Rochelle Lee, 1922-2009: School librarian started fund to spread the joy of reading

Ex-school official began fund to help thousands of kids

By Trevor Jensen, Chicago Tribune

October 14, 2009

Rochelle Lee spread the joy of reading to a generation of students at Mayer School in Lincoln Park.

When she stepped down as the school's librarian, a group of parents helped her extend her influence. With their backing, she started the Rochelle Lee Fund, now known as Boundless Readers. For more than 20 years, it has worked with Chicago teachers to help them find fresh ways to get kids excited about the written word.

Mrs. Lee, 86, of Evanston died Saturday, Oct. 10, at St. Francis Hospital in Evanston after a stroke, said her daughter Amy Gwilliam.

Mrs. Lee put in 21 years with the Chicago Public Schools as a librarian at Arnold Upper Grade Center and Disney Magnet School before spending about 15 years at Mayer.

Her abiding mission was to develop not just reading skills in children, but enthusiasm for reading.

"She thought that if kids could enjoy reading, it would be a lifelong asset. It would improve their quality of life forever," Gwilliam said.

Her library was open not just to students and teachers, but to members of the community. Comfortable chairs made it a place where kids enjoyed hanging out. Comic books were as welcome as fine literature if that's what caught a young reader's imagination, and she assembled multimedia packets that included cassette tapes and other materials so students could dive into a subject.

"She really believed in the idea that as long as kids were reading and enjoying, it was fine," Gwilliam said.

Parents took notice, and helped her put together the Rochelle Lee Fund.

The group wanted to help Mrs. Lee spread her ideas throughout the North Side school district, said Grace Chun, a founding board member of the organization.

Based first out of Mrs. Lee's home and later out of offices in the city's Andersonville neighborhood, the fund awarded grants to teachers that allowed them to build their classroom libraries. It also conducted workshops on ways to teach reading.

Boundless Readers today works with up to 400 elementary school teachers in about 90 schools throughout the city, reaching as many as 12,000 mostly low-income students, according to the program's literature.

"She was the impetus. She was the one with the ideas," Chun said. "She was open and friendly, welcoming, always with a smile on her face."

Mrs. Lee was well connected with civic leaders and became close with author Studs Terkel. Her requests for money and help were always direct.

"She would ask anybody for anything," Gwilliam said.

Born Rochelle Hirshman on Chicago's West Side, Mrs. Lee graduated from Farragut High School. She graduated from what is now Northern Illinois University and taught briefly in west suburban River Forest.

Her teaching career took a long hiatus while she raised a family and followed her husband as he pursued an advanced education and work in electrical engineering in the Chicago area and beyond.

She worked with the League of Women Voters in Highland Park and got a master's degree in political science from the University of Chicago.

In the late 1960s, she went back to work in the schools and got a second master's degree, this one in library sciences from Northeastern Illinois University, and found her niche as a school librarian. "We find our humanity through books," Mrs. Lee told the Tribune in 1989. "Once you get kids hooked on reading, they'll be hooked for life."

Mrs. Lee is also survived by her husband of 65 years, Howard; another daughter, Kathy; two brothers, Jerry and Ernie; a sister, Marcy Rudoy; four grandchildren; and three stepgrandchildren.

Services were held.
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