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The pep band blasted melodies into the 
stormy October evening. It was senior 
night, and Jennifer Verdin stood on the 
Tillamook High School football field, wait-
ing for her parents to join her in one of 
this year’s many milestones.

The music stopped and the students 
were introduced, one by one. “Jennifer 
Verdin, planning on attending a commu-
nity college or university and studying 
biology or something in the medical field,” 
said the announcer. Jennifer greeted her 
parents and they huddled under an um-
brella, clutching flowers.

On a typical day at school, you might 
find Jennifer organizing science club 
activities or practicing for track, cross 
country or the debate team, depending 
on the season. A daughter of immigrants, 

she is taking steps to be a first-generation 
college student.

Her parents, Maria and Francisco 
Verdin, are right there with her. They ask 
about college applications, scholarships 
and her studies. In the past they might 
not have known what questions to ask. 
The difference is due in part to OSU’s 
Juntos program, which the Verdin family 
joined in 2013.

Juntos, meaning “together” in Span-
ish, is a college readiness program for 

In Juntos, family joins the trip to college

Above: OSU-bound Tillamook High student 
Jennifer Verdin and her parents, Maria and 
Francisco Verdin, enjoy some soggy recog-
nition before a Cheesemakers football game. 
At right: The Verdins and others enjoy the 
camaraderie of the Juntos program.

2 6   < <   O R E G O N  S T A T E R



Latino students and families. While each 
community and therefore each program 
is slightly different, Juntos operates in 14 
communities around Oregon. Twenty-five 
Juntos facilitators and five OSU Open 
Campus coordinators work with more 
than 700 family members.

“Juntos is coordinated by local OSU 
faculty,” said Jeff Sherman ’09 ’10, Open 
Campus program leader. “We aren’t 
just showing up to deliver a six-week 
program.

“What makes Juntos unique is the 
connection to Oregon State University and 
the partnerships in the community. We 
are working hand-in-hand with com-
munity organizations, school districts, 
churches and businesses to empower 
families around education, throughout 
the year. We have student clubs, OSU and 
other college visits, parent nights and 
more. Juntos is about coming together. 
That’s what makes this special.”

Families learn how to navigate their 
local school system, including following 
their child’s progress online, discovering 
how a school board works and under-
standing what the grades on a report card 
mean. Parents in Juntos might begin as 
spectators but they’re soon participants 
in their children’s education.

“It is not like anyone didn’t care and 
didn’t want to be involved, they just did 
not know how to be involved,” said Emily 
Henry, OSU Open Campus education coor-
dinator. “The unique thing about Juntos is 
that the families are involved.”

Maria and Francisco Verdin have al-
ways encouraged their children to go to 
college, but they didn’t know how to get 

them there and they were discouraged by 
the cost.

Jennifer’s brother, Edgar, and sister, 
Jackie, helped blaze the trail. 

“Go to school, get A’s, pass, do good. 
I didn’t really know much about college 
until my brother went,” Jennifer recalled. 
“I’m not 100 percent sure what I want to 
study yet, but I’m thinking about some-
thing in the medical field. I’ve been taking 
medical classes to help figure it out and 
also talking with doctors and dentists to 
see if I could shadow them.”

Edgar graduated from Tillamook High 
in 2009, prior to the start of the Juntos 
program. Jackie graduated in 2013 and 
was a part of Tillamook’s second Juntos 
cohort. The difference between Edgar’s 
journey to college and Jackie’s and Jenni-
fer’s journeys is that the younger siblings 
didn’t take the trip mostly alone.

Edgar got support from his school 
counselor. His parents received updates 
but were not a crucial part of his transi-
tion to college.

“The Juntos program taught us who to 
talk to if you have questions or prob-
lems,” said Jennifer’s mother, Maria. “In 
the past if we had a problem, we would 
keep our mouth closed, or we would talk 
to the teachers. Now we know that if 
we go to a teacher and they don’t listen, 
there are other people in the school we 
can talk with.”

Once parents understand the edu-
cational system, they can be strong 
advocates for their children. Like most 
families, the Verdin family found Juntos 
through a friend.

“Word has spread. Kids are pulling in 
their friends, parents are pulling in other 
parents and other family members like 
cousins of Juntos kids,” said Emily Henry.

Many Juntos parents also seek educa-
tional opportunities for themselves.

“It is like a light bulb, in every session,” 
said Maydra Valencia, an Open Campus 
Juntos coordinator. “The parents keep 
building on that. Once Juntos is over, 
they continue to want the next light 
bulb moment. Here in Tillamook they’re 
constantly asking when the next school 
board meeting is, because they’re actively 
participating in the meetings. That has 
never happened before.

“Because of Juntos, the parents are in a 
Spanish GED preparation class. They aren’t 
only pushing the students to continue 
their education. They think that it is vital 
for themselves to continue their own 
education, to be a better role model for 
their kids.”

Maria Verdin is in the first cohort of 
the GED prep classes. She advocated for 
the them to be offered in Spanish for two 
years, including signing a petition to the 
local community college promising that 
if the classes were offered, she would 
attend. Most recently, Juntos parents 
asked the school board to provide English 
classes for Spanish-speaking parents.

Together, communities like Tillamook 
and families like the Verdins begin to see  
a world of opportunities and support. 
Juntos, together. q
Hannah O’Leary ’13 is associate editor for 
photography. 
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