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Meet Dr. Rita Raichoudhuri
New KPS Superintendent Begins June 1

It was the children who inspired Dr. 
Rituparna “Rita” Raichoudhuri to go into 
education. 

Raichoudhuri, 40, will become the 
new superintendent of Kalamazoo Public 
Schools on June 1. She was selected by the 
KPS Board of Education in February to suc-
ceed Dr. Michael Rice, who was named the 
state superintendent of public instruction 
by the Michigan State Board of Education 
in May 2019. Deputy Superintendent Gary 
Start has served as the interim superinten-
dent for the past year. 

Raichoudhuri, who is a native of the 
San Francisco Bay area, was studying en-
vironmental science at the University of 

Dr. Rita Raichoudhuri
Superintendent, Kalamazoo Public Schools
©2020 MLive Media Group. All rights reserved. Used with permission.

Teachers Implement Continuity 
of Learning Plan

Teachers agree: Teaching online is not 
as good as teaching their students in person. 

But they also agree that there are good 
things that can happen online, especially 
when it means providing students with some 
structure and stability in the face of the un-
certainty of COVID-19 and school closures. 

King-Westwood fifth-grade teacher 
Tom Hall started Zoom homeroom meetings 
with his students the week after Gov. Gretch-
en Whitmer ordered schools closed on April 2 
in an attempt to stem the spread of the virus. 

“Just like we do in a normal classroom 
meeting, I’d pose a question that I’d send 
out the day before,” Hall said. “I would 
have the students go around and answer 
the question of the day, and at the end I’d 
leave time for them to share. Even though 
they are fifth graders, we actually did show 
and tell and they enjoyed that. 

“It just gave them some sense of nor-
malcy that comes from being able to so-
cialize and share and talk and to know that 
we’re all in it together. Even when things 
were uncertain, this was one thing that was 

California, Davis with the intention of going 
into environmental law when she had the 
opportunity to take an internship with a lo-
cal elementary school. Her job was to work 
with students on topics of environmental 
citizenship and stewardship. 

“I was with these students for a semes-
ter working on various hands-on projects 
together and talking about recycling, clean 
water, and basic human rights  — they were 
so engaged,” she said. “I didn’t realize un-
til then that young children can be so aware 
of the world around them — so interested 
in being better humans — and have such a 
high level of academic curiosity. 

(continued on page 8)

Teaching at a Distance, Keeping Students Close at Heart

IMPORTANT DATES

Given the evolving nature of  
the COVID-19 outbreak, all dates 
and times are tentative. Check 

the KPS website at www. 
kalamazoopublicschools.com  

and Facebook page  
@KalamazooPublicSchools for 
the latest calendar information 

and other district updates.

 
Board of Education Meetings

Thursday, June 11 & 25, 2020
7 p.m. 

Administration Building
1220 Howard St.

Board Advance Meeting
Tuesday, June 23, 2020

6:15 p.m.
1627 W. Main St.

For more information, call
(269) 337-1572
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El Sol Teacher Danielle Jean-Baptiste teaches her 
students online now.
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helm of KPS as 
its newest su-
perintendent. 
She brings to 
the job a keen 
intellect and 
warm person-
ality, as well 
as 16 years of 
experience in 
education as a teacher, principal, 
and administrator.

When she and I sit down to 
talk we will review all of those 
challenges — challenges that 
will certainly extend into her 
tenure as superintendent. And 
while that conversation may start 
sounding daunting, it will turn 
into something else as I tell her 
the secret of how I handled each 
day.

The secret is that I was part 
of an amazing team. I never faced 
a single challenge alone.

When we were faced with 
EEE in the fall, administrators, 

It has been a year.
And, by that, I mean not an 

easy year.
It is a school year that started 

with Eastern Equine Encephali-
tis and is ending with COVID-19. 
Between those bookends, you’d 
find a school year that would have 
been remarkable if it had only 
consisted of normal duties such 
as educating children, establish-
ing budgets, launching new cur-
riculum, overseeing construction 
projects, running over one hun-
dred bus routes and delivering 
thousands of meals each day.

Normally, I’d be involved in 
monitoring all of those things as 
deputy superintendent for busi-
ness, communications, and op-
erations. But this year, I moni-
tored those events as the interim 
superintendent for Kalamazoo 
Public Schools.

On June 1, I will turn the re-
sponsibilities of the job over to Dr. 
Rita Raichoudhuri, who takes the 

athletic directors, coaches, and 
band directors scrambled to 
find ways to allow athletes and 
marching band members to still 
participate in their activities. It 
meant facilities modifying mow-
ing and implementing spraying 
schedules. It meant parents and 
our transportation department 
getting students to activities at 
odd hours, and students being 
flexible as schedules changed 
day by day.

For my one year as interim 
superintendent, I wish it could 
have been easier. It was, how-
ever, a perfect example of how 
the KPS staff, families, and com-
munity pull together.

During the school year as I 
oversaw the office of the super-
intendent, I also maintained my 
day job as the deputy superin-
tendent. And, if I haven’t said 
it before, I’ll say it now: I have 
the best business and support 
offices in the state. They kept 

the district operating smoothly, 
from business and finance, to 
communications, to facilities 
management, to food service, 
to technology services, and to 
transportation — even when my 
attention was pulled to other as-
pects of my job. I cannot thank 
them enough for all that they do 
to make me look good as deputy 
superintendent.

Chronicling this year’s chal-
lenges would not be complete 
without talking about the CO-
VID-19 pandemic. Our staff con-
tinues to find new ways to help 
students — from helping teachers 
and families get up to speed on 
new devices and learning plat-
forms, to everyone involved in 
our Grab-and-Go meals, to dis-
infecting and cleaning buildings.

Since last month, the dis-
trict has created a Continuity of 
Learning plan, which involved 
teachers and administrators un-
dergoing professional develop-

ment, developing curriculum, 
distributing more Chrome-
books, and developing plans 
and resources to meet the socio-
emotional needs of our children.

This tremendous effort has 
another unit of the team — and 
that is the students and families of 
KPS. Do not think that we do not 
know that this virus has turned 
your worlds upside down. And, 
yet, you remain committed to 
education and learning. Parents, 
these struggles were layered upon 
new demands from your jobs, 
illness, childcare issues and it 
wasn’t easy, but you stayed with 
us for the benefit of your children. 
We thank you all for your support 
and efforts to keep learning.

It has been a year — perhaps 
not the year I would have want-
ed, but when I look back I will 
feel gratitude for all everyone has 
done. Thank you for the privilege 
of serving as your interim super-
intendent for the year.

A Challenging Year Made Easier by an Outstanding Team

Gary Start, Interim 
Superintendent
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HEAL
TOGETHER WE

Comprehensive Patient-Centered 
Primary and Specialty Care

Accepting New Patients
269.337.4600

med.wmich.edu
Find us on Facebook @WMedHealth

“It was one of the most de-
fining moments of my life.”

Raichoudhuri, who had 
been focusing on environmental 
law and policy classes, changed 
her focus to education.

She went on to earn a mas-
ter’s degree in education, with 
an emphasis on curriculum and 
instruction from Chapman Uni-
versity in Orange, Calif., and a 
doctorate in urban education 
leadership from the University of 
Illinois, Chicago. She also com-
pleted fellowships at the Uni-
versity of California, Berkeley, 
Northwestern University, and 
the Erickson Institute in Chicago. 

And, although she felt a 
calling for a career in educa-
tion, it wasn’t always easy. She 
struggled in her first year as a 
teacher.

“I was working with high-
needs students who were deal-
ing with a lot of trauma,” Rai-
choudhuri said. “At that time in 
teacher education, you didn’t 
get much theoretical learning 
about teaching students with 
trauma. I was suffering heav-
ily from their residual trauma. I 
was feeling like I was a terrible 
teacher and that maybe this was 
not the calling for me.”

Despite her own personal 
doubts, there was someone who 
was in her corner: her principal. 
She learned first-hand the power 
of having a strong, supportive 
administration. Her principal as-
signed a coach to work with her 
and provided professional devel-
opment opportunities. Then, as 
she improved in the classroom, 
she said, he gave her leadership 
roles within the building to help 
nurture her potential and to keep 
her engaged not only in teaching 
— but in learning. 

She began to lead school 
committees, sharing her new 
best practices and started to 
focus her interests on data-in-
formed teaching practices. Her 
experience was a testament to 
how teacher empowerment and 
teacher-driven learning com-
munities can transform schools. 

“My students started to 
perform really well and soon 

became the top-performing 
class in the school,” she said. 
“The same students that people 
had given up on  — and whom I 
almost gave up on— were shat-
tering all stereotypes. It was a 
pivotal learning experience for 
me and many others.”

Raichoudhuri was asked 
to share her experiences at the 
district level, and she eventu-
ally transitioned from teacher to 
administrator. It wasn’t some-
thing she’d considered when 
she first stepped into the class-
room. 

“I don’t think I ever thought 
about all the possibilities and 
positions that existed in educa-
tion beyond being a teacher,” 
she said. “I don’t think most 
teachers do as they enter into 
the field for the first time. They 
— as I was — are just interested 
in and excited about being in the 
classroom, with kids every day 
making magic happen.”

After teaching at Glen-
brook Middle School from 2004 
to 2008, she became director of 
special projects for the Mount 
Diablo Unified School District 
in Concord, Calif. In January of 
2010, she moved to Chicago for 

a position as senior manager in 
the Chicago Public Schools Office 
of Performance. With CPS, she 
served as director of the Office 
of Professional Learning, 2011 to 
2012, resident principal at Wells 
High School 2012-2013, principal 
at Wells 2013-2017, and execu-
tive director of Early College and 
Career Education in the Office of 
College and Career Success. 

Raichoudhuri said she is 
excited to bring her wide array 
of educational experiences and 
interest in developing educator 
practices to engaging students 
in robust academic instruction 
and social emotional learning to 
the district and to begin work-
ing with teachers, staff, the 
community, families, and stu-
dents. 

“The biggest challenge in 
the K-12 system, and really al-
most all social and public sys-
tems in our country,  is the eq-
uity gap —  as we are seeing it 
play out so vividly as a result of 
the current crisis,” Raichoud-
huri said. “I am committed to 
ensuring the best possible edu-
cational outcomes for students 
of all ages and on closing the 
achievement gap.”

Who is moving to Kalamazoo 
with you?

I recently purchased a home 
in Kalamazoo. It’s important to 
me to live in the community in 
which I’m serving. I’m moving 
to Kalamazoo by myself.  I don’t 
have family in the Midwest. 
I’m so looking forward to 
making new friends, who, I’m 
sure, will become like family. 
The community has been so 
welcoming. I have received 
messages from teachers and 
other members of the KPS 
family. I feel very welcomed and 
I know Kalamazoo will feel like 
home in no time. I already feel 
like I belong.

Favorite movie? 
My all-time favorite movie 

is “Dead Poet’s Society.” My 
eighth-grade English teacher 
actually introduced it to me. I 
was obsessed with it and asked 
my parents to buy me the vid-
eotape (yup, we didn’t have 
DVDs back then, I’m totally 
dating myself). I watched it 
over and over again until I had 
many of the lines memorized, 
“Oh Captain, my Captain.” Two 
other films made a mark as a 

grown up: “Dangerous Minds” 
and “Freedom Writers.”

Favorite meal?
I don’t think I have a fa-

vorite. It depends on my mood 
and what I’m craving at the mo-
ment. I love seafood and spicy 
foods with rich flavors. 

What do you like to do in your 
spare time?

Spare time is a luxury that 
rarely visits me. However, I 
love to travel. That’s how I reset 
mentally and re-energize to re-
engage in the work. So, whether 
or not I can make time for any-
thing else around self-care, I do 
make time to travel to an inter-
national destination every year 
to engage in a new culture, new 
cuisine, and alternative world 
views. 

I also enjoy arts and crafts, 
reading, cooking, and garden-
ing. When I lived in California, 
I hiked a lot, and it was like 
meditation. Chicago didn’t offer 
the opportunity to be in nature 
much. However, in Kalamazoo, 
with all her forest trails, I am 
looking forward to hiking again 
when the weather is nice. 

Meet Dr. Rita Raichoudhuri (continued from page 1)Gary asked that we delete a 
sentence on page 3. In the 
Q&A's. First answer, please 
take out "I have a dear friend in 
Kalamazoo, and"



4 EXCELSIOR June 2020 www.kalamazoopublicschools.com

FINDING YOUR PROJECT
Grab a notebook. Any piece 

of paper will do. Find something 
to write with-it can be a crayon, 
marker, pen, or pencil. Maybe it 
is the notes app on your phone. 
Take a moment and answer the 
following journal prompt ques-
tions:
n	“If I had more time, I would 

be…”
n	“I’ve always wondered about/

why…”
n	“If I weren’t so busy, I would 

be…”
n	“I would love to do…”
n	“Some of the things that make 

me happy are…”

10 IDEAS for Passion Projects

Publish your writing
Now is the time to create a 

blog, write an article, or create 
a book. Readers make the best 
writers because they already 
understand what books are out 
there and what books need to be 
written. Put your vast reading 
experience to work and sit down 
and write the story you have al-
ways wanted to write. Your story 
may be the one that is missing 
from the shelves. 

Launch a podcast
I think more people should 

have podcasts! Mix equal parts 
good conversation with good 

By Stephanie Hampton
Maple Street Magnet School, 
ELA teacher

This original blog post for teach-
ers can be found on Stephanie 
Hampton’s blog, Writing Mind-
set, at www.writingmindset.org.

Now is the perfect time for 
each of us to find what makes 
us curious and passionate about 
the world around us. The idea 
of passion projects is not new. 
We may call them genius hours, 
hours of wonder, or curios-
ity Fridays.  However, the idea 
of the passion project being the 
medicine we need during tough 
or uncertain times is an idea that 
becomes relevant and clear as we 
move forward through the state 
of school closures. As teachers, 
the idea of learning and discov-
ering new things is one of the 
reasons why we teach. We like 
to see the lightbulb moments in 
our students. The ah-has. The 
moments of change that we find 
meaningful. Learning is some-
thing that drives the inner motor 
of all people — no matter if you 
are in a school building, a class-
room, or at home. 

It is time we find what feeds 
us, especially right now with all 
of the school closures. And even 
more so, after the closures.

Passion projects are ac-
tivities that we find meaningful 
because they feed our natural 
curiosity and encourage us to 
learn how to present our find-
ings to the world around us. 
Passion projects are the keys to 
unlocking our mission and pur-
pose in a way that feeds back 
into the magic we all seek in our 
classrooms and now outside of 
our classrooms. The magic is 
not gone with the buildings be-
ing closed; it is relocated. These 
projects are not necessarily 
about results, but more so about 
the day-to-day drive for the 
pursuit of creativity, happiness, 
and self-fulfillment. So, our job 
is to fill the cup while we wait 
to get back to doing what we do 
best. 

Let’s talk about some ideas. 

Plan a garden
Now is a great time to start 

planning where to layout an en-
tire garden, a tower garden, herb 
garden, or flower patch. There is 
a whole method of planning that 
goes into what plants go into 
what kinds of sunlight and soil. 
This could be the perfect oppor-
tunity for someone who has al-
ways wanted to do some plant-
ing or even composting. Use this 
time to make the world a better, 
greener place. 

Learn how to code
Coding is such an impor-

tant skill! Head over to websites 
like KhanAcademy and take the 
“Hour of Code” course. It is like 
learning a new language! The 
language of computers. If you are 
interested in building your own 
website, video game, or app, this 
could be the perfect hobby for 
you to become an expert. Coding 
teaches all of us how to take big 
ideas and break them down into 
smaller parts. 

Learn lettering or calligraphy
Another teacher friend of 

mine is working on her lettering 
and calligraphy during the time 
of school closures. She bought 
a workbook, but a lot of people 
have resources for free online. 
You can do a lot of these classes 
with simple Crayola markers 
that you may have around the 
house. This could not only make 
your journal more creative, but 
you could do things like cre-
ate signs, invitations, and more. 
Send a letter to someone while 
we are social distancing with 
your fancy new writing!

House projects
I love house projects. Just 

the smell of fresh paint reminds 
me of new beginnings. Maybe 
you have a room in your house 
that needs work. Perhaps you 
can make a pile of things to do-
nate. Now is a great time to re-
search different organizational 
methods to make your house 
into what you always wanted it 
to be. You don’t need to be a car-

ideas, and the result is a great 
podcast that people want to lis-
ten to! As a teacher, I overhear 
the best conversations between 
people. A podcast is just you re-
cording your ideas or conversa-
tions for others to hear. People 
want to listen. Find something 
that you are passionate about, 
and turn your work into some-
thing people can hear! 

Try photography
One of my teacher friends is 

an amazing photographer. She 
loves photography because she 
loves the learning that happens 
with photography. The angles, 
the lighting, the composition of 
the shots, etc. She takes pictures 
of everything. I think this could 
even start with using your phone 
to take pictures around your 
house and around your yard if 
possible. Try to capture the mo-
ments we have during this time. 
This could apply to any new hob-
by or skill you are considering. 

Finding What Feeds Us During Uncertain Times
penter or contractor to make big 
results. Start with HGTV, look up 
some awesome bloggers or home 
DIY experts, and get inspired. 

Do something for the community
I received a letter from my 

niece and it made me cry. This 
was a great reminder about the 
power to do things for others. 
Since we all seem so far away, we 
can try to bring the idea of ser-
vice for others closer to home. 
If you know how to sew, make 
masks to donate to hospitals. 
If you can write letters to those 
in older adult and assisted liv-
ing facilities, do that. Make signs 
to thank our people working 
in hospitals and grocery stores.  
From writing letters to troops to 
donating materials, if you have 
a skill, use it to make the world 
a better place. The best passion 
projects often solve problems. 

Design jewelry or make art
Another teacher friend is 

obsessed with good jewelry de-
sign. She often will come up with 
different designs and materials 
that you can order easily on-
line. In turn, she creates things 
and often will give them to other 
people. Thus, bringing joy. She 
loves doing the small intricate 
designs for hours at a time. You 
don’t have to necessarily have 
a craft like this one, but some-
thing that gives you joy that also 
involves your creativity is key 
in finding a passion project that 
works for you. 

Travel the world
I don’t mean actually travel 

just yet! Get curious about dif-
ferent places around the world. 
Maybe you have always wanted 
to travel to the Great Wall of Chi-
na? Perhaps you have wondered 
what the Amazon rainforest in 
South America looks like. Make 
yourself a travel itinerary and try 
to read and research about dif-
ferent places. Design your own 
passport and create a selection 
of locations to make “stops” 
on your travel map. Make your 
world bigger with travel dreams!
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SIX EASY PROJECT STEPS
1.	Brainstorm ideas
2.	Make a list of questions
3.	Create a project timeline
4.	Research, read, and find 

out information
5.	Make your project 
6.	Share your project with 

others

Maple Street Magnet School for the Arts English Language Arts teacher Stephanie 
Hampton



5EXCELSIORJune 2020www.kalamazoopublicschools.com

NOTICE
Kalamazoo Public Schools welcomes all 
students and staff of any religion, race, 
color, national origin, age, sex, preg-
nancy, gender identification, height, 
weight, familial status, marital status, 
sexual orientation, and disability.

The District will not tolerate or 
condone any act of bias or discrimina-
tion toward any person on the basis of 
religion, race, color, national origin, 
age, sex, pregnancy, gender identifi-
cation, height, weight, familial status, 
marital status, sexual orientation, and 
disability in any of its activities, hiring 
practices, programs or services.

Inquiries by students and/or their par-
ents/guardians should be directed to:

Director of 
Student Services

Kalamazoo Public Schools
1220 Howard Street

Kalamazoo, MI 49008
(269) 337-0161

All other inquiries should be directed to:

Assistant Superintendent of 
Human Resources

Kalamazoo Public Schools
1220 Howard Street

Kalamazoo, MI 49008
(269) 337-0177

District Directory at :
www.kalamazoopublicschools.com

BOARD OF EDUCATION

President
Patti Sholler-Barber

Vice President
TiAnna Harrison

Secretary
Jennie Hill
Treasurer

Ken Greschak
Trustee

Jermaine Jackson
Trustee

Tandy Moore
Trustee

Jason Morris

INTERIM SUPERINTENDENT

Gary Start

REGISTRATION 
OPENS MAY 15 TH 
airzoo.org/camps

Hey Kids - ready for camp?

Join Air Zoo educators as they bring our out-of-this-
world camp experience to you – online! Space is 
limited and materials will be provided. 

Our 2020 online camps start at only $50/week. 

Pre-K - 12th Grade | June 22nd - August 28th

Taking Care of Students with Lunches and Chromebooks

Loy Norrix High School Principal Chris Aguinaga helps hand out Chromebooks 
during one of the first district distributions.

Food Service workers at Kalamazoo Central celebrate School Lunch Hero Day.

Food service workers show off their spirit at Northeastern Elementary on School 
Lunch Hero Day. 

Phoenix High School Principal Mark Hill prepares to hand out a Chromebook to a 
student.
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Here for You
Seven Days a Week 

269.337.8222
kmetro.com

Connecting People 
Throughout

Kalamazoo County

Times like these with the 
mandatory quarantine due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic make 
civic responsibility come into 
focus even more, says Loy Norrix 
teacher Sveri Stromstra-May. 
These times pull each of us to be 
creative, because we can’t carry 
on with our daily routines.

 The Loy Norrix PeaceJam 
Club has been in existence for 
17 years, and under Stromstra-
May’s guidance it has helped 
ninth through 12th graders learn 
about social justice, activism and 
volunteerism.

 Every year, students have 
the opportunity to give back 

to Loy Norrix, the Kalamazoo 
community, the nation, and 
world relief efforts. Many of the 
projects require students to re-
search and learn about world 
issues as they begin their vol-
unteer activities. The group’s 
international work has included 
volunteering for UNICEF and 
fundraising for Serious Fun, a 
program that supports termi-
nally and seriously ill children 
in developing countries. Peace-
Jam students have participated 
in international volunteer trips 
to Peru, South Africa, Cuba, In-
dia and Vietnam. Students were 
scheduled to travel to Kenya this 
summer.

 Once a year, the Great 
Lakes PeaceJam hosts a Nobel 
Peace Prize laureate, who trav-
els to Kalamazoo to share their 
wisdom about and passion for 
social responsibility. They share 
information about the work 
that earned them a Nobel Peace 
Prize.

 The following are com-
ments from current and former 
Loy Norrix PeaceJam members 
describing how PeaceJam helped 
them to become more socially 
responsible.

 
Kim Chheu — Loy Norrix senior

I think a lot of us tend to take 
the little things in life for grant-
ed. Joining PeaceJam has really 
been an eye opener as to how 
much some people struggle to 
get the necessities that we don’t 
even think twice about. We are a 
community and because of that, 
we should be willing to help.

 
Maria Egloff —Class of 2017

PeaceJam is a club that in-
cludes anyone and everyone, no 
matter what, to contribute to 
the community and the world. 
It taught me so much about how 
doing service work and volun-
teering makes not only a com-
munity stronger but can make 
a school stronger as well. Once 
I joined Peace Jam, I discovered 
a new love and connection with 
Loy Norrix and was blessed to 
see just how many people love 

this community and helping as 
much as I do.

 
Delaney Eller — Class of 2018

I participated in a range of 
service opportunities from or-
ganizing book fair donations for 
the Edison Literacy Project to 
food drives and clothing dona-
tions. Currently, when some-
thing in the community needs 
to be done, I step up before 
someone tells me what needs to 
be done. There comes a point in 
someone’s life that you have to 
make a choice to step up or to be 
passive and let someone else take 
care of things.

 
Samantha Fuller — Class of 2018

I would say being a part of 
PeaceJam and being able to vol-
unteer really helps you as a kid. 
It’s a life-changing experience 
for those doing the volunteering 
and for those we help at the end 
of the day.

Layla Houslander — Loy Norrix 
junior

PeaceJam has not only made 
me grow as a person, but it has 
helped me grow to be a more 
socially responsible student. I 
have begun to really recognize 
the differences as something 
good, especially when I am able 
to be involved with those who 
are different than I am and we 
are able to help one another — 
while complementing the oth-

er’s differences, weaknesses, 
and strengths. 

Felicie Jones, Class of 2016
PeaceJam was the program 

that showed me how good it feels 
to help another in need. I felt like 
my actions mattered. I became 
more socially responsible be-
cause I was exposed to some of 
the many small ways I can help 
my peers or community. Even if 
I never saw the person's reaction 
to the supplies or food we helped 
to get for them, I still felt a sense 
of satisfaction and contentment 
because I accomplished some-
thing that helped another person 
or family. I thank PeaceJam for 
humbling me and showing me 
that there are problems in the 
world and my community which 
I can help fix — even if it's just one 
person at a time.

 
Emma Knutson — Class of 2019 

The things I was able to ex-
perience and witness in Peace-
Jam gave me purpose and a hope 
for humanity. My junior year, 
we started a fundraiser for Seri-
ous Fun Camp which is a global 
project that creates camps for 
kids with disabilities and ter-
minal illness to ensure they are 
able to make memories. Being a 
part of something that you know 
is helping not only the people 
around you but also around the 
world is special and makes you 
socially aware of the good and bad 

happening in your community. 
PeaceJam isn't just fun, it's an op-
portunity to learn things about 
yourself and change the world.

 
Ava Longcharte — Loy Norrix ju-
nior

Working with kids through 
Peacejam has helped me gain 
perspective about the socio-
economic conditions of kids 
throughout KPS and also helped 
me become more patient, espe-
cially during the literacy project.

Sariah Metcalfe — Class of 2014
Working with Peacejam has 

impacted my adult life by giving 
me a foundation to understand 
the importance of doing social 
justice work and a focus on lo-
cal and global issues. Loy Norrix 
Peacejam projects were some of 
the first that I ever coordinated, 
which allowed me to practice 
student leadership and organiz-
ing at an early age. I now work 
with college-aged student lead-
ers to develop leadership skills 
and political analysis of world 
issues and to do voter education.

Emma Miller — Loy Norrix se-
nior

Freshman year I would nev-
er have imagined that I, an ex-
tremely shy person, would turn 
into someone who volunteers to 
coordinate the Loy Norrix cloth-
ing drive and eventually lead the 

PeaceJam: A Chance to Learn Social Responsibility, Help Others

The Loy Norrix PeaceJam Club

(continued on page 7)
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DISCOVER

EXPLORE
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Serious Fun fundraiser. Through 
these programs I found my voice, 
encouraging my peers to think 
outside of themselves. It helped 
me look at life through different 
perspectives and to form a new 
group of people focused on help-
ing the community and beyond. 
I continue to go out of my com-
fort zone; knowing that there are 
more important things than my-
self — worth speaking up about 
and acting on. 

 
Hannah Miller — Class of 2015

PeaceJam absolutely made 
me a more socially responsible 
person. Before joining PeaceJam 
my freshman year of high school, 
I had already gained some expe-
rience volunteering in my com-
munity and had learned that it 
was something I enjoyed. Peace-
Jam served as a fun and effective 
counterexample to the power-
lessness often felt by and ascribed 
to young people.

 
Breyon Richards — Loy Norrix 
junior

For me personally, getting 
involved in PeaceJam has made 
me more socially responsible, 
because I get to go out into the 
community and see directly the 
different environments people 
live in. It made me realize that 
we are all responsible for the 
conditions of the community we 
live in.

Shelby Richardson — Loy Norrix 
junior

I joined PeaceJam as a fresh-
man. What I really like is how 
being a part of PeaceJam has 
convinced me of opportunities I 
would have never given a second 
thought to, such as the Vietnam 
trip last summer. PeaceJam is all 
about giving back to the com-
munity, but it’s also really fun. 

Sidney Richardson — Class of 2017
Working with PeaceJam 

throughout high school exposed 
me to the arena of helping peo-
ple — not just for some personal 
gain, but because everyone de-
serves that kindness. PeaceJam 

instilled the values of selflessness 
in me and taught me just how 
great it feels to help your fellow 
man.

 
Drew Samuelson — Class of 2017

The main purpose of Peace 
Jam is to promote peace and 
community service. It’s great if 
you have a passion for promoting 
peace and helping the commu-
nity in times of need. The main 
concept I gained as a student is a 
sense of having real opportuni-
ties to help the community.

 
Samantha Shaffer — Loy Norrix 
junior

Getting involved in Peacejam 
helped me become a more social-
ly responsible student because it 
opened my eyes to the struggles 
people face in my own commu-
nity.  The projects we do give me 
an opportunity to give back to the 
community that has given me so 
much.  PeaceJam also helped me 
find volunteer opportunities I 
could pursue on my own.

Howard  Tobochnik — Class of 
2009

The students in PeaceJam 
tend to be passionate, caring, 
and friendly.  I met people from 
all different backgrounds and 
learned about their lives on a 
personal level. Understanding 
other people in this way leads to 
empathy.  It also develops pas-
sion, as our projects are no lon-
ger abstract ideas. I learned to 
not just have an opinion, that al-
truism, justice, and freedom are 
important, but how to take ac-
tion and make a difference.

 Zh Xuan (Shannon) Wee — Class 
of 2013

PeaceJam got  me out of my 
shell as a person. I got to meet 
different people and to work 
with the community.  I like that 
we all can relate to each other 
with PeaceJam as our connec-
tion.

      
Donovan Wilson — Loy Norrix 
sophomore

PeaceJam gives me a pur-
pose outside of just being a stu-

PeaceJam: A Chance to Learn Social Responsibility, Help Others
(continued from page 6)

SCHOOL 
BEGINS
AT 4!
Children who attend a high-
quality pre-kindergarten 
program do better in school 
and in life.

If your child will turn 4 years 
old by Sept. 1, 2019, apply now 
for the 2019–2020 school year.

Call the KPS PEEP (Pre-
Kindergarten Early Education 
Program) office at  

(269) 337-0095

dent. My mom encouraged me 
to join the Loy Norrix PeaceJam.  
She wants me to understand the 
values of giving back to others, 
promoting human rights and 
civil rights and contributing to 
the community.

 
Zhi Ni Wee — Class of 2016

PeaceJam made me a so-
cially responsible student. I am 
driven to take responsibility for 
others that I normally might 
not have. PeaceJam showed me 
that there is a bigger world than 
just our own and that everyone 
should help our community and 
contribute positively to our soci-
ety. PeaceJam opened my eyes to 
the dichotomies of the world and 
pushed me to want to make the 
world a better place.

 
Mey Wong — Class of 2018

I think the projects gave us 
a sense of responsibility, not for 
ourselves but for others who re-
ally need our help.  It allows stu-
dents to gain perspectives from 
different parts of the community 
which overall helps us become a 
better person and more respon-
sible for the people around us.
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Thursday, June 18 at 7 pm
Ramona Park, 8600 S. Sprinkle Rd.

For Full Summer Schedule, visit: KalamazooArts.org

SummertimeLive
drive-in Concert Kick off!

Enjoy this live band event paying tribute to 
everything that is Boy Bands from your 
very own vehicle! Safe, socially distant 
and SO MUCH FUN!

local venues &
totally free!

certain and concrete for them.”
Since those early days, 

Kalamazoo Public Schools has 
launched a more formal Con-
tinuity of Learning Plan. Those 
plans were approved by the 
state and implemented for the 
remainder of the school year. 

Cindy Green, assistant su-
perintendent for Teaching and 
Learning Services, her staff, 
Student Services, and teachers 
have worked to create contin-
ued learning opportunities for 
students during the pandemic. 
Within the first week of the 
school closures, TLS staff began 
printing learning packets to be 
distributed at the Grab-and-
Go meal sites and launched the 
Learning Hub, an online edu-
cational resource center. Tech-
nology Services and TLS also 
coordinated the distribution of 
thousands of Chromebooks to 
students and helped families es-
tablish internet access.

TLS led the development of 
the Continuity of Learning Plan, 
including new curriculum, on-
line classrooms and virtual office 
hours for teachers, with input 
from teachers, administrators, 

Student Services, Human Re-
sources, Food Services, Technol-
ogy Services, and Facilities Man-
agement — and with review by 
the KPS Board of Education.

“The teachers, support staff, 
and administrators continue to 
work hard in connecting stu-
dents to learning in the new 
environment,” Green said. “We 
know that teaching in person is 
the best way to learn for our stu-
dents, but I am amazed at how 
quickly everyone is adapting.”

Staff continues to work to 
find new ways to work with 
families that lack access to ser-
vices — technological and oth-
erwise, she said.

“Our students need social-
emotional support and direct 
contacts with people in person,” 
she said. “So many of our stu-
dents do not have internet ac-
cess to gain the most assistance. 
Families can come to the school 
parking lots and Western Michi-
gan University’s campus to get 
internet access, but this is not 
ideal for learning to sit in a car 
with a laptop or Chromebook. 

“We continue to work with 
several community organiza-

tions to coordinate efforts to get 
hotspots or in-home internet 
access for our students. We also 
continue the work with many 
mental health agencies to support 
our students and families dur-
ing this challenging time. They 
are finding the positive aspects 
in the new learning environment 
and applying new ways to teach. 
People are so willing to help out 
in whatever way they can. We 
need to continue providing hope, 
patience, flexibility, and grace.”

Taking class to the students
Mandy Clearwaters, who is 

a classroom art teacher and the 
lead art teacher for the district, 
has been connecting with stu-
dents through videos since the 
school closure began. At the re-
quest of Matt McCullough, direc-
tor of curriculum, instruction, 
and professional development, 
Clearwaters created a short series 
of videos to get students thinking 
creatively while in quarantine. 
She issued open-ended drawing 
and building challenges for stu-
dents to complete and share.

The art staff started with a 
little bit of an advantage. Their 
summer professional develop-
ment focused on a new style of 
art education called “meaning 
making,” which asks students to 
make art but with few of the tra-
ditional constraints about media 
or style. 

“It’s all about creative prob-
lem solving,” Clearwaters said. 
“One of the things we had to 
tackle as an art staff, is we don’t 
know what kinds of supplies stu-
dents have. When we’re design-
ing our lessons, we’re creating 
them so kids can use whatever 
materials they have available.”

Recently, for example, she 
asked students to design a ro-
bot. Some students chose to 
draw, others created robots out 
of LEGOs, while others crafted 
theirs from objects found around 
their houses. 

“There’s something a little 

magical happening that I don’t 
necessarily see in the art room 
that much,” she said. “Because 
kids are being forced to be cre-
ative and think outside of the box 
with materials, we’re getting a 
lot of different solutions to prob-
lems. It’s really expanded their 
problem-solving skills.”

Strong problem-solving 
skills and flexibility have been 
key to making distance learning 
successful for Kalamazoo Central 
teacher Shannon Wintz, who is 
staying in touch with her English 
Language Arts students. 

Her approach to distance 
learning was rooted in an open 
relationship with her students. 

“I’m kind of abnormal,” 
Wintz said. “A lot of teachers 
would say, ‘I don’t understand 
why you give out your phone 
number,’ but, if a kid needs 
something, it’s so quick to just 
text them — and I’m kind of a 
night owl anyway.”

Being a night owl also meant 
that she was totally open to what 
the students wanted in terms of 
setting up their online classroom, 
which is why when her Hon-
ors 10 class voted to meet at 6:15 
p.m., she said, “Sure.” It meant it 
wouldn’t bump into classes that 
other teachers had scheduled 
during the day and it avoided the 
noon hours, which are reserved 
for lunch for students. 

“I reconstructed my life to 
what was easiest for the kids so we 
could keep learning going,” Wintz 
said.“Whatever comes your way, 
just be flexible so we can secure 
the future of these kids.”

That’s not to say that some-
times this new lifestyle isn’t har-
ried or “weird.” Her husband is 
working from home. She has two 
children at home — and three 
dogs. And, then, sometimes 
cooking and cleaning and “mom” 
stuff bumps into school work. 

“My daughter will pop in 
and say, ‘How long do the cookies 
have to stay in the oven?’, and I’m 
in a Google Meet,” Wintz laughed. 
“It’s a balance, but we’re making 
it work.”

At Hall’s house, he turned 

Teaching at a Distance, Keeping Students Close at Heart (continued from page 1)

(continued on page 9)

King-Westwood teacher Tom Hall prepares for an online class with his 
fifth-grade students.
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his home gym into an online 
class space — while his wife, 
who is a teacher in another dis-
trict, claimed another part of 
the house. And, while they were 
teaching, they also had to par-
ent two elementary school-aged 
children who had their own 
classwork.

Hall, who is a math teacher, 
says that after some initial trepi-
dation, he feels like he and the 
students have managed to build 
a good routine, but like Clearwa-
ters, what he cares about most 
are the kids and wanting to make 
sure that he provides them with 
a personal connection while 
learning. 

Online, he is working with 
about 60 students at a time, and 
to get through the lessons and 
provide some control all the stu-
dents are on mute. 

“Obviously we were all con-
cerned to a certain degree about 
the technical aspect of online 
learning, but I was even more 
concerned about how do you 
reach all of these kids over the 
computer,” Hall said. “I’ve lost 
that ability to talk to individuals 
during a lesson and allow them to 
share.”

The work-around is to pro-
vide office hours where he can 
meet with students, but that 
isn’t quite the same as immediate 
give-and-take during a lesson. 

“I love what I do. I’m pas-
sionate about teaching,” he said. 
“I want to make sure that even 
in this situation I’m still passion-
ate and doing the best for the 
students I have, even if that’s at 
home.”

Linden Grove sixth-grade 
science teacher Morgan Minisee-
Barber also started meeting with 
students and offering voluntary 
lessons before the official Conti-
nuity of Learning plan kicked in. 
Her first lesson was a unit on vi-
ruses. 

“It was a good unit at the 
time,” she said. “It answered a 
lot of questions they had about 
what was going on and it got 
them used to a distance learn-
ing platform. We used Zoom and 
created a Google classroom. They 

did activities and labs and I gave 
them feedback. We met twice a 
week, just like they do now — but 
with all of their other teachers as 
well.”

Teachers are always trying to 
perfect their craft, Minisee-Bar-
ber said. This new environment 
provided challenges, but she said 
she approached it like any new 
challenge and saw it as a chance 
to expand her skills and find new 
ways to serve her students. She 
learned not just from her Kalam-
azoo colleagues but from other 
teachers that she worked with in 
Georgia and Indiana through the 
years. 

There is a benefit to this new 
system that has eliminated the 
standard grading policy, she said. 

“It enables me to be more 
flexible as a teacher, and kids are 
actually giving me more than ever 
and I can give them more feed-
back. The dynamic has changed,” 
Minisee-Barber said. “Learning is 
no longer punitive in the child’s 
eye.”

If a child gets a bad grade 
for a wrong answer, they may 
shut down, but when the teacher 
takes out the grade and simply 

has a conversation about why 
they think the student may have 
a misconception about the mate-
rial, students are more willing to 
go back and review the material 
and learn from their mistakes, 
she said. 

But, she notes, the students 
who struggle the most with the 
new “no grade” policy are her 
advanced students who have to 
be motivated in news ways to 
do their best. That may often be 
getting them to think about how 
their performance in this envi-

ronment will affect their work 
next year, or awards they might 
get in eighth grade, she said with 
a smile in her voice.

Wintz agreed that the new 
learning format has definite plus-
es for her students, who are in 
honors and AP classes. With more 
streamlined assignments, that 
means students can concentrate 
on upping the quality of their as-
signments. 

“I’ve said to my students this 
is honestly a gift to you. We’re 
not heavy loading on the assign-

ments,” she said. “For my AP 
students that means we’re pick-
ing the most important pieces 
these kids need to learn and dis-
cuss to do well on the exam. It’s 
really an easier way for them to 
earn their credit. Everyone is 
turning their assignments in and 
generally it’s really good work.”

There is a different challenge 
for El Sol Elementary teach-
er Danielle Jean-Baptiste. She 
teaches first graders. 

And first graders don’t go to 
online classes by themselves.

“A parent has to be involved, 
and parents have to use their tech 
skills to make the online class-
room work,” she said. “Luckily, 
our parents are all in.”

Her work is further compli-
cated, because many of her fami-
lies are Spanish-speaking, which 
requires her skills as a bilingual 
teacher. She’s using her transla-
tion skills to help families navi-
gate technology and enrollment 
issues. 

In her online classroom she 
employs a mantra of “little by 
little,” making sure lessons are 
enjoyable and familiar for some of 

Teaching at a Distance, Keeping Students Close at Heart (continued from page 8)

(continued on page 10)

Art teacher Mandy Clearwaters tries to keep learning fun — even in the online 
environment.
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Summer Classes in Your

There’s still time to take 
online classes this summer.
Register today at www.kvcc.edu/register.

Hello Kalamazoo! Time for 
an easy, fresh, summer 
recipe. This fish dish can 
benefit from herbs from 
your own garden, and 
it pairs well with a nice 
salad or a bed of sautéed 
zucchini, squash, and 
mushrooms. Have fun with 
your flavor combinations. 
Enjoy your summer and be 
safe, Chef Shaun

Broiled Mahi-Mahi
Chef Shaun • kps food service chef

Shaun Robinson is the district chef 
for Chartwells at KPS Food Service.

INGREDIENTS
1/2 cup Parmesan cheese, 

shredded
1/3 cup Romano cheese, 

shredded
1/3 cup butter, softened, plus 

more for greasing dish
1/4 cup mayonnaise
3 tablespoons fresh squeezed 

lemon juice
1/4 cup green onions, chopped
1/4 teaspoon sea salt

1/4 teaspoon fresh ground 
pepper

¼ teaspoon chili powder
2 teaspoon fresh dill and 

rosemary, chopped
2 dashes Sriracha sauce
2 pounds skinless Mahi-mahi

DIRECTIONS
1. Preheat the oven broiler. 
Grease 9×13" baking dish with a 
thin coat of butter.
2. Mix Parmesan, Romano, 
butter, mayo, lemon juice, 
green onion, dill, rosemary, 
and sriracha in a small bowl 
until well blended.
3. Arrange fish in a single layer 
in the baking dish and season 
with salt and pepper. Broil fish 
for 8 minutes or until it flakes 
with a fork. Remove from oven. 
4. Sprinkle chili powder on top 
of fish then carefully spread 
cheese mixture over top of the 
fish. Broil 2 additional minutes, 
or until topping is bubbly and 
lightly browned.

Notes: Julienned fresh basil or 
crumbles of goat cheese will 
enhance this delicious entrée. 
Salmon, cod, and halibut are 
also good options for this 
recipe. 

Servings: 6

the youngest students in the dis-
trict. Her first lessons replicated 
her read-aloud times for stu-
dents. She records herself read-
ing stories for the children, which 
was always one of their favorite 
parts of the day. They are also 
reviewing shapes, which many 
are familiar with, but building 
on those concepts so they learn 
new material — but aren’t over-
whelmed. 

Parents — It will be OK
Jn-Baptiste said she knows 

parents are feeling overloaded, 
but she encourages them to take 
it day by day. She wants them to 
know they are doing a fine job. 

“Take it one day at a time and 
do not think that you have to fill 
the student’s day with constant 
work,” Jn-Baptiste said.  “Com-
municate with your teachers. We 
are here and ready to get to our 
kids and to keep teaching. Ev-
eryone is being stretched from 
students to teachers to parents. 
We’re all going to be a lot better 
when we come out of this.”

Hall said he knows what 
parents are going through, be-
cause he and his wife are juggling 
working and caring for their chil-
dren while under quarantine too. 

“The first few weeks were 
stressful. We were trying to fig-
ure everything out, and it felt like 
we were working 24 hours a day, 
pretty much nonstop, to try to 

develop a plan,” he said. “Now, 
we have schedules and we’ve got-
ten into a groove of things. This 
has become the new normal.”

He suggests parents develop 
a routine and make schedules for 
everyone just to keep the day or-
ganized. In his house, the focus 
is school work from 9 a.m. to 11 
a.m. And, the kids know Mon-
days through Fridays are school 
days. 

Minisee-Barber emphasized 
that down time is key for stu-
dents and parents alike. Students 
need a break some time, and 
parents should feel free to give 
themselves a break too. As the 
parent of a sixth grader, she said 
she’s learned that “sometimes 
having to turn things in late is 
OK.” Teachers are being flexible 
as everyone learns how to navi-
gate this new form of learning.

“Just take a deep breath,” 
she said. “We’re all in this togeth-
er. This is not going to defeat us.”

Clearwaters remains posi-
tive about the growth she’s see-
ing in her online classrooms, and 
by the hard work she sees from 
students, parents and her fellow 
teachers. She hopes everyone of-
fers each other a measure of grace 
as they try to navigate this land-
scape. 

“I just want the kids to know 
that we love them and we miss 
them. It’s probably over-said, 
but it’s true.”

Teaching at a Distance (continued from page 9)
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Excellence in Education 
recognizes the top-achieving 
high school seniors from Kalam-
azoo County’s public and non-
public high schools. This year, 44 
seniors — including 12 from Ka-
lamazoo Public Schools — were 
selected for the honor, which 
comes with a $1,000 scholar-
ship. Each student recognized an 
educator who significantly im-
pacted their K-12 education.

The Excellence in Educa-
tion program has also awarded 
nine Educator Incentive Grants. 
The grants provide funding for 
teachers and administrators in 
Kalamazoo County schools to 
explore new ideas to enhance 
teaching styles, motivate and 
inspire their students. Carrie 
Cook, KPS lead music teach-
er, and Robin Greymountain, 
KPS homeless liaison, received 
grants through the program.

Robin Greymountain plans 
to attend the National Association 
for the Education of Homeless 
Children and Youth conference 
in Dallas. The association 
helps provide professional 
development for serving the 
needs of children who are 
suffering from homelessness. This 
conference will help Kalamazoo 
Public Schools ensure homeless 
youth have transportation to 
and from school and are able 
to fully participate in school 
activities by removing barriers 
to identification, enrollment, 
attendance, and success.

Carrie Cook plans to attend 
the First Steps in Music and 
Conversational Solfege train-
ing through Feierabend As-
sociation for Music Education. 
This training will provide Cook 
with the knowledge and skills 
to support students’ musical 
ability throughout the learn-
ing continuum. The strategies 
used in the course will increase 
the ability of Kalamazoo Public 
Schools music teachers to cre-
ate opportunities for students to 
engage with music.

Ethan Fonger
Kalamazoo Central High School
Parents: Melissa and Reid Fonger
College: University of Michigan
Major: Aerospace Engineering
Significant Educator: Michael 

Sinclair
					   

Daniel Nguyen
Kalamazoo Central High School
Parents: Phuong and Hiep Nguyen
College: University of Michigan
Major: Computer Science
Significant Educator: Modhi 

Alshehri
					   

Adonia Alexopoulos
Loy Norrix High School
Parents: April and Christos 

Alexopoulos
College: Undecided
Major: Chemistry and Psychology
Significant Educator: Christina 

Holmes
				  

Nathan Goodwin-Kelly
Loy Norrix High School
Parents: Mary Kate Goodwin-Kelly 

and Chris Goodwin
College: University of Notre Dame
Major: Social Science, Life Science 

and Environmental Science
Significant Educator: Bill Brieger 
				  

Isabelle Hawkes
Kalamazoo Central High School
Parents: Paula and Ernest Hawkes
College: Undecided
Major: Biochemistry
Significant Educator: Valerie Vande 

Guchte
					   

Cormac Roth
Kalamazoo Central High School
Parents: Megan and James Roth
College: University of Denver
Major: Game Design and Music
Significant Educator: Ken Briggs
					   

Riley Dominianni
Loy Norrix High School
Parents: Erin and Andy Dominianni
College: Undecided
Major: History and Criminal Justice
Significant Educator: Niambi Pringle
					   

Carly Loken
Loy Norrix High School
Parents: Sandy Barry-Loken and 

Brian Loken
College: University of Michigan
Major: Psychology
Significant Educator: Paul Mahar
					   

Alyxandria Hough
Kalamazoo Central High School
Parents: Rebecca and Daniel Hough
College: University of Michigan
Major: Psychology
Significant Educator: Rex Hafer	

	

Charity Sidwell
Kalamazoo Central High School
Parents: Christie and David Sidwell
College: Oakland University
Major: Physics
Significant Educator: Chartanay 

Bonner 
				  

Lily Dorstewitz
Loy Norrix High School
Parents: Gail and Troy Dorstewitz
College: Yale University
Major: Mechanical Engineering
Significant Educator: Kristin 

Antoniotti
					   

Antoinette Puca
Loy Norrix High School
Parents: Deanne and Michael Puca
College: University of Michigan
Major: Data Science
Significant Educator: Michael 

Sinclair

Excellence in Education Honors 12 KPS Students, 2 Teachers
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Kalamazoo Public Schools artists didn’t stop making art just because they couldn’t go to school. 
Students kept using their imaginations and design skills while they were in quarantine at home. 
Mandy Clearwaters, the art coordinator for KPS, issued several online challenges, and students from 
Winchell Elementary School and Maple Street Magnet School for the Arts responded to a prompt to 
design their dream bedrooms. And Prairie Ridge art teacher Doug Duncan was pleasantly surprised 
by a student’s study of birds. 

Olivia Brooks, fourth grade, Winchell Natalie and Madeline Hunt, second and fifth grade, Winchell

Jackson Welch, third grade, Prairie Ridge 
Elementary School.

Annika Johnson, fifth grade, Winchell, with her dad 
Branden Johnson.

Chloe Storm, third grade, Winchell Darek Roberts, fifth grade, Winchell

Josiah Dawson, second grade, 
Winchell. Lia The, fifth grade, Winchell

Juliana, first grade, Jasmine, fourth grade, both from Winchell, and Justin Liggins, sixth grade, 
Maple Street Magnet School for the Arts. Kanley and Myles Covault, fifth and second grade, Winchell


