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David Thigpen, vice president of policy and research at the Chicago Urban League  

Q: Why did the Urban League decide to sue the state?  

It’s a competitive world, and Illinois needs to be able to train all of its young people to compete 
economically. If you don’t have the resources, it’s very difficult to get the quality of education that’s 
required. We don’t want to take money away from anyone. We want to raise up the bottom. We want to 
make the worst schools better.  
 
As we see it, the only way to make change happen is to have the courts force a change.  
 
Q: Why focus on the funding of education?  
 
A: Inequities are built into the way the state funds schools. Because the state school funding system is 
based on property taxes, if you live in an area that has a lot of property wealth, you can get resources by 
that property wealth. It indicated to us that if there’s going to be any kind of systemic change, you have to 
get more resources to the schools that really need it.  
 
Q: How does the issue of race come into play?  
 
A: What we’re finding is that many of the schools with low funds are majority-minority, meaning the 
students at these schools are predominantly minorities. Many of those schools have very limited 
resources. They don’t have the funding to buy computers and can’t pay for the best teachers. And there 
are very big differences in the outcomes for students who go through those school systems.  
 
Q: What has been done before to level the playing field for funding?  
 
A: This is very difficult political question and the state legislature has been grappling with this issue for a 
long, long time. There have been many bills put before legislature attempting to change, but none of them 
have passed.  
 
Q: And why did the Urban League decide to dedicate the time and resources to seeing this lawsuit 
through?  
 
It’s understanding that it’s our role as Chicago Urban League to exercise some leadership around issues 
that affect the African-American community disproportionately.  
 
Lisa Scruggs, lead counsel for the plaintiffs 
 
Q: Why is this specific case important?  
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A: In a number of ways it’s a very compelling case to make. So many people for so many years have 
acknowledged and identified that this problem exists in the state. If you’re going to have a policy or 
practice or laws in place and you’re going to apply them in the state you have to do so in a manner that 
doesn’t create a disparate impact based on race or gender or protected classes. The reality is, year after 
year, policymakers have perpetuated a system that continues to result in disparate funding.  
 
Q: What do you think the solution should be?  
 
It’s a hard policy question. Our part is not to dictate to anyone exactly how they should solve the problem. 
We know, however, that the law says you can’t do this in a way that discriminates. They’re smart people. 
They will figure out a way to solve the problem and give resources to our schools.  
 
Q: Where is the case now?  
 
A: We’re in the middle of gathering evidence. We’re certainly hoping to have a trial before next summer 
in the Circuit Court of Cook County.  
 
Q: What would be the implication of this case if a judge rules that Illinois’ educational funding system 
violates the Illinois Civil Rights Act?  
 
It would be the beginning of really providing real educational reform. It would be a watershed moment.  
 
Q: What’s been happening with this issue in the past?  
 
Other cases in the past have been dismissed at an earlier stage, so there have been other lawsuits in the 
state and they have provided a solid foundation upon which we’ve been trying to build. The majority of 
the states within the union have had school funding challenges. There’s a trend in last 20 years of those 
suits being successful.  
 
Q: Do you have a background in education?  
 
A: I actually have a background in education policy and studied school finance issues when I was an 
undergrad and grad student before I went to law school. I’ve been interested in these issues for a long 
time. As a lawyer I’ve tried to stay involved in education issues. I’ve done work with new schools, spent 
time working for CPS [as the senior policy adviser to Arne Duncan, former CEO of Chicago Public 
Schools] and really tried to stay involved in education and in school funding issues in particular.  
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A look at the claim by the plaintiffs and the response by the defendants.  
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Members of United We Learn, an education advocacy group on the North Shore, listen to Lisa Scruggs, 
lawyer at Jenner and Block, and David Thigpen, vice president of policy and research at Chicago Urban 
League, talk about the lawsuit.  
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