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About This Report
At the start of the 2020-21 school year, Chicago’s principals were 
challenged to find a way to support their students, their teams and 
their communities during an unprecedented time. In so many ways, 
they were able to rise to the challenge. They leveraged their talent, 
resources and commitment in service to their schools.

The projects enabled by the COVID-19 Comeback Fund are excellent 
examples of principal creativity and leadership. We are pleased to 
share the stories, insights and lessons learned from nine Chicago 
principals in these case studies.

In each, we see how principals identified a challenge, worked 
with their teams and communities to develop a response and 
reflected on what they learned. Each case study also includes some 
considerations for applying this learning in other school contexts.

In the summer of 2021, The Fund will issue a final report on the 
COVID-19 Comeback Fund, including a comprehensive summary of 
the projects principals designed, results from surveys of participating 
principals and a review of available impact data. That report will 
also contain some reflection on equitably operating a large-scale, 
flexible, rapid-response fund for school leaders. 
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The Comeback Fund 
focused on the 
school communities 
most burdened 
by historical 
disinvestment and 
present COVID-19 
conditions, as 
informed by three 
indicators:

Positivity rates varied considerably across the city, as represented on the City of Chicago’s 
COVID dashboard. School communities were prioritized for the Comeback Fund based on the 
COVID-19 positivity rate in the zip code where the school is located, focusing on schools with 
a zipcode positivity rate above 10% in August 2020.

The share of non-passing (incomplete) grades in spring 2020 is an indicator for how 
challenging the remote learning experience was in different schools.  School communities 
were prioritized for the Comeback Fund based on the share of non-passing grades, focusing 
on schools where this share exceeded 10%.

The CPS Equity Index includes 12 socioeconomic indicators, such as basic student 
demographics, community life expectancy, teacher retention and school funding. School 
communities were prioritized for the Comeback Fund based on their index value, focusing on 
schools with a value at or above 3 or 3.5.

Launched in September 2020, the COVID-19 Comeback Fund was designed to help meet the immediate needs of more than 200 school 
communities in Chicago. With over $2 million in support from the local philanthropic community, Chicago Public Schools (CPS) was able 
to partner with The Chicago Public Education Fund (The Fund) and The Chicago Principal Partnership to identify eligible district and 
charter public schools citywide. Projects funded through the grants enabled work in over 45 Chicago communities most burdened by 
COVID-19 and had a positive impact on over 100,000 students and over 12,000 teachers and staff.

COVID-19 POSITIVITY RATES

REMOTE LEARNING EXPERIENCE

RESOURCE EQUITY

1: Equity index and COVID-19 community impact data were available for all schools. Student grade data were available for district-operated schools only. 
For charter, contract and options schools where grade data were unavailable, the share of students contacted during the second week of remote learning 
in spring 2020 was used as a criterion for eligibility.
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Expand access 
to professional 
development 
for teachers 

and school staff.

TEACHER 
INSTRUCTIONAL 

PRACTICES

Projects that supported professional development and 
extended work time for teachers to improve the student 
remote learning experience.

SUPPORTIVE 
ENVIRONMENTS 
FOR STUDENTS 

STUDENT AND 
CAREGIVER 

ENGAGEMENT 

ADAPTED 
LEARNING 
MATERIALS 

Projects that built a positive and supportive climate for 
students and staff. 

Projects that focused on building functional systems to 
improve families’ ability to support learning at home. 

Projects that adapted curriculum, materials and content 
for use in a remote learning environment.

The COVID-19 Comeback Fund made grants of up to $10,000 
available to 213 eligible school communities.

Implement 
remote academic 

supports and 
interventions.

Accelerate the 
evolution of 

curriculum and 
content for remote 

learning.

Help students and 
families learn more 

and participate 
more readily via 

technology.

... and then planned innovative uses for the funds.Principals selected a focus area ...

Improve the 
training, resources 

and information 
available to familes.



“

Facilitating necessary conversations around race 

Principal Aquabah Gonney-Buckner

454
Students

16.1% English Learners
96.3% Low Income
10.8% Diverse Learners

67.4% Black
30.2% Latinx

School Context & Comeback Innovation
Aquabah Gonney-Buckner has been the principal of Leslie Lewis School of 
Excellence, a turnaround school within the AUSL Network located in the Austin 
community on the city’s West Side, since 2016. Driven by a desire to support 
students, Principal Gonney-Buckner has continually encouraged teachers to 
find new ways to motivate and engage them. Using the COVID-19 Comeback 
Fund grant, Principal Gonney-Buckner paid for biweekly culturally responsive 
training for staff at Lewis. 

COVID-19 Impact on Lewis 
The Austin community was greatly affected by COVID-19. When Principal 
Gonney-Buckner learned about Lewis families struggling with food insecurity 
and experiencing homelessness due to the pandemic, she worked with her 
team to transform the school into a community hub where families could access 
information about food pantries and other services from local nonprofits. 
Beyond this lack of resources, Principal Gonney-Bucker knew that Black and 
Latinx students were experiencing trauma related to racial injustice and would 
need additional classroom support — support that would be more challenging 
to provide in a remote learning environment. 

In summer 2020, Jade-Paula Cabrera, a first-grade teacher at Lewis, asked 
Principal Gonney-Buckner to help support a staff book club focused on 
culturally sustaining instructional practices. Throughout the summer, the 
staff at Lewis read two books: Cultivating Genius by Dr. Gholdy Muhammad, 
and We Want to Do More Than Survive: Abolitionist Teaching and Pursuit of 
Educational Freedom by Bettina Love. This initial experience helped Principal 
Gonney-Buckner realize that her team was ready to take on deeper professional 
development to support Lewis students. 

This project will give people a safe space to talk, ask This project will give people a safe space to talk, ask 
questions and provide students with teachers that questions and provide students with teachers that 
understand how to approach conversations about race understand how to approach conversations about race 
that add to the trauma of our current reality.”  that add to the trauma of our current reality.”  

- Aquabah Gonney-Buckner, Principal

55
Staff 

Members

16.3%
COVID-19 

Positivity Rate
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Located in the 
North Austin 
neighborhood

Leslie Lewis 
School of Excellence



Principal Gonney-Buckner’s Response
As an educator, Principal Gonney-
Buckner knew that teachers’ values 
and beliefs have a significant impact 
on their relationships with students 
and their families. Because the remote 
environment gave teachers intimate 
access to student homes, Gonney-
Buckner wanted to make sure Lewis 
teachers were developing their cultural 
competency. In fall 2020, Gonney-
Buckner and her team developed a 
survey to identify topics that teachers 
were interested in learning about 
as part of a year-long professional 
development series building on their 
work from the summer.

Lessons Learned & Next Steps
The biweekly training included 30 members of the Lewis staff. Through these 
trainings, Principal Gonney-Buckner helped facilitate courageous conversations 
with students and staff about adopting practices centered on eradicating anti-
Blackness in the classroom. By creating opportunities for students to learn about 
themselves, she hoped to nurture academic and social-emotional learning. 

Culturally relevant training gave teachers space to engage in conversations about 
how identity, interpersonal dynamics and beliefs influence their experiences 
as educators. These candid discussions created an atmosphere of trust and 
acceptance for Black and Latinx students and their families at Lewis. As part 
of their academic work, students have been developing projects about African 
leaders, identity development and community. To support social-emotional 
learning, Lewis faculty have also launched listening circles and affinity spaces.

Apply This Learning

Daily contact with students gave each Lewis teacher 
unique opportunities to identify and disrupt inequities in 
their practice. Most Lewis teachers do not share the racial 
identity of the students they teach, nor do they live in the 
Austin neighborhood. The lack of shared experience made 
it challenging for the teachers to deeply understand the 
difficulties faced by students in their community. Lewis has 
committed to ongoing learning in this area.

With grant funds, Gonney-Buckner paid for her teachers to attend biweekly 
professional training based on the book Culturally Responsive Teaching and The 
Brain by Zaretta Hammond. Adults at Lewis developed and tested new strategies 
for engaging students, rooted in an understanding about how culture could be 
connected to the classroom experience. Gonney-Buckner also compensated 
teachers for designing social-emotional learning lessons working through 
difficult concepts like racism, police brutality and injustice. 

1

2

Teacher Jade-Paula Cabrera helped 
develop training for her colleagues.
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Understand the student experience first.  

Align with all aspects of your school.
Principal Gonney-Buckner connected this professional 
development series to the curriculum at Lewis. At the same 
time, the unique remote learning environment provided the 
flexibility to dive into equity and inclusion work. Within these 
training sessions, Principal Gonney-Buckner moved beyond 
traditional academics and made an explicit connection 
between Lewis’ discipline and disengagement data to 
instructional practices. This has developed a sense of urgency 
among her staff to make the adoption of culturally relevant 
practices a priority in all aspects of school.



Opening dialogue to improve instruction

Principal Allison Tingwall

Located in the 
Archer Heights
neighborhood

2,993
Students

15.5% English Learners
71.2% Low Income
11.6% Diverse Learners

11.9% Black
83.8% Latinx

School Context & Comeback Innovation
Principal Allison Tingwall has led Curie High School’s educational community 
for six years. Curie is a public four-year magnet and neighborhood school 
located in the Archer Heights neighborhood, a primarily Latinx community on 
the Southwest Side of Chicago. When the pandemic exposed existing equity 
gaps, Principal Tingwall approached this challenge as an opportunity to push 
for lasting changes to schoolwide systems and structures. With her COVID-19 
Comeback Fund grant, Principal Tingwall provided stipends to her teaching 
staff to analyze current grading practices and learn how to make them more 
fair and equitable. 

COVID-19 Impact on Curie 
In the wake of the COVID-19 crisis, Curie staff had little time to prepare for 
remote and hybrid instruction. The abrupt switch to remote learning made it 
necessary for Curie teachers to work together to provide continuity in learning 
and support student wellbeing. Many Curie students had family members 
who lost their jobs or became ill with the virus, making it difficult for them to 
prioritize school. 

At the start of remote instruction in the fall, outreach efforts such as daily 
home phone calls and technology support helped students regularly access the 
classroom. However, teachers still saw a drop in student participation. Principal 
Tingwall soon realized that keeping school relevant and engaging for students, 
especially without the physical requirement of being in school, would require 
targeted interventions and a shift in classroom culture. 

288
Staff 

Members

19.0%
COVID-19 

Positivity Rate
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- Allison Tingwall, Principal
“Instruction right now has to be responsive to students’ Instruction right now has to be responsive to students’ 

lived experiences and the economic, social and lived experiences and the economic, social and 
technology challenges the circumstances bring.” technology challenges the circumstances bring.” 

Marie Sklodowska Curie 
Metropolitan High School



Principal Tingwall’s Response
Principal Tingwall used COVID-19 Comeback funds to create two reflective 
spaces for Curie educators to learn from colleagues. First, beginning in fall 
2020, Principal Tingwall paid for 24 teachers to participate in a professional 
learning community (PLC) on equitable grading practices. With Grading for 
Equity by Joe Feldman as an anchor text, PLC leaders taught staff at Curie how 
to consistently and fairly communicate learning progress and achievement.

Interested teachers learned how to implement a balanced grading scale for 
each of their subjects and use targeted methods to prioritize skill mastery over 
compliance. Principal Tingwall also paid six team members to develop stronger 
intervention plans for students with Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) 
during the 2020-21 school year.

Lessons Learned & Next Steps
For the remainder of the year, teacher leaders will continue to engage their 
colleagues in professional reflection. The goal is to ensure equitable grading 
becomes a sustained shift in instructional practice. Principal Tingwall and her 
team will gather feedback and review associated data on adopting a balanced 
grading scale. They will determine the impact these initiatives have had on the 
student learning experience and modify in the year ahead.

The virtual environment allowed Principal Tingwall more flexibility in meeting 
with her teachers. She learned from and with them in the PLCs and worked with 
teacher leaders to improve communication across grade levels and subjects. 
Following the success of the fall Grading for Equity PLC, Principal Tingwall wants 
to focus next on targeted interventions for ninth-grade students who have 
shown a need for more support in transitioning to high school. She plans to 
provide stipends to teachers who want to tackle that need, including teachers 
who have already demonstrated their leadership by conducting home visits and 
remote tutoring during lunch periods and after school. 

With the insight gathered from these interventions, Principal Tingwall wants to 
develop metrics for progress monitoring this target group and formalizing the 
learning schoolwide.

Apply This Learning

Teacher leaders created more intentional and impactful grading 
practices by making policy changes in stages rather than all 
at once. This allowed for more in-depth personal reflections 
around their own practice and led to more intentional pilots, 
which laid the foundations for implementation at the school 
level. Principal Tingwall believes this process will ensure these 
changes last beyond the remote-learning period. 

1
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Invest in helping teachers improve 
together. 
Teacher leaders learned to engage students in less punitive 
and more learning-centered feedback by building a reflective 
space in a PLC to explore their own problems and build 
solutions together. Principal Tingwall created a safe space for 
small groups to problem-solve and explore their own implicit 
biases, leading to changes in grading policies. 

Make a series of small changes. 



“

Encouraging school spirit and sense of belonging

Principal Ryan Belville and McAuliffe faculty 

638
Students

40.4% English Learners
78.5% Low Income
11.9% Diverse Learners

3.1% Black
92.6% Latinx

School Context & Comeback Innovation
Principal Ryan Belville has led McAuliffe Elementary School, which serves the 
Logan Square and Hermosa neighborhoods on the North Side of Chicago, since 
2011. As a long-time educator, Principal Belville knows from experience that when 
a community comes together to support each other and take collective action, 
the opportunities for success are limitless. The flexible funding provided by the 
COVID-19 Comeback grant has helped Principal Belville and his team launch 
an incentive program intended to improve student and parent engagement.

COVID-19 Impact on McAuliffe
COVID-19 has shown the direct correlation between students’ sense of belonging 
and academic success. When McAuliffe transitioned abruptly to remote learning, 
the team had to postpone and cancel community events like honor roll breakfasts, 
Friends of McAuliffe fundraisers and end-of-year celebrations. Unsurprisingly, 
there was a considerable decline in student attendance and family engagement: 
The highest percentage of students connected to digital learning in the spring 
2020 was 64.5%. Furthermore, with remote learning requiring families to use 
new technology, the difficult transition period led to some students avoiding live 
classes or completing assignments.

To prepare for fall 2020, Principal Belville and his team spent time reaching out to 
families to ensure that they had devices and internet at home, understood their 
schedules, and knew their teachers’ contact information. With these efforts, 
attendance exceeded expectations during the first week of school. The Google 
Meet participation rate in the first five weeks of the 2020-21 school year was 
93.9%. Throughout the year, the digital learning participation measure stabilized 
at 92% and the remote learning attendance leveled off near 91%.

Remote learning can feel so isolating for students and Remote learning can feel so isolating for students and 
families, so the goal of our project was to highlight our families, so the goal of our project was to highlight our 
McAuliffe community visibly.”  McAuliffe community visibly.”  

- Ryan Belville, Principal

68
Staff 

Members

14.2%
COVID-19 

Positivity Rate
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Located in the
Logan Square 
& Hermosa 
neighborhoods

Christa McAuliffe
 Elementary School



Principal Belville’s Response
After months of online learning, Principal Belville knew that the school needed 
to have a visible presence in the community. Principal Belville used the COVID-19 
Comeback fund to expand his school’s community-building efforts and re-
establish a sense of belonging. McAuliffe gave families branded items such as 
lawn signs, which they handed out in-person. As of February 2021, over 120 
students and families have won McAuliffe “swag,” such as t-shirts, face masks, 
car decals and water bottles for attending virtual school events, demonstrating 
improved attendance and reaching other family engagement goals.

Lessons Learned & Next Steps
Early in his principal career, Belville found that one way to increase student 
attendance and engagement was to hold special events at school. To create 
a similar culture of belonging during remote learning, the team decided to 
purchase signs to place on students’ lawns indicating their home as that of a 
McAuliffe student. 

Students designed a yard and window sign that incorporated a message of unity 
and symbols reflecting McAuliffe’s school community. Principal Belville hoped 
that having students display the signs in their yard would allow them to show 
school pride publicly. Moving forward, Principal Belville will consider strategies 
like this one — even once the pandemic is over — as it has benefited his students 
by reconnecting them with their school.  

Apply This Learning

Students and families built connections to McAuliffe by 
designing school yard signs and “swag.” This project was 
a collaboration with art teacher Lauren Sutkus to increase 
student voice in the school. Through the project, students 
created unique designs that were presented to students and 
educators for review. Students and educators then selected 
their favorites for printing. Principal Belville believes these 
collaborations show McAuliffe is still present and thriving.

1
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McAuliffe student-designed yard signs and sweatshirts ready for families.

Prioritize student engagement, even 
remotely.  
The attendance team at McAuliffe built incentives to 
engage students while at home. Principal Belville and his 
team shared morning video messages announcing student 
birthdays, shoutouts, and winners of student-of-the-month 
and weekly attendance awards. Principal Belville used these 
daily opportunities for rewards and recognition to encourage 
additional engagement with the school.      

Involve students in collaboration.



“

Creating space for celebration and community

203
Students

21.7% English Learners
90.2% Low Income
32.0% Diverse Learners

39.4% Black
47.8% Latinx

School Context & Comeback Innovation
Principal Dawn Ramos has spent two years leading Tilden High School, located at 
the border of two neighborhoods on Chicago’s South Side: Canaryville and Fuller 
Park. Tilden is a part of Chicago’s Community Schools Initiative. As such, staff 
are accustomed to sharing resources with one another and to helping connect 
families to activities and supports. 

The closure of in-person learning during the COVID-19 pandemic took away this 
protective layer of school-based support for many students and their families. 
As 2020 drew to a close and the winter holidays approached, Principal Ramos 
used her COVID-19 Comeback Fund grant to purchase Thanksgiving meals for 
70 Tilden families and fund an end-of-semester celebration for students. 

COVID-19 Impact on Tilden
Student attendance at Tilden dropped to 65% in October 2020. Principal Ramos 
knew that a big reason for the attendance decline was related to the shift in 
family roles, new student circumstances and added pressure placed on students 
whose parents were essential workers. 

My staff helped me wrap my head around us not doing My staff helped me wrap my head around us not doing 
enough. They helped point to an immediate need families enough. They helped point to an immediate need families 
were facing.” were facing.” 

- Dawn Ramos, Principal

42
Staff 

Members

14.5%
COVID-19 

Positivity Rate
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Located in the
Canaryville 
neighborhood

 Edward Tilden Career Community 
Academy High School

Principal Dawn Ramos



Principal Ramos’ Response
Principal Ramos used the Comeback 
Fund to show support and 
appreciation for families during the 
Thanksgiving break. She and her team 
of 10 staff volunteers handed out full 
Thanksgiving dinner kits, supplies and 
even a Tilden fleece blanket to families 
reeling from the economic crisis. 
Principal Ramos wanted to ensure that 
students and families felt heard and 
supported by their school. For the first 
time in many months, teachers and 
staff members were able to reconnect 
safely with families in-person. 

Lessons Learned & Next Steps
Principal Ramos knew that she could not make either event happen by herself. 
She relied on her staff to create a strong plan and sourced volunteers from the 
community to ensure successful events for families. Teachers saw increased 
student interaction and participation following both events, further proving the 
usefulness of quality family engagement.
 
The project’s success has motivated Principal Ramos to continue supporting 
simple, but effective, initiatives that are responsive to the needs of families 
during this difficult time. She hopes to cultivate partnerships with restaurants 
in the future to offer similar parent engagement events with direct participation 
from students enrolled in Tilden’s culinary program.

Apply This Learning

Principal Ramos leveraged her staff to identify opportunities 
to engage the school community. She used a faculty survey to 
gauge interest in a Thanksgiving meal kit distribution event. 
It received an overwhelmingly positive response. Staff had 
seen firsthand how difficult the year had been for families and 
were excited to give back to the school community. 
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Principal Ramos found she had some extra funds leftover after this effort, so she 
held a similar celebration at the end of the first semester, providing 80 families 
with family-size pizzas. 

Provide connections to families. 
Principal Ramos and her team built connections with Tilden 
students and families by providing food and basic supplies. 
Accordingly, families felt effectively engaged by the two meal 
distribution events the school hosted. Principal Ramos felt 
that through these extensive efforts, Tilden was able to be a 
valuable touchpoint in a difficult time.

Use staff as valuable resources outside 
of the classroom. 

Tilden families pick up meals.



Helping bring the classroom into all student households

Principal Antonio Acevedo

176
Students

60.8% English Learners
91.5% Low Income
19.3% Diverse Learners

1.1% Black
97.2% Latinx

School Context & Comeback Innovation
Principal Antonio Acevedo leads Whittier Elementary, a Dual Language school 
located in Pilsen. For the past seven years as principal, Principal Acevedo has 
continually prioritized culturally and linguistically relevant practices in and out 
of the classroom as a way to reflect the neighborhood’s vibrant Mexican culture.

At the pandemic’s onset, Principal Acevedo recognized the challenge of 
ensuring similarly vibrant and responsive learning environments in more than 
100 individual homes. To support students and families in learning from home, 
Principal Acevedo worked with his community coordinator and counselor to 
help families create designated spaces for their children to engage in school 
from home.

COVID-19 Impact on Whittier
Before COVID-19 and remote learning, many Whittier families did not have 
access to personal computers or Wi-Fi. After all, neither were as essential as 
they are now to children’s education. Aside from social media, many families 
did not use virtual forms of communication. Few used email. Many were also 
unfamiliar with virtual learning platforms, like Google Classroom, Seesaw or 
Schoology. Caregivers relied on informal conversations with teachers during 
pick-up and drop-off to get school updates. 

Technology and language barriers were not the only challenges for Pilsen 
families; the shift away from in-person instruction forced families to reorganize 
their often multigenerational homes and work schedules to ensure their 
children’s success.

29
Staff 

Members

14.0%
COVID-19 

Positivity Rate
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John Greenleaf Whittier 
Elementary School

Located in 
the Pilsen
neighborhood



Principal Acevedo’s Response
When Principal Acevedo learned about the COVID-19 Comeback Fund grant, he 
saw it as an opportunity to ask families about what their students needed. He 
used feedback from surveys, parent advisory meetings, and conversations with 
staff, families and students, to dig deeper into the community’s most pressing 
issue: Students often had very little space to focus on schoolwork in their busy 
home environments. 

Because students at Whittier learn content in two languages and have varying 
proficiency levels in English and Spanish, it was a priority to ensure that 
students could listen to their teachers without the distraction of background 
noise. Accordingly, Principal Acevedo used the Comeback Fund grant to order 
headphones, microphones and collapsible portable compact desks for students 
in grades 1-8. Pre-K and kindergarten students received lap desk trays and 
activity tables. Each student also received project display boards on which to 
hang visual cues, such as number lines, anchor charts and language supports. 
This helped students engage with both their teachers and the content in ways 
that more closely mirrored classroom learning. 

Lessons Learned & Next Steps
Principal Acevedo also wanted to ensure caregivers could set up the learning 
spaces and use the tools effectively. Using Title I funds earmarked for parent and 
family engagement, he facilitated virtual parent workshops. Through this work, 
Principal Acevedo saw how flexible funding could help educators deeply engage 
families, and he was inspired by the functional learning systems families were 
building at home. Principal Acevedo and his team are excited about extending 
this concept in the future and further leveraging home and parent resources to 
support student learning.  

Apply This Learning

Students and families have more access to learning tools to 
directly support academic success when physical aspects 
of the classroom are brought into the home. Students have 
used these tools to meet their unique needs and tackle 
difficult content more independently. Principal Acevedo 
believes these tools created better parent engagement 
in the remote environment that can translate into greater 
academic success for students.
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“Develop a survey and have conversations with parents Develop a survey and have conversations with parents 
and students about what their actual needs are; do not and students about what their actual needs are; do not 
try to guess what is needed.” try to guess what is needed.” 

- Antonio Acevedo, Principal

Create resources for families with 
caregivers. 
Whittier students and families created productive learning 
environments at home by providing parents with well-crafted 
guides to support their students in their native languages. 
Principal Acevedo ensured that the guides would be useful 
and implementable by developing the training videos in 
collaboration with parents and caregivers in Spanish. 

Enhance the home learning 
environment. 



After-school programs to meet the unique needs of students

Principal Angélica Altamirano

1,721
Students

20.6% English Learners
79.8% Low Income
14.5% Diverse Learners

5.5% Black
92.2% Latinx

School Context & Comeback Innovation
Principal Angélica Altamirano has served Hubbard High School for over 20 
years as a teacher and administrator. Two decades working in the West Lawn 
neighborhood has imbued her with valuable insight into student and family 
needs. She maintains a strong relationship with her community. With the 
COVID-19 Comeback Fund grant, Principal Altamirano provided stipends to six 
teachers, who offered after-school homework help to over 150 students. 

COVID-19 Impact on Hubbard
Hubbard’s zip code had one of the highest COVID-19 positivity rates in Chicago. 
Students have had to balance the effects of COVID-19 on their families’ 
livelihoods, the impacts of racial injustice on their communities and societal 
unrest, all alongside the stressful demands of remote learning. Students lost 
caregivers to COVID-19, and had to take on part-time jobs to help support 
their families. Principal Altamirano’s experience working in this primarily Latinx 
community has shown her firsthand how resilient students and their families are 
to hardship. 

Pre-pandemic, many caregivers who did not speak English or had not finished 
high school relied on Hubbard to provide after-school academic support for 
their students. The shift to remote learning left many students without access to 
office hours and enrichment programs to meet their learning needs.

160
Staff 

Members

18.5%
COVID-19 

Positivity Rate
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“
- Angélica Altamirano, Principal

We know that after-school programs work. If we were We know that after-school programs work. If we were 
going to do something, it had to be something that going to do something, it had to be something that 
would draw students in.”would draw students in.”

Gurdon S. Hubbard 
High School

Located in the 
West Lawn 
neighborhood



After-school programs to meet the unique needs of students Principal Altamirano’s Response
Leveraging existing relationships, 
Principal Altamirano held an open 
meeting with caregivers and students 
to learn about their experiences with 
remote instruction. Overwhelmingly, 
families expressed that their primary 
concern was that students were falling 
behind with classwork.

Lessons Learned & Next Steps
For all students, Hubbard’s homework helpline has been an opportunity to 
advocate for their learning needs. Some students have also used the homework 
hotline as a leadership opportunity; due to high demand, Principal Altamirano 
recruited some students to be peer tutors in exchange for service hours. Having 
students involved on both ends of the program has also helped promote virtual 
student connections and friendships.  
                     
In the fall, the program supported 150 students, 15 of whom were learning 
to speak English and thus attended daily to receive individualized homework 
help. Upon closer analysis, Principal Altamirano and her team realized that 
participation in after-school homework support would jump before finals and 
at the end of each grading period. This information helped her identify periods 
when students might benefit from additional academic support post-pandemic. 
These interventions have helped Hubbard increase its attendance rate by 2.3%, 
from 91.0% in 2019-20, to 93.3% in 2020-21. 

Apply This Learning

Families benefited from programming and enrichment 
programs that were consistent. Students have learned to 
count on the after-school homework support sessions with 
teachers and peers — and continue to show up. Principal 
Altamirano will prioritize this program in the school budget 
after the Comeback Fund grant concludes. She is excited to 
have this homework helpline become a fixture at Hubbard.

With support from Hubbard’s Local School Council, Principal Altamirano met 
with each department chair to create a plan for offering evening and weekend 
tutoring and a homework helpline for the majority of Hubbard students. To 
meet students’ most pressing needs, Principal Altamirano and six teachers at 
Hubbard launched an after-school homework helpline focused on math and 
science, peer-to-peer writing assistance and English Language Learner support. 
Hubbard’s after-school support program was then successfully implemented 
due to the quality of the student-teacher relationships, especially in classrooms 
where students do not speak English at home.
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Prioritize support for students in 
transition. 
Principal Altamirano and her team targeted students that 
struggled with the transition to high school, like freshmen 
and sophomores. They sent out messages to families, 
emailed students and asked teachers to continually promote 
the homework helpline to students in these grades. These 
messages helped students feel more connected to their 
school and helped to bridge the transition to high school, 
even remotely. 

Provide consistency for students. 

Students discuss math homework.



Creating a learning pod within a school

Principal Barton Dassinger

836
Students

40.9% English Learners
93.1% Low Income
10.1% Diverse Learners

1.6% Black
97.7% Latinx

School Context & Comeback Innovation
Principal Barton Dassinger leads César E. Chávez Elementary, a Pre-K-8 open-
enrollment neighborhood school in Back of the Yards. Over his 11 years 
as principal, he has developed strong community ties with neighborhood 
organizations to benefit students and their families. The COVID-19 Comeback 
Fund allowed him to set up a seven-student learning pod, staffed by parents 
who were recruited and trained by longtime partner organization Padres 
Mentores (of the Resurrection Project). 

COVID-19 Impact on Chávez
Before the COVID-19 pandemic necessitated remote learning, Chávez families 
would regularly meet at school to receive updates on their children’s academic 
progress. During the pandemic, Principal Dassinger noticed that caregivers with 
limited experience using technology or who did not speak English were having 
trouble helping their children complete online homework assignments. 

At the beginning of the 2020-21 school year, Principal Dassinger and his team 
decided on short-term goals. They wanted to get as many students online within 
the first two weeks as possible. This work required Chávez staff to visit and call 
student homes, host an informational open house in the school’s parking lot and 
work with families daily to troubleshoot technology problems. Still, students in 
temporary living situations and those with working caregivers or limited access 
to daytime supervision struggled to log in to virtual classrooms and submit 
online assignments. 

96
Staff 

Members

15.9%
COVID-19 

Positivity Rate
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- Barton Dassinger, Principal
“Home factors still prevent some students from engaging in Home factors still prevent some students from engaging in 

remote learning on a consistent basis. This project ensures remote learning on a consistent basis. This project ensures 
that 100% of our students are actively engaged.” that 100% of our students are actively engaged.” 

César E. Chávez Multicultural 
Academic Center

Located in 
the Back of 
The Yards 
neighborhood



Principal Dassinger’s Response
Principal Dassinger wanted to provide 
a practical and immediate solution for 
families who did not have access to a 
quiet space for their children to learn 
and engage virtually. He identified 
seven students who could form part 
of a learning pod. Pod participants 
included students from three families 
in grades 3-7.

Lessons Learned & Next Steps
Principal Dassinger leveraged established relationships with local community 
organizations to source individuals who could monitor students during remote 
instruction. Port Ministries, another long-time partner, provided space for the 
students to come and learn, and also gave access to other critical resources, 
like refrigerators where students could store their meals. The learning hub was 
limited to seven students due to social distancing requirements. Students and 
volunteers received daily temperature checks and health screenings. 

Exploring alternative learning environments has helped push Principal 
Dassinger’s thinking on the role community partnerships could play in advancing 
student learning in the future. This project illuminated the need to move on 
from short-term strategies, such as getting students online, and reprioritize 
longer-term initiatives that support the specific learning needs of students in 
temporary living situations.

Apply This Learning

Principal Dassinger and his team leveraged existing community 
partnerships and identified parent volunteers to build remote 
learning spaces for students. Strong engagement practices 
like morning home visits helped normalize more intensive 
outreach during 2020. This intensive outreach identified 
students that would be best served by supervised learning by 
community members. Principal Dassinger hopes to continue 
to build these resources for the return to in-person learning.

In fall 2020, Padres Mentores volunteered to host the pod and worked with 
Principal Dassinger to recruit, train and pay community members to supervise 
the students. The team set up a system so that breakfast and lunch would be 
delivered straight to the pod. With space to learn outside of their homes and 
supervision to keep them focused, these students have reached equal footing 
with their peers who have access to more at-home support.  
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Invest in the students who need it most. 
Principal Dassinger made supervised space available for 
students who needed a quiet space to learn. Although many 
declined due to COVID-19 concerns, Dassinger made sure to 
offer it to the students and families with the greatest need. He 
believes that this has helped students stay on-track with their 
peers without being limited by their home learning situation.

Build on areas of strength. 

Students at Chávez listen in class.



Meeting diverse learning needs in uniquely challenging circumstances

Principal Holly Dacres

91
Students

37.4% English Learners
73.6% Low Income
96.7% Diverse Learners

45.1% Black
45.1% Latinx

School Context & Comeback Innovation
Rudolph Elementary Learning Center serves 91 students with Individualized 
Education Programs (IEPs) in grades Pre-K-5. During Principal Holly Dacres’ 
tenure, she has worked diligently to ensure that Rudolph’s specialized programs 
and curriculum meet the diverse needs of her students. Pre-pandemic, students 
had daily access to multiple speech pathologists, nurses, and physical and 
occupational therapists. 

To improve student-educator communication between students and educators, 
Principal Dacres and her team leveraged a COVID-19 Comeback Fund grant to 
purchase voice output devices and other tools for students. These devices were 
made necessary by the pandemic and have allowed students to independently 
(or with minimal prompting) respond to their teachers by activating a switch. 
Students with limited mobility received switches on mounts for better access.

COVID-19 Impact on Rudolph
Early in the pandemic, Principal Dacres knew that adjusting to a virtual learning 
environment would be extremely challenging for students and their families, 
who would no longer have access to a suite of occupational, physical and speech 
supports available during in-person learning. Many of these supports and a 
majority of IEP accommodations became difficult to deliver virtually without 
additional equipment or support. 

Principal Dacres and her team did their best to adapt curriculum and support for 
a virtual environment. However, many students at Rudolph are nonverbal and 
have limited mobility, and were unable to fully participate without additional 
support. Students who previously relied on one-on-one in-class support had 
little option but to try and work independently. This put pressure on caregivers at 
home, who had to be present to provide hand-over-hand assistance throughout 
the day. For much of the remote learning period, too much student participation 
was limited to watching teachers on their devices.  

49
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Members

13.7%
COVID-19 

Positivity Rate
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Wilma Rudolph Elementary 
Learning Center

Located in the 
West Loop
neighborhood



- Holly Dacres, Principal

Principal Dacres’ Response
When the Comeback Fund grant 
became available, Principal Dacres 
met with her school’s counselor 
and teachers. They explored how 
they could use technology to make 
learning at home more accessible. 
Principal Dacres gathered insight into 
previous uses of assistive technology. 
She determined what tools would 
meet students’ immediate needs, and 
looked for resources that would also be 
useful outside of remote instruction. 
Principal Dacres then worked with 
families during remote learning to 
provide additional guidance on how 
to support students who required 
learning accommodations.

Lessons Learned & Next Steps
Providing voice output devices helped students engage meaningfully in remote 
learning instruction; they had more agency in both facilitated and independent 
learning environments. Anticipating the challenge of getting devices to each 
student’s home, Principal Dacres and her team developed a technology request 
form to help families and teachers request devices. As of March 2021, Principal 
Dacres has worked with school staff and families to distribute devices to 22 
families at Rudolph. 

Apply This Learning

Students and staff have used accessibility switches at home 
to allow Rudolph students to participate in virtual enrichment 
programs. These programs are aimed at increasing 
independence in adulthood. Principal Dacres looks forward 
to using the insights gathered from these devices to make 
recommendations on which accessibility tools should be 
available to students across the district, which could foster 
new experiences.         
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Principal Dacres shows off her mask.

“Partnering with our counselors and therapists helped us Partnering with our counselors and therapists helped us 
identify accessibility devices that will be used for a long identify accessibility devices that will be used for a long 
time and can be used in-person and remotely.”time and can be used in-person and remotely.”

Use technology to increase student 
independence. 
Students and families were given voice output devices to 
replicate aspects of in-person learning. This also reduced 
the demand on parents and caregivers who needed to 
significantly assist their students. Principal Dacres found that 
the devices gave students with IEPs more independence and 
opportunities to engage with teachers and classmates while 
learning remotely from home. 

Invest in technology for enrichment. 



Enabling continuous engagement with a high-need population

Principal Taquia Hylton

201
Students

0.5% English Learners
68.7% Low Income
22.9% Diverse Learners

99.5% Black
0.5% Latinx

School Context & Comeback Innovation
Principal Taquia Hylton has led CICS Ellison, a charter high school located in 
the Auburn-Gresham community on the South Side of Chicago, for three years. 
Close ties with the neighborhood and a belief in student potential have guided 
many of Principal Hylton’s decisions. With the COVID-19 Comeback Fund grant, 
Principal Hylton purchased a yearly subscription to IXL for the entire school. 
This virtual learning platform gave teachers real-time diagnostic data and offered 
individualized skill support to students outside of typical school hours.  

COVID-19 Impact on CICS Ralph Ellison
In the spring of 2020, Principal Hylton saw an uptick in failure rates across the 
student population. For many Ellison students, the impact of pre-existing trauma 
from neighborhood violence was compounded by the loss of loved ones due 
to COVID-19. Pre-pandemic, many students already worked outside of school 
to support their family income or cared for younger siblings. The economic 
downturn only aggravated the responsibilities and stress many Ellison students 
faced outside of school. Many students needed to take on part-time jobs to 
supplement family income and also navigated catching up on academic work 
missed during school hours. 

The move to remote instruction brought to light Ellison’s technology and resource 
gaps. While teachers did their best to deliver engaging lessons online, they had 
limited assessment data for students who did not log in to or participate in virtual 
classes. This lack of engagement made identifying and correcting learning gaps 
for subgroups of disengaged students very difficult. - Brittney McGee, Math Team Lead
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“I am in love with using IXL as supplementary practice I am in love with using IXL as supplementary practice 
material. I continue to use it because it’s individualized material. I continue to use it because it’s individualized 
but also challenging.”but also challenging.”

CICS Ralph Ellison
 High School

Located in 
the Auburn
Gresham
neighborhood



Principal Hylton’s Response
In fall 2020, Principal Hylton launched 
a faculty survey to determine teacher 
instructional needs. The survey 
revealed a need for more virtual 
resources to support core content like 
math and reading. Instead of having 
teachers approach missed deadlines 
or lack of participation punitively, 
Principal Hylton wanted to offer 
teachers and students a “reteach” 
tool where students could build skill 
mastery on their own time. 

Lessons Learned & Next Steps
The new software’s rollout prompted Principal Hylton to reconsider how 
Ellison’s curriculum can better serve students’ needs. Overall, Ellison students 
now benefit from a more flexible learning model that can apply to both in-
school and out-of-school time. To that end, Principal Hylton is looking to build 
stronger partnerships with the South Side community to reinforce student 
learning throughout the day. Her first step has been to connect with neighboring 
businesses and organizations to establish local work-study programs and 
internships. Ideally, students would be able to develop professional skills and get 
paid a stipend to offset the financial burden many families are facing, all while 
continuing asynchronous learning with platforms like IXL.

Apply This Learning

Ellison teachers needed additional time to integrate IXL into 
their lessons. Once their plans were updated, teachers worked 
with students to see how they were best leveraging the 
program to meet their students’ needs. Principal Hylton and 
her team are using those learnings to make improvements in 
advance of students returning to in-person learning.

With support from her leadership team, Principal Hylton quickly identified virtual 
learning platforms best suited for high school students. IXL gave teachers a new 
resource for monitoring student academic progress. The data gleaned from 
this program provided teachers with the means to create instructional groups, 
which met during asynchronous times in the remote learning schedule. The 
data also offered real-time reports that teachers could use to address student 
misconceptions in the moment. This project’s primary focus was implementing 
a standard set of online resources and tools for consistent progress monitoring 
to inform data-driven instruction across grade levels. 
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Ellison students pose for a picture.

Purchase technology platforms that can 
be used independently. 
Ellison students needed tools that could be used outside of 
regular school hours. Students have watched videos of lessons 
and completed work online on their own time. By purchasing 
a platform that is interactive and adaptive to individual  
needs, Principal Hylton and her team created a tool that may 
be able to help extend learning opportunities even when the 
COVID-19 challenges ease.

Account for a learning period when 
adopting new platforms.
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About The Fund
The Chicago Public Education Fund (The Fund) is a nonprofit organization 
that improves public schools in Chicago by investing in the talented 
educators who lead them. We are a catalyst for accelerating student 
learning and a long-standing leader in identifying and scaling what 
works. For more than 20 years, we have worked with our partners in the 
education, nonprofit, civic, corporate and philanthropic communities to 
redefine what it means to lead in Chicago’s public schools.
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