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T
he squawking on the radio insists
it's only 10 de grees. The sk y, just
past dawn, is a r osy-finger ed fist
reaching from the icy lake to ward
the b lue-blac k of night escaping not

far beyond the smok estacks in the west. 
All through the r ed-bric k high-rises of

Cabrini-Gr een, what's left of the public hous-
ing to wers on Chicago's Near North Side ,
nearl y two do zen little heads are lifting off of
pillo ws; cell phones, set to ring at 6, are go-
ing off in a cacophony of bells and hip-hop. 

But f ar ther west, near ly 11 miles fr om
Cabrini, standing at a West Side bus stop in
the almost-dark, Destiney Smith, an 11-y ear-
old 5th g rader , is alr eady up and sear ching
for the headlights of the No. 70 Division b us
tha t will take her, and her 8th-grade br other,
to w her e all these g rogg y ear ly birds ar e
headed: the upstairs gym at Ed war d Jenner
Academ y of the Ar ts, where , three times a
week, kids a ges 6 to 12 learn a thing or tw o
about a drib ble and a sweet spot, but e ven
mor e about how to li ve their li ves. 

Really wanting it
You'v e got to r eall y want to playÐthe g ame

of soccer, y es, but more so the game of lifeÐ
to put up with cold and dark and the CT A,
mor ning after morning, near ly all y ear
round.

ªT hey make me feel like he wants us to be
in his soccer team. He wants us to do some-
thing with our life,º says Destiney, trying to
catch her br eath after an ear ly-morning
sprint in the gym. ªW e shouldn't be here f or
no reason. I want to make it to the r eal
leagues.º

ªHeº is coach Dan Isherwood, co-f ounder
and co-executiv e director of Urban Initia-
tives , the bef or e- and after -school soccer
prog ram he devised along with Jim Do wer,
whom he met the first day of soccer try outs
in 1994 at Lo yola Academy in W ilmette . 

Somehow along the wa y, Coach ªIshº and
Coach ªDº stumb led on this unlik ely equa-
tion: Inner-city kids plus soccer plus un-
swerving dedication equals pr omise,
squar ed. And a chance to beat some scary

odds, besides. 
The core of the 5-y ear-old pr ogram, now in

six city sc hools , is the ªw ork-to-pla yº initia-
tive . The r oughl y 180 kids ha ve to pr ove
themselv es each week in the c lassr oom, at
practice and at home to be a ble to get in the
game each F rida y afternoon a gainst another
team in the pr ogram. 

And it is all the brainchild of Coaches Ish
and D, two 27-y ear-old scr ubbed-f aced white
guys who admit to sitting up nights w orry-

ing about the kids, sc hle pping fruit by the
bushel, scrounging for equipment, lacing
talk with w or ds like ªresponsibilityº and
ªr espectº and ªI am proud of you for ... [fill
in the blank].º 

ªHe's a br other-uncle-fa ther to me. Like in
ar eas of my life w her e I fall short, he gi ves
me moti vation,º says Dequandr e Williams , a
14-year-old who pla yed on Coach Ish's team
and now helps coach the y oung er J enner
kids . ªHe says, `I know you can do better. I'v e
seen you on the field. I know w hat's inside
you.' º 

Breakfast and some ball
Back in 2002, just g radua ted from the Uni-

versity of Iowa, Isherwood and Do wer w ere
substitute teaching in the Chicago pub lic
schools . Dower, who g rew up in Lincoln
Park, got a call the first day on the job telling
him to r epor t for duty to the Byrd Academ y. 

There , he found a place w her e the kids
wer e in desperate need of some wher e to let
of f steam. And absorb a few essential life
skills , besides. Oh, and g ra b some br eakfast
too.

Encourag ed by Byrd's then-principal,
Joseph Gar dner , the two coaches sho wed up
with a bag of balls and fi ve kids in a mudd y
patc h of so-called park one c hill y spring
mor ning. F r om schoolr oom windo ws, a host
of seasoned teachers k ept raised ey ebrows
trained on that sorry lot. 

After six months, when they w ere still
r unning drills starting at 7:30 e very mor n-
ing, the sk eptics r ealiz ed the coaches and the
sweet spots w ere there to sta y.

For the first three y ears, it was a no-pr ofit-
whatsoev er operation. In fact, it was 100
per cent out-of-poc ket for the first two sea-

sons. Neither coach dr ew a paychec k, be-
sides the $84 a week for substitute teac hing.
They took turns buying granola bars, a pples
and juice bo xes for the kids, who often w ere
coming to school with empty bellies. Do wer
liv ed in his parents' basement; Isherw ood,
who grew up in Edison P ark on the F ar
Northw est Side, sometimes crashed a t
Dower's . 

ªW e were star ry-ey ed from the start,º sa ys
Dower , the first of four James Do wers in 115
years , he says, who has not practiced la w. 

Mostl y these da ys, Dower is the coac h/big
br other to the soccer pla yers at Schiller Ele-
mentary School, also in Ca brini-Gr een. Lik e
Isherw ood, he spends the rest of his da y
checking in on kids at all six sc hools . But
nowadays , he and Isherwood ar e backed up
by some 30 volunteers; more than a fe w, kids
who'v e outg ro wn the team but still help out.
And the pr ogram is now funded thr ough
grants , donations and a few r eall y big hear ts. 

ªOnce you get to know the kids, and kno w
the potential, that's the under lying r eason,º
says Isherwood. ªOtherwise w hy get up a t
6:30? Why go to Stanley's to buy fruit by the
car ton? Why w ork for free for three y ears?
You set the bar high enough, they'll meet it.º 

Cold gym, no gym
The obstac les, still, are enough to trip up a

less-deter mined duo. The furnace in the g ym
at Schiller went cold in ear ly Febr uary and
hasn't yet been fixed. One school has no
gym, so the soccer takes place on the audito-
rium sta ge during winter season. 

But the upsides beat the do wnsides , every
time.

ªIt's r eall y exhilarating to see the mo ves
tha t they ha ve that we didn't know they
have ,º says Lorean W alker , looking on as her
8-year-old Jamerica Cox huffs and puf fs
ar ound the court at J enner . ªIn the pla y-
gr ound, they basically jump rope or ride the
slide . ... If they're not wide a wak e when they
come to school, they're a wak e when they
leav e Coach Ish's c lass.

ªHe's a child at heart,º she sa ys, nodding
towar d Coach Ish across the gym. ªHe r each-
es them. They respect him. Look at their
smiles .º 

And it doesn't stop on the sidelines. 
Listen a gain to Dequandre W illiams , the

8th grader now helping coach. He's a kid
who , during his three soccer -playing y ears,
saw his grades rise from mostly C's to all A's
and B's, who used to be too nervous to talk to
any stranger but has now spoken to Ma yor
Richar d Daley and who finds ªamazing
soundsº coming from his sax ophoneÐ
thanks , he says, to his soccer conditioning. 

Befor e soccer, he expected he'd ha ve ªa
good life, maybe open a restaurant.º No w, he
says, ªI r ealiz ed I could be somebody g reat in
life . ... Coach Ish helped me de velop an
understanding of life w her e if I r eall y put m y
mind to it, I can do it. No matter w hat it is .º

To help, call Urban Initiati ves at 312-715-1763
or visit urbaninitiatives.org .
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From le ft , Devonte Green, 9; Brandon McKnight, 9; D e'Mar cus Morris, 12; Jermaine Marshall, 9; D estine y Smith, 11; and Jac ques e Crosby , 10, at a pr actic e at Jenner A cadem y of the Arts. 

Getting a foothold on the future
Soccer program demands
more than just dribbles
from its young players

John B ouyer , 8, dribbles down the court at pr actice , held indoors during the winter .

Health y snacks are part of the pr ogr am, as
John B ouy er demons trates . 

Coach Ish (Dan Isher wood) mak es a point with Jermain Marshall, 9 (left). 

`If they're not wide awake
when they come to school,
they're awake when they
leave Coach Ish's class.'

ÐLore an Walker, mother of an Urb an
Initiative s soccer player

Coach D (Jim D ower ) talks with
Jaylan R obins on, 10, during
snacktime . 
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