
one great school

AnnuAl RepoRt 2013-2014

Where Learning Has No Boundaries



From the Board Chairman

Real world discovery.

The mission of Polaris Charter Academy is to educate students 
to be self-motivated, creative, critical thinkers, with the ultimate 
goal of shaping life-long learners and citizens with a strong 
sense of personal and civic responsibility.
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Cover Photo: Eighth graders celebrate their final year at Polaris’ first 
graduation ceremony.
Above: Polaris fifth and sixth graders outside the 16th Street Baptist Church in 
Birmingham, Alabama during their exploration of the Civil Rights Movement. 
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2013-2014 was a very historic school year for the Polaris community. The year 
marked the school’s expansion into 8th grade, as well as its first year 
operating at full capacity. It was also Polaris’ first opporunity to host 60 
educators from around the country during its Expeditionary Learning Mentor 
School Site Seminar. For two full days, Polaris was able to provide professional 
development, sharing teaching principles with students and educators alike. 
 
Most importantly, the year concluded with our congratulatory farewell to our first-
ever graduating class. I am proud to share that 100% of Polaris’ 
graduates gained acceptance into high quality high schools that they 
themselves researched and selected – “Schools of Choice” as we like to refer to 
them. It’s hard to imagine that back in 2nd grade, only 8% of these children were 
performing at grade level.  However, in their final year, 85% of these students 
were qualified to test for selective enrollment high schools.  Watching them 
cross the stage in June, I was humbled by their accomplishments and could not 
have been more excited for their futures.
 
The work that takes place at Polaris is truly magical, and it has stayed true to its 
tagline: “Where Learning Has No Boundaries.”  Students have studied in 
Shanghai, given keynote addresses in front of hundreds of people, written and 
published blogs, interviewed historians and activists, studied epidemics, and 
the list goes on and on.
 
We thank you for your continued interest in the growth and development of our 
school community, and cherish the opportunities that you have opened up for 
such amazing children. Thank you again for all of your wonderful support.

Uday Khedkar
Board Chairman

Hands-on exploration.

Making Our Mark . . .
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The seven-year journey of growing a kindergarten through 8th grade 
Expeditionary Learning School in the heart of West Humboldt Park has 
been a long and exciting process.  Since opening our doors in 2007, 
Polaris has focused on our mission of educating self-motivated, creative, 
critical thinkers.  As part of our journey, we always knew the 2013/2014 
school year would be a milestone year for Polaris. 

Polaris students “made their mark” in a number of significant ways last 
year.  Graduating our inaugural 8th grade class was one momentous 
event.  But students throughout the school were engaged in the creation 
of high quality work that met rigorous standards, positively impacting our 
community.

As part of an in-depth investigation into the Civil Rights movement, over 
85 fifth and sixth grade students traveled to Birmingham, Alabama, to 
experience the history they had been studying.  They learned from 
experts at the 16th Street Baptist Church, the Civil Rights Museum and 
Kelly Ingram Park (site of the historic Children’s March of 1963). One of 
the most powerful and memorable aspects of their work in Birmingham 
came in the delivery of their final product.  Trained by experts and armed 
with professional recording equipment, Polaris students interviewed Foot 
Soldiers (participants in the Children’s March of 1963) for StoryCorp.  
Their original digital interviews are now part of the StoryCorp national 
archive in the Library of Congress, Washington D.C.

This work, like so much of the work completed each year at Polaris, is 
teaching students that education matters.  The work done at Polaris 
teaches more than content.  Students learn that they have 
opportunities to make a mark on their community and that education is 
the key to success.  I am proud of the incredibly ambitious and rigorous 
work our students completed this past year and am excited by the work 
we are continuing to do.  On behalf of the entire school community, thank 
you for your commitment to Polaris Charter Academy, which provides 
students with opportunities critical to achieving our mission and vision.  
Thank you again for your generous support.  

This year, Chicago Public Schools 
transitioned from the paper-and-pencil Illinois Standard 
Achievement Test (ISAT) to the digital testing format of 
Measures of Academic Progress (MAP) provided by the Northwest Evalutaion Association (NWEA).  
As a school within the CPS district, Polaris students participated in this new online test with their 
peers, scoring at the 50th percentile overall.  While some dip in scores was anticipated due to the 
change in testing format, this year’s results illustrated the degree of the digital divide our students face 
and the areas of improvement for Polaris to focus on moving forward.

“[My daughter’s] leadership skills have 
developed in such a way that I am 
forever going to be grateful to Polaris. 
We at home gave her a set of tools to 
work with, knowing how her personality 
is. Polaris gave her another set of tools 
that has built such a foundation for her 
that I’m not scared to let her out in the 
world...I know she is going to be okay 
when she goes to high school...I was 
fearful, but I know now that she is going 
to be okay.”

Laticia Segura
Polaris Parent

Michelle Navarre
Head of School

Total Revenue: $5,428,027

Polaris graduates its first 8th grade students! 

100% of Polaris graduates were accepted 
into Schools of Choice, which are schools beyond a 
student’s natural neighborhood options. Polaris 
students researched, applied to, and selected these 
schools based on their academic rigor, school culture, 
and the learning process provided.

8

Chicago	  Public	  Schools	  

Other	  Government	  

Na8onal	  School	  Lunch	  Program	  

Private	  Sources	  

Other	  

*Based upon 432 students
**CPS 2013 FY, Elementary Schools (K-8)

*Data pulled from NWEA MAP website

Polaris cost per 
student was $11,202* vs. 
Chicago Public School 
average of $11,594**

$114,168 $334,982 

 
$4,390,230 

Total Expenses: $4,839,380

High School Enrollment Percentages

Percentage of Students Meeting and 
Exceeding District Average

Charter; 47% 

Vocational; 
15% 

Selective 
Enrollment; 

12% 

Military 
Academies, 

12% 

Private; 8% 
Suburban 
and Other; 

6% 

Fundraising 
General Administration 
Instruction and Services 

$3,882,981 

$474,433 

$210,889 $772,449 

$87,275 

Chicago Public Schools 
Other Government 
National School Lunch Program 
Private Sources 
Other 
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Demographics
90% African American

9% Latino
1% Other

Making their mark in Chicago. 
As an Expeditionary Learning school, Polaris 
structures its science and social studies 
curriculum around “learning expeditions”: 
long-term investigations that are developed 
around Next Generation Science Standards 
and Illinois State Learning Standards. 
Students conduct fieldwork, learn from 
experts and work collaboratively to create 
high-quality end products for audiences 
beyond the classroom.

Fifth and sixth graders 
compete to better Chicago’s 

water quality (above) and 
design an eco-friendly 
automobile (far right).

Learning from experts on immigration at 
the Swedish American Museum (left), as 
well as experts on local invasive species 
at Bemis Woods (above), Polaris fourth-
graders are developing an appreciation 

for their city from the ground up.  

Making their mark at Polaris.
Whether it be through their classroom expeditions, 
investment in extra-curricular activities or the desire to 
maintain a learning environment based on the Five Points 
of Polaris, students from kindergarten to 8th grade are 
rising up to make an impact in their school. 

Kindergarteners become experts 
in identifying, drawing and 

photographing the many types of 
native trees growing in 

their community.

First graders met the 
needs of the Polaris 

community by 
providing  pens, 

pencils and paper as 
part of their School 
Store expedition.

The Polaris Players Drama Troupe 
performed William Shakespeare’s 
A Midsummer Nights Dream for 

an awestruck audience.

Polaris student athletes from grades 5-8 
boosted school spirit in the gym during 
Polaris’ first basketball season. Led by 
Coach Fields, the varsity team made it 

into the playoffs. Go Polar Bears!



Find out more about PCA partners - Expeditionary Learning and 
Schools That Can at: elschools.org.and schoolsthatcan.org.

92% of polaris 
students receive free 

or reduced lunch
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Fifth and sixth graders tackle the Civil Rights Movement by 
interviewing historians and activists such as Timuel Black (above) 
and Foot Soldiers of the 1963 Children’s March (right). The stories 

and conversations recorded by these students are now in the 
National Archives of the Library of Congress to be enjoyed by all.

Founding leaders Roel Vivit, Michelle Navarre, and 
founding teacher Francesca Peck brought two students 

across the Pacific into Shanghai, China to assist in 
bringing crew and culture to the Guangzhong School.  

Despite initial language barriers, Daniel Buie and Corinthian Fields 
learned about urban gardening and made fast friends with the 
boys at the 
Guangzhong 
School during 
their week-
long trip.From over 160 partner schools, Polaris was chosen 

based on our record of student achievement, fidelity 
to the EL model, and readiness to contribute to the 
EL network of schools. As a mentor school, Polaris 
serves as an exemplary school model, opening our 
doors to school teachers and leaders interested in 
learning more about our best practices.

Making their mark for generations to come.         
Polaris students are finding ways to engage 
with the past while affecting the future. 

Polaris Charter Academy
becomes an Expeditionary Learning Mentor School. 

        
“Our network of success is 
growing and these Mentor 

Schools are raising the bar for 
their own school communities and 
for others across the U.S. of what 

it means to be a great school.”

Scott Hartl
President and CEO

Expeditionary Learning

In 2013, Polaris 7th graders embarked on an expedition to 
decrease gun violence in Chicago. The Peacekeeper Project 
challenged the students to confront every Point of Polaris 
(Integrity, Critical Thinker, Explorer, Compassion and Active Citizen), 
resulting in an astoundingly successful Day of Peace.  On this day, June 10, no murders 
nor shootings were reported in their community of West Humboldt Park nor any of the 
SEVEN surrounding neighborhoods. To accompany this project, students published 
Peacekeepers of Chicago, a book compiling the biographies of 16 of Chicago’s most 
remarkable Peacekeepers.  Today, this book is featured in the Mayor Daley Branch of the 
Chicago Public Library and serves as an expression of gratitude from the Polaris 7th graders to their local heroes.

This year, after catching the attention of the Expeditionary Learning (EL) network, The Peacekeeper Project was able 
to continue impacting lives.  Less than a year after their successful Day of Peace, four previous project managers, 
Kameron Boyd, Desiree Gabarin, DeAngelo Pinkston, and Ameerah Rollins - now in their 8th grade year - were asked 
to represent their crews at the 2014 EL National Conference in Atlanta, Georgia.  With the help of their dynamic 
drama instructor, Georgette Verdin, and the mentorship of EL’s Chief Academic Officer, Ron Berger, these four students 
were coached on sharing their experience with the Peacekeeper Project as the conference’s keynote speech. 

Highlighting the challenges of organizing their June 10 Day of Peace and elaborating on their struggles to bring it to 
fruition, the Polaris Peacekeepers delivered a 30 minute oration to a standing ovation of 1,000 educators from across 
the nation.  Since their speech, Kameron, Desiree, DeAngelo and Ameerah have received a second invitation to speak 
at the Deeper Learning Conference in San Diego, California, as well as an invitation to write a blog about Deeper 
Learning to the digital education community, sponsored by the Hewlett Foundation. 

        
“[The keynote speech] was the highlight 
of the conference for many of those 
attending, and was absolutely the 
highlight for me.

Ron Berger
Chief Academic Officer 
Expeditionary Learning

their mark in education, 
Polaris students, faculty, staff and 
adminstration are going above and 
beyond to bring advanced learning 
practices to a wider audience. 

Making



Polaris Charter Academy is a public school funded in part 
through an allotment from Chicago Public Schools (CPS) which covers 

approximately 80% of our basic expenses.  
Our students rely on support from generous individuals, corporations, 
and foundations to fund the gap between CPS funding and our actual 

costs. Donations can be made through pcachicago.org or through 
contacting the school at info@pcachicago.org.

All expeditions—an expense that is central to our innovative 
curriculum—are funded through private support.  

Thank you to those who make these resources available 
to the children of West Humboldt Park. 

$100,000+
Invest for Kids
The Walton Family Foundation

$50,000+
The Crown Family
Holly and John Madigan
Perkins Hunter Foundation

$10,000+
The Field Foundation of Illinois

$5,000+
Local Initiatives Support Corp. (LISC)
Feldco

$2,500+
John and Carol Clavadetscher
Pete and Rita Fischbach
Gourmet Gorilla
The Robert and Norma Hoaglund 
  Charitable Gift Fund
Uday and Jo Anne Khedkar
MacArthur Foundation
Wintrust Commercial Banking

$1,000+
GoodSmith Gregg & Unruh LLP
Linden Group Health Services
Terry and Lottie Mazany
ORBA - Certified Public Accountants
Joel and Trisha Pomerenk

Charles H. and Beverly E. Shaw Foundation
Darren and Anne Snyder
Romeo and Elena Vivit
Sarah Walker

$500+
Paul Baumhart
Google
Samuel Bottum
Bruce and Cindy Davis
Drinker Biddle & Reath LLP
Kevin and Christine Flaherty
Ron and Cami Gerstung
Bob Gorski
Daniel and Diane Jacobson
Mislav Kos and Annie Mark
John and Jennifer Krol
Kameron Matthews
Microsoft
Ken and Anne Miller
Pierre Gamilah
Elizabeth Whiting
Tina Yarovsky

$250+
Mario Alvarez
Edward Benford
Bensinger, Dupont & Associates
Arun Bhatia
Maggie Blinn DiNovi
Edward and Anna Bosowski
Kristine Brailey
Darryl and Angela Cobb

Adrian Edwards
Patti Freko
Audrey George
Golden Apple Foundation
Mary Hicks
Robert Hoaglund
Mark and Mary Larson
Brian Leonard
Brian and Melanie Mattingly
Sean McNally
Gareth and Elizabeth Morris
Stephen Nightingale and Elizabeth Wiley
Matthew O'Malley and Laura Foxgrover
Pink Slip Boutique
Rachel Pizur
James Quaid
Ian and Sarah Roche
Bhavini Shah
Aleta Smith
Craig Stubler
Alex Vetter
Lauren Wein

$100+
Jamie Baisley
Dieter and Jennifer Bardy
Baxter
Greg Borkowski
Noah Brown
Bernard Burns
Julie Carlisle
Thomas Chi and Judith Chaisiri
Kristin Ciciora

Denice Davies
Eric Doty
Racquel Ellis
Shane Emaus
Claudia Feldhaus
Tony Fleming and Judith Dean
Evengi Ganchev
James and Catherine Hartnett
Julie Herr
Denise Hickey
David Hollander
CJ Holmes
Zack Issleib

Lilah Jones
Pat Kilduff
George and Marilyn Lugaro
Mainstay Hospitality
McDonald's
National Gardening Association, Inc.
Miriam Olsen
Tony and Brenda Ortiz
Brittany Pedersen
Tinsley and Anita Preston
Ian and Sheau-ming Ross
Ed Ruiz
Frank and Mary Schmitt
Allison Whiting and Fred Schroeder
Mary Shay
Aubrey Smith
Adam and Irma Snopek
Howard and Jodi Soriano
William Swislow
Rick and Laura Talaske
Kadet Teshome
Ross Van Beek
Yelp

up to $99
Jonathan Adams and Susanne Popic
Tracy Adams
James Alexander
Paula Aniol
Greg Bannon
Lori Berthold
Linda Boachie-Ansah
John and Martha Borkowski
Jacqueline Burns
Kevin and Beth Davoren
Bianca Deznan
Jonathan Feldman

Elaine Lee
Lorena Manalansan
Andrea and MWH Martinez-Fonts
Frank and Ruby Matejcik
Brocket McBride
Linda McEvoy
Randy Miranda

Christine Norton
Barbara O'Brien
Moira O'Brien
Darlene Oliver
Susan Oliver
Robert Pauls
Fred Princehorn
Nanci Reggi
Dundee Reyes
Sarah Sbertoli
Mathias and Vanessa Schergen
Carolyn Talaske
Avison Young

In Kind
A Tavola Restaurant
Boxer Creative
Constellation Brands
Segerdahl
Torikago, LLC
Wines for Humanity

Income from 
private sources 
increased over 

250%!
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Celebrating the Journey

Guests enjoy an evening of 
celebration and philanthropy 
at Room 1520.

Soon-to-be-graduates share 
where they are headed for 
high school and the impact 
of Polaris on their education 
with guests.

Benefit Sponsors

Joel & Trisha Pomerenk
Ken & Anne Miller



Polaris Charter Academy
620 N. Sawyer

Chicago, IL 60624
773.534.0820

www.pcachicago.org


