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From left, Gezabel Velasquez, winner of the 
Sodexo Future Chefs Challenge, third-place 
finisher Katie Brady and runner-up Giada 
Wingate celebrate their victories.

From Kenya to 
Springfield to Smith

Rumbila Abdullahi has earned a scholarship 
from Smith College.

By Dom Nicastro

If Rumbila Abdullahi isn’t interesting 
enough for you, try this fact: She loves 
watching Korean-based dramas, or that 
country’s version of American soap operas 
— subtitles and all.

“They’re just fun and totally different,” 
said Abdullahi, a senior at Springfield 
Central High School. “They’re definitely 
cheesy, but I love them.”

That’s not what earned Abdullahi, a 
native Kenyan, the Springfield-Holyoke 
full scholarship from Smith College, where 
she’ll attend as a freshman next fall. 

Rather, it’s Abdullahi’s extraordinarily 
well-rounded dossier that attracted Smith 
officials to this mature, hard-working 
teenager. 

She’s a multi-sport athlete. She’s 
involved in her school’s activities. She’s 
involved in her community’s activities. She 
selflessly helps newcomers to America.

And somehow, she finds a way to pull it 
all together and come out with a top-five 
ranking in her class.

Abdullahi finds time to give back to those 
who are now in similar positions as her 
family was about a decade ago. She came 
to America in first grade and was certainly 
overwhelmed by the culture shock of going 
from Kenya to the States.

She volunteers with the local Somali 
Bantu Association of American Club, 
which helps refugees and others adjust to 
their new lives. She started a class to help 

See ABDULLAHI page 14
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Every day of every week for 
around 40 years now, I think about 
kids. I, of course, think about my 
own kids, who are both now grown 
adults. I think about the kids in my 
family and my friends’ kids. And 
every day, I think about the kids 
who call Springfield home. 

On my way to the office most 
mornings, I enjoy watching the 
enthusiasm of the little ones as they 

rush to meet their bus. And I’m always invigorated when 
I see dozens upon dozens of older students strolling to 
school. With hundreds of school buses and crossing guards 
on our roads, thousands of parents and guardians driving 
their kids to school and so many more children afoot on 
school days, I know I am not the only one who starts their 
day thinking about Springfield’s children. 

If those of you who merely observe our youth during 
morning and afternoon commutes could see what we 
see every day as educators, you would be impressed. I 
consider it a blessing to work every day on behalf of such 
vibrant young people. I walk into schools and I am always 
greeted with fresh, smiling faces. I talk with students who 
are friendly and outgoing. I meet young people who are 
shy and introverted. I walk into classrooms and see kids 
engaged in learning new concepts, participating in group 
discussions or working independently. As we inch closer 
and closer to the graduation season, I am anxious to see 
and feel the sense of pride that envelopes Symphony Hall 
at every high school commencement ceremony. 

As superintendent, I spend the bulk of my days pouring 
over data, analyzing results, agonizing over budgets, 
strategizing next steps, meeting with executives and 
exercises of that nature. Through it all, the kids remain 
front and center in my mind. So many of our students 

are accomplishing great things on many different levels 
in many different genres. Our role as a community is to 
provide them the foundation upon which they build those 
achievements. As Superintendent, I believe in the potential 
of each one of our students. And what I think about every 
day is how our work as educators can affect that. 

As our 2016-17 school year winds down, I and 
thousands of Springfield Public Schools teachers and 
administrators are already thinking about how we will 
make next year even better for our students. I am proud of 
what our students and teachers and families have achieved. 
Our rate of progress leads the state and has for years. Yet, 
there remains a lot of work for us to do as a school district. 

If we, as a community, continue to think first about 
Springfield’s children, I have no doubt we will keep 
trending in the right direction. 

Daniel J. Warwick is superintendent of schools.
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Singularly focused on students

Honors high school to open in fall
In January, the Springfield Empowerment Zone Partnership (SEZP) 

announced that it will partner with the Springfield Public Schools to 
launch a new honors high school program in the fall of 2017.

This additional high-quality high school option in Springfield will 
welcome students who meet rigorous criteria and are prepared to excel 
in a challenging academic environment, and will prepare students 
to succeed in the region’s and nation’s top colleges. The SEZP was 
established prior to the 2015-2016 school year and originally included 
many of Springfield’s middle schools: Chestnut North, Chestnut 
South, Chestnut Talented and Gifted (TAG), Duggan, Forest Park, 
Kennedy, Kiley, Van Sickle Academy, and Van Sickle IB. Together, 
these schools serve about 4,000 students. Recently, the SEZP Board 
and the Springfield School Committee voted for the High School of 
Commerce to join the Empowerment Zone.

A founding class of ninth-grade students will begin their studies 
this fall, and many of the students will be transitioning to the new 
honors high school program from one of the current SEZP schools. 
SEZP will begin managing Commerce in July, and the launch of 
this new school program is part of SEZP’s efforts to improve high 
school opportunities for students in Springfield. Students will be 
able to participate in Commerce’s athletics and other extracurricular 
activities.

“We know Springfield students can compete with any kids in the 
country,” said SEZP Chairman Chris Gabrieli. “A rigorous honors 
program will accelerate students’ opportunities to excel and become 
leaders in Springfield, our Commonwealth, and our nation.”

Unlike at many honors programs in the United States, admission 
will not be based solely on a test score. Rather, a select group 

of eighth-grade Springfield students with excellent grades and 
demonstrated achievement on the state’s academic measures will be 
invited to enroll. There will later be a second round of admissions 
where students who were not initially invited may also apply for 
available spots.

“Springfield is a leading innovator in education, and I am excited 
to be adding another strong high school option for our students,” said 
SPS Superintendent Daniel Warwick. 

Grace Howard-Donlin, the former co-director of the office of 
curriculum and professional development for the Worcester Public 
Schools, will be the new school program’s founding director. She 
will work closely with Colleen O’Connor, the principal of Chestnut 
Talented and Gifted Middle School, to design and launch an 
exceptional school program. 

“The high interest in Chestnut TAG shows that Springfield families 
are hungry for rigorous, supportive educational environments for their 
children,” O’Connor said. “Furthermore, the excellent work done 
by students every day at Chestnut TAG is evidence that Springfield 
children can rise to the challenge and excel in rigorous learning 
environments.”

The initiative will follow in the footsteps of renowned high schools 
like Stuyvesant High School in New York City and the recently 
launched Abbott Lawrence Academy in Lawrence. 

“Families in Lawrence appreciate the added high school choice of 
Abbott Lawrence Academy with its ambitious goal to prepare students 
for our country’s best colleges,” said Lawrence Public Schools 
Superintendent Jeff Riley. “The school is off to a promising start with 
teachers and students striving to reach their full potential.”

HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATIONS

June 5 June 6 June 7 June 8 June 12 June 13
All ceremonies will be held at 6 p.m. at Symphony Hall

Renaissance Putnam Public Day
Liberty Prep

Springfield High
Gateway to 

College

Central High School of 
Science and  
Technology

High School  
of Commerce
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By cyrus moultoN

Bobby bleeds, sweats, goes into shock, 
and — as an advanced patient simulator — 
provides students in the Allied Health Program 
at Putnam Vocational Technical High School a 
state-of-the-art training before they go into a 
clinical setting.

“We provide them the opportunity to practice 
many basic and advanced clinical skills without 
risk to the patient,” said Registered Nurse 
Kevin Murdock, an instructor in the program. 
“It delivers the most realistic training possible 
before they go on in clinical.”

The Allied Health Program at Putnam has 
a goal to familiarize students with the diverse 
opportunities available in the healthcare field 
to prepare them for opportunities to work after 
graduation.

It is one of the most popular shops at the 
school, with about 100 freshmen — representing 
a third of the class — applying each year for 
only 42 slots, according to Murdock.

The students graduate with the opportunity 
to become certified nursing assistants and home 
health aides. The students are also certified in 
CPR and care of Alzheimer’s patients.

But many go on to further their education in 
college and pursue a wide variety of fields.

“A lot of the people come in here and say, 
‘I don’t want nursing,’ said Murdock. “That’s 
okay, there’s still dentistry, becoming a dental 
assistant, phlebotomy… It’s not just for nursing, 
but we give a broad spectrum of allied health.”

The curriculum covers everything from 
anatomy and physiology to healthcare ethics and 
law. As in all shops, the students are also taught 
practical job skills such as how to handle an 
interview, make a resume and more. 

And graduates are pursuing all sorts of careers 

Wendelys Smith preps her hands prior to class. Practicing on Bobby, the simulator, Ambar Duran checks for a pulse.

Putnam sophomores Naishawn Goldsberry, left, and Ambar Duran receive training on medical equipment from teacher Kevin Murdock.  
              PHOTOS: SEAN BROWNE

and further educational opportunities. Murdock said that only 
a few students used to continue on to nursing school. Now 
he estimates a third of the class gets into nursing school at 
their first try. Other students are pursuing emergency medical 
technician and paramedic training at Springfield College and 
one is even pursuing a physician’s assistant degree at Bay Path 
University.

Bobby — costing $80,000 —is brought out to give students 
simulated experience before they go onto their clinical 
assignment. 

“They use everything they learn in theory and now go and 
practice it,” Murdock said. 

The next step is the clinical step. Students work at the Life 
Care Center, a nursing home in Wilbraham. Seniors who pass 
the CNA and home health aide tests are eligible to get a job 

in those fields. Other students stay at school and help out the 
younger students, as well as participate in school activities such 
as blood drives with the American Red Cross, blood pressure 
screening clinics, visiting elementary schools to talk about the 
importance of handwashing and more.

Both Murdock and Ann-Marie Marrero, who graduated from 
and now teaches in the program, said one of the program’s 
strengths was the fact that it was successful with a diverse, 
urban student population.

“It’s great to help these students, who I identify with, get their 
start,” said Marrero. 

And pretty soon the students can become colleagues.
“When you see your students who you used to have them in 

ninth grade and now they’re in the final year of nursing school 
or out in the field, it’s pretty exciting,” said Murdock.
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On the menu: new era in nutrition
Springfield food services gets a $21 million boost

By meaghaN casey

Springfield is ushering in a new era in nutrition for its students. 
In December, the City of Springfield, Springfield Public Schools 

and the district’s food service provider Sodexo announced a first-of-
its-kind public and private investment in a $21 million culinary and 
nutrition center. 

The 62,000-square-foot center is expected to open in January 
2019. It will be located in renovated space at 75 Cadwell Drive, just 
down the street from the current leased facility, which is undersized 
at 18,000 square feet. It will house a central warehouse, a cutting 
and processing room, a bakery, training rooms and a cook-chill 
system—a major advancement in prepared foods technology.

The new center will serve the expanding meal and nutrition needs 
of SPS students and allow the department to provide healthier, 
locally sourced meals. 

“We’ll be able to bake all of our own breads and muffins from 
scratch,” said Mark Jeffrey, district manager for Sodexo. “And with 
in-house processing, we’ll be able to take in root vegetables from 
local farmers and the district’s 21 school gardens to be cleaned, cut, 
cupped and incorporated back into the menu.” 

The expanded farm-to-table initiative is a win-win for students 
and taxpayers. 

“The main thing is we’re increasing the quality of the food, but 
there will be some cost savings,” said Jeffrey. “Instead of buying 
from different suppliers, we’ll be able go right to the source, cutting 
out the middle man.” 

Approximately 26,000 SPS students are served daily. In addition 
to free lunches, federally funded programs include Breakfast in the 
Classroom and dinner, weekend and summer meals.

Breakfast in the Classroom, which is currently in 17 schools, 
will be rolled out district-wide next year. During the summer meal 
program, which will be available at 30 sites this year, participating 
students will also be eligible for weekly raffles for passes to Six 
Flags New England. 

“Every decision we make is based around how we can eliminate 
hunger and improve nutritional programs for the students,” said 
Timothy Gray, the district’s food service administrator. 

Gray is looking forward to increasing the “field-to-freezer” 
offerings as well as the training opportunities for culinary arts 
students when the new center opens. The facility is expected to 
create 40 new jobs. 

The City of Springfield has used a capital bond contributing $7 
million to the overall cost and other grants and contributions will be 
utilized.

From left, Timothy Gray, SPS food service administrator; TJ Plante, the city's chief financial officer; Superintendent 
Daniel Warwick; Mayor Domenic Sarno; Mark Jeffrey, district manager for Sodexo; and Patrick Roach, SPS chief 
financial officer, gather for the announcement of the new center.

Food Service Administrator Timothy Gray points out what will be a massive production kitchen at the new culinary 
and nutrition center.        PHOTOS: SEAN BROWNE

Timothy Gray, left, and Mark Jeffrey, district manager for Sodexo, show off the plans for the 
new facility at 75 Cadwell Drive.

Central High student Johnattan Colon starts his day with healthy offerings from the Breakfast 
in the Classroom program, which will be enhanced when the new center opens.
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Cycling is a Hall-mark at Ells

Ells first-grader Aniya Bellamy completed her 
bicycle training last year.

Ells School physical education teacher Sheryl Hall, Superintendent Daniel Warwick, Principal 
Janet Vergne Walsh and SPS Director of Wellness and Development Michelle Heim gather to 
support the students on their bikes. 

From front, Noah Shea, Jhanae Burnett, Jahnelyz Pineda-Colon and Natalia Clarke ride their bikes during teacher Sheryl Hall's Bicycle Club.

By Dom Nicastro

When children have needs, Sheryl Hall 
responds.

By children, we mean the hundreds in 
kindergarten and first grade she has guided 
as a physical education teacher since 2001 
at the Margaret C. Ells Elementary School.

Hall recognized her students needed 
access to bicycles and proper training 
that would allow them to ride safely, with 
awareness of their surroundings and, 
ultimately, confidence.

She began the school's Bicycle Club 
and, with the support of the school’s 
administration, got the money to purchase 
enough bicycles for not only her classroom 
but also an after-school program, for which 
she volunteers.

“Being a teacher in an inner-city school, 
you recognize that not all kids have access 
to a bike or necessarily the means to get 
to a place that is safe to ride,” said Hall, 
a Reading, Mass. native who began her 
physical education teaching career in 1982 
at the Birch Wathen Lenox School in New 
York City after she graduated from Hofstra 
University. 

“Back when I was kid, in a small town, 
you could ride on the sidewalks, and that 
was OK,” Hall said. “You also learned how 
to ride really young, but some kids don’t 
have those opportunities.”

She is an educator at her best: creating 
opportunities for children outside of day-
to-day curriculum. 

That’s what Hall has done for four 
decades as a teacher. And it’s one of the 
reasons she was recognized this year by 

the Massachusetts Association of Health, 
Physical Education, Recreation and 
Dance (MAHPERD) with its 2017 Honor 
Award.

The bicycle program has drawn attention 
throughout the district as officials are 
exploring the idea of building an outdoor 
biking track at her school, which could lead 
to a summer program.

It’s not just the bicycle program for 
which Hall was recognized, as she has 
organized many fundraising programs and 
helped add a climbing wall. Hall helped 
create an anti-bullying curriculum and 
facilitated several district-wide professional 

developments.
Hall is a 12-year MAHPERD board 

member and twice served as its president.
She’s quite serious about teaching 

children how to ride bikes. Training wheels 
may be a good safeguard, she said, but it 
“doesn’t teach them how to ride.”

An estimated 25 percent would ride 
safely and stay within a space in the first 
year of the program. The next year? Close 
to 90 percent, Hall estimated.

It’s that kind of gain that makes Hall 
proud. 

Other good aspects of her job?
“One of my favorite things is when they 

come into the gym and they go, ‘Wow!’” 
said Hall. “They don’t even know what 
they’re doing yet but they have the whole 
‘wow factor’ at what they see. It makes me 
happy when the kids are engaged, happy 
and they walk away feeling like they’ve 
learned something.”

Hopefully, Hall said, they walk away 
with more and more reasons to keep active 
and healthy, and how to learn to work with 
others.

“I do think the kids are learning skills 
and the importance of being healthy and 
active,” Hall said.
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By Dom Nicastro

Dr. Mei-Ju Hwang certainly feels 
touched that the Massachusetts Foreign 
Language Association named her the 2016 
Chinese Teacher of the Year.

Hwang began teaching in the Springfield 
Public Schools nearly 30 years ago and was 
part of the team that created the Mandarin 
Chinese language curriculum. She’s 
now at the High School of Science and 
Technology.

It’s questionable, though, if the award 
touched her more than the times she 
connects with former students who have 
successfully used Chinese in their lives and 
professions.

“It’s not just one moment. It’s many 
moments,” Hwang said. “That touches me 
and keeps me going. When I see students 
really learning and appreciating and using 
the language it touches my heart and 
inspires me to do more for the kids.”

Hwang has had many proud moments, 
including when students go on to become 
Chinese language teachers, including 
some who earn a doctorate degree in the 
field.

“They use their knowledge and teach 
other children,” she said.

One particular student really struck a chord 
with her. When a newspaper ran an article on 

Hwang, a student from one of her early days 
gave her a call at her school.

“I had lost contact with her for a long 
time, like 25 years, and she called the 
school,” Hwang. “I learned she lived in 
West Springfield and uses the Chinese 
language for her business. It was just 
amazing. You just never know how you’re 
influencing the students. It touched my 
heart. I was crying in front of my whole 
class. So now I work harder for the kids.”

Hwang teaches Chinese to about 135 
students this year. And if she gets one 
phone call like the one from her former 
student, it makes it all worth it, she said. 

She also runs a summer immersion camp 
for elementary- and middle-school students.

Her teaching approach combines 
language, culture and technology, with 
the first two serving as bedrocks of her 
program at the outset and technology 
becoming critical in the second half of her 
tenure.

Technology comes in many different 
forms, and students need to establish 
technological skills to help them in summer 
jobs and in college. 

Hwang cited the example of creating 
a Chinese presentation in Microsoft 
PowerPoint, making flyers or writing 
Chinese characters on Smartboards.

Sci-Tech: Chinese 
spoken here

“Their chances will be higher to get 
employed with these skills,” Hwang said. 
“The kids are growing up with technology 
so they’re pretty good with it.”

She also incorporates the use of YouTube 
videos to learn about cultures in Chinese-
speaking countries. What are they doing 
in their classrooms? What kind of extra-
curricular activities are they doing? Do 
they wear uniforms? 

Students establish connections with 
school systems in Taiwan and China and 
learn about cultural expectations, such as 
bowing vs. hugging.

Hwang came to America in 1982. Her 
family is originally from China but she 
grew up in Taiwan and taught English, 
Chinese and music there. She came to 
America and soon after graduated from 

UMass Amherst and landed a position in 
the Springfield school system.

“It’s been my love since then,” said 
Hwang, who has three children and can 
often be found gardening and tending to 
her Chinese leeks. “I truly love these kids. 
They’ve been like a family.”

How does she grade herself as a teacher? 
Or, even more important, how does Hwang 
think her students view her teaching 
approach?

“They might think I’m a strict and 
serious person,” Hwang said. “And I do 
take everything seriously. I want them to 
become great public speakers and when 
they talk to my class. You need to present 
yourself well everywhere you go. You 
need to become a good public speaker and 
communicator in every field.”

High School of Science and Technology Chinese teacher Mei-Ju Hwang teaches during 
her class.                 PHOTO: SEAN BROWNE

Students have a voice on school committee
By meaghaN casey

As this year’s student 
representative to the Springfield 
School Committee, Kenneth 
Asiamah has had the ear of Mayor 
Domenic Sarno, Superintendent 
Daniel Warwick and six other 
decision-making members. Needless 
to say, it was a position he didn’t 
take lightly. 

“The first meeting I went to, I 
didn’t think I would actually be 
sitting up there with the mayor and 
superintendent,” said Asiamah, who 
is still in awe of the experience he’s 
had. “It’s been so interesting and 
eye-opening.” 

Since that day, Asiamah has 
taken a more proactive approach—
getting the agendas in advance 
from executive assistant Patricia 
McCarthy and soliciting opinions of 
his fellow classmates. 

“Everybody wants to get their 
school to Level 1, so that’s one 
collective goal I’ve seen across the 
district,” said Asiamah, a senior 
at the Springfield High School of 

Science and Technology. “There’s 
also a unified push for more funding 
for school improvements.” 

As the student rep, Asiamah has 
encouraged other students to attend 
the public speak-outs at each school 
committee meeting. Middle- and 
high-school students are given the 
opportunity to voice their messages 
during an allotted time each month. 

As his term comes to a close in 
June, Asiamah is looking forward to 
starting his college journey at UMass 
Amherst. 

“My parents both graduated from 
there and I’ve visited a few times 
through Springfield’s 100 Males to 
College program,” he said. “I knew 
I wanted to go there. It feels like 
home.”

He’ll be studying biochemistry, 
with a minor in computer science, 
and hopes to become a pediatrician. 
Two years ago, he was recognized 
by the National Academy of Future 
Physicians and Medical Scientists, 
joining other high-achieving high 
school students aspiring to become 
the next generation of medical 

leaders. 
As a middle-schooler at Van 

Sickle, Asiamah knew Sci-Tech 
would be the best pathway for him. 
He had an early interest in science, 
technology, engineering and math 
(STEM), which was reinforced 
during a robotics camp. Over the 
last couple of years, he has taken 
courses in anatomy and physiology, 
biomedical science and graphic 
technology, as well as Advanced 
Placement (AP) chemistry and 
biology. He will graduate in the top 
10 of his class. 

A three-sport athlete, Asiamah 
competed on the swimming, 
wrestling and track and field teams. 
He also served as vice president of 
his class and as part of the award-
winning Sci-Tech band, serving 
as CEO for the past two years. 
In February, the Mass. Cultural 
Council honored the band with its 
Commonwealth Creative Youth 
Development Award. Outside of 
school, Asiamah has gained work 
experience in software and hardware 
management at MassMutual. Kenneth Asiamah is student representative to the school committee.
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Continuing to build on record-
breaking improvements to the district’s 
2015 graduation and dropout rates, 
which includes slashing the dropout rate 
in half since 2012, Springfield Public 
Schools’ 2016 rates remain trending in 
the right direction. 

“With the significant gains we 
realized last year, the fact that we 
continue to make improvements is very 
encouraging,” said Superintendent 
of Schools Daniel Warwick. “We’re 
working hard, very hard. And we are 
pleased not to have plateaued. We 
continue to see promise in these gains.”

Warwick made his comments 
following the Massachusetts Department 
of Elementary and Secondary 
Education’s (DESE) release of 2016 
graduation and drop-out data statewide 
earlier this school year. The district’s 
graduation rate rose 2.1 points (the 
equivalent of a 3.1 percent rise), going 
from 66.7 percent to 68.8 percent. The 
drop-out rate declined 0.2 points (the 
equivalent of a 3.9 percent drop), going 
from 5.1 percent to 4.9 percent. These 
gains come on the heels of last year’s 
extraordinary improvements of 5.1 
points in the graduation rate and 2.1 
points on the drop-out rate. 

The reduction in the drop-out rate 
translates to more than 300 fewer 
students dropping out in 2016 compared 
to 2012 and overall, represents a 
decrease of more than 50 percent – the 
highest in the state. The graduation 
rate has now increased 12.2 percentage 
points since 2012. Comparatively, the 
state saw an increase of 0.2 points in 
the graduation rate and no change in the 
dropout rate. 

Warwick continues to credit a laser-like 
focus on graduation initiatives by faculty 
and staff, student perseverance, family 
support and community commitment to 
the improvement in the rates. 

Initiatives such as identifying students 
at risk for dropping out early and 
providing the necessary academic and 
social/emotional supports; the expansion 
of alternative and flexible pathways 
to graduation, such as on-line credit 
recovery courses, have proven to be 
effective in reaching more students and 
keeping them in school, Warwick said. 

The addition of graduation coaches, 
ninth- and 10th-grade academies and a 
ninth-grade transition course at every 
high school; as well offering free night 
and summer school courses are other 
contributing factors. 

“There is no other option but 
continued improvement for the district 
as it moves forward,” said Warwick.

Good news on 
graduation, 

drop-out rates

Police foster positive  
community connections

By cyrus moultoN

There’s a police officer at their front door, but 
it doesn’t mean trouble for students at Liberty 
Elementary School. Rather, it is part of a new 
program where school police officers visit 
students at home to foster relationships.

“We’re all invested in the community, 
invested in our youngsters in Springfield, and 
we wanted to be a part of something that was 
painting a positive picture of what our schools 
can do and what our police officers can do,” 
said Liberty Elementary School Principal Robin 
Bailey-Sanchez. “It just broadens and strengthens our whole 
community.”

The program started as an extension of the teacher Home Visit 
Project, where classroom teachers visit students in their homes. 
As one teacher was discussing the program, the idea arose about 
including the school’s police officers, Bailey-Sanchez recalled. 
She mentioned the idea to the sergeant at the school, and officers 
agreed to donate their time and accompany teachers on the home 
visits this year. 

Fifteen families have volunteered to participate in the program 
currently. The students get sworn in as Junior Officers for 
participating. 

“It’s kind of an honor,” Bailey-Sanchez said.
Bailey-Sanchez said the program has many benefits. It helps 

youngsters see police as real people and not just officers, as the 
police visit the homes in plain clothes. 

The program also combats the stereotype that police are 

only involved when there is trouble. Bailey-
Sanchez noted that officers can provide advice, 
suggestions and directions to the student’s entire 
family and offer different resources than are 
available to educators. 

“It shows that they want to be on the helping 
end rather than only when things have gone 
wrong,” Bailey-Sanchez said. 

Moreover, the program works to break down 
barriers that have recently been exposed among 
police and communities nationwide. 

“As we know there are many examples of 
these barriers in the news in communities around the country,” 
Bailey-Sanchez said. “I think this is helping little by little by 
breaking down barriers between police and the community that 
may exist… Anything we can do to repair relationships and 
better prepare [students] for future interactions with police.”

Bailey-Sanchez said she has already seen improvements in 
participating students who better understand the role of police. 
Some children have also become better behaved and more 
positive about school due to their new mentors, she said.

The officers have also become more involved in the school, 
attending and participating in school events such as the 
Vocabulary Parade. 

“Our officers have just become more a part of the Liberty 
community in general,” Bailey-Sanchez said. “I would love 
to see more schools having their educators and school officers 
working together in this program.”

Springfield Police Officer Charles Youmans exchanges high-fives with Liberty Elementary students as they take part in a vocabulary parade.
                PHOTO: SEAN BROWNE



8 - The Springfield Educator Spring 2017 The Springfield Educator Spring 2017 - 9

A recipe for success
Food competition challenges students to make healthy choices

By Meaghan Casey

With shows like “MasterChef Junior” 
gaining popularity — and proving that 
today’s youth can be masters of the kitchen 
— it’s no wonder more and more students are 
challenging themselves with a little culinary 
creativity. 

This spring, 15 Springfield elementary 
school students competed as finalists in 
the Sodexo Future Chefs Challenge, held 
at Roger L. Putnam Vocational-Technical 
Academy. The theme was “healthy comfort 
food” and Gezabel Velazquez, a third-grader 
at Indian Orchard Elementary School, was 
crowned champion for her lasagna stuffed 
peppers.

The national initiative was created to get 
students thinking about making healthy food 
choices, while also encouraging them to get 
active and creative in the kitchen. School 
districts across the country held Future Chefs 
events throughout February and March, 
getting more than 2,500 students involved. 

The Springfield competition, in its third 
year, was open to third-and fourth-graders 
and Henry Figueredo, community relations 
specialist for Sodexo, estimated there were 
almost 200 submissions. The pool was 
narrowed to 15 for the live event, judged 
by Sodexo Executive Chef Mike Wolcott, 
Putnam chef Leo Martin, Elizabeth Roman 
of “The Republican” and Denise Jordan, the 
mayor’s chief of staff.

“It was great to see the kids in their 
elements, in their chef hats,” said Figueredo. 
“They did a great job.” 

Putnam culinary students were on hand to 
assist the younger students. 

“They were a big help with presentation and 
making sure the kids were wearing their safety 
gloves and cutting properly,” said Figueredo. 

Velazquez, who sometimes cooks with her 
grandmother, says she loves cooking and 
cannot wait to compete again next year. 

In second place was Giada Wingate, a 
Brunton School fourth-grader, for her recipe 
of spaghetti squash with turkey meatballs, 
and Washington School fourth-grader 
Katie Brady placed third for her “garbage 
soup” creation that featured tortellini and 
vegetables. 

“Part of it is trying to get the kids to 
change their habits and eat healthier,” said 
Figueredo. “We’re doing everything we can 
to promote healthy eating. The recipes we 
use throughout the district incorporate fresh 
fruits and vegetables and we’re getting the 
students to try different things besides just 
an orange or a banana. This event reinforced 
that healthy can also be delicious.” 

1
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6

1. Isabella Rizzo from Homer Street School shows off her recipe of butternut squash soup. 
2. Mayor Domenic Sarno, front, School Committee member Christopher Collins, back left, and Superintendent 
Daniel Warwick, right, join the finalists. 
3. The finalists were eager for judges to try their healthy comfort food.
4. Kathryn Clark from Zanetti School presents her “Kate’s Kickin Lite Mac and Cheese.” 
5. Students from Roger L. Putnam Vocational-Technical Academy were on hand to help the competitors.
6. Winner Gezabel Velasquez is congratulated by Sodexo managers, from left, Barbara Zavecz, Aaron Lenart, 
Tom Linnehan, Ashley Hall and Mike Wolcott.
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Judge him by his strong Springfield roots

Union president calling it a career

By azell cavaaN

District Court Judge William J. Boyle, who grew up in 
a North End apartment and graduated from what is now 
Roger L. Putnam Vocational Technical Academy, is never 
far removed from his childhood memories. 

His father died while Boyle was just a boy, leaving his 
mother to raise three young sons by herself. “We couldn’t 
afford much and it was a pretty challenging situation,” 
recalled Boyle. “But it made me the man I am today and 
it’s a life experience that suits me well for this job.”

Boyle has served as a Hampden County District Court 
judge for almost 20 years. His greatest motivation for 
coming to work each day is the positive impact he believes 
he can have on the lives of people in trouble. Boyle’s 
rulings often include conditions that require defendants 
to stay in school, pursue a GED, or receive counseling. If 
there’s any common thread running through the stories of 
most who stand before him in the courtroom, it is that most 
lack formal education, said Boyle. 

“So, when you figure out that you can help people by 
steering them in the direction that will lead them to a 
better future, then you must do that,” he said. “You cannot 
become jaded. You must believe that a person does not 
have to stay in the same spot forever.”

Education, Boyle said, is the key to moving forward. 
It is what his mother drilled into the mindset of her three 
sons. “Even though we didn’t have money, I always 
wanted to go to college. And it was a big challenge 
because there was not scholarships and financial aid like 

there are today.”
At Trade High School, which would later morph into 

Putnam, Boyle took up printing and graphic arts. After 
graduating salutatorian of his class (he was also voted 
Most Studious and Top Student in English), Boyle enrolled 
in Springfield Technical Community College (STCC), 
where he took business classes while working part-time 
at a printing company. After two years at STCC, Boyle 
transferred to Western New England University (then 
Western New England College). 

“I enrolled at Western New England because my former 
class advisor from Trade kept coming to mind,” recalled 
Boyle. “Mr. Shapiro taught social studies but he was going 
to law school at night. That inspired me and I always had 
law in the back of mind because of Mr. Shapiro.”

In 1979, Boyle enrolled in WNEU law school as a 
night student, working full-time during the day to pay the 
tuition. His academic pursuits came as no surprise to those 
who knew him since his high school days – friends and 
colleagues like David Cruise, who now serves as executive 
director of the Regional Employment Board but was a 
22-year-old English teacher at Trade School when Boyle 
was a student there. 

“Very simply, he was always an extremely smart, 
personable and nice young man,” said Cruise. “He worked 
hard to achieve grades and honors and to rise the way that 
Bill did in his life and career is quite a testament to the 
school, to his family and, of course, speaks to his character.” 

Boyle hopes his success as a Putnam graduate will be an 
example that students today will draw inspiration from. 

“If I could do it, anyone can do it regardless of their 
station in life as a child,” Boyle said. “Do your best in 
school, work hard and stay focused.” 

It is a message that will permeate the walls of Putnam 
Academy, as the main foyer in the school will soon bear 
the name of Judge William J. Boyle, a step to recognize the 
first Putnam graduate to become a judge. 

“Quite honestly, I think he is a treasure in this 
community,” said Cruise. “And I think it’s great that the 
community will now get to know where he came from.”

District Court Judge William J. Boyle stands in the foyer 
named for him at Putnam.          PHOTO: LEONARD UNDERWOOD

By Paul halloraN

The man with the distinguishing feature 
is retiring after a distinguished career.

Springfield Education Association (SEA) 
President Tim Collins – he of the flowing, 
snowy beard – will cap a 45-year career in 
education when he steps down at the end of 
the school year.

“Nothing immediate, a lot of stuff to 
do around the house,” Collins said of his 
retirement plans. “I know I’ll spend a lot 
more time watching my grandkids.”

A Springfield native who went to Forest 
Park Junior High and Springfield Technical 
High School, Collins taught math at John F. 
Kennedy Junior High for 25 years, starting 
in April 1972, the year after he graduated 
from Central Connecticut State University.

Coming from a union family – his 
brother was a business agent in the 
International Brotherhood of Electrical 
Workers – Collins followed that path and 
became the building representative for his 
school in his first full year teaching.

“If you want to have a voice in the 
workplace, you join the union and exercise 
that voice,” he said.

Collins served on the SEA’s Political 
Action Committee and ran unsuccessfully 
for president, yet was still appointed 
PAC chairman. In 1997, he was elected 

union president and he has served in that 
capacity since.

“Teachers can’t do the job without 
the support of administration and 
administration can’t do the job without the 
support of teachers,” he said. “You want to 
create an atmosphere where you have an 
honest and open dialogue about how the 
work should be done.”

Collins said the emphasis on 
standardized testing since the No Child 
Left Behind Act was passed in 2001 has 
changed the landscape of education – and 
not necessarily for the better.

“The problem is it measures a fixed target 
and it doesn’t measure a student’s growth 
toward the target,” he said. “The individual 
child’s growth is the true measure of the 
work we do in the classroom.”

When the state-imposed Springfield 
Finance Control Board, which oversaw city 
finances for five years, was established in 
2004, it was a difficult time for teachers, 
Collins said.

“We went through some tremendous 
challenges,” said Collins, who ran 
unsuccessfully for mayor in 1981, after the 
teachers’ strike of 1980. “We lost two-
thirds of our teaching staff to surrounding 
communities.”

Collins was thinking about retiring at the 
time, but he did not want to go out during a 

Tim Collins is retiring after a 45-year career in Springfield schools.           PHOTO: SEAN BROWNE

period of such instability. “We lost so many 
union leaders with experience that I didn’t feel 
I could leave. I wanted to get younger people 
experienced in what unionism is all about.”

While the primary role of the union 
president is to act in the best interest of the 
membership, Collins has an interesting take 
on the job.

“The best way for me to be an advocate 
for teachers is to be an advocate for 
children and a quality education,” he said. 
“When we make things better for kids, we 

make things better for ourselves.”
Be assured Collins will not be falling off 

the radar in retirement.
“My voice is not going to disappear on 

issues that affect children in our schools,” 
he said, though he won’t miss being in the 
front lines 24/7.

“There’s no incognito for me,” he said, and 
how could there be? “The job is always with 
me. Somebody always wants to talk shop.”

Collins will still be happy to oblige.
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Hometown
Hero

Putnam dean  
Bill Scott is a

By cyrus moultoN

His motto at the Roger L. Putnam 
Vocational Technical Academy is “if you 
do good, you feel good.” And Dean of 
Students Bill Scott is feeling pretty good 
lately, recognized by the American Red 
Cross as a Hometown Hero for his work 
doing good as an educator and coach. 

But ever humble, Scott said the real 
credit belonged to the students.

“I like to think this award is basically 
a school award,” said Scott. “Because the 
kids have done so many great things here 
and if they want to do something, then I 
help them do it.”

The Hometown Heroes Award celebrates 
the spirit of humanitarianism by honoring 
local people who have shown courage, 
kindness, and unselfish character through 
acts of heroism in Western Mass, according 
to the American Red Cross of Western 
Massachusetts.

This year was the 15th year of the 
awards, which received about 50 people 
as nominees, said Jen Garutti, executive 
director of the American Red Cross of 
Western Massachusetts. Scott, nominated 
by a colleague, was one of seven selected 
to be named a Hometown Hero. 

“What was unique about his application 
was how he really went above and beyond 
his teaching role and worked hard to 
implement volunteering in the kids,” said 
Garutti. “He would really put the importance 
on students going out and volunteering and 
giving beyond themselves. 

It’s exactly what we need this next 
generation to learn to do.”

Scott is particularly known at Putnam 
for implementing the anti-drug program: 
Putnam Project Purple. Project Purple is an 
initiative of The Herren Project, a nonprofit 
foundation established by Chris Herren, a 
former professional basketball player who 
is now a motivational speaker, author and 
sobriety advocate. Through his foundation, 

Herren assists individuals and families 
struggling with addiction through treatment 
navigation, education and mentoring.

Most schools involved in Project Purple 
focus on a week of anti-drug awareness 
activities in January. At Putnam, the program 
is a student-led, year-round effort focused 
on wellness. Students have done projects 
ranging from a bake sale to recreating a 
story book to hosting a city-wide basketball 
tournament. This January, the students’ first-
place-winning entry in a video project won 
them a visit from Herren himself. 

And the initiative has been embraced 
widely by the school. For example, an essay 
contest fielded 928 entries from the roughly 
1,400 students at Putnam, Scott recalled. 

And during the January awareness week 
“everybody is on board,” Scott said, as all 
the athletic teams are bedecked in purple. 

“It became kind of our school support 
system, and then evolved into a community 
service component,” Scott said. “The 
kids come up with some creative ideas to 
mentor each other, and I’m proud of them. 
Every year I think ‘this is it, it will die out,’ 
but it gets stronger and stronger.”

Scott said that such initiatives are just a 
part of being an educator.

“As educators we have a responsibility 
to not just teach them math and English 
but teach them how to be good citizens, be 
good people, and treat each other well,” 
Scott said. “We take those things for 
granted. We have a saying, ‘if you do good, 
you feel good,’ and if you feel good, you’re 
going to be better at whatever you do.”

That saying also applies to the athletic 
fields, where Scott has coached several area 
football and lacrosse teams.

“With that mindset, you’re going to 
perform better on the field,” Scott said. 
“It’s a game, it’s supposed to be fun, you 
do the best you can. I think if you approach 
going to school or playing sports that way, 
then you can be content at the end of the 
day.”

Bill Scott, pictured with students Naaisha Ortiz-Santiago and Luis Escalera, is a Hometown Hero.

Chris Herren joins 10th-grade cosmetology students, from left, Natasha Pena, Athena Trahan, 
Kayshla Cordero, Enid Negron and Tanaya O’Niel.

Student Edrick DeJesus, joined by his mother, Omy Colora, was presented with a leadership 
award for his community service involvement through Project Purple. Pictured with him, 
from left, were Kalani Figueroa, Principal George Johnson, Zaniya Miller, Jada Leak, Gretchen 
Hernandez, Kayla Coppedge, Bill Scott, David Bass and Frank Lowe.
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Ambassadors for service

Pioneer Valley Excellence in Teaching Awards

Four students from Springfield Public Schools were 
selected this year as ambassadors for Governor Charlie 
Baker’s community service program Project 351. They 
included: Damien Gonzalez of South End Middle 
School; Henry Greer of the Springfield Conservatory 
of the Arts; Laila Kibodya of Chestnut Middle School 

Talented and Gifted; and Alivia McClendon of Kiley 
Middle School.

Student ambassadors were nominated and selected for 
an exemplary ethic of service, a potential for leadership, 
and by reflecting the values of compassion, commitment, 
humility and kindness. As part of Project 351’s Class of 

2017, Springfield’s ambassadors gathered with more than 
300 middle school students from the Commonwealth’s 
351 cities to participate in year-round special community 
service programs. The student ambassadors were also 
invited to take advantage of several resources and service 
opportunities throughout the year. 

Damien Gonzalez Laila KibodyaAlivia McClendon Henry Greer

Twenty-seven Springfield Public Schools educators received the 2017 Pioneer Valley 
Excellence in Teaching Award. They were honored at a Springfield School Committee 
meeting on April 27 at City Hall, and a ceremony at The Log Cabin Restaurant in 
Holyoke on May 11.

The Pioneer Valley Excellence in Teaching Award acknowledges an educator’s high 
degree of professionalism; subject knowledge; effectiveness; creativity; student impact 
and support for colleagues. 

The 2017 Pioneer Valley Excellence in Teaching Award recipients were: Kara 
Adams, Forest Park Middle School, Elizabeth Beele, Dorman Elementary School, Sara 
Boissonneault, Boland Elementary School, Dylan Burakiewicz, Central High School, 
Jennifer Cherry, High School of Science and Technology, Sharon DaSilva, DeBerry 
Elementary School, Danielle Delgado, Kensington Elementary School, Samantha 

Edwards, The Springfield Renaissance School, Cheryl Elias, Ells Elementary School, 
Lisa Gaudreau, High School of Science and Technology-New Teacher Award, Jessica 
Johnson, High School of Science and Technology, Catherine Kabochi, DeBerry 
Elementary School, Terri Longo, Warner Elementary School, Ashleigh Malinowski, 
DeBerry Elementary School, Jonelle Monaco, Springfield Public Day Middle School, 
Tuyet Nguyen, High School of Science and Technology, Kelly O’Brien, Kiley Middle 
School, Kiaga Osborn-Johnson, Sumner Avenue Elementary School, Katie Potito, 
Indian Orchard Elementary School, Lynn Santa, Springfield Public Schools District, 
Molly Smith, Chestnut Accelerated Middle School Talented and Gifted, Sarah Stone, 
Central High School, John Szymczyk, Central High School, Margaret Tabb, White 
Street Elementary School, Lizmyra Theriault, Bowles Elementary School, Dora Tochil, 
Brookings Elementary School, Vanessa Williams, Freedman Elementary School.



The Springfield Educator Spring 2017 - 13

The Early Childhood Education 
Center welcomed more than 300 
guests during a Scholastic Family 
Literacy Night. The event kicked off 
with families viewing classroom art 
exhibits and included a pizza dinner, 
tips to help parents develop good 
reading habits for their children and 
fun activities. The Early Childhood 
Education Center, Springfield Public 
Schools’ English Language Arts 
elementary coaches and several 
community organizations organized the 
event.

White Street Elementary School 
students Amy Le, Juan Puya, 
Kevin Sanchez, Logan James, 
Olivia Hall and Brayden Pizarro 
were recognized as recipients of the 
Young Scholars Fund, Inc. Scholarship 
Award. Under the program, the 
Scholars Club sets aside $3,000 for 
each student and pairs them with 
mentors who will stay in touch with the 
students throughout their school years. 
The funds become available when 
the students enroll in college. Also at 
White Street School, Vanessa Rios 
earned an honorable mention in the 
fourth-grade category of the 2017 Will 
McDonough Writing Contest. More 
than 1,000 students from across New 
England entered the contest, which 
is named in honor of the legendary 
Boston Globe sportswriter.

Beal Elementary School 
welcomed representatives from 
the Canton-based company 
Siemens USA Infrastructure 
and Cities Division of Energy 
and Performance Solutions for 
hands-on STEM learning activities. 
The company hosted a wind-turbine 
program, where students learned about 
wind and renewable energy. Siemens 
representatives also supervised small 
groups where students built their own 
wind turbines made out of wood and 
cardboard. 

William N. DeBerry Elementary 
School students were the first 
Springfield residents to meet award-
winning illustrator Frank Morrison 
during his visit to the City. A well-
known illustrator of more than 20 
children’s books, Morrison spoke with 
students about his career and their 
aspirations. DeBerry also welcomed 
another special visitor recently when 
Bob Charland arrived at the school 
with a donation of shiny new bikes. 

Diagnosed with a brain disease that 
doctors have said they expect will 
claim Charland’s life prematurely, the 
44-year-old has dedicated much of his 
time to bringing smiles to children’s 
faces by giving them bikes. 

Duggan Academy fielded varsity 
sports for the first time, including: 
boys and girls soccer; boys and girls 
basketball (girls qualified for Western 
Mass. tournament); baseball; and boys 
and girls track.

STEM Middle Academy students 
William Davis and Jordan 
Decoteau scored second place and 
an honorable mention, respectively, 
in the 2017 Will McDonough Writing 
Contest.

Magnet Schools of America 
(MSA) recognized The Springfield 
Renaissance School with the 
2017 Secondary Magnet School 
Merit Award of Excellence. To be 
considered for a merit award, Magnet 
Schools of America member schools 
submit an application that is scored 
by a panel of educators. These 244 
public magnet schools and programs 
located in 20 states are recognized for 
their commitment to high academic 
standards, curriculum innovation, 
school diversity, specialized teaching 
staffs, and parent and community 
engagement. MSA also recognized 
Duggan Academy and Central 
High School as 2017 Schools of 
Distinction. 

This spring, the Basketball Hall 
of Fame hosted its second annual 
SciTech Band Day, featuring interactive 
band exhibits led by High School of 
Science and Technology student 
leaders, a film screening of the 
SciTech Band documentary and a live 
performance. The event celebrated 
student success in the arts. 

All five of the district’s high school 
girls basketball teams qualified 
for the Western Mass. tournament. 
Central, Commerce and Putnam also 
won their respective leagues. 

Students from SPS high schools 
learned how to create and maintain 

Credit For Life during an event 
hosted during Financial Literacy 
Month at Springfield Technical 
Community College. During the 
fair, students played the role of 
25-year-olds. They were assigned a 
credit score, a savings account and, in 
some cases, a loan payment. Students 
were then faced with real-life decisions 
such as buying or leasing a vehicle. 
The event was made possible by the 
Western Massachusetts Credit 
for Life Committee and dozens of 
volunteers from local businesses, 
agencies and organizations. 

Students from SPS high schools 
participating in our 100 Males to 
College Program spent a day 
at a Springfield College retreat. 
Speakers included James Arana 
from MERGE for Equality, and 
topics included overcoming life 
circumstances, breaking stereotypes 
and misconceptions, and striving for 
success.

Bryan Velazquez, a post-
secondary student at High School 
of Commerce, was highlighted 
at the Legislative Reception at the 
State House. The Massachusetts 
Developmental Disabilities Council 
commissioned Bryan, a talented artist, 
to design the cover of the event's 
program. 

Some Central High School 
students received a special viewing 
of the new film “Just Once.” A project 
of Hampden County District 
Attorney Anthony D. Gulluni’s 
Office, the movie addresses the 

dangers of opioids. The film will 
be used in future presentations to 
organizations interested in educating 
people on the seriousness of the opioid 
threat and providing them resources 
for help.

The Roger L. Putnam Vocational 
Technical Academy welcomed more 
than 70 local businesses to share 
career opportunities with students of 
all grades during a recent Career Fair. 

The Stay in School Attendance 
Cup Trophy initiative presented nine 
Springfield Public Schools with an 
award recognizing their commitment 
to student attendance. The winners 
in the Highest Attendance category 
were: Zanetti, STEM Academy, 
Renaissance, and Springfield 
Public Day Elementary schools. 
The winning schools in the Most 
Improved category were: Indian 
Orchard, Warner, Chestnut 
North, Conservatory of the Arts 
and Balliet Middle.

The third annual Kick-Off to 
Summer free family event will take 
place, rain or shine, on Friday, June 
23 from 10 a.m. to 1 p.m. at the PACE 
Center, 91 School Street. 

The Springfield Museums 
celebrated the generosity of 
Springfield Public Schools students 
during a recent event held on the 
steps of The Amazing World of 
Dr. Seuss Museum. The district 
orchestrated a successful coin 
collection to donate to the creation of 
the new museum, opening June 3. 

Around Springfield Public Schools
Elementary Schools

Middle/6-12 Schools

High School

Districtwide

Putnam student Jacob Amaro 
received recognition for his “Queen 
Bee” drawing, which was entered 
in the national Congressional Art 
competition. 

Springfield Renaissance School 
graduate Brandi Bass, Class of 
2013, served as student speaker at 
the UMass Dartmouth commencement 
ceremony. Brandi graduated with a 
psychology degree. 
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Springfield Directory Schools
ELEMENTARY SCHOOLS
Balliet
Jennifer Montano, Principal  
52 Rosewell St., 01109 
413-787-7446

Beal
Deborah Beglane, Principal  
285 Tiffany St., 01108 
413-787-7544

Boland
Lisa Bakowski, Principal 
426 Armory St., 01104 
413-750-2511

Bowles
Mark McCann, Principal 
24 Bowles Park, 01104 
413-787-7334

Bradley
Kristen M. Hughes, Principal  
22 Mulberry St., 01105 
413-787-7475

Brightwood
John Doty, Principal 
471 Plainfield St., 01107  
413-787-7238

Brookings
Terry Powe, Principal 
433 Walnut St., 01105 
413-787-7200

Brunton
Martha Stetkiewicz, Principal  
1801 Parker St., 01128 
413-787-7444

DeBerry
Stefania Raschilla, Principal  
670 Union St., 01109 
413-787-7582

Dorman
Rhonda Stowell-Lewis, Principal  
20 Lydia St., 01109 
413-787-7554

Dryden Memorial
Sheila Hoffman, Principal 
190 Surrey Rd., 01118 
413-787-7248

Ells
Janet Vergne Walsh, Principal  
319 Cortland St., 01109 
413-787-7345

Freedman
Medina Ali, Principal 
90 Cherokee Dr., 01109 
413-787-7443

Gerena
Cynthia Escribano, Principal  
200 Birnie Ave., 01107 
413-787-7320

Glenwood
Martha Cahillane, Principal  
50 Morison Terr., 01104 
413-787-7527

Glickman
Elizabeth Bienia, Principal 
120 Ashland Ave., 01119 
413-750-2756

Harris
Shannon Collins, Principal 
58 Hartford Terrace, 01118  
413-787-7254

Homer
Catherine Roberts, Principal  
43 Homer St., 01109 
413-787-7526

Indian Orchard
Deanna Suomala, Principal 
95 Milton St., 01151 
413-787-7255

Johnson
Darcia Milner, Principal 
55 Catharine St., 01109 
413-787-6687

Kensington International
Margaret Thompson, Principal  
31 Kensington Ave., 01108  
413-787-7522

Liberty
Robin Bailey-Sanchez, Principal  
962 Carew St., 01104 
413-787-7299

Lincoln
Sharon Ralls, Principal 
732 Chestnut St., 01107 
413-787-7314

Lynch
Linda Wilson, Principal 
315 No. Branch Pwky., 01119  
413-787-7250

Pottenger
Valerie Williams, Principal  
1435 Carew St., 01104 
413-787-7266

Sumner Avenue
James McCann, Principal 
45 Sumner Ave., 01108 
413-787-7430

Talmadge
Carla Lussier, Principal 
1395 Allen St., 01118 
413-787-7249

Walsh
Vinnie Anthony Regan, Principal  
50 Empress Ct., 01129 
413-787-7448

Warner
Ann Stennett, Principal 
493 Parker St., 01129 
413-787-7258

Washington
Lynda Bianchi, Principal 
141 Washington St., 01108 
413-787-7551

White Street
Kristen Hughes, Principal 
300 White St., 01108 
413-787-7543

K-8 SCHOOL
Zanetti
Tara Christian Clark, Principal  
474 Armory St., 01104 
413-787-7400

MIDDLE SCHOOLS
Chestnut Accelerated
355 Plainfield St., 01107 
413-750-2333 
North: Jason Hynek, Principal  
South: Daniel Sullivan, Principal  
TAG: Colleen O’Connor, Principal

Forest Park
Thomas Mazza, Principal 
46 Oakland St., 01108 
413-787-7420

Kennedy
Ashley Martin, Principal 
1385 Berkshire Ave., 01151 
413-787-7510

Kiley
Christopher Sutton, Principal  
180 Cooley St., 01128  
413-787-7240

South End
Cheryl DeSpirt, Principal  
36 Margaret St.,01105  
413-750-2442

STEM
Kevin Lalime, Principal 
60 Alton St., 01109 
413-787-6750

Van Sickle Academy
Robert Francesca, Principal  
1170 Carew St., 01104 
413-750-2887

Van Sickle International 
Baccalaureate
Daisy Roman-Davis, Principal  
1170 Carew St., 01104 
413-750-2887

6-12 SCHOOLS
Duggan Academy
Michael Calvanese, Principal  
1015 Wilbraham Rd., 01109  
413-787-7410

Renaissance
Arria Coburn, Principal  
1170 Carew St., 01104  
413-750-2929

Springfield Conservatory of the Arts
Ryan Kelly, Principal High School: 
334 Franklin St., 01104  
413-732-1301
Middle School: 
34 Kopernick St., 01105 413-787-6914

HIGH SCHOOLS
Central
Thaddeus Tokarz, Principal 1840 
Roosevelt Ave., 01109  
413-787-7085

High School of Commerce
Diane Bauer, Principal 
415 State St., 01105 
413-787-7220

High School of Science and 
Technology
Sara Pragluski-Walsh, Principal  
1250 State St., 01109 
413-750-2000

Putnam
George Johnson, Principal
1300 State St., 01109
413-787-7424

ALTERNATIVE SCHOOLS
Rhonda Y. Jacobs, Principal 
413-335-5127 
Martha von Mering, Chief of  
Pupil Services 
413-787-7176

Springfield Public Day Elementary
Lisa Pereira, Assistant Principal 
34 Nye St., 01104 
413-886-5100

Springfield Public Day Middle
Linda Singer, Assistant Principal  
118 Alden St., 01109 
413-787-7261

Springfield Public Day High
Breon Parker, Principal 
90 Berkshire St., 01151 
413-787-7036

Liberty Prep. Acad.
Jennifer McQuade, Assistant Principal 
37 Alderman St., 01108 
413-750-2484

Gateway to College at HCC
Vivian Ostrowski, Director Holyoke 
Community College  
413-552-2013

Gateway to College at STCC
Jennifer Sanchez, Acting Director 
Springfield Technical Community College 
413-755-4581

Balliet Middle School
Sarita Graveline, Asst. Principal  
111 Seymour Ave., 01109 
413-787-7284

Springfield High School
Matthew Bean, Asst. Principal  
37 Alderman St., 01108 
413-787-7285

Student Attendance Resource Center
Jennifer McQuade, Asst. Principal  
37 Alderman St., 01108  
413-552-6495

From Kenya to Springfield to a Smith scholarship
refugees get their citizenship.

“It’s a community organization that helps 
newcomers and refugees coming in that 
need assistance and help with paperwork 
or anything within the community,” she 
said. “I got involved because when I first 
came to America the community helped 
me out so much and my family. They were 
so welcoming and I wanted to continue by 
helping my community that was so good 
to us. I want to help give others the same 
opportunity I had.”

She remembers as a little girl being scared 

of snow, escalators and just being generally 
overwhelmed since she was surrounded by 
people of various different races, whereas 
Kenya was comprised of people of mostly 
the same race.

“I was very timid and kind of lost,” 
Abdullahi said. “But I caught on pretty fast.”

She sure did.
She’s now a standout athlete and student. 

She wants to study biochemistry in college 
and, of course, keep active.

She’s played soccer and run track. 
She played defense, using her speed and 
communication skills on the soccer field.

In track, she has competed mostly as a 

distance runner, competing in the 2-mile and 
1,000 race in addition to her relay efforts in 
the 4x800.

“I’ve always felt like I’ve gotten my best 
times in the 1,000,” she said.

She loves the Springfield city-wide meet 
against fellow Springfield schools, and she 
earned medals for her top performances.

Outside of school and sports, she earned 
an internship at Baystate Medical Center 
where she worked in distribution and the 
welcome center. She also was a researcher 
in a program in which she took anatomy and 
physiology at Tufts Medical School. 

“I received a lot of clinical experience and 

did my research on emphysema,” she said.
What motivates her to work so hard? 
Abdullahi recalled the time her father 

gave her and siblings a speech after they got 
in trouble in school. 

“Do you know how lucky you are to have 
come to America?” her dad told her, her 
sister and their brother.

From that moment, she’s been laser 
focused on making the most of her time as a 
student and as a member of her community.

“After that day, a new spark developed in 
me,” she said. “I made up my mind to do the 
very best I can in school and all aspects of 
my life.”

ABDULLAHI from page 1



The Springfield Educator Spring 2017 - 15

Public Day Elementary students hoop it up with AIC

Championship Central
Three teams  

win state titles
By Dom Nicastro

The Springfield Central High School athletics program 
had plenty of reasons to celebrate this winter.

The wrestling team won the Div. 1 Western Mass. 
championship for the 13th straight season and captured its 
fourth Div. 1 team championship in the last five seasons.

The girls basketball team upset defending state champion 
Braintree to win the Div. 1 state championship.

And the boys basketball team won the Western Mass. 
championship before losing to Central Mass. champ 
Franklin in the state semifinals.

All in all, not a bad winter for the Golden Eagles.
“I would have to say that all three coaches have a passion 

for coaching and have the respect of their players,” said 
Michael Martin, director of athletics for Springfield Public 
Schools. “The coaches work very hard at getting the kids to 
improve their games and bring it to another level.”

Boys basketball
The boys basketball team ended its tremendous run with a 

60-54 state semifinal loss to Franklin.
Third-year coach Darryl Denson, a former UMass 

Amherst player and coach at Putnam Vocational, led his 
team to a 21-3 season. The team went undefeated in the 
conference and beat rival Holyoke three times this season.

The coach had seven returnees this season. Jorge Torres, 
Josh Pressley and Maickel DeJesus led the way.

“The guys played really hard,” Denson said. “No one quit. 
They were very strong-minded. I’m very tough on them. I 
expect a lot out of them.”

Wrestling
Coach Darby McLaughlin’s team had another outstanding 

run, as the 16-year coach led his team to a 15-3 mark.
“We had great balance across the lineup,” McLaughlin said.
The Div. 1 state championship was the sixth for the 

program. The 13 Western Mass. state titles in a row is a state 

Representing the Central championship teams are, from left, Alan Rivera-Moore, Jerome Williams, Keith Gordon, Phyness Young 
Baldwin, Ishanna Brown, Josh Pressley and Ahmad Conner.        PHOTO: SEAN BROWNE

record.
McLaughlin called the team “gritty.”
Matt Garcia became a four-time Western Mass. 

champion at 120 pounds and senior captain Alan Rivera-
Moore won his third straight Western Mass. championship.

 
Girls Basketball
Talk about a desire to win.
The Golden Eagles had been oh-so-close to a state title 

in recent years. It was their time in 2017.
Coach Erik Maurer’s team finished 22-3, beating 

Braintree in the state final, 61-45 — the same score of the 
state semifinal win over Westford Academy. Central also 
won its fourth consecutive conference championship. 

Maurer has been at the helm for five seasons and lead 
the team to three sectional titles.

“The girls had to struggle all year with a target on their 
back but I felt that falling short of a state title these last 
couple of years kept them hungry and driven to be at their 

best every day,” Maurer said.
The team’s greatest strength? Maurer said that would be 

defensive intensity and offensive unselfishness.
Highlights from the year include:
●  Ishanna Brown scoring her 1,000th point
●  Phyness Baldwin scoring 40 points against West 

Springfield
●  Sharaya Haines scoring 17 points in the second half 

of the state final
“We graduate four seniors in Ishanna, Phyness, Alayah 

Sweeney and Sharaya, but have a strong group returning 
in sophomore Jaliena Sanchez and juniors Makayla 
Thompson, Makayla Rudder and Maddy Coleman,” 
Maurer said. “They have all bought into the culture 
that defines our program, that dedicating yourself in the 
offseason to return a stronger athlete and better player and 
helping to pass this message along to our younger players 
will allow us to sustain success as a program for years to 
come.”

By Paul halloraN

Staff members at Springfield Public 
Day Elementary School were looking for 
a community partnership, preferably one 
that would include male mentors serving as 
positive role models. 

They didn’t have to look too far.
The answer lay just a few miles away, 

at American International College (AIC), 
where men’s basketball coach Andy 
Burkholder and his team embraced the 
opportunity to partner with Public Day 
Elementary.

So, for the last two years the AIC coach 
and players have visited Public Day 

Elementary, a therapeutic day school with 82 
students in grades K-5, on a few Fun Fridays, 
running a basketball clinic for students. 

Even better, a group of boys in grades 
3-5 has visited AIC for a basketball clinic, 
lunch with the team and a tour of the 
campus. Burkholder has also arranged for 
students and their families to attend AIC 
games.

“I can’t say enough about Andy 
Burkholder,” said Public Day Elementary 
adjustment counselor Linda Toussiant. “He 
really gets how to work with our kids.”

The opportunity to interact with college 
student-athletes fits right in with the 
school’s Positive Behavior Intervention 

Support (PBIS) initiative.
“The field trips are an incredible 

experience,” Toussiant said. “The look 
on their faces when they enter the gym 
is amazement. They get to improve their 
basketball skills and interact positively 
with young men. They see a real-life 
example of how it’s done.”

Burkholder said the experience is equally 
beneficial for his team.

“It is satisfying to show the students 
what our program is all about,” he said. 
“We have one team rule: Bring value. I 
hope our student-athletes and the (Public) 
Day School students receive value from 
this experience.”

Fifth-grader Christopher Osorio playing  
one-on-one with an AIC team member.

Sports
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Artists among us
Youth Art Month celebrates the work of Springfield students

By meaghaN casey

Sometimes the fridge just isn’t a big enough backdrop 
for student artwork. That’s where the Eastfield Mall and 
Tower Square stepped in. 

In March — in celebration of Youth Art Month — nearly 
1,000 pieces of Springfield Public Schools student art 
were exhibited at the two shopping centers. The month 
kicked off with an opening reception at the Eastfield 
Mall, attended by students, families, staff and community 

members, as well as the band from Springfield High 
School of Science and Technology. 

“It’s great for the students and families to see their work 
celebrated in such a public way,” said Julie Jaron, the 
district’s Director of Visual and Performing Arts. “To see 
the students’ smiles and to hear them talk about their art, 
the composition, the media, techniques, and their artistic 
process, that’s what makes me proud. I love seeing all of 
their hard work come to fruition.” 

The opportunity to display artwork was open to all the 

district’s K-12 students. 
“Teachers guided students in selecting pieces that they 

were most proud of, and had them articulate thoughtful 
answers for their choices,” said Jaron. “This process of 
reflection and analysis teaches students to look at art with a 
critical eye, and appreciate the results even more.” 

In addition to the generosity of Eastfield Mall and Tower 
Square, the district also received support from American 
Convention Service, which subsidized the cost of display 
panels. 

Washington fourth-grader Anaiyah Philips is proud of her 
design.

Chestnut North students presented a colorful display.

A drawing depicts lovable characters of Dr. Seuss.

Zanetti students created posters exploring shapes.Gerena fifth-grader Derek Escribano stands below his 
artwork.

Washington first-grader Itzamar Garcia Velez used a variety of 
patterns in her drawing.

Gerena third-grader Nelson Pagan points to his drawing of 
hearts. 
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