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New Parent Mentor program
helps schools, families connect

E

ducators look far and wide for solutions to the challenges they face
teaching our children. District 68
officials recently adapted a strategy from a
Chicago neighborhood that they expect will
benefit young English language learners
and their families.
The problem? How to get the families of
the district’s ELL students to understand
how their children are being taught and to
actively support their children’s education.
As the population of ELL students and
immigrant families has grown, not only in
District 68 but throughout Skokie, it has
become increasingly important for schools
to connect with these families.
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Parent Mentor community organizer Jackie
Cyriac (left) talks to parent mentors during a
training session.

The district has begun a novel solution
in the early grades at Devonshire School
this semester. The Parent Mentor program
has brought a select group of parents—
nearly all from ELL families—into kindergarten, first, and second grade classrooms
to give teachers a hand and work with
young children who will get a boost from
another adult’s classroom presence.
“Our parent mentors are helping the
kids’ achievement in the classroom; just
having another person speaking English to
them is so helpful,” said Anica Hrvojevic,
who teaches the ELL kindergarten class. “I
think it’s good for them to see another face,
hear another voice.”
“It’s significant to be able to add an adult
to a classroom and have additional support.
That can make a very big difference for
some of our students,” added Randy Needlman, Devonshire’s principal.
The Parent Mentor program differs from
schools’ longtime efforts to entice volunteers, both because it is targeted at ELL
families and because these parents receive
training and a small stipend.
Teachers and students are not the only
ones who are expected to gain from the
program. “Equally important is to build
the capacity within this group of mentors,”
Needlman said. “They can work with us to
really build their skills and develop their
Continued on page 2

Parent Mentors
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own expertise. It can help them
pursue employment. On both
sides, there’s a real benefit.”
That’s exactly what happened
in the Chicago neighborhood of
Logan Square, where the Parent
Mentor program was developed
in the 1990s. Organizers with
the Logan Square Neighborhood
Association hit upon classroom
voluntarism as a means of acclimating Latino immigrant families into life in a new country
while helping their children.
The idea worked so well that
it drew the attention of academic researchers—two books
have been written about the
program—and the Illinois legislature authorized $1 million to
set up Parent Mentor programs
in 13 other communities across
the state, including Skokie. And
after years of operation in Logan
Square, “they have an army of
mentors, student achievement

has skyrocketed, morale is high,
and the mentors themselves are
motivated as learners and can
inspire their children,” said District 68 Supt. Frances McTague.
Some of those motivated adult
learners have gone on to careers
as paraprofessionals or teachers
themselves, through a partnership with Chicago’s Northeastern Illinois University and
funding from the Illinois Board
of Higher Education. Bridget
Murphy, education organizer for
the Logan Square Neighborhood
Association, said the Parent
Mentor program “is a leadership pipeline. A lot of parents go
on to work in schools or run the
program at their school.”
Murphy added, “One reason
this program is incredible is that
for a small amount of funding,
you’re greatly increasing attention for students, plus you’re
providing the greatest amount
of parent training.”
The targets for the statewide

Parent volunteers discuss their personal goals during a training session.
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program are low-income families, and both Devonshire and
District 69’s Madison School
have enough to qualify. Murphy
said such populations tend to be
those “with the greatest barriers
between home and school.”
Corrie Wallace, director of
the Niles Township Schools’
ELL Parent Center, recognized
how the Parent Mentor program could help Skokie schools
surmount those barriers when
she met Murphy last year. Since
schools could not directly apply for the program, the center
and a North Shore nonprofit
organization, Open Communities, teamed up and received a
$38,000 grant from the pool of
funds the legislature created.
That money pays for a parttime overall organizer and parttime coordinators at Devonshire
and Madison, as well as the stipends for parent mentors. There
are 12 mentors in each school
who will receive their stipends

once they’ve reached 100 hours
of training and participation.
Both Wallace and Needlman
helped winnow down applicants
to the final list of mentors, but
they were impressed with all
those who applied. “Not only
did I see the passion that our
parents had in wanting to get
involved, but these are parents
who, in some cases, come in
with special expertise,” Needlman said. “We have parents
with strong math backgrounds,
people with language-arts backgrounds, people with writing
backgrounds.”
“These are not the typical
group of volunteers; one gentleman, for example, is a veterinarian,” Wallace said. “They’re
all saying that they’re going to
learn a lot.”
Wallace said she hopes the
program can continue to receive
state funding so it can grow. She
and others are working on partnerships with Northeastern and
National Louis University that
could lead to a job in education,
as Logan Square has done.
At Devonshire, ELL kindergarten teacher Hrvojevic welcomed the program. In her 15th
year as a teacher (six in District
68), she once was an ELL student herself. “I understand these
parents’ situation,” she said.
She encouraged some parents
of her students to apply for the
program, and three were accepted. When she asks them how it’s
going, “All three say they love it.
They have learned so much and
they are going to be able to get
their kids ready for what they
need [in future years].”

Student artwork on display
Now in its third
year, District 68’s annual art show features
works by students in
kindergarten through
eighth grade. There
will be musical performances by students,
and refreshments will
be served. It will take
place from 6–7 p.m.
Tuesday, April 16 in
the cafeteria at Old
Orchard Junior High.
“It’s a wonderful
opportunity to see the
artwork our students
create and to mingle
with the artists and their families,” said Supt. Frances McTague. An example from last year’s show is shown above.

District plans summer school
changes in 2013 and beyond

T

he District 68 summer school program will see changes in
2013. At the recommendation of district administrators,
the Board of Education decided to focus the program on
reinforcing fundamental math and reading skills for students who
perform poorly on standardized assessments during the regular
school year.
In many cases, teachers recommend that these students attend summer school to receive additional support as part of the
district’s intervention program. Summer classes also provide an
opportunity for English language learners to continue improving
their language skills.
Traditionally, the summer program has offered a combination
of courses that included basic reading and math, ELL instruction,
and various enrichment options. In recent years, however, enrollment in the enrichment classes declined significantly. Too many of
those classes had to be cancelled as a result, leading to frustration
for parents, students, and teachers.
At the same time, a substantial number of students who reContinued on back page
3
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Summer school
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ceived recommendations for the basic skills
classes have been opting not to attend summer
school.
“The original intent was for summer school
to be self-sustaining by tuition, but the district
found itself subsidizing the basic skills classes,”
explained Supt. Frances McTague. “Then enrollment began dwindling, but there were still
plenty of kids who needed to work on the basic
skills.”
To continue offering summer school to students
who genuinely need it, the district has taken
steps to attract more students and, at the same
time, make it more affordable in 2013. The program will now run for three weeks—from June
10-28—instead of four weeks as in the past. There
will be two 90-minute class periods each day so
that students who need support in reading and
math can receive both.
There will be no tuition charged for summer school this year. Instead, parents will pay a
registration fee of $30 for each student enrolled.
At the end, students who successfully complete

their summer school classes will receive a $30 gift
card—effectively refunding the original fee.
Additionally, the charge for bus transportation
has been reduced from $95 to $30 this summer.
Summer school is receiving considerable attention at the district and township levels, with
a number of options under consideration. In the
end, a cooperative effort involving schools across
Niles Township may turn out to be the best approach, but a great deal of discussion and planning will be required before that happens.
McTague explained, “We haven’t given up on
the enrichment idea, but it needs to be restructured and re-energized.” She said District 68
is talking to neighboring districts about future
collaborations that might even include other community institutions. “What if we taught a class
on forensics and could take students over to the
police department? Or perhaps they could learn
about first aid at Skokie Hospital.”
McTague said that whatever direction it takes,
the district wants to make summer programs
more exciting, more hands-on, and more community-based.
The district will mail information about summer school to parents in March.

