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TheUnitedStates officially began
itswithdrawal from theWorldHealth
Organization earlier this year through
apresidential executive order.Under
themandatoryone-yearnoticeperiod,
theU.S. exit from theWHOand the
cessationof fundingwould take effect
aroundJan. 22.
At the same time,manygovern-

ments are retreating from the global-
ism that defined thepost-ColdWar
era and are reducingfinancial support
forUnitedNations agencies,which
now facedeep funding shortfalls.
As theUnitedNations confronts an

existential crisis, community organi-
zations inChicago, groups that played
an important role in theU.N.’s found-
ing andhave long enjoyed close part-
nershipswith the institution,must
once again stepup tohelp theworld
bodynavigate its current challenges.
The term“UnitedNations”first

appeared in the 1942 “Declarationby
UnitedNations,” a document signed
by26Alliednations duringWorld
War II as an attempt toprevent future
global conflicts. Twoyears later, dele-
gations from theUnitedStates,Great
Britain, the SovietUnion andChina
met inWashington,D.C., to develop
aproposal for the structure of this
global peace-makingbody.
In theperiod leadingup to the 1945

U.N.CharterConference,manyAmer-
icans embraced “AmericaFirst” isola-
tionismandwere skeptical of global
governance. In response, large inter-
national civic organizations such as
Chicago-basedRotary International
andLionsClubs Internationalwere

taskedby theU.S. governmentwith
a criticalmission: using their global
reach to broadenpublic support for an
intergovernmental organizationdedi-
cated to fostering cooperation,main-
tainingpeace and addressing global
challenges. Through conferences
andmembershippublications, civic
organizations promoted this visionary
concept of aworldbody that promised
to “save succeeding generations from
the scourge ofwar.”
Their efforts paid off.Whendele-

gates from50nations gathered in San
Francisco in 1945 tonegotiate and
finalizewhat became theU.N.Char-
ter, theU.S. StateDepartment invited
42nongovernmental organizations—
includingRotary andLions— to serve
as consultants and technical advisers
during thenegotiations.
TheseNGOswerenotmere observ-

ers. Theybrought persuasive advo-
cacy and specialized expertise that
helped shape the treaty. Their future
rolewasultimately enshrined in
Article 71 of theU.N.Charter,which
authorizes theEconomic andSocial
Council to establish formal channels
for consultationwithNGOs.This
provision ensured that civil society
wouldhave an institutional voice
within theU.N. system.
Although theU.N. initially func-

tionedprimarily as a forum for sover-
eign states, the global landscapehas
changeddramatically over thepast
eight decades.Civic organizations
have expanded rapidly at the local and
national levels—particularly in devel-
oping countries—and today, they
represent a powerful “third force” in
international affairs.

In recent years, I have attended
numerousmajorU.N. conferences.
Nearly all of them,whether focused
onwomen, food security or climate
change, have been accompanied
by robustNGO forumsdesigned to
broadenparticipation andhelp shape
global agendas.As formerU.N. Secre-
tary-General BoutrosBoutros-Ghali
once observed, “NGOsare an essential
part of the legitimacywithoutwhich
no international activity canbemean-
ingful.”
Civic organizations amplify citizen

concerns,monitor compliancewith
international agreements andhelp
implement them.Theybridge the
gapbetweenglobal policy and every-
day life throughpublic campaigns,
community programs and initiatives
such asModelU.N.
Perhapsmost importantly, they

bring scale. Rotary andLions oper-
ate inmore than200countries and
geographic areas,mobilizingmillions
of volunteers. Rotary becamea found-
ingpartner of theGlobal PolioEradi-
cation Initiative in 1988, alongside the
WHO,UNICEFandothers. As a result
of this collaboration, global polio cases
have fallenby99.9%.Lions,mean-
while,works closelywith theWHOto
combat river blindness and trachoma.
Many civic organizations also align

theirworkwith theU.N.’s sustain-
able development goals, advanc-
ingprogress on inequality, climate
change, hunger, public health and
education.Theypromotepeace by
addressing root causes of conflict,
such as poverty, lack of opportunity
and injustice, through joint develop-
ment projectswithU.N. agencies and

people-to-people exchanges, includ-
ing youthprograms and interna-
tional scholarships. Their efforts also
includemediatingdialogue as neutral
parties anddeliveringhumanitarian
aid.
At this criticalmoment for the

U.N. and its agencies, civic organiza-
tionsmust continue todowhat they
dobest: Educate thepublic,mobi-
lize grassroots networks to support
theU.N.’swork, use storytelling to
shapepublic opinion, and advocate
with governments and legislatures to
sustainfinancial commitments.
Wewill also continuepartner-

ingwith theU.N. by leveraging our
on-the-groundnetworks toprovide
access, sharing specialized exper-
tise in areas such ashealth, food and
shelter, andusing our agility and
community trust to deliver aidduring
disasters and conflicts. Just as impor-
tantly,NGOs canhelp raise funds
tofill the gaps left by governments.
Between2024and2025,Rotarywas
among the largest contributors to the
WHO.
In aworldmarkedby conflict and

political polarization, theUnited
Nations remains a beaconof hope
formillions. TheWHOembodies
that hope through science andglobal
cooperation against health threats.
Our long-standingpartnershipwith
theU.N. demonstrates howmuch
stronger theworld canbewhenciti-
zens andgovernmentswork together.

JohnHewko is a lawyer andpublic
policy scholar and serves asCEO
ofRotary International,which is
headquartered inEvanston.

Civic organizations in Chicago hold
a crucial key to the UN’s future

President Harry S. Truman, left, and the entire American delegation look on as Sen. Tom Connally signs the United Nations Charter in San Francisco on June 26, 1945. AP

ByBartonDassinger

AtCésar E. ChávezElemen-
tary School in theBack of
theYards neighborhood, our
school’s attendance rate climbed
to 96% last year. That’s in
comparisonwith nearly 1 in 4
students nationwidewho are
chronically absent— andwhen
students aren’t in class, they’re
more apt to fall behind.
Everyday at 8:15 a.m.,my team

and Igather aroundacustom-
built dashboard that showsevery
student absent fromChávez.
Beforeour students evenfinish
eatingbreakfast in the classroom,
we’ve already called families,
checkedon students andeven
knockedondoors. Sometimeswe
walk students to school.Or, help
parents troubleshoot transporta-
tionor child care challenges.This
is not a special initiative. It’s our
daily routine.
Whatmay surprisepeople is

thatwedidnot set out specifically
to reduce chronic absenteeism.
We focusedonbuilding strong
attendancehabits, strengthen-
ing relationships andcreating
a schoolwhere students feel
supported and safe.AtChávez—
wherenearly all students qualify
for freeor reduced-pricemeals,
and thevastmajority areLatino

—thisworkhas takenonadded
urgency. Increased immigration
enforcement activity inChicago
has created real fear among fami-
lies inour community.When
students are afraid to leave their
homes,whenparentsworry
aboutwalking their children to
school, attendancebecomesmore
thananoperational challenge. It
becomes amatter of trust.
That’swhy focusing on the

number alone is not enough.
Chronic absenteeism is a lagging
indicator. It tells uswhich
students are absent 10%ormore
of the time but notwhy they
stayed home orwhat schools
can do. If Chicagowants tomake
meaningful progress on reducing
absenteeism,wemust focus on
the deeper conditions that keep
students connected to school.
I’ve spent nearly 25 years at

Chávez—first as a teacher, then
a coach and nowprincipal— in
a school the district once rated
Level 2, at the edge of probation.
We are nowamong the top-per-
forming schools in Illinois.
Our schoolwas one of the few
high-poverty schools statewide
designated “exemplary” last
school year.
Here are several lessons I

believe could guide efforts across
Chicago:

1. Treat attendance as a daily
practice, not a quarterly strat-
egy. At Chávez, attendance is
theNo. 1 priority in our school
improvement plan. Teachers
record attendance in twoplaces:
the district system and an inter-
nal Google dashboard built by a
developer on staff. By 8:15 a.m.,
our attendance team—includ-
ing assistant principals, security
guards, clerks andour restorative
justice coordinator—reviews it
together. If a student is absent,
we call immediately. Ifwe can’t
reach a family,we visit. In the
firstweeks of school, those visits
are daily. Later, they happen one
or two times aweek. Attendance
improves through real-time
action and accountability—not
end-of-month reports.
2. Build a comprehensive
student support system.Wehave
a six-person behavioral health
team: two counselors, a full-time
socialworker, an assistant prin-
cipal, a restorative justice coor-
dinator and a student support
coordinator. Importantly, our
counselors aren’t pulled into
non-counseling duties; they
spend their time support-
ing students and families. In a
communitywhere deportation
fears are affecting daily routines,
this support is vital. Students

need to know school is a safe
placewith adultswhowill help
themnavigate stress or crisis.We
create a foundation of trust.
3. Prioritize teacher stability.
A recent report showed that
teacher absenteeism across
Chicago Public Schools is alarm-
ingly high,with over 40%of
teachers chronically absent.
Teacher absences affect predict-
ability and routines. At Chávez,
teacher stability is one of our
greatest strengths. In ourmath
department, turnover has been
nearly zero for 15 years aside
fromone retirement. Several
teachers areChávez gradu-
ates.We also hire new teach-
ers through a paid residency
model, where they shadow
veteran teachers before lead-
ing their own classrooms.When
students see the same adults year
after year, they feel grounded.
Attendance follows stability.
4. Extend learning beyond the
bell. As a federal 21stCentury
CommunityLearningCenter
anda recentCPSSustainable
Community School,weoffer
36 after-school programsand
a free summerprogramserv-
inghundredsof students.These
programsexpand students’
networkof trusted adults and
strengthen their attachment

to school.
5. Allowprincipals theflex-
ibility todesign solutions. It
comesdown toflexibility.As an
Independent SchoolPrincipal,
I have the autonomy to struc-
ture staffing, scheduling, curric-
ulumand supports inways that
meet our community’s needs.
Addressing absenteeismrequires
beingnimble.Attendance is not
merely anadministrative issue; it
is a cultural one.
Chicago is right tobe

concernedabout chronic absen-
teeism.But the solutionswon’t
come fromfocusingonametric.
Theywill come from investing
in the systemsand relationships
thathelp students feel seen,
supported andconnected to
school.
AtChávez,we’ve learned that

youdon’t improve attendance
bydemanding compliance from
families. You improve it by show-
ingupconsistently andwith care.
Ifwewant students tobepresent
everyday, then the adults in the
systemmust bepresentfirst.

BartonDassinger is principal of
CesarEChávez, a pre-K through
eighth grade open-enrollment
neighborhood school in theBack of
theYards neighborhood.He is an
alumofTeach forAmerica.

My school improved attendance by showing up for families
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