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Heights 
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Session 6: Experiences as CEO of Chicago Public Schools, 1996-June 2001  

Session 7: Democratic primary race for governor in 2002 and loss to Blagojevich 

Session 8: Experiences as Chief Executive Officer for Philadelphia schools and 

rebuilding the New Orleans schools following Hurricane Katrina 

Session 9: Bridgeport CT Superintendent and post-earthquake work in Chile and Haiti  

Session 10: Educational planning for Bureau of Indian Education and U.S. Bureau of 

Prisons, & reflections on impact on education & Chicago politics due to COVID-19  
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Biographical Information Overview of Interview: Paul G. Vallas was born in Chicago on 

June 10, 1953 and graduated from Carl Sandburg High School in Orland Park in 1970. He earned 

a Bachelor of Science degree from Western Illinois University in 1976 and an M.S. degree in 

1980. He also received a commission as an officer in the Illinois Army National Guard in 1980. 

That same year he began working for the Illinois state legislature as a policy advisor, and in 1983 

he became the senior policy advisor for the Illinois State Senate. In 1990 he became the revenue 

director for the city of Chicago, and in 1993 Mayor Richard M. Daley appointed him as his 

budget director. Vallas quickly turned around the city’s financial status, and on the strength of 

that, Mayor Daley appointed him as the city’s first Chief Executive Officer of the Chicago Public 

Schools in 1995, at a time when the mayor assumed more direct control over the schools.  

Over the next six years Vallas was the public face for a series of school reforms that 

transformed the struggling school district and propelled him to national attention. He balanced 

the school’s budget, built new schools, opened many new charter schools, and implemented a 

series of reforms that inspired formerly reluctant parents to enroll their children in the city’s 

schools. He resigned in 2001 and began a political campaign for governor, losing in the 

Democratic primary by a narrow margin to Rod Blagojevich. From 2002 to 2007 Vallas served 

as the CEO for the Philadelphia School District, achieving the same kind of success he had 

achieved in Chicago. In 2007 he became the Superintendent of the New Orleans School District, 

which had been decimated by Hurricane Katrina. In that role, Paul headed up the Recovery 

School District, and planned, developed and implemented the rebuilding of the city’s schools. 

During this period, Vallas also did consulting work on rebuilding the school systems in both 

Chile and Haiti, two countries devastated by earthquakes.   

With the completion of rebuilding New Orleans system in 2011, Vallas took the reins of the 

Bridgeport, Connecticut School District. Despite achieving the same kind of successes there as 



he had in Chicago and Philadelphia, opponents to some of reforms challenged Vallas educational 

credentials. He left in 2014 to run as Governor Pat Quinn’s Lieutenant Governor candidate. 

Quinn lost his bid for reelection, and subsequently Vallas did consulting work, in particular for 

the U.S. Bureau of Indian Education and the U.S. Bureau of Prison’s Education Program. By this 

time, he was less in demand due to his support for charter schools. In 2019 he made an 

unsuccessful bid for mayor of Chicago, losing in a crowded election to Lori Lightfoot. He ended 

the interview with a discussion on education during the COVID-19 pandemic, and Chicago’s 

response to protests and riots following the killing of George Floyd by police in Minneapolis.  

Subject Headings/Key Words: Mayor Richard M. Daley; Chief Executive Officer, 

Chicago Public Schools; Philadelphia Public School District; Bridgeport Public Schools; 

Recovery School District of Louisiana; earthquake recovery in Haiti; earthquake recovery in 

Chili; Rod Blagojevich; Gov. Pat Quinn; Senator Phil Rock; U.S. Bureau of Indian Education; 

U.S. Bureau of Prison’s Education; protests and riots in Chicago following George Floyd death; 

Note to the Reader: Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that this is a 

transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, interviewee and editor sought to preserve 

the informal, conversational style that is inherent in such historical sources. The Abraham 

Lincoln Presidential Library is not responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for the 

views expressed therein. We leave these for the reader to judge. 
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