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On the cover: 

After one year in the VOCEL 
Child Parent Academy with her 
parents Sarah and Michael, 
2-year-old Sophia-Loren 
enrolled in the founding Toddler 
classroom at VOCEL’s Early 
Learning Center.

“The first five years 
have so much to do 
with the how the 
next 80 turn out.”
BILL GATES, SR.
Chairman, Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation



When 90% of a child’s brain is formed  
by age 5, there’s no time to waste. 

In this 2017 Impact Report, we are pleased to highlight how your 
generosity has helped us fulfill our commitment to help young children 
succeed in school and thrive in life. As former U.S. Secretary of 
Education Arne Duncan said at our 2017 Early Expressions Luncheon, 
“Not equipping children for kindergarten is almost like dooming them to 
failure.” With 95 percent of our students graduating kindergarten-ready, 
you can be confident that your investment in VOCEL’s children is helping 
shatter this inequity. 

With our city at a crossroads, we believe our work is more important 
than ever. As 2018 begins, we’re excited to continue to grow our team 
of exemplary educators, continue incorporating technology to harness 
powerful data, expand our bilingual outreach to more families, and 
empower more parents to use our techniques at home. 

Yes, we know that children born into poverty have the odds stacked 
against them and that the families we serve often face extraordinary 
circumstances. But with your continued support, know we are uncovering 
new approaches to shift this trajectory and making a profound difference 
in the lives of young children and families in Chicago.

Barbara Koren   Kelly Lambrinatos 
Chairman of the Board  Executive Director, Co-Founder
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How VOCEL stacks up
VOCEL’s language-first approach equips children with the tools 
they need to succeed in school and beyond. All children in our 
Early Learning Center wear LENA Digital Language Processors 
every week to track their expressive communications. We use 
this data to track student progress and measure our outcomes.

2,529
words per hour
The average number 
of words VOCEL 
preschoolers hear from 
teachers and volunteers, 
exceeding the 99th 
percentile in LENA’s 
normative sample set. 

335
vocalizations  
per hour
The average number of 
vocalizations VOCEL 
preschoolers make, 
exceeding the 87th 
percentile in LENA’s 
normative sample set.

99
exchanges  
per hour
The average number of 
back-and-forth exchanges 
VOCEL preschoolers have 
in conversations with 
adults, exceeding the 
97th percentile in LENA’s 
normative sample set.
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VOCEL Early  
Learning Center
LAUNCHED 2014

VOCEL Child Parent 
Academy
LAUNCHED 2016

Full-day, year-round program for 
children 15 months to 5 years old

All parents are employed, in school,  
or working to get there

100% of families served are low  
income, with 68% living below the 
federal poverty level*

Housed in new state-of-the-art facility  
in the Austin neighborhood

10-month early learning accelerator for 
parents, caregivers, and their children 
up to 5 years old

82% of families served are low income, 
with the great majority (76%) living 
below the federal poverty level*

Operating in two schools in the  
Belmont Cragin and West Humboldt 
Park neighborhoods

Merge private  
sector best practices 
with leading-edge  
research and 
educational 
methodologies.

Cast a wide lens 
on the problem: 

brain science, 
demographics, family 

dynamics, economics.

Deliver unprecedented 
quality, service, execution, 

and outcomes.

VOCEL’S
UNIQUE 

APPROACH

GUIDED BY OUR FOUNDATIONAL DRIVERS

We’re working to raise the  
bar in early education
Our innovative approach is rooted in language development, parent 
coaching, and an open, intentional teaching style. In 2017, we expanded  
our programs to reach more families in underserved communities, as well 
as moved our Early Learning Center to a new, state-of-the-art facility.

Outcomes-driven 
programming

Top-notch  
human capital 

Continuous, 
strategic innovation

Evaluation and 
responsible growth

PROGRAMS THAT MEET CHILDREN  
AND PARENTS WHERE THEY ARE 

*The federal poverty level for a family of four is $24,600. VOCEL defines “low-income” as an annual income at 
or below 185% of the federal poverty level, or $45,510 for a family of four.
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Discovery
3-year-old Trinity explores 

on her own, developing 
inquiry skills that will 

continue to foster 
independent learning.

Socialization
2-year-olds Sophia and 

Janiyah partner together 
in their play, building 

language and social skills.

A continuum of learning  
and development
In 2017, VOCEL expanded its Early Learning Center to 
serve children as young as 15 months old. Our programs 
adapt to each child’s developmental milestones to 
promote discovery and growth.
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Collaboration  
& Negotiation
Our oldest students 

collaborate to problem solve 
and often negotiate ideas, 
plans, and approaches to 
their play and exploration.

The End Result
Young children equipped 

for kindergarten and 
beyond—ready to start 
their formal educational 
experiences on track and 

prepared to succeed.
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“
Claire’s Story
I joined the VCPA shortly after moving to my new 
neighborhood. The overwhelming support I’ve received 
and techniques I’ve learned have helped me at home with 
my fun-loving, rebellious son. Most importantly, I’ve found 
a community of people I can grow with as a parent.” 
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How we’re empowering  
children’s first teachers
With the VOCEL Child Parent Academy (VCPA), we are able to share the 
same tools and approaches we use in our Early Learning Center with 
parents and other primary caregivers for children under age 5. In 2017 
we grew the VCPA to the Belmont Cragin and West Humboldt Park 
neighborhoods, expanding our reach to more underserved communities. 

AFTER MEETING TWICE A WEEK FOR  
10 MONTHS PARENTS REPORTED:

89%
had more support

The great majority felt 
they had more support 
from other parents by 

the end of the program.

100%
would recommend

All said they would 
recommend the VCPA to 
other parents of young 

children.

100%
learned more

All said their knowledge 
of their child’s language 

and social-emotional 
development increased.

Parent-Child Classes
Parents observe how 
teachers interact with 

children, focusing on key 
social, emotional, cognitive, 

and language skills.
Discussion Groups

Parents learn about their 
child’s brain development 

and discuss parenting 
challenges with a Family 

Support Specialist.

Coffee Chats
Parents set goals and 
celebrate progress in 
friendly one-on-one 

conversations at the outset 
and close of each session.

Brain Bags
Families receive books and 
learning tools to support 

parent-child interaction at 
home and on-the-go.

Parent Support Texts
Daily customized cues  

aimed at leveraging everyday 
moments to optimize 
learning and growth.

A multi-generational, 
community-based early 

learning accelerator

THE VCPA MODEL
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Moments and events from  
the past year that your support 
made possible

We ran and jumped 
outside every day. 
Students love the play 
atrium at our new Early 
Learning Center in 
the Austin community 
where safe outdoor 
space is a rarity.

More than 100 business, 
civic, and social sector leaders 
visited our programs to learn 
about our strategic model.
We shared our innovative language-
first approach with education 
advocates from across the country, 
including California and New York.

We shared our impact with  
235 educators and advocates  
at 6 conferences. 
We’re committed to contributing to the 
early education field and learning from 
our peers across our city and nationally. 

More than 82 children and 
parents grew stronger.
While the focus of our Child Parent 
Academy is on the youngest 
children, there is promising evidence 
that relationships with all children 
improved regardless of age.

We became an 
official partner 
of the new LENA 
Grow™.
Our teachers are 
tracking children’s 
communication growth 
and incorporating 
powerful data into  
their practice.

In partnership with 
Children’s Research 
Triangle, we brought 
counseling services 
to VOCEL families.
Our full-time Family 
Support Specialist 
uses trauma-informed 
techniques in her work 
with kids and families.
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Financials
For the fiscal year running September 2016 through August 2017. 
Audited statements available on request.

On November 15, 2017 we welcomed Arne Duncan for a thoughtful 
conversation on how early childhood education will impact 
Chicago’s future. More than 500 early education proponents 
attended our third annual Early Expressions Luncheon to hear from 
the former U.S. Secretary of Education on how investing in our 

youngest children is critical to our city. 

During the 2016-2017 school 
year VOCEL relocated to its new 
home in the Austin community. 
VOCEL’s staff was lean and 
many human capital resources 
were dedicated to the successful 
transition and licensing of the 
new facility. Program expense 
allocations are expected to be 
above 70 percent in 2018.

57%

61%
25%

14%

19%

15%

Individuals

Special Events

Fundraising

Administration

In-kind 4%

Program 5% 

Foundations  
& Corporations

Programs

REVENUE BY CATEGORY

EXPENSES BY CATEGORY

GROWING A TRADITION: OUR 3RD ANNUAL EARLY EXPRESSIONS LUNCHEON
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$100,000+ 
IMC* 

$50,000–99,000 
The Crown Family* 

$25,000–49,999 
Cook County Justice Advisory 

Council 
Mary & Paul Finnegan
Finnegan Family Foundation
Lindy & Michael Keiser
Lincoln Park Preschool  

& Kindergarten* 
The John Buck Company 

Foundation 

$10,000–24,999 
Bright Promises Foundation 
Lindy Hirschsohn & Chris 

Coetzee*
GEM Realty Capital 
Houlihan Lokey 
Barbara Koren
Tom & Sally Powers

$5,000–9,999 
Char & Larry Damron
Patricia & Jerry Fellows
Brian Jansen & Jennifer Funk
Ben & Jesse Ilhardt
William McIntosh
Skender Foundation 
Ellen Morgan & Sheldon Zenner

$2,500–4,999 
Anonymous 
Central Building & Preservation 
Paul Gearen
Lawrence & Winnie Kearns
Dana Keiser & Adam Levy
Latham & Watkins 
Robert R. McCormick Foundation
Miske Family Charitable 

Foundation 
Charlie Osweiler
Anne & Marcus Wedner

$1,000–2,499 
Margaret & Anan Abu Taleb
Arthur J. Gallagher 
Tom & Tracy Brooker
Mary Louise Burns
Ann Byrne
Amy & Gabe Cahill
Brian & Zada Clarke
Kevin & Linda Conway
Lawrence & Caroline Eagles
Jon & Valencia Fellows
The Fogelson Family Foundation
Fox, Swibel, Levin & Carroll, LLP 
Edward Garrity
Jim Gearen
Ellen Goldrick
Keith Goldstein
Good Heart Work Smart 

Foundation 
Mary Lee Gosz
Debra & Jordan Hadelman
Louis & Meredith Hellebusch
Nicole & Scott Jackson
Tehmina Jauhar
Cecily & Arthur Kaz
Chris & Biz Keiser
KPMG 
Jack & Rebecca Krasaeath
Michael & Barbara Lauesen
Mike & Carolyn Laughlin
Lagunitas Brewery 
Macquarie Foundation 
Mark & Sandy McLaughlin
Linda Miner
New Prospect Foundation 
Linda & Stephen Patton
Ashley Pletz

Tom & Susan Pluss
Navid Rahgozar
Viki & Tom Rivkin
Sagalyn Family Foundation 
Susan Toth
Wheeler Kearns Architects 
Wintrust 
Ronna Zoll

$500–999 
Matt & Colleen Bogue
Donna Carroll
The Dailey Method
First Congregational Church of 

Western Springs, Women’s 
Society Board 

Heather Geon
Molly Gilles
Nancy Hanson
Julie & Stephen Hellebusch
Patti Henderson
Mary Ellen Hennessy
Kent & Lora Ilhardt
Frank Karl
Kayne Anderson Capital Advisors 
Lisa & Doug Klotnia
Adeline Koren
Kelly & Jerry Lambrinatos
Myrtis & Martin Meyer
Christopher & Amanda Miller
Jens A. Millings
Mary Beth Rooney
Ellen Rosen
Ryan Sandahl
Lisa & Philip Saran
Reed Snellenbarger
John Tobin
Andrew & Kathleen Turnbull
John & Marcia Volk
Donna & Dirk Vos
Jennifer Warden

$250–499 
Jean & Tony Barbato
Lee Benisek
Catherine Benjamin
Mary Ellen Callow
Ian Coelho
Yvonne Coelho

Annual Contributors 
Gifts received September 1, 2016 to August 31, 2017.  
Annual gifts support the programs and operations of VOCEL.

*Indicates part of a multi-year gift
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Jennifer Edgcomb
Nancy Erikson
Andrew & Lisa Falconer
Brian & Elizabeth Farmer
First Presbyterian Church of 

LaGrange 
Ann Flosi
Mari Franklin
Maureen Shinners Gearen  

& John P. Gearen
Gwen Gilles
Cathy & Ethan Kahn
Barbara Markoff-Eggener
Brooke Nelson
Mary Beth Rampolla
Cailie & Jeff Ryan
John Schmidt
Sandra Sterling
Susan Stone

Lawrence Sullivan
Marjorie Sutton
Patti & Scott Swakow
Stephanie Thai
Jessica Turner
Lisa Wiersma
Mary Yang

$100–249 
Lisa Allen
AmazonSmile 
Anonymous 
Jordan Barhill
Catherine Barnhart
Alejandra Belmonte
Jennifer Benson
Nora Berdelle
Deborah Brown
Cymone Card
Ann Carstensen
Jenelle Chalmers
Marilyn Cummins
Diana Dempster
Doug & Sue DeRock
Jessica Diamond
Stephen & Kristine Dieter

Daphne Dolan
Cynthia Dvorak
Lisa Economos
Joshua Edgar
Barbara Elmer
Deanna Farinas Deleon
Anne Fisher
Melissa Frazin
Rachael & Jonathan Fritz
Karen & Ken Gardstrom
John J. & Ann Gearen
William Godwin
Melanie Gonzalez
Mary Grawe
Kinsey Gross
Stephen Grossmark
Josh & Elena Grotto
Christina & Adam Hachikian
Janet Hanley
Janeen Hayward
Dawn Helwig
Erica Hilgart
Marlo Hines
Anna Hofrichter
Scott Humphrey
Bonnie & Doug Ilhardt
Alex Ilhardt
Illinois Action for Children 
Oren Jacobson
Janis Johnston
Dan Kaczmarek
David Kay
Preston Kendall
Heather Khalaf
Ruth Kimble
Kathleen Kolodgy
Anne Konen
Jonathan & Judy Klem
Jonathan Krogh
Lisa Kueng & Tony Green
Dick Lamm
Lisa Lantero
Phillip Lee
Collin Levy
Patricia McKee
Micro Product Sales, Inc. 
Katherine Morsch
Maureen Murphy
Jane Nolan
Jason Opoka
Kristen O’Rourke
Molly & Rob Powers
Nancy Quinn
Michael Quinn
Jeanne Reichert
Ken Rolling
Diana Rosenbrock
Matt Rubin
Steven Sandler

Amy Scattaglia
Margie Schaps
Manish Sharma
Kendall Shearer
Eric Siegel
Ross Silverman
Aaron Sims
Stacee Solotorovsky
David Stewart
Chrissy Swason
Leslie Taylor
Jamie Thomas
Bill Thomas
Maureen & Ed Van Dorn
Anita Weinberg
Roxanne Wendel
Susan Wilde
Liz & Dru Williams-Clark
Sharon Wolfson
Lucy Yang
Sue Yellen

Up to $99 
Andrew Adair
Sadie Altvater
Laura Amling
Ralph Applegate
Emily Armato
Jenna Axelrod
Bader Rutter 
Jordan Barnhill
Courtney Bates
Kelly Beatty
Nicki Berg
Brianne Blakey
Andrew Born
Beth Bracco
Alan Bromberg
Glenn Brooker
Zena Burns
Margaret Butsback
Allison Cipolla
Kathleen Clark
Laura Clementi
Jason Coelho
Ronald Coelho
Gaby Coetzee
Laura Colar
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Kelsey Cramer
Rob Crawford
Claire Cullen
Marilyn Cummins
Pete DeBruin
Jennifer DeCilles
Daniel Derks
Amber Dudley
Ryan Dwyer
Brett Elkins
Jacqueline Endres
Yesenia Espinoza
Steve Fiffer
Edward Finegold
Linda Fisher
Laura Friesema
Adrienne Furstenau
Jacqueline Gaines
Michael Gallagher
Brandon Garcia
Terri Gartenberg
Dana Giannelli
Bob Gorman

Brittany Graham
Brittany Graunke
Russell Greenblatt
Carli Gribov
Jack Gross
Grace Grundhoefer
Yvonne Hangsterfer
Jenna Harris
Katie Hollerbach
Jimmy Holloran
Jeffrey Hufford
Siobhan Hunter
Kayleigh Iatarola
Adrienne Irmer
Allison Jack 
Safiyah Jackson
Aviva Jacobs
Amir Javaid
Liz Kaiser
Carter Kennedy
Wyatt Kondras
Annie Krieg
Madeleine Kuczora

Stephanie Landry
Rachel & Phil Linduska
Quentin Maguire
Ally Malloy
Margaret Martinotti
John Masuga
Rachel Mayo
Beth McCracken
Cody McCray
John McGowan
Jennifer McGowan
Brittney McIngvale
Maya Miller
Gian Moise
Hayley Monahan
Kristen Morphew
Rohini Muralidharan
Jenny Napier
Katie Napleton
Scott Nowicki
Christina Nugent
Marisa O’Donnell
Jodiann & Edward Pacer
Douglas Palmer
Vikas Patel
Adam Patinkin
Joya Paul
Cynthia Paulauskas
PEO Sisterhood Chapter Di 
Mario Perez
Annie Peyer
Jacob Polansky
Ellie Port
Ann Pusczan
Kristen Quinn
Michael Quinn
Sinthu Ramalingam
Sarah Rassey
Lisa Marie Repshas
Therese Rigas
Paul Riskus
Mary Joyce Robbins
Luis Rodriguez
Vibeke Roesch
Mathew Rogers
Kiki Rohde
Jennifer Rotter
Lauren Sanborn
Carolyn Saper
Daniel Sarther
Heather Scarpace
Alana Schmelter
Elizabeth Schneckenburger
Jim Schumacker
Raymond Sciuckas
Bianca Severino
Ashwin Shetty
Kathryn Stack
Sarah Stevens

Marissa Strassel
Ann Marie Suter
Jim Swakow
Lizzie Terry Dolan
Eric Thomas
Steven Thomas
Luke Trejo
Keven Trinidad
FangYu Tseng
Olivia Tuck
Joan Waldron
Carly Wallace
Jessica Walradt
Marian Walsh
Bob Walsh
Alexander Wildes
Lauren Wiley
Elizabeth Winnen
Brendan Wolf
Kathleen Wren Phelan
Mike Yoder
Jessica Zander

In-Kind Support 
Marilou Allen
Chelsea Chrisman
Zada Clarke
Jolene Crittenden
Sarah Dickerson
Kim Everaents
Jennifer Fendton
Rekha Harting
Lisa Klotnia
Pete & Nancy Myers
Sarah Ouimette
Patty Vaughn
Sarah Vossoughi
Marianne Warren
Houlihan Lokey 
The Taproom at Lagunitas 

Brewing Company 
VSA Partners 
Wildwood Photography
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Board of Directors
Barbara Koren 
Chairman 
The Edwards Consulting Group

Erin Amico 
VSA Partners

Amy Cahill 
Educator & Non-Profit Leader

Charlotte Damron 
Damron Associates 

Jonathon Fellows 
DiMeo Schneider & Associates

Louis Hellebusch 
GEM Realty Capital, Inc.

Lindy Hirschsohn 
The Boston Consulting  
Group 
Alumna Partner

Jesse Ilhardt 
VOCEL

Nicole Jackson* 
Educator

Safiyah Jackson 
Robert R. McCormick 
Foundation

Dana Keiser* 
Early Childhood Education 
Consultant

Lisa Kueng 
Invesco

Jack Krasaeath 
Diversey Capital

Kelly Lambrinatos 
VOCEL

Ellen Morgan 
Northwestern School of Law 
Former Dean

Ashley Pletz 
The Primary School

*Indicates a board member who 
completed their term during 2017

Staff
Kelly Lambrinatos 
Executive Director, Co-Founder

Jesse Ilhardt 
Director of Program  
& Development, Co-Founder

Ruth Alexander 
Lead Teacher

Krista Brennan 
Lead Teacher

Nekeda Confer 
Assistant Director

Jamie Huenink 
Family Support Specialist

Bernie Hughes 
Assistant Teacher

Darri Johnson 
Food Service Worker

Brittanie LaCour 
Program Assistant

Rachel Mayo 
Lead Teacher

Nelly Pineda 
Lead Teacher

Kiara Richardson 
Assistant Teacher

Ruby Rodriguez 
VCPA Bilingual Assistant

Jamie Thomas 
Director of Program  
& Operations

Kinya Willaby 
VCPA Lead Teacher

Volunteers

Sarah Dickerson
Molly Gilles
Christina Hachikian
Cathy Kahn
Carolyn Laughlin
Amy Manelli
Sarah Maxfield 
Tom Powers
Viki Rivkin
Annemarie Spitz
Sarah Stevens

Locations

VOCEL HEADQUARTERS 
AUSTIN

VOCEL Early Learning Center 
5317 West Chicago Avenue 
Chicago, Illinois 60651

BELMONT CRAGIN 

VOCEL Child Parent Academy 
The Chicago Academy 
Elementary School  
3400 North Austin Avenue 
Chicago, Illinois 60634

WEST HUMBOLDT PARK 

VOCEL Child Parent Academy  
Piccolo School of Excellence 
1040 North Keeler Avenue 
Chicago, Illinois 60651

All photographs courtesy of Sarah Dickerson, Wildwood Photography



5317 West Chicago Avenue
Chicago, Illinois 60651
(773) 887 3736 • VOCEL.org

Redefining early childhood 
education, child by child, 
parent by parent.

VOCEL is a 501(c)(3) organization.  
All contributions are tax-deductible  
to the fullest extent of the law.

It may look like just play, but millions 
of neural connections are formed every 
second of a child’s first three years of 
life. This brain development is supported 
by interactivity – child’s interactions 
with adults, with peers, and with the 
environment around them. 

At VOCEL, we capitalize on this window 
of rapid development and provide children 
with the supports they need to succeed in 
school and thrive in life.


