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Coding catching on in K-12 schools
BY JOHN KEILMAN
CHICAGO TRIBUNE

CHICAGO — Like most
high school students, Wells
Community Academy junior
Darius Taplet doesn’t know
much about computer pro-
gramming, a skill that is in-
creasingly seen as a ticket to
the good life.

But the Chicago teen has
one advantage that peers in
wealthier school districts
don’t share: All Wells stu-
dents, whether or not they
seek out the opportunity, get
the chance to code.

“They said you could build
your own game and I said,
‘Great! Maybe I can do [game
design] in the future,’” Taplet,
17, said recently after creating
a simple Star Wars-themed
program during a schoolwide
coding event. “When I built it,
it was amazing. I never real-
ized it would come out like
that.”

Computer science is one of
the fastest-growing and most
lucrative sectors of the Ameri-
can economy, and qualified
workers are so scarce that half
a million jobs remain unfilled,
according to the federal gov-
ernment. Yet most students
still go through school with-
out any exposure to the sub-
ject.

A survey commissioned by
Google found that 3 out of 4
middle and high schools do
not offer coding classes, and
those that do usually stop
short of the Advanced Place-
ment courses that prepare stu-
dents to tackle the subject in
college.

But some Chicago-area dis-
tricts have vowed to change
that, expanding their offerings
and stitching coding lessons
into other subjects. Chicago
Public Schools has even an-
nounced its intention to make
computing a graduation re-
quirement, giving all students
a foundation in the discipline.

Plenty of challenges stand
in the way, from finding
enough qualified teachers to
convincing administrators to
invest in a subject that isn’t
covered by standardized tests.
But some say parent and stu-
dent demand is growing so
quickly that it could soon be-
come a core subject alongside
math and science.

“We’re starting to see more
computer science in the
schools, though it hasn’t quite
broken through yet,” said
Steve Svetlik, a Deerfield High
School teacher who leads the
suburban Chicago chapter of
the Computer Science Teach-
ers Association. “But it’s
about to break open, and in a
really big way.”

A measure of program-
ming’s place in K-12 education
is the AP exam in computer
science, which has seen test
takers more than double since

2010. Few subjects have ap-
proached that rate of growth,
though the number of those
taking the exam is still a frac-
tion of test takers in tradition-
al subjects such as English,
history and calculus.

One concerning sign is that
those taking the exam tend to
come from a narrow demo-
graphic band. Girls make up
only 22 percent of those who
take the AP computer science
test, according to College
Board data. Hispanics and
blacks account for 9 percent
and 3 percent, respectively.

To broaden that base, a non-
profit called Code.org is trying
to get the subject into every
American school, starting in
kindergarten. Backed by some
of America’s biggest tech com-
panies, the 2-year-old organiza-
tion has trained teachers, de-
signed model courses and lob-
bied state legislatures to make
computer science a subject
that counts toward high school
graduation.

Founder Hadi Partovi said
while one of the group’s goals
is to diversify the computer
industry’s workforce, another
is to demystify technology
that has become embedded in
daily life.

“Everyone should under-
stand how the Internet works,
what an algorithm is,” he said.
“For the majority of today’s
adults, this is all black magic.”

Code.org has established
links with 90 of the nation’s
largest districts, but Partovi
said the most ambitious vi-
sion has come in Chicago Pub-
lic Schools. The district has
announced a plan to create a
K-12 computer science pro-
gram that ultimately will be-
come a graduation require-
ment.

So far, the district says,
more than 100 schools have
adopted the program, and the
rest are on track to do so with-

in the next four years.
“The challenge is to make

sure you have communica-
tion at the school level with
teachers who are willing to go
in and spend time and learn
this new curriculum,” said
Brenda Wilkerson, the dis-
trict’s computer science pro-
gram manager. “But I’ve
never worked in any project
where there’s been so much
excitement.”

One early adopter is Coon-
ley Elementary on the city’s
North Side. Technology coach
Nicole Zumpano said the
school has just started weekly
coding lessons, some of which
are being incorporated into
math and science classes.

“Our job down here is just
to expose them to it,” she said.
“It’s not for everybody, but
there might be a few who
wouldn’t explore it if it wasn’t
offered. It might open a few
more doors for those kids.”

The lessons began in De-
cember with exercises done in
a computer language known
as Scratch, which allows users
to create programs by stack-
ing colorful boxes that contain
commands. When the user
hits run, a character moves
across the screen as directed
by the program; mistakes are
easily corrected by moving
the boxes around.

That’s how many students
at Wells also got their intro-
duction to coding. Junior A.J.
Moore, 17, went on to enroll in
an introductory class that cov-
ered everything from comput-
er repair to data analysis, and
is now enrolled in a game de-
velopment class.

“The enjoyable part is just
creating something that I
want to create,” he said. “I’ve
seen simple games like Flappy
Bird make so much money,
and all [their creators] did is
learn how to code. There are a
lot of jobs out there dealing

with coding and computer sci-
ence itself, but people don’t
know about [those disci-
plines].”

Shadia Daniels, the school’s
computer science teacher,
said Wells will add the AP
course next year to offer a full
suite of coding classes. Like
many CPS neighborhood
schools, Wells is dealing with
declining enrollment, but ad-
ministrators say hundreds of
elementary students have ex-
pressed interest in attending
because of its computer sci-
ence program.

“I think the hurdle [for
some students] is believing
they can be computer scien-
tists—believing that theskills
are important,” Daniels said.
“Many of them haven’t been
exposed to or even considered
this particular field. Students
who continue beyond the first
year get really excited about it
because they’ve had success.”

Most suburban school dis-
tricts have yet to embrace
computer science with the
same zeal, but that’s begin-
ning to change.

Wheeling-based Communi-
ty Consolidated School Dis-
trict 21 includes six weeks of
coding instruction in a tech-
nology class for sixth-graders,
while Arlington Heights-
based Township High School
District 214 is about to start
weaving lessons into math
classes. Students can do pro-
gramming on graphing calcu-
lators they already own, so the
program won’t require any
new technology investment,
said Keith Bellof, a math and
science teacher at Prospect
High School.

“Coding is just blowing up
all over the place,” he said.
“We’re trying to at least ex-
pose kids to what coding is, so
when an employer might ask
them their experience, they
won’t have to stare blankly.”
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Michael Blaha, a technical lead at One North, helps a pair of students during the “hour of
coding” event in December at Wells Community Academy High School in Chicago.
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Tasers, which introduce a 50,000-volt shock, are capable
of incapacitating a subject for five seconds.

Tasersmay reduce
fatal police shootings
BY STEPHEN
MONTEMAYOR
STAR TRIBUNE
(MINNEAPOLIS)

MINNEAPOLIS — Deadly
police shootings across the
country are forcing some
big city police departments
to take a new look at wheth-
er stun guns — typically
called Tasers — could re-
duce the number of fatal en-
counters between officers
and the public.

Last month, for example,
Chicago Mayor Rahm
Emanuel announced plans
to buy hundreds of addition-
al Tasers for his city’s police
department and ensure
every officer is trained to
use them by June. The plans
followed heated protests
after a dashboard video
showed an officer shooting a
fleeing teen 16 times in a
2014 confrontation.

But equipping all police of-
ficers with Tasers is expen-
sive, and the evidence that
the devices reduce the num-
ber of officer-involved shoot-
ings is mixed: A 2010 expan-
sion of Tasers in Chicago
failed to produce a dip in po-
lice shootings. In addition,
Tasers themselves also have
proved to be deadly at times.

Though law enforcement
analysts concede that Tas-
ers are not a perfect solu-
tion, some say it is inevita-
ble that alternatives to dead-
ly force will get a longer look
within major departments,
including Minneapolis and
St. Paul.

“They are going to have to
budget for that,” said Jeff
Garland, a defense tactics
instructor at Hennepin
Technical College who spent
31 years in law enforcement.
“If they don’t look at alterna-
tives, the other alternative

is like in Ferguson, Cleve-
land and Baltimore: You’re
going to be paying a heck of
a lot more money with
wrongful death suits.”

In Minneapolis — itself
dealing with ongoing unrest
after police in November
shot Jamar Clark, an un-
armed black man they say
was reaching for an officer’s
gun — just 60 percent of the
department’s patrol officers
are equipped with one of the
300 devices available, ac-
cording to spokesman John
Elder.

“Cost is certainly a fac-
tor,” said Elder, adding that
the devices can run up to
$1,500 per officer.

Tasers don’t guarantee
non-deadly encounters,
however. A Star Tribune da-
tabase of deaths after police
use of force since 2000 in-
cludes more than a dozen
deaths after encounters in
which a Taser was used —
though some cases also in-
volved guns.

One man died when he fell
and hit his head after an offi-
cer hit him with a Taser. An-
other “experienced a medical
event” and died. A 76-year-old
nursing home patient died
after being tased, and a
26-year-old’s heart stopped on
the way to jail.

Studies and U.S. Supreme
Court decisions influenced
Taser guidelines advising
officers not to use the device
on a person for longer than
five seconds at a time.

A 2014 study published by
the American Heart Associ-
ation said the devices can
cause cardiac arrest if used
for too long or on people
with certain medical condi-
tions. The study said police
should treat Tasers “with
the same level of respect as a
firearm.”

Why Jamie-Lynn Sigler kept her
multiple sclerosis secret for 15 years
BY EMILY YAHR
WASHINGTON POST

“Sopranos” and “Entou-
rage” star Jamie-Lynn Si-
gler has been keeping a se-
cret for 15 years: She has
multiple sclerosis.

The 34-year-old actress re-
vealed her MS diagnosis to
People magazine, which also
featured photos from her
wedding last weekend to
Cutter Dykstra, who plays
for the Washington Nation-
als’ minor league team.

Sigler was diagnosed
around age 20, but hid her
illness while starring as
Meadow Soprano (Tony So-
prano’s daughter) on HBO’s
“The Sopranos”; the drama
series ran from 1999 through
2007.

“Sometimes all I needed
was like five or 10 minutes
to sit and recharge, but I
wouldn’t ask, because I
didn’t want them to be sus-
picious,” Sigler said. MS is a
chronic disease that affects
the central nervous system,
along with the brain and
spine. While symptoms
greatly vary, it can result in
mobility issues, vision prob-
lems, muscle control and ex-
treme fatigue.

Why did Sigler hide her
diagnosis for so long? She
told People she simply
wasn’t ready: “You’d think
that after all these years,
somebody would be settled
with something like this,
but it’s still hard to accept,”
she said.

According to the Multiple
Sclerosis Association of
America (MSAA), accep-

tance is difficult for many
people with MS. The unpre-
dictability of the disease —
especially given that it af-
fects people in wildly differ-
ent ways — is often why
people struggle to come to
terms with the illness.

“It could cause discomfort
and unease, not knowing
how MS may affect them,”
Angel Blair, a client servic-
es specialist at MSAA, said.
“Living with that instability
can be worrisome. … It’s
hard to accept the diagno-
sis.”

Sigler also isn’t the first
celebrity to second-guess
disclosing the disease. Talk
show host Montel Williams
found out he had MS in Jan-
uary 1998, but said he didn’t
go public with the informa-
tion until eight months later
when a tabloid was going to
run a story about his diag-
nosis.

“I had not told my chil-
dren, my parents, or even the
company that syndicated my
show … because as soon as
you say you are ill in this
country, people automatical-
ly assume you are weak, and
in my profession, television,
we don’t tolerate weakness,”
Williams said in an interview
with WebMD. “The reason
why I hid my diagnosis is be-
cause I thought if I came for-
ward, I’d lose my job. I
thought I’d lose my family.”

Reality star Jack Os-
bourne, who started a cam-
paign to raise MS aware-
ness, echoed similar senti-
ments when he was diag-
nosed: “I think it’s that prob-
ably people assume once

you’re diagnosed, you’re no
longer an able-bodied indi-
vidual,” he said. Michaele
Salahi, star of “Real House-
wives of D.C.” also didn’t tell
anyone that she had MS:
“No one wants to be seen as
sickly. And I didn’t want to
be pitied,” she told People.

It’s understandable that
people — especially in the
public eye — may feel that
way, especially if it could af-
fect their work and liveli-
hood. “I think at times, espe-
cially if they feel like it
makes them vulnerable in
any way or they could poten-
tially be viewed differently
from the way they were be-
fore, that can cause concern
and hesitancy in wanting to
disclose,” Blair said.

Blair added that miscon-
ceptions about MS may also
play a part. For example,
someone may have known a
person with MS who had
trouble walking and as-
sumed that it’s the same
with every MS case — when
in fact, it’s different with
every diagnosis. “Unfortu-
nately, some people may not
be educated or familiar with
MS … so some feel they
would be viewed differently
or negatively at times, espe-
cially within the employ-
ment field,” Blair said.

Meanwhile, Sigler said
her “Sopranos” co-star, the
late James Gandolfini, was
very supportive when he
found out about her diagno-
sis. She credits her new
marriage — along with her
and Dykstra’s 2-year-old son
— with giving her the
strength to come forward.

BANGOR — The city of
Bangor Community Connec-
tor public transit service an-
nounced that bus 1046 is
coming home after a midlife
overhaul at Maine Military
Authority in Limestone.

The Maine Department of
Transportation has recog-
nized that many transit buses
throughout the state are in
need of repair or replacement,
but funding was not available
to purchase new buses. As a
result, in early 2015, MDOT
decided to consider using the
midlife overhaul program
MMA had introduced in 2014,
and began to search for a tran-
sit system that had a bus that
would qualify for a midlife
overhaul. The city of Bangor,
Community Connector had
the only bus in the state that
fit the midlife overhaul re-
quirements of either half the
useful bus life in years or
250,000 miles.

MDOT offered funding for
the overhaul and the city of
Bangor accepted the offer.
The cost for the overhaul
work was approximately
$100,000, while a similar new
replacement bus would cost
in excess of $400,000.

An unveiling will be held
at noon Friday, Jan. 22, at
the Fleet Maintenance-Com-
munity Connector Bus Stor-
age Building, 481 Maine
Ave., Bangor. There will be a
short program with speak-
ers representing agencies
involved with the overhaul
process.

The public is invited to
attend. Attendees will have
an opportunity to view the
bus and talk with people di-
rectly involved.

Bangor city bus
receives overhaul
in Limestone

BANGOR — The Ameri-
can Red Cross urgently
needs blood donors of all
blood types, but especially
those with O, AB, B negative
and A negative.

Blood is needed to re-
spond to emergencies large
and small, across the coun-
try every day. For Heather
Von Glahn, it was a personal
emergency — her 8-year-old
daughter’s leukemia diagno-
sis — that inspired her to
make the commitment to
give blood regularly.

“I’ve seen blood save her
life at least 10 times,” said
Von Glahn. “When friends
and family ask what they
can do for my daughter, I tell
them to donate blood. It mat-
ters so much!”

Blood donations are ur-
gently needed throughout
the winter to maintain a suf-
ficient blood supply for pa-
tients in need. Make an ap-
pointment to donate blood
by downloading the free Red
Cross Blood Donor App, vis-
iting redcrossblood.org or
calling 800-RED CROSS (800-
733-2767).

Upcoming blood donation
opportunities:

— 11 a.m.-4 p.m. Monday,
Feb. 1, Unity College, 90
Quaker Hill Road, Unity.

— 1-6 p.m. Monday, Feb. 1,
Skowhegan Community
Center, 39 Poulin Drive.

— Noon-5 p.m. Tuesday
and Wednesday, Feb. 2 and
3, University of Maine, 246
Main St., North Dining Hall,
Farmington.

— 11 a.m.-4 p.m. Wednes-
day, Feb. 3, Maine Veterans
Homes, 32 Veterans Way,
Machias.

— 9 a.m.-2 p.m. Thursday,
Feb. 4, Millinocket Middle
School, 199 State St.

— 1-6 p.m. Thursday, Feb.
4, Great Salt Bay School, 559
Main St., Damariscotta.

— 10 a.m.-3 p.m. Friday,

Feb. 5, MaineGeneral Medi-
cal Center, 35 Medical Cen-
ter Parkway, Augusta.

— 1-7 p.m. Monday, Feb. 8,
Penney Memorial Church,
35 Grove St., Augusta.

— 11 a.m.-4 p.m. Monday,
Feb. 8, Colby College, 4280
Mayflower Hill Drive, Wa-
terville.

— 11 a.m.-5 p.m. Tuesday
and Wednesday, Feb. 9 and
10, Collins Center for the
Arts, 2 Flagstaff Road,
Orono.

— Noon-6 p.m. Wednes-
day, Feb. 10, American Le-
gion, 184 Congress St., Rum-
ford.

— 9:30 a.m.-2:30 p.m.
Thursday, Feb. 11, Universi-
ty of Maine, 46 University
Drive, Augusta.

— 1-6 p.m. Thursday, Feb.
11, Deer Isle-Stonington
High School, 251 North Deer
Isle Road, Deer Isle.

— 1-6 p.m. Friday, Feb. 12,
Knights of Columbus, 807
Middle St., Bath.

— 1-6 p.m. Friday, Feb. 12,
Saint Vincent de Paul Cath-
olic Church, 158 Franklin
St., Bucksport.

— 11 a.m.-4 p.m. Friday,
Feb. 12, Atlantic Equipment
Rental Ellsworth, 137
Downeast Highway, Ells-
worth.

— 1-6 p.m. Friday, Feb. 12,
Peoples United Methodist
Church, 21 Depot St., Union.

— 1-6 p.m. Friday, Feb. 12,
The Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-Day Saints, 4 Has-
son St. Farmingdale.

— 9 a.m.-2 p.m. Saturday,
Feb. 13, The Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-Day Saints,
1182 Main St., Monmouth.

— Noon-5 p.m. Monday,
Feb. 15, Owls Head Commu-
nity Building, 224 Ash Point
Drive, Owls Head.

— 2-7 p.m. Monday, Feb.
15, Hosanna Church of God,
109 Schoolhouse Road, Ox-
ford.

American Red Cross
urgently needs blood


