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2015 in Review: From 
the Desk of the CEO
By Adam Weiss, CEO of Ramapo for Children

NOVEMBER MARKED MY FIFTH YEAR SINCE JOINING RAMAPO, 
and I thought I’d use the milestone as an oppor-
tunity to share why I feel so fortunate and proud 
to be part of this organization. What began as a 
summer camp for emotionally disturbed children 
ninety-four years ago has evolved into a multi-
faceted agency with a distinct philosophy and 
approach that, in many circles, is considered the 
gold standard for creating environments that 
support success for the broadest possible range 
of young people.
     If you haven’t visited in a while, we have made 
major upgrades to our Rhinebeck campus, which now has a year-round population of over 
fifty people. Over the last two years we built two large new buildings - a residence hall and a 
multi-purpose meeting pavilion - and renovated existing spaces to create an amazing new 
technology center and a gorgeous arts center. We also created a robust permaculture program 
that includes a 300 square-foot greenhouse, three large gardens, a composting program and a 
rainwater collection system.  
     One of the key drivers behind our facility improvements has been the Staff Assistant Expe-
rience, our transition-to-independence program for young adults. The program has served 

over 75 participants since its inception 
in 2009 and has become a model for 
the field. A unique feature of the pro-
gram is that each Staff Assistant lives 
with a recent college graduate, a mem-
ber of our RamaYear Corps, who 
serves as a roommate and peer men-
tor. RamaYear Corps members are 

also the backbone of our Ramapo 
Retreats, and use the Ramapo Ap-
proach as a springboard to facili-
tate workshops and experiential 
education programs for the scores 
of school groups and youth-service 
agencies who visit us each year - 
over 12,000 people in total.
     While our summer camp has 
always been a training ground for 
emerging professionals interested 
in supporting vulnerable young 
people, we are gaining recognition 
in the 

Ramapo Training Goes 
Global: Panama and 
Bermuda 
By Evelyn Alvarez, Ramapo Coach & Trainer

In 2015, a team of Ramapo trainers 
spent a week each in Panama and 
Bermuda. During that time Ramapo 
trained 900 teachers and 40 princi-
pals in classroom and school man-
agement strategies to help educators 
manage challenging behavior, set 
clear expectations and build suc-
cessful relationships with students. 
Ramapo’s own Evelyn Alvarez, who 
conducted workshops in both coun-
tries, reflects on her experiences:  

WHEN I HEARD THAT RAMAPO TRAINERS would 
be flying to Panama and Bermuda I 
remember thinking - Yes! As a coach 
and trainer I was first drawn to this 
work to connect with as many people 
as possible and to use my skills 
and Ramapo’s unique approach to 
deepen the skillsets of adults work-
ing with young people. Connecting 
with people internationally definitely 
changes the game for me and allows 
me to reach even more people in 
environments so different than my 
neighborhood.
     Although I am bilingual I was wor-
ried initially that I wouldn’t be able to 
find the right (continued on page 2)
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Staff Assistants work to create new 
structures for Ramapo’s permaculture 
program. 

Top: RamaYear Corps members challenge and coach 
retreat groups to build new skills. Bottom: Campers have 
lots of opportunities to explore their creativity in the new 
Art Center.



Growing the Future                
at Ramapo
By Jennie Stokum, Director of Annual Giving

LAST FALL, A SEED WAS PLANTED ON RAMAPO’S RHINEBECK 

CAMPUS. It was the seed of a new project – “Grow-
ing the Future” – providing agricultural oppor-
tunities for young adults in our Staff Assistant 
Experience, and hands-on experiences for chil-
dren in summer camp and Ramapo Retreat pro-
grams. Based on the principles of permaculture, 
which uses ecological principles to restore eco-
systems, create sustainable farms and promote 
healthy communities, over the past 12 months 
Growing the Future has been flourishing at Ramapo.
     Through Growing the Future, Ramapo program staff and Staff Assistants have become 
deeply invested in a variety of activities. In November 2014 they created a “hugelkultur” 
garden by building garden beds called hugel mounds over dead logs, which provide important 
nutrients for plants as they decompose. Beyond the hugel mounds, our budding permaculture 
experts have gone on to plant fruit trees, create a composting program, tap Ramapo’s maple 
trees to make the first batch of Ramapo maple syrup, use rain barrels to collect rainwater, and 
construct a solar dehydrator for fruits and vegetables.

     Growing the Future has not only provided Staff Assistants 
with important responsibilities to develop job and independent 
living skills, but has also created a variety of new experiences 
for Ramapo’s Rhinebeck campus visitors. From summer camp-
ers who have an opportunity to plant and harvest fruits and 
vegetables, to elementary school students who can learn first-
hand about soil composition and ecosystems, the activities 
inspired by permaculture are impacting everyone on campus. 
Ramapo Staff Assistants are now working to preserve their first 
year’s harvest and embark on the next phase of their plan – 
creating a line of Ramapo salsas, spreads, and jams that they 
plan to sell at the local farmers’ market.
     As a Staff Assistant since September 2014, Eve has been 
involved with Growing the Future every step of the way. Her 
reflection describes not only the growth of the vegetables she 
tended, but also her personal growth:

“In the winter months we hung grow lights and learned, mostly through trial and error, how to 
start seeds. I’m proud to say that by the third batch of cabbages we had some survivors. During 
the summer I had the honor of watering everything. I learned the fine art of asking for help when 
I needed it, solving problems, and accepting that I, as a human being, have limits… At first, I 
didn’t think anything would work. Now, sitting here up to my neck in tomatoes, I realize that 
there is always room for optimism. With time, hard work, and a little luck, you’ll end up with 
something you can really be proud of.”

words, or that Ramapo’s materi-
als would not translate into a new 
cultural context. But early on, seeing 
educators from a foreign country 
resonate with the Ramapo model 
made me feel even more inspired 
and comfortable with my role as a 
trainer. Fundamentally my confidence 
increased because I could see that 
when we use the toolbox that is cen-
tral to the Ramapo Approach, it works 
for everyone!
     One experience that stands out 
for me was the very last workshop in 
Panama. The room was so diverse – 
with teachers from private schools 
serving affluent families making up 
one half of the room and educators 
from less well-off districts in the other 
half. The teachers that came from the 
more needy schools were 
passionate about being 
change agents in their neigh-
borhoods, so when we were 
talking about building rela-
tionships and role modeling 
for students they personally 
and enthusiastically con-
nected with those concepts. 
It became such an inspira-
tional moment for everyone 
because so many teachers 
had powerful stories about 
the real world impact of role 
modeling within their own 
communities and schools. 
     Ultimately, all over the world, 
educators and people who care about 
children all want the same things. As 
a trainer giving specific strategies on 
supporting young people, it has be-
come my experience that the Ramapo 
Approach is going to be well received.

Ramapo Goes Global 
(continued from page 1)
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The Growing the Future project began with 
creating a “hugelkultur” garden.

Eve finishes up the first 
batch of Rama-jam.

The Ramapo team takes a break from 
training to enjoy the Bermuda sunshine.



Stacie’s Story: What Camp Ramapo                            
Means to Me & My Family                            
By Stacie Kiratsous, Camper Parent

MY NAME IS STACIE KIRATSOUS AND 

I LIVE IN NEW YORK CITY with my 
college sweetheart (now my 
husband), our 14-year old son 
Alex who has an Autism Spec-
trum Disorder, and our 10-year 
old daughter. 
     Our Ramapo story began 
when we hired a chess teach-
er for Alex who happened to 
have been trained at Camp Ra-
mapo. He said to me one day, 
“Alex should go to sleepaway 
camp.” I remember stopping 
and clearly thinking, ‘Alex will 
never go to sleepaway camp.’ 

As a parent of a child with special needs you deal with a lot of 
disappointing realities – tantrums as a teenager, embarrassing 
behavior in public, the threat of school suspension, constant 
calls to the therapist. Missing out on summer camp seemed like 
one of those realities.
     As time went on I saw that Alex had a problem with separa-
tion; I would wake up in the night and he would be asleep on the 
floor next to my bed. And I thought ‘something has to change, I 
have to do something to help him become more grown up.’ My 
husband and I decided we would try to send him to Ramapo. 
     I couldn’t even go to drop Alex off because I was too anxious, 
so my husband drove him up. My daughter and I waved good-
bye, and as the car disappeared we both just started bawling. 
For those first few days it felt to me like someone had taken my 
arm. But as soon as Alex called and said “I miss you but I’m hav-
ing fun” I knew he was going to be okay. And he was. 

     When summer ended he came home and he slept in his own 
bed, and just that alone was huge for him. But there was more 
to come, and soon he was helping me set the table, greeting 
houseguests and cleaning his room. And it wasn’t just Alex that 
benefited; my husband and I reconnected with each other and 
actually traveled out of the country for the first time in over 12 
years. It has been a very important time, as much for me and my 
daughter and husband, as it has been for Alex.
     I think what’s special about Ramapo is the staff; the young 
adults who are working there truly value the opportunity to be 
trained by the best. They have taught both Alex and my family so 
much. I know Alex has challenges, and I know those challenges 
can and are met at Camp Ramapo. Ramapo is the only place I 
have ever sent my son where I know he is okay without me, and 
the only time of the year when I know I don’t have to worry.
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Alex (center) celebrates new 
friends and new skills at Camp 
Ramapo.

“Alex will never go to sleepaway camp, 
it was something that I felt would be 
impossible for him.” 

field. We now get nearly 
1,000 applications for 
counselor positions each 
year and have an admis-
sions rate that even the 
most elite colleges would 
covet. We are also attract-
ing more seasoned pro-
gram instructors, includ-
ing a cohort through Teach 
for America (with whom 
we have formal partner-
ship) and a team of gradu-
ate students in art therapy 
from NYU. And we know 
from extensive surveys of 
our counselor alumni that 

well over three quarters of the emerging professionals who work at 
Camp Ramapo continue on to careers in education or a closely related 
field.  
     As thrilled as I am about all that is happening on our Rhinebeck 
campus, the fastest growing part of our organization is Ramapo Train-
ing, which exports our unique approach to the world. We now train 
well over 10,000 educators in hundreds of schools and youth programs, 
and support thousands of parents each year.  In recent months we have 
undertaken projects in a host of new locations including Detroit, 
Philadelphia, Boston, Baltimore and the countries of Panama (where 
we trained over 100 school teachers) and Bermuda (where we trained 
the country’s entire teaching corps). More locally, we are heavily involved 
in New York City’s shift 
to a community schools 
model and are working 
with nearly twenty dif-
ferent organizations to 
help schools become 
centers of their commu-
nities. We have also been 
supporting New York 
City’s roll-out of Univer-
sal Pre-K, and nationally, 
last June we were invited 
to participate in The 
Clinton Global Initiative’s 
national working group 
on early childhood.
     Of course none of what 
Ramapo does would be 
possible without an in-
credibly talented team of committed professionals or without the 
generous and steadfast support of our donors and our Board. Thanks 
to all of you for making my first five years such a wonderful journey. 
Looking forward to seeing what we can accomplish next…

Each year more than 10,000 educators 
learn the strategies of the Ramapo 
Approach to support children at-risk.

Camp provides a skill-building experience 
for campers and counselors alike.
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A BIG THANK YOU TO 
OUR SUPPORTERS 
FOR MAKING THIS 

YEAR ONE OF 
RAMAPO’S BEST 

EVER. WE’RE 
EXCITED FOR THE 

NEW ADVENTURES 
TO COME!


