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Good Morning Everyone. Thanks for coming for an update 

on the State of our Schools. 

 

To Brent Eichelberger, President of Commerce Bank and 

Jeff Griffin, President of the Peoria Area Chamber of 

Commerce, a big thank you for hosting this event.  

 

Let’s give them a round of applause.  

 

In our community, I have witnessed so much love and 

support for the success of Peoria Public Schools.   

 

This warmth truly inspires me.  

 

And despite the super old educational framework that 

public education is working from, I am happy to report 

some amazing student results, as we work together to 

ensure that they are college ready, career ready and life 

ready.  

 

I want to thank the Peoria Public Schools’ Board of 

Education – President Ross, Vice President, Adler, 

members Dr. Davidson-Aviles, Mrs. Jackson, Mr. Shaw, 

Mr. Walther, Mr. Wilson and student board members – 

Itiana Douglas (Manual Academy), Selena Ruffin (Peoria 

High School), and Mary Sherman, (Richwoods High 

School). 
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I would like to acknowledge the students, teachers, principals, 

district leaders, all of our educators and staff who are here 

today and those who are at one of our 27 buildings doing the 

honorable work of educating our students. 

 

I also would like to acknowledge just a few of the many 

staunch supporters of Peoria Public School. Please take a 

peek at the screen.   

 

I must start off by saying that the information you are going 

to hear lives within the 5 pillars of Peoria Public Schools’ 

strategic plan.  

 

Today, I will talk some about innovation. To get us all in an 

innovative frame of mind, I am proud to introduce three 

incredibly talented Peoria Public School students. These 

young ladies participated in a national competition, through 

the Hamilton Education Program, and their original 

composition was selected.  As a result, they performed 

before the popular Broadway show of Hamilton in Chicago. 

Please help me welcome Emily, Ginger and Mary as they 

perform their original composition, Liberty Serenade.    

 

Thank you, ladies. We are proud of your 

accomplishments. In your composition, you sang of 

liberty, building a strong foundation and a sense of 

urgency.  
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These phrases resonated with me as they serve as an 

inspiration to our transformational quest!  

 

Recently, a close friend said to me, “I have heard you talk 

a lot about your district. I am aware of the district’s vision 

but “What is the future of Peoria Public Schools and what 

do you envision for Peoria Public Schools?”         

 

As the leader of our remarkable school district, I took 

those questions seriously. I reflected on our past and I 

thought about where we are and where we need to go.  

  

Our District's vision states that “we take pride in educating 

and graduating each student prepared and inspired to 

contribute to the world.”  

 

In order to actualize this vision, our work goes hand in 

hand with the work of our City. 

 

In March, I attended a meeting with the City’s Innovation 

Team to discuss a project related to community 

investment. 

 

The work focuses on designing ways to improve the 

quality of life and to attract people to our community.  
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This work impacts our district as we strive to change 

public education in Peoria Public Schools to be even more 

attractive and competitive. 

 

How does the City’s work impact Peoria Public Schools?  

 

Let’s look at our trend enrollment data:  

 

As you can see, our district enrollment was highest in the 

1960s and 1970s. Enrollment started to decline in the 

1980s. For about 30 years, enrollment hovered between 15 

and 16 thousand.  In 2018, our enrollment stands at over 

13,200.  

 

It is important to note that the State of Illinois currently 

has the highest out migration in the country. 

 

So we hired a demographer who projected that Peoria 

Public Schools’ enrollment is expected to remain static, 

around 13,000 students, over the next ten years.   

So with this data in mind, I come back to the question of 

what do I envision for Peoria Public Schools.  I still believe 

in our vision created by many of you for the district.   

 

I believe we will realize our district’s vision through an 

education that is personalized.  
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One where attainment is built on discovering the individual 

talents of each child, I envision a district that puts students 

in an environment where they want to learn and can 

naturally discover their true interests.   

 

In order to do that, we must continue to strengthen our 

foundation. I am pleased to report that Peoria Public 

Schools, through the Expanded Pre School for All Grant, 

has enrolled 200 more students in school this year taking 

the Pre-K waiting list to zero!  

 

As part of enhancing the Pre-K experience at Valeska 

Hinton, we have added two dual language immersion 

classes with a half day of instruction in Spanish and a half 

day in English.   

 

To build on the preschool experience, we must have 

students reading, writing and doing grade level math by the 

third grade because third grade is a pivotal grade where 

students transform from learning to read to reading to learn.  

 

During my last three years, we have taken stock of what has 

worked and what has not.  

 

In doing so, this coming school year, we will invest in and 

support our teachers through coaching and providing more 

direct supports for students. 
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Last month, I found an interesting article in The Atlantic, 

entitled “Why American Students Haven't Gotten Better at 

Reading in 20 years!”  

 

A main point discussed was that -whether or not readers 

understand a reading passage-  depends far more on how 

much background knowledge and vocabulary they have 

relating to the topic than on how much they've practiced 

comprehension skills.    

 

We will continue with the “Every Student Initiative,” 

started this school year and continuing for the next four 

years. 

 

This means that every one of our K-8th grade students 

makes a curriculum-aligned visit to the Riverfront Museum. 

Just this past year alone over 6,500 students built some 

background knowledge by exploring the Riverfront 

Museum.  

 

Thanks to former Peoria Public School Board President and 

Member of the Riverfront Museum’s Board, Sally Snyder, 

the Museum’s board chair, Sid Ruckriegel, and the 

President and CEO of the museum John Morris for working 

with the Barton Foundation to fund this amazing 

opportunity.  
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If students are worried about their home environment, are 

experiencing abuse, homelessness or other traumatic 

experiences, then learning to read, write and working to 

become proficient at math will not be a priority. 

 

Because some of our students and families face real 

challenges.  

 

In Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs some needs take 

precedence over others. Once the powerful need for food, 

security, love and self-esteem are satisfied then the deep 

desire for creative expression and self-actualization rises to 

the surface.  

 

According to Illuminate Education’s e-book, “Getting 

Starting with Social Emotional Learning,” if schools and 

districts continue to ignore SEL, students will further 

disengage from learning.  

 

What’s more, SEL has been linked to actual performance 

within the classroom and how students perform on various 

assessments to demonstrate mastery. 

 

I think this statement is powerful - Teaching SEL skills 

presents a very robust pathway for reducing the income 

achievement gap. 

 



 
 

8 

How do a community and a school district work together to 

mitigate the negative impacts of realities that challenge our 

students’ ability to learn?  

In about four months, Peoria Public Schools will open 

The Wraparound Center and the Trauma Recovery 

Program located in the heart of the most distressed zip 

code in our city.  

The Wraparound Center located in Trewyn school will 

become as much of a one stop shop as possible for 

students and families to receive therapeutic supports and 

to have access to services and resources from a long list 

of partners. 
 

The Trauma Recovery Program, funded by the Illinois 

Criminal Justice Information Authority (ICJIA) will be 

housed at Manual and will serve students and families 

throughout our district who are victims of crime.   

 

These services will be provided by highly skilled 

therapeutic staff.  

OSF HealthCare System the grant recipient, will serve as 

the Lead Care Agency within the Wraparound Center and 

Trauma Recovery Program. 
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Kudos to State Representative Jehan Gordon Booth for 

her leadership in bringing this opportunity to our 

community. It’s a $1.1 million investment with the 

potential for more. 

 

I would like you to know that Peoria Public Schools 

appreciates its partnership with Alignment Peoria as this 

organization pursues the collective impact work. Alignment 

Peoria is alive and very healthy. Both boards have been 

working nonstop for the past two years.  

 

Let us recognize the new Alignment Peoria Executive 

Director, Marcia Bolden. 

 

I think that it is important to remember that today’s students 

are much different than we were. I recall getting through 

school memorizing the majority of the information. 

 

As a district, we are doing some intentional work to move 

away from the one-size-fit all approach. Redefining Ready 

Work is how we are rethinking what it means to be ready 

for life beyond high school.   

 

It is our pre-apprenticeship work, it is the industry 

credentialed work, the dual credit career pathway work, 

service learning work, advance placement work and much 

more.  
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When students are given opportunities to pursue their 

interests through choice and learning paths, we are helping 

to guide them to a personalized educational journey.   When 

that’s done, discipline problems will continue to decline, 

achievement will improve significantly along with the 

graduation rate.  

 

Because, like Einstein said, “Everybody is a Genius.” 

 

Our work is changing the narrative using more than a single 

test score to define our students’ success and our districts’ 

success. We are more than a number! 

 

An example is Alexis Khazzam and the AppsCo students, 

who continue to illustrate to us what students will do when 

given the opportunity!  

 

What if there was personalized learning at the highest level 

at our schools, where students took ownership of their own 

learning and had choice; with students working at their own 

pace, incorporating hands on learning with flexible learning 

spaces instead of students sitting in rows.   

 

This type of learning will be piloted this coming school year 

in some of our middle schools. 

  

What if schools did not have walls and students could select 

when and where they learned and how they learned? 
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We will implement online learning opportunities for 

students who may choose to advance through high school 

more quickly, recover credits, or take advance classes.   

 

What if learning was not time bound and instead was 

targeted by students’ interest with a focus on specific job 

competencies not locked into periods, quarters or semesters  

This is our competency based work that was approved last 

year by ISBE.  

 

In addition to adding the new two career pathways (Law 

Enforcement and The Teacher Pathway) listed on the 

screen, we have enrolled an additional 260 more students 

over the past two years in the 10 other pathways.  

 

This represents a 40% increase of Peoria Public Schools 

students engaged in Career Technical Education. 

 

Again, we are making progress by recognizing that not 

everyone needs a college degree but needs to be 

credentialed.  

 

What if students are assigned a mentor and they learn and 

earn with the possibility of a full-time job?  

 

The Caterpillar hiring initiative has allowed seven of our 

students to attend school in the morning and work at various 
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manufacturing positions in the afternoon where some are 

earning higher wages than their parents.  

 

This program has opened up a new world for our students. 

They are not only earning a paycheck, but are also learning 

about financial responsibilities and essential work 

behaviors.  

 

What if we could develop our own internal and homegrown 

talent of educators who are passionate about making a 

difference in their community? 

 

We have implemented a teacher pathway for high school 

students who can earn up to 12 college credits. Our students 

have already started to have on-the-job training experiences 

during summer school, and will soon have opportunities to 

observe and work in our primary and middle schools.  

 

I am excited about the collaboration with ICC, ISU, Bradley 

and our Federation of Teachers to find solutions to 

minimize the teacher shortage dilemma. In IL alone, we are 

projected to have more than 10,000 teacher vacancies by 

2020.  

 

Here are just a few highlights that we are engaged in to 

attract more talented individuals to our profession:   
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At this time, I would like to recognize just a few of our 

many partners who are leaders in the Redefining the Work!  

When I recognize you, please stand at your table to receive 

your award from one of our student board members: 

 

• Peoria Riverfront Museum  Every Student Initiative 

• Alexis Khazzam      For AppsCo 

• Beth Derry/George McKenna  Alternative Education  

                                                            Program 

• OSF Team      Trauma Recovery Prog. 

• CAT Team      CHIP Program 

• Mayor Jim Ardis     Summer Youth Corp     
 

Thanks to all of you. 

 

Now comes the time when I ask for your help.  

 

If you have not already logged in to Slido.com, please see 

the directions that are at your table or on the screen.   

 

• Are you willing to provide internships or pre-

apprenticeships for students?  

 

• Are you willing to be a mentor?  

 

• How else can you see innovation working in Peoria 

Public Schools? 
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• Are you willing to Redefine Ready? 

 

Please take one of our Remarkable Times’ newsletters that 

is at your table to get a glimpse of our progress and our 

priorities for next year. Our contact info is also listed. 

 

You may know that 80% of the district's revenue comes 

from three sources: local taxes, corporate personal property 

replacement taxes and state aid.   

 

Although we saw a $2.5 million increase in state aid this 

year, total revenue from these three sources combined is up 

only $300,000 -- because we saw a significant loss in 

Corporate Personal Property Taxes. 

 

With the current trajectory of retailers closing this year, we 

anticipate we will continue to lose “lots of money” over the 

next years to come. 

 

As we wind down, let it be known that absolutely none of 

this work could be accomplished without the efforts of an 

incredible group of building leaders, caring teachers, 

amazing educators, staff, central office staff, a supportive 

board, and a long list of community agencies, educational 

institutions, government officials and businesses.  
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Kudos to our principals who are present today. They are on 

the frontline doing great work and defying the odds. 

 

I am very truly fortunate to have a group of talented servant 

leaders right next to me and all around me who understand 

the WHY of our work. I am thankful that they are 

optimistic about the work and understand the importance of 

adapting in order to progress so that students will have a 

successful career and life. 

 

So, I no longer say “What If” – I say, “IT IS happening at 

PPS.”   

 

Remember – This is the work of our ENTIRE 

COMMUNITY!    

 

Speaking of Community -  Quickly take a look at the screen 

for a project update made possible by your County 

Facilities Sales Tax dollars. We continue to say thank you. 

 

As we close, I say, this is an exciting time in education with 

so many possibilities to get our students READY for LIFE. 

 

Let’s re-envision to transform and spread the good news 

about the great things that are happening in Peoria Public 

Schools! 


