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Engaged Learning Makes a Difference! 

Opportunities for One and All 

As a public high school Housatonic Valley Regional High School (HVRHS) is dedicated to educating all 

students and helping everyone to find the path forward in life that is right for them.  Each year, new students 

come through its doors from many different backgrounds, with varying views about what they want out of life 

and how they will pursue these goals. Rather than focus primarily on those already on the path to success, the 

school strives to open the eyes of all students to new opportunities to learn, grow, and develop – even discover a 

lifelong passion. HVRHS addresses the needs of all its students – academic, vocational as well as extracurricular.  
 

Broadly defined, “learning” can take place both in and outside the classroom: a history project on African-

American soldiers from Connecticut who served in the Civil War; an AFS-sponsored summer program in Central 

America; an electric-car competition. (These are described in this newsletter.) Since 1994, the 21st Century Fund 

has helped HVRHS make experiences like these available to all.  We have also connected students with local 

professionals and mentors, who make them aware of the real-life possibilities in a range of careers and model the 

skills and mindset necessary to do well in them. 
 

More recently, the school has recognized that some of its students are dealing with problems such as 

mental health and substance abuse, which can prevent them from benefitting from these opportunities. To reduce 

the impact of these issues, the HVRHS administration has taken steps to make the learning process a positively 

engaging and nurturing one for these students.  A chief example is the Bridges program, also featured in this 

newsletter. It offers students at risk an alternative way to complete their studies and graduate.  We are proud of 

the fact that the 21st Century Fund has supported initiatives such as this one, expanding our sense of what 

“education” means and how it can help students to lead fulfilling lives. 
 

David Bayersdorfer, Chair, 21st Century Fund for HVRHS 

21centuryfund@gmail.com or www.21stcenturyfund.net 
Enrichment, Innovation, Community & Fun 
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Going Back to Her Roots and Finding Herself 
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 For Valerie Lenis, a junior from Salisbury, spending four weeks in Costa Rica 

could have been a homecoming, but it definitely wasn’t. Even though her family was 

Colombian, even though she spoke fluent Spanish, and even though she had gone back 

there for visits three or four times, participating in an AFS-USA (American Field 

Service) summer program in Costa Rica (with help from a 21st Century Fund grant) 

was like entering an entirely new world.  In part, this was because Colombia and Costa 

Rica have very different cultures.  But, more than that, Valerie found herself coping with 

unfamiliar and challenging situations, which had little do with what country she was in.   

 As the only child of a single mom, she had to adjust to living with a host family 

which had hundreds of relatives in the surrounding countryside.  As someone who had grown up in rural 

Northwest Connecticut, she had to learn how to navigate her way by bus across the city of La Union (near the 

Nicaraguan border).  And as a member of a small AFS team, which included students from places like New 

York and Chicago, she had to learn how to get along with strangers and build bonds of friendship and trust 

with them while planting vegetables in the mountainous rainforest.   

 

How Your Donations Are Spent  

Learning MIT APP Inventor Robotics “Drivers” during a competition Mahoney-Hewat Summer Programs 

 For nearly a quarter of a century, the 21st Century Fund has provided the HVRHS community with 

opportunities beyond what a public school budget could usually afford, e.g., seed money for new clubs and 

innovative programming, a center for hands-on-learning plus engaging individual experiences.             

       These programs and enriching experiences are your gifts at work.       

 “I definitely learned to be more independent by learning 

to look out for myself – but also more dependent, getting along 

with the big-city kids I was with for those two weeks.”  Valerie 

feels her summer AFS experience has given her a greater sense 

of direction and purpose as she looks ahead to applying to 

colleges and possibly working for community-service programs 

after she graduates.  



 

 

 

A Fond Farewell to Dr. Jose Martinez 
 

Last spring the HVRHS community said goodbye to Dr. Martinez, who during his four years as principal 

implemented several programs, such as the school-wide distribution of Chromebooks, increased mental-health 

services, and enhanced safety measures in the building.  21st Century Fund Board Members always found Dr. 

Martinez to be accessible and enthusiastic about proposals that would enrich the educational experience at 

HVRHS.  We look forward to working with his successor, former Assistant Principal, Ian Strever. 
 

 

African-American Soldiers Project Update 
 Students in Peter Vermilyea’s American history course continue to collect 

and organize information about this little-known group of Connecticut soldiers 

who served in the Civil War.  Their Website continues to expand and grow and 

should be live this spring.   

 What does an electric car have to do with a landscaping company? No, it’s not a new Tesla model.  To find 

out the answer you’d have to go to the machine shop over at HVRHS and talk with sophomore Robert Murtagh.  

For he’s the missing link in this story.  Robert happens to be one of the students working on this year’s electric car, 

getting it ready for the next Electrathon competition on the Lime Rock race track next spring. The goal for the 30-

plus competing teams from across New England is to complete the most laps in an hour. Since its inception in 

2011, the Housatonic team has offered students a chance to design, build, and race energy-efficient vehicles while, 

learning how to work together toward a common goal. 

To date, the HVRHS team has been disadvantaged by having to build their 

car from scratch each year, while entrants from other high schools could 

afford ready-to-assemble kits with aerodynamically advanced designs.  

This year the local contingent decided it was time to compete on an equal 

footing by buying their own kit.  That’s where Robert Murtagh came into 

the picture. After the electric car team had secured grants from the 21st 

Century Fund, and others, they were still a couple of thousand short.  

Robert, son of the owner of New Images, a landscaping company in 

Sharon, had plenty of experience interacting with prospective customers.   

 He made the rounds of businesses in Sharon, asking for donations.  In short order Robert secured the 

needed $2,000, and the team was able to place their order for a car kit.  Now they are in the final stages of putting 

together this battery-powered vehicle, which they hope to be able to use for many years to come.  “I felt very 

confident in raising this money,” he recalls.  “I realized I had to get my message across clearly and succinctly to 

get a donation,” Robert recalls. “My experience in public speaking really made the difference.”  When he 

graduates, Robert plans to follow in his father’s footsteps and run his own landscaping business.  But, for now, his 

sights are firmly set on having HVRHS’s electric car finish the most laps at Lime Rock. 

It’s Not Just What’s Under the Hood That Matters 

Interested in learning more about the Fund, its initiatives or in supporting us? 
Contact us at 21centuryfund@gmail.com or visit www.21stcenturyfund.net 

https://pvermilyea.wixsite.com/29thconnecticut


 

Giving All a Path to Success 

 

Tuesday mornings one can spot a small group of students canoeing on the Twin Lakes or building 

a wooden structure by the tennis courts. They are taking part in the “Wilderness Therapy and Mentoring” 

aspect of the new Bridges program, overseen by school counselor Tyler Burdick. It targets eight juniors 

and seniors who – restless and distracted by issues in their lives outside of school – have difficulty 

focusing on their studies. Without these alternative experiences outside the classroom many of them might 

not earn the credits needed to graduate. Instead, they might end up making costly, unhealthy choices with 

lifelong adverse consequences.  

 

The “Wilderness” sessions (made possible by a grant from the 21st Century Fund), helps these 

HVRHS students build new friendships, learn valuable life skills, develop emotionally, and come to see 

the educational process, their peers, and themselves in a more positive light. In the classroom portion of 

Bridges, Burdick works with each student one-on-one to select reading materials and projects which suit 

the student’s interests. By focusing on both individual and group projects, Burdick believes we can make a 

difference in how his students feel about school.  

  

Last year, after conferring with superintendent Dr. Pam Vogel and former counselor “Hoot” Belter, 

Burdick designed this program based on his experiences in a West Hartford middle school where he taught 

before returning to HVRHS (Class of 2007.)  “I have always wanted to help kids.  I’m really passionate 

about that,” he says.  “I think what we’re doing now is having a real impact on students who otherwise 

might go off the rails and not finish school.”  He notes that two participants in last year’s Bridges program 

found jobs with local businesses after graduating. Without a doubt, bridges are being built.  

 

A  heartfelt thank you to our donors and mentors for making experiences like this possible.   


