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N
ew local non-profit organization 
OptWell will present 
“understanding grief and building 
resilience: tools for helping and 

healing” at The Community House (TCH) in 
Hinsdale on Sept. 17.

OptWell launched this past January, 
spearheaded by Dr. Kris Lonsway of 
Countryside, a certified life coach. The 
concept commenced in late 2023 as Healthy 
Countryside, dedicated to improving 
health and wellness in the western suburbs. 
Lonsway collaborated with Countryside 
mayor Sean McDermott, a 22-year veteran 
at the Cook County Department of Public 

Health, and worked with area non-profits 
such as Pillars Community Health and Aging 
Care Connections.

Over time, Lonsway said they realized 
“something bigger for the western suburbs” 
was needed, and OptWell hosted a mental 
health presentation and resource fair on 
the north campus of Lyons Township High 
School for its first event earlier this year. 

“What differentiates OptWell is this notion 
of prevention and adoption of healthy habits,” 
Lonsway said.

On its homepage, OptWell lists five 
evidence-based healthy habits: eat well, get 
moving, mental wellness, quality sleep and 

manage health.
“We think it will be much easier for people 

to make healthy choices if we normalize those 
healthy habits—give people information, 
education and support, and connect them to 
community resources that support them,” 
Lonsway said.

According to Lonsway, the Sept. 17 event 
was prompted by a series of tragedies that 
have transpired in the Hinsdale community, 
from teen suicides to car accidents.

“This time, we thought it was really 
important to have the event in Hinsdale, 
with a partner like The Community House 
[that] already has a counseling center,” she 

said. “They’re known and connected in the 
community.”

Presenters will include Jody LaVoie of La 
Grange, who lost her husband to a workplace 
shooting, Michelle Halm of Western Springs, 
an OptWell advisory council member and 
expert in grief, and Alisa Messana of TCH’s 
counseling center. Lonsway said OptWell 
sought speakers who are “deep, deep experts 
in grief and building resilience.”

The event will be geared towards high-
school students and their parents and other 
adults in their lives.

“We thought it was important to open this 
event to adults and high-school students, 
because we want to empower students 
and parents going through loss to have the 
information first-hand,” Lonsway said.

Halm shared that one in 12 young people in 
Illinois will experience the death of a sibling 
or parent by age 18, and that this number 
doubles by age 25.

“Bringing this conversation out into the 
public helps normalize these experiences,” 
said Halm, who has worked in the grief 
counseling space for more than 15 years. … 
“We know through research that most people 
do well when they have someone to share 
about their loss or their story.”

According to Halm, grief never fully 
dissipates.

“We don’t get over our grief; we learn to 
move through it,” she said. “As long as that 
relationship was meaningful, we carry that 
with us.”

The New York Life Foundation conducted 
a survey that concluded that 93 percent 
of teachers possessed no grief education. 
Halm said students grieving have higher 
absenteeism rates, and are less likely to 
turn in homework. She shared that both 
Hinsdale Central and South High Schools are 
“grief-sensitive schools,” and that TCH will 
receive certification from the New York Life 
Foundation as a grief-sensitive organization.

“Having conversations around grief [is] 
important,” Halm said.

The presentation will be held in Kettering 
Hall, while a resource fair will be taking place 
in the surrounding corridors, featuring local 
organizations such as Pillars Community 
Health, NAMI and The Loft at Eight Corners.

In addition to the upcoming grief education 
event, OptWell is in the process of launching 
a monthly series called “mindful movement” 
in conjunction with the Lyons Township 
Mental Health Commission. 

Lonsway described the concept as “group 

fitness classes with mindfulness activities 
built in,” with the goal being to “destigmatize” 
the conversation around mental health and 
mental wellness.

“We’ll exercise together, and learn about 
the benefits of mental health and movement,” 
she said.

Sessions will be free to the public for adults 
18 and over, and will be conducted from 9 to 
10 a.m. at Countryside Park.

The Community House event is free to 
attend, but capacity is limited to 200 to 250 
people. Accordingly, registration is required 
to ensure there is adequate seating and 
accommodations. Individuals interested in 
attending are encouraged to visit optwell.org 
to register.

“I hope that people come,” Halm said, 
“with open minds and open hearts.” n

OptWell will present “understanding grief 
and building resilience: tools for helping 
and healing” at The Community House in 
Hinsdale from 6:30 to 8 p.m. on Sept. 17. The 
event is free to attend, but capacity is limited 
to 200 to 250 people. Registration is required, 
and can be completed at optwell.org. For 
more information about the event or OptWell 
in general, visit optwell.org.
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