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From left, Devonte Green, 9; Brandon McKnight, 9; De’Marcus Morris, 12; Jermaine Marshall, 9; Destiney Smith, 11; and Jacquese Crosby, 10, at a practice at Jenner Academy of the Arts.

Getting a foothold on the future
Soccer program demands
more than just dribbles
from its young players
By Barbara Mahany
TRIBUNE REPORTER

T

he squawking on the radio insists
it’s only 10 degrees. The sky, just
past dawn, is a rosy-fingered fist
reaching from the icy lake toward
the blue-black of night escaping not
far beyond the smokestacks in the west.
All through the red-brick high-rises of
Cabrini-Green, what’s left of the public housing towers on Chicago’s Near North Side,
nearly two dozen little heads are lifting off of
pillows; cell phones, set to ring at 6, are going off in a cacophony of bells and hip-hop.
But farther west, nearly 11 miles from
Cabrini, standing at a West Side bus stop in
the almost-dark, Destiney Smith, an 11-yearold 5th grader, is already up and searching
for the headlights of the No. 70 Division bus
that will take her, and her 8th-grade brother,
to where all these groggy early birds are
headed: the upstairs gym at Edward Jenner
Academy of the Arts, where, three times a
week, kids ages 6 to 12 learn a thing or two
about a dribble and a sweet spot, but even
more about how to live their lives.

Really wanting it
You’ve got to really want to play—the game
of soccer, yes, but more so the game of life—
to put up with cold and dark and the CTA,
morning after morning, nearly all year
round.
“They make me feel like he wants us to be
in his soccer team. He wants us to do something with our life,” says Destiney, trying to
catch her breath after an early-morning
sprint in the gym. “We shouldn’t be here for
no reason. I want to make it to the real
leagues.”
“He” is coach Dan Isherwood, co-founder
and co-executive director of Urban Initiatives, the before- and after-school soccer
program he devised along with Jim Dower,
whom he met the first day of soccer tryouts
in 1994 at Loyola Academy in Wilmette.
Somehow along the way, Coach “Ish” and
Coach “D” stumbled on this unlikely equation: Inner-city kids plus soccer plus unswerving dedication equals promise,
squared. And a chance to beat some scary

Healthy snacks are part of the program, as
John Bouyer demonstrates.

John Bouyer, 8, dribbles down the court at practice, held indoors during the winter.

‘If they’re not wide awake
when they come to school,
they’re awake when they
leave Coach Ish’s class.’
—Lorean Walker, mother of an Urban
Initiatives soccer player

Coach D (Jim Dower) talks with
Jaylan Robinson, 10, during
snacktime.

odds, besides.
The core of the 5-year-old program, now in
six city schools, is the “work-to-play” initiative. The roughly 180 kids have to prove
themselves each week in the classroom, at
practice and at home to be able to get in the
game each Friday afternoon against another
team in the program.
And it is all the brainchild of Coaches Ish
and D, two 27-year-old scrubbed-faced white
guys who admit to sitting up nights worry-

Cold gym, no gym
ing about the kids, schlepping fruit by the
bushel, scrounging for equipment, lacing
talk with words like “responsibility” and
“respect” and “I am proud of you for ... [fill
in the blank].”
“He’s a brother-uncle-father to me. Like in
areas of my life where I fall short, he gives
me motivation,” says Dequandre Williams, a
14-year-old who played on Coach Ish’s team
and now helps coach the younger Jenner
kids. “He says, ‘I know you can do better. I’ve
seen you on the field. I know what’s inside
you.’ ”

Breakfast and some ball

Coach Ish (Dan Isherwood) makes a point with Jermain Marshall, 9 (left).

sons. Neither coach drew a paycheck, besides the $84 a week for substitute teaching.
They took turns buying granola bars, apples
and juice boxes for the kids, who often were
coming to school with empty bellies. Dower
lived in his parents’ basement; Isherwood,
who grew up in Edison Park on the Far
Northwest Side, sometimes crashed at
Dower’s.
“We were starry-eyed from the start,” says
Dower, the first of four James Dowers in 115
years, he says, who has not practiced law.
Mostly these days, Dower is the coach/big
brother to the soccer players at Schiller Elementary School, also in Cabrini-Green. Like
Isherwood, he spends the rest of his day
checking in on kids at all six schools. But
nowadays, he and Isherwood are backed up
by some 30 volunteers; more than a few, kids
who’ve outgrown the team but still help out.
And the program is now funded through
grants, donations and a few really big hearts.
“Once you get to know the kids, and know
the potential, that’s the underlying reason,”
says Isherwood. “Otherwise why get up at
6:30? Why go to Stanley’s to buy fruit by the
carton? Why work for free for three years?
You set the bar high enough, they’ll meet it.”

Back in 2002, just graduated from the University of Iowa, Isherwood and Dower were
substitute teaching in the Chicago public
schools. Dower, who grew up in Lincoln
Park, got a call the first day on the job telling
him to report for duty to the Byrd Academy.
There, he found a place where the kids
were in desperate need of somewhere to let
off steam. And absorb a few essential life
skills, besides. Oh, and grab some breakfast
too.
Encouraged by Byrd’s then-principal,
Joseph Gardner, the two coaches showed up
with a bag of balls and five kids in a muddy
patch of so-called park one chilly spring
morning. From schoolroom windows, a host
of seasoned teachers kept raised eyebrows
trained on that sorry lot.
After six months, when they were still
running drills starting at 7:30 every morning, the skeptics realized the coaches and the
sweet spots were there to stay.
For the first three years, it was a no-profitwhatsoever operation. In fact, it was 100
percent out-of-pocket for the first two sea-

The obstacles, still, are enough to trip up a
less-determined duo. The furnace in the gym
at Schiller went cold in early February and
hasn’t yet been fixed. One school has no
gym, so the soccer takes place on the auditorium stage during winter season.
But the upsides beat the downsides, every
time.
“It’s really exhilarating to see the moves
that they have that we didn’t know they
have,” says Lorean Walker, looking on as her
8-year-old Jamerica Cox huffs and puffs
around the court at Jenner. “In the playground, they basically jump rope or ride the
slide. ... If they’re not wide awake when they
come to school, they’re awake when they
leave Coach Ish’s class.
“He’s a child at heart,” she says, nodding
toward Coach Ish across the gym. “He reaches them. They respect him. Look at their
smiles.”
And it doesn’t stop on the sidelines.
Listen again to Dequandre Williams, the
8th grader now helping coach. He’s a kid
who, during his three soccer-playing years,
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 Mayor
Richard Daley and who finds “amazing
sounds” coming from his saxophone—
thanks, he says, to his soccer conditioning.
Before soccer, he expected he’d have “a
good life, maybe open a restaurant.” Now, he
says, “I realized I could be somebody great in
life. ... Coach Ish helped me develop an
understanding of life where if I really put my
mind to it, I can do it. No matter what it is.”
To help, call Urban Initiatives at 312-715-1763
or visit urbaninitiatives.org.
bmahany@tribune.com

