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HP group gets students to, through college
Nicki koettiNg, Assistant editor

In 2007, Mari Najera was 
a senior at Highland Park 
High School who knew that 
she wanted to go to college, 
but didn’t know how she 
would get there. No one in 
Najera’s family had attended 
college, and Najera didn’t 
know where to begin or how 
she would fill out the ap-
plications and financial aid 
forms without help. 

“I thought about going to 
college, but I didn’t know 
where to start or where to 
look,” Najera said. “It was a 
confusing time.”

Then she was chosen by 
faculty members at HPHS to 
interview for College Bound 
Opportunities, a Highland 
Park-based non-profit or-
ganization that gives low-
income students at Highland 
Park, Deerfield and Lake 
Forest high schools the men-
toring and financial aid they 
need in order to get into col-
lege, graduate and pursue 
their careers. 

CBO offers juniors and 
seniors in high school a 12-
week ACT class and individ-
ual mentors from the High-
land Park and greater North 
Shore communities that con-
tinue to mentor them through 
college. They also provide 
college application support, 
financial aid and scholarship 
application workshops, and 
assist in visits to local col-
leges and universities. 

In college, CBO offers its 
students mentoring as well 
as a pool of $16,000 that 
each student in the program 
can draw from on an inci-
dental basis to cover tuition 
gaps, rent, books, travel fees 
and emergencies. 

Najera was in the organi-
zation’s first class, when it 
had only four students from 
School District 113 and five 
students from Chicago. 

Now, there are 147 stu-

dents in CBO’s program, 
from juniors in high school 
to seniors in college. The 
program now focuses exclu-
sively on students in District 
113. Fourteen of those stu-
dents are juniors at High-
land Park High School; 20 
are seniors. 

All are low-income but 
high-achieving students who 
are passionate about con-
tinuing their education, CBO 
Executive Director Susan 
Bell said. Ninety-seven per-
cent of CBO students gradu-
ate from college. 

The organization was 
founded by Cliff Bregstone, 
a retiree who had previ-
ously mentored several kids 
through high school. One 
snowy night in December 
2006, Bregstone was driv-
ing in Highland Park when 
he stopped to help a family 
whose car had broken down 
on the side of the road. It 
was a mother and her 8-year-
old daughter, and while they 
and Bregstone waited in the 
car for more assistance, he 
asked the daughter what she 
had received for Christmas.

“I will always remember 
this,” Bregstone said. “The 
mom immediately respond-
ed, ‘Santa was very poor 
this year.’”

Bregstone and his wife 
eventually befriended the 
family. One day, he asked 
the oldest daughter in the 
family, Ailyn Adamas, who 
was a senior at Highland 
Park High School, what she 
was doing after graduation. 
She responded that she was 
interested in going to col-
lege, but she hadn’t applied 
yet. Bregstone called up the 
guidance counselors at the 
high school and met with 
them. He drove Adamas to 
college campus tours and 
helped her with her applica-
tions. She ended up attend-
ing the University of Iowa. 

After this experience, 

Bregstone had an idea for 
an organization that would 
help students like Adamas, 
but it wasn’t fully formed 
yet. He continued talking to 
faculty and staff members at 
Highland Park and Deerfield 
High Schools and told them 
his idea. 

“They said, ‘We definitely 
need something like that,’” 
Bregstone said. “‘We have 
kids who don’t go to college 
who should, kids who go to 
two-year schools who should 
go to four-year schools and 
kids who go to four-year 
schools who drop out.’” 

The next year, College 
Bound Opportunities offi-
cially opened. 

CBO’s programs have ex-
panded over the past seven 
years. Their original focus 
was getting students into col-
lege, but that quickly grew 
into financially and emotion-
ally supporting the students 
in college. Now, CBO has an 

internship fair every January 
with businesses they partner 
with, as well as courses on 
resume and cover letter writ-
ing, interview skills and net-
working workshops.

“When we started, our 
goal was to get kids into 
school. Once we got them in 
- that’s just the beginning of 
their challenges,” Bregstone 
said. “Then we focused on 
making sure they graduated. 
Then we realized that it’s 
great that they have a degree, 
but how are they going to get 
a job? So we started our in-
ternship program.”

Last year, CBO placed 
seven students in paid sum-
mer internships, and this 
year they are looking to 
place around 15 students. 
All of CBO’s graduates are 
currently either in graduate 
school or are employed.

Individual mentoring re-
mains the most important 
aspect of the program. 

“There are ups and downs 
in college, and for our first 
generation college students, 
those little bumps in the road 
can become big mountains. 
And it’s sometimes easier 
to leave school than to per-
severe,” Bell said. “That’s 
where the mentors come in.

“The mentors are the 
backbone of our organiza-
tion. Without them, our 
persistence rate to college 
graduation wouldn’t be 
nearly as good as it is. That 
constant contact, that mentor 
with the student, that really 
keeps the student focused 
and on track.”

College Bound Oppor-
tunities currently has more 
than 150 volunteers signed 
up to mentor students. Sev-
enty percent of those men-
tors are from Highland Park. 

Najera said that her men-
tor was incredibly helpful, 
from the application process 
through college. 

“The whole financial aid 
process was confusing,” 
Najera said. “I had to learn 
how to advocate for myself, 
because I was very shy. My 
mentor, Roberta Goldstein, 
would tell me to push and 
have the financial aid office 
explain everything to me. 
She would push me to talk 
and make sure that I under-
stood what was going on.”

Najera ended up graduat-
ing from DePaul University 
in 2011 with a bachelor’s 
degree in English. She now 
works for College Bound 
Opportunities as an Execu-
tive Assistant and is respon-
sible for keeping in contact 
with the students and fac-
ulty members of the high 
schools, to make sure that 
“no one falls through the 
cracks.” She still keeps in 
touch with her CBO mentor. 

Pictured are Highland Park residents (left to right) Connie Uribe, Zair Dobrev, Michael Dudek, Samantha Morales and 
Highland Park High School graduate Eric Avila. They are currently first-year college students. phOtO SUBmitted


