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Embarking on
the Next Phase
of Classroom

To the Willie Ross EXpanSiOn at

Community and
Our Friends,




In 2025 WRSD embarked on a new capital campaign for Phase 2 of its expansion of classroom space at Bay Path University (BPU).
With a goal of $800,000, the campaign seeks to further develop space on the ground floor of Bay Path’s Theinert Hall, which will
become the future home of WRSD high school classrooms.

Back in 2024, WRSD opened early education classroom space in Theinert Hall on the Bay Path campus — 7,500 square feet with
four classrooms and several support rooms for students and staff, allowing WRSD to serve up to 20 additional students.

In addition to new classroom space, the campaign will fund essential BPU campus improvements in the spaces used by WRSD,
including making entrances and bathrooms Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) compliant. Funds will also be put toward
much-needed improvements for WRSD's Longmeadow campus, particularly the student bathrooms which have been in need of
renovations for some time.

The partnership and collaboration between BPU and the Willie Ross School is mutually beneficial, as it addresses the need for
more early education and high school spaces for WRSD, and provides opportunities for hands-on experiences for Bay Path Univer-
sity students.

Willie Ross Hosts 2025
Gala at Bay Path

On April 10, WRSD held its annual Gala at Bay Path’s Blake
Student Commons. The event at Bay Path, which was a
fitting way to celebrate the continued partnership between
WRSD and the University, honored the late George H. Bals-
ley, II, WRSD's first deaf Chair of the Board of Trustees and
longtime supporter of the school, who had passed away
just a month prior. WWLP-22 News was also recognized as
a strong community partner of the school.




' “The Best
Job I've

Ever Had"

Bert Carter to Wrap Up 13 Years as President & CEO in June 2027

For Bert Carter the road to a career in deaf education started
with an internship at the Boston School for the Deaf while in
graduate school at Lesley College in Cambridge. The aspiring art
therapy professional admits to knowing nothing about the deaf
community at the time.

“Once | met the students, | was hooked. This was the environ-
ment | knew | wanted to be in. | had no sign language skills and,
through that experience, | became intrigued and really drawn to
the deaf community and its culture. | enjoyed it so much | ended
up doing my second-year internship there too, which required
special permission from the College. The rest is history,” Bert
Says.

His experience at the Boston School for the Deaf was life chang-
ing more than just on a professional level. Bert served that initial
internship with three other Lesley College grad students—one of
whom Bert eventually married.

From Lesley College, Bert went on to pursue a Ph.D. in Deafness
Rehabilitation from New York University. While working on his
degree, Bert accepted a position as program director at the
Connecticut-based Family Services Woodfield, now known as
Lifebridge. It was there that Bert learned administrative and lead-
ership skills as Director of Deaf Services, growing the program
from one full-time employee to 90 employees during his tenure.

Bert eventually was hired and became President and CEO of the
Austine School for the Deaf in Vermont where there were multiple
programs and deaf education sites across the state. It was at Austine
that Bert became familiar with Lou Abbate, President and CEO

of Willie Ross, and Lou's reputation for “having saved the Willie
Ross School” when it had experienced critical funding gaps, Bert
recounts.

“Lou and | would meet halfway between my office in Vermont and
his at the Longmeadow campus. We would compare notes about
the challenges and successes at our schools. So, when | got the job
to succeed Lou, | knew | was walking into a school with good bones
and there was a lot to work with.”

“My first impressions when | was hired were that the staff was great
and the partnership with the East Longmeadow Public Schools

was excellent. Coming in, one of my goals was to strengthen the
school's relationship with the deaf community.” Bert says, "I wanted
to bring both the community and the faculty into that process.”

Upon his hiring in 2013, Bert started the process of increasing
awareness of the Willie Ross School in the deaf community. Bert's
outreach included alums of the school, the Deaf Club of Holyoke
and the Western Mass Association for the Deaf, where Bert first met
future Board of Trustee member and Board Chair George Balsley,
who was deaf.



Bert also embarked on improving sign language proficiency for Wil-
lie Ross staff by engaging an American Sign Language specialist. This
led to sign language classes for staff, in addition to those available to
the community at large.

The school's Outreach program, where services are provided directly
to students attending public school systems, received heightened
attention under Bert's leadership to expand the school’s reach.
Today, the Outreach program has grown to serving more than 400
students, from just a few years ago serving less than 200 students,
demonstrating exponential growth during his tenure.

Bert also launched a five-year strategic planning process early in his
tenure—with the school now working on a third revision of its five-
year plan. That original plan identified capital improvements needed
on the Longmeadow campus. As a result, the school launched a
successful $1.6 million campaign leading to a $2.2 million renova-
tion, adding a second floor to the school’s administrative center.

The transformed Sidney M. Cooley Administration Building
included expanded space for the school’s audiology clinic, new
conference space and work-study space for students engaged in
internships. The successful campaign also allowed for the renova-
tion of outdoor play and recreational space for students.

As the student population at Willie Ross has become more diverse
over Bert's time at the school (now a plurality of students are
Latine), he moved to diversify the Board of Trustees. Now, there
are persons of color, more women and, for the first time in the
school’s history, a deaf person served as Chair (the late George
Balsley).

As Bert begins to wrap up his tenure at the school, Willie Ross has
entered into a collaboration with Bay Path University to address
the growth of early childhood education at Willie Ross. With the
preschool-age census of deaf children growing at the school, Bert
launched a search for local partners who could house and support
the program. This culminated in a collaboration with Bay Path
University in 2024 that led to the university housing WRSD's early
education programming in renovated former student dorm space.
Willie Ross has launched a new capital campaign in 2025 with a
target of $800,000 to grow the current space at Bay Path, making it
the future home of the Willie Ross School’s high school program.

“I would like to get this last capital drive for the Bay Path space
completed before my tenure is up in 2027 so that the new leader
has a clean slate,” Bert says.

And maybe the most indelible legacy Bert will leave behind
is his daily use of American Sign Language in communicating
with students, teachers, staff and even the world outside of
Willie Ross. Bert had planned to take a gradual approach in
his use of sign language until a teacher pulled him aside and
asked him why he wasn't using it more often. That led to Bert
quickly incorporating use of sign language, including offering
remarks and playing Master of Ceremony at the school’s An-
nual Gala entirely using American Sign Language with use of
an interpreter.

“This is their world, and you are a guest in the world of deaf
people. So, | wanted to acknowledge that and be part of their
world and use the form of communication our school and
teachers use,” Bert says.

As Bert begins to see the 2027 finish line to his long and
meaningful service to the deaf community, he says, “We have
had a strong period of growth and the school is in a good
place, and | am proud of that. This has been the best job I've
ever had. What | will miss most is the kids and staff. After 40
years in this field, | can say that | am eternally grateful for the
deaf community allowing me to be in their world.”

The feeling is mutual, Bert.

“Once I met the
students, I was

hooked."




Retiring East Longmeadow
Superintendent Reflects on the
Nearly 40-Year Relationship
with WRSD

“We Are
Educating
the Whole

Child”

As the retiring East Longmeadow School Superintendent Gordon Smith
looks out his office window at the construction of the town's impressive new
high school being erected outside of his office, he notes that two classrooms
for students from the Willie Ross School for the deaf will be part of the new
edifice.

“We are coming up on the 40-year anniversary of the relationship with

the Willie Ross School for the Deaf and it really is a testament to former
Willie Ross School President Lou Abbate who had the vision to start the
mainstreaming program for their students with the East Longmeadow Public
Schools.”

The idea pursued by Lou Abbate was that some students from the Willie
Ross main campus in Longmeadow could and should be “mainstreamed”
in a partner public school system, where they could pursue their studies
alongside hearing students, with both populations benefiting from the
relationship.

In the mainstreaming program, Willie Ross students have dedicated
classrooms in the elementary schools and share student assemblies, special
classes and lunchtime with their peers. As they matriculate to Birchland
Park Middle School and East Longmeadow High School, deaf students

join academic and specials classes with their hearing peers, assisted by an
in-class interpreter. In the high school, as with the earlier grades, the East
Longmeadow schools have dedicated classroom space for deaf students,
teachers for the deaf and in-classroom technology that enhances learning.

Having had prior experience as an Assistant Principal in East Longmeadow
High School and then at Ludlow High School before returning to East
Longmeadow as Superintendent in 2010, Gordon says, “The mainstreaming
program was already well established when | became Superintendent, so |
knew it was working and was a well-oiled machine.”

He says the benefit to the East Longmeadow school community has not
been lost on him. “Not only do Willie Ross students benefit by the associa-
tion but our East Longmeadow students benefit too. It builds community at
the youngest ages. It helps our students learn about challenges and difficul-
ties others may have that they might not be exposed to or see. These deaf
and hard of hearing students enrich the experience of our students.”

Gordon says current, and also soon to retire, President Bert Carter has
“done an exceptional job growing Willie Ross and he is responsible for intro-
ducing an American Sign Language course for our students.” He indicated
that East Longmeadow is considering whether to include ASL as one of the
languages included in the two-year requirement for a foreign language.
Willie Ross also provides audiology testing services to East Longmeadow
students as part of the collaboration.

The relationship, he says, has been a two-way street.

“We are educating the whole child and this exposure to the deaf community
prepares our students for what life outside of school is going to look like.

“I remember when we celebrated the 25th anniversary we had a student as-
sembly and when the audience applauded, many of our students used the
hand symbol that deaf people use for applause. . .that was wonderful to see.

“It said to me that we are all part of the same community,” Gordon says.
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Five students graduated from
WRSD in 2025: Jordan
Jones, Amonty Gonzalez,
LJ Ortiz, Monay Blue, and
Yanleiris Andino. The cer-
emony was held on June 10.

Sign Language Classes See Increased
Participation from the Community
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Willie Ross offers two semesters of American Sign Language classes each year,
open to any community members interested in learning the language and
taking place on Tuesday evenings on the Longmeadow campus. In 2025, 60
community members participated in ASL classes — 34 attending in the
spring and 26 attending in the fall.

Bert Carter, President and CEO of WRSD, explained that the classes help
bridge the gap between WRSD students and the surrounding Western Massa-
chusetts community. “We want to broaden the community that is accessible to
our students,” Carter said. “So when they are out in Western Mass, they have
access to whatever services. .. or activities are involved. The more people who
know sign language, the better they can navigate the community.”



Celebrating an
Advocate

State Representative

Brian Ashe

State Representative Brian Ashe has been a
longtime friend to the Willie Ross School for
the Deaf. Whether it be advocating for the
deaf community, supporting legislation for
deaf education bills, such as an Act establish-
ing the deaf children’s bill of rights (ac-
companied by bill, House, No. 200 in 2025),
to securing state funding for the school, Rep.
Ashe’s support has been steadfast. In 2020,
the Commonwealth provided $100,000 in
funding to the school due to Rep. Ashe’s ad-
vocacy. The funds supported the renovation
and expansion of the now-open administra-
tion building on the Longmeadow campus.
We thank him for his continued commitment
to a bright future for WRSD.




First-Ever Purse Bingo
Fundraiser a Fun Success

WRSD held its first-ever Purse Bingo fundraiser on October 24 at Twin Hills Country
Club, complete with fun, laughter, friendly competition and of course, designer bags!
Over 100 people were in attendance for the inaugural event that featured 11 rounds
of bingo with bags by Kate Spade, Michael Kors, Coach and more for prizes. Proceeds
from the event supported WRSD's educational mission.



Spotlighted at
ERC5 Breakfast

Willie Ross was recognized at the East of the River Five Town Chamber of
Commerce (ERC5) Legislative Breakfast on February 10, 2026 at Ludlow
Country Club. The organization, along with event sponsor Monson Savings,
celebrated two nonprofits, WRSD and Rick's Place, and the great work they
do in the community. WRSD joined ERC5 as a member in 2024.

2025 Legislative Breakfast

Our 9th Annual Legislative Breakfast event was held

on May 23, providing a valuable opportunity for state
legislators, Longmeadow elected officials and Massachu-
setts Association of Approved Private Schools (MAAPS)
representatives to engage with students and staff and learn
more about the school. Students also had a chance to ask
the legislators in attendance a variety of questions in a
“town hall” format, a welcomed addition to the program.



Purse bingo event supports Willie Ross
School for the Deaf

People in Business:
Claire Sanders, New Chair of WRSD Board

EE.ve @he Bepublican.

22News honored with award during Willie
Ross School for the Deaf gala

Young student raises funds for Springfield
Open Pantry with 3D-printed art

Willie Ross School for the Deaf offering
community sign language classes

LOMNGMEADOW
RS i L ARDS - VISIT US ONLINE TO SEE A




10

_

2025 Revenue by Source

Chapter 766 Tuition ($6M)
Summer Program Revenue ($65,000)

Outreach Contract & Program
Revenue ($712,437)

Outreach Sign Language Rev ($9,355)
Audiology Clinic ($220,738)

Fundraising, Donations, Grants,
& Events ($209,591)

2025 Expenses by Program

Chapter 766 Tuition Program ($5.19M)
Outreach Program ($1.19M)
Administrative ($589,027)

Fundraising ($140,045)

Total 2025 Revenue: $7,241,125

Based on 2025 Audit



Our Board

Claire Sanders, Chairperson
Holyoke Community College

Lucie K. Lewis, Ed.D., Vice Chairperson
Technical and Creative Freelance Cultures, LLC

Mary-Anne Stearns, CPA, Treasurer
Whittlesey PC

David Martel, Secretary
(Retired) Attorney, DWPM, P.C.

John R. Kelley, M.D., At-Large

Redwood Pediatrics & Adolescent Medicine

Jason C. Sergentanis, At-Large
Northeast Contractors, Inc.

Carla Alves
Country Bank

Emily Bambacus, Au.D.
University of Massachusetts Amherst

Attorney Robert L. Dambrov
Halloran Sage

Hannah M. Dostal, Ph.D.
University of Connecticut

Richard L. Freyman, Ph.D.
University of Massachusetts Amherst

Hope Ross Gibaldi
Williams College

Rosa Guzman, MSW, LMSW, LICSW
Capitol Region Mental Health Center

Michael Kelley
ARRHA Credit Union

J. Robert Kirkwood, M.D.
(Retired) Baystate Health Systems

Melvin M. Murry, Jr.
Duggan Academy

Lee T. Nettles
Stavros Center for Independent
Living, Inc.

Laurie A. Rosner, Ph.D.
Bay Path University

Ivy Velez
William James College

James H. Ross, Ir,, Trustee Emeritus
Bank of Boston

The Honorable Sidney M. Cooley,
Trustee Emeritus
Springfield District Court

Francis T. Laurin, PE,, Trustee Emeritus
Laurin Publishing Company

Meredith Y. Wood, Trustee Emeritus
Community Volunteer/Philanthropist

John Ratzenberger, Honorary Chairperson
Actor

Peter A. Picknelly, Jr., Honorary Member
Peter Pan Bus Lines, Inc.

Paul M. Quinlan, Ph.D., Honorary Member
(Retired) The Curtis Blake Center

Mark Ross, Ph.D., Honorary Member
(Retired) Professor of Audiology

Thomas F. Laurin, Honorary Member
Laurin Publishing Company

Claire Sanders was elected

Chair of the Board, the second Carla Alves
deaf chair in the school's history, VP of Business Banking
following the late George Balsley at Country Bank

Il who served as Chair until his

passing in early 2025. Sanders,
who has been teaching in the
field of American Sign Language
and Deaf Studies for more

than 25 years, serves as a Deaf
Studies department chair and a
professor of language and culture
at Holyoke Community College
(HCQ). She holds a Master's-level
national certification from the
American Sign Language Teachers
Association.

Emily Bambacus, Au.D.
Lecturer/Clinical Supervisor and
Placement Coordinator, University of
Massachusetts Amherst
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Aiken, Jennifer

Alicea, Katheline
Anderson, Janine
Arena, Natalie
Bachand, Kathleen & Francis
Barkbox

Bergenheim, Michael
Big Y Foods, Inc.

Botti, Jane

Box Tops for Education
Burt, Stephanie
Campbell, Kathleen
Canela, Cloe

Catron Pierce, Cynthia
Crimmins, Milokiya
Czech, Gregory

Dash, Cary

Davignon, Susan
Donahue, James T.
Fondon, Janine
Gervais-Jones, Lynn
Greene, Richard & Edna
Gwozdz, Nancy

Healy, Candice & Andrew
Hills, Sara

Howard, Nancy

Jacobs, Christina
Kelley, Michael

Korbut, John & Robin
Kristek, Alyssa
Lohmann, Dale & Herb
Lohmeyer, Linda & Bob
Macinnes, John
Mariash, Myrna

Martin, Christine
Mazeski, Debra

Miller, Holly

O'Malley, Marguerite
Odabashian, Linda
Oleksak, Mary

Parente, Rose
Penman-Sterling, Tanya
Peterson, Kathleen
Pettazzoni, Susan
Raschilla, Gina
Robinson, Billy & Denise
Robinson, Heather

Rochon, Susan & Dennis

Our Annual Donors

Roman Catholic Bishop of
Springfield

Rosenthal, Erik

Schwartz, Dorothy
Schweitzer, Patricia & Chris
Sheaff, Jennifer

Sheldon, Janice

Simpson, Brittainy

Smith, Shawntay Major
Smyle, Lisa

Sonneborn, Thomas & Joan
Spirito, Bernard

Steadman, Dennis & Diane
Struck, Dawn

Symmes, Richard & Linda
The Big E

The Bro Basket

The Pledgeling Foundation
Tirsch, Aneesa

Tree House Brewing Company
Verner, Melissa

Wade, Cynthia

Walker, Cameron
Wheeler, Helene & Melvin
Williams, Kimothy

Wilson, Lynn

Znoj, Marianne

$100 - $499

Agawam Lions Club

Amherst Lodge 152 Independent

Order of Odd Fellows
Bachand, Jason
Bambacus, Emily
Berghoff, Christina
Boston Bruins

Boston Red Sox
Bradley, Erin

Carter, Robert
Chalas, Yoselyn
Colapietro, Mary Cate
Cournoyer, Audrey
Dambrov, Robert L.
DeLisle, Gregory
Dick, Abbey

Doherty Family Charitable Fund
Dostal, Hannah
Duda, Amanda

Duda, Samantha
Eisan-Smith, Michelle

Fletcher, Valerie

Foxwoods Resort Casino
Fremgen, Richard
Golden Nozzle Car Wash
Goncalves, Dulce
Goncalves, Maria

Guerri, Katie

Guzman, Rosa

Halloran Sage

Institute for Human Centered Design
Johnson, Christine
Kaftan, Erika

Karnolisz, Joseph
Katusich, Bonnie

Kay, Meredith

Keroack, Mark

Let's Roam

Lewis, Lucie

Lord, Edward & Mary
Louis & Clark Pharmacy
Lynch, Margaret & William
Mangano, Noel

Massachusetts Commission for
the Deaf and Hard of Hearing

Moore, Ruth
Morgan, Elizabeth

Naomi and Mickey Schoenberg
Family Fund

Nettles, Lee

New England Free Jacks
New England Patriots
Paluch, Cindy
Pipczynski, Katherine
Planzo, Celeste

Platt, Amy

Rooke, Timothy

Ryan, Kathleen
Sanders, Claire
Silvestre, Fatima

Simon, Diane & Robert
Sittard, Carole & William
Siwicki, Keri

Skelton, Joel

Slepchuk, Jewel
Spencer, Cheryl
Swords, Jr., Daniel
Target Corporate Gift Cards
Taylor, Karrie

The Children’s Center for Communication/
Beverly School for the Deaf

Thielen, Albert & Joyce

Tiso-Prizio, Donna

Velez, Ivelisse
Vogian, Peter
Wagner, Mike
Woods, David

Zucco, Mallory

$500 - $999
Balsley, Alexander & Dru
Balsley, Laura

Garvey, Barbara

Guertin, Pierre
Harbinson, William

Kuhn Riddle Architects Inc
Martel, David

Poudrier, Jason

Reiter, Virginia

Rosner, Laurie

St Mary's School for the Deaf

Stearns, Mary-Anne

$1,000 and above
Anderson, Grammatiki

Balise Automotive Group

Belchertown Lions Club

Bolduc Schuster Family Foundation
Brown, Laurie

Chicopee Savings Charitable Foundation
Cochlear Americas

Community Foundation of Western
Massachusetts

Cooley, Lawrence

Desrochers, Roland

Eppinger, Jeff and FrancesMary
Freyman, Richard

John H. Breck & Barbara N. Breck Charitable
Foundation

Kelley, John

Kirkwood, J. Robert

Laurin Publishing Company
Mastroianni, Christopher & Susan
McFadden, Sandra

Nubile, Russell

Pappas, Peter

Paul Robbins Associates

Sergentanis, Irene

Sergentanis, Jason

The Beveridge Family Foundation, Inc.
The Estate of Margery F. Slavin

The Irene E. & George A. Davis Foundation

The Joseph and Anna C. Dias Jr. Family
Foundation

The Peabody Foundation
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