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parents among Friends

North Side Quaker

school to emphasize

tolerance and charity
By Whitney Woodward,

Special to the Tribune

March 3, 2010
Chicago Friends School, the first in the state when it opens this fall in the West Ridge neighborhood, might be just what Brian Hurst and his wife, Nancy Hurst, are seeking for the eldest of their three children.

The family is committed to staying in the city, despite the appeal of public schools in the suburbs, Brian Hurst said. But their options were limited. Their son was given the 137th spot on the waiting list at a magnet school just blocks from their Old Irving home. The Hursts, who are Jewish, did not want to send him to a Catholic school because religion is a major component of the curriculum. So, he is in public school.

"When you are looking for private educational opportunities in the city, it's tough," Hurst said. 

Chicago Friends School will accept children in prekindergarten through second grade initially, but plans to expand up to eighth grade, said Mark Robinson, who is the clerk of the school's board of directors.

All religious backgrounds will be welcome, Robinson said, but the curriculum will incorporate Quaker values — peace, equality, simplicity, integrity, community, and service — which are called testimonies.

"A Friends education doesn't just teach the fundamentals. It strives to put things in context," Robinson said.

Quakerism, or the Religious Society of Friends, has its roots in 17th century English Christianity. Members, who are called Friends or Quakers, have no unifying creeds, religious sacraments or priests. Rather, Quakers believe that every person can know God directly, and they use the testimonies to guide their actions.

Andersonville resident Rebecca Ressler, who was raised Jewish, said she discovered the Quakers' approach to education when she was researching colleges. She attended Earlham College in Richmond, Ind., because of its course offerings, and she majored in peace and global studies.

Now the mother of a 3-year-old and a 6-month-old, Ressler said she wants her children to get a similar comprehensive education.

The testimonies "are all values that we really want to raise our kids with and are very important in our daily lives," Ressler said. "To find a school where they're really nurturing the children as the people they are going to become, instead of just educating them, it's very appealing."

For the past two decades, supporters of Quaker education discussed opening an elementary or a high school in the Chicago area, but none had seriously pursued it, Robinson said. He helped spark the effort in 2007 after finding no sense of community among parents, students and teachers at the public school where his daughter attended kindergarten.

Robinson recalled being troubled that he and his wife had no telephone numbers for any of the other parents though it was several weeks into the school year. He also was concerned the teachers were too focused on test results instead of learning.

"It's really hard to have an interactive experience with the teacher and the school in that sort of an environment," Robinson said.

After a couple of years discussing the school's mission and philosophy, a group that included Robinson began focusing on finding staff and a building and creating the application process. They are in the process of finalizing an agreement to lease a building. 

School officials estimate tuition would be about $10,000, with discounts for siblings, and some students would get financial assistance. Fundraising, including donations from individuals, would bolster the school's budget.

Robinson said the school has targeted recruitment efforts on the North Side and nearby suburbs, reaching out to churches and parent organizations.

"We know that the school is not going to be a school populated with Quakers. There just aren't that many of them," Robinson said. The Friends General Conference estimates that about 100,000 Quakers live in the United States. 

The Chicago Friends School is accepting applications, and officials plan to begin making admissions decisions within the next month. Although it is not required, the school plans to register with the Illinois State Board of Education before it opens and seek accreditation, Robinson said.

Some parents see the Friends School as a needed alternative to the North Side's public and private schools.

"I have a daughter who is not at all competitive, and in public schools, there's just such an important focus on competition instead of cooperation," said Rogers Park resident Jessica Zar, who is a single mother of a 3-year-old girl. "I really don't want to send her to a school where her education is going to be focused on competition instead of learning from her (peers)."

Hurst attended a Quaker school for one year of high school, and remembers the environment was open, tolerant and inclusive, even though he wasn't a Quaker. 

"The Quaker worldview is just appealing to me. Quakers are charitable, and the whole notion of peace and charity and the way that plays in terms of what they are trying to impart to school-age kids resonates with me," Hurst said. "It's the one kind of religious-affiliated school that I don't think my wife or I would have an issue with."
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