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The winning of any competitive grant sets off a usual reaction of cheers and back-slapping. That was certainly 
the case earlier this year when NEWESD 101 was awarded a highly coveted Project Prevent grant from the U.S. 
Department of Education. 

In this instance, however, the feeling was a little different. This time, 
the sheer joy of winning was trumped by two larger, deeper, more 
far-reaching considerations … the opportunity to: 1) undertake a first 
of its kind initiative in northeastern Washington and 2) address one of 
the fastest-growing needs in local schools.

With the grant, NEWESD 101 has, for the first time, deployed 
licensed mental health therapists in eligible schools in the Cheney, 
Medical Lake, Riverside and West Valley school districts. 

While NEWESD 101 is a long-time provider of related services – 
offered by school nurses, prevention specialists, school psychologists 
and career counselors – funds never had been available to provide 
professional staff specifically dedicated to mental health.  

Until now. Since January, eight full-time, licensed mental health pro-
fessionals have been assigned rotations in 15 schools. Each school, 
depending on its size and caseload, receives 1-3 days of service per 
week.

The grant – totaling nearly $4 million – will provide sustained ser-
vice, with the therapists deployed on a full-time basis over five years.

“This grant provides targeted, on-site, focused and sustained as-
sistance in specific, high-need schools,” says Dr. Ramona Griffin, 
project director at NEWESD 101. “It offers a level of service and 
intensity that is unmatched.”

“Sadly, mental health is a growing need for schools everywhere,” she says. “Beyond the service we are provid-
ing these schools, we are building a model that can be replicated other places.”

The early returns have been promising. “Teachers and staff are reporting decreases in disruptive behavior and 
increased attendance by those receiving services,” says Gary Frost, grant coordinator and one of the licensed 
therapists. “These results in just the first two months bode well for the long-term outcome of the grant.”

… and advancing in Elementary Counseling 
Shortly following receipt of the Project Prevent grant, NEWESD 101 received word that it also had been award-
ed a Department of Education Elementary Counseling grant. 

With that competitive award – a three-year grant exceeding $1 million – NEWESD 101 will place school 
counselors in elementary schools across the Colfax, Creston, Oakesdale, Odessa, Reardan-Edwall, Sprague and 
Tekoa school districts. 

The counselors can provide myriad services including individual, group and classroom instruction; case man-
agement and referral; and coordination of student services with school staff, families and partner organizations. 
Counselors will be deployed on a cooperative regional basis, assigned to each school an average of two days per 
week. Both grants are administered by NEWESD 101’s Center for Prevention Programs.

$5 million in new services 

NEWESD 101 mental health therapists are Joeleen Wilkinson, 
Gary Frost, Sally Anderson, Emily Bisset, Eric Ecklund, Tiffany 
Canon-Keiser, Jennifer Kennedy and Ashley Sorensen.

Breaking new ground in mental health…



Michael Dunn, Superintendent
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Courageous lessons from history…
applicable today
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Earlier this spring my wife and I went to the movie, 
Woman in Gold.  

The film is based on the true story of the late Maria 
Altmann, an elderly Jewish refugee, living in Los 
Angeles who, together with her young lawyer, 
Randy Schoenberg, fought the government of 
Austria for almost a decade to reclaim Gustav 
Klimt’s iconic painting of her aunt, Portrait of 
Adele Bloch-Bauer I. 

The painting was confiscated from her relatives by 
the Nazis in Vienna just prior to World War II.

As a former high school social studies teacher, the 
film was a sad and impactful reminder of the atroci-
ties to which innocent people were subjected by the 
Nazi regime. Were I still in the classroom, I would 
offer extra credit to students to see a movie filled 
with important lessons in history.

Along with its historical value, however, I left the 
movie seeing parallels to realities in 2015, espe-
cially related to fighting for what one believes to be 
right or just; to persistence in staying with some-
thing and not giving up on yourself, or not giving 
up on others too soon; and to speaking up and out 
even (and perhaps especially) when forces seem 
against it.

In this true story, Altmann took her legal battle all 
the way to the Supreme Court of the United States, 
which ruled in her favor in Republic of Austria v. 
Altmann (2004).  But along the way of a lengthy 
journey, there were times she lost faith and the will 
to continue the fight, yet her young attorney did not.

It made me think of times in my life and career 
where odds have seemed too great and the ordeal 
too long to stick with it. I thought of students I 
worked with along the way whose journey to suc-
cess was long and bumpy at best; of teachers and 
educators whose early or temporary struggles to 
become effective, or regain effectiveness, led others 
to pressure me to give up on them. 

I recalled a young man who, as a freshman at a 
school I once served as principal, was so difficult 
that it seemed clear we would never make it four 
years with him. But he stuck with it and grew up 
in the process, and we stuck with him, and in what 

seemed the blink of an eye, four years later he 
was crossing the stage at graduation and I shed 
tears thinking about a kid I once thought we 
couldn’t live with and now wondered how our 
school could live without him.  

And I thought of a teacher about whom students 
and parents were howling, wanting the individu-
al removed, when in fact what this professional 
needed was support and direction to grow and 
improve…and the person did.

It took a great deal of courage and resolve for 
Maria Altmann to stick with it, and perhaps even 
more for her young attorney to continue the fight 
even though his client temporarily abandoned it.  

Similarly, it takes courage for teachers and 
parents who are philosophically concerned 
about over-testing of our children to continue to 
respectfully express such concerns in the face 
of educational “reformers” who are certain this 
is the right direction. It also takes courage for 
students, and their teachers, to stay positive and 
move forward even when the results of standard-
ized tests might suggest they do otherwise.

I dare say we can all learn lessons from the battle 
waged by Maria Altmann and Randy Schoenberg 
to right a very old wrong. The journeys we travel 
may be long; we may be part of a silent majority; 
we may be pressured into giving in and giving 
up – on ourselves, on our ideals, or on those with 
whom we work.  

Yet we must summon the best of ourselves and 
the courage we owe those we serve, with whom 
we work, and the reflection in our mirrors to stay 
at the principles and beliefs worth fighting for; 
and with those whose struggles are temporary…
and not succumb and give up on them.  

To the courageous educators in our region who 
respectfully stand up and speak up for your 
beliefs, for those you serve and with whom you 
work, enduring gratitude and respect is assuredly 
owed.  
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Harrington band takes the big stage

For rural students accustomed to long bus rides, even this trip was 
considered a monster – three states, 2,400 roundtrip miles and 51 
hours on a school bus. What destination could be worth such a test of 
endurance? Why a trip to Disneyland, of course. 

Nineteen band members in the Harrington School District, grades 
8-12, recently made the pilgrimage to Anaheim, CA for the opportu-
nity to perform at Disneyland and the Disney California Adventure 
Park. The band was invited following its submission of an audition 
video.

Students played two 30-minute programs that included the theme 
from the Avengers and the Star Wars Saga. In between, they also 
squeezed in some time to enjoy the parks. 

A year of planning and fund-raising culminated with an amazing trip. 
Congratulations to Harrington music director Dave Nighswonger 
and his ambitious group of talented musicians. Harrington performers on the Big Thunder Ranch stage at Disneyland. 

Ask students at University 
Elementary School (Central Valley 
School District) to describe Leanne 
Rainwater, the school’s head 
secretary, and the typical responses 
would include:

“The one who blows kisses; puts on 
Band-Aids; knows everyone; and 
gives hugs.”

Ask Principal Josh Wolcott the 
same question and he responds 
with:

“The one other schools call when they need an answer; a calm, 
reassuring presence who serves the entire school, including students, 
parents and staff; and a versatile, top-notch performer who loves kids.”

And, oh yes, don’t forget that she’s also an emergency responder, 
so to speak. At the beginning of each school year, it is not unusual 
for Rainwater to receive a call or two from the parking lot from an 
exasperated parent whose crying kindergartner won’t exit the car. Like 
magic, a few reassuring words from Rainwater is all it takes to calm 
the storm.

For 23 years in Central Valley, Rainwater has been a do-it-all perform-
er as a para-educator, assistant secretary and, for the last seven years, 
head secretary at University. 

Counting her previous contributions as a parent volunteer, she is now 
in her 25th year of district service. As a milestone year, it seems espe-
cially fitting, therefore, that her unofficial silver anniversary include 
something special.

It does. In March, Rainwater was recognized as the Classified 
Employee of the Year in the seven-county NEWESD 101 region. It is 

CV’s Leanne Rainwater: Classified Employee of the Year
an honor that not only recognizes her ability to juggle myriad 
tasks – from monitoring budgets to tracking enrollment – but 
her ability to build relationships within the school community.

When he arrived last fall as the new principal at University, 
Wolcott asked, “Who are the leaders?” As the staff weighed 
in, Rainwater’s name came up repeatedly. 

After a short time working together, he saw why. “She has 
been a critical part of our leadership team,” says Wolcott, 
crediting Rainwater’s work ethic, knowledge, humor and 
compassion for helping create “the University way” – a cul-
ture focused on positive relationships and high achievement.

“Individual attention makes a big difference in a student’s 
day,” she says. “I want them to know I care and that I am 
happy to see them.” 

“Students look forward to walking by the office because they 
know Leanne will be blowing them kisses,” says Wolcott. 
“The impact that small gesture has on our culture, and our 
students’ lives, cannot be fully measured, but it can be seen on 
their faces.”

Two generations of CV students have been on the receiving 
end of those countless kisses blown across the school office. 
Two generations of smiling faces indeed speak to the pow-
erful impact of small, thoughtful gestures, repeated over and 
over. 

How powerful? Just ask the first generation that knew her. 
Ask these people, now reflective young adults, what they 
remember about Leanne Rainwater. The most likely responses 
will include: “My adult friend and mentor; a dream maker; 
and a difference maker.”

Classified Employee of the Year is just icing on the cake. 
Congratulations, Leanne. 

Leanne Rainwater



Changing of the guard 

NEWESD 101 • Focus on Education • Spring 2015

One, six, 1,700.

Those numbers, in a nutshell, describe Mike Kenney’s geomet-
ric progression through the pupil transportation ranks – one, 
the number of buses he initially drove for the Creston School 
District back in 1978; six, the number of buses for which he 
was later responsible as Creston’s transportation supervisor; and 
1,700, the number of buses on which he now keeps tabs.

On June 30, Kenney will stop counting. On that day, he will 
retire as northeastern Washington’s regional transportation 
coordinator. Since 2001, he has been the region’s go-to guy for 
everything from bus driver training, to bus inspections, to bus 
depreciation and replacement. 

While big shoes are left to fill, a strong and capable hand will 
continue the tradition of regional excellence. 

Chris Jose, transportation supervisor in the Mead School 
District, will take the reins July 1. He comes aboard following 
six years at Mead. Already well known and respected statewide, 

Eric Dickson is a good sport. Friends 
have needled him a million times about 
his life going to the dogs. Yet no matter 
how many times he hears it, he always 
laughs – and agrees.

That’s because his life outside of work 
really is consumed by dogs – six of them 
in fact. 

By day, Dickson is the industrial hygien-
ist at NEWESD 101, assisting districts 
in keeping their buildings spic and span, 
safe and efficient. He is the one districts 
call when faced with anything nasty, 
unsafe or creepy-crawly.

Evenings and weekends, by contrast, 
are a different story. Here, the true Eric 
comes out. Dickson and his wife Julie 
participate in dog agility, or, as it’s known 
to insiders, just plain Agility.

By either name, it’s a fun, fast-paced 
sport in which handlers guide their dogs 
through a series of obstacles. 

It’s a sport in which speed and accuracy 
are equally important, as the dogs must 
traverse a course requiring them to run, 
jump, weave and climb. A typical course 
includes about 20 varied obstacles that 
include tunnels, a teeter-totter, A-frame 
and numerous jumps. 

Life going to the dogs: It can be a good thing

Transportation hand-off: Mike Kenney to Chris Jose.

he is president-elect of the Washington Association of Pupil 
Transportation.

Jose and his wife Karen are the parents of three daughters – students 
at Mt. Spokane High School, Whitworth University and Western 
Washington University.

Thank you, Mike. Welcome, Chris. 

Eric and Julie Dickson with their dogs. Front 
row: Bunny, Chance, Tinsel and Soot. Back 
row: Sailor and Story. 

Eric runs Sailor through his paces.

The sport places a premium on team-
work and communication, as only one 
partner (the handler) knows the course 

layout ahead of time. Subtle cues from the 
handler are critical to success, as – just like 
an Olympic sport – time is measured to the 
hundredth of a second. 

Unlike some of the dog shows on 
television, Agility is not about being best 
of breed. In this sport, classifications are 
not based on breed, but on the dog’s size, 
measured at the withers (base of the neck). 
The Dicksons own six dogs, all Shetland 
sheepdogs, or “Shelties” which run in the 
medium-size divisions. Eric is a relative 
newcomer to the sport, having participated 
only five years. 

Julie, who has a number of championship 
titles on her dogs, began in the late 1990s. 
In fact, she qualified two dogs for the 
American Kennel Club National Agility 
Championships in Reno this past March.

A typical year sees the Dicksons 
participate in around 10 events in a 
roughly 500-mile radius extending from 
Wenatchee to Helena.

The sport brings many benefits, Dickson 
says. “We love being with the dogs, we 
meet a lot of great people and it’s a good 
way to stay in shape.”

And if anything creepy-crawly shows up 
in the ring, Eric can look the other way. 
When he’s away from the office, the dogs 
are more than happy to do the work for 
him. 


