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Ramapo and BOCES Partnership: 
Moving School Beyond Four Walls
“If we can help change these kids’ trajec-
tory by giving them experiences that give 
them a different sense of who they are in 
the world, that would be incredible.” 
—Jennifer Zanger, Associate Executive Director, Direct Service Programs

IT’S A PERFECT FALL DAY FOR A HIKE UP THE WATERFALL TRAIL 

ON THE RAMAPO CAMPUS, with a canopy of yellow and 
orange leaves overhead and the sound of rushing 
water breaking the silence of the forest. There’s the 
smell of wood smoke in the air and at the top of the 
hill, a group of young people and adults are busy 
working on the frame of a wigwam they’ve designed 
while a small camp fire crackles nearby. It’s a typical 
day of experiential learning for students at an innova-
tive alternative classroom program currently operating on Camp Ramapo’s 250 rural acres. 
The program is a partnership between Ulster County’s BOCES—a regional agency provid-
ing shared educational services and programs for local districts—and Ramapo for Children, 
and can accommodate up to 16 young people in middle and high school grades, all of whom 
have struggled to succeed in traditional classroom settings.
     The partnership began last spring and continued over the summer when groups of BO-
CES students and their teachers came for a series of day-long experiential retreats and 
bonded with Ramapo’s retreat team, becoming more familiar with Ramapo’s signature 
approach to building relationships, promoting positive behaviors and strengthening com-
munity. Launching a school-year program was a natural next step for the partnership. “We 
connected around the idea of how it is that you can create an alternative education setting 
that opens avenues for kids who are very disconnected from school, enabling them to be 
successful, both in their growth socially-emotionally and also academically,” says Jenn 
Zanger, Ramapo’s Associate Executive Director, Rhinebeck Campus.

     Building the program has had 
its challenges, says Zanger, who 
notes that all of the participants 
have experienced significant chal-
lenges and long-term disconnec-
tion from school. But the dedica-
tion of the BOCES and Ramapo 
staff members has been “phe-
nomenal,” and there is real prog-
ress every day as relationships 
strengthen and students begin to 
feel safe and supported. As one 
mother put 

Staff Spotlight: Jose Silva 

THERE ARE MANY PATHS TO CAMP RAMAPO 
AND JOSE SILVA’S IS AMONG THE MOST 
UNIQUE. As a young man growing up 
in the Bronx, Jose followed his older 
brother’s lead and enlisted in the Navy, 
spending four years traveling around 
the world on ships that took him far 
away from all he had known. After com-
pleting his service, Jose enrolled in col-
lege under the GI bill and began pursu-
ing a degree in computer science. But 
after taking one class in psychology, 

“I completely changed my mind,” says 
Jose, “I was done with computer sci-
ence and wanted to find out everything 
I could about psychology.” To get real-
world experience in the field, Jose took 
a job working with developmentally 
disabled adults at a group home and 
eventually, decided that working with 
children was really his calling.

How did you first hear about Ramapo?
I was hired as a paraprofessional at an 
elementary school in Harlem halfway 
through the year to work with a seven-
year-old boy who had already had three 
paras quit on him.  (continued on page 2)

“I got some of these skills 
and strategies in training, 
but on-the-job is probably 
the best training there is at 
Ramapo.” 

Working as team to build a 
wigwam in the woods.

Boating on Lake Sepasco.

 (continued on page 4)



CLASSP is in Session!
“What makes the CLASSP experience so 
exciting and rich is that because the class-
es happen simultaneously with the intern-
ship, there’s no gap between learning new 
skills and applying them right away.” 
—Kierstin Hettler, Ramapo’s Associate Director of School Partnerships

ACROSS TWO SUNDAYS A MONTH, SOME 40 COLLEGE-AGED STUDENTS MEET IN RAMAPO’S NYC CONFERENCE 
ROOM for the instructional component of Advanced CLASSP, an innovative program aimed 
at training new leaders in the field of inclusive educational and recreational programming 
for youth. Kierstin Hettler, Ramapo’s Associate Director of School Partnerships, oversees 
the program and teaches one section of Advanced CLASSP (Collaboration for Learning and 
Serving Special Populations); providing 30-hours of instruction covering a variety of topics 
relating to positive youth development and areas of diverse and special needs, including de-
coding behavior into needs and skills, developmental ages and stages, structuring programs 
for inclusion, and neurodiversity. 
     The curriculum, which draws heavily from the Ramapo model and approach, is intention-
ally designed to be practical, guiding Advanced CLASSP participants as they also complete 
200 hours of supervised internships at 11 sites located throughout New York City.  For Hettler, 
“what makes the CLASSP experience so exciting and rich is that because the classes happen 
simultaneously with the internship, there’s no gap between learning new skills and applying 
them right away.” Feedback from site directors is uniformly positive; with one supervisor 
reporting, “I have noticed tremendous growth in the interns from the beginning of the school 
year to the end of it. They seemed to really enjoy working with the special needs population 
and became true leaders in the classes.”  
     This year marks the ninth year cohort of the Advanced CLASSP program, an extension of 
the CLASSP program for high school-age youth workers that was developed and introduced 
in 2010 with support from the J. E. & Z. B. Butler Foundation. Both programs were created 
to address a shortage of trained youth service staff capable of supporting inclusive programs 
in after school and recreational programs within the UJA-Federation network. By providing 

an incentive of up to 6 college credits and a stipend 
for dedicated students who complete the program, 
Advanced CLASSP also offers tangible support as 
they begin their journey to becoming youth service 
professionals. 
     For Ramapo and the Butler Foundation, positive 
feedback from participants is particularly gratify-
ing. Last year, more than 85% of Advanced CLASSP 
graduates indicated that they are now more likely to 
pursue a career in youth development. As one student 
told us, “I am planning to major in special education 
and actually want to become a special education 
teacher due to this internship experience because I 
love seeing how my kids grow and improve.”

He was very headstrong and in the be-
ginning I had a hard time connecting 
with him but I was just really deter-
mined not to quit and molded myself to 
meet his needs. At the end of the year, 
the assistant principal told me there 
was a job for me at Camp Ramapo. I 
didn’t know anything about the camp 
but I had met Rachel Lissy and Sasha at 
my school [where they provided work-
shops and coaching] and really liked 
them. Four days later I was up at camp 
and after a week of training the kids ar-
rived.

What job did you have last summer? 
I was a Bunk Lead. I had several co-
counselors that helped me throughout 
the day and the kids ranged from 11 to 
14. The initial training helped me with 
understanding autism as a spectrum 
and that everyone has different needs. 
I learned that you have to sit down and 
talk with each kid and find the different 
or unique language between you and 
them. I got some of these skills and 
strategies in training, but on-the-job 
is probably the best training there is at 
Ramapo.  That’s where you really, really 
learn.

What was the hardest adjustment 
at camp? At school you can have a 
kid that pushes your limits, but at 
3:30 they go home. You have that 
time to reset. At camp I spend up to 
20 hours a day with a kid. I have to 
play several roles, I’m a mom, a dad, 
a nurse and a therapist, psycholo-
gist and philosopher and still be me 
and maintain the same relationship, 
the same level of communication 
while being all these people. I have 
days where I’m tired, exhausted, my 
brain shuts down, my feet hurt, but 
it’s never a dull day. It’s going to be 
exciting, you always find the one kid 
that makes your day or makes your ses-
sion and it’s completely worth it. I really 
love this place and I’m hoping to be a 
part of it for a long time. 

Jose is an assistant teacher this year in a kin-
dergarten classroom at Harlem Hebrew and 
continues to pursue his degree in Psychol-
ogy at City College. To learn more about how 
emerging leaders in your schools can have a 
summer experience like Jose’s, please contact 
Kate Wrightington at 845.876.8423

Staff Spotlight: Jose Silva 
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Staff Assistants Give the Gift of Time                  
THE HOLIDAY SEASON IS A TIME 
FOR GIVING, AND THIS YEAR RA-
MAPO’S STAFF ASSISTANTS will 
be giving of their time to 13 
separate organizations in 
and around Rhinebeck, NY. 
Sites where Staff Assis-
tants will serve include food 
pantries, libraries, nursery 
schools and aged care facili-
ties. 
     Staff Assistant David has 
volunteered at Astor Home 
for Children for over two 

years now. There, he works closely with the kitchen staff on du-
ties including counting and bagging snacks, working in the dish 
room, and assisting with food cart delivery to classrooms. Sean 
McLaughlin, the Assistant Director of Operations at Astor greatly 
appreciates David’s contributions; “Maybe it’s the time of year, 
but the first thought that comes to my mind is how thankful I am 
for David to be part of the Astor family. Everyone loves his positive 
attitude, constant willingness to stretch himself, and of course his 
genuine interest in us and our families.  Honestly, I look forward to 
him being here each week, and am thankful he is willing to give 
of his time.”   

     At Angel Food East, Staff Assistants Christina, Simone, and Zan-
der help prepare meals for people living with HIV and other chronic 
illness, as well as their families. Each week, over 250 meals, in-
cluding soup, salad, entrée, and dessert, are prepared in a small 
kitchen at a local church. The three Ramapo volunteers look forward 
to their time washing, peeling, chopping and assembling salads, 
and ladling soup for those in need. Cheryl McGahan, the Manager 
of Angel Food East says, “Having the Ramapo participants help in 
our kitchen has been a very positive experience. We could not do it 
without volunteers. It humbles our kitchen volunteers to see how 
hard these young adults try. I feel it has been mutually beneficial 
to us and the Ramapo volun-
teers.”
     Volunteering enables Staff 
Assistants to transfer skills 
they have learned during 
on-campus cooking work-
shops to a community work 
setting, and their social 
skills are reinforced as they 
greet, converse with, and 
say goodbye to co-workers. 
But perhaps their greatest 
reward is being accepted 
and so clearly valued for 
their unique contributions.  
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“Having the Ramapo participants help in our 
kitchen has been a very positive experience.”

Simone and Zander bagging 
bread at Angel Food East.

Save the Date!
CAMP RAMAPO’S WINTER WEEKENDS
Feburary 15-18 & March 15-17, 2019
Campers spend the night in our heated lodges and experience a weekend of fun winter activi-
ties. For information, call the Camp Office at 845.876.8405.
 
12th ANNUAL YOUTH WORKER CONFERENCE IN NEW YORK CITY
March 17, 2019 
An interactive event for high school students interested in serving youth of all abilities in their 
future careers. For information, call our New York City Office at 212.754.7003.

CAMP RAMAPO’S FAMILY LEARNING WEEKEND
April 26-28, 2019
A fun and active weekend for the whole family on Ramapo’s Rhinebeck campus.                                  
For information, call the Camp Office at 845.876.8405.

RAMAPO’S ANNUAL BENEFIT IN NEW YORK CITY
April 8, 2019
Join us at 583 Park Avenue for an evening of celebration! Tickets and table sponsorships                 
available. Visit www.ramapoforchildren.org/annualbenefit for information.

EAT, PLAY, GIVE!–FRIENDS AND FAMILY WEEKEND AT CAMP
June 8-9, 2019
Gather with friends, families and Ramapo alums for a weekend of fun on our lakefront cam-
pus. All ages welcome! For information, call the Development Office at 845.876.8409.

FOR MORE INFORMATION ON THE RAMAPO PROGRAMS 
MENTIONED IN OUR NEWSLETTER, PLEASE CONTACT:

Camp Ramapo 
camp@ramapoforchildren.org 

845.876.8403

Staff Assistant Experience 
sae@ramapoforchildren.org 

845.876.8403

Ramapo Retreats
retreats@ramapoforchildren.org 

845.876.8435

Ramapo Training 
inquiries@ramapoforchildren.org 

212.754.7003

it, “I don’t know what you guys are doing but my son has never liked 
school until now.” For James Fantini, the on-site BOCES high school 
teacher, the key difference is that at Ramapo, school has moved 
beyond four walls and a desk. “I never did anything like this before,” 
says Fantini, who is just as likely to be discussing the meaning of 
Tupac lyrics (literacy) with students around a campfire as he is to 
be teaching a lesson on using contour lines to figure out elevation 
on a hike (earth science). “I’m out of my comfort zone,” he says, “But 
I love thinking out of the box and I love the challenge.”
     For both Ramapo and 
BOCES this first year is 
proving to be enormously 
informative and there is 
talk of expanding the part-
nership to include more 
students in the future. “If 
we can help change these 
kids’ trajectory by giving 
them experiences that give 
them a different sense of 
who they are in the world, 
that would be incredible,” 
says Zanger.

Ramapo and BOCES Partnership
(continued from page 1)

Roasting marshmallows while having 
group debrief.

David rinsing dishes at 
Astor Home for Children.
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RAMAPO’S ANNUAL BENEFIT IS RIGHT 
AROUND THE CORNER!

Monday, April 8, 2019 at the Loeb Boathouse in Central Park

Please join us to celebrate Ramapo’s four exemplary programs as 
we honor the longstanding commitment of the Mendelsohn/Mellins 

family and Camp Director Emeritus, Mike Kunin.

TO PURCHASE TICKETS OR SPONSOR THE EVENT, PLEASE VISIT:

www.ramapoforchildren.org/annualbenefit

You’re Invited!


