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Year 1 of Cherokee inspiration block evaluated
NICKI KOETTING, Editor

Cherokee Elementary 
School’s “inspiration block” 
pilot program has been im-
plemented at the school for 
an entire school year now, 
and at the Lake Forest School 
District 67 Board of Educa-
tion meeting on Tuesday, 
May 26, outgoing Cherokee 
principal Kelly Jackson and 
Lauren Fagel, the district’s 
assistant superintendent 
of curriculum, instruction, 
technology and assessment, 
reported on how the inspira-
tion block program has fared 
so far. 

The Cherokee inspiration 
block two-year pilot pro-
gram was approved by the 
District 67 school board in 
spring 2014. 

In the inspiration block 
program — which all stu-
dents at Cherokee in full-day 
kindergarten, third grade and 
fourth grade participate in 
— students study one of two 
choices of subjects: Manda-
rin language acquisition or 
STEM/Inquiry. 

Students in the Mandarin 
inspiration block learn to 
read, write, speak, and listen 
to the Mandarin language. 
The course is designed to ad-
dress curriculum standards 
in science and social studies 
while immersing students 
in the Mandarin language, 
according to a District 67 
memo regarding the inspira-
tion block program. 

In the STEM/Inquiry 
block, students engage in 
real-world problem-solving 
by acquiring, evaluating and 
using information to demon-
strate their knowledge of sci-
ence, technology, engineer-
ing and math content using 
21st century skills of collabo-
ration, critical thinking and 
communication, according to 
the memo.

In the 2014-15 school year, 
an equal number of Cherokee 
kindergartners — 22 — par-

ticipated in the daily, 60-min-
ute STEM/Inquiry and Man-
darin language acquisition 
blocks. For third-graders, 37 
students participated in the 
STEM/Inquiry block and 38 
chose the Mandarin language 
block. Forty-eight fourth-
grade students at Cherokee 
chose the STEM/Inquiry 
block and 24 studied Manda-
rin. Third- and fourth-graders 
studied their chosen subjects 
daily for 90 minutes.

At the meeting last Tues-
day, Fagel said that the dis-
trict used three data points 
from which to evaluate the 
first year of the two-year pilot 
program at Cherokee: the dis-
trict’s Comprehensive School 
Climate Inventory survey re-
sults; students’ scores on the 
Northwest Evaluation Asso-
ciation Measures of Academ-
ic Progress (NWEA MAP) 
tests for reading and math; 
and students’ scores on the 
Assessment of Performance 
toward Proficiency in Lan-
guages (AAPPL) test.

Fagel reported that the 
school’s CSCI survey results 
under the “school connect-
edness and engagement” di-
mension were “very strong 
positive [responses]” from 
both parents and students. 
One a scale from 1.0 to 5.0, 
the median score of parent 
responses for this dimension 
was 4.13, with 18 percent of 
parents surveyed respond-
ing neutrally to the school 
connectedness and engage-
ment question and 82 percent 
marking that they felt posi-
tive about the issue. 

The median score of stu-
dent responses in this dimen-
sion was also 4.13, with 1 
percent of students respond-
ing negatively, 21 neutrally 
and 78 percent positively.

“One of our goals from 
this pilot [program] was to 
reduce the divisiveness in 
the community and increase 
satisfaction, and we took this 

as a strong indicator that the 
climate had improved,” Fa-
gel said.

The NWEA MAP achieve-
ment tests were administered 
to Cherokee students in the 
second through fourth grades 
for reading and math in fall 
2014 and spring 2015. 

Fagel said that students’ 
scores on the MAP reading 
and math tests have increased 
slightly with the implementa-
tion of the inspiration block. 

“In three out of four in-
stances, the percentage of 
students who were projected 
[to exceed state standards] 
went up, with the exception 
of grade four reading, which 
is such a small decrease that 
[we feel] it is statistically 
insignificant,” Fagel said. 
“Looking at our third-graders 
in 2014 and 2015, the per-
centage of students meeting 
their growth projection ... has 
increased.”

“We can’t draw a direct 
line [to the inspiration block], 
but we feel that we certainly 
have evidence to support that 
the implementation of the 
program did no harm, and 
certainly could’ve played a 
part in leading to increased 
reading and math perfor-
mance for our students.”

AAPPL test scores have 
similarly improved, Jack-
son reported.

Last year, in spring 2014, 
a random sample of 13 stu-
dents in a third grade partial 
language immersion class 
were assessed using the 
AAPPL test. One student 
scored “novice low” on the 
test, four students tested into 
the “novice mid” level and 
eight students scored in the 
upper “novice mid” level.

This April, all students in 
the Mandarin language ac-
quisition block were assessed 
using the AAPPL test — 34 
students in third grade and 23 
students in fourth grade. 

Eleven percent of third-

graders and one fourth grade 
student scored in the “novice 
low” level. Twenty-seven 
percent of third-graders and 
two fourth-graders scored 
as “novice mid,” with 35 
percent of third-graders and 
39 percent of fourth-graders 
testing in the upper level of 
“novice mid.” Twenty-four 
percent of third-graders and 
26 percent of fourth-graders 
scored as “novice high.” One 
third-grade student tested as 
“intermediate low” and one 
fourth-grader tested in the 
“intermediate mid” level.

“Based on these results, we 
can say that our students con-
tinue to increase proficiency 
and the language block has 
continued to support the de-
velopment of language pro-
ficiency through this year,” 
Jackson said. 

Fagel echoed Jack-
son’s thoughts.

“The test is established, 
and we have some really 
solid benchmark data,” she 
said. “This is a national 
exam aligning to national 
standards; [and] we feel like 
it’s bringing some validity 
to the changes made to the 
program. We feel really good 
about where our students are 
demonstrating proficiency.

“It’s a start, [and] it’s by 
no means a finish. One piece 
of data never tells the whole 
story, but it’s exciting. We’re 
really excited.”

Board President Mike 
Borkowski then asked Jack-
son and Fagel what the time-
line would be like if the in-
spiration block program was 
rolled out to Sheridan and 
Everett elementary schools.

Fagel answered that if the 
district were to implement the 
inspiration block program at 
all elementary schools, then 
the board should make that 
decision by this December.

The next District 67 Board 
of Education meeting will 
take place on June 23.

New Cherokee 
principal announced
STAFF REPORT

The Lake 
Forest School 
District 67 
Board of Ed-
ucation ap-
proved the 
appointment 
of Jeffrey 
McHugh as 
the new principal of Chero-
kee Elementary School, ef-
fective July 1, at its meeting 
on Tuesday, May 26. 

McHugh comes to Lake 
Forest from Arlington 
Heights School District 25 
where he has served in a 
variety of roles since 2001. 
He is currently the District 
25 teaching and learning fa-
cilitator; he has also served 
as a library media center 
director and as a second-
grade teacher. McHugh has 
directed all phases of the 
district’s K-8 personalized 
learning initiative. Addi-
tionally, he has planned 
and delivered professional 
development to K-8 staff in 
the areas of literacy, inquiry 
and student-driven learning. 
McHugh has achieved Na-
tional Board Certification 
and has authored two chil-
dren’s books on 21st cen-
tury skills.

He earned a bachelor’s 
degree in English from the 
University of Illinois, a 
master’s degree in elemen-
tary education from the 
University of St. Francis, 
a library information spe-
cial endorsement from the 
University of Illinois, and a 
specialist degree in admin-
istration and supervision 
from National Louis Uni-
versity.

At the meeting, Lake For-
est School Districts 67 and 

115 Superintendent Mi-
chael Simeck introduced 
McHugh, saying that he 
comes highly recommend-
ed.

“A very high compliment 
from [a] supervisor said, 
‘If you took all the people 
we’ve ever met in the course 
of our career and said that 
only one or two of them 
could make the leap and do 
it successfully, from where 
they currently are to being 
a building principal — Jeff 
would be one of those two 
people,” Simeck said.

“It’s a great day in the 
life of a school to welcome 
a principal, especially for 
somebody with the kind of 
enthusiasm and experience 
you have, so welcome on 
board, Jeff.”

The new Cherokee princi-
pal echoed Simeck’s excite-
ment at the board meeting.

“The biggest thing that 
jumped out to me about 
Lake Forest was [that] this 
is already a great school dis-
trict, but they just keep try-
ing to be greater — we just 
keep trying to be greater,” 
he said.

McHugh said that the dis-
trict’s mission and vision 
matches up with his own 
educational philosophy.

“The student-led piece, 
the student ownership of 
learning, the high expecta-
tions of kids, the focus on 
the whole child, the innova-
tion going on — these are all 
parts of my core beliefs as 
an educator,” he said. “This 
was such a perfect match, 
and I was just really hoping 
that Cherokee would see 
that, and to my great honor 
and privilege they did. ... I 
really look forward to being 
part of the family.”

McHugh


