the middle of the school year after several 

instructors had resigned and the culture throughout the school was noticeably low. While these chats 

were framed as time to voice concerns and suggestions, the actual discussions were held like an 

interview.  The CEO prefaced the discussions as attempts to determine commitment to the 

organization.  Instructors who voiced concerns or made suggestions were heavily questioned and made 

to feel as if their jobs were on the line. Instructors were nervous about being honest for fear of being 

accused that they were not “on the bus” (i.e., supportive of the direction that the school was moving). 

Several staff members’ meetings were never held. The results from the chats that were held were never 



shared, nor were staff members made aware of any changes that may result from suggestions or 

concerns. These instances seem to represent unwillingness from the CEO and CAO to listen openly to 

their staff and to implement research-based solutions that could ultimately improve GCS. More 

importantly, they have created a culture in which staff members are fearful of even suggesting new 

ideas or voicing concerns.  In addition, it is important to note that there is no Human Resources 

department or staff member at Galapagos, and therefore the staff members were not allowed to bring in 

an advocate on their behalf to witness the closed door “chats.” 

 

With the best of intentions toward meeting the needs of the scholars who look to GCS as a path 

to college and future success, we would like to alert the community to these issues. Galapagos has 

already received permission to open a second campus in Rockford, IL and will likely continue to try to 

replicate campuses. However, only with serious changes to the school and leadership will Galapagos 

be able to deliver on the promises of its mission and charter. We hope that those of you with children 

will consider carefully whether you choose to send your child to any campus of Galapagos Charter 

Schools. We hope that those of you involved in the Chicago public school community and IL charter 

school community will pressure those who manage and oversee establishment of charters to ensure that 

schools are truly meeting the needs of students and teachers. We feel that the community has a 

responsibility to address these pervasive issues in a manner deserving of the communities that 

Galapagos serves. 

 

With best regards, 

Concerned previous GCS Chicago staff members 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
APPENDIX A--Teacher Turnover at GCS Chicago 
 
The following staff members have left Galapagos’ Chicago campus during the time frames indicated. The situation 
regarding their departure and their total tenure with GCS are included. 
 
 
Between the 2009-2010 and 2010-2011 School Year: 13 out of approximately 30 staff members left the Chicago 
campus. 
 
7th/8th grade math teacher (fired, 1 year) 
5th/6th grade math teacher (resigned, 1 year) 
Kindergarten teacher (fired, 1 year) 
3rd grade teacher (resigned, 2 years) 
3rd grade teacher- Nationally Board Certified (fired, 2 years) 
4th grade teacher (resigned, 1 year) 
Literacy Coordinator (resigned, 2.5 years) 
7th/8th grade Social Studies teacher and Social Studies Coordinator (resigned, 2 years) 
Social Worker (resigned, 1 year) 
8th reading and writing teacher (resigned, 2 years) 
6th-8th grade Spanish teacher (resigned, 2 years) 
3rd grade teacher (resigned, 5 years) 
Part-time Accountant (resigned, 6 months) 
 
During 2010-2011 School Year: 25 out of approximately 30 staff members left Galapagos’ Chicago campus. 
 
1st grade teacher (resigned, 5 months) 
6th-8th grade Spanish (fired, 1 year 5 months) 
8th grade reading and writing teacher (resigned, 6 months) 
7th/8th grade math teacher (resigned, 7 months) 
5th/6th grade math teacher (resigned, 8 months) 
Middle School Director (resigned, 1 year 8 months) 
5th-8th grade Special Education teacher (resigned, 8 months) 
Special Education Aide (resigned, 8 months) 
4th grade teacher (resigned, 9 months) 
7th/8th grade math teacher (fired, 1 month) 
6th-8th grade Spanish Long-Term Sub (fired 1 week early) 
4th grade teacher (resigned, 1 year, 9 months) 
6th-8th grade Spanish teacher (fired, 1 month) 
6th-8th grade Spanish teacher (resigned, 1 week) 
3rd grade teacher (resigned, 9 months) 
Director of Development (resigned, 1 year) 
3rd-5th grade science teacher (resigned, 4 years) 
3rd-5th grade Spanish teacher (position terminated, 2 years) 
K-2nd grade Spanish teacher (position terminated, 1 year) 
7th grade reading and writing teacher (fired, 2 years) 
6th-8th grade science teacher (fired, 2 years) 
5th/6th grade social studies teacher (fired, 2 years, 6 months) 
7th/8th grade social studies teacher (fired, 1 year, 5 months) 
8th grade reading and writing teacher (resigned, 5 months) 
6th grade reading and writing teacher (fired, 2 years) 
 
From June 2010 to June 2011, 38 staff members left the GCS Chicago campus. 
 


