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  Before the start of the meal, Will Pruitt, 
the volunteer coordinator and one of the 
founders of this small, grass-roots organization, 
welcomes guests and introduces his volunteers. 
 “These are students from the Latin School,” 
Pruitt said. “You probably know some of them 
already. They don’t have to be here. They could 
choose to be anywhere else. They’re good kids. 
One day, these kids are going to be the movers 
and shakers, and they’ll remember coming here 
and know that folks who have needs are not so 
different from them.” 
 2 Li’l Fishes is one of more than two dozen 
organizations that have been working with 
Latin as part of the Uptown Community 
Partnership, and Pruitt feels genuine affection 
for the students with whom he has worked. 
He fondly recalls the quiet boy who, after 
watching closely a few times, was able to 
basically run the kitchen for the years he 
volunteered, or the girl who showed up one 
day and cooked the best baked chicken anyone 
could remember, or the Latin family who  
came on Christmas to help out. 
 For the Latin students who have volunteered 
at 2 Li’l Fishes repeatedly, the warm feelings 
are mutual. “Everyone here is really nice,” 
said Danny DeGraff  ’16, who comes to 2 Li’l 
Fishes with a small group of his friends.  
“You see the same people, and it feels good 

when they start 
recognizing you.”
     According to Sarah 
Bunger, Latin’s service 
learning coordinator, the 
experience is especially 
enriching because of the 
lessons that Pruitt and 

Isaac Barrantine, the program’s director, can 
teach students. Both men were at one time 
homeless and relied on organizations such as  
2 Li’l Fishes. 
 “They have a very sympathetic, 
comprehensive understanding of why the 
people who are there, are there.” Bunger 
believes students cannot walk away from 
their interactions with Pruitt and Barrantine 
without a more empathetic view. “It is pretty 
difficult to talk to Will or Isaac for any 
amount of time and think they are anything 
but amazing people. They can dismantle any 
preconceived notions about homeless people 
much better than I ever could in a service 
learning class,” she said. 
 When Latin launched the Uptown 
Partnership in 2012, it was these kinds of 
connections and relationships – that serve both 
the needs of the neighborhood and provide 
meaningful opportunities for Latin students at 
all grade levels to engage with the community 
– that Head of School Randall Dunn and 
the school’s Service Learning Committee 
envisioned. Shortly after he arrived at Latin, 
Dunn asked Bunger and Director of Student 
Life Tim Cronister to form a committee of 
faculty and staff that would review the school’s 
service learning program, articulate what 
community service at Latin should look like 
and come up with road map for getting there. 
  “We want this to be a school where service 
is embedded in our ethos, where it is an 
organic part of our curriculum,” Bunger 
said, explaining the consensus to which the 
committee quickly came. “The ideal would be 
that when teachers get hired or when students 
apply, they know this is a service school.” 

It’s midday Sunday in the basement of the Preston Bradley Center  
in Uptown, and the lunch rush is under way. Baked chicken is 
roasting in the oven, mashed potatoes are on the stove, and volunteers 
are milling about setting tables, prepping the lemonade and cutting 
vegetables as they get ready to serve meals to about 65 hungry and  
at-risk neighbors of 2 Li’l Fishes.

“One day, these kids are going to 
be the movers and shakers, and 

they’ll remember coming here and 
know that folks who have needs 
are not so different from them.”

– Will Pruitt
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“We want this to be a school 
where service is embedded in 
our ethos, where it is an organic 
part of our curriculum.”

– Sarah Bunger

 The committee 
concluded that 
a long-term 
partnership with a 
community where 
there are a diversity 
of needs would 
allow the school 
to build a sustainable program, rich with 
opportunities for faculty in all three divisions 
to integrate community engagement with 
their curriculum. Uptown was a logical choice 
because of proximity and because Latin already 
had some longstanding relationships in the 
neighborhood with McCutcheon Elementary 
School, where middle school students have 
had reading buddies since 1996, and Uptown 

Baptist Church Soup Kitchen, where families 
have participated in the school’s Martin 
Luther King Day of Service for more than 
a decade. As one of the city’s most diverse 
neighborhoods with a large population of 
recent immigrants, Uptown also offered 
great learning opportunities. 
     Over the last two years, Latin has  
partnered with community groups, 
schools, shelters, soup kitchens and  
organizations that serve children, 
the elderly and people with 
disabilities in a variety of ways. 

The ties to McCutcheon and 
support from the 46th ward 
alderman’s office helped the 
school gain a foothold. Personal 

connections that Latin 
families, faculty and  

staff brought with  
them broadened 

Latin’s reach. 
Parents, in 

particular, 
have supported  

the partnership  
by inviting Latin to 

join volunteer efforts in 
the community in which they  

were already involved. 

Uptown Partnership

$
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participating, and Finkle, who was now a 
curriculum coordinator, brought together 75 
or so of her reading students from different 
grades to pair up with the Latin buddies. 
Between visits, the Latin kids raised money 
for books to give to their buddies or collected 
school and art supplies. Behind the scenes, 
Finkle and Houck wrote grant proposals, 
middle school librarian Barb Etchingham 
culled her collection for books to donate, 
and a core group of middle school faculty 
made gathering much-needed resources for 
McCutcheon a priority. Latin’s IT Department 
provided used computers and technical 
support for the school. As budget cuts 
eliminated programs like art at McCutcheon, 
these efforts became even more important. 
    Nineteen years later, Houck and Finkle, 
who is now a middle school teacher at Latin, 
are as committed as ever to the McCutcheon 
partnership. The enduring relationship has 
touched the lives of countless students and 

 It was 1995, and English 
teachers Andrea Finkle  
and Mary Jo Houck were 
taking a poetry class 
together at Northeastern 
Illinois University as part 
of their work toward 
master’s degrees in reading 
education. 
 “We were having a 
conversation about where  
we worked, and at some 
point one of us said. ‘We 
should do something to 
connect our kids,’” said 
Houck, who taught sixth 
grade at Latin at the time. 
Finkle was a second and 
third grade teacher at 
McCutcheon Elementary 
School, an underserved 
public school in the Uptown neighborhood. 
“We both saw how much the other person 
was invested in reading with her kids,” Houck 
continued. “I think that is what connected us, 
the passion for what we were doing.”
 Their goal was to find ways to bring literature 
to life for their students by having them share  
in the experience of reading. Within a few months  
of their initial conversation, Houck was able to 
bring her class of sixth graders to McCutcheon 
to pair up with Finkle’s class of third graders as 
reading buddies for the first time. 
  Over the next years, Houck brought her 
sixth grade class to McCutcheon three or 
four times a year for a day. Sometimes Finkle 
brought her class to Latin. Students worked 
on reading and writing activities with their 
buddies, played games, did arts and  
crafts, and ate lunch together. They built 
friendships. Later, when Houck became a 
team leader, the entire sixth grade began 

Teachers’ shared love of reading 
binds students and schools

Mary Jo Houck and Andrea Finkle
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teachers at both schools. When Latin launched 
the Uptown Partnership in 2012, the work 
done at McCutcheon was an inspiration, and 
the connections made over nearly two decades 
served as a springboard for introducing the 
school to the neighborhood. 
  In addition to the sixth grade reading 
buddies, Finkle, who came to Latin in 2012, 
and Houck currently lead a weekly after-school 
tutoring program at McCutcheon for which 
middle and upper school students volunteer. 
 The partnership has been rewarding for 
students at both schools. According to  
Finkle, students at McCutcheon benefit  
greatly from the one-on-one attention and  
the consistency of having the same buddies  
and tutors. Meanwhile, Latin students are 
learning important skills like how to listen 
and how to be patient and supportive. Even 
students who are not the most confident 
readers at Latin realize that they have valuable 
knowledge to share. 
 Houck and Finkle didn’t realize the impact 
the experience had on Latin students until 
Katherine Askounis ’02, a former reading 
buddy, chose to start her teaching career at 
McCutcheon and Jake Burack ’02 requested  
to work at the school for his AmeriCorps  
City Year service commitment. 

 Finkle admits that in some ways leaving 
McCutcheon to come to Latin was bittersweet 
because of the ongoing needs of the students she  
left behind. At the same time, watching Latin 
invest time and resources has felt almost miraculous. 
 In 2013, the first former McCutcheon 
student enrolled at Latin for high school. This 
fall, one McCutcheon alum will enter ninth 
grade and two will join the fifth grade. 
 “Never in a million years would I have imagined  
that a student from McCutcheon would be 
attending Latin,” Finkle said. “That wasn’t even 
a blip on the radar when we started this.”       n

 When she approaches a new neighborhood 
organization, Bunger is very clear about Latin’s 
focus on partnership. She wants organizations 
to understand that the school isn’t just going 
to swoop in to raise money or create a program 
just so students can serve, but that the school is 
hoping for meaningful, long-term connections. 
“I say to them: ‘Tell me your needs.’” Then she 
goes back to Latin and asks teachers, parents 
or students if they have ideas about how to 
support the organization’s efforts. 
 Lower school Spanish teacher Jackie Nees 
was looking for a way to engage with Uptown 
when she approached Bunger. Nees wanted 
to find a way for her fourth grade students to 
practice their conversational Spanish. Bunger 
looked around and found Goudy Elementary 
School, which has a bilingual transition 
program. Teachers there were eager to find 
ways to give their students more exposure to 

 “We both saw how much the other 
person was invested in reading with her 
kids. I think that is what connected us, 
the passion for what we were doing.”

$
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English. In the fall, Latin’s fourth graders 
practiced their Spanish by Skyping with a 
classroom of third grade students at Goudy. 
Then this winter, the fourth graders helped 
the Goudy third graders with editing their 
English stories. The students also have been 
writing letters to each other and, during a 
recent get-together at Latin, the fourth graders 
performed stories they had written in Spanish 
for the group.
 “We felt that we wanted a fair exchange,” 
said Nees. “But honestly, they have a lot 
more to give us at the Goudy School than 
we have to give them.” Nees believes that the 
experience of interacting with native speakers 
of Spanish and the opportunity to get to 
know students from the Spanish-speaking 
world and to learn about the differences in 
their cultures has been invaluable. 
 Even just two years in, the partnership with 
Uptown is enriching the lives of both students 
and adults in the Latin community. Helping 
others, making a difference in someone’s life 
and engaging with the neighborhood have all 
been positive experiences. 
 To upper school science teacher Randall 
Carpenter, the most rewarding aspect of 
regularly accompanying the same group of 
students to Inspiration Café, an organization 
that provides restaurant-style meals to people 
in need, has been witnessing the growing  
connections between students and guests. 
 “We have a few students 
whose progress with this 
has been awesome to 

watch because they have really bought into the 
understanding that this about relationships,” 
Carpenter said, explaining that the Inspiration 
Café tradition of inviting volunteers to join 
in the meals, has played a huge role in this. 
“It’s not just about doing some hours and 
getting on with it. I have four or five students 
who know a lot of the guests by first name, 
and they look forward to seeing them and the 
guests look forward to seeing our students.”
 Carpenter, Bunger and others at the school 
hope that the relationships that students are 
building in Uptown ultimately will impact 
how they engage with the world around them 
after Latin. 
 In the meantime, it is enough for Will  
Pruitt of 2 Li’l Fishes that his volunteers are 
getting a glimpse of the lives of the people  
they are serving. 
 “There are a lot of hungry people out there,”  
Jonny Moss ’16 said, reflecting on his experience  
at 2 Li’l Fishes. “The people here look out for 
each other. They talk. They joke. They are like 
friends eating together anywhere else.”      n

“We felt that we 
wanted a fair 

exchange. But 
honestly, they have 

a lot more to give  
us at the Goudy 
School than we 

have to give them.” 


