
Year in Review - 2023
We’re thrilled to share our 2023 year in review with our wonderful community of OPALGA+
members, supporters and allies. We’re proud to have awarded $40,000 in scholarships to
eight students in 2023. These young changemakers represent our highest hopes for the
future. Your generosity is vital to helping them launch their journeys and in 2023, we raised
$44,000 for the scholarship fund, bringing our cumulative total to $241,000 since OPALGA+
started the scholarship fund in 2013. Our scholarship program received fantastic coverage
on CBS2 Chicago, WGN Chicago and the Wednesday Journal this year.

The mission of OPALGA+ has long been focused on building connections and providing
support to the local LGBTQ+ community while addressing growing challenges, near and
far, that threaten our safety and to be fully who we are. This was the first year we marched
in all three ORPF area parades and had regular Community Advocacy meetings.

Despite decades of progress for the LGBTQ+ community, equality remains elusive. Attacks
are rising, most notably against transgender and non-binary folks. We need to stay
energized in the face of efforts to spread lies, create fear and derail our progress. We are
an amazing community built on love and resilience. The light we all bring leads the way and
makes us stronger.

If you haven’t already, please consider joining, renewing your dues and/or donating to the
scholarship fund at opalga.org/donate. To update your contact info, email info@opalga.org.

Thank you for continuing to support our organization! 
The 2023 and 2024 Boards

www.opalga.org/join-support/ www.opalga.org/donate
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Meet the OPALGA+ Board

Join One of Our Committees

2024
Co-Chairs

• John Becvar
• Cas Scaman

Officers
• Wendy Cole, Secretary
• Leah Textor, Treasurer

Board Members at Large
• Steve Angus
• Erika Bachner
• Kelly Devlin
• Jayne Furlong
• Dan Hanna
• Bob Personett
• Tim Silver

Co-Chairs Emeritus (Ex Officio)
• Rylan Martin 

Communication Committee- The communication committee 
drafts and puts out most communications and copy related to 
the organization. 

Gala Committee- The gala committee plans our annual 
Scholarship Gala which is our largest fundraising event of the 
year. The gala raises money both for our scholarship fund and 
the general operating budget. 

Scholarship Committee- The scholarship committee creates 
the scholarship application and fields most of the 
communication between the organization and schools/scholars. 
The committee also reads all applications and makes initial 
recommendations for scholarship awards based on parameters 
set by the board at the beginning of the year.

Social Committee- The social committee is responsible for 
creating and organizing the social calendar for the year and 
proposing new events based on member interest. We have 
several set events throughout the year (such as Restaurant 
Outings, Potlucks and Playdates) but there are also 
opportunities for new events throughout the year.

Advocacy Committee- Advocacy is at the heart of OPALGA+ 
and it is a strong part of our mission. This past year the 
advocacy committee met regularly to discuss opportunities for 
folks to organize and provide support to other organizations 
that need it.

Contact info@opalga.org if you’re interested in 
helping. It’s a great way to get to know people, 
make friends and feel part of our group.

2023
Co-Chairs

• Rylan Martin
• Kelly Soprych (until July)
• Cas Scaman (September-)

Officers
• John Becvar, Secretary
• Leah Textor, Treasurer

Board Members at Large
• Kendall Alexander
• Betty Alzamora
• Steve Angus
• Erika Bachner
• Wendy Cole
• Bob Personett
• Ron Roman
• Cas Scaman 
• Tim Silver

Community Service/Volunteer Committee- The community 
service/volunteer committee plans opportunities for 
engagement with the community and other non-profit 
organizations. There are some volunteer opportunities that 
happen annually such as Day in Our Village, Donut Day at the 
Oak Park Farmer's Market and quarterly volunteer days with 
the Greater Chicago Food Depository.

Membership Committee- The membership committee is a 
newer committee that is primarily focused on gathering 
feedback from current and potential new members and finding 
new ways to grow the organization. This committee is focused 
on how we as an organization can become more inclusive and 
finding ways for members to get the most out of their 
OPALGA+ memberships.

Education Committee- The education committee focuses on 
our educational partnerships and seeking out new partnerships 
and opportunities to provide educational opportunities for 
members. Last year, the education committee hosted an event 
called Beyond the Binary in collaboration with the local PFLAG 
chapter. The event gave the community a safe space to learn 
more about how to be more inclusive to the trans community.

mailto:info@opalga.org


Bryan Findlay Long-Term Commitment Award

Carol Zientek Distinguished Service Award

We are happy to present this award to a long-term Board member, Ron Roman. Ron
served 7+ years on the OPALGA+ Board from 2012-2018 and again in 2022-2023. Ron led
the Board as co-chair in 2016-2017 and provides invaluable guidance to all Board
members. Ron has been instrumental in the Social Committee and coordinating all the
potlucks for the last 10 years. Ron and his husband, Doug Cotsamire, have even hosted
potlucks at least 8 times in their home – including our most recent potluck in December
2023. Ron is an active and regular participant in most OPALGA+ events and usually leads
OPALGA+’s Day in Our Village representation. Ron and Doug moved to Oak Park in 2008.
Ron retired August 2021 after many years in Human Resource Management. He and Doug
have been generous Scholarship Gala supporters.

We are happy to present the Distinguished Service Award to John Becvar who also won
this award last year. After joining the Board as Member At-Large in 2022, John served as
Secretary in 2023 and was recently elected as Co-Chair for 2024. When one of our co-
chairs stepped down in 2023, John doubled his volunteer hours to help fill the gap and
spent about 10 hours/week on OPALGA+ activities. Since becoming co-chair of
sponsorships, we have raised more sponsorship donations for the scholarship fund than in
any prior year. He secured our coverage on CBS2 Chicago about our scholarships. He
coordinated all the 2023 restaurant, bowling, theater and riverboat outings. He’s the one
sending out the newsletters, updating the website, maintaining our member database and
Facebook/Twitter accounts. He volunteered all day at Oak Park’s Day in the Village and co-
led OPALGA+’s participation in all three 2023 parades and the Township Backpack
program. He represented the group at both Chicago Food Depository volunteer days and
sold donuts on Donut Day. We also need to thank him for all the logistics planning for the
2023 Annual Meeting and the 2023 Gala.

We will miss our former board member, JoAnn Ziebarth, who received the distinguished service award in 2007(1955-2023)



Calendar of Events - 2023
January

• Annual Meeting
February

• Monthly Potluck – hosted by Cheryl Knecht
• Family Playdate
• Restaurant Outing – Victory Italian

March
• Monthly Potluck – Steve Oldham & Richard Marritt
• Oscar Viewing Party
• Beyond the Binary Workshop
• Restaurant Outing: Khyber Pass

April
• Monthly Potluck – hosted by Sarah Corbin
• PFLAG Speaker Gender Expression
• Community Advocacy Team Meeting
• Restaurant Outing: Jerusalem Café

May
• Monthly Potluck – hosted by Mary Anne Mohanraj
• Volunteer Chicago Food Depository
• Playdate for Families with Kids at Rehm Park
• Bowling Outing
• Restaurant Outing: Anfora Wine Merchants
• River Forest Memorial Day Parade

June
• River Forest D90 Pride Walk
• Chicago Frontrunners Oak Park Gathering
• A Day in Our Village at Scoville Park, Oak Park
• Monthly Potluck – hosted by John Sahli and Rick Wagner
• Donut Day at Oak Park Farmer’s Market
• OPALGA+ Outing: Chicago Cubs Pride Game
• Ask a Queer Neighbor Panel Event
• Juneteenth Parade and Community Cookout
• Thursday Pride Night Out in Oak Park
• Pride Family Picnic and Party
• Transgender Experience Panel Discussion

July
• Oak Park 4th of July Parade
• Monthly Potluck – hosted by Bob Stoner and Steve Haught
• OPALGA+ Picnic and Ice Cream Social
• Restaurant Outing: One Lake Brewing
• OPALGA+ Outing: Midsummer Night’s Dream at Austin Gardens

August 
• Volunteer with OPRF Townships Backpack Program
• Monthly Potluck – hosted by Bob Personett & Alan Hommerding
• Restaurant Outing – Cucina Paradiso
• Playdates for Families at Rehm Park

September
• Monthly Potluck –Kendall Alexander, Robert Baker, Dianet Giraldo
• St Charles Paddleboat Cruise
• Playdates for Families at Rehm Park
• Volunteer at the Chicago Food Depository

October
• Monthly Potluck – hosted by Kelly Soprych
• Annual Scholarship Gala at Nineteenth Century Charitable Asc.
• Restaurant Outing – Kettlestrings Tavern
• Park District Trunk or Treat Event

November
• Monthly Potluck – hosted by Jim Kelly and Bruce Broerman
• OPALGA+ Outing to see The Prom at Dominican University

December
• Monthly Potluck – hosted by Ron Roman and Doug Cotsamire
• Restaurant Outing – Trattoria 225

Save the date for 

these 2024 
Events!

Jan 20 – Volunteer Event 

at Chicago Food Depository

Jan 21 – OPALGA+ Annual

Meeting @ Robert’s Westside

Jan 27 – OPALGA+ Storytelling   

Event + Potluck

Jan 31 – Restaurant Outing to

Encore! by Little Gem

Feb 9 – Potluck (in Riverside)

Mar 8 – Potluck (in River Forest)

Oct 19 – Scholarship Gala at   

19th Century Charitable Club

See All Our 2024 Events on the opalga.orghomepage



Thanks for a Great 2023Year



The Scholarship Fund
The OPALGA+ Scholarship Fund provides financial support for the post-high school education of local
students who have demonstrated service and advocacy to the LGBTQIA+ community. Young LGBTQIA+
people face unique challenges in high school and college; students with LGBTQIA+ parents have distinct
experiences shaped by their families.

OPALGA+ is committed to supporting local LGBTQIA+ youth and allies with financial support for post-
secondary education. Help us support the next generation of community leaders who are working to make our
world a safer and fairer place for all. Since 2014, OPALGA+ has raised and distributed over $170,000 for
deserving students. In 2024, we plan to award eight $5000 scholarships. Your generosity makes these efforts
possible. Help us at opalga.org/donate.

As we choose the next class of scholars, we look forward to connecting with current high school seniors with a
passion for advocacy and a demonstrated commitment to ending social injustice to tell us their story.

“What scares me most is media showing homophobic and transphobic things as normal and
okay. Knowing that there are people here who want to help is amazing and validating.”

-- Annie Larson, Oak Park, OPALGA+ scholar, Fenwick 2023, 
attending Georgetown University

“There’s not much space here for people like me to exist. I accept being misgendered if it keeps
me safe. I’ll have the ability to expand myself in college.”

– Venus Obazuaye, Forest Park, OPALGA+ scholar, Illinois Math and Science Academy 2023, 
attending University of Illinois-Chicago

“I am concerned about the dangerous rhetoric that’s been flying as anti-LGBTQ+ laws are
passed and perpetuated the unsafe environments that we already have to navigate. Receiving

the scholarship lessened my work expectations allowing me to focus more on my studies.”
-- Marty Cowherd, Chicago, two-time OPALGA+ scholar, 

attending University of Chicago Class of 2026

There’s still time to apply for 2024 scholarships! Apply before the 
February 15th deadline at www.opalga.org/scholarship-application/.  

https://linkprotect.cudasvc.com/url?a=http%3a%2f%2fopalga.org%2fdonate&c=E,1,v4EtuyesotuetTLd6EbOJa9tGOxFVjQ9Bwgt04QDdhth_UTzt1tL2ZHN-jBJUqpd_Lu6hg-TKr_SETUVfrDGwDE51crT7pDW3ubjbCxHe9D9W5Mj2FYR-fVa&typo=1
http://www.opalga.org/scholarship-application/


2023 Scholarship Gala

Mel Wilson Founders Awards Winners:
• Erich Krumrei (Forest Park)
• Oak Park Public Library

PRESENTING SPONSOR:
Kendall Alexander, 

Attorney & Counselor at Law

GOLD SPONSORS:
Byline Bank

Done by D.M.
Jensen & Associates | Ameriprise 

Financial Services, LLC
Rush Oak Park Hospital | Affirm

Speaker of the Illinois House Chris Welch
State Senator Don Harmon 

State Representative Camille Lilly
Wintrust Bank

SILVER SPONSORS:
Behind the Times
Beyond Hunger

Candycopia
Coldwell Banker Residential Oak Park

Cucina Paradiso
Edgebrook Community Church

Candelario and Bess Celio
Fast Frame Oak Park

Forest Park Bank
Happy Apple Pie Shop & Taco Mucho

Hepzibah Children’s Association
Kettlestrings

Michael Elder, LMT
Odd Commodity

One Lake Brewing
Patrick Curtin

PFLAG Oak Park
The Book Table

Trattoria 225
Unity Temple UUC

Westgate Floral
Wipfli LLP

Save the date

Saturday

Oct 19, 2024

2023 Scholarship Recipients:
• John Caceres (they/he)(Oak Park)
• Vic Coutee (he/they)(Chicago)
• Marty Cowherd (he/him)(Chicago)
• Emily Gonzalez (she/her)(Chicago)
• Annie Larson (she/her)(Oak Park)
• Taylor Montes-Williams (she/her)(Oak Park)
• Venus Obazuaye (they/them)(Forest Park)
• Lissette Torres (she/her)(Chicago)

Thank You to All 
Our Sponsors and 

Donors!
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