
by Brett Schaeffer

ong hours, daily homework and
Saturday school. This regimen has
attracted low income and minori-
ty families to enroll their children

at KIPP, a growing chain of mostly char-
ter schools that are proliferating from
Houston to New York to Los Angeles. 

This fall, KIPP, which stands for
Knowledge is Power Program, expands
to Chicago, and some educators believe
the model—which aims to get all stu-
dents to college—is the answer for
boosting student achievement in some
of the city’s under-performing schools.

“They go into some really difficult
areas where we’ve struggled and kids
have struggled,” says Greg Richmond,
who oversees CPS charter, contract and
small schools. “We haven’t had as much
success at high school as we’ve had at
the elementary school level. So if we can
develop some solid programs [such as
KIPP ] at middle school, that will help at
high school.”

Two KIPP schools opened last
month—one on the West Side in Austin
and another on the Near South Side in the
former Williams Elementary, which was
closed a year ago, then reopened this fall. 

Both sites adhere to KIPP’s basic
schedule and tenets. The school day
begins at 7:30 a.m. and ends at 5 p.m.
Every other Saturday, students attend a
half-day of extracurricular programs,
such as dance or theater, and summer
school is mandatory. 

The extra hours allow teachers to
spend more time reinforcing reading

and math skills without sacrificing other
subjects, such as science and social stud-
ies, says KIPP co-founder Michael Fein-
berg. Every student must sign a contract
pledging to complete homework, wear
clothing as stipulated in a dress code and
arrive on time every day. Parents and
teachers must also sign contracts pledg-
ing their support for the students. 

Students who break the agreement—
by not turning in homework assign-
ments, for instance—are typically
separated from their classmates and
placed at a table in the back of the class-
room and at an isolated table during
lunch. At the KIPP school in Oakland,
Calif., this exclusion is known as being
sent to the “bench.” To leave the bench,
students must write a letter of apology to
their classmates and then read it aloud. 

This is tough love, KIPP style. The
program was created in 1994 by two
Teach For America teachers, Feinberg
and David Levin, who struggled to raise
test scores and achievement in 5th-grade
classrooms in Houston. (See story, p. 16.)

They devised a model centered on five
academic principles, or pillars, that
include high expectations for students
and a school day that was three to four
hours longer than average. Every KIPP
school follows them. “You can dress them
up any way you like,” says Feinberg.

Since then, KIPP has gained national
attention for turning around student
achievement in tough circumstances. 

Carefully selecting and training
school leaders works in KIPP’s favor, says
John Ayers, the director of Leadership for
Quality Education and a strong advocate
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KIPP slogan: ‘There are no shortcuts’

National middle school model
launches two sites in Chicago

Choral leader John Swenson, right, rehearses a song with a group of 5th-graders at KIPP Ascend
Charter. Extracurricular classes such as chorus are held every other Saturday.
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Among the 32 KIPP schools across
the country are 32 unique first-year
experiences. However, few have

gone through the spectrum of setbacks
and victories as has the school in Oakland. 

KIPP opened a school in the Oakland
Unified School District in the summer of
2002. Since then, the school has survived
a districtwide deficit of $100 million, near-
ly a quarter of the overall $450 million
operating budget; a state takeover of the
district; principal and teacher turnover; a
facility relocation; and a name change. 

In Chicago, two new KIPP schools can
look forward to more stable central lead-
ership and a balanced districtwide budg-
et. However, Oakland can provide a
cautionary tale at the school level. 

Beware of teacher turnover
At the end of its first year, KIPP Bridge in
West Oakland lost its founding principal
and two of the school’s four teachers.
(One is slated to return in a year.) New
Principal David Ling hired an Oakland
public school teacher and a high school
teacher from a nearby district. He also
hired two others who completed teach-
ing stints with Teach For America. The
six-member faculty oversees instruction
for 146 5th- and 6th-graders.

Some teacher turnover is expected,
admits KIPP co-founder Mike Feinberg.
The school mandates long hours for stu-
dents and staff—7:30 a.m. to 5 p.m. on
weekdays and half-days twice a month on
Saturdays. The model is not for everyone,
he says. 

KIPP also pays teachers salaries that
are 15 to 20 percent higher than the
home district, says KIPP spokesman Steve
Mancini. It also recognizes outstanding
teachers with awards and offers a
national network of colleagues—a fea-
ture most local charters lack, he adds. 

Greg Richmond, who oversees CPS
charter, contract and small schools, is
aware of the teacher retention issue.  

Plan to relocate
This fall, KIPP Bridge moved from an old
woodshop classroom into a more spa-
cious second-floor space in another build-
ing on the same middle school campus.
The new digs will accommodate the
school until next school year when it adds
up to 90 students. Then it will likely have
to find suitable space to house up to 350,

the school’s ultimate goal.
As a contract school—the principal,

faculty and staff are employees of Oak-
land Unified School District—KIPP Bridge
can rely on the district to find suitable
space for the school. Charter schools,
which are responsible for securing their
own facilities, don’t have that luxury. 

The KIPP model, whether the school
has a charter or contract arrangement
with its host district, calls for it to open
with 5th-graders only, and expand year-
to-year into 8th grade. Often this means
schools must relocate one or more times.  

Chicago’s Ascend Charter is already
looking for a new—and hopefully perma-
nent—home for next school year. Its sister
school, Chicago Youth Village Academy, is
a contract school and has all the space it
needs in reopened Williams Elementary.

Immediate bottom line results
Test scores at KIPP schools, particular-

ly those in Houston, New York and
Washington, D.C., have shown signifi-
cant gains in just one year. 

With only one year of California test
scores, Oakland KIPP used its own assess-
ment to determine that students had
improved a full grade level in reading in
four months last year. 

A word of caution for local parents:
“We’re all looking for a quick fix that’s not
out there,” says Vivian Loseth, who over-
sees another school improvement model
for nonprofit Youth Guidance. Loseth visit-
ed the KIPP school in New York and
admired the program. “We have to give
these models an opportunity to work.”   

Word of mouth works
David Ling, an Oakland resident, was
planning to open a KIPP school in East
Oakland in 2004, but when the principal
of the KIPP school in West Oakland left
earlier this year, Ling was tapped to fill the
post. Fortunately for Ling, parents helped
the school recruit students by spreading
the word throughout the community.
“That’s the best advertising,” Ling says.

This year, nearly all of last year’s 5th-
graders returned for 6th grade, and Ling
had a full class of new 5th-graders.

If Chicago follows a similar path, a
successful first year will guarantee KIPP
schools a flood of applications for subse-
quent years. 

Brett Schaeffer

Year 1: What to expectof charters. Ayers compares KIPP’s
approach to Edison Schools, a for-profit
education management firm. “KIPP has
done the right thing by focusing on lead-
ers, which Edison didn’t; they picked
principals off the Internet,” he says.

But one potential trouble spot is
teacher turnover. KIPP’s demanding
daily schedule and extended school year
may wear out some teachers, Ayers says.

The issue is on the School Board’s
radar, too. “Clearly, they have this
model that is very demanding on teach-
ers,” says Richmond. 

However, he’s not convinced that it
will be a problem. KIPP tends to attract
young, energetic teachers, and having
enthusiastic teachers cycling in and out
of a school may not be a bad thing. It
may even be desirable, Richmond adds. 

Young and energetic are characteris-
tics observers would ascribe to the two
leaders of Chicago’s new KIPP schools.

KIPP Ascend Academy
If Jim O’Connor, principal of KIPP
Ascend Academy Charter School, had
created a school on his own, he says it
would have been similar to KIPP.  “I
grew up on a farm, so I like hard work,”
says O’Connor, who’s 30. 

KIPP Ascend is housed in three
classrooms at McNair Elementary, 4820
W. Walton St., in Austin. Ninety 5th-
grade students are enrolled this year;
the goal is to expand one grade level
each year up to 8th grade, with no more
than 400 students. 

After a year of training, O’Connor,
who grew up in Wilmington, Ill., a town
roughly an hour south of Chicago, was
looking to open a school here, close to
his hometown. When state legislators
passed a law in April to expand the num-
ber of charter schools in Chicago,
O’Connor jumped on the opportunity to
open one on the far West Side.  

KIPP seeks to open schools in urban
communities where families are low-
income and minority and students are
struggling to learn. “Austin fit that pro-
file,” O’Connor says. 

O’Connor recruited most of his stu-
dents from a handful of public elemen-
tary schools in Austin—May, DePriest,
Key, Hay and Spencer—where more than
90 percent of students are poor and close
to 100 percent are African American. Last
year, none of the schools bested citywide



reading scores of 39 percent of students at
or above national averages. 

“The parents needed another option,”
he notes. “We handed out flyers to kids
coming home from school. We went
door to door, into laundromats, hair
salons, barbershops, and churches.”

Denise Cobb is one of those parents.
Last year, her son, Emmanuel, attended
May, which has been on probation for
low test scores since 2000. Cobb tried to

get him transferred into a CPS magnet
school, but he wasn’t selected in the
enrollment lotteries.

“I was looking for a school … peri-
od.” One day last spring, Emmanuel
gave his mom a brochure on KIPP that
he picked up on his way home from
school. The school sounded “too good to
be true,” Cobb recalls.

Cobb already sees results. Emmanuel’s
reading skills, which were below grade

level, improved after several weeks in
summer school at KIPP. “His pace is
speeding up,” she notes.

O’Connor hired five teachers—two of
them from CPS. But he hit a couple
snags in finding a home for the school,
a common problem for charters. Space
in a West Side parochial school fell
through in June, and summer school
was held in temporary quarters at Noble
Street Charter in West Town. In Septem-

It’s graduation day for this year’s crop of
leaders-in-training and KIPP co-founder
Michael Feinberg is wearing a special

outfit: brown cut-off shorts, a dark blue T-
shirt with a torn white T-shirt poking out
below the waist, and bare feet.

At the KIPP Foundation’s office in San
Francisco, Feinberg, 34, says his shabby
dress conveys a message to the new
graduates: “You’re not done yet.”

And, in truth, they’re not. This group
of 11 former teachers who have finished
a yearlong program at the Haas Business
School at the University of California-
Berkeley will spend the next three
months shadowing leaders at existing
KIPP schools. Afterward, they craft plans
for their own schools, then work toward
getting them approved by their school
districts.

Feinberg knows from experience what
it takes to start a school from scratch. Ten
years ago, he and fellow Teach For Ameri-
ca alumnus David Levin did just that in
Houston, where they first hatched a
model for urban middle schools.   

In the first year, Feinberg and Levin
were overwhelmed teaching 5th-graders
in some of the city’s most depressed
neighborhoods. “We weren’t used to
losing, and we were losing bad,” says
Feinberg, a University of Pennsylvania
graduate.

By the second year, both believed their
teaching skills had improved, and they
were seeing positive results in the class-
room. The bubble burst, though, when
former students began calling to ask for
homework. Feinberg describes a typical

conversation. “It would go like this:
‘Mr. Feinberg, can you give me home-

work?’ 
‘Why should I give you homework?’ 
‘Because they don’t give us any.’ 
‘Why not?’ 
‘Because we can’t take the books

home.’ 
‘Why can’t you take the books

home?’ 
‘Because they’re afraid we’ll lose

them.’”
Feinberg feared all of the work the

kids had done the previous year would
be wasted, and he and Levin, like many
young entrepreneurs, hatched a plan in
the wee hours of the morning. 

The two persuaded a principal and
several district officials to allow them to
run a pilot 5th-grade program, and in
1994, the first KIPP classroom was estab-
lished. By the following year, the pro-
gram had expanded to three 5th-grade
classrooms in a Houston public school
and two classrooms in a New York pub-
lic school in the South Bronx. A total of
122 children were enrolled. 

Their driving premise was amazingly
basic: There are no shortcuts. Today,
that slogan is plastered on classroom
walls in every KIPP school, where chil-
dren spend nine and a half hours a day
in class, and teachers spend more time
on reading, writing and math than tra-
ditional public schools without having
to sacrifice other subjects such as sci-
ence and social studies.

“I think what surprised us,” says
Feinberg, a native of River Forest, Ill.,

“was that when we could run the class-
room the way we wanted to, what a
powerful force and culture we could cre-
ate in and outside the classroom.”

Feinberg and Levin’s work did not go
unnoticed. In 2000, philanthropist Don-
ald Fisher, who co-founded the Gap Inc.
with wife, Doris, donated $15 million to
launch a program to train educators to
run KIPP schools. Since then, the couple
have contributed another $10 million.
“What appealed to me was the whole
concept,” says Fisher. “They developed a
formula that works.”

This year, graduates of the program
opened 17 new schools, including two
in Chicago. A total of 32 KIPP schools
are operating in 27 cities and towns,
from Washington, D.C., to Gaston, N.C.
Next year, this year’s graduates are
expected to open another 11.  

When a new KIPP school opens, Fein-
berg, swaps his average-day garb—
khakis and a button-down shirt—for a
modified tuxedo vest, covered with KIPP
logos and slogans.  

On those days, he says, he is “the
sharpest dressed man in the building.”

Brett Schaeffer
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Founders ‘not used to losing’

Michael Feinberg



ber, the school moved to McNair, a facil-
ity it will outgrow next year when
enrollment doubles. 

Frequent moves are typical for KIPP
charter schools, says spokesman Steve
Mancini. “The original KIPP school in
Houston is in its sixth location,” he says. 

O’Connor is looking to relocate the
school to South Austin next year, and
has hired a fundraiser to raise money to
pay for the move. “Most KIPP [charter]
schools wait a little, but it’s important to
start now,” he says.

True to the KIPP mission, O’Connor’s
ultimate goal for KIPP Ascend is to set
students firmly on the path to college.
“If you have high standards for the
teachers, kids and parents, you can real-
ly change the trajectory of those kids’
lives,” he says.

KIPP Chicago Youth
Village Academy
In another part of town, KIPP Chicago
Youth Village Academy opened as a con-
tract school. Unlike charters, which are
publicly funded schools that operate free
of many state and federal mandates, con-
tract schools are governed by the same
laws and policies as regular public

schools. The arrangement is somewhat
unusual for KIPP, which until it opened
a contract school last year in Oakland,
Calif., only ran charters.

“We are a regular CPS school, but
our training and model have been
through KIPP,” explains Principal Sarah
Abella, a former CPS teacher and Hyde
Park native. 

The school is one of three housed in
the former Williams Elementary at 2710
S. Dearborn St., which was closed and
reopened under the Renaissance Initia-
tive, a School Board effort to restructure
schools that are deemed to be failing. A
primary grade school is contracted to
the Erickson Institute, a contract high
school will be run by Rhode Island-based
Big Picture Company.

This fall, KIPP enrolled some 87 4th-
and 5th-graders, most of them former
Williams students who live in Dearborn
Homes, a nearby public housing project.
Eventually, it will grow to admit 350 stu-
dents in 4th through 8th grades.  

“I’ve seen a lot of good stuff on
paper,” says Sheila Garrett, a communi-
ty activist who has talked with families
whose children are enrolled in KIPP. “I
want to see it happen in the classroom.” 

Having a stable base of operations is
one benefit of being a contract school,
says Abella, who expects to remain in the

current facility for some time. A steady
source of support from the school dis-
trict is another, she adds. Among her
faculty are two CPS teachers and a
recruit from Boston. 

Officials at KIPP will monitor how the
model fares under a contract agreement. 

Charters are preferable because it
allows greater autonomy, says KIPP’s
Feinberg. 

Meanwhile, Abella says she is looking
forward to working with a group of kids
who live so close to each other. “We have
the opportunity to impact a targeted com-
munity,” Abella says. “Our biggest fear is
that Dearborn Homes will be gone.”

Brett Schaeffer is a freelance writer
based in San Francisco.
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KIPP’s pillars of education
High expectations
Choice and commitment
More time
Power to lead
Focus on results
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