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Abstract
Organized in 2006 as an adaptation of Chicago’s private, free-tuition San Miguel Schools for the public school sector, the Catalyst Schools is a network of high-performing, values-based, college-preparatory charter schools located in the city’s North Lawndale, Austin, and Chicago Lawn neighborhoods. Catalyst’s goal is to assist youth living in areas of high poverty and low quality school choice to meet or exceed grade level in the core subjects, graduate from a high school with a track record of college placement, and go on to earn a college degree.

Although it is a young charter network, Catalyst Schools is demonstrating the ability to prepare students for success in high school and college. Of 328 high school-age alumni of Catalyst- Howland and Catalyst-Circle Rock, 324, or 98.7 percent, remain on track to graduate from high school on time, 24 percentage points higher than the Chicago Public Schools average and about double the average of the surrounding communities. In the past two years, 100 percent of the graduating eighth grade classes from its Howland and Circle Rock charter schools have been accepted to high schools with track records of college placement. Nine of the first thirteen Catalyst graduates are in college and two more are anticipated to enter college this fall.

Catalyst-Maria, the third Catalyst school, was organized after the Chicago Public Schools and the Illinois Facilities Fund identified Chicago Lawn as a community in critical need of quality elementary and high schools, and when the area’s premier private high school, Maria High School, announced it would close in June 2013. Maria leadership invited Catalyst to develop a plan to open a free-tuition, K-12 coeducational charter school in the Maria High School building. CPS authorized the charter in December 2011 and Catalyst-Maria opened its doors in September 2012 with an initial offering of K-5 and grade nine. In September 2013, Catalyst-Maria will add sixth grade and open the remainder of its high school, for a total of 850 scholars. It will grow to a maximum enrollment of 1,100 scholars, K-12, by fall 2015 The student population is 51 percent African American, 48 percent are Latino, and 1 percent Caucasian/other, with approximately 25 percent Special Education and 10 percent English Language Learners.

To complete the implementation of the K-12 Catalyst-Maria means ensuring scholars have the curriculum and materials they need to excel in the critical areas of literacy, math, and science. In addition, Catalyst-Maria wants to increase the representation of low-income African American and Latino students in engineering, technology, and the sciences by making the school a STEM school. The sixth through twelfth grade curriculum will include Project Lead The Way, sufficient computer and science laboratories to fully execute the program, and the Carnegie Learning Math Series and Singapore Math as additional tools for the math curriculum. Classroom libraries for 34 classrooms, K-12, will augment the school’s commitment to literacy. With the support of the U.S. Department of Education Charter Schools Program, Catalyst-Maria will become the only charter school in Chicago to offer hands-on Project Lead the Way STEM education from middle school through high school. Most importantly, it will assist Chicago Lawn youth on their journey to be the first in their immediate families to earn a college degree and break the chains of poverty plaguing their families for generations.

