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Despite the unprecedented obstacles created by the continuing pandemic, the 2021-2022 school year was 
a successful one for both students and staff. Even with constantly changing school safety guidelines and 
mandates, the schools remained open for in-person learning all year. Teachers, students, parents, and staff 

worked extremely hard to ensure success. This issue of the Focus On Education district newsletter highlights a few of 
the many achievements and accomplishments that occurred this year throughout the Elmwood Park schools.  

Elmwood Park High School
Class of 2022
The EPHS Class of 2022 held its commencement  
ceremony on May 22, when 252 students successfully 
completed their high school careers. Valedictorian 
Donell Yu and salutatorian Julia Ciura earned top  
academic honors. Graduates will further their education 
at many colleges and universities, including University 
of Illinois, Chicago; University of Illinois, Urbana-
Champaign; DePaul, Illinois State University, Lewis 
University, University of Wisconsin, Madison; University 
of Missouri, University of Tennessee, Miami University, 
Ohio; Dominican University, and Triton College. 

Illinois State Scholars
The Illinois State Assistance Committee recognized 22 
EPHS seniors as Illinois State Scholars. These students 
rank in the top 10% of the state’s high school seniors  
for their continuing record of academic excellence.

Honor Society Gift Drive
Members of the National Honor Society (NHS) bright-
ened the holiday season for many area children through 
their “Adopt A Kid” gift drive, which resulted in 400 
presents for 200 children in need. Senior Jesus Morales 
and junior Kasandra Medrano led the project, which 
included 48 NHS volunteers. 

Virtual Enterprise Students Advanced  
to National Finals
Seven members of Virtual Enterprises International (VEI) 
competed for national honors in New York City. They 
represented their own VEI company, Alectrona,  
which (virtually) produced solar-powered portable  
chargers from recyclable materials. VEI is a worldwide 

business education nonprofit that helps students learn 
about business by creating and managing their own  
virtual companies.  

All-conference Honorees
Eighteen EPHS athletes earned Metro Suburban Confer-
ence (MSC) honors for their athletic performances in the 
fall 2021 sports season, and three all-conference athletes 
advanced to the Illinois High School Association (IHSA) 
sectionals after qualifying at regionals. The 18 students 
competed in cross-country, football, golf, soccer, tennis, 
and volleyball. 

In the winter season, 
10 athletes earned MSC 
honors, and one won 
an IHSA regional title. 
The students participat-
ed in boys’ basketball, 
girls’ basketball, cheer-
leading, dance, and 
wrestling. 

Singers are the Best
Six EPHS students were 
selected as among the top choral singers in the region, 
which contains several counties, including Cook, by  
the Illinois Music Education Association (ILMEA).

Student Artists Excel
Six students – five seniors and one junior – competed 
for top prizes in the 2022 Illinois High School Art 
Exhibition (IHSAE) hosted by Art ConnectED. Student 
work was selected for this competition, which brings 
together the best student artists from 100 Illinois 
schools.   

Winter Concert Series
A series of winter music concerts took place in 
December. To reduce audience size during the pandemic, 
John Mills and Elmwood Elementary Schools divided 
their shows into staggered line-ups of smaller concerts. 
EPHS, Elm Middle School, John Mills Elementary School 
and Elmwood Elementary all held concerts. 

In Appreciation
The entire school community is grateful for the tireless 
efforts of the many parent volunteers whose hard work 
on behalf of students made a tremendous difference. 

Parents, you are appreciated! Thank you for your 
work on behalf of District 401 students!

Looking Ahead  
Registration Information
Families who are new to the district and fami-
lies with returning students must register online. 
Returning students must be registered each year. 
Enrollment is for students in grades K through 12 
and is a three-step process that includes:

• Proof of residency
• Payment of fees
• Submission of consent forms.
Find additional registration information on the 

district website at www.epcusd401.org. Click on 
“Enrollment and Fees” from the menu. 

Return to School
The first day of the 2022-23 
school year is Wednesday, August 
31. With best wishes for a safe and 
fun summer to all! 
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Tigers’ team members at their homecoming game. 
(Photos in this issue by Dave Porreca.)

At the May 17 groundbreaking ceremony for their school, John Mills’ students sang the school 
song under the direction of music teacher Sarah Altshuler (left).  



After forty-five rounds (!), Elmwood 
Elementary School fourth grader 
Erhan Mulvihill was victorious. 
These Elmwood Elementary students 
also took honors: third place winner 
Sophie Nijmeh, fourth grade; fourth 
place winner Asher Feltman, fifth 
grade; and tied for fifth place, fourth 
graders Emilio Aguirre and Pooja 
Suresh. 

John Mills Elementary School, 
Grades Pre-K to 5
It’s Groundbreaking!
The John Mills construction project 
kicked off with a groundbreaking 
ceremony on May 17. Construction 
began May 31, with completion 
scheduled for August 2024. The 
project will address infrastructure, 
renovation, and expansion needs. It 
will include building an addition to 
house office space and a classroom,  
renovations of existing classrooms, 
and updates to plumbing, electrical, 
mechanical, and life safety features.  

The entire John Mills School property 
will not be accessible over the  
summer.  

STEAM Grant 
A new after-school program was 
made available to John Mills School 
students in grades K-5, thanks to a 
grant from the state of Illinois. The 
grant provided a weekly STEAM 
(Science, Technology, Engineering, 
Art, and Math) program for  
students. Through the program,  
students received exposure to coding 
Sphero robots, 3D printers, LEGO for 
Education products, and more. 

Student Authors
Second grade students 
are authors and illus-
trators! One second 
grade class explored 
creating a book with 
the theme, “Everyone 
is Special in Their Own 
Way.” Each student 
wrote and illustrated 
one page, using a free 
publishing kit. The 

pages were “bound” to create a book. 
The book was read in the class, and 
families were able to purchase copies. 
Some families even “paid it forward” 
by purchasing and donating copies  
to families of other students. 

Student Scientists
A kindergarten class completed a 
hands-on science unit on plant 
and animal habitats. The students 
enjoyed working together to create 
a terrarium, a home for roly poly 
bugs. Did you know that roly polys 
are crustaceans and are more closely 
related to lobsters, crab, and shrimp 
than they are to beetles or butterflies?

Good Work Featured on TV News
Emilio Rodriguez, John Mills fourth 
grader and his sister, Sophia, who is 
an EPHS student, and their mother 
spent the Presidents Day holiday 
volunteering at a local non-profit. At 
the headquarters of the Honeycomb 
Project, the family worked with other 
volunteers to prepare craft kits for 
pediatric patients. NBC5 TV inter-
viewed and recorded Emilio and 
Sophia during the event and featured 
them on the station’s “Making a 
Difference” news segment that  
evening. 

Multi-School 
Faculty Members Win  
State Honors
Congratulations to three District 401 
faculty members whose outstanding 
work was recognized by the Illinois 
State Board of Education’s Those 
Who Excel and Teacher of the Year 
awards. Elmwood Elementary School 
social worker Meg Carin received a 
Those Who Excel meritorious service 

award for school support personnel. 
Elmwood Elementary School second 
grade teacher Kelsey Horvath was 
honored with a Teacher of the Year 
meritorious service award for early 
career educators. Sarah Rippe, Elm 
Middle School sixth grade teacher, 
earned a Teacher of the Year meri-
torious service award for classroom 
teachers. The Illinois State Board of 
Education sponsors these prestigious 
awards annually to recognize the 
incredible work of teachers, admin-
istrators, school support personnel, 
teams, and community volunteers 
who make significant contributions 
to Illinois’ students.

School Citizen of the Year Award
Each year, West 40, an Illinois state 
agency that provides educational 
support services to school districts 
in the West Cook County region, 
honors select students with the 
School Citizen of the Year (SCOTY) 
Award. Only about 100 students of 
the 87,000 area students are chosen 
for the award each year. SCOTY win-
ners are nominated by their teachers 
for being “good school citizens and 
role models for other students to 
emulate.” The SCOTY recipients were 
honored at an awards ceremony in 
March.  

Congratulations to the District 401 
School Citizens of the Year: Elmwood 
Elementary – Aiden Benitez and 
Klarita Kouria, fifth grade; John 
Mills Elementary – Thomas Golz and 
Lula Korntheuer, fifth grade; Elm 
Middle School – Madison Ranallo 
and Sarah Scheidt, seventh grade; 
Elmwood Park High School – Sean 
Munoz and Jillian Schweinert,  
eleventh grade. 

Special Olympians Win Awards
Six District 401 students, in grades 
three, nine, ten, eleven and twelve, 
won first-place honors from Special 
Olympics Illinois for their outstand-
ing soccer skills. Students must be 
eight years or older and have a devel-
opmental disability to participate in 
the Special Olympics. 
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Live Music Returns!
In-person concerts, the first since 
March 2020, returned to EPHS in 
October with “Kaleidoscope 21.”  
EPHS Chorale, Concert Choir, Swing 
Choir and Combined Choirs, and 
the EPHS Marching Tigers, gave 
impressive performances. Despite 
wearing masks, the musicians  
presented a wonderful concert!

In-person Theater:  
“She Kills Monsters”
Over 60 EPHS students, the cast and 
crew of “She Killed Monsters,” made 
the first play since the pandemic 
began a success! For three days at 
the end of October, the play, a mix 
of comedy and drama, was met with 
acclaim by an enthusiastic audience. 

Musical Theater is Back
Musical theater returned to EPHS in 
March after a two-year hiatus with 
the production of “9 to 5.” Nearly 
one-hundred students brought this 
rousing musical to life, working 
on-stage and behind-the-scenes. 
Singers, dancers, actors, and musi-
cians gave a very professional,  
high-energy performance.   

Elmwood Elementary School, 
Grades K to 5
“We are the Panthers glowing with 
pride! Parents and teachers stand  
by our side!”

These lyrics are from Elmwood 
Elementary’s school song, and this 
school year was filled with grows 
and glows for the students, com-
munity, and staff. Teachers and 
administrators all acknowledged 
how much students have grown 
since August. Teachers worked hard 
to ensure that learning was engag-
ing and purposeful for all students. 
The mission to meet the needs of 
every single student at Elmwood 
Elementary School was reached  
during the 2021-22 school year.   

Groundbreaking Ceremony Kicks 
Off Construction Project
On May 11, the Elmwood 

Elementary School construction 
project kicked off with a ground-
breaking ceremony, marking the 
beginning of a new era for Elmwood 
Elementary School. 

During the next two years, work 
will be conducted to upgrade the 
school’s infrastructure and class-
rooms. 

Projects include updating and/or 
replacing plumbing, mechanicals, 
electrical, and life safety items. 
Interior spaces will be renovated to 

modernize the learning environ-
ment to meet current and future 
educational needs. 

Foundation work began outside the 
building on March 28. The project 
is scheduled to be completed in  
August 2024.

District Spelling Bee
The best spellers from the district’s 
elementary schools and middle 
school in grades four through eight 
were chosen to compete in the 
District Spelling Bee on February 10. 

Career Study Experiences 
The school year saw the expan-
sion of Elm Middle School’s 
College and Career Pathways 
program. A committee of teach-
ers was formed to bring career 
information and career experi-
ences to students. As a result, 
students met with psychologists 
and sociologists to explore those 
careers, created game design expe-
riences, and enjoyed learning 
about professional writing from 
an Elmwood Park alumnus who is 
a published author. Students even 
created and built their own virtual 
Etsy shops, and the entrepreneur-
ship class started an Elm Middle 
School snack shack! Students were 
immersed in these informative 
career experiences.    

National Junior Honor Society 
Inductees
In May, 20 Elm Middle School 
seventh-grade students were 
inducted into the National Junior 
Honor Society (NJHS). Students 
that demonstrate high academic 
achievement, good character, 
leadership, citizenship, service, 
and scholarship are awarded this 
honor. These inductees have 
pledged to continue the good 
work that Elm Middle School 
NJHS students do to further 

strengthen the school’s learning 
community. 

Elm Athletics
The year saw the return of athletic 
opportunities that were put on 
hold by the pandemic. Multiple 
events were hosted by the school. 
The athletic programs included 
boys’ and girls’ teams in basket-
ball, volleyball, soccer, softball, 
and cross country; scholastic 
bowl, cheerleading, and poms. 
The school community was glad 
to have the students back in the 
athletics program and is look-
ing forward to seeing what the 
Cougars do next year. 

Spelling Bee Winner
Elm Middle School seventh-grader 
Mel Rubio took second place 
in the District Spelling Bee that 
lasted 45 rounds! (See “District 
Spelling Bee” under “Elmwood 
Elementary School.”) 

Elm Middle School, Grades 6-8

The Elm Middle School Concert Band gave memorable 
performances. 

Superintendent Leah Gauthier (third from right), Elmwood Principal Matthew Lerner 
(second from right), Assistant Principal Stephanie Hagins (right), and Board of  
Education members kick-off the Elmwood School groundbreaking ceremony.  




