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Graduation 
goes virtual

By Azell Cavaan

Coronavirus may have robbed the Springfield Public Schools Class of 2020 
of the traditional Symphony Hall commencement ceremony, but seniors had 
still had opportunities to celebrate. 

“Clearly, we know that gathering thousands of people at Symphony Hall 
or any other venue is not a responsible thing to do with regard to public 
health and safety, so we opted to provide our seniors with the very best 
virtual commencement ceremony that we could create,” said Superintendent 
of Schools Daniel Warwick. “We wanted them to experience a sense of 
celebration, closure, achievement and be inspired to succeed in their next 
stage of life.”

The school district paired with its long-standing partner Focus Springfield, 
the City’s community media center, to produce the virtual ceremonies, which 
all included a tribute to seniors by U.S. Congressman Richard E. Neal, along 
with the traditional lineup of speakers. Springfield native and NFL player 
Christian Wilkins also provided a special message for the graduates of the 
Springfield Alternative schools, which includes: Springfield Public Day High 
School, Liberty Preparatory Academy, High School Completion Program, 
Gateway to College at Springfield Technical Community College, Gateway 
to College at Holyoke 
Community College, and 
Springfield High School.  

Alternative Schools 
Principal Rhonda Jacobs 
said the atypical graduation 
circumstances created a space 
for reflection and creativity. 
“It forced us to think of new 
ways to celebrate our students 
and their achievements,” 
said Jacobs. “Here at the 
alternative schools, we enjoy 
a smaller setting that allows our students and 
teachers to form strong bonds. We get to see 
their growth in ways that many others in their 
lives may not, so we embraced the challenge and we all felt very good about 
it in the end. I think the pride and compassion we have as a school shined 
through even virtually.”

Springfield Renaissance graduate Brendon Holland, who is the production 
and technology specialist at Focus Springfield, led the technical production. 
“Having one of our own at the helm makes it all the more personal and 
special,” said Warwick. 

Holland, who graduated in 2013, said the situation hit home for him. Not 
only could he see himself in the graduates, but he understood all too well 
having the celebration of a major life event called off due to COVID-19. He 

See GRADUATION page 6

Online ceremonies  
replace large gatherings

Sayeed Alexander, a first-grader at Beal Elementary School, has learned how 
to grow vegetables while being at home during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Food  
for 
thought
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In my more than 40 years of annual 
commencement ceremonies, the Class of 
2020 will forever stand out. It is important 
that we acknowledge the disappoint many 
of you may feel because your graduation 
ceremony is not what you had envisioned 
it would be. But it is also important that 
we honor your unique place in this time 
of world history. No one could have 

predicted 12 years ago when you started kindergarten that your 
precious high school years would come to an unceremonious 
close in the midst of global pandemic. Yet, here we are. 

The joyful experiences you have shared, the hardships you 
have overcome, the lasting bonds of friendships you have 
forged, the late nights you have kept, the knowledge you have 
gained, the personal growth you have achieved – none of that 
disappears because of the world events happening around you.  

You have your own story and that will never change.
COVID-19, virtual reality, social distancing – none of that 

will ever undue what you have experienced in achieving one 
of if not the greatest achievement in your young life to date – 
earning your high school diploma. 

I know for many of you the journey has been difficult, 
but you made it with the support of family, friends and your 
teachers, coaches, and administrators. 

I would like to take this moment to personally thank the 
staff and faculty for your continued hard work and dedication. 
Springfield Public Schools has the finest teachers in the world. 

COVID 19 has wreaked havoc on our sense of normalcy, but 
I dare say it has also ushered in a valuable lesson - sometimes 
in life, you are forced to pivot, and you must be open to 
change. 

Bruce Lee once said: “The stiffest tree is most easily 
cracked, while the bamboo or willow tree survives by bending 

with the wind.” 
Class of 2020, your school year ended in the blink of an eye. 

You went home from school on March 12 and never returned. 
You were denied the rites of passages you’d been anticipating 
– special times like signing yearbooks, prom, senior trip, a 
Symphony Hall graduation. 

But you did not crack. You are the strongest class I have ever 
known. I am proud of the way you have bent with the winds 
blown in by these strange, unprecedented times. 

THAT is what defines the Class of 2020 AND that is who 
you are. 

Congratulations on a monumental achievement. Continue 
your journey into adulthood with resilience, determination and 
humility. I know you will make us all proud.

Daniel J. Warwick is superintendent of schools.

A class and a crisis that won't be forgotten
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DANIEL J. WARWICK

A message from the superintendent
I stand with peaceful protestors across the nation who raise 

their voices for racial justice. I stand with police who fulfill 
their duty to protect and serve with good intentions and a clear 
conscience.

I applaud Mayor Sarno, Commissioner Clapprood, faith and 
religious leaders from our community and others for their prayer 
vigils of hope and healing. 

Faith, hope, healing, and education are the way forward for 
our nation as we pursue justice and reform. It is why our work 
in producing students who are prepared to be change-makers is 
vital. Reform is needed in systems that make up the fabric of 
our nation - criminal justice, education, politics, arts, the law, 
business, health care, and more. 

Springfield Public Schools administrators have been 
engaged in some difficult work around the stinging issue of 
race. Personally, I have learned some hard truths about white 
privilege and what it means. I understand the importance of 
using my status to help elevate the demand for justice and 

reform. I try to walk that path and in that light.
As a school district, we will not back away from the work on 

diversity and inclusion that we have started. My commitment 
is to work harder than ever before because the need for change 
becomes stronger every day. 

Our nation is in chaos right now. The Coronavirus pandemic 
has changed our way of life and now is set as a backdrop for a 
crisis that has caused unrest from coast to coast. We need prayer, 
healing, hope, peace, and change. 

For some people, creating change takes the form of peaceful 
protest and activism. For others, prayer and meditation. As 
leaders and educators, it takes many forms. 

The important thing is to be a part of the solution and lead by 
example-whatever form that takes for you personally.  And do 
so in peace. 

Daniel J. Warwick
Superintendent

https://www.springfieldpublicschools.com/departments/pace
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Remote learning 
adds up at  
White Street

A parent's perspective on 
education in a pandemic

My experience of the COVID-19 
pandemic and school closure 
has been multi-dimensional, as a 
mother of eight children and five 
grandsons who is also a licensed 
clinical social worker, published 
author, clinical consultant and 
international trainer on topics 
including Adverse Community 
and Childhood experiences, The 

Intersection of Academic, Social Emotional Learning and 
Trauma, The Intersection of the Equity, Disparities and 
the Multi-Dimensions of Youth, Family and Community 
Engagement and Cultural Humility.  

I experienced and continue to experience this 
pandemic as a parent, a grandparent, a social worker, an 
executive director, a wife, a Sunday school teacher, and 
a community advocate. As a grandparent, I am not able 
to visit with my grandchildren or hug them. I have to 
see their mom, who is also an educator, from a distance, 
as she shares her work to provide art and cultural-
related opportunities for residents as program event and 
coordinator of the Springfield Cultural Partnership. 

I experienced the district’s and Chestnut T.A.G. 
school’s multiple outreach calls informing us of school 
closure, plans for rolling out distance learning and 
subsequent updates, as well as their encouraging words 
to families that “we are in this together.” I also found 
the information and resources on both the districts and 
Chestnut T.A.G. School’s websites helpful.  

A few components that have been very impactful in 
terms of my experiences include: 

• Being able to see and hear about the level 
of effort educators and administrators are 
putting into helping to mitigate the negative 
impact of the COVID pandemic crisis and 
unexpected school closure

• Experiencing educators’ understanding of 
the need to make equity a priority as the 
negative impact includes the widening of the 
opportunity gap for students of color

• The assignment of advisory classes that 
students sign into everyday – maintaining 
a structure and providing reminders of 
expectations

• Offering of scheduled office hours for 
academic or guidance counselor sessions

• Use of breakout rooms to facilitate virtual 
peer and small group discussions

• Introduction of new content along with 
reviewing of previously taught materials

• Use of survey to assess contacts between the 
assigned primary person and students

• Plans to obtain feedback from parents to help 
inform their quarantine and post-quarantine 
instruction and support plans

• Facilitation of virtual community meetings 
with administration and students that are 
filled with “shout outs” and authentic 
affirmations as well as reminders of 
expectations

• Engaging of students to share tips with their 
peers on how they are able to complete their 
assignments.

• Educators and staff creating videos and 
sharing them with students that encourage 
engagement, laughter and lightheartedness

As a parent, my initial reaction was to establish and 
maintain a structure that included routines for both 
middle school-aged children and my college young adult 
children. I created breakfast, lunch and dinner routines, 
instructional and study time routines, and division of 
labor house meetings. I reviewed my children’s schedules 
and explored ways they felt would be helpful for them to 
complete their assignments.  

I engaged the whole family in assisting with the 
support and monitoring aspects of their online academic 
experiences. I texted and emailed their teachers when 
my children and I did not understand the assignment 
and/or the grading policy. I also found it necessary to 
keep track of their displays of emotions as weeks went 
on and they began to speak about missing school and 
in-person contact with their peers. I encouraged them to 
still identify their academic and social emotional learning 
goals for each day as I did when they were attending 
school, but to now write it on my white board.  I also 
focused on this area as I noticed their increased concern 
about me going out in public due to prior respiratory 
conditions and worry for their father who continues to 
work as an essential employee.

The most challenging pieces were the initial 
uncertainties about the completion of assignment 
expectations, the comfort level of each educator with 
technology and the pivoting between in person curriculum 
and distance learning, the grading policy and how this 
reduction in instruction time and support will impact our 
children’s readiness for the next grade. As an African 
Caribbean mother of African Caribbean-American 
children, and in light of the opportunity gap that continue 
to plague communities of color along with the civil unrest 
that is currently occurring across the nation, my children’s 
readiness for subsequent grades is a great priority for 
our family. We can’t afford to lose gains due to the usual 
summer regression and what I am calling “quarantine 
regression.” 

It is my hope that the district and all schools will engage 
diverse stakeholder groups including students, parents/
guardians, caregivers, community leaders, businesses, local 
organizations, faith institutions, and system representatives, 
to participate with them in their planning, designing, 
developing and implementing of teaching practices and 
supports for students during and post quarantine period. I 
believe that with this intersection of civil unrest, COVID-19 
pandemic-social distance and school closure/distance 
learning reality, Equity and Engagement will become even 
more paramount and fundamental to the ongoing education 
of students whether it be in person or that of a hybrid model. 
This summer and fall planning process will be a historical 
period for all stakeholder groups.

Alice Farrell, JD, LCSW, MSW, is President and CEO 
of Olive Branch Clinical and Consulting Services, LLC

ALICE FARRELL

By Meaghan Casey

White Street School teacher Brianna Cicero never 
imagined her fifth year in the classroom would wrap up with 
her at home juggling math lessons and the care of her infant 
and toddler, but that’s what the year had in store for her and 
many others across Springfield. 

“It’s definitely a lot, but I’m so lucky to have such a 
supportive team,” she said. “We all go on Zoom together and 
with our students, and we’ve been really connected.” 

A 2010 graduate of Springfield Central High School, 
Cicero earned her bachelor’s from UMass Amherst and her 
master’s in special education and teaching from Springfield 
College before returning to her home district to teach. She 
has taught at White Street for five years. She started out 
teaching science, but has been a fourth-grade math teacher 
for the last four years. 

“Luckily we embed a lot of technology and digital learning 
into the class anyway,” said Cicero, adding that her class had 
already started to take home laptops this year, giving them a 
leg up with the transition to remote learning. Cicero and her 
class have been using Microsoft Teams, Unified Classroom and 
other platforms.

“I’ve been doing live lessons, so that’s been good for 
engagement,” said Cicero. “And on Teams, there’s the screen 
share feature so I can see their screens and help them out. And 
we can even video chat. They’re really learning some practical 
skills through this.”

The school has also been utilizing Flipgrid, a website that 
allows teachers to create grids or message boards to facilitate 
video discussions. Fourth- and fifth-grade students have been 
able to record daily readings of the morning announcements 
for the rest of the school to view. 

“That’s been really great to see the students coming 
together around something like that,” said Cicero. “Another 
thing is there are some students who are really shy in class, 
but have come out of their shells and into their own with 
online learning.”
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TURNING LIVING ROOMS 
INTO CLASSROOMS
SCHOOL DISTRICT DISTRIBUTES  
18,000 LAPTOPS TO FAMILIES

By Meaghan Casey

As teaching and learning quickly transitioned from the classroom to the living room, 
Springfield Public Schools stepped up to make sure all students were equipped with the 
necessary tools to succeed. 

The district distributed 18,000 laptops to students to use at home. Fortunately, the supply 
was already in place for the most part, thanks to the ambitious strategic plan that aims to 
get devices in the hands of every student in every classroom. 

“We’ve been one-to-one in grades 3-12 for four years, so that certainly helped,” said the 
SPS Chief Information Officer Paul Foster. “We’re confident that the vast, vast majority of 
students have had both a device and the Internet connection they need.”

Foster credits the more than 1,000 SPS staff members who volunteered to deliver the 
laptops door-to-door using Van Pool. They have continued to go out weekly to swap 
computers needing repairs.

“We couldn’t have accomplished it without their commitment,” he said. 
The district also provided families with information on how to get help with laptops via 

MicrosoftTeams, troubleshooting issues with WiFi, how to access free WiFi hotspots, how 
to submit school work through Unified Classroom and more. 

Foster says improved digital literacy has been an unexpected outcome of the pandemic. 
“We’ve been figuring out how to help families through the digital divide,” said Foster.  

“We’ve also had a lot of teachers using technology in the classroom for years, but doing 
things like video conferencing is something new. We had 2,600 teachers attend trainings on 
using the various tools by our department, and that wasn’t mandatory.”

All students who are returning to SPS in the fall may keep their laptop over the summer. 
For those taking advantage of summer school, that will be especially helpful. 

“What’s new this summer is that the courses are not geared solely towards those 
students who need additional academic support before advancing to the next grade,” said 
Superintendent of Schools Daniel Warwick. “This year, we’re offering courses designed to 
provide enrichment opportunities to students who are already doing well, students who just 
love to learn on a continuum and families who are looking to provide additional structure to 
their child’s summer.”

“WE COULDN’T 
HAVE 
ACCOMPLISHED 
IT WITHOUT 
THEIR 
COMMITMENT.”

—PAUL FOSTER,  
SPS CHIEF INFORMATION OFFICER

“WE’VE BEEN FIGURING OUT HOW TO  
HELP FAMILIES THROUGH THE DIGITAL DIVIDE.”

 
—PAUL FOSTER, SPS CHIEF INFORMATION OFFICER
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6 7 1. Alyssa Martinez from Frederick Harris  
School

2. Connor Abert from Renaissance 
School and Andrew Abert from Freedman 
Elementary School

3. Jeiden Fuentes from Public Day 
Elementary School

4. Kalisha Rivera and Luis Galarza from 
Glickman Elementary School

5. Madalyn Torres from Frederick Harris  
School

6. Nalia Rivera from Beal Elementary 
School

7. Rovian Rodriguez from Frederick Harris 
School

8. Joziah Gonzalez from Glickman 
Elementary School

8
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Graduation ceremonies go virtual

and his fiancé Morgan Drewniany had to make the difficult decision 
to cancel their wedding, marry privately and hopefully celebrate with 
friends and family next year.  

“Graduation is the first big step in adulthood,” said Holland. “I 
got the call about this probably six or seven hours after cancelling 
our wedding, so I could relate to the rug being pulled out beneath 
them. Hopefully with the end result, they can look back fondly on the 
experience.”

Holland said more than 3,000 people watched the ceremonies 
when they aired live, and thousands more have been watching since. 

“The best thing is these will be available in perpetuity,” said 
Holland. “These kids will be able to show their grandkids. It’s also led 
to conversations about broadcasting future ceremonies since families 
from across the country could join in this time.” 

Each school’s graduation ceremony occurred on the date originally 
scheduled. Instead of attending a live ceremony at Symphony 
Hall, graduates and loved ones watched the commencement from 
the comfort and safety of their homes. The recorded broadcast is 
available on Focus Springfield’s website.  

In addition to the virtual ceremonies, seniors have had the chance 
to share in a graduation experience amongst family, classmates 
and teachers at school-based events that included a ceremonious  

presentation of their high 
school diploma. Warwick 
said the event grew out 
of the students’ pleas for 
something more than a virtual 
graduation.

“After we announced 
plans for  a virtual ceremony, 
it became clear that many 
students felt a sense of disappointment about not having a chance 
to experience some semblance of a traditional graduation and 
I’m delighted that we are able to avail not one but two events for 
our graduating class under these unfortunate and unprecedented 
circumstances,” said Warwick, adding that the district gifted every 
member of the Class of 2020 with a congratulatory lawn sign and also 
a Class of 2020 face covering as keepsakes.

Each high school made their own plans that adhered to social 
distancing and public health guidelines, allowing students to don 
their cap and gown, receive their high school diploma and mark the 
moment with a photograph.

Warwick said he consulted with high school principals when 
making the decision. “The principals really wanted to do something 
special for their seniors from the very beginning and were thrilled to 
have this opportunity,” said Warwick.

GRADUATION from page 1

Class of 2020 Valedictorians

CLASS OF 2020 SECURES $18 MILLION IN SCHOLARSHIPS

AMY BURDEWIK
Gateway to College at Holyoke 
Community College

KELLIE MAY LETENDRE
High School of Commerce

JOEY ZHEN
High School of Science  
& Technology

ABDIRIZACK FARAH
John J. Duggan Academy

MOISES RAMOS
Roger L. Putnam Vocational 
Technical Academy

JENEVIEVE NISHIMWE
Springfield Central High 
School

DANAYAH JOHNSON
Springfield Conservatory of 
the Arts

ZOË SUZANNE AMANDA 
HEMINGWAY
Springfield Renaissance 
School

The Class of 2020 has secured more than $18 
million in scholarships, with 67 percent of graduates 
poised to start college in the fall and 33 percent 
preparing to enter the military or start their careers. 

“We are so proud of the Class of 2020,” said 
Superintendent of Schools Daniel Warwick. “It’s been 
a challenging time for them, but they have shown 

true resilience and tenacity and I hope they have had 
a graduation season that is special and meaningful in 
unexpected ways.”

Some 1,279 students graduated this June, with 
another 184 taking courses through the summer for a 
graduation in August, said Warwick. 

This year’s high school seniors may not have 
gotten the sendoff they were hoping for, but thanks 
to a new Instagram account, many of them are 
getting their moment in the spotlight. 

The account, Springfield Seniors, was created by 
a group of graduating seniors from Central High 
School—including Tia Austin, Isargy De La Cruz 
De La Cruz, Kiley Arsenault, Sydney Gruniero, 
Vina Nguyen and Alondra Santiago—and it quickly 
expanded from a school-wide to district-wide 
project. 

“We wanted to give seniors recognition,” said 
Austin. “At first, we were just going to do it for 
Central and then we decided to do all of Springfield. 
It was the best decision.” 

The account, which has 239 posts, features photos 
of the district’s graduates, along with the colleges 
they’re attending, majors and athletic commitments, 
if applicable. 

“Social media helps through all of this,” said 
Austin. “You can still talk to your friends and see 
what’s going on. You still feel like you’re part 
of people’s lives. It definitely was hard on all of 
us because you look forward to those last couple 
months and moments, but it’s hard to be upset when 
you understand why — for everyone’s safety.” 

“It’s really cool to see where everyone’s going,” 
continued Austin, who will be going to Boston 
University. She was accepted in December through 
early decision and received the Richard D. Cohen 
Scholarship, covering 100-percent of her financial 
need. She is also the recipient of a $1,000 scholarship 
through the Burger King Scholars program. 

The Office of Communications sends a big shout-
out and thank you to graduating seniors Austin, 
Anisha Baez from Springfield Public Day High 
School, Benny Pabon from the Conservatory of the 
Arts, Kiley McQuade Arsenault from Central, Adia 
Samba-Quee from Renaissance and Thalia Smith 
from Putnam for their great work as advisors to the 
campaign to celebrate the Class of 2020!

SENIORS
GET SOCIAL
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A senior reflects on  
a challenging year

When I was a junior, a senior told me that my senior 
year would be one of the craziest, exciting, and memorable 
years of my life. They probably weren’t expecting this. 
Over the past few months, my classmates and I watched 
the Coronavirus spread across the world like an invisible 
yet ominous cloud. The day before Massachusetts schools 
closed, I could feel the caution in the air, between students 
and teachers alike. 

My moods have swung from feelings of being crushed 
by the stress of COVID-19 to a feeling of sense of peace 
because of the time it has given me for recuperation and 
self-reflection. Social distancing and COVID-19 have shown 
me many things about myself, my friends, and the United 
States. Seeing people honor service and medical workers, 
donate to food shelters and support small businesses has 
filled me with joy. However, I’ve also seen people behave in 
ways that are blatantly racist towards Asians, and the anti-
lockdown protests were also distressing. 

I am half Filipino. Last year, I spent a year in China 
studying, learning their language, their culture and their ways. 
I could spend the rest of my life trying to thank everyone for 
their kindness and it still wouldn’t be enough. The love and 
empathy I received from the people I encountered during that 
year came in all forms. So, to see displays of racism and hate 
crimes towards Asian-Americans due to COVID-19 horrified 
me. Chinese-American relations were tense when I was there. 
There were plenty of times when I could have been led astray, 
attacked, or worse. Yet, I wasn’t. Everything from my hair, 
my skin, my accent, was foreign in China. Yet I had no fear 
of those who lived there because they were not sending any 
messages of harm or fear against me. Sadly, I don’t think the 
same could be said for third-generation Asian-Americans or 

others from China in our country when COVID-19 came to be. 
Sure, it has hurt to miss things like prom, class day, a 

traditional graduation ceremony. Buy the loss of a sense of 
closure is most prevalent for me. These last few months in 
isolation were supposed to be a time of goodbyes.

Regardless of these feelings, many of my classmates and I 
have chosen to make the best of an unprecedented situation. 
It is the best way forward. 

Ramona Williams is a  2020 graduate of Central High School.

Middle school perspective on  
adjusting to new way of learning

When the pandemic known as the 
Coronavirus first caused school to be 
canceled, I was so happy because I thought 
that would mean no school work. But then 
we started getting work. That meant an 
added step of school work now being added 
to my normal routine of waking, eating 
breakfast and walking the dog.  It quickly 
became a cycle that I repeated Monday-
Friday. Workwise, it was easy at first but 

before long it became harder and harder. When we are in school, 
the teachers introduce what are learning and we take it step by 
step. But with remote learning, we are on our own a lot more. 

One assignment that I have enjoyed is math lessons 
because my teacher set it up where we had a  video and she 
would explain the lesson to us, while she was talking she 
was also writing notes. While she wrote notes, I did the 
same on a piece of paper.  When the video was over,  there 
were practice problems that we also had to complete on 
paper. Her way of remote teaching made me feel like we 
were still in a real classroom and it was great that we had 

her to teach us and not a random person on a video. 
I learned some things about myself during this pandemic 

that surprised me. I learned that I am more anti-social than 
I thought I was and I learned that listening to music while I 
work helps me work faster and also lessens the temptation 
to pick up my phone while I’m supposed to be working. 

Aside from homework and chores and walking the dog 
during this pandemic, I’ve been mostly in the house either 
watching Netflix and YouTube or trying to find something to 
keep me entertained. Even though it’s best to stay inside, my 
sister and I would play basketball outside, walk our dog, or 
just sit outside. Since the time we have outside is limited to 
nice days and we can only stay in our own yard, sometimes 
we sit in the car to get out of the house. Since the pandemic 
started, I noticed I’ve been doing things that I loved when 
I was younger, things like reading, painting, and coloring. I 
also realize that I miss school and my friends I’ve become 
closer to my family. 

Kamaria Pryce is a student at the Springfield Renaissance 
School.

NEXT STOP: 

COLLEGE
By Azell Cavaan

Israel Robinson, a Springfield Public Schools 
graduate and rising senior at Tufts University, 
has this advice for high school students 
considering college. “Don’t forget to think 
beyond what you already know.” 

The biochemistry major said high school 
students should remember college is not only 
about academics. “It’s also a time and a place to 
get to know yourself outside of your family and 
your community. It’s a time for you to explore 
new ideas,” he said. “Believe in yourself and 
think big.”

Robinson’s sage advice aligns with some 
of the reasons behind Class of 2020 graduates 
Nathan Herring and Tia Austin’s college 
choices. Herring will attend Babson College 
in the fall and Austin is headed to Boston 
University. Herring, who graduated from 
Putnam, is looking forward to the networking 
opportunities a Babson degree will afford him 
and Austin, who graduated from Central, said 
exploring Boston tops her first days on campus 
to-do list. 

While Western Massachusetts is home to 
many high-quality colleges and universities, 
these SPS graduates and others sought college 
opportunities that would challenge them not 
only academically but also introduce them to 
a community and lifestyle outside of what was 
already familiar to them. 

Austin encourages other high school students 
to also dream big. “If there’s a school that you 
really love, don’t be afraid to apply,” she said. 
“Don’t let cost or location or anything deter 
you. Just work hard and apply.”

Herring agrees: “I relied a lot on my advisor 
and my guidance counselor,” he said. “They 
were always pushing me. When I went on my 
visit to Babson, it felt like home.”

Executive Officer for Student Services Dr. 
Yolanda Johnson said in recent years, the 
district has seen an uptick in the number of 
students attending selective colleges outside 
of the local area. “Getting students prepared to 
go to and make it through college is a primary 
focus,” said Johnson. “The fine higher education 
institutions right here in Western Massachusetts 
are the excellent choices for many of our 
students, but we want people to know that our 
support system also extends to those students 
who want to broaden that college search.” 

For example, Columbia University will 
welcome Roberta Hannah of The High School 
of Science and Technology and Mahari Miller 
of Central High School. And Johnson said she 
remains in contact with Nyasia Jordan, a 2019 
graduate who attends Harvard University. 
“She’s doing well and working very hard,” said 
Johnson. “She has the support of the community 
behind her.” 

Romona Williams, back row second from left, with her host 
family in Beijing, China.

KAMARIA PRYCE
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SCHOOLS  
PRODUCE MEALS 
FOR STUDENTS

By Meaghan Casey

No child should ever go hungry, and that was one thing Springfield 
Public Schools prioritized when COVID-19 shut school buildings down.

The district and its food service provider, Sodexo, have served more 
than one million meals since schools closed March 12. Grab-n-go 
breakfast, lunch, dinner and snacks have been available from 11 a.m. to 
1 p.m. Monday-Friday at 17 locations throughout the city, with meals for 
the weekend provided during Friday pick-up. Sodexo has committed to 
maintaining that emergency meal program throughout the summer. 

The meals are served at the following locations: Boland, Bowles, 
Brookings, Chestnut Middle School, Commerce, Dorman, Glickman, 
Indian Orchard, Kensington, Liberty, Lincoln, Milton Bradley, Rebecca 
Johnson, Sumner, Talmadge, Warner and Washington schools. Parents, 
guardians or grandparents of SPS students may pick them up. 

In addition to the regular menu items, fresh fruit and vegetables are being 
provided on Tuesdays and Thursdays at elementary schools. The Fresh 
Fruit and Vegetable Program (FFVP) is a federally funded program which 
helps SPS offer fresh fruits and vegetables to its students. Normally, this 
fruit or vegetable snack is pre-cut and served during the school day, but the 
district is now able to distribute whole fresh fruits and vegetables to families 
picking up meals. The goal of the FFVP is to increase overall acceptance and 
consumption of fresh, unprocessed produce among children. 

Springfield Food Policy Council and World Farmers of Lancaster have 
also partnered to provide produce to families at Chestnut and Commerce 
on Thursdays. And other community partners have stepped up, such as Van 
Pool, which has been delivering meals to SPS families living in homeless 
shelters; Catie’s Closet, which has provided toiletry donations at several 
meal sites; and FoodCorp, which has been assisting in meal promotions, 
outreach to families and care of school gardens.

1. Mayor Domenic Sarno greets Sodexo employees.
2. From left, Superintendent Daniel Warwick, SPS Chief Communications Officer Azell 
Cavaan, Mayor Domenic Sarno and Springfield Thunderbirds Boomer celebrate the 
millionth meal milestone.

3. Josniell Alvarez enjoys lunch at home.
4. Gianni Petrone takes his SPS meal outside.
5. Staff at Brookings work hard to prepare and distribute meals.
6. Sodexo and SPS are committed to providing fresh fruits as part of the meals.
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