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diverse community 
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the resources they 
need to navigate 
parenting in the city

From the Executive Director 
Dear Members,
This is the first editor’s letter that I have the honor of writing, and I don’t know 
where to begin. So, I will start with the obvious: NPN’s extraordinary executive 
director of the last four years, Elizabeth Knutson, has resigned. I am honored 
to step into the interim executive director role, and I’d like to thank Liz for her 
guidance, support, and friendship. 

I’d also like to take a minute to honor you, the parents of NPN. You, who are humbly 
teaching yourself and your children about systemic racism; you, who are standing 
6 feet from your parents when you visit; you, who are birthing babies in a fraught 
world, researching schools that are currently closed, and conducting conference calls 
with your kids on your lap. You are working so hard, and you are doing a good job.

In this issue, we share the expert advice and personal experiences from resilient 
and thoughtful parents who are making simple-turned-momentous decisions for 
their families every day. Their voices remind us that we aren’t alone. In fact, we are 
in this together.

This is a pivotal time for NPN to connect 
Chicago parents, as we’ve been doing 
for 40 years. I look forward to seeing you 
at our virtual School Fair on September 
20th and other events this fall, and 
continuing to learn from you and with 
you every day. Please remember that 
NPN is here to support you. Tell us what 
you want to do and learn about by 
contacting us at info@npnparents.org.

Amy Johnson
Interim Executive Director
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Learning Locally,
Thinking Globally

Accepting
Transfers for
the Current 
School Year

At GEMS World Academy Chicago, the International Baccalaureate 
curriculum and our commitment to using Chicago as an extension of the 
classroom help students discover a world of possibility in and beyond 
their city. As part of a network of schools around the world focusing 
on developing the culturally competent leaders of tomorrow, we offer 
exchange and collaboration to inspire new perspectives, challenge 
convention, and develop the resilience to embrace a future of unknowns. 
School is in session at our downtown Chicago campus. Contact us 
to learn more.*

312.809.8910  |  gem
schicago.org  |  350 East South W

ater Street, C
hicago, IL 60601* We are following expert guidelines on maintaining a safe school environment, 

which are subject to change at any point.
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FIRST WORDS What’s new with NPN  
and our members

OVERHEARD ON THE FORUM
Vacation plans on forever-hold? We’re all about 
staycations! Check out these great suggestions from a 
recent Forum thread, Tell me what you and the kids did, 
that you loved, on your Illinois Staycation.

“Flew a kite at Northerly Island, walked around the island, and did 
take-out at the little taco stand there and ate under a shady tree.”

“Biked to Wagner Farm, via the North Branch bike trail.”

“Cantigny Park in Wheaton is very pretty. Lots of gardens to 
explore. There’s a visitor center with super-clean bathrooms. 
Kids can climb on all the army tanks. Santizer stations and 
bathroom nearby for post climbing. Kimmers Ice Cream is 
nearby for a treat.”

“Rollerskating at the Maggie Daley Ribbon. We went during 
the week and it was empty.”

“Go Ape Zipline & Adventure Park in Western Springs.” 

“The Illinois Railway Museum just reopened. Really cool place 
to see hundreds of different trains. You can also take rides on 
some of them.”

“Pizza & board games on a blanket in the park.”

“Evening activity: Put a hammock up in Oz Park, got ice cream 
at Dairy Queen, and watched a movie in the hammock with 
my kid using a hotspot and my kid’s iPad.”

NOW ENROLLING
Preschool – Grade 8

German International 
School Chicago

Non-German-speaking students welcome 
to apply through Grade 2

An IB 
World 
School

GIVE YOUR CHILD 
THE WORLD. 

International Education.
Bilingual Advantage.
Global Opportunity.

Join us for a Virtual Open House:

Fridays: Sept 11 · Oct 2 · Nov 6 · Dec 11

10:00 am CDT

or schedule an Admissions Call today!

773-857-3000
www.germanschoolchicago.com

SEPTEMBER

15

SEPTEMBER

15

SEPTEMBER

15

SEPTEMBER

15

UPCOMING EVENTS
Visit npnparents.org /calendar for more great events!

SEPTEMBER

20

OCTOBER

25

NOVEMBER

5

DECEMBER

5

Preschool & Elementary School Fair

Online at: npnparents.org/schoolfair

Our biggest event of the year is back...and it’s virtual! Now in its 
21st year (and moved to Sunday), our annual school fair caters to 
parents from all walks of school life. Mark your calendars and plan 
on attending our popular “CPS 101” seminar for even more insight.

Developmental Differences Resource Fair

Online at: npnparents.org/DDRF

Now in its ninth year, DDRF is your one-stop shop for schools, 
services and other resources that cater to families supporting 
children with developmental differences. The best part? You can 
browse our virtual exhibit hall from your couch.

Private School Admissions Directors Panel

Online at: npnparents.org/calendar

Join us for an intimate virtual panel discussion with admissions 
directors from some of the city’s most sought-after private 
schools. We’ll talk about different educational environments, 
how each school is handling the COVID-19 pandemic, managing 
the application process, financial aid, and much more.

Preschool Philosophies

Online at: npnparents.org/calendar

What does preschool look like these days? We’re glad 
you asked! Join us for an informative discussion about the 
different prevailing preschool philosophies, featuring expert 
panelists from preschools across the city. Topics include 
Montessori vs. Waldorf vs. Reggio Emilia; cooperatives and 
religious-based programs; how to decide which program is 
the best fit, and more.

In the state of Illinois, a typical school year lasts 180 
days. For the 2019–20 school year, how many days were 
Chicago Public School students physically in school?  
Hint: Don’t forget about the teachers’ strike of  
October 2019!

a. 120 b. 96 c. 145 d. 111

Answer: d

POP QUIZ

e. I have no idea, because parenting during a pandemic.
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TO MASK, OR NOT TO MASK
By Nidhi Kukreja, NPN member since 2013

ASK AN EXPERT

Photo courtesy Nidhi Kukreja

DESPITE CHILDREN BEING LESS LIKELY 
TO GET VERY ILL FROM COVID-19, 
CONSIDERATION MUST BE GIVEN TO 
TEACHERS, OTHER ADULT STAFF MEMBERS, 
AND MEDICALLY FRAGILE CHILDREN.

The American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) recently released 
a statement on COVID-19 prevention in schools. They first 
emphasized the importance of opening schools in the 
fall. Amongst several risk mitigation strategies, universal 
face coverings was a high-priority recommendation from 
kindergarten through secondary school. For the preschool 
age, using face coverings is considered a lower-priority 
strategy, but still should be encouraged. Prior to this 
statement (which focused specifically on returning to school), 
the AAP recommended universal face covering for children 
two years and up when in public settings. Of note, the Illinois 
Department of Public Health and the Illinois State Board of 
Education in their joint statement have required the use of 
face coverings for all staff and students over the age of two 
when inside, except for certain health conditions.

Useful Tips
Many parents worry about how they will get their children 
to wear a mask. This needs to start now and requires parents 
modeling it, because we all know kids learn by example. 
Playing games around the concept if they are young can 
help — for example seeing who can go the longest without 
touching it, having a stuffed animal wear it, or comparing 
them to their favorite superhero (and telling them that they, 
too, can be superheroes!). Early grade-schoolers and those 
with sensory challenges may have a more difficult time, so 
parents can start with having their kids help make them 
or pick them out, wear them at home for short periods of 
time, and show them off to friends and family. Children will 
need to be taught how to properly wear a mask (covering 
their mouth and nose), to handle it from the sides, and 
never touch the outside because that is the “germ side.” 
As always, proper hand washing needs to be taught and 
emphasized constantly. As far as the contraindications to 
wearing a mask, there are few, and the social media claims 
about excess carbon dioxide are false. Surgeons have been 
wearing them all day forever, and your kids can, too! 

Nidhi is a mom of two boys and a pediatrician who practices at Vida 

Pediatrics. She, her husband, and two boys live in Hinsdale. Her boys 

provide lots of fodder for growth in her parenting skills and sometimes 

she makes time to blog at thegrowingparent.org.

Between the writing of this article and its publication, many 
decisions about masking and children will have been made, 
both in personal and public settings. Although wearing a 
mask or face covering has become a hot-button political 
issue fraught with implications about the meaning of 
freedom, I hope it can be seen that these decisions need to 
be made for the greater public health good.  

Non-School Settings 
Topmost on parents’ minds this summer (and a question 
I get asked often) is about masks for playdates and other 
situations. The World Health Organization (WHO) finally 
announced that it appears SARS-CoV-2 is airborne, and that 
closed environments facilitate transmission of COVID-19 
— a risk that may be up to 18-fold greater vs outdoor 
environments, according to a study out of Japan. My rule is 
that if the playdate is outside, although the risk is not null, 
a face covering may not be completely necessary, especially 
if there are only a few kids (involved parents should still 
mask, in my opinion, especially if they will be within 6 
feet of each other). Sports practices are tricky, because 
of excess exhalation and the difficulty wearing a mask in 
this situation. If the sports practice is outside, although 
it’s higher risk than a playdate, forgoing a mask may be 
okay — but in my personal opinion, this situation should 
be avoided. If inside and a close contact sport (soccer, 
basketball), my vote is for masking.  

School Settings and Formal Recommendations
Masking will be of utmost importance when school 
starts. Up to this point, we have seen fewer infections in 
children than in adults in the United States. However, our 
experience in the United States has been based on children 
either mostly being home, or with just a few other children/
extended family members. In a classroom setting, things 
are entirely different. Within a closed-door setting, with 10-
15 students and 1-2 adults (and this is a best case scenario 
setting), the transmission rates of COVID-19 could be much 
higher. And despite children being less likely to get very ill 
from COVID-19, consideration must be given to teachers, 
other adult staff members, and medically fragile children.  
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From my vantage point as I’m writing in August, this isn’t 
shaping up to be a regular back-to-school time of year. There 
seem to be three different models of school right now — all 
remote, all in person, or some hybrid combination of both 
— and each format is full of difficulty and stress for everyone 
involved. As a pediatrician, I view in-person schooling as 
much more than pure academics. It is a time for supporting 
children’s developmental, social-emotional and mental health 
needs through specialized services including speech and 
occupational therapy, counselors and learning specialists; and 
in many cases, reliable access to meals. It is also a safe space 
for many children where teachers and social workers may 
observe and protect children from potential neglect or harm 
in their home environments. Unfortunately, as community 
spread of coronavirus is of persistent and rising concern in 
many areas, schools have had to make difficult decisions about 
what format they can safely offer their students and staff alike.

Every patient encounter I have these days ends with the 
question, “So, doc, what should I do about my child going 
to daycare or school?” The question is general, and yet very 
personal. Each family has to weigh the risks and benefits, 
the costs both financial and emotional, and the balance 
of work and child safety that affect them. While this is an 
individual decision, each family is part of a community; at 
this time, more than ever, each family has to share in the 
communal responsibility to keep all of our children safe. 

Social distancing, wearing a mask, hand washing — you’ve 
heard these measures multiple times. But what else can you 
do? Be mindful of the following suggestions to keep your 
family and others healthy.

Sniffles
Certainly not every sniffle in your child is going to be due 
to coronavirus, but you have to act like it could be. This 
means keeping your child home from daycare or school if 
they have the sniffles to see what else, if anything, develops 
over the next few days. If nothing else develops, you will 
need to have the discussion with your pediatrician about 
when it is safe to resume normal activity.

A MINDFUL APPROACH TO FALL FLU SEASON
By Anita Chandra-Puri, MD, NPN member since 2015

ASK A DOCTOR

Fevers
Fevers have always been a reason to stay home and take 
good care of yourself. Not every fever is due to coronavirus, 
but you have to consider that it could be. This means 
potentially seeking care from your pediatrician earlier than 
you might have before. We will be there to evaluate and 
treat for all of the other causes of fever, cough, and pain, 
too. Please: No treating your child with Tylenol or Motrin 
to “cover the fever” just to send them to school that day.

Flu Vaccine
Pediatricians have long recommended yearly flu vaccines to 
help protect your child and your whole family from getting 
influenza. This year, more than ever, getting the flu shot 
could help decrease the potential for two similar illnesses 
(i.e., influenza and coronavirus) to be circulating at the 
same time. The flu shot is safe and while it isn’t always a 
perfect match, it gives you more fighting power against the 
flu than not getting the shot.

Emotional Health
Know that you aren’t alone. Children of all ages show different 
signs of stress — stuttering, poor sleep, poor appetite, 
tummy aches, acid reflux, recurrent bedwetting, poor grades, 
experimenting with drugs or alcohol, etc. You may feel more 
alone this year without your network of class parents or friends 
to discuss your child’s behavior. Your pediatrician is there to 
help and should be your resource to discuss your concerns.

This year may pose many challenges, but we all have the 
same goal: a healthy educational environment for your child.

Anita Chandra-Puri, MD, is a Chicago pediatrician with Northwestern 

Medical Group Pediatrics, as well as a mom and NPN board member. 

To ask Dr. Anita a question, email newsletter@npnparents.org with the 

subject line, “Ask a Doctor.”

Photo courtesy Anita Chandra-Puri

WHILE THIS IS AN INDIVIDUAL DECISION, 
EACH FAMILY IS PART OF A COMMUNITY; 
AT THIS TIME, MORE THAN EVER, EACH 
FAMILY HAS TO SHARE IN THE COMMUNAL 
RESPONSIBILITY TO KEEP ALL OF OUR 
CHILDREN SAFE. 
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myself out. Not only did it bring my stress level down, but it 
actually allowed me to enjoy my home.

Hobbies: Typically, I used vacations as an excuse to dive 
into books. But with nowhere to go, I fell back in love with 
reading light, fun fiction. I also discovered adult coloring 
books (great for mindless relaxing!).

Exercise: Live Zoom classes are not that bad; they give me 
a sense of normalcy and something to look forward to in 
the absence of not yet being ready to go to the gym.

I have actually grown to enjoy this new normal. While I have 
never been a fan of working from home, I appreciate the 
absence of fussing with the kids to wake up and get dressed, 
and then rushing home from work and doing homework 
and cooking. I choose not to think about the brain cells that 
my children are annihilating every day with the exorbitant 
amount of screen time they are getting, because at the end 
of the day, they are not going to die from it. I have physically 
felt myself slowing down. And although my 7 and 9 year-old 
can’t articulate it, I know that they have felt the slowdown, 
too (in the absence of mommy and daddy fussing at them to 
move faster and hurry up).

Now, don’t get me wrong. While the slowdown has been 
awesome for my physical and mental health, I still grapple 
with my fair share of mommy guilt because I don’t have an 
awesome summer camp plan. My kids are literally screen 
zombies for a ridiculous amount of time each day. I still give 
my husband the occasional side-eye when I feel like he is 
not doing his fair share. Homeschooling while working is 
still like oil and water.

But at the end of the day, I feel blessed because when we 
do get back to normal (whatever that new normal will 
be), I know I am going to PAUSE and make sure that I am 
not just throwing my family back into the crazy tempo we 
once had. If there are any blessings from this pandemic, 
it will be me and my family slowing down and focusing a 
little bit more on what matters most. I hope that you are 
encouraged to do the same.

Nicole Walker is a working mom living in the big city with her two 

beautiful children and husband. She self-published a book, The Mommy 

Break Project: A Self Care Manifesto, to provide a blueprint for moms to 

make self-care a priority. She is passionate about inspiring moms to be 

intentional about their self-care and pursuing their goals and dreams!

THE PANDEMIC SLOWDOWN
By Nicole Walker, NPN member since 2010

Looking back at the first phase of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
as much as I was telling myself that everything was OK, I 
was dealing with my own internal panic:

n   I can’t go to Trader Joe’s anymore because they don’t 
do Instacart. Eek.

n   I am going to have to live with Instacart never getting 
my grocery order right. Eek! 

n   I am not going to get any work done because I will 
have to share my workday schedule’s blocks of free 
time to homeschool. Eek.

n   My kids won’t have their normal Saturday activities and 
are going to become brain-dead from too much screen 
time and no social interaction. Eek.

n   I will never have any space or time for ME. EEK!

n   I am going to have to spend Mother’s Day with my 
family and not at the spa. Eek, eek, eek!

n   I am not going to be able to hang out with my 
girlfriends because we really should be just hanging out 
outside (this was early in March/April). Eek.

n   I like to workout online, and if I don’t workout I am not 
going to fit into my summer clothes. Eek, eek, eek.

n   Summer camp is cancelled and I still have to work 
full-time so they are probably going to have one of the 
worst summers ever (major mommy guilt). EEK.

I internalized my personal freak-out as to not add to the 
anxiety my friends were already experiencing (but definitely 
let my husband hear it a couple of times).

In the absence of a full-on panic attack, these were the 
thoughts going through my head the first 45-60 days. 
There was no silver lining — just me holding on as tight as 
I could to “normal,” all while trying to help keep my family 
safe and healthy. After awhile, I unintentionally fell into a 
new groove — and one not marked by rushing home from 
school pick-up to do dinner and homework; one free from 
spending Saturdays running ragged trying to fit in grocery 
store shopping between kid activities. (Because yes, I am 
the mom who tries to fit in too much in an unreasonably 
small amount of time.) I slowly started to experience what 
I am calling my “pandemic slowdown”: 

Sleep: I was not waking up for 5am workouts after too 
little sleep, and I was allowing myself to wind down and 
actually get in the bed at a decent hour.  

Cleanliness: Something about a house out of sorts 
increases my stress level, so I became more consistent at 
doing a little every day to keep the house clean and neat, 
versus saving it all for Sunday afternoons and burning 

Photo courtesy Nicole Walker

#REALTALK
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Chicago’s best school fair is going online! 
Attend webinars, have live chats with exhibitors, 

and learn about your school options. 

WHEN
Sunday, September 20, 1–4 pm

FREE
NPN Members Only

NPN'S ANNUAL PRESCHOOL 
& ELEMENTARY SCHOOL FAIR

To RSVP, visit 
NPNPARENTS.ORG/SCHOOLFAIR

SPECIAL SCHOOL FAIRSECTIONVirtual

TURN THE PAGE TO LEARN MORE 
ABOUT OUR VIRTUAL FAIR’S EXCITING 

NEW FEATURES»

Non-members can attend by joining NPN for just $40! 
Use promo code SCHOOLFAIR40. Sign up at npnparents.org/signup.
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The pandemic has altered Chicago parents’ lives in countless ways. But one thing that 

hasn’t changed is the need for expert information about CPS and private schools, and an 

easy way to learn about school options. 

That’s why NPN is excited to bring you the best features of our traditional in-person 

school fair in a simple online format. At our online fair, you can:

n   Attend 2 sessions led by Chicago schools expert Grace Lee Sawin of  

Chicago Schools GPS: CPS 101 and Preschool Primer

n   Browse the exhibit hall, featuring information on 80+ preschools and  

elementary schools

n   Live chat with reps from each school

Take a tour of the online  
school fair platform!

Browse schools and learn from 
experts at NPN’s online  
Preschool & Elementary School Fair

Easily navigate  
the different  
features of  

the fair

Ask questions 
about the fair 

and get immediate 
answers from  

NPN staff
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Watch sessions 
featuring the latest 
information about 
CPS and private 

schools

Sort exhibiting 
schools by the 

criteria that matter 
to you

Start a  
one-on-one 

conversation  
with school 

representatives

View questions  
other parents have had 
for each school as well 
as the reps’ responses. 
Ask your own public 

questions, too.

Learn about each 
school’s application 

process, mission, values, 
curriculum and more in 
videos and files on their 

school page
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Thank you to all of the 
Preschool & Elementary School 
sponsors and advertisers!

PRESENTING SPONSORS

MAJOR SPONSOR

ADVERTISERS

SPECIAL THANKS SPONSORS
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PARENTS OF COLOR

Educate yourself.
Black History has been severely revised in America, so 
it is important to seek facts and understanding before 
beginning the discussion. Learn about the more subtle 
forms of racism. You may not have all the answers to their 
questions, but reassure your children that you will work 
together to be anti-racist and seek understanding. 

Don’t make blanket statements.
It may be hard for children — especially young children —  
to reconcile racist behaviors while having friends of other 
races. Be sure to soften the language and clarify that the 
conversation doesn’t apply to an entire race of people, 
but some people within that race.

Normalize anti-racism.
Buy diverse books and toys. Watch diverse movies. Make 
a point to go to restaurants and events outside of your 
neighborhood. Support Black businesses. Use inclusive, 
non-qualifying language, e.g., a movie vs a Black movie. 
Most importantly, call out racism everywhere: at work, in 
your family, and on social media. Changing the hearts and 
minds of people is a big step towards racial equality. 

The conversation with my daughter went well. She’s since 
followed up with questions and is beginning to understand 
bias. It’s uncomfortable. It’s unfair. It’s heartbreaking. Still, 
have the conversation. 

Sharhonda is an attorney in the financial services industry. She enjoys 

music, dancing, and making up new recipes. She lives in Bronzeville with 

her husband and two daughters. 

“Mommy, why are people protesting?” 

“Well, some people did some really bad things to a man 
named George Floyd and people want everyone to know 
that Black lives matter.” 

“But mom, what about the coronavirus?! People shouldn’t 
be that close together!” 

“You’re right, sweetie. This is so serious that all of these 
people are risking their lives because they’re tired of stuff 
like this happening.” 

I walk off to cry in a corner.

To say that this year has been challenging would be an 
understatement. Racism is part of the Black experience in 
America. I can recount endless personal experiences but I 
wanted to delay the racism conversation with my 6-year-
old as long as possible to preserve her childhood. But 
something about George Floyd and Breonna Taylor was 
different. The rose-colored lenses of the world suddenly 
cracked, and I was forced to confront it head on. 

I’ve purchased so many books to encourage her love of 
self — from the coils in her hair, to her beautiful brown 
skin. I’ve ensured she’s always in an inclusive and loving 
environment, and I’ve assumed my role as Mama Bear and 
will jump in to protect my little cub if necessary. Now, I have 
to tell her that the features I’ve spent so much time praising 
are the same features that may cause someone not to like 
her — or, even worse, harm her. I start the conversation 
with, “Some people won’t like you, simply because of the 
color of your skin.” She responds, “But my skin is beautiful! 
I don’t understand why someone wouldn’t like it!” She 
begins to cry as I take her into my arms.

The conversation is uncomfortable but necessary. Here are 
some tips on how to speak with your children about racism.

TALKING TO KIDS ABOUT RACISM
By Sharhonda Okonkwo, NPN member since 2015

CALL OUT RACISM EVERYWHERE: AT WORK, 
IN YOUR FAMILY, AND ON SOCIAL MEDIA. 
CHANGING THE HEARTS AND MINDS OF PEOPLE 
IS A BIG STEP TOWARDS RACIAL EQUALITY. 

Photo courtesy Sharhonda Okonkwo
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Have a bunch of extra masks, too. Kids might accidentally 
drop theirs on the ground or decide the mask is a napkin. 
And a fresh mask always feels good. (Yes, we are actually 
saying that these days!)

Car seat for the bambino. 
If you have a baby, I highly recommend buying an extra 
ticket and bringing along a car seat. Babies love to be held. 
Until they don’t. Having a spot to tuck your little one away 
snugly so they can have a bottle, babble at you, or take a 
nap is a lifesaver.

Bring snacks & activities. 
This is something we do anyway when we travel, but I 
definitely made sure to pack some healthy snacks (fruits & 
veggies) as well as fun ones (fruit strips, M&Ms, crackers). 
On our flight, Southwest had limited food service, but they 
did offer canned water and a small bag of snack mix.

Be patient.  
We didn’t encounter long wait times, probably due to the 
overall reduced travel, but we gave ourselves extra time just 
in case. And we felt like people in general had more patience 
for one another, and it was nice. We really felt (and expressed) 
gratitude to everyone working at the airport. There’s 
something about this pandemic that can bring out the We’re-
All-In-This-Together mentality.  Silver linings…I’ll take it!

Travel looks a little different these days, but with some 
planning, flying with your family is still possible. I’m so 
grateful I avoided any germaphobic meltdowns, and we 
had the time to make new memories. And not surprisingly, 
I’m already trying to plan the next adventure! 

Liza and her husband, Brian, have enjoyed the urban Chicago adventure 

as a duo, with their beloved pup, and now as parents of a 4-year-old and 

a 9-month-old. A former litigation attorney, Liza currently practices her 

negotiation skills with her most formidable challenger (their 4-year-old 

daughter!). She is a real estate agent with Compass and is passionate 

about helping families find their perfect home.

FLYING WITH KIDS DURING A PANDEMIC
By Liza Balistreri Cahill, NPN member since 2018

It’s not really ever easy to fly with kids. But the reward of 
getting to your final destination for a family vacay and 
creating amazing memories makes it all worth it. Right?? 
That’s what I tried to remind myself when my husband 
surprised me with a family trip to San Diego for my birthday. 
During the midst of a global pandemic.

Part of me was so excited to go somewhere, to have an 
adventure with our family, to get out of the normal day-
to-day routine. The other part of me was panicked. How 
on earth was I going to get through an airport and sit on 
an airplane with a 4-year-old and an 8-month old, when 
germs today have a whole new meaning?

Something important to note here: I am a BIG germaphobe. 
I’ve always been very aware of hand-washing, antibacterial 
gel, trying not to touch “public” surfaces. Add that to a 
worldwide virus-spreading crisis and you have the perfect 
recipe for someone who should be terrified to go anywhere.

But we went. And it was amazing.

I would never try to talk anyone into doing something they 
aren’t comfortable with, but coming from someone who 
is very germ-adverse, I have some tips that could help you 
understand that it is possible to travel with kiddos these days.

Plan your antibac kit.  
For me, this is pretty typical for any flight, but I felt good 
having my antibacterial wipes, sanitizing hand gel, and seat 
tray covers in my carry-on. When you board your flight (and 
check with airlines on pre-boarding options for families with 
kiddos!), wipe down everything in your seat area: tray tables, 
seat belts, window “sill,” armrest and buttons, video screen 
and overhead vents and buttons. Remember that while you 
might not touch something, your little ones might. So wipe 
it all. (Another side note: We flew Southwest; the flight felt 
very clean — although we still wiped down everything — 
and we had priority family boarding.)

Masks. 
We wore our masks the whole time we traveled — through 
the airport and on the flight — unless we were eating or 
drinking something. Masks can start to get uncomfortable 
after wearing for a long time, so find one that doesn’t pull 
on your ears or smush down your nose. Test masks out with 
the kiddos before traveling to make sure theirs fit well also. 

FEATURE

TRAVEL LOOKS A LITTLE DIFFERENT THESE 
DAYS, BUT WITH SOME PLANNING, FLYING 
WITH YOUR FAMILY IS STILL POSSIBLE.

Photo courtesy Liza Balistreri Cahill
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SINGLE MOTHER BY CHOICE
By Venus Brady, NPN member since 2020

FEATURE

THE AFRICAN PROVERB “IT TAKES A VILLAGE TO 
RAISE A CHILD” RINGS LOUD AND TRUE FOR AN 
ONLY PARENT. IF NOT TO HELP IN CHILDCARE OR 
TO HAVE SOMEONE IN CASE OF EMERGENCY, YOU 
WILL NEED A SANE ADULT TO LET YOU KNOW 
THAT YOU WILL SURVIVE.

How does it work as a parent?
The African proverb “It takes a village to raise a child” rings 
loud and true for an only parent. If not to help in childcare 
or to have someone in case of emergency, you will need a 
sane adult to let you know that you will survive. I’ve been 
fortunate enough to have the help of my parents, without 
whom working from home during quarantine would have 
been impossible.

Any advice for someone considering SMC-hood?
Working to get pregnant is, well, work. Don’t be afraid 
to ask all of the questions. Choose a healthcare team that 
you’re comfortable with, especially if you’re a woman of 
color, as racial and ethnic disparities in pregnancy-related 
deaths persist. Get a full physical workup before you start. 
Keep a journal, because pregnancy comes with a lot of 
feelings and your journal can be your listening ear. Above 
all, focus on what you have and not on what you’re missing.

Venus says that writing is her first love but that’s tied with 

reading. Fortunately, she gets to tackle both working in marketing 

communications in healthcare. A lifelong Chicagoan, she roots for the 

Bulls and Bears from Chicago’s South Side with her son, Mars, her dog, 

Phife, and a strong coffee.   

My long-term relationship, which had been fizzling for quite 
a while, finally snuffed out when it occurred to me that I 
should become a single mother by choice. I was always able 
to picture myself as a mother. But the image of myself as a 
wife was hazy. Very willing to have the baby and not the 
man, I started to strategize on how to make that happen.

What is a single mother by choice?
Sometimes called a choice mom or only parent, a single 
mother by choice (SMC) is a woman who decides to 
become a mother with full understanding that she will be 
the only parent. As Sarah R. Hayford’s 2015 article “The 
Single Mother By Choice Myth” defines it, “She’s the 
epitome of the modern independent woman who wants to 
have it all, career and family — taking her future into her 
hands, acting decisively, and doing what it takes to achieve 
her goal of motherhood, with no need for a man.” An 
SMC will pursue motherhood with the aid of donor sperm 
from either a known donor, with a sperm bank, or private 
donation. I went with a sperm bank.

How does it work physically? 
Initially, my plan was intrauterine insemination (IUI), for 
which sperm is placed inside the uterus. Some women are 
brave enough to do it on their own at home. I wanted to go 
through a doctor. In doing so, I researched the best in the 
Chicagoland area and went with Chicago IVF. After sharing 
my medical history, I underwent a hysterosalpingogram — 
an X-ray of my uterus and fallopian tubes. I learned that 
in vitro fertilization (IVF), for which the sperm and egg 
are fertilized outside of the body and then placed inside 
the uterus, was my only option. Due to the rigorous care 
schedule, I transferred my care to the Fertility Centers of 
Illinois in River North because it was closer to home and 
work. Speaking of work, in Illinois, there is a state mandate 
that health insurance must cover fertility treatment, 
including up to four cycles of IVF.

Photo courtesy Venus Brady
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Close your eyes and imagine your favorite song. Can you 
hear it? Can you feel it? Are you dancing yet?! Music is 
magic, joy, feeling, and love. Music can also be a vehicle to 
equip kids with tools and skills to last a lifetime — ones that 
can help them excel at anything they choose, achieve their 
dreams, and develop strength in character along the way. 
As a music teacher who was raised by musician parents, I’ve 
experienced this first-hand. Here’s how.

Music teaches empathy. 
Whether your child is bringing to life the story of a composer 
or a composition of their own, music teaches them empathy 
from both directions. When performing, music helps kids 
to put themselves in someone else’s shoes and understand 
another’s experience in detail — to tell their story and, in 
doing so, feel what they felt. When making music of their 
own, kids have the ability to share their own story, to express 
and to use their own voice. 

Music teaches skill-building.
Consistent practice, giving and receiving feedback, and 
detail-oriented planning are all components of skill-building 
and growth that children acquire during their musical journey. 
Devotion, discipline, patience, and awareness are necessary 
to learn and master an instrument. Not only do these skills 
help your child rock on their songs, they often translate to 
success in acquiring skills in other areas of life — learning 
how to code, do a pullup, etc. Effective skill-building learned 
through music can be copied and pasted on repeat.

Music teaches expression. 
For both performing and “writing” music (yes, that includes 
tinkering on the piano!), the skill of expressing oneself is 
exercised, and later fostered in communication of all kinds. 
Music develops kids’ ability to be self-aware, vulnerable, and 
use their own voice. This raises their emotional quotient (EQ) 
and the ability to connect to themselves, others, and the 
world around them. 

HOW MUSIC CAN EQUIP KIDS FOR LIFE
By Adrienne Schroeder, NPN member since 2020

FEATURE

Music teaches independent thinking and  
problem solving. 
Similar to math, puzzles, or any other complex challenge, 
music gives kids the opportunity to think for themselves and 
problem solve. Playing an instrument is also one of the few 
activities that uses both sides of the brain at once — right/
creative and left/logical — fusing our whole selves to create 
and solve in a holistic way. 

Music teaches courage and resilience.
Learning something new, like an instrument, takes courage 
— not to mention the courage required to perform. And 
when performances don’t go as planned (an inevitable part 
of life), music teaches resilience and the ability to get back 
up and try again. 

Music teaches responsibility and effort. 
Beyond the responsibility of caring for an instrument, there’s 
responsibility in learning: practicing to achieve results. 
Teachers can lay out tools all day long, but it is up to each 
individual to pick up what works for them and use it. In our 
instant gratification culture, the process of musicianship can 
show kids how their consistent actions and effort can shape 
their outcomes. 

Regardless of whether your child pursues music long-term 
or tries lessons for just a year, the benefits are truly lasting.

Adrienne Schroeder is a musician and teacher with over 25 years of 

experience in classical music training, and 10+ years of experience teaching 

private lessons. Adrienne has, through music, cultivated values and a 

skillset that impacts every part of her life in a profound way. As a teacher, 

it’s her mission to gift these skills and values to her students through the 

vehicle of music. She is the creator and founder of Mindful Music, a yogi, 

and a diehard Cubs fan living on the North Side.
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IN OUR INSTANT GRATIFICATION CULTURE, 
THE PROCESS OF MUSICIANSHIP CAN SHOW 
KIDS HOW THEIR CONSISTENT ACTIONS AND 
EFFORT CAN SHAPE THEIR OUTCOMES.
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HOW MUSIC CAN EQUIP KIDS FOR LIFE
By Adrienne Schroeder, NPN member since 2020

FEATURE

Distanced Hugs 
The first thing we missed during the lockdown was a simple 
embrace. Our kids brainstormed other ways we could share 
this loving connection. They started by making hug cards, 
tracing around little hands and attaching them to heart 
cut-outs. Other ideas included sending teddys and using 
VidHug to collate online video messages of love.

Paper Letters 
Going old school and sending real, paper letters has 
been surprisingly engaging. I’m delighted to keep up 
writing skills while making our own postcards. We’ve also 
decorated paper airplane templates (easier to mail flat) 
and even created flat-packed bouquets that can be simply 
reassembled into 3D format. A trip to the mailbox can be 
turned into a super activity for youngsters.

Taking a Trip
As the world starts to deal with a new normal and we 
can venture further afield, in-person trips become a 
possibility. At the time of writing, we’re weighing whether 
we should make a journey to see folks. We’re keeping up 
with the guidance provided, reading our trusted sources, 
and researching our destinations. Talking with family and 
friends is also helpful, in terms of finding out their comfort 
level and figuring out where to stay, while considering how 
we can get there safely. With an evolving situation and the 
thought of the imminent flu season, travel plans remain 
more fluid these days.

As humans we crave human interaction, and when faced 
with solitude we inhibit our ability to thrive. Seeking out ways 
to connect and bringing into play more than a little creativity, 
we’ve found our time spent “together” to be rewarding. 
Ultimately, this year has brought us closer to family and 
friends far away, a true silver lining to a difficult year.

Fiona Royer lives in Lincoln Park with her husband, Randall, and their 

three young children. Originally from the U.K. with a business and 

creative background, she now works in the Chicago philanthropic 

community and writes on the topic of giving. She believes that giving is 

the key to a fulfilling life.

It’s nearly 4,000 miles from Chicago to London. With half our 
family living across the pond, finding a way to keep in touch 
has always been important. But during the recent pandemic, 
with stay at home orders and travel severely limited, finding 
new and imaginative ideas to connect has become vital.

Games Night 
Like many, we’re more than au fait with FaceTime and 
clocked up our Zoom hours, but simply staring at faces on 
a screen quickly became old. Coming up with creative ways 
to engage using online mediums has been challenging, but 
fun — from quiz nights to bingo, Pictionary to charades.

Happy Hour
The term happy hour took on new meaning as soon as 
it signaled the end of the home-schooling day. To please 
the whole family we’ve coordinated Mocktail Hour, 
sending colorful cocktail glitter to friends via Amazon, to 
be sampled together virtually. Another success was making 
edible collages in tandem, inspired by Alinea restaurant’s 
YouTube table-top dessert videos.

Virtual Tea
For British Mother’s Day we invited Grandma English to 
another edible meet-up: a virtual tea party. We sat the 
iPad at one seat, and we took the others around the 
table. The girls decorated with tissue paper flowers, their 
toy tea service, and homemade placemats. Our guest of 
honor brought her own cuppa and cake, and the children 
practiced their nice manners.

FaceTime Walk
Our visitors from afar are missing exploring with us. 
They’ve always enjoyed that Chicago is such a walkable 
city, comprised of wonderful neighborhoods. So we’ve 
called up friends on FaceTime and brought them along on 
our daily walks, pointing out changes and chatting about 
current social issues as we go.

KEEPING IN TOUCH  
ACROSS THE MILES 
By Fiona Royer, NPN member since 2013

Photo courtesy Fiona Royer

AS HUMANS WE CRAVE HUMAN INTERACTION, 
AND WHEN FACED WITH SOLITUDE WE INHIBIT 
OUR ABILITY TO THRIVE.
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FEATURE
RAISING A BLACK AUTISTIC BOY  
IN AMERICA 
By Tareema Jean-Baptiste, NPN member since 2016

So, we wondered: should we have “the talk” with our son? He 
has been taught to see the police as helpers, who will be kind 
to him if he gets lost or is in danger. The reality is, some police 
officers may see the color of his skin first and view him as a 
threat. The reality is, as our son gets older his meltdowns will 
probably be misunderstood. 

My husband and I decided to have “the talk” in phases. We 
took into account our son’s developmental understanding 
of social dynamics. We have talked about slavery, we have 
talked about the Civil Rights movement, and we have 
talked about racism. We have chosen to leave out certain 
details because ultimately it may be more confusing and 
traumatizing. We still need him to seek out the help of a 
police officer if he is ever lost or in danger, so we decided to 
be proactive and not reactive. At age 10, we took our son 
to our local CAPS meetings and introduced him to some of 
the officers present. We have also taken him down to the 
local precinct and introduced him to officers, as well. Our 
hope is that proactively communicating his diagnosis will 
help just in case, God forbid, our son ever has an encounter 
with police.  

Angry Black Parent vs. Advocating Parent
One of the nuances of raising Black children in America is that 
as parents, we have to fight stereotypes as well. Every single 
ER visit, we have been met with the questions, “Does dad live 
in the home?” and “Do you have the same last name?” Our 
answer, which is “yes” to both, has always been met with 
surprise and sometimes shock. I even had a nurse say out 
loud, “Wow, that’s a first!” We have also shocked hospital 
staff with our organized documentation of our son’s medical 

As the doctor held up our first born, the feeling of joy and 
overwhelming love was quickly followed by a heavy pit in 
our stomachs. My husband and I looked at each other and 
without words we both had the same feelings and thoughts: 
While we were so happy, we also knew that raising a Black 
boy in America is a daunting task. Fast-forward two years and 
the words, “We recommend your child receive the diagnosis 
of Autism,” shattered our world.  All of a sudden, we now 
had to raise a Black autistic boy in America.  

My husband and I were emotionally ill for weeks. My husband, 
especially, had a hard time accepting our new reality. His first 
reaction was to not follow through with the diagnosis. As a 
Black man he had first-hand experience of the stereotypes and 
challenges our son would face. He knew that the world may 
never see him for who he is as a person; he knew he would 
be judged by the color of his skin and his diagnosis. He knew, 
because of this, people may give up on him or put him in a 
box and never give him a chance to show how great he really 
is. Ultimately, we followed through with the diagnosis because 
without it, our son would not get the intervention he needed. 
We knew that without OT, Speech, or ABA therapy our son’s 
development could stagnate and as an adult this would be more 
harmful. It’s an important reminder: Do not let fear stop you 
from making the hard — yet right — decision for your child.

“The Talk”
Every Black person in America knows what “the talk” is. It 
is not about sex. “The talk” has been something parents in 
the Black community have been doing for years. During “the 
talk,” we learn about our history; we learn some people still 
see us as inferior, some people hate us, and some people may 
use their power and position to hinder us from achieving our 
goals. We learn that the educational, financial, and housing 
systems in this country were set up to keep us out of the 
American dream. We learn that some community helpers, like 
police, overreach their power and sometimes hurt or kill us. 

Photo courtesy Tareema Jean-Baptiste

IT’S AN IMPORTANT REMINDER: DO NOT LET 
FEAR STOP YOU FROM MAKING THE HARD— 
YET RIGHT—DECISION FOR YOUR CHILD.
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history, our knowledge of his rights as a patient, and his 
benefits under his insurance plans. This is very important; we 
never want to be in a position in which racial stereotypes 
prevent our son from receiving the best healthcare. Make 
sure you are always prepared; do your due diligence. 

In addition, our approach when advocating for our son has 
always been from a place of knowledge. Our goal is that 
we, as parents, can avoid being racially stereotyped as the 
angry Black parents and change the narrative to “strong 
parent advocates.” My husband and I use this approach in 
other aspects of our son’s life as well.  

Raising children is hard; raising a Black autistic boy in 
America is even harder. My husband and I do not have all 
the answers, and we take each situation as it comes. Yes, we 
get angry and scared. Yes, it sometimes feels overwhelming. 
Yes, we have shed many tears.  However, no matter how 
disheartening, exhausting, and stressful the journey may be, 
we never lose hope.  

Tareema Jean-Baptiste is a devoted wife and mother of three. Being 

a loving and nurturing mother is her passion. She is also a Real Estate 

Broker but her family is her top priority. With her faith as a bedrock, 

she is a tireless advocate for her children, fighting to provide them 

with the best life has to offer. Tareema also shares what she has 

learned with others, helping them on their journeys.
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Happiness. Curiosity. Confidence.
The best foundation for future school success.

Programs
 Preschool 3 to 6 year-olds
 ‘Playschool’ for 2s & 3s
 Summer Camp
  Garden Program 

Here’s why parents love Smart Love Preschool
  Well Established Philosophy & Approach
  Focus on Social & Emotional Development
 Play-Based Curriculum
  No Potty Training Requirement
 Extensive Safety & Health Protocols

www.smartlovepreschool.org 
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NOW ACCEPTING APPLICATIONS 
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A mom-owned,  
modern law firm 
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Contact Campbell Long for an initial consultation. 
Enjoy flexible scheduling including meetings via  

FaceTime & Skype, with children welcomed any time. 
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Whether you already have a diagnosis or are looking to  
treat specific delays or behavioral issues, our ninth annual  
DDRF fair is your one-stop shop for solutions.
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