
D'Angelo Gardner didn't like it when
staff members at Urban Prep Charter
Academy for Young Men started telling
him to tuck in his shirt, pull up his
pants, straighten his tie.

He didn't like the unfamiliar feeling
of having a black man telling him what
to do at all. His father had died of a
heroin overdose when he was 9. His
mother, raising three children on her
own, hoped that the new charter school
in Englewood could teach her son how
to be a man.

"Please pick my son. We need you,"
Angela Russell scribbled several times
in the margins of his school application.

Urban Prep, Chicago's only public
all-boys high school, opened last fall
against the backdrop of nationwide
concern over the widening achievement
gap between African-American boys
and other students. On the first day of
school, the average freshman at Urban
Prep was reading at a 6th-grade level.

As the academy completes the first
year of its experiment to reverse the
abysmal high school graduation rate
among black male students—the lowest
of any group in the city—administrators
say they are getting some traction in the
classroom.

But they know that success hinges on
expanding notions of what a black man
can be: a scholar, a gentleman, a leader.

"It was very important, when we
started Urban Prep, to get the culture
right, to create a strong, positive sense
of community within the school," said

Tim King, 39, who founded the acade-
my with a group of African-American
leaders in education, business and
civics.

The Urban Prep culture is embodied
in the 18-line creed chanted every
morning during an assembly known as
Community. The creed begins and ends
with two powerful words: We believe.

As his freshman year comes to an
end, D'Angelo, 15, is starting to believe.

School's creed helps boys believe in themselves
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Top: The 150 students of Urban Prep Charter Academy 
for Young Men gather for a Community session in the
Englewood school. Right: D’Angelo Gardner considers 
a math question during class at Urban Prep.                           
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Scowling at the world
At the start of the school year, like

many of the 150 boys at Urban Prep, he
was afraid to drop the menacing mask
and swagger he uses to navigate the
streets. He thought he would have to
defend himself in the hallways.

Staff members often asked, using the
formal address that is standard at Urban
Prep, "What's wrong, Mr. Gardner?"

"Nothing. This just the way I look,"
D'Angelo replied.

The staff understands that many
Urban Prep students are on guard
against a world where streets are littered
with broken beer bottles and tiny plastic
baggies once filled with crack.

D'Angelo's mother, a custodian at an 
elementary school, worried that his
armor was wearing thin. He once con-
fided that he had thought about selling
drugs because he wanted some gym
shoes. So when she received a flier last
spring about an Urban Prep open house,
she dragged D'Angelo with her. Evan
Lewis, a recruiter for Urban Prep who

coordinated the open house, also visits
grammar schools, where he typically
asks 8th graders, "How many of you
know five black men who have been to
college?"

A sprinkling of hands shoot up, he
said.

Then he asks, "How many of you
know five black men who have been to
jail?"

Nearly every hand is raised.

Inside and outside
Once the school year began, the staff

quickly found they had to help the boys
navigate between school, where the
creed applies, and the world, where it
doesn't.

The boys' uniforms—black blazer,
white collared shirt, khaki pants, crim-
son red tie—made them targets as they
walked to and from the academy at 61st
Street and Wolcott Avenue.

They were ridiculed as "lames" and
called "gay" for attending an all-boys
school. After a series of attacks by

neighborhood boys, King and his staff
now provide shuttle buses to get their
students to CTA bus and train stops.
Most of the boys change in and out of
their uniforms in the hallway to avoid
confrontations outside school.

But even as staff members encour-
aged a reluctant D'Angelo to "drink the
Kool-Aid"—King's reference to
embracing the nonviolent creed—the

Top: Founder Tim King moderates a student council session as Walter Hall, left, raises his hand to make a point. 
Right: Greg James gets a hug from his mother, Kenya Foi, during the "Mom Prom" at Urban Prep Charter Academy
for Young Men. Tribune Photos by Terrence Antonio James  |  May 26, 2007
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teen challenged its flavor.
During a Community assembly in the

fall, Benjamin Blakeley, vice president
of student programs, implored students
to avoid confrontations with neighbor-
hood kids.

D'Angelo raised his hand and made a 
comment that surprised some adminis-
trators."How can we follow a creed
when these guys on the streets never
even heard of our creed?" D'Angelo
asked. "And in the creed it says we're
supposed to be our brothers' keeper, but
when people approached us on 63rd
Street, there were more of us than them,
[but Urban Prep] guys ran. That's not
being your brothers' keeper."

Blakeley responded, "Mr. Gardner,
understand that 'being my brothers'
keeper' entails more than being my
brothers' keeper 
physically."

Later, he told D'Angelo: "Your way is
to ball your fists up. Well, some of your
brothers have never even made a fist."

D'Angelo didn't buy it. When he and
fellow students were confronted by a
group of boys near the school several
weeks later, he stood his ground. One
neighborhood boy swung at him and

missed. D'Angelo swung back, punch-
ing him square in the nose.

'Measuring rod for cool'
King was impressed by D'Angelo's 

backbone and critical thinking as he
challenged the creed. He saw a leader in
the raw.

Teachers also noticed D'Angelo's
ability to influence.

"If Gardner says it's OK, then some of
the more troublesome students are
going to say, 'Well, OK, I guess if
Gardner says it's all right, it's all right,' "
said history teacher Dion Steele. "He
kind of acts as a measuring rod for
cool."

In November, his math teacher
announced the formation of a vocal
ensemble. At first, D'Angelo shied
away. But when a classmate said he
looked too tough to sing, D'Angelo 
tried out.

He made the cut. At the audition, he
unleashed a soulful, bold and unusually
mature tenor.

"He can use his powers for good or
for evil," said King, who often strolls
the hallways adjusting the boys' ties and
collars like a doting father.

The Pride
Eldridge Brown, a physical education

teacher, is the leader of D'Angelo's
"Pride," a small group of students who
are responsible for each other during
their four years at Urban Prep; part
homeroom, part support group.

Each morning, the Pride gathers on
the third floor of Lindblom Math and
Science Academy, the building where
Urban Prep is operating temporarily.

The Pride lines up at 8:30 a.m. sharp.
Roughhousing, gum chewing and chit-
chatting cease. Students rub the sleep

Below: Student Jamil Boldian concentrates on his studies during class at Urban Prep.
Tribune Photos by Terrence Antonio James  |  May 26, 2007
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Urban Prep Charter Academy 
for Young Men

Founded by Tim King, former head 
of Hales Franciscan High School, 
a South Side Catholic school for 
black boys

Opened Sept. 5, 2006, with 160 
freshmen selected by lottery

Mission: To provide a college-prepara-
tory education

By 2010 the school will house 
freshmen through seniors

The school is moving from its current 
location to the Englewood Campus at 
6201 S. Stewart Ave.

22 employees, most of whom are
African-American men: 10 full-time
teachers, 12 full-time administrators
and staff members

$2.25 million annual budget; nearly $1 
million from fundraising

Student demographics

60 percent of students live in the
Englewood or West Englewood 
neighborhoods.

90 percent come from single-parent 
households.

92 percent daily attendance rate.

95 percent of students are eligible 
for free or reduced lunch.



from their eyes as Dennis Lacewell,
vice president of academic programs,
takes the stage.

"How are my young, intelligent,
beautiful men this morning?" Lacewell
says.

"Fine," the Pride responds.
Students stand, sometimes grudging-

ly, as administrators honor student
achievement and admonish shortcom-
ings. Late-arrivers must recite a limer-
ick in front of their classmates, eschew-
ing tardiness.

After reciting the Urban Prep Creed,
each Pride disperses, but reconvenes
later in the day to read, eat lunch and
end their day together at 4:30 p.m.

During the last 30 minutes of the
school day, they talk about morals and
values, and typical teen stuff like how to
handle conflict. But they also talk about

forgiving absent fathers and coping with
drug-abusing parents.

"I see them more than I see my fami-
ly," said D'Angelo, who lives with his
mother and two siblings in Roseland.
"So you really don't have no choice but
to get cool with everybody."

The school's eight Prides compete for
prizes, such as pizza parties and iPods,
that are awarded to the group with the
most points. A Pride earns points based
on group projects and conduct; it loses
points when members fail to adhere to
the school's codes.

Should any of his brothers forget a
required piece of clothing, D'Angelo
keeps spare ties and collar shirts in his
locker. Sometimes he chips in money to
help his brothers rent blazers and other
items from the school.

His Pride, a motley crew of goofy,

cool, tough and smart boys, elected
D'Angelo as their student council dele-
gate in the spring.

Improvement and growth
Administrators said the number of

students who have mastered reading,
math and other skills has increased over
the year. But they won't know for sure
until they get the results of a college-
readiness test taken a couple weeks ago.

As the school year ends, D'Angelo
and the others have embraced Urban
Prep's culture.

"Fighting, that stopped," D'Angelo
said, noting a key change. "It's real easy
for me to get mad. I'm still trying to
work on that."

His mother, Angela Russell, sees him
evolving into the young man she wants
him to be, in big and small ways. He's
less "D'Lo," the boy from the neighbor-
hood, and more "Mr. Gardner."

"I knew I couldn't teach him how to
be a man," she said. "That was my
whole point of sending him to Urban
Prep, so that they could show my son
what real men do: They get up, they go
to work—not what you see on the
videos or the corner."

Copywrited, May 27, 2007, Chicago
Tribune Company. All rights reserved.
Used with permission.

For more information:  
Urban Prep Academies
420 North Wabash Street, Suite 203
Chicago, Illinois 60611
312.276.0259 
www.urbanprep.org
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Urban Prep Creed

We believe.

We are the young men of Urban Prep.

We are college bound.

We are exceptional -- not because we say it, but because we work hard at it.

We will not falter in the face of any obstacle placed before us.

We are dedicated, committed and focused.

We never succumb to mediocrity, uncertainty or fear.

We never fail because we never give up.

We make no excuses.

We choose to live honestly, nonviolently and honorably.

We respect ourselves and, in doing so, respect all people.

We have a future for which we are accountable.

We have a responsibility to our families, community and world.

We are our brothers' keepers.

We believe in ourselves.

We believe in each other.

We believe in Urban Prep.

WE BELIEVE.


