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Chicago’s Alumni Ask “What Can We Do?”

The newly reorganized Chicago Alumni Council was looking for a service project focus. One of Expeditionary Learning Schools’ (ELS) newest prospect schools, Polaris Charter Academy, was looking for help navigating the complicated, political, charter school application process. Together, magic is happening in the Chicago neighborhood of Humboldt Park where the K-8th grade school is set to open this Fall.

Within two months of connecting Polaris with the Chicago alumni last year, a fundraiser had been organized and $30,000 was raised.  The Chicago Council mobilized Outward Bound alumni, ignited the community and generated excitement among corporate sponsors. 

But being an Outward Bounder means more than just taking out a checkbook. It means action. Chicago alumni are bringing their expertise and experience to the Polaris Charter Academy. Council Co-chair, Bill Kasten, showed up to defend the application in front of the school board. Two Council members serve on the Academy’s Board—Gerald Sweeney provides legal advice and Les Pinsof offers financial advice and practical business support, like getting a local company to donate much-needed computers. 

The support has come in other ways as well. Building renovation plans for school are scheduled to end only four days before the school is scheduled to open in September. The solution? Chicago alumni have volunteered to spend their Labor Day weekend moving furniture, organizing classrooms and planting flowers so the school is ready to open its doors for the first 150, kindergarten to second grade children. 

Tracy Kwock, one of the three founders of Polaris Charter Academy, describes Outward Bound alumni as “so in tune with kids’ educational needs today. They understand that it is NOT just a case of throwing money at a problem; rather, it’s about teaching kids how to take ownership over their own learning. Outward Bound alumni already understand why learning outside the classroom is important and that using teamwork to tackle real world problems is critical. They simply ask, ‘What can we do?’”

What’s next? The Chicago Council wants to transform more local schools and raise scholarship money for Chicago kids to go on wilderness courses. And they are well positioned to do it. They are respected members of the community who have influence over community decisions. They are not just about holding meetings, but about getting out there and doing things. Now that they have a structure to the alumni organization, perhaps this school is just a glimpse of the power of taking the lessons of Outward Bound back into your community. 

Alumni Profile: Interview with Mary Moran

Former OB staff member and current doctor, mother, dog owner, mentor,

Chicago Council Co chair, Wilderness Board Member, and more

It was the early 1970s and times were different: girls interested in medicine were steered into nursing, so that’s where Mary Moran, one of eight children with a physician father, was steered. And then, Moran took her first 30-day, Maine Sailing, Outward Bound course. 

The Outward Bound course was life-changing. It still brings a smile to remember the daily morning dips into freezing Atlantic waters—and in those pre-fleece days, warmth came from heavy woolen sweaters. But it was the three-day solo that stands out as one of the hardest and best experiences of her life. 

When Moran returned to the real world after her expedition, she felt like she no longer spoke the same language as everyone else back home in Chicago. So she returned to Hurricane Island as an employee for four summers, serving as a secretary and a nurse. 

She wondered if she could become a doctor; even though the conventional and family wisdom told her otherwise, she decided she had to try. She went back to finish undergraduate courses and spoke with her father who didn’t believe she would be admitted, but agreed to support her if she got in. It seemed like Mount Everest. But, having already had a sense that she was capable of more than she thought, she decided to go for it. Moran has practiced medicine for the last 21 years. 

Mary feels the very least she can do is give back to Outward Bound. She is one of many vibrant and willing Chicago alumni who are eager to bring Outward Bound into the fabric of the city. 

And Outward Bound is transformative at any age. Moran ran into an 80-year old who had recently gone on an Outward Bound course specially designed for rheumatoid arthritic students. The new alumnus said, “That trip changed my life, how can I stay involved?” 

Join the Outward Bound Alumni Association!

It’s free! By joining, you can search online for fellow crewmates, learn about local events and reconnect with Outward Bound. Go to outwardboundalumni.org and register today!

