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New State-Mandated Testing Begins in February Amid Concerns
A Letter from the Superintendent
Dear Parents and Community Members,
The other day I visited the James Hart
computer lab. One of Jack Gaham’s 8thgrade math classes was there, not to hone
their math skills, but to sample questions for
PARCC (Partnership for Assessment of
Readiness for College and Careers), the new
state-mandated test we are required to
administer to grades 3-8 this spring.
We don’t “teach to the test” in District 153,
but the format of this new online test is
complex. It requires students to manage
multiple screens, prompts and tools while
typing their answers and being timed. We
didn’t think it was fair to sit students down in
front of a computer without getting at least
some practice first.
Now Mr. Gaham is a phenomenal math
teacher and well-liked by his junior high
students who are often working at high school
levels. Yet, the atmosphere in that computer
lab was heavy with frustration and worry as
students struggled to manipulate the various
drop-down menus, split screens and other
tools involved with each and every sample
question. And then the student questions
started coming.
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Dr. Mitchell, what happens if I fail this?
[Answer: nothing.]
What happens to Mr. Gaham if we don’t do
well? [Answer: nothing.]
Can’t you just let us take ISAT?
The answer to that last one is “no.” PARCC is
a state mandate. A test of Common Core
Standards, PARCC is supposed to measure
higher order skills such as critical thinking,
effective communication, and problem
solving. Students in grades 3-8 are required
to be tested in English language skills and
math. This year it will replace the Illinois State
Achievement Test (ISAT).
However the more we, at District 153, learn
about PARCC, the more we are concerned. In

addition to the overly complex nature of the
test itself, we are concerned about the amount
of instructional time that will be lost to testing,
the usefulness of the results, and most of all,
and the impact on students.
Testing Time
PARCC requires every student to take three
English language arts tests and two math tests.
Each test can take anywhere from 75 to 90
minutes. In total, students will spend about 14
hours taking state mandated standardized tests
online this spring. The ISAT took no longer than
7 hours.
Our first PARCC testing “window” occurs from
Feb. 25 to March 27. Then we are required to
re-evaluate students during a second testing
window from April 27 to May 22.
Ensuring that every student has enough
computer time to take the test is presenting
significant scheduling challenges. Computer labs
and media centers at each school will be used
for testing and smaller laptop testing centers
will be created in libraries and
classrooms. Even utilizing every available
device, students will experience two months of
disruptions to their regular classroom schedules.
(Continued on page 2)
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State-Mandated Testing Begins (cont’d)
In our opinion, this is just too
much time to spend on
standardized testing and not
enough on learning.

own unique way. Despite our
best efforts to make the process
as smooth as possible, we
anticipate that the length of the
tests, their complexity, and the
prolonged disruption to the
normal school schedule will, at a
minimum, make some students
uncomfortable.

In total, students will spend about 14 hours
taking state mandated standardized tests
online this spring.

to adjust instruction in ways that 2010, 26 states committed to
help students.
using PARCC. Today, only 10
Utility of Results
remain in the PARCC consortium.
A big drawback of the ISAT
However, District 153 doesn’t
was that results of this paper
believe standardized tests are From low class sizes to offering
and pencil test came too late
a particularly useful way to
a host of extracurricular
for teachers to use in their
evaluate students and schools.
activities to “not teaching to the
instruction. The computer-based If the sample questions frustrate Further, we believe time
test,” much of happens in District
PARCC was supposed to
a class of advanced 8th-grade consuming standardized tests,
153 is driven by our
provide timely data to help
math students after 30 minutes, like PARCC, will actually
community’s high expectations
guide instruction.
how will our 3rd and 4thdetract from classroom learning. for its schools. PARCC is an
graders handle 14 hours of it?
important example of how state
But timely results will not be
Nonetheless, District 153 will
mandates sometime clash with
State Education Mandates
provided to school districts, at
administer PARCC just as we
our local needs and priorities.
least not in this first year of
There is a legitimate role for
comply with all state mandates.
PARCC. There are too many
assessments and a recognized
If you , too, have concerns, I
school districts throughout Illinois need for greater accountability But we are far from alone in
encourage you to share them
without the capacity to
in education. District 153
our concerns. Over the past two with your local legislators and
administer the test on
currently uses an online
years, District 153 and many
Governor Rauner.
computers. These school districts assessment tool called
other districts have repeatedly
will take the paper version of
STAR. Just one of many ways
asked the Illinois State Board of Budget and legislative actions
PARCC, delaying the state’s
we measure student progress,
Education to delay PARCC
by our General Assembly also
ability to process test results
STAR requires just a single
implementation or at least to
have a great impact on our
statewide. Like the former ISAT, response on a single screen,
extend its pilot test period.
local schools. More about that
PARCC data will not arrive
takes 20-25 minutes to
Those requests have always
below.
before next year.
administer, and provides
been denied, reinforced by
information to teachers about
federal government threats to
Dr. Dale Mitchell, Superintendent
Test Stress
their students’ strengths and
withhold federal education
Students handle testing in their weaknesses in time for teachers funding for noncompliance. In

More Education Funding Concerns for District 153
FY 2015 School District Budget:
Referendum Plan Still Intact
The Board of Education adopted a FY2015 budget at its September 22, 2014 meeting. The
budget projects a deficit of
$2.7 million. The district’s working cash reserves created from
the 2011 voter-approved education funding referendum once
again will be used to make up
the difference between revenues and expenditures and allow the school district to maintain its current programming.

Funding “Equity” Legislation Reintroduced
Education funding reform legislation has been reintroduced in
the General Assembly as Senate Bill 1. SB 1 is a new version
and state categorical grants
by about $5 billion this year.
of last year’s SB16, which was
have been cut and payments
an attempt to redistribute edudelayed.
Dramatic budget cuts are excation funding from wealthier
pected by June. Some scenarios school districts to disadvanIllinois Budget Crisis
predict a further proration of
taged ones.
Restoration of state education
General State Aid for Education
funding seems highly unlikely
to 79 percent, as much as a 12 SB16 would have cut $740,000
given Illinois’ budget troubles.
percent cut to categorical pro- from District 153—about 20%
grams and 6 percent cut to ear- of our state education funds—
On Jan. 1, the state income tax ly childhood education.
and redistributed that money to
Declining local property values increase enacted in 2011 was
other school districts statewide.
allowed to expire. As a result,
This budget scenario would remeans less local property tax
revenues. General state aid for state revenues that fund schools, sult in revenue reductions in Dis- School district allocations under
health care, prisons and other
trict 153 of over half a million
education has been seriously
this new proposal have not
dollars.
prorated for several years now, services are expected to drop
been released yet.

Restoration of state education funding
seems highly unlikely given Illinois’ budget
troubles.
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2013-14 Dockweiler
Award Winners
Congratulations to the 2013-14
recipients of the "Tom Dockweiler
Award." The yearly awards celebrate
one student from each school who-through hard work, persistence and a
positive attitude--showed great
academic improvement during the
previous school year. Awards were
presented at the Sept. 22nd board of
education meeting by School Board
President Shelly Marks and former
School Board Member Tom
Dockweiler.

From Willow School: Audrey Zirbel

From Churchill School: Peter Beele

From Millennium School: Noah SealsFerguson

Page 3

What’s New This Year in District 153?
Students and staff were welcomed to the 2014-15 school
year by a number of school
improvements completed over
the summer, including two
highly anticipated projects.
Classroom Air Conditioning
First, window air conditioning
units were installed in most
classrooms throughout District
153. The units brought muchneeded relief to staff and
students who usually suffer
through the first several weeks
of every school year in stifling
hot classrooms.
The school district’s original
plan was to first provide air
conditioning only at Willow
and Churchill. Thanks to a
financial donation from Foundation 153, our school district’s educational foundation,
units also were installed in the
5th-grade wing of Millennium.
Willow School Playground
The other long-awaited project was a new playground
for Willow School. The new
playground sports more ageappropriate equipment, a
new rubberized surface for
safety, and additional space
covered with grass for free
play and sports. Again community partnerships were key
to the playground’s creation
with the Homewood PTA,
Foundation 153, and the HF
Park District contributing funding.

Willow School 2nd-grader Nia Tibbs-Turner and 1st-grader Owen
Zigmund officially open the new Willow School playground. Also in
attendance at the August 29th ribbon cutting were (2nd row, L to R) District
153 School Board President Shelly Marks, Willow School Principal
MaryAnn Savage, Homewood PTA President Ashanti Bethea; (3rd row)
Foundation 153 President Jen Quirke, Willow School Assistant Principal
Melissa Lawson, District 153 Superintendent Dr. Dale Mitchell; (3rd row)
District 153 School Board Member Steve Anderson.

Other improvements include:
 A renovated and expanded computer lab at
Churchill School
 The installation of new
building signs at Millennium, Churchill and the District Administrative Office
 New and resurfaced
paving at each school
 Electrical upgrades at
each school
 Replacement of 8-yearold computers throughout
the District

Meet the Next Principal of Millennium School

From James Hart School: Morgan Murphy

Millennium
School Dean
of Students
Dave McAtee
has been
named the
next principal of the school.
McAtee will take over from the

retiring Shirley Watkins on July
1, 2015. McAtee started at
District 153 15 years ago as a
6th-grade teacher. He taught
seven years before being
named the dean of students at
Millennium.

Summer 2015’s To-Do List
As every homeowner
knows, sometimes you have
to invest in the unexciting,
but necessary, infrastructure
of your home. Those are
the types of projects District
153 will undertake this
summer. About $3.5 million
in facilities’ maintenance
and improvement projects
will get underway once the
school year ends. Those
projects include:







roof and boiler replacement at the
James Hart/Millennium
campus
the installation of rooftop cooling units for the
Willow and Churchill
gym/cafeterias
replacing old lavatories and drinking fountains districtwide
refinishing the floor in
the Hart/Millennium
“wood floor gym.”
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Churchill School
1300 West 190th Street
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Cece Coffey, Principal
Joanne Obszanski, Asst. Principal

Millennium School
18211 Aberdeen Street
708.799.8697
Shirley Watkins, Principal
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200+ Participate in International “Hour of Code”
About 200 James Hart and
Millennium School students
jointed tens of millions of students worldwide in trying
computer coding during the
international “Hour of Code”
in December. Held during
Computer Science Education
Week, the Hour of Code initiative attempts to get them
interested in computer science
and perhaps even future careers in technology.
Code is the set of instructions Above, District 153’s Instructional Technology Coordinator Cheri
written by computer scientists Pesina looks on as students Daniel Wojslaw, Frederick Blackmon,
and Payton Gamble try their hands at computer coding during “The
that tell a computer what to
Hour of Code.”
do. The Hour of Code program challenges students to spend one
The Hour of Code was championed at
hour writing simple computer code, code
Hart and Millennium by the Student Techthat would make a cartoon character
nical Assistance Team (STAT), a group of
move forward or backwards.
about 30 students who are volunteering to
serve as technology resources for teachers
Students who completed that hour were
and fellow students. They meet once a
treated to an ice cream party.
week to brainstorm how to best assist others at school with their technology needs.

James Hart School
18220 Morgan Street
708.799.5544
Scott McAlister, Principal
Laura Ugo, Asst. Principal
John Ugo, Dean of Students

A winning combo:
cardboard box cars and kids

It is a rite of passage for Willow School kindergarteners: the annual cardboard box drive-in theater. After
completing their study unit on transportation, Willow’s
kindergartners make cars out of cardboard boxes, are
issued their own licenses and get to pull into the gym for
a drive-in movie and popcorn. “We do have explain
what a drive-in movie is,” admitted kindergarten teacher, Marilyn Worman.

Let the music ring!

Music is a huge part of every December in District 153
with all our groups performing in winter concerts and/or
sing-alongs. Above, Churchill School’s 4th-grade Choir
finally gets to enjoy the spotlight on Jan.15 after being
postponed twice, once by weather and once by illness.

