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Tara Shelton and Melissa Mister discuss taking the South Loop School model to South Shore.
JOSH HAWKINS/Staff Photographer
Cloning South Loop School
Putting best educational practices ‘in a box’

By MICAH MAIDENBERG
Editor
A new elementary school based on the "South Loop way" has the go-ahead to open next fall following an affirmative vote by the Board of Education at its October meeting.

South Shore Fine Arts Academy, as the school will be called, will model its curriculum and administration on South Loop School, 1212 S. Plymouth, and build on the school's existing partnerships.

The idea, said current South Loop principal Tara Shelton, is "taking best practices and putting them in a box."

Asked what the board vote meant, spokesman Malon Edwards said CPS was impressed with operations at South Loop School. Test scores at the school are rising. In 2005, for example, 58 percent of third-graders were meeting or exceeding state reading standards. That number had increased to more than 82 percent last year. Similar gains were made in other grades.

"It says we are very impressed with what they are doing. Parents are happy with what they are doing," he said. "As a district we are happy where SLS came from. I heard there was a lot of contention with SLS. They didn't start off the way they are now."

The school will open as part of the Chicago Public School's Renaissance 2010 initiative, which proposes opening at least 100 new schools by 2010. As a performance school, the new school will have more flexibility than traditional public schools when it comes to CPS initiatives and policy.

Shelton was asked by the district's Office of New Schools to develop the proposal. Shelton, who lives in South Shore and attended a grammar school there, expects the neighborhood to change rapidly over the next five years in a way similar to the South Loop's dramatic transformation. 

"People fail to realize that the South Loop used to be that exact same community. This area only changed in the last few years. This area used to be predominately African-American, predominately low income and predominately low performing," she said. "South Shore is changing too."

To Melissa Mister, principal at the new school, the South Loop way means "collective responsibility" for student achievement.

"It's used to describe the whole program, where there's collective responsibility for results, where everyone's working collaboratively to make sure students' outcomes are continuously improving," she said.

Mister has been at South Loop School since July. She helped develop the application for the new school and has been spending her time shadowing Shelton, visiting classrooms, attending staff meetings and learning administrative skills.

"The day-in, day-out is most useful to me, because I get to see everything that goes into how the school is run," Mister said. She previously served as an assistant principal at Andrew Jackson School on the Near West Side and at Chicago Academy, a high school in Austin.

Mister and Shelton met at the University of Illinois-Chicago doctoral program that focuses on urban education and mutual support among principals. Shelton will stay involved in the new school when it opens next fall, mentoring Mister and serving on the school's local council, which is appointed.

"We expect to learn from them as they expect to learn from us," Shelton said. "It's a collaboration."

Contact: mmaidenberg@chicagojournal.com
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Posted: Thursday, December 11, 2008
Article comment by: Parent

I've had the pleasure of seeing and experiencing both Mrs. Mister, and Mrs. Shelton's extraordinary ability to work with kids in education. Their keen insight, no- nonsense approach and expertise with children is what our children need while developing academically, mentally, and emotionally. Ms. Mister was my son's 4th grade teacher at Ray Elementary, and Ms. Shelton is my daughter's principal at SL. This collaboration is Golden! They both have a serious passion for seeing that children not only learn, but, are challenged to excel beyond their own imaginations. 

Posted: Tuesday, December 09, 2008
Article comment by: Parent

Ms. Mister was actually at the Chicago Academy Elementary School (not high school) in the Portage Park neighborhood. We miss her!


