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When the fun and frivolity of their 
60th reunion were over, members of 
the Shaker Heights High School class 
of 1950 and January ’51* had an un-
usual problem. Exceptionally good 
cash management on the part of the 
reunion committee resulted in an 
$800 surplus. The funds could have 
been carried over to the next reunion 
quite easily. But the reunion commit-
tee had a different idea: Why not take 
the cash surplus and “pay it forward” 
by donating it to the Shaker schools?
 Mission accomplished? Not so fast. 
After having met with a number of 
current students at the High School 
as part of their reunion festivities, the 
attendees were deeply impressed by 
the students’ talents and serious focus 
on academics. They were also acutely 
aware of the fact that the financial 
needs facing many of today’s students 
are far greater than the needs they 
faced in their own days at Shaker. They 
were determined to do more. 
 A group of graduates from ’50 and 
January ’51 – led principally by retired 
Cuyahoga County Common Pleas 
Judge Burt Griffin - took matters into 
their own hands and launched an ap-
peal to their classmates to turn their 
modest contribution into a more sub-
stantial class gift, known informally as 
the Pay It Forward Fund. 
 Says Griffin, “When we started this 
process, I thought if we could may-
be get 60 people to each contribute 
$1,000, that would be a good goal. We 
went so far beyond that goal, I could 
never have conceived of it.”
 People gave back to their alma ma-
ter for a variety of reasons: nostalgia, 

gratitude, a perceived sense of need, 
or just because it felt good. Whatev-
er their motives, the members of the 
Shaker Heights High School class of 
’50 and January ’51 dug deep and 
came up with an astounding collective 
gift to the Shaker schools of more than 
$200,000 – and it’s still growing. 
 Sue Starrett, director of develop-
ment for the Shaker Schools Foun-
dation, says, “There has never before 
been a class gift on this scale at Shaker. 
The response was quite simply amaz-
ing. The gifts ranged from $25 to 
$25,000, as well as several multi-year 
pledges. We even had a class member 
make a donation in memory of every 
classmate who is no longer living. The 
beauty of this gift is that combining 
their donations into one fund, man-
aged by the Shaker Schools Founda-
tion, really magnifies the impact.”
 *In those days, it was common prac-
tice for high schools to enroll overlap-
ping graduating classes, holding one 
graduation in June and one in January 
of the following year.

Letters Were Sent, 
Phone Calls Were Made

Although his classmates identify him 
as the charismatic ringleader of this 
successful campaign, Griffin credits a 
concerted group effort of 15 to 20 core 
members who contributed their time, 
talents, and powers of persuasion to 
the cause.
 As you might expect from a class 
that contains a host of movers and 
shakers - including 11 members of the 
SHHS Alumni Association Hall of 
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Although “not much of a student” while at Shaker Heights High School, David Gleason 
(opposite page) was elected class president and excelled as an athlete. He credits Eng-
lish teacher Grace Graham with his eventual success. Photo courtesy David Gleason. 

High school sweethearts Jane Blau, 
June ’51, and Ron Grossman, January 
’51, now celebrate 58 years of marriage 
and three decades of Shaker students. 
Photo courtesy Ron and Jane Grossman.
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Fame – the committee members were 
determined to ensure that their gift 
would have a significant impact for 
today’s students. Originally, the group 
had college scholarships in mind, but 
after meeting with faculty members, 
the Shaker Schools Foundation staff, 
and current students, they identified 
other needs that struck a chord.
 Fulfilling Principal Mike Griffith’s 
dream of a Summer Academy to 
jump-start incoming 9th graders with 
perilously low grade point averages 
was high on the list. Another pressing 
problem for many students is the high 
cost of SAT and ACT test preparation, 
an essential component to gaining ad-
mission to college. Other initiatives 
included teacher creativity grants and 
enhanced career guidance. 
 Members of the solicitation com-
mittee felt it was crucial to convey to 
their classmates the good that could 
be accomplished with their donations. 
Joan Beyer Levy and Dick Cohen pro-
vided status reports on the Summer 
Academy initiative; Chuck Davis and 

Van Seasholes championed the teacher 
creativity grants; and Ron Grossman 
and Dan Weidenthal reported on 
plans to bring an affordable test prepa-
ration course to the High School. 
 In short, as Chuck Davis describes 
the process, “Letters were sent, phone 
calls were made, and the money rolled 
in.”

A Strong Sense of 
Shared Experiences

While many were persuaded to give 
on the strength of the projects to be 
funded, other factors also came into 
play. Says Joan Beyer Levy, who has 
helped coordinate several class re-
unions, “The older we get, the more 
nostalgic we become. There is a strong 
sense of shared experience, and it is 
great fun to connect again on an adult 
level. While working on this project, 
I have been nothing but impressed. 
The High School is still, in many re-
spects, the same school that I attend-
ed. However, it is easy to see that the 

challenges are much greater, and I am 
impressed with the way they are being 
addressed.”
 Dick Brubaker, a former football 
standout who is now a lawyer, recalls, 
“When we had our class reunion a 
couple of years ago, we had the privi-
lege of touring the school, hearing 
the enthusiasm of Mike Griffith, and 
listening to the presentations of five 
seniors. I was blown away by their ef-
forts, and how articulate and poised 
they all were. The experience gave me 
renewed hope for the youth of our 
country.”
 Many felt personally indebted to 
Shaker because of their positive ex-
periences there. Ron Grossman will 
soon celebrate 58 years of marriage to 
the young co-ed he met 66 years ago 
at Shaker Heights High School, Jane 
Blau (’51). Their four children, and 
five of their nine grandchildren, have 
also benefited from a Shaker educa-
tion. Says Ron, “Many of our class-
mates who have donated to their col-
leges now realize that their success in 

Members of Classes ’50 and January ’51 enjoyed meeting students of the first ever Summer Academy, one of the key projects sponsored 
through their class gift. The alumni are, from left, Burt Griffin, Judy Relyea White, Joan Beyer Levy, Ron Grossman, Dick Klein, Dick Co-
hen, and Dick Brubaker. Photo by Colleen McCreary.
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college, as well as in life, was a direct 
result of what they were taught in the 
Shaker Heights school system. Our 
message to our classmates reminded 
them.”
 A personal connection with a caring 
teacher or coach was a motivator for 
some. Don Kirk fondly recalls coach 
Fred Heinlen as a man who “was a 
positive influence in High School and 
for years later through correspondence. 
He knew things about me in high 
school I had not fully recognized, but 
he remembered and recounted them to 
me many, many years later.”
 For Dave Gleason, that life-chang-
ing person was his English teacher, 
Grace Graham. “I was not much of a 
student,” says Gleason, who dropped 
out in 10th grade and served two years 
in the Army before returning to the 
High School. Graham took Gleason 
under her wing, tutoring him after 
school every day for the next two years. 
 Upon graduation, Gleason attended 
Dartmouth College on the G.I. Bill. 
“Later in life, I came to realize how 
much she meant to me, so I created an 
award to be given each year to a student 
and teacher who have accomplished a 
significant turnaround. When the idea 
for this class gift came along, I said 
right away, ‘Let’s do this!’”

Philanthropy in Action

The Pay It Forward Fund has already 
paid out on three major initiatives, 
with great success:

Shaker Heights High School stu-
dents and SSS Club members Judy 
Relyea, Mary Jo Gibbs, and Marcy 
Higgins serve drinks to Barbara Brown, 
Judy Whaley, Cynthia Chappell, Diane 
Patterson, and Anne Schauer. Photo 
courtesy Shaker Heights Public Library 
local history collection.

Be True to Your School: Giving Back to Shaker

Shaker alumni who want to give back to their alma mater 
– either individually or collectively – have many ways to go 
about it. The Shaker Schools Foundation stands ready to 
help maximize the impact of those contributions, no matter 
their size. 

Founded in 1981 as the first such organization in Ohio to 
benefit public schools, the Foundation is guided by its mis-
sion to enrich the educational experiences of all of Shak-
er’s students. Through the generosity of parents, residents, 
friends, and graduates, the Shaker Schools Foundation 
provides annual grants to teachers, awards for students, 
funds for capital improvements (such as the refurbished 
auditoriums), and more. 

You can demonstrate your pride and gratitude in being a 
Shaker graduate by:

• Contributing to the Annual Fund: Your donation helps the 
Foundation provide support for the Shaker schools. 

• Endowing a seat in the Large Auditorium: For a gift of 
$500, you can name one seat for a Shaker teacher, family 
member, or yourself.

• Making a legacy contribution: Your bequest, trust, or other 
planned gift will help build an endowment to sustain the 
Foundation for the long term and ensure its ability to pro-
vide ongoing service to Shaker’s students.

The Foundation can also work with reunion classes to make 
a collective gift that supports an enrichment project about 
which they feel strongly.

All donations are tax-deductible. Checks, payable to the 
Shaker Schools Foundation, can be mailed to 15600 Park-
land Drive, Shaker Heights, OH 44120. For credit card 
transactions, please visit shaker.org/foundation. To inquire 
about how to establish a collective gift as part of a reunion, 
please contact the Foundation office at 216-295-4329. 

Your contribution will sustain the strength and tradition of 
the Shaker schools by helping to educate and prepare 
Shaker’s students for success in a diverse, global society.
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 Summer Academy: A group of 22 
incoming 9th grade students complet-
ed an intensive six-week program that 
involved both academic and leader-
ship training opportunities to position 
them for success in high school. Each 
student was paired with a Summer 
Academy faculty member who will 
continue to mentor that student on 
a weekly basis throughout the school 
year. 
 While it’s too soon to measure long-
term success, initial indicators are ex-
cellent: The majority of students who 
completed the program are now re-
ceiving all A’s and B’s, and additional 
supports have been put into place for 
those who are still struggling. 
 Says Assistant Superintendent 
Marla Robinson, “We noticed a very 
strong level of confidence in this group 
of students at freshman orientation, 
where they likely would have felt in-
timidation before.” Next year, the 
High School will offer another Sum-

mer Academy for incoming 9th grad-
ers, as well as continued programming 
for the current cohort to keep the mo-
mentum going. 

 Teacher Creativity Grants: Based 
on his many years of experience as a 
teacher and administrator on the east 
coast, Van Seasholes proposed the idea 
for teacher grants that reward the ef-
forts of teachers who find new and cre-
ative ways to stimulate their students. 
Any teacher in the District with at 
least five years of teaching experience 
in the Shaker schools was eligible. The 
teachers were required to demonstrate 
how their experiences would enrich 
and inform their teaching. 
 Seven teachers applied, and three 
received grants that allowed them to 
expand the scope of their teaching. 
Christine McBurney, chair of the High 
School Theatre Department, attended 
a directing fellowship at The Juilliard 
School, focusing on Shakespeare. Ei-

leen Willis, a High School French 
teacher, participated in a French cul-
ture immersion program in Paris. And 
Carola Drosdeck, a fifth-grade teacher 
at Woodbury School, spent four weeks 
as a volunteer at the Nepal Orphans 
Home, caring for children and teach-
ing English. The grants will be offered 
again this year. 

SAT Test Preparation: Thanks to the 
Pay It Forward Fund, the High School 
was able to arrange for the Princeton 
Review to teach a PSAT/SAT/ACT 
Prep Course at the High School for 38 
students last August. An allocation of 
just $5,000 from the fund allowed all 
39 students to take the course at a frac-
tion of its usual retail cost of $1,000 
per student, using a sliding scale ac-
cording to financial need. 

A Gift for the Future

Thanks to multi-year pledges and 
sound fiscal management, the Pay It 
Forward Fund will continue to make 
a difference in the lives of Shaker stu-
dents well into the future. Next up, 
a subcommittee of ’50/January ’51 
alumni intends to explore ways to pro-
vide students with greater career coun-
seling and connections to help them be 
successful beyond high school. 
 The ’50/January ’51 alumni also 
hope that their actions will inspire 
other Shaker alumni. (See sidebar). “I 
would hope that other classes will con-
tinue what our class has started,” says 
Van Seasholes. “Traditionally, gradu-
ates of private schools are asked to 
contribute. Shouldn’t those of us who 
went to public schools also be asked to 
contribute?”
 Perhaps the most compelling reason 
to give, according to Burt Griffin, is 
this: “A lot of us felt that Shaker was 
the foundation for all the good things 
that happened in our lives. It really 
opened doors for us. We had reached 
a time in our lives when we were ready 
to give back. It was just the right thing 
to do.”sStay Connected …

- Hear about upcoming reunions and update your profile: 
 shaker.org/alumni

- Read the latest ENews:
 Schools:  shaker.org/subscribe
 City:  bit.ly/ShakerENews

- Chat with us on Facebook:
 Schools: facebook.com/ForShakerSchools
 City:  facebook.com/ShakerHeights

 and Twitter: @shakeronline

shaker alums

stay connected


