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 To hear the Rev. Maureen “Mo” 
O’Connor tell it, like many college 
students, she was wondering what to 
do with her future. Her initial thought 
was to get a doctorate in clinical psy-
chology.
 However, after attending College 
of DuPage and then Elmhurst Col-
lege, her career path took a detour of 
sorts—into the world of theology.
 The Lombard native, who at-
tended schools at Green Valley, St. 
John’s, Glenbard East and Downers 
Grove North, was working toward a 
degree in clinical psychology at Elm-
hurst where she was required to take 
a class on religion.
 O’Connor remembers thinking 
she had enrolled in a class focusing 
on women but instead, it was named 
“Callings.”
 The first day of class, she told the 
professor, the Rev. Ronald Beau-
champ—with whom she later formed 
a ministry in Lombard—that she was 
in the wrong class, to which he re-
plied, “I think you’re in the right 
class.”
 He encouraged her to stay and by 
the end of the course, Beauchamp 
told her, “You’re called to be a pas-
tor.”
 He challenged her to intern at a 
church, which O’Connor did, and the 
congregation also told her the same 
thing. 
 She was also encouraged to enter 
a theology competition for a scholar-
ship—and won.
 She ended up majoring in both 
clinical psychology and theology. 
Still unsure about where her career 
path would lead, O’Connor enrolled 
at Northern Seminary in Lombard, 
thinking, “I’ll finish discerning [de-
ciding] in seminary.”
 O’Connor remembers asking God 
to put an answer about her ministry 
career in her lap—and actually pat-
ting herself on the lap. That gesture 
would later become key to forming a 
new ministry.
 She next attended Bexley-Seabury 
in Chicago to study the Episcopal 
religion. O’Connor had grown up 
attending Calvary Episcopal Church 
in Lombard where, ironically, she is 
now the priest-in-charge, and affec-
tionately known as “Mother Mo.”
 “I full-circled back to them,” the 
priest said of the Episcopal Church, 
adding, “This is where theologically 
I lie.”
 O’Connor earned a Master of 
Divinity degree, saying that the de-
cision to complete seminary school 
was not based on one particular event 
but “it was more like a journey of 
moments.”
 She said she was at peace with her 
decisions, believing, “This is where 
I’m supposed to be at this moment.”
 The priest said she worked at 
churches in Chicago and Glen Ellyn, 
and was ordained as an Episcopal 
priest in 2016.
 In 2015, O’Connor happened to 
stop in at a hair-braiding salon. While 
sitting there, a woman came up to her 
with photos of children from Guinea 
West Africa.
 “She throws all these pictures on 
my lap,” the priest recounted, add-
ing that it was at that moment she 
remembered when she said, “God, 
throw it on my lap.”
 O’Connor thought to herself, 
“God wants me to take a look at it.”
 It was heartbreaking, she said, to 
learn that children in Guinea West 
Africa were being abandoned by par-
ents who earned less than a dollar a 
day and couldn’t afford to feed them, 
resulting in many homeless children 
who were either being brought into 
human trafficking or dying before 
their fifth birthday.
 This led to the formation of Con-
nect with Love, O’Connor outlined, 
with some of her Lombard friends, 
“an organization that is committed to 
saving and empowering children in 
Guinea West Africa.”
 However, she didn’t want to just 

send money—not knowing where 
it would end up. Instead, the orga-
nization, which became a 501(c)
(3) non-profit, helped 26 children in 
2016 after six months of collecting 
clothing, food, medicine, toiletries, 
sporting goods books, toys, genera-
tors, tools, kitchen items and more.
 Wanting to forge a secure connec-
tion, O’Connor traveled to Guinea 
last summer to meet the children and 
also to “connect with others by estab-
lishing new relationships.”
 She wanted to know, “What do 
they really need and how are we go-
ing to do this?”
 After first making contacts in the 
United States, she met up with An-
glican Bishop Jacques Boston, relat-
ing how he was “amazed at how God 
works. He said he was absolutely 
shocked that people from Lombard, 
Illinois, who have never been to 
Guinea West Africa, joined together 
to use their time, talents and resourc-
es to help these children in need.”
 She requested whatever assistance 
the church could offer, and Boston 
told her, “You’re coming here from 
half-way around the world; how can 
I not help you?”
 The bishop proceeded to offer 
free schooling for the children at his 
Anglican school in Conakry, as well 
as access to urgent health care. And, 
when donations for Connect with 
Love are raised, O’Connor knows 
the funds will be sent directly to the 
church and used for the children— 
who are living in conditions she said 
are “heart-wrenching.”
 That is, she added, many of the 
children—in the age range of rough-
ly 2 to 16—are homeless and living 
in “survival mode.”
 As serendipity would have it, 
O’Connor was supervising a semi-
nary intern and met with other intern 
supervisors. She mentioned Connect 
with Love and another supervisor 
told her about some friends from 
Guinea.
 That couple, Yakha and Alpha 
Traore, met with O’Connor to talk 
about her mission. As it turns out, 
they, too, were looking for some way 
to help others in their homeland, and 
shared the same vision as O’Connor.
 This then, was “their aha mo-
ment,” the priest said with a chuckle, 
adding, “They’re incredible people.”
 The Traores agreed to move back 
to Guinea, which they did in October 
2016, “in order to help us take care 
of at-risk children and to make sure 
these children receive the love and 
care they deserve,” the priest related, 
adding that Connect with Love hopes 

to raise enough money to purchase a 
home close to the school in Conakry, 
so the children will have a place to 
live closer to the school.
 She said the original 26 children 
are now being cared for through an-
other organization, and that the home 
will serve children who are living in 
the Conakry area.
 Right now the organization is ac-

cepting monetary donations “to help 
us establish roots in Conakry,” she 
said.
 The priest said that while Calva-
ry Episcopal is not directly involved 
with Connect with Love, the congre-
gation plans to raise funds through a 
church-wide Lenten project.
 The bottom line for O’Connor is 
that while feeding, clothing and ed-

ucating Guinea’s indigent children is 
the most urgent focus, through Con-
nect with Love, “I want them to feel 
loved.”
 At the same time, “I want to go a 
step further. I want them to feel their 
worth,” she concluded.
 For more information or to make 
a donation, contact O’Connor at 630-
620-8899 or 630-290-8691.

66

              out&  about
E.A. MacKay Enterprises, Wednesday, June 1, 2016  Page 13

OUT AND ABOUTJane Charmelo

ʻKindness Kids  ̓at Ardmore School
A movement toward emphasizing

positive behavior has been spreading
around our schools for some time,
and it is apparent that one local
elementary school is taking that to
heart, by promoting kindness to
others.

Ardmore Elementary School in
Villa Park has a new student group
called Kindness Kids, who are
spreading a message that kindness
can be contagious and that everyone
benefits.

Danielle Storck, now a sixth-
grader at Jackson Middle School, is
one of the founders of the group,
according to Jenny Wangerow, the
school’s assistant principal.

She recalled how, last year, a
group of students got together to
discuss social issues at the school,
saying, “We were problem solving.”

“They came to me,” Wangerow
continued, to see how the school
could rectify “minor things that were
not consistent with how we expect
our children to behave,” adding that
the discussion was not about
punitive measures but focusing on
promoting positive behaviors.

The assistant principal related
that Ardmore Elementary—and
many other schools—are utilizing a
philosophy called PBIS, which
stands for Positive Behavior
Interventions and Supports.

According to the PBIS Web site,
PBIS, also known as SWPBS, or
School-wide Positive Behavior
Supports, “is a framework or approach
for assisting school personnel in
adopting and organizing evidence-
based behavioral interventions into an
integrated continuum that enhances
academic and social behavior
outcomes for all students.”

In other words, it is a system for
“effective classroom management”
that is proactive in preventing
discipline issues and is melded with
the learning environment to create “a
positive and safe school climate to
maximize success for all students.” 

Wangerow said part of the PBIS
system at Ardmore is that while
students can’t control another’s
behavior, they do have choices in
how to react. 

So, when the students addressed
the issues, they discussed ways to
add to the PBIS philosophy by doing
something more to spread a positive
vibe—that of being kind to others.

Michele Storck, Danielle’s mom
and Ardmore PTA president,
commented how her daughter
“wanted to take it a step further” to
emphasize kindness at her school.

The assistant principal
remembers that the initial group
worked to come up with a name—
not wanting to call it a club per se,
because that implied membership

and she wanted it open to all
interested fifth-graders. Thus the
name Kindness Kids was born.

They began meeting once a
month or so during lunchtime, she
described, and began brainstorming
ideas to spread the message of
kindness.

One thing they decided on was to
send positive messages, by writing
words of inspiration on the bathroom
mirrors, recalled Storck, “to set a
good example for the younger kids.”

“They came up with all the
sayings themselves,” she added.

Wangerow said the students also
created a bulletin board with
messages about kindness and each
student being unique, and they also
made a video similar to “Kindness
Boomerang,” which shows people
helping one another in a pay-it-
forward fashion.

“We made an Ardmore School
version of things you could do to
spread kindness,” she explained.

Storck said the Kindness Kids
also came up with ideas to share with
their fellow students, such as “Go
out of your way to be nice to
someone you don’t know [or] play
with someone you’ve never played
with.”

The fact that it was the fifth-
graders who came up with these

ideas, “That’s just what’s so
inspirational,” she added.

The group also wrote Happy
Thanksgiving notes to the teachers,
Wangerow mentioned.

Storck and Wangerow both noted
that as part of a new playground at
the elementary school, there is going
to be a “buddy bench,” and while it’s
not part of Kindness Kids, it falls in
line with their philosophy of
kindness.

A child who has no one to play
with or is feeling lonely can sit on
the bench, and another student will
extend an invitation to play together,
they described.

When asked why she helped
launch Kindness Kids, Danielle
responded that “I was thinking that I
wanted to make a change in my
school.”

Wanting to get her fellow
students involved, “We made
posters to get kids to come and join
us,” she added.

As with any new idea, last year
Kindness Kids started slowly and
within their own territory, but this
year, said the assistant principal,
“It’s really taken off.”

That is, the students have worked
on a welcoming letter for new
students who come in during the
school year, and also came up with

the idea to visit a senior citizen
facility.

They chose Sunrise at Fountain
Square in Lombard, where they
recently visited with a number of the
residents.

The students interviewed
residents about their lives and took
notes on their Chromebook, the
assistant principal highlighted, so
they could make posters and a book
for the residents they visited.

She quipped that in addition to
having the intergenerational
experience, this was also a way to
“sneak in some writing.”

Storck was one of the adults who
accompanied the students, and since
Danielle was a Kindness Kids
founder, she was invited to attend as
well.

“The kids just started asking
them questions,” her mom
recounted, adding, “They learned a
lot.”

“It was very moving,” Storck
continued, saying she and other
adults were nearly in tears watching
the seniors and children talking to
one another.

Her own daughter’s conversation
with a senior citizen resulted in them
finding out they have some interests
in common—a bonus—and her new
friend is hoping Danielle will make a

return visit.
Activities Volunteer Coordinator

Zakiyyah Ali was on-hand to
welcome the Ardmore fifth-graders,
saying that just as the students
enjoyed their time together, “The
residents also loved their visit.”

The residents were all in for the
intergenerational experience, she
said of the residents’ participation,
adding that afterward, the residents
described the Kindness Kids as
“smart, well-mannered, well-
spoken.”

Just as Danielle encountered a
senior with common interests, Ali
said another girl did as well, relating
how a Spanish-speaking resident
and Spanish-speaking Ardmore
student conducted their interview in
Spanish.

“It was a really big deal for them
to find that connection,” the
coordinator believes. “It was
meaningful to that little girl.”

In fact, observed Wangerow,
some of the residents enjoyed the
visit so much they want the children
to come back for another visit.

“They absolutely want to do it
again,” echoed Ali.

“It was a really nice lesson in
patience,” she said, adding that
another positive outcome is that the
students “took ownership of...‘my
person, my friend.’”

Wangerow praised her former
student for getting involved with the
kindness initiative, saying, “She
took on a leadership role, to help
other students do the right thing,
make the right choices.”

The assistant principal believes
that such initiatives and PBIS-type
programs are becoming the norm in
schools.

“I feel it’s becoming ingrained in
our culture,” she added.

“There are no words to sum up
how great these kids are,” shared
Storck. “Their ideas are uninhibited
and so creative. I just love it!”

Storck said Danielle’s younger
brother is looking forward to being
part of Kindness Kids, although he
has a few years to go, which means
the fifth-graders are having an
impact and sending a message that
“Kind=Cool.”

“The most important thing is, this
is all student driven,” Wangerow
emphasized.

As a result of Kindness Kids and
their efforts, she continued, “There’s
an overarching expectation that
we’re kind to each other at our
school.”

“It sets the tone for the whole
school,” she added.

Danielle, who was recognized at
a school assembly back in January
for helping develop Kindness Kids,
said that looking back over the last
two years, “I do feel like it made a
difference.”

When asked how she feels about
being kind to others, she replied,
“Everyone should think about what
they’re saying and if it’s not nice,
don’t say anything.”

Even though she is moving
forward with her own education,
Danielle said she hopes to see
Kindness Kids keep gaining
momentum at Ardmore Elementary
School “because I figure this could
be on for a long time and keep it
going for generations.”

For more information about the
Kindness Kids initiative, contact
Wangerow at jwangerow@d45.org.
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ARDMORE ELEMENTARY School is home to Kindness Kids, a group of fifth-graders who promote acts

of kindness toward others at the Villa Park grade school. They write positive and inspiring  messages around
the school on posters and other locations such as bathroom mirrors, and have even made a video promoting
kindness toward others, similar to the pay-it-forward “Kindness Boomerang” on YouTube. The student-driven
group took things a step further this year when they visited a senior living community to talk to some of the
residents. Assistant Principal Jenny Wangerow said the experience was “a really nice lesson in patience.”
In the two lower left photos, students spent time with seniors at Sunrise at Fountain Square in Lombard,
hearing their stories and writing them down for a Kindness Kids project. Sunrise at Fountain Square
Activities Volunteer Coordinator Zakiyyah Ali (top photo, back row, third from left) coordinated the visit with
Ardmore Elementary School, saying she observed how the residents “loved their visit.” In the lower right
photo, a school-wide message is that “Kind=Cool.” 
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The Rev. Maureen O’Connor of Calvary Episcopal Church in Lom-
bard helped launch the non-profit Connect with Love to combat the 
living conditions of many children in Guinea, West Africa, who are 
homeless, hungry and uneducated, often living on the streets. The 
plan is to raise money to buy a home in the Conakry area, near the 
Anglican Diocese, where children will be able to attend school.

Episcopal priest ‘connecting with love’ to help children


