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State of the Schools Address 2022 
 

 

Good morning and welcome.  

To Joshua Gunn, President of the Peoria Chamber of Commerce, 

we appreciate your continuous leadership for a healthy Peoria. 

I would like to thank the Peoria Public Schools’ board members 

for their dedication and amazing service to PPS and our 

community: President Greg Wilson, Vice President Martha Ross, 

and board members Lynne Costic, Chase Klaus, Mike Murphy, Dr. 

Anni Reinking, and Doug Shaw.  

Board, you are making an impact by leading our district as we 

move in the direction of doing our work differently! 

Brent Eichelberger, CEO of Commerce Bank of Illinois, we thank 

you for your ongoing sponsorship of this event.  This venue 

allows us to share our work with the greater community. 

Humana, IDG Architects, RLI, and the young professionals of 

Greater Peoria, on behalf of the board and staff, a big thank you 

for your continued support of Peoria Public Schools. 

This week is teacher appreciation week. Each day, principals are 

celebrating and honoring the educators for investing in the 

future generation.   

I would like to also honor the work of our Clerical staff, 

paraprofessionals, food service staff, Maintenance & 

Operations, our Transportation team, Campus Safety Officers, 
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Home School Facilitators, the hard-working PPS’ administrators, 

and all our employees.  

You are truly making a difference. Thank you.  

The Chamber calls annually to ask if I am interested in giving an 

update to the community, I always say yes but sometimes 

wonder if anyone will show up?  

Guess what? You showed up. I am inspired even more.   

Thank you!   

Finally, a big thank you to Brandon Thompson of the Chamber 

and Thomas Bruch of PPS for organizing today’s event. 

We have been very busy at PPS and have accomplished a lot.  

There is so much to report.  

There is so much to report, but time is of the essence. I will start 

by saying that on your table is a pamphlet that I will reference.  

Here is a quick overview. First you will notice that we have 26 

retirees who have a combined 650 years of service. You will also 

see the trend data around graduation rates and freshman on 

track %; the graduation rate in 2015 when I started has moved 

from 65% to now 76%.   

A lesson I learned very early on in my career is that progress is 

not linear.    

As you can see the trends are heading in the right direction. 

Everything is improving. However, there is much more to be 

done. 
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In 2015, many of you suggested to us to expand the “work 

readiness opportunities” for our students.  

As you can see, we have done just that as students at Woodruff 

Career and Technical Center earned 619 credentials and or 

certificates this year.  Kudos to Principal Spiker and Dr. Grzanich. 

In March, Woodruff’s culinary management team won 1st place 

at the statewide Pro Start Culinary competition in Chicago which 

is the 5th straight year the team has been awarded this 

recognition.  

They will be heading to Washington, DC later this week for the 

national Pro Start Competition.  

Last week, the Woodruff students won 9 gold medals at the 

Statewide Skills USA competition held at the Civic Center.  

Gold medal winners will be heading to Atlanta in June to 

compete in the Skills USA National competition.    

Kudos to their teachers:  Chef Jetty, Chef Kevin and Instructor 

Lisa Snow. 

Overall, 16 of 23 students medaled. Congrats to the students and 

their teachers. 

Now, let’s hear directly from one of those students receiving 

valuable work readiness experience via our Woodruff Career 

Technical Center.    Take a look. 

Let’s give a round of applause to our student, Alexis, and the 

Sous Chef Grocery Store. You will also notice 75 business 
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partners are listed in the pamphlet.  Together, they employ over 

100 of our students.  

PPS continues to look through the lens of Equity as we prepare 

our students for postsecondary Opportunities. You will see the 

2021-22 high school benchmarks including the Advanced 

Placement, International Baccalaureate and Dual Credit 

enrollments.  

We have a plan for increasing the enrollment for the upcoming 

school year because we know students will always rise to higher 

expectations. 

Let’s hear from a Peoria High student taking Advanced 

Placement courses. 

Kudos to Justus’ counselor, principal Dr. Annette Coleman, and 

his teacher, Dr. Andrew Davis, for their guidance and high 

expectations of him. 

Justus will be attending U of I studying pre-med to become a 

neuro-surgeon. 

The pandemic really took a toll on us including learning loss, 

wellness, along with lots of trauma. You can see how we invested 

the federal covid dollars that we received.  

Through the COVID-19 relief money allocated to PPS, we have 
invested heavily in flexible seating for the classrooms. 
 
Flexible seating allows for students to wobble, rock, bounce, lean 
or stand, which increases oxygen flow to the brain. 
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It also helps keep young minds more alert and focused. 
 
I am happy we have the funds to invest in furniture for every 
classroom. 
 
I was principal at Whittier Primary for over 7 years.  In that 
position, I often gave tours to former graduates.  Many were in 
their 70’s and 80’s. I remember many saying the desks and chairs 
were the exact same as when they were students decades ago. 
 

We spotlighted four of our teachers who recently received the 

prestigious National Board Certification. We are proud of them 

for going above and beyond. 

Congratulations are being given to the 2022 Kiwanis outstanding 

teachers and staff. They were selected by their peers.  

Lastly, the PPS Donald Phares Teacher of the Year Award 

recipient is Mr. Andy Berg. He is an amazing teacher at Charter 

Oak Primary School. 

As I said earlier, I am happy that so many stakeholders from our 

community are in attendance.  We want to harness your ideas in 

this room… 

Twice in this presentation, I will be seeking your feedback.  We 

have a platform called Thought Exchange that we will use to 

capture your thoughts.  

Those ideas will be used to inform and or adjust our work, if 

needed. 
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Now you will hear from James at Thought Exchange. 

(What are some things we are doing well and need to celebrate 

at PPS?) 

Thank you for providing imput! 

The theme for today is Doing our work Differently for Different 

Outcomes.  

The traditional ways will not drive the transformation we seek 

for our students and our Peoria community.   

To stay on this transformation journey, we must all have a 

growth mindset, inquisitive mindset, relentless mindset, and 

innovative mindset. 

We see our role in our community as ensuring that our students 

stay on the path to postsecondary and career readiness to 

position them to be leaders in our society.  

Each student wants to be somebody. Our students are looking 

for individuals who love them, who won’t let them down and 

who will check on them regularly. 

 

So, what has Peoria Public Schools done differently? 

1.  We are  tackling the Teacher Shortage differently 

2.   We Modified the School Calendar 

3.   We are addressing SEL (spell) & Trauma differently 

4.   We are providing Alternative Learning Options 
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5.   We are implementing intentional strategies to improve 

Equity  

 

In Tackling the Teacher Shortage in a different way….  

• We are  

o Tapping the international exchange teacher market 

o  We hired a recruiter 

o We are courting student teachers and offering letters 

of commitment much earlier than before 

o Providing Sign-on bonuses and we are 

o Matching salaries 

Our efforts in recruiting international teachers to PPS earned the 

attention of CNN, which featured our district in a national news 

segment last July. 

 

Modifying the School Calendar is another example of leading 

and doing our work differently for different outcomes. 

• Next school year, we will be implementing the new 

calendar. 

  

• Classes will begin August 1st. Fall Break, Winter Break and 

Spring Break are all 2 weeks long 
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• We believe these longer breaks will increase the mental 

health and well-being for a positive school culture  

 

• Under the leadership Principal Fabian Daniels, Harrison 

Piloted the modified calendar this school year, and they saw 

fewer discipline referrals and suspensions  

 

Addressing Social Emotional Learning and Trauma in different 

ways leads to positive outcomes. 

  

The U.S. Surgeon General referenced the unprecedented 

levels of mental health crises in young people across the 

country. Many are saying that our country is in danger of 

losing much of a generation if mental health care remains 

business as usual.  

The good news is that the stars are aligning with the 

leadership in our city.  

I like our city leaders’ mindset …which is… the violence is not 

going to destroy our city.   

State Representative and Speaker Pro-Temp Jehan Gordon 

Booth is leading this work at the state level around 

Reimagining Public Safety for Illinois.  Rep. Gordon Booth and 

senator Dave Koehler have infused millions of dollars in our 
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area to get a variety of entities to collaborate to drive violence 

intervention and violence prevention.  

Mayor Rita Ali developed the S-NET Network, which is a 

framework that connects all programs, groups, organizations, 

and individuals whose work helps to address violent crime in 

Peoria.  

PPS is a partner in the S-NET network and provides meeting 

space for the group.  

Police Chief Eric Echevarria is collaborating with PPS regarding 

utilizing different strategies for the overall safety of our 

community. 

Based on all of the synergy, resources, and resiliency in our city, 

I am confident that we will continue to see significant 

improvements.   

The violence in our community arrives at the doorsteps of our 

schools, as well.   

Our SEL Director, Dr. Booth, and staff are working harder than 

ever connecting families to services that will help them meet 

their basic needs - from food and clothing assistance to 

therapeutic services, affordable housing advice, and more. 

The work and situations are intense.  

Justice Advocates were hired to navigate the court system with 

middle and high school students assisting them to access all of 

the resources to stay on track to graduate.  
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Take a look at some of the services that are being provided by 

the Wraparound Center. 

We also partnered with a PPS graduate Kathleen Kelly and her 

team to receive SmartServices Alerts. 

SmartServices Alerts sends an email to designated school 

personnel each morning, notifying them of children who have 

been impacted by a traumatic experience that involved police. 

No details of the incident are given to protect privacy, but the 

notification allows school staff most importantly “To handle the 

child with care.” 

Each school has a champion to ensure that each child is handled 

with care. 

On Monday, for example, there were 31 children on the list. 

An analysis of our data illustrates that 52% of our incidences are 

classified as household dysfunction which include: substance 

abuse, mental health concerns, suicidal thoughts, divorce, 

incarceration, and or domestic violence.  

 
Doing our work differently by providing Alternative Learning 
Options for our students is paying off. 
 
We believe in providing a menu of options for students, no 
matter the circumstance. That can mean acceleration for 
students who are thriving or those students who are in need of 
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a different setting when the traditional classroom is not working 
for them.  
 
If a child needs a different setting, there are over eight options 
for high school alone. Classes are available during the week, on 
weekends, and in the evenings.  
 
Look at the slide to view the various locations. 
 
Now let’s see a video about one of the accelerating options, the 
D2 Program in partnership with ICC, where students graduate 
from high school with their high school diploma and an Associate 
Degree. To date, 15 students graduated from this program last 
year.  
Kudos to Principal Carly Emken at RHS and Principal Devon 
Hawks at Manual High School and the high school counselors. 
 
D2 – Video 
 
President Dr. Jamel Wright of Eureka College, President Dr. 
Sheila Quirk Bailey of Illinois Central College and President Dr. 
Stephen Standifird of Bradley University are in attendance, and I 
would like to thank them for providing ongoing opportunities to 
our students.  Dr. Standifird and his wife are also proud PPS 
parents. 
 
I was at Knoxville’s graduation on Saturday with principal Eric 
Thomas and his staff.  Dr. Wright was in attendance as well. She 
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offered one of the students a full scholarship to attend Eureka 
College.  
 
I have witnessed firsthand that Our Alternative options are 
yielding great results time and time again! 
 
   
I want to highlight a great community partnership we fostered 

with our Foundation to get the community into our Schools.  

Principal for a Day 

On March 1st, several organization leaders served as a “Principal 

for the Day” at our schools.  

Thank you to Joshua Gunn, Dr. Keith Knepp, John Morris, Andre 

Allen, Chief Eric Echevarria, Tom Hammerton and Carol Merna 

for being our principals that day.  

PPS Foundation president Cindy Morris led this event.  

Let’s recognize our Foundation president, Cindy Morris, her 

board and her staff.  

Cindy, can your table stand, please? 

Accept this token of our appreciation for the myriad of supports 

provided from little pantries, classroom scholarships, uniforms, 

utility, rent support for our families and much more. 
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Here is a glimpse of what we are planning for the 2023-24 school 

year.   

I am truly excited about the specific plans we have created to 

improve reading and math outcomes.  At a recent presentation, 

I was asked by a Rotarian – how would you grade the reading 

and math progress? 

I was honest and said a C, then explained the plan to improve 

significantly for the upcoming school year. 

Our recent academic diagnostic report focused on the following: 

• Providing Grade-Appropriate Assignments – That is critical  

• Strong Instruction – asking students to do the intellectual 

heavy lifting and 

• High Expectations – where we believe that students can 

meet the demands of rigorous standards 

For the upcoming year, there will be an intentional focused on 

significantly improving students’ Reading levels with  

•       Tutors  

• Daily writing   

• Small group work  

• Ongoing progress monitoring and 

• Specific intervention support for struggling readers 

We also saw a need to invest to improve our Middle School 

Athletics Program. 



14 
 

Under the direction of District Athletics director A.J. Guyton, we 

are accelerating those efforts with a focus on primary and middle 

schools, building a more robust athletics apparatus to improve 

softball, volleyball, soccer, track, baseball, golf and others. 

1,684 Students participated in 9 Sports this year.  

I am going to reference our strategic plan that was adopted in 

spring of 2021. 

An incredible amount of work has been done to begin 

implementing our new strategic action plans.  

A dashboard has been created to show what have been done, 

and in June principals will meet to evaluate their efforts. 

Strategy 5 of the plan states that we will reimagine education.  

We will design and implement non-traditional, innovative 

options for high school, career, and early college credit.  

Manual High School will be one of the sites where this strategy 

will be piloted. 

The first step will be to establish an Advisory Council soon, 

consisting of a variety of stakeholders.  

The role of the advisory council will be to provide advice about 

what will or won’t work.  

Here is a current Woodruff student showcasing the future 

possibilities for Manual.  (VIDEO)    
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Pipco is represented in the audience today. Please stand for a 

small token of our appreciation. 

Since 2015, Henry Vicary of Caterpillar and his team have been 

working with Manual High school teacher Mr. Andrew Rice 

around expanding the Manual’s Manufacturing Program. CAT’s 

support has been significant and consistent. Currently, there are 

9 Manual students employed at Cat.   

19 students from Manual’s Manufacturing program will be hired 

at Cat, next year. 

 

• Another exciting opportunity is refining our Fine Arts’ 

Framework   

We are committed to providing quality fine arts instruction and 

experiences to our students.   

Next week, State Rep. Jehan Gordon-Booth, will share some 

exciting news that will allow us to explore meaningful new 

opportunities at PHS. 

The news gets even better.   

The future looks very bright for Peoria Stadium.  

Here's what you see right now of the historical landmark.  

Now here's our vision - a state of the art turf field and a freshly 

renovated set of bleachers on the visitor’s side. 
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What we are most excited about is a brand-new multi-purpose 

dome facility behind the football field for Peoria to enjoy.  

Isn’t that exciting?  

The completion date will be 2024 and the cost will be $8 million 

dollars. 

 Again, this is all as a result of the efforts, intentionality, and 

vision of State Representative and Speaker Pro Temp, Gordon-

Booth.  She has provided the $ to make this long overdue, much 

needed upgrade possible. 

Now, I’d like to close with for our final Thought Exchange 

Question. 

Throughout our presentation, you have heard about the 

different ways we have begun operating to ensure we meet the 

diverse needs of our students.  

But we KNOW there are so many more ideas for us to vet for 

implementation for ongoing improvement.  

Reflect on what you have heard, as James from Thought 

Exchange goes through the final exercise with you. 

(What are your ideas, thoughts, and perspectives on how our 

school district can continue to meet the diverse needs of our 

students?) 

We thank you for your interest in the State of our Schools.  

We understand the importance of our schools to the community 

and our businesses.  
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We are excited about embarking on the “doing our work 

differently for different outcomes ” journey.  

We appreciate your engagement with us though the Thought 

Exchange Platform and your ongoing support.  

Take a moment to let us know what ways you or your 

organization can assist PPS by filling out the card at your seat. 

As a community, we agree that schools can’t do it alone but a 

community can--- I will close by saying as a district and a 

community, we are truly well positioned to do our work 

differently to propel each child to new heights!  

Thank you and enjoy your day! 

 


