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Thank you, President Ross. A very special thank you to our board 
members who generously volunteer a significant amount of their 
precious time for the advancement of all children.  (Applaud) 
I would also like to recognize and thank, on behalf of our District: 

• Mayor Ardis and City Council Members 

• President Sheila Quirk-Bailey and the entire team at Illinois 
Central College 

• Beth Derry, Peoria County Regional Superintendent 

• Cindy Morris, President of the Peoria Public Schools Foundation  

• Dr. Sandy Wilson, Susan Klesath and the entire team at Illinois 
Center for School Improvement.  

• Dr. Nicole Wood, the Executive Director of Quest Academy and 

• Dr. Lisa Parker, Superintendent of Dunlap Schools 
I would also like to thank the Chamber of Commerce for its ongoing 
support of Peoria Public Schools. Thanks to Jeff Griffin, President and 
CEO of the Chamber and of the CEO Council and Animesh Arora, 
chairman of the Chamber’s board for their deep passion to making a 
difference in our community.  
As a district, we view education as a process that is always growing, 
changing, and informed by research, practice, professional 
development and the affirmation of our vision of educating and 
graduating each student prepared and inspired to contribute to the 
world. 
Thank you “to each and every one of you” for taking the time to be here 
today.   
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As I sat down to reflect on what to say, there are many things to say, so I 
decided to narrow the information to the accomplishments and the next 
steps. 

I would like to make today’s presentation as informative and engaging 
as possible. 
If you can, please take out your phone, go to your browser…and visit 
“slido.com”  
It will ask you for an event code. Type in the code that is on the screen 
(minus the hashtag)        Let’s get started. 
 
Q: Our first question …did you attend last year’s State of the Schools 
address?   

A: I will give you a few minutes to respond. (WAIT)…ok…it looks like 
___% of you attended, some of you may remember I talked about the 
“three wicked problems we face” (funding, SEL and Poverty) and you 
also got a little introduction regarding the idea of “Aligning Peoria. 
 

This year, I am sticking with the theme of “Aligning Peoria.” I think this 
is an opportunity for our community to pool our diverse resources 
together to accomplish much more. 
As we are now on our Path to 2020, which is the title of our strategic 
plan, our district has already traveled a very long path from the time 
its - first board of school inspectors - was elected. That happened on 
February 15, 1856.   
Q: I would like to know if you have been in one of our 27 school 
buildings, in any capacity. You can select all that apply.  
A: Let’s take a look at the results. 
We are serving 13,265 students. Our student demographics are 
showing on the screen.  
We have more than 2,100 staff. You will notice our administrators 
make up only 5% of our staff.  
I am proud to be the Superintendent of PPS which is the 4th largest 
employer in our area behind Cat, OSF and Unity Point.                                                                                                
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Kudos to my team.  My team present today includes members of my 
cabinet who are on the dais with me, along with our principals and 
other administrators and teachers out in the audience. The teachers 
are a huge part of this team, however, they are in the classroom now 
as they are committed to teaching our students. Teachers are the 
heartbeat of this organization. I would like to recognize Mr. Jeff 
Adkins-Dutro, President of our Teachers Union.  
Team, please stand. You put in countless hours working with children 
and the progress being made is because of your determination and 
hard work. 
The accomplishments I will share demonstrate what is possible when 
dedicated, strategic and bold individuals are sick and tired of the 
status quo and are willing to disrupt the system by doing things 
differently.   
Let’s examine what was accomplished since we last met. One is 
getting Alignment Peoria up and running. Alignment will be assisting 
with transformative change within Peoria Public Schools and the 
central Illinois region.  
The work of Alignment Peoria is implemented by a Governing Board, 
an Operating Board and Action Teams. Over the past year, private 
fundraising has allowed the process to finalize with the principles and 
long-term outcomes.  
Commerce Bank President, Brent Eichelberger chairs the Governing 
Board, while Cheryl Sanfilip and Dr. Thom Simpson co-chair the 
Operating Board. Combined, both boards are comprised of more than 
90 community stakeholders. Board members hired Katherine Coyle to 
serve as the organization’s executive director. A sincere thank you to 
the Alignment Peoria Team for its passion and dedication regarding 
preparing a highly qualified workforce.   
 

I would like to share an accomplishment with you centered around 
Pillar 1 of our strategic plan.  We have increased our 4-year graduation 
rate, up from 65% to 68.5% last year. 

Here is another success – centered around pillar 1 of the strategic 
plan and tied to college readiness –Dr. Quirk-Bailey, the President of 
ICC, who is visionary, and her great team, understand the power of 
public school partnerships and opportunities for high school students. 
We collaborate at least monthly. A grant is allowing us to bring our 
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teachers together with ICC staff to work on curriculum alignment and 
strategies to help our students to be more college ready and reduce 
the need, specifically in math, for college remediation courses.  
I am pleased that our staff increased the number of students 
participating in dual credit  at each of our high schools, now called 
Early College, and also increased the number of students enrolled in 
Advanced Placement and The International Baccalaureate Program.  
Through our partnership with Equal Opportunity Schools which is a 
nationwide initiative to close equity gaps for low income and students 
of color in the most rigorous courses, EOS surveyed “identified high 
school students and teachers”.  As a result of the survey, we were 
able to identify students who have the potential to benefit from 
increased academic rigor.  It’s about rigor and growth mind-set. 
Our major accomplishment is that staff have not only increased our 
total students in AP classes for next year by 235 students but 215 of 
that number are from under-represented groups.  
Each year, the U.S. News rankings include data on more than 22,000 
public high schools in the 50 states. Schools were awarded gold, silver 
or bronze medals based on their performance on state assessments 
and how well they prepare students for college. Last Tuesday, 
Richwoods High School was ranked #59 in the state of Illinois and 
1,881 out of more than 22,000 in the country, joining Dunlap and Tri-
Valley High School as the only three silver-tiered schools in central 
Illinois.  Out of the three, RHS has a super significantly higher number, 
53 percent of minority students.  
While this year’s PARCC and SAT high stakes assessments are 
pending, our NWEA scores especially at the 3rd grade level indicates 
growth in both reading and math.   
I am excited about our commitment to more career readiness 
opportunities for our students because our world is constantly 
changing, and in this new economy, the university degree is no longer 
the guaranteed path towards financial success for everyone.  Since 
new and emerging occupations in every industry now require a 
combination of academic knowledge and technical ability, we are 
focused on guiding students towards careers and not just to the 
university.   
Q: Do you or your current employer currently have an internship or 
apprenticeship program? 
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A: Let’s look at these results….it looks like internships and 
apprenticeship opportunities do exist in our area! 

The district cannot do this work alone.  The business community 
needs to set aside opportunities for students to practice.  The Swiss 
Model is a good example. 

One related success we have seen already is our students are 
participating in a work-based learning program. Ten selected students 
spent their first semester working in the classroom and visiting local 
trades.  In the classroom, students examine the different trades, have 
guest speakers, learn things like reading blue prints and the like 
needed to be successful.  After spending a week at each trade 
(painters, masons, construction, electrical, machine, etc.), students 
then select an area they are most interested in working to be placed 
in non-paid internships. 
We will expand this opportunity for our students.   

We are excited that we have 11 employers who have collaborated with 
The Pathways to Prosperity Initiative to employ 26 of our students in 
internships. We need more of our students in these opportunities. The 
American Federation of Teachers has connected with our district via 
our Union President, Mr. Adkins-Dutro to provide a grant that helped 
to expand and reinvigorate our focus on career and technical 
education.  
 

We also thank those who are offering internships, job shadowing or 
other services through Greater Peoria Works. Thank you. 
It’s also important for our students to have a tool to help explore their 
interests in an individualized way. Our students use a software called 
career cruising to learn about their strengths and interests. Career 
Cruising is a great way for our middle school students to begin thinking 
about what they want to do after high school.  
Career-exploration is also crucial; the young students need to know 
about the job market, the income ranges they pay, and evaluate the 
skills they require. We review this through programs like the middle 
school Horizons Club, organized by the Peoria Public Schools 
Foundation, for example. 
Q: Each semester, more than 165 community members speak to our 
middle school students and answer questions about their work.  
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Take out your phones and enter the next answer…What career could 
you share with our students? 

A: While many of our middle school students begin the year thinking 
they want to play in the NBA…it’s fun to watch them change their 
mindset as they explore throughout a semester. There is a big interest 
from our students in healthcare (nursing), engineering, legal and even 
the trades.  
Based on our community needs, PPS will pilot three career pathways 
designed to lead industry recognized youth apprenticeships in Health, 
IT and Teacher Education. We will partner with Illinois Central 
College, OSF, UnityPoint, Heartland, and Alignment Peoria. Our goal 
is for youth to earn pre-apprenticeships and eventually industry-
recognized credentials and/or post-secondary certificates or degrees.  
There is a national teacher shortage and we thought why not grow our 
own?  We have everything we need and over 30 job openings!   We 
want Peoria students to stay here as productive citizens. So we have 
started a new pathway to grow our own student into fabulous 
educators.  Our teacher of the year, Mrs. Kim Thomas will assist with 
this effort. 
We continue to look for opportunities for students in-house. Our 
Mechanical and Preventative Maintenance staff in our Transportation 
Department developed an internship program that will give 1-2 
students hours of experience during the school year and the summer.   
Another accomplishment in Pillar 1 of the strategic plan having to do 
with increasing career-ready for students is that Peoria Public Schools 
is prepared to reimagine the high school experience for some with the 
help of the newly awarded Competency Based Education Pilot. The 
idea is that one size does not fit all. As it is being developed, this 
opportunity will allow us to offer a unique learning experience that 
focuses more on real world experiences, allowing student to be "in the 
field" or working directly with experts. I would like to especially thank 
our higher education partners in this endeavor, ICC and Bradley. 
Pillar two of our plan focuses on Systems of Support. We closely 
monitor our attendance, behavior and family support needs within our 
district. Currently, as you can see on the screen, we have over 
hundred homeless students. 
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While we continue to push school attendance, despite some inclement 
weather and more students, over 1,000, walking to school this year, 
we have held pretty steady with our district-wide attendance rate. 
But I also want to acknowledge our 581 students with perfect 
attendance this school year. 

A win is that our out of school suspension numbers have seen a huge 
decrease this school year…more than 800!  Expulsions are also down by 
more than 60%.  

As a District, we know that every student, and every parent is part of our 
family. We will be graduating about 700 seniors in a few weeks at 
Bradley’s Coliseum. For every sibling that has a dream and is pursuing 
becoming a doctor, like Richwoods’ Carter Bell, who will be enrolling in 
the fall at Harvard, we also have another student like Manual’s Katia 
Camacho, that is working to become a welder or nurse at ICC and seniors 
like Jailynn Lawson and Rae’Veen Heerman from PHS who will be 
attending Bradley University in the Fall. For every child that loves 
attending school and is proud of her perfect attendance, there is a student 
that we have to work extra hard with on keeping him coming to class 
every day. And while one student might be known as the perfect angel, 
there are other students with some issues and struggles they are working 
through. 
We recently received an email from a parent following a discipline 
meeting. Mom wrote to share more about the son that she has raised, 
because she knew the image that he portrayed was not indicating who 
she believes her son really is. Mom shared that she had her own 
issues to deal with, including a sexual assault and admitted that also 
was affecting her children. In addition, her child’s two older siblings 
are incarcerated. As a result, she writes she has watched her son 
disappear into a dark place from the family’s traumatizing events. Yet 
like any mother, she expects to see great things from him. 
Our community and our district have a lot of hurting children and 
families. We will agree that every child deserves a champion! 

I call on health care. Mental health, and other advocacy organizations and 
others to provide much needed “help to us” to provide assistance for 
families and students who have experienced trauma. 

This year, the new Office of Social and Emotional Support and the 
Director Mr. Derrick Booth focused on increasing supports through 
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five researched-based competencies. As you learned last week, Mr. 
Booth will now focus solely on his role as Director of SEL. He has been 
an excellent role model for the youth and I thank him for his leadership 
and influence.  
The reality is we have access to thousands of young people who are 
addicted to their cellphones and social media, cyber bullying does 
continue to be a thorn in our side which we respond to aggressively 
when presented. The word bullying is a hot topic. Bullying is when a 
student engages in repeated severe or pervasive physical or verbal 
acts that are intentional and unwanted and unprovoked. If complaints 
are made, a form is filled out immediately by the school, and 
investigated. In our district, we have 22 Social Workers – 12 
Psychologists – 25 Counselors and 24 Campus security Officers. 
These individuals and many more are vigilante every day to ensure 
that we fulfill our number one responsibility which is to have a safe 
and welcoming learning environments. All of our buildings are 
welcoming and safe! 
I am also excited about utilizing the expertise of Doctors Bento Soares 
and Jean Clore, professors at the University of Illinois College of Medicine 
at Peoria. This spring, I had the opportunity to participate in one of their 
many Cognitively-Based Compassion Trainings. Throughout the training, I 
was touched by the definition of compassion which is to relieve the 
suffering of others. I believe Doctors Soares and Clore, in collaboration 
with Emory University’ SEL K-12 curriculum could be an important tool for 
our staff and students. Let’s continue to plug away.  

Pillar 3 of the strategic plan centers around our commitment to have 
effective leaders, teachers, staff and students. A big success for us is 
that Peoria Public Schools is super proud of the 25 teachers who are 
enrolled in the National Board Program.  National Board Training 
requires teachers to deeply analyze and change their instruction for 
students’ success. Upon successful completion of the program, our 
district will have more than 100 teachers with this esteemed 
recognition. 
We monitor pillar 3 through an annual survey. Just last month we 
received our annual 5Essentials Survey data administered by the 
Illinois State Board of Education and compiled by the University of 
Chicago.  
Q: How many PPS parents do you think have access to a computer 
that connects to the internet at home? 
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A: 83% (up 1% from last year)…but 76% say they access the internet 
at home every day through a handheld device. A majority of our 
parents also say they prefer (even more compared to last year) to 
receive communication from us via email (86%) or text message 
(81%). 
Lets take a look at the screen. I want to share some wins:  

1. We saw a six percent increase in the # of people that are 
“extremely likely” to recommend one of our schools to other 
parents. 

2. We saw a six percent increase of parents who are satisfied with 
their particular school. 
 

Under Pillar 4, we are proud around the efforts of engaging our families 
and community. I consider our monthly Parent University events a major 
win this year. Parent University provides opportunities for families to learn 
together and develop relationships with our district and each other. The 
events have averaged nearly 500 parents and students per event this 
year…approximately double or more than anything we have seen in the 
past. Thank you President Ross for bringing this amazing opportunity to 
our district. 

Another huge success this year…we actively engaged 25 PTO 
organizations. Our District-wide PTO Council has filed for 501c3 status 
and incorporation to continue this work, supporting and growing our PTOs 
and parent leadership at each school. 

In its first year of a revitalized, coordinated effort, our Adopt-A-School 
program now has 95 active partners –38 of these are new partners that 
have been added this school year. A big thank you to the Junior League 
of Peoria and the PPS Foundation. 

A final success for pillar 4 is that we also have 240 reading buddies 
working in teams with more than 500 third grade students each week.  

Pillar 5, our financial and operational stewardship continues to be a work 
in progress. This year, our operational expenses are budgeted to be four 
million dollars in the red compared to a 12 million dollar deficit we faced 
just a couple of years ago. 
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On the screen is a small sampling of the money currently owed to school 
districts in the area. 

Running a $200 million dollar operation is a huge task…but I think it’s 
important for taxpayers to see where their money goes. 
We do appreciate the commitment that our taxpayers made by 
approving the County Facilities Sales Tax which is a super big 
accomplishment.  For our district and facilities, it means that upgrades 
that are way past due are finally able to move forward…projects like 
roofs, windows, parking lots, better lighting and H-V-A-C.  
Our project work will be getting underway this summer with 54 projects 
scheduled for a total of nearly seven million dollars just this summer. 
Finally…as, we conclude…there are some specific individuals, teams 
and community partners that I want to celebrate…because without 
their work and dedication, we would not be making the progress I have 
outlined for you today.  
Just last week a large group of nearly 40 people from our community 
met for a day and a half to finalize a site plan for Manual. Thank you 
to all of those who have dedicated their time to bring meaningful 
change to Manual.  Thank you to Manual alum Bernice Gordon Young. 
While going through the site process she contacted her boss Dr. Tim 
Drew manager of OSF Child and Adolescent Behavioral Health, and 
was able to get a therapist housed at Manual Academy for the 
upcoming school year. 

Caterpillar’s Guest and Community Relations Director Henry Vicary is 
a man on a mission! Since I’ve been back, the company has provided 
support to our welding and manufacturing pathway, Equal Opportunity 
Schools, Alignment Peoria, and has committed to supporting our 
future work with career pathways. In total, Caterpillar has given at 
least $300,000 over three years, not including support from individual 
departments and buildings. They have also provided human capital 
and resources for several internal projects.  
And just one story, and there is many stories like them, a supportive 
parent told me this weekend that he is willing to financially help repair 
the track at Richwoods.   
Q: Whether it is for this project or others, how can you help?  
 
A: If you are willing to help, provide us your contact information so 
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that we can follow up. If you are not participating on your phone, we 
also have cards available on your table. Write us a note! 
 
I am touched by the community’s commitment, passion and support 
for PPS. I thank all of you for motivating us and working with us to do 
better each and every day.  
I hope that we will continue to inspire and engage each other so that 
we can be the best we can be.  

We continue to strive to improve by listening to our staff, parents, 
students and community. 
As we begin to work smarter, there will be bumps in the road and 
things will not be perfect but there is one thing you will be guaranteed 
and that is there will be significant improvements in multiple areas.   
PPS is a great place to work where the employees are passionate and 
focused on making a difference. 
I agree with the quote that every system is perfectly designed to get 
the results it gets” so Alignment Peoria and all of us, let’s formulate 
and implement the innovative ideas that are necessary to truly prepare 
each and every child for the new economy.  
I am excited about our future - as we work together on Aligning Peoria. 
I hope you are too.    Sincerely and thank you. 

Aligning Peoria 
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