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Billy Hueramo:
EDUCATING CHILDREN TO
MAKE BETTER CHOICES
BY: JULIA SPAHN

It’s 5:00 p.m. and school has been out for more than 
an hour, but Billy Hueramo and his staff at Li"lejohn 
Elementary School in DeKalb are still on the clock. 

Along with the a#erschool emails, there has been a 
PTA meeting, parent phone calls with questions, and 
one stranded student awaiting a ride home. Instead 
of paste and crayons, the office smells like cheese 
pizza, which the li"le boy nibbles at happily.

Hueramo has just returned from taking his own daughter 

home, and seems as pressed and ready for action as if the 

day were just starting. We move back to the conference 

room and Hueramo summarizes his teaching career in 

response to my question. 

He graduated from Aurora University in 2008 a#er 

completing his student teaching at Clinton Rose"e Middle 

School in DeKalb. He was hired there the next fall as an 

eighth-grade ESL teacher. As the district grew and DeKalb 

built its new high school, Hueramo followed the bilingual 

program to Huntley Middle School. Two-and- a-half years 

later, Hueramo was promoted to assistant principal.

Hueramo said a half a year later the Li"lejohn position 
opened up. “At the time I was working 7:00 to 7:00, and I 
wanted to see if being at the elementary level would give
me more family time.”

Teaching and living in DeKalb is both close to his roots in 
Rochelle, and yet also a world away. He was not the type 
of kid who always planned to be a teacher. “Growing up 
I didn’t like school. I wasn’t too good at it (I still struggle 
with reading),” Hueramo said.

His mother went to school in Mexico, where she only 
a"ended school through second grade, his dad went 
through sixth grade. They immigrated to the United
States when his mother was pregnant with Hueramo and 
had many struggles while he and his younger siblings 
were growing up.

“I ended up making some bad choices in middle school. 
We used to live next door to the Latin Kings. When you’re 
at that age, you want to belong to something, and my
dad, he wasn’t working because he was an alcoholic. My 
mom was working two shi#s and never really home so I 
hung out with them – unless I was playing sports.
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 “I never thought I 
had the ability to go 
to college. I tried it 
for a year, didn’t like 
it, joined the Marine 
Corps, and while I 
was in the Marine 
Corps, I shined. I did 
pretty well there; 
my leadership skills 
came out and I  
really liked it.”

When I was playing sports, I was able to hang out with people 
who, for the most part, didn’t make very bad choices,” 
Hueramo explained.

“When I was in school, I did okay – I tried – but it was outside of 
school where I was ge"ing in trouble. And I would o#en have 
teachers treat me a certain way because of who I hung out with, 
so I was playing sports and I was hanging out with the athletes,” 
he said.

Although he struggled, Hueramo was able to graduate from 
high school. He said, “I never thought I had the ability to go to 
college. I tried it for a year, didn’t like it, joined the Marine Corps, 
and while I was in the Marine Corps, I shined. I did pre"y well 
there; my leadership skills came out and I really liked it.”

He enlisted in the reserves to be a heavy equipment mechanic 
and started Military Occupational Specialty (MOS) School.

On leave, he ended up making a mistake that put his future into 
perspective. “I ended up hanging with the wrong crowd again,” 
he admi"ed. That mistake resulted in a DUI.

“I felt like I [had been] going somewhere and I plummeted 
back down. I had to go back to Fort Leonard Wood and tell my 
platoon commander what had happened,” he said.

Hueramo said his commander told him to keep it to himself and 
Hueramo avoided going to the brig. “I still had five months le# 
of my MOS school and I was depressed for three of those five 
months. I would do our training in the morning then go to school 
but then lie in bed the rest of the time,” he explained.

“While I was still in MOS school, one day it dawned upon me – 
where did I go wrong? Middle school. That’s where I needed 
somebody and that’s where I felt I didn’t get the guidance I 
needed. I felt like if I’d go"en the guidance I needed I would 
have been a straight shooter from there. So, I decided that I was 
going to go back to school and become a teacher,” 
he said.

In fact, some of his choices in middle school could have sent his 
life spiraling down another path. He crossed the line between 
promise and problem more than once, seeking out friendships 
with gang members.

“I think it was the fact that they’re living next door. A lot of gangs 
portray themselves as ‘we’re your family,’ so you know that you 
have somebody that’s going to back you up if something gets 
rough, if somebody’s picking on you at school, if somebody 
wants to mess with you, knowing that somebody’s going to 
have your back,” he stated.
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A second aspect of it was a"ention seeking. “I won’t lie, there 
were drugs and stuff there and I think doing some of that was an 
escape from reality and the pain of not having my dad around, 
maybe trying to get his a"ention, screaming out for help. At
that age you don’t know how to do it.”

It didn’t work. His father had started drinking at the age of 
eleven. Hueramo said although his father tried, he could never 
leave the bo"le. He let that beat him. I was very angry for a while, 
because I felt he chose that over his family. So that was tough.
I was angry at him for several years,” he said.

“I had the opportunity to meet him and spend some time with 
him. I love baseball today because of it because he was a 
baseball player. But I felt like he didn’t give my younger siblings 
the opportunity to have that, like me,” he stated. Hueramo was 
16 when his father died, leaving him and three younger siblings. 
Hueramo said the death hit all of the children very hard.

Hueramo sees similar pa"erns in children in school who don’t 
get positive a"ention at home. They seek out a"ention in a 
negative way.

He credits sports and some families, the Tesses, 
the Mannels, the Swansons and the Gleisners that 
“adopted” him as he made his way  through high school.

“I was already playing some sports: baseball, basketball 
and soccer were the big three. There were times where 
I had that maturity – I knew that sports were keeping me 
out of trouble, so I even joined wrestling and I boxed at 
17, because I didn’t want to get in trouble,” he said.

“My dad would never pick me up, my dad would never drop me off, and 
my mom was always working. But the parents that embrace you and 
see that you need a ride home or see the good in you and have you 
come over for dinner or gatherings with the sports teams – that just 
helped. It made things be"er,” he remarked.

Hueramo never joined the gang. “It crossed my mind quite o#en, but 
it was more jumping the fence and going next door. As I hung out with 
them, I felt they were my boys. One night we got chased and the police 
came over,  so I jumped over to the other side. One of my buddies had a 
gun, and he threw it over because he didn’t want to get caught with it.

“The next day I went to school like nothing had happened. I came 
home and my dad had a towel wrapped up. He said, ‘Come on, we’re 
going to the police station.’ I thought he’d found out that we were being 
chased by the cops and was going to go turn me in. He told me to let 
the police officer know there was a gun in the towel,” – Hueramo hadn’t 
known about that –“and from there my life was being threatened that if I 
didn’t get that gun back I was going to be killed. I told them that I didn’t 
know where it was, that I had no idea.”

Hueramo started waiting inside his house before school until he could 
see the school bus approaching, running out at the last possible 
minute to catch the bus. But the neighbors caught him a#er school 
one day and increased the threats. “He told me that I had to sell some 
cocaine for him – which I had never done – and my first thought was 
that he was se"ing me up for something. My grandma, bless her heart, 
called me in, and in our culture when grandma says you’ve got to do 
something you’ve got to do it. So I said ‘Hey, I’ve got to go,’ and went 
in,” he said. 

“That was my out. That experience did it. I’m not saying I never made 
another mistake, but that showed me, no, they’re not my family, they’re 
not my boys,” he affirmed.
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As he finished his MOS school, Hueramo focused on 
the goal of helping other children in need. He returned 
to school and earned his associate degree. He then 
commuted to Aurora University in a “beat-up Honda” to 
pursue his teaching degree, graduating a#er having his 
college interrupted by a deployment to Fallujah, Iraq.

A#er he had taught for a while, he returned to become 
certified for school administration.

“Once I became a teacher, I didn’t like the way some of the 
principals and deans treated the students when they got 
in trouble. They weren’t hearing their stories of what was 
going on – whatever the adult said, that was it, here’s the 
consequence. Nobody was building relationships with 
them, so I told myself I was going to be an administrator, a 
principal. And that’s what I love about my job, working with 
the kids and them knowing that I’m not perfect, but look 
where I am. If I can do it, you can do it,” he said.

When asked to think about the future, he says he would like 
to become a superintendent someday either in Rochelle or 
DeKalb. It seems that more long days are ahead, but he has 
the purpose and drive to face them. f

 “That’s what I love about my job, working with 
the kids and them knowing that I’m not perfect, 
but look where I am. If I can do it, you can do it.”
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