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The Oak Parker caught up with six people who grew 
up in Oak Park during different eras. Each shared a 
unique perspective of what it’s like to be raised in this 
community. Let us introduce you:

Dale Youngkrantz: I came to Oak Park in 1963 as a foster 
child growing up in the shadows of Whittier School. I 
went on to Oak Park River Forest High School, graduating 
in 1967. Now I reside in Oak Park again, and I’m Director 
of Technology Solutions at Lumity, a nonprofit that 
provides financial and technology solutions for other 
nonprofits, as well as a community volunteer.
Ellen Plourde: I moved to OP when I was 3, but my mom 
had grown up here as well. We have family in Oak Park 
going back to 1900! I raised my family here in Oak Park, 
too. I am the Director of Information Technology Support 
Services at Dominican University and actively volunteer 
in our community.
Elana Kranz: I’ve lived in Oak Park since I was born. I 
have lived in a number of other places on and off for 13 
years, but I’m back in Oak Park again. At the moment, I 
am the Assistant Dean for International Education and a 
Ph.D. candidate in Italian Literature at the University of 
Chicago.
Ariel Herman: I was born at West Suburban Hospital 
and raised in Oak Park. But these days, I serve as a legal 
advocate for domestic violence victims at the Tundra 
Women’s Coalition in Bethel, Alaska.
Jonathan Cox: I originally lived in Galewood, IL, 'til I turned 

three, when my family moved to Oak Park. Currently, 
I’m a Business Economics Major at Brown University in 
Providence, RI.
Alexa Lisitza: I have lived in Oak Park my whole life in 
the same tan and brown house. My family moved here 
over twenty years ago from Chicago. Right now, I’m a 
sophomore at OPRFHS, and plan to be a writer. 

TOP: Besides Oak Park, where have you spent a significant 
amount of time?
DY: After a few years in college, I returned to Oak Park 
until I got drafted in 1970. During my 22-year military 
career, I had the opportunity to live in Europe for twelve 
years  as  wel l  as 
the southeastern 
and southwestern 
United States. All 
throughout my life 
I ’ve considered 
Oak Park to be my 
hometown.
EK: I’ve lived in New 
York City, Ann Arbor, 
MI, the San Francisco 
Bay area, Italy (Rome 
and Bologna), and 
Chicago. Oak Park is 
somewhat similar to Dale Youngkrantz: Then & Now
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Ann Arbor and Berkeley, CA, for the liberal-leanings and 
open-mindedness of its inhabitants.
AH: After I graduated in 2005, I attended college in Iowa. 
For three summers, I worked at a summer camp in Dallas, 
Texas. After I graduated, I joined the Jesuit Volunteer 
Corps: Northwest and moved to Bethel, where I live now. 
I haven’t really lived in Oak Park since ‘05, but it’s my 
home base; it’s where I always return.

TOP: How would you describe Oak Park to someone that 
has never been here?
EP: Oak Park is a very lovely suburb.  People are very 
engaged, and it is very warm and friendly.
EK: Oak Park is a picture-perfect place in many ways, 
but it’s also urban in the best and most interesting way, 
making it diverse.
AH: I start with location: the first suburb west of Chicago. 
As I talk about Oak Park, I’m very cognizant that it is the 
context that has shaped much of who I am. So I recognize 
that I have turned out much like how I would describe 
Oak Park—it places people first: in valuing diversity, 
education, and building community. And now that I live 
on the Tundra, I talk about Oak Park’s beautiful trees, 
flowers, and grass.
JC: I would describe Oak Park as a blend between your 
typical suburb and your relatively big city. It’s a typical 
suburb in that it is very much a community: most people 
in the village can be linked through one or two people. 
Oak Park is like a city in that there are many things going 
on around town during the week and almost everything 
is within reasonable walking and biking distance. 

TOP: What is it like being a student in Oak Park? 
DY: In my early years in Oak Park, there was no diversity. 
The first African American person I had regular contact 
with came along in my senior year. I learned a great deal 
about diversity in the military especially its importance to 
community growth. Certainly the changes in diversity in 
Oak Park since then make it a more vibrant community.
EK: The Oak Park schools are excellent and I can’t 

imagine a 
public school 
system that 
could prepare 
someone 
better. OPRFHS 
in particular 
provides 
the same 
opportunities 
any private 
high school 
could, but with 

more diversity 
in students, 
course offerings, 
and  extracurricular 
activities.
AH: My parents 
moved to Oak Park 
primarily for its 
educational 
opportunities. 
In high school, I 
had a variety of 
classes to choose 
from, and, even at such a big school, was able to have 
meaningful relationships with several of the staff. I feel 
that OPRF prepared me very well for the academically 
rigorous college I attended. Furthermore—I may not 
have always realized it at the time, but later on—I’ve 
come to see that it’s not just an education you get from 
the schools you attend, but also a strong shaping of 
values. And as a product of Oak Park public schools, I 
feel I’ve learned important values like a commitment to 
diversity, open mindedness, and social justice.
JC: Because Oak Park is such a diverse and large 
community, I was able to meet a bunch of different 
people while in school. A collection of different types of 
people that I’m sure some of my fellow Brown University 
classmates did not have the opportunity to meet by 
attending private schools or living in smaller towns. I was 
able to hang out with people from all different types of 
socio-economic classes and aspirations; and this I feel 
gave me a better representation of the world.
AL: Oak Park is one of the best places for students to live. 
The teachers genuinely enjoy their job and want to do 
nothing more than teach students what they need to 
know to get them further. I think I’m more than prepared 
to achieve all the goals I have set for myself. 

TOP: What are some things you hope for in Oak Park’s 
future?
EP: I hope that Oak Park can continue to be a model of 
transparent decision-making, and a warm and welcoming 
place to live.  Oak Parkers feel very strongly about a wide 
range of things, and I hope that we can continue to find 
ways to creatively dialogue about them.
AH: I hope that Oak Park is able to maintain its 
commitment to diversity and high-quality education. 
JC: I hope that Oak Park schools continue to work towards 
closing the achievement gap, working toward being able 
to reach all students.

TOP: Would you recommend Oak Park as a place to live 
to someone else?
EK: I would recommend Oak Park as a place to live to 
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people I know—in fact, I have many times. It is kid-
friendly and has a community/neighborly atmosphere. It 
is urban with a perfect touch of suburban and it’s very 
walkable.
JC: I would recommend Oak Park as a place to live. Oak 
Park provides its residents with a sense of community. 
From the Farmer’s Market to block parties to adult 
softball leagues, Oak Park is the definition of a village. An 
added bonus to living in Oak Park is the fact that it's right 
next to Chicago. All the great treasures of Chicago are 
only a train ride away.
AL:  I would absolutely recommend Oak Park as a place 
to live to someone. It is such a diverse place, not only 
in race, but in the types of people you can find here. 
Anyone could find a group of people that they can fit in 
with and feel accepted.

TOP: Do you 
see yourself 
living in Oak 
Park in the 
future?
JC: I definitely 
co u l d  s e e 
myself living 
in Oak Park 
in the future, 
because I 
think it would 
be a great 
place to raise 
a family for 

all the reasons mentioned before: diversity, community, 
and easy access to Chicago.
AL: I have already spotted a house that I plan on moving 
into with my future family later in life in Oak Park. Every 
time I pass by the house my friends call out “Alexa, in 
twenty years I’m going to knock on that door if we lose 
touch, and you better really be there!” 

TOP: If you could live anywhere besides Oak Park, where 
would you live?
AH: I currently live in Bethel, AK, which, as you might 
assume, is quite different from Oak Park in many ways. I 
reside in a town of 6,000 people in rural southwest AK that 
is accessible only by plane. I live and work here because I 
wanted to do something different, yet meaningful. After 
living in Oak Park, I’m able to recognize and be open to 
other forms of diversity, which I am presented with here. 
It has offered me an opening to look critically at where 
my values come from, the strengths within them, and the 
opportunities for growth.

Ariel Herman: Then & Now

 

 
Celebrating 40 years of the  

Oak Park Regional Housing Center 
planning for and assuring diversity  

in our community 
Thanks for continuing our program. 

- Bobbie Raymond 

1972-2012 

GrowingUp in Oak Park: Tales from the Natives



  28  THE OAK PARKER |

TOP: Name some things you think of as uniquely Oak 
Park.
DY: As an Oak Parker, I have seen how the community 
rallies around to help all people regardless of their 
background. I think Oak Park has a reputation of being 
a great place for families to raise their children in an 
environment that fosters learning about diversity.
EP: The blend of living styles on each block—all 
boundaried by beautiful trees and parks. And the pride 
that people take in living in this community is pretty 
unique!
EK: Growing up, I had some idea that I lived in a special 
place. By the time I was five, I had already eaten in 
restaurants from Mexican to Chinese to Italian to Middle 

Eastern to 
Japanese, and 
they were 
all walking 
distance from 
my house. 
Even in high 
school I 
recognized to 
some extent 
how special 
Oak Park was: 
we could take 
classes in 

Asian Studies, or woodworking, 
TV production or Italian. 
However, these are all aspects 
of a childhood and adolescence 
that are observable from the 
outside. It wasn’t until I left Oak 
Park and went away to college 
that I truly realized what a special 
place it was, and what a strong 
effect it had played on who I am 
inside—my tastes, morals, values 
and worldview—something 
quite interior and personal, and 
not easily observable from the 
outside. In college I was faced 
with sexism—which I had heard 
about but truly didn’t know 
still existed—and there were 
people in my dormitory that had 
never grown up with a friend 
of a different race. It wasn’t 
until I went away that I realized 
that I had grown up in such a 
welcoming, diverse place: a little 
utopia.
AH: I’ve heard Oak Park referred 
to as an urban suburb, and I think 

that title is quite fitting. Oak Park is not the traditional 
picket fence, cookie-cutter suburb. Oak Park is a place 
where people value knowing their neighbors, have 
easy access to the Chicago, and commit to growing in 
diversity. This last part in particular is demonstrated by 
the commitment to keep housing in Oak Park diverse and 
community activities like the Ethnic Fest, for example. 
It’s the combination of these things that make Oak Park 
unique.

TOP: What is the biggest misconception about Oak Park?
EP: I think Oak Park has a reputation for being a 
place where people are difficult. I don’t think we are 
difficult—we just like to speak our minds, and have the 
debate. Everyone just wants the best—and we are willing 
to fight for it.
EK: That it is dangerous because it borders Chicago. 
AH: I think the biggest misconception about Oak Park 
stems from Ernest Hemingway’s famous quote: “Wide 
lawns and narrow minds”. While I think you can find 
narrow minds anywhere, I’d say they are the minority in 
Oak Park. I find Oak Park to have both wide lawns and 
wide minds.
JC: I think the biggest misconception of Oak Park outside 
and within the village is that because Oak Park is a diverse 
community, it means that we have “made it” in terms 
of race and class relations. And that as a village and a 
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community, we don’t have to interrogate the role race 
and class plays in our community and its institutions. But 
the conversation must continue!

TOP: What is 
the best time 
of year to be in 
Oak Park?
EP: I  love 
summer: 
the pool, 
the parks, 
the lovely 
temperatures, 
the block 
parties, and 
everyone out 
on their porch.

AH: The best time of year to be in Oak Park is all the time! 
But especially now that I live in a place that has six or 
so months of winter and a summer that is around 40-50 
degrees, I’d say spring, fall and summer.
JC: The best time of year to be in Oak Park is the summer. 
It’s nice and warm outside; the village plans events 
all through the week such as the Mid-week Market, 
Saturday’s Farmer’s Market, and Sunday concerts in 
Scoville Park. The parks all around Oak Park are absolutely 
gorgeous for pick-up games or relaxing and reading.
AL: I absolutely love Oak Park during the fall season. It 
is that perfect kind of warm where everyone can wear 
whatever they want: sweatpants, shorts, sweatshirts, 
t-shirts, sandals, or sneakers, and still be comfortable. 
There are tons of sports games, and just going for a walk 
is a nearly effortless pastime that anyone can enjoy.

Want more? Read more about growing up in the OP... 
online! Visit TheOakParker.com.

Alexa Lisitza: Then & Now














We know Oak Park is a 
diverse and progressive 
community.  
 

Find out how we got that way! 

Award-winning Suburban 
Promised Land  is available at 
www.oprfhistory.org or  
call the Historical Society of 
OPRF at 708.848.6755. 
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