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SAY CONNECTS
A YEAR-LONG SERIES FOCUSING ON COMMUNICATING OUR PRIORITIES FOR CHILDREN

In partnership with

By LACEY SIKORA
Contributing Reporter

While a majority of gradu-
ates of Oak Park and 
River Forest High School 
plan to attend a two- or 

four-year college, the school is now 
working hard to make sure those stu-
dents not planning on college have 
clearer options and a leg up based on 
coursework they can take while still in 
high school.

Much of that guidance comes from 
the school’s core of counselors. When 
it comes to preparing students for life 
after high school, Oak Park and River 
Forest High School starts the conversa-
tion early. According to counselors at 
the school, post-secondary planning 
with students begins as early as Feb-
ruary of their eighth-grade year after 
they have taken the placement tests for 
freshman year at the high school.

Counselor Brandi Ambrose says that 
the four to five-year plan is something 

that counselors try to put in place from 
the very beginning and that the plans 
are very individualized. It is normal for 
freshmen not to know what they want 
to do after high school graduation – a 
date that can seem very far away when 
you are 14, but Ambrose notes there 
are ways counselors can help offer 
guidance early on. “We work to build 
strong academic and critical thinking 
skills. We encourage them to take the 
hardest classes they are able to mas-
ter and pair that with elective courses 

that they’re really interested in. We talk 
about their hobbies, their dream jobs 
and what they want to do, and we en-
courage participation in the 80-plus 
clubs and activities we have here.”

Students stay with the same coun-
selor throughout high school. Ambrose 
says this is a key to relationship build-
ing. “We meet them when they start, 
and we hand them their diplomas on 
graduation day. Through it all, we are 
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UNDER THE HOOD: Auto tech, taught by Nicholas Michalek, is one OPRF course that can open non-college paths to career opportunities.   
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Each student’s post-high 
school path will be 
unique. At Oak Park 
and River Forest High 

School, it’s our job to make sure 
every single student is prepared 
for success, no matter what they 
choose to do after graduation. 
Students with special needs, for 
instance, develop the ability to 
live as independently as pos-
sible through our Community-
Integrated Transition Education 
(CITE) program. Other students 
parlay skills they acquired in 
nursing, culinary arts, early child-
hood education, cosmetology/
barber training, or automotive 
technology classes into full- 
or part-time work. Students 
heading to two-year college 
can get a head start by taking 
dual-credit classes in math, sci-
ence, or rhetoric. And still oth-
ers will go on to four-year col-
lege with credit earned through 
Advanced Placement courses. 
Regardless of where life takes 
them, our mission of equity and 
excellence for all students helps 
ensure that they are ready when 
they get there. 

OPRF counselors broaden definition 
of post-secondary prep

Most grads head to college but options widen for others 

Distribution of information by a 
community group in accordance with 
District 97 policy does not imply, 
directly or indirectly, that the group’s 
program(s), event(s) and/or service(s) 
is sanctioned, sponsored or endorsed 
by the district, the Board of Education 
or the superintendent. 
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When he graduated from 
Oak Park and River For-
est High School in 1987, 
Devin Pepper recalls 

“Oak Park was one of those towns 
where everyone goes right to college 
and then figures it out.”  He wanted to 
be a commercial pilot and instead en-
rolled in vocational classes at Spartan 
College of Aeronautics and Technol-
ogy in Tulsa. During his first sequence 
of classes focused on aircraft mechan-
ics, he determined that path was not for 
him. He returned home and took some 
classes at Triton before he met with an 
Air Force recruiter.

He wanted to see the world, so he en-
listed, thinking he might do a tour with 
Desert Storm and move on from the 
military. Over 29 years later, he’s now 
Colonel Devin Pepper, commander of 
the 21st Operations Group, 21st Space 
Wing at Peterson Air Force Base Colo-
rado.

He eventually finished college and 
officers’ training school and earned two 
Masters degrees, and says his long mili-
tary career is quite the accomplishment 
given that the military wasn’t even on 
his radar in high school. He says, “When 
I was in Oak Park, military service just 

wasn’t talked about. I never would have 
thought I’d be in the military service 
when I was in high school.”

The gap between high school and 
enlisting gave him perspective, and he 
thinks that remains a valuable tool for 
many. “You can take some time to think 
or travel and figure out what you want to 
do. Find yourself and be useful without 
getting thousands of dollars in debt.”

Peter Hostrawser founded Disrupt 
Education after working over 14 years 
at OPRF. Now at Glenbard East High 
School, he says that his years in high 
schools have shown him that a lot of 
students are disengaged with the edu-
cation process and heading to college 
but not staying there long. He says the 
two biggest reasons kids drop out of 
college are financial and not feeling as 
if they are working towards something 
they’re interested in. He’s interviewed 
over 80 students and wants to improve 
the post-secondary success of kids by 
helping them identify their passions 
through networking, job shadowing and 
mentoring programs. He’s in Oak Park 
Thursday evenings from 5:30 p.m. to 7 
p.m. at Oak Park’s Main Library, working 
with local students to help them learn 
more about how they can set them-
selves up on the right path.

Recent graduate Tom Herner is living 
the advice to follow your passion rather 

than blindly moving on to college after 
high school. As a freshman, he told his 
OPRF counselor that college was not for 
him and that he wanted to be a profes-
sional welder. He recalls his counselor 
“almost dropped to the floor.”

Herner took a few welding classes 
with his cabinet-maker father and then 
started working on his own after gradu-
ating in 2017. Today, he works for his fa-
ther’s business and is adding his forged 
hardware to certain pieces.

Ezra Israelsohn graduated from 
OPRF in 2012. While at the school he 
enrolled in Nicholas Michalek’s automo-
tive courses when he was looking for a 
schedule filler. It ended up setting him 
on the road to a career in automotive 
technology.

“Before auto class at OPRF, I didn’t 
know what I wanted to do after gradu-
ation. I knew college was there, but I 
wasn’t really racing for it.”

Although he was the first in his ex-
tended family not to go to a four-year 
college, Israelsohn notes that his par-
ents were very supportive. He enrolled 
in WyoTech’s nine-month vocational 
program and within 48 hours of gradu-
ation had a job offer in hand. He cred-
its Michalek with bringing in people 
to talk about the field. “When I was in 
high school, most people really didn’t 
talk about the trades. You can get really 

good jobs that don’t require four years 
of education after high school.”

Greg Johnson, assistant superinten-
dent for curriculum and instruction at 
OPRF, agrees that is time to do away 
with the stigma that vocational educa-
tion is lesser than. “That’s the old way 
of thinking. This can be for all of our 
students. We’re thinking about how we 
serve our population as a whole.”

Johnson points to programs like 
Project Lead the Way, which offers 
students dual credit courses in engi-
neering as well as similar programs in 

automotive work and woodworking as 
current in-school offerings that allow 
students to get a leg-up on post-sec-
ondary life. He also notes that OPRF is 
exploring expanding its options under 
the state’s Post-Secondary and Work-
force Readiness Act.

“It’s a competency-based pilot that 
focuses on students earning credits 
based on mastery of a concept versus 
hours in the classroom. It can free up 
time to allow students to fit in the state 
requirements for high school while add-
ing in more options.”

Straight to college  
is not the only path

Welding, automotive and the military  
were best options for these OPRF grads

OPRF grad Col. Devin Pepper (left) with Supt. Chief Master Sgt. Rudy 
Gamez, didn’t see the military as an option while in high school.

Let’s redefine the typical 
A parent offers a positive critique of OPRF’s postsecondary prep 

By MICHAEL ROMAIN 
Staff Reporter

 

For some graduates and par-
ents at Oak Park and River 
Forest High School, the state 
of postsecondary preparation 

— in the form of career and technical 
education; electives like film and culi-
nary arts; and extracurricular activities 
— has been strong for years. 

What may make it stronger for 
some students who may feel left out 

of these offerings? Perhaps even more 
individualized attention to students’ 
specific social, emotional and intel-
lectual needs, say an outspoken OPRF 
parent and a nonprofit report. 

“I feel that OPRF has a lot of differ-
ent clubs and activities for students 
to do,” said Alex Albers, a documen-
tary film editor based in San Francis-
co. “They’re a great way to utilize the 
school’s many resources.” 

She said that the process of finding 
her professional path was ignited in a 

film and video class at her alma mater. 
“We were doing music videos and 

infomercials,” said Albers, a 2004 
OPRF graduate who edited a short 
documentary called “Women’s March” 
that recently screened in Oak Park. 

Cerissa Arnieri, a 1998 graduate of 
OPRF whose son graduated from the 
school in 2014, said that she remem-
bers all kinds of trade courses available 
to students when she attended, such MARCH TO A DOC: Alex Albers, an OPRF grad, learned film 

editing skills in high school which she brought to the documentary 
“Women’s March.” (LILLIAN DIGNAN/TRIMTAB MEDIA) See TYPICAL on page 4
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pathways to good jobs that don’t re-
quire a college degree.

Medina notes that the Additional 
Pathways presentation drew interest 
not just from families of juniors and 
seniors, but from younger families as 
well. “People are very relieved to know 
that there are a lot of viable options 
beyond four-year colleges. We cover 
four main areas: certificate programs, 
associate degrees, going directly into 
the world of work and the military.”

Counselor Jacqueline Hanson says 
that for freshman, they use the word 
“post-secondary” intentionally, be-
cause at this point students are often 
not aware of the wealth of opportuni-
ties available at the school that could 
help them determine areas of interest. 
With programs such as entrepreneur 
skills, culinary classes, theater, child 
development, interior design, radio 
announcing, engineering, auto shop, 
woodworking and technology classes 

as well as certificate programs in cos-
metology and certified nursing assis-
tant (CNA) programs, the counselors 
try to make students aware of all of 
their options in the early stages of high 
school.

Hanson says, “We create a four-year 
plan that lays out classes, with post-
secondary plans in mind, or if they 
don’t know what they want to do, we 
go based on their current interests. The 
document guides us for the next four 
years, but it is very flexible.”

She stresses that the plan is not an 
unwavering track. “We never ‘track.’ 
Students are in the lead with these 
plans. We follow, and we support. We 
never assume the plan includes a four-
year college, and we never assume it 
does not.”

By junior year, the counselors are 
working with students and families to 
really hone in on what the kids want to 
do after high school. College callers 
visit the school in the spring and fall, in-
cluding representatives from over 300 
four-year colleges, two-year colleges, 
art schools, technology schools and 
the military.

By senior year, counselors are meet-
ing with their students frequently in the 
fall to help them with the college appli-
cation process or with the requirements 
for their chosen path. If the student 
wants to enroll in a certificate program 
or the military, their counselors help 
them determine the prerequisites and 
how to meet them.

At the end of the day, the choice of 

Post-secondary 
readiness 
resources

OPRFHS Tutoring Center  
http://www.oprfhs.org/ 
tutoring-center/ 
Tutoring Center Monitor, 
Gabrielle Testerman,  
at (708) 434-3493 
Monday – Thursday  
7:00 a.m. – 5:00 p.m 
Fridays 7:00 a.m. – 4:30 p.m 
 
Homework Help 
https://oppl.org/services/teens/
homework-help-for-teens/ 
 
Equity Team Inc. 
academic supports K-12 
eteamoakpark@gmail.com 
 
Free College Prep  
https://oppl.org/services/teens/

• FAFSA Completion 
Workshop: A financial aid 
professional available to 
answer questions and help 
you complete your FAFSA at 
no charge mid October at the 
Main Library. 

• SAT Practice Test: Sign up 
for a free, fully proctored, full-
length practice SAT test on 
3rd Saturday, October at the 
Main Library.

• Preparing for the SAT or 
ACT? Testing & Education 
Reference Center (TERC) is 
designed to offer online test 
preparation for the SAT and 
ACT. 

Private Tutors & College  
Prep Support 
a list is kept on the OPRF High 
School Parent Facebook page 
 
Financial Aid Support 
Illinois Student Assistance 
Commission (www.isac.org )

• OPRF Rep: Vonna 
Hayes, Quavonna.Hayes@
ISAC.illinois.gov

HANDS ON: Nicholas Michalek talks auto tech with OPRF students. (ALEXA ROGALS/STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER)

guided by what’s best for the kids and 
how do we build and enhance the re-
lationship?”

While Ambrose says the majority of 
OPRF grads pursue two- or four-year 
college degrees, that is not the end 
goal of the counseling program. For-
mal tools such as Naviance not only 
provide aid in the college search, but 
also help students explore personal-
ity traits and strengths to determine 
what kinds of fields of study or careers 
might be a good fit in the future. She 
says, “The overarching umbrella is 
that we have an individualized focus 
for each student at each grade level.”

According to counselor Esteban 
Medina the school is seeing growing 
student interest in other post-high 
school options.  Last year, the school 
began offering nursing classes at the 
school, and on completion, students 
can sit for a certificate that will allow 
them to apply for jobs in the field. The 
cosmetology program has expanded 
into a two-year program, allowing 
successful students to graduate from 
high school with a cosmetology cer-
tificate.

This year, OPRF is also hosting an 
apprenticeship exposition, which will 
be open to students throughout the 
area and offers access to trades such 
as plumbing, carpentry, electrical 
and construction work. An Additional 
Pathways program in the spring rec-
ognizes that not all students seek out 
four-year colleges and that there are 

OPTIONS  
continued from page 1

Post-secondary Plans, Class of 2017

Plans include 4 and 2-year college, military, work and other; and reflect the final transcripts that were 
submitted on behalf of a student. The graph shows the students in the class of 2017 with post-second-
ary plans disaggregated by race.

a post-secondary path reflects years 
of work by students, their families and 
their counselors. Ambrose says, “We 
start with healthy, strong learning skills 
in ninth grade, build on this every year 
and add layers such as standardized 
testing and college or career prepara-
tion. When families are involved in this, 
it’s so much richer.”

http://www.oprfhs.org/tutoring-center/
http://www.oprfhs.org/tutoring-center/
mailto:GTesterman@oprfhs.org?subject=Questions%20about%20Tutoring%20Center
https://oppl.org/services/teens/homework-help-for-teens/
https://oppl.org/services/teens/homework-help-for-teens/
https://oppl.org/services/teens/
mailto:Quavonna.Hayes@ISAC.illinois.gov
mailto:Quavonna.Hayes@ISAC.illinois.gov
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The number of black/African 
American and Latinx students 
at Oak Park and River Forest 
High School who have met all 

three benchmarks of post-secondary 
readiness is gradually improving, but 
the gap between white students and 
students of color stubbornly persists. 
Recently, the district has focused its ef-
forts to shrink that readiness gap on a 
series of data and curriculum improve-
ments. 

According to D200 data, only 38 
percent of black/African American 
students in the class of 2017 had at 
least two indicators of post-secondary 
readiness — those indicators include 
an unweighted GPA of at least 2.7, suf-
ficient course rigor (i.e., whether or not 
a student has completed honors or AP 
courses), and an ACT composite score 
of at least 21 or an SAT composite score 
of at least 1060. 

By comparison, 71 percent, 89 per-
cent and 92 percent of Latinx, white 
and Asian students, respectively, had at 
least two benchmark indicators. 

Over the last year, District 200 has 
taken a number of actions to more ef-
fectively measure those racial dispari-
ties and to closely monitor the progress 

of its equity-related programs. 
Those actions include hiring an in-

formation services firm to do empirical 
research on the effectiveness of the 
high school’s equity-related programs 
and partnering with Equal Opportunity 
Schools, an education equity organiza-
tion based in Seattle, to enroll nearly 
200 minority and low-income students 
into AP courses. 

This school year, the district intro-
duced new guidelines designed to 
regularly measure the effectiveness 
of instructional programs and provide 
students with a curriculum that ensures 
that they have equal access to content 
and learning opportunities, said Greg 
Johnson, the district’s assistant superin-
tendent for curriculum and instruction. 

In October, Johnson outlined the 
creation of the district’s new Curriculum 
Evaluation and Design Manual, which 
launched this school year. The manual 
is the beginning of a broader curricu-
lum evaluation and implementation 
process “that will continue throughout 
the next several school years,” John-
son said. 

Johnson added that the district will 
use Courageous Conversations About 
Race, a book by Glenn Singleton and 
Curtin Linton to help faculty and staff 
develop their own “racial conscious-
ness,” something essential to the dis-

trict achieving greater equity. 
This culturally responsive approach 

to teaching, he said, will help guide the 
development of a curriculum based 
on social emotional learning and flex-
ible instruction that is tailored to each 
students’ abilities. The evaluation and 
design of the revised curriculum will 
also include input from community 
stakeholders. 

The new culturally sensitive and 
more individualized curriculum may 
take at least six years before its fully 

implemented at all grade levels. 
In the meantime, the district has 

enacted more immediate curriculum 
changes designed to broaden the ap-
peal of courses and to connect them 
to post-secondary pathways and dual 
credit experiences, Johnson noted in 
a recent outline of roughly a dozen 
course revisions for the 2019-20 school 
year. 

For instance, one revision includes 
changing a guitar and songwriting 
course to allow students who don’t 

play instruments or sing the opportu-
nity to enroll. Currently, there are only 
a handful of courses for students who 
don’t play traditional ensemble instru-
ments. The change, Johnson said, “is 
designed to address inequity” within 
OPRF’s current music offerings.

“Our students are active partners in 
our curriculum; as a result, our aim is to 
engage their natural tendency toward 
creativity, curiosity, and critical thinking 
in a safe, supportive, and welcoming 
environment,” Johnson said.

Shrinking the 
readiness gap one 
course at a time 

OPRF is integrating racial 
consciousness into curriculum changes

The OPRFHS Assessment and Research Department reviewed student data over an extended period of time 
which revealed that the following three academic indicators as indicative of post-secondary readiness:

1. An unweighted GPA of 2.7 or above 
2. An Academic Program Index greater than 1.0 (whether the student has taken honors or AP classes) 
3. An ACT composite score of 21 or higher or a SAT composite score of (1060-1090) or higher

The above graph shows the racial disaggregation of students who had 0,1,2 or 3 of these indicators in the class of 2017.

12th Grade Benchmarks Met, Class of 2017

as automotive, shop and home eco-
nomics. 

“Now, they have even more than 
they had when I was there,” she said. 
“They have culinary arts classes, they 
have a lot. It’s really great.” 

But the experience of accessing 
OPRF’s plethora of vocational and 
technical options isn’t universally 
smooth. 

Lisa Brown’s daughter, an OPRF 

sophomore, is a whip smart, col-
lege-bound honors student and 
aspiring musician. She’s also a test 
case for how effectively OPRF pre-
pares all students for life beyond 
high school — not just those who 
Brown describes as “neuro-typical.” 

“My daughter is slipping through 
the cracks,” said Brown, a technol-
ogy sales professional who is also a 
single mother. “She’s on the autism 
spectrum and I have grave concerns 
that she is not being adequately pre-
pared for when she leaves OPRF.” 

According to Brown, OPRF is a 

great school if your child is “smart, 
self-motivated, self-driven and able 
to function independently … that’s 
your neuro-typical kid. They’ll do 
fine, but if your student is anything 
but that, they’ll probably not do 
extraordinarily well at that school. 
They won’t know what resources are 
available.” 

Brown said that her daughter is 
considering a music career, but her 
IEP only focuses on preparations for 
college.

“They only talk about the college 
path,” she said. “In fact, it’s written 

into her IEP, specifically, that the 
student will begin to fill out college 
applications and essays. They know 
full well that she wants to become 
a musician, but they haven’t indi-
vidualized her plan to reflect this. 
I’ve done all the work in terms of 
sending her to music school in the 
summer and doing those kind of 
things.” 

Brown’s experience seems to bol-
ster the findings in a new report re-
leased by the education advocacy 
nonprofit Stand for Children. 

The report points out that nowa-

days, effective postsecondary pre-
paredness needs to be about more 
than just course offerings, extra-
curricular activities and counselors 
checking on students’ graduation 
requirements or college and finan-
cial aid applications. 

Schools should also put resources 
into providing students with indi-
vidualized social and emotional sup-
port while preparing them for life af-
ter high school, the report explains. 

Teachers and staff should look at 
“students as individuals,” Brown 
said, not “as a typical population.”

TYPICAL  
continued from page 2
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