Three veteran educators with over a century of service retire from Hester Junior High
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The recent retirement of educators Cathy Bernath, Greg Helton, and Kathy Zei has marked a significant moment for District 84’s Hester Junior High School in Franklin Park, Illinois. Together, they boast over a century of combined teaching experience, embodying a legacy of dedication and passion that has profoundly impacted countless students over their distinguished careers.
Giffen Trotter, principal of Hester Junior High, remarked on their unwavering commitment: “I’ve been here 19 years and they were all here when I got here. They’re just solid, reliable educators who see the big picture. Junior high can be a tough time for adolescents, and they should be commended for spending their whole career with the toughest ages.” Such sentiments reflect a broader appreciation for educators who remain dedicated to their students, especially during formative years marked by significant changes and challenges.
Cathy Bernath's career as a language arts teacher spanned 35 years, during which she not only imparted literary skills but also inspired students to pursue various interests through extracurriculars such as cheerleading and the school newspaper. “Teaching in the Franklin Park community has been a fantastic experience,” Bernath shared, highlighting her connection with her students, including those from families that have a legacy with Hester.
Greg Helton’s journey into teaching was unexpected; initially aspiring to be a professional musician, he was encouraged by his parents to pursue an education degree as a safety net. His decision proved fortuitous as he became a celebrated music educator at Hester, influencing generations of young musicians. Helton has been a key figure in fostering a love for music in his students, noting, “The students have been what kept me coming back every August.” Upon retirement, he expressed enthusiasm for mentoring his successor, indicating a smooth transition for the music program at Hester.
Kathy Zei, who taught special education for 34 years, has cherished the opportunity to work with students facing a variety of challenges. Reflecting on her journey, she stated, “Teaching reading to kids who struggle has been one of my favourite subjects.” Zei's methods evolved over the years, adapting to changing educational paradigms which have seen increased inclusivity for students with special needs. She expressed pride in the supportive environment fostered by District 84, attributing much of her success to the community’s commitment to education.
These retirements come at a time when turnover in the teaching profession is increasingly common. While many educators switch schools or leave the field altogether, the dedication exemplified by Bernath, Helton, and Zei is noteworthy. Their extended tenures at Hester Junior High underscore the capacity for long-term commitment in an era where job mobility is often the norm.
The retirement of these three educators not only signifies the culmination of their impactful careers but also prompts reflection on the future of educational consistency and mentorship within the district. As Trotter noted, Bernath nurtured “countless writers,” while Helton influenced “hundreds, maybe more like thousands of young musicians.” Zei’s legacy is similarly profound, with her unwavering support significantly aiding students in overcoming their personal hurdles.
As Hester Junior High continues to cultivate a nurturing environment for its students, the absence of these stalwarts will be felt. Yet, they leave behind a robust legacy, one that has firmly established the benchmarks for compassion and excellence in teaching within the Franklin Park community. As the district moves forward, the stories and teachings of Bernath, Helton, and Zei will undoubtedly inspire both current educators and future generations.
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