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Chala Holland’s life experiences lead her to Lake Forest
NICKI KOETTING, Editor

Dr. Chala Holland has al-
ways tackled life with her signa-
ture drive.

The new principal of Lake For-
est High School played Division-I 
basketball as a student at North-
western University, and received 
both her master’s degree from De-
Paul University and doctorate from 
the University of Illinois at Chi-
cago while working full-time as a 
history teacher, and then assistant 
principal at Evanston Township 
High School. 

Holland doesn’t play basketball 
anymore — she sustained several 
injuries while playing at North-
western — but she has always been 
passionate about education.

“I always knew I wanted to 
be closely connected to kids,” 
she said. 

Holland was born and raised in 
Ardmore, Penn., a suburb of Phila-
delphia located on the “Main Line.” 
She attended a private Christian 
school from third through 12th 
grades, and excelled at academics, 
sports and art. 

She had “wonderful” teachers, 
mentors, youth pastors and com-
munity center leaders while grow-
ing up, she said. Their guidance 
naturally led Holland to consider 
following in their footsteps as a 
teacher herself. 

“I’ve been influenced by so 
many great people I’ve always 
looked up to, and considered to 
be my teachers formally and in-
formally,” she said. “I’ve always 
valued the impact they’ve had on 
me, and by high school I definitely 
knew I wanted to get into educa-
tion.”

Holland’s experience as one 
of the only students of color in 
her class, and in her school, how-
ever, scarred her. She felt that she 
couldn’t truly be authentic while 
at school.

“On the surface, everyone prob-
ably thought I was a model stu-
dent,” Holland said. “I got really 
good grades, I was popular, I was 
in fine arts, I was an athlete — but 
on the inside, there were a lot of 

things I felt I was missing in the 
space. I felt I truly couldn’t be my-
self authentically in that space and 
I was suppressing a lot to fit a norm 
that was already there.”

Many days Holland would come 
home from school crying, because 
her classmates would touch her 
skin or her hair and made her feel 
like an outsider.

Experiencing micro-aggressions 
like that while young, however, 
taught Holland an important lesson.

“It taught me a lot about the im-
portance [of] creating spaces cen-
tered around who the students are, 
rather than having an expectation 
for them to conform to something 
already in place. It takes a huge toll 
on people to conform and not show 
up authentically,” Holland said. 

“One of the things that experi-
ence pushed for me, was not only 
did it validate my desire to [teach] 
history — my parents, specifically 
my dad, said, ‘Your teachers are 
going to teach you from the text-
book, and that’s going to be the sto-
ry told, but just know there’s other 
stories that are going to directly 
connect with the ones in the text-
book.’ I grew up wondering what 
other perspectives were.”

Holland put her experience into 
practice. She majored in educa-
tion with a concentration in history 
at Northwestern and completed 
her student teaching at Evanston 
Township High School. Upon 
graduation, she began working at 
ETHS as a history and social stud-
ies teacher, where she strove to 
teach history from different per-
spectives.

“I knew as a history teacher that 
I wanted to present multiple per-
spectives to students around what 
we were learning and allow them 
to develop and form their own 
opinions,” she said. “Imagine U.S. 
history taught from the perspective 
of a woman, or indigenous popula-
tions, or an Irish immigrant. So I 
taught history that way, regardless 
of the topic, just to allow kids to 
grapple and wrestle with some of 
these perspectives.”

Toward the end of her time at 

ETHS, Holland became an admin-
istrator at the school, as part of her 
doctoral program in urban educa-
tional leadership at UIC.

“It was hard to leave the class-
room,” she said. “To me, those 
were the best years of my life, as a 
teacher. [But] I realized going into 
administration that I would be able 
to have a larger impact.”

After 10 years at ETHS, Holland 
accepted a job as an assistant prin-
cipal at Oak Park and River Forest 
High School, where she worked for 
four years. 

In both Evanston and Oak Park/
River Forest schools, Holland 
said that she was able to accom-
plish a lot with regard to teaching 
and learning.

“[I was able] to build tiers of 

support across an entire building 
and academic and social-emotion-
al supports as well, for kids of all 
levels,” she said. “[Kids in] special 
education, kids in the middle lev-
els, kids in honors or AP [classes].”

Both districts also faced chal-
lenges in the achievement gap be-
tween white students and students 
of color, Holland said.

“Even though the histories of 
communities are different ... one 
thing that was consistent in both 
districts is that achievement was 
predictable by race,” she said. 
“Rather than running away from a 
very personal, tough, messy issue 
and conversations and work, both 
superintendents and boards took 
very courageous stances to say 
‘We’re responsible for the learn-

ing, well-being and trajectory for 
all our students, we need to pay at-
tention to this.’

“I learned a lot by wrestling 
[with that] — there’s no magical 
solution to stuff like that. It really 
requires us to engage personally 
and to really think about adaptive 
changes and adaptive solutions. 
That work allowed me [to gain] 
insight into other types of inequi-
ties that exist, and how to engage in 
this type of work. That hasn’t been 
the only part of my work, but it’s 
been a valuable part of my work.”

When the position at Lake For-
est High School became available, 
Holland was immediately interest-
ed. She was attracted to the district’s 
strategic plan and the school’s mis-
sion and vision statement.

“I felt like it spoke directly to 
me,” Holland said. “The district 
focuses on the holistic student, 
the holistic learner. [The school 
pushes] students to take risks and 
challenges in the classroom. Addi-
tionally, the district’s focus on eq-
uity and access and a commitment 
to identify and eliminate barriers 
that get in the way of kids access-
ing more rigorous courses ... that’s 
key to me.”

When asked about her goals for 
the upcoming school year, Holland 
said that she is “giving herself per-
mission to learn.”

“I’m [getting] a sense of what 
exists. I’m working with school 
leaders, parents [and] students to 
identify the needs and gaps that 
may exist. [I’ll start off] working 
with the assistant principals look-
ing at the supports we can offer, 
look at some of the ways we can 
further our work in equity and ac-
cess to higher-level courses.”

But in the meantime, Holland 
is enjoying meeting with Lake 
Forest High School faculty, staff 
and students, as well as commu-
nity members. 

“My primary goal right now is 
to listen and learn,” she said. “I be-
lieve that the role of a principal is 
to serve. I think there’s a lot I can 
bring here, but there’s a lot I can 
learn as well. I’m super excited.”

Chala Holland worked at Evanston Township High School and Oak Park 
and River Forest High School before starting as the principal of Lake 
Forest High School on July 1. PHOTO SUBMITTED


