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    Known as “Ossie” to his friends, Dr. Elwood 
M. Spellman epitomized the spirit of  volunteerism 
and citizenship that is the basis of  the Spellman 
Humanitarian Award. Much of  his volunteer 
service centered on the West Chester schools, but 
he was active in other community causes as well.

    In 1951, Dr. Spellman was first elected to serve 
on the West Chester Borough School Board. 
That board oversaw the operation of  what were 
then elementary schools in the borough, serving 
borough residents only. Similarly, the townships 
that are part of  the district today elected their own 

school boards and operated their own separate elementary schools.
   Dr. Spellman served as Borough Board President from 1958 to 1966. He 
also headed a Joint High School Board, which oversaw the operation of  junior 
and senior high schools attended by students from both the borough and the 
townships.
   In 1966, all elementary and secondary schools in the borough and the townships 
were consolidated into the West Chester Area School District. Dr. Spellman was 
the first President of  the Area School Board. He stepped down as Area Board 
President in 1968 and retired from all Board service in 1969.
   Dr. Spellman led the various municipal school boards through the many 
difficult decisions that accompanied the 1966 consolidation. There were serious 
financial issues created by the need to combine the debt service and budgets 
of  eight school systems into one. There were building and staffing issues as all 
of  the schools became the responsibility of  a centralized administration. The 
curriculum in the various elementary schools also needed to be standardized.
   At the same time, the district was experiencing a period of  increasing racial 
tensions. Just before and after consolidation, Dr. Spellman responded to 
substantial charges of  discrimination against African-American students in the 
secondary schools. He put into place a framework upon which the district has 
built as it has worked to ensure equitable treatment of  all students.
   In addition to his School Board service, Dr. Spellman was active in the Boy 
Scouts, Rotary Club, YMCA, and Westminster Presbyterian Church. He was a 
respected area dentist. He was retired from the dentistry when he died on April 
16, 1993, at the age of  77.

Dr. Elwood M. Spellman



The 
West Chester Area Education Association

and the
West Chester Area School District

proudly present the 
2020 Spellman Humanitarian Award Recipients
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Brian Knox Hambleton  
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Brent Long 
Nina Nsereko  

Nathan Podgurski  
Katia Simpkins

Congratulations students! We are very proud of  you.

We also give thanks and praise to the parents of these students. 
You are their first and best teachers, and have done an outstanding 
     job parenting these fine young men and women. 

Thank you to the Committee Members

Dr. Jim Scanlon
Superintendent, West Chester Area School District  

  
Dr. Bob Sokolowski

Asst. Superintendent & Secondary Education, West Chester Area School District

Dr. Sara Missett
Director of  Elementary Education, West Chester Area School District

Mrs. Michele Curay-Cramer
President, West Chester Area Education Association

Ann Vincent
East HS Teacher, West Chester Area School District

Stuart O’Connor
Henderson HS Teacher, West Chester Area School District

Chris Reyna
Rustin HS Teacher, West Chester Area School District



As part of  each nomination submission the seniors wrote 
about what motivates them to volunteer their time.  The 
brief  introductions that will be read tonight will include 

as much as possible of  these personal messages from our 
30 Spellman Humanitarians.  Their words are incredibly 

inspiring and offer great hope for the future of   
our society.

East High School

AJ Avagliano  
AJ is receiving the Spellman 
Humanitarian Award for his selfless 
devotion to those in Penn Medicine 
Hospice Care.  AJ trained to be a 
palliative care volunteer and has spent 
many hours these last three years just 
talking to hospice patients.  He has also 
taken part in two violin and piano 
performances at the Penn Medicine 
Hospice.  AJ bonded with one of  his first 
patients over their love of  classical music.  
He took the time to find a Mozart CD he 
knew she would enjoy.  He heard from 

the staff  how she had thoroughly enjoyed it before passing and  AJ 
said, “just knowing the joy that a simple kindness can give to 
someone in their last days is worth every bit of  emotional stress 
that one may endure while volunteering in a hospice facility”.

Kenneth Boggess  
Kenneth is a shining example of  a 
Spellman humanitarian for he is a leader 
who is empathetic to the needs of  so 
many and selflessly gives his time in 
small and large ways. Among his 
volunteer service, Kenny has committed 
over 150 hours to the Appalachia 
Service Project. During this service, 
Kenny willingly stepped into a cloud of  
mosquitos and managed to get a 
horsefly bite on his nose all while 
working with a team to construct and 
repair homes, assess environmental 

damage to buildings, and develop and implement a plan to give 
low-income families safe living spaces in Logan and Kanawha 
Counties, West Virginia.

Ayman Bootwala  
Ayman volunteered at soup kitchens 
from a young age, and the joy he gained 
from doing that inspired him to create 
his own community service organization 
called Youth Connecting with 
Communities (YCC). Over the last five 
years, YCC has grown to 40 members, 
and in that time, the organization has 
served over 8000 meals at a local shelter 
while also providing winter supplies, a 
hot meal, and a doctor’s checkup for 
over 700 homeless people in the 
Philadelphia area. Ayman says the 

people he serves often tell him that if  it were not for him, they 
would sleep every night without a blanket. Thus, he says he pushes 
himself  to continually expand the outreach of  his service 
organization. 



Lia Fourakis  
Lia is being honored with a Spellman 
Humanitarian Award. Lia told us that 
knowing she could make a positive 
impact has led her to become involved in 
many community service activities that 
support causes she is passionate about, 
like House of  Hope, East’s annual charity 
concert, and Minding Melton, a 
fundraising initiative for underprivileged 
children in West Chester.  Motivated by 
her peers’ fears after numerous school 
shootings, Lia also organized a successful 
March for Our Lives T-shirt fundraiser 

for the victims’ families. Lia’s actions have made a significant 
difference for many people. 

Kyle Puchalla  
Kyle volunteers at the Veterans Affairs 
Medical Center in the dementia and 
hospice units. Kyle turned the sad news 
of  his grandmother’s dementia diagnosis 
into a reason to help others.  This has 
ignited Kyle’s desire to study the mind. 
Kyle told us that “observing and assisting 
nurses that help veterans with these 
incurable conditions” brings him joy and 
further affirmation of  his commitment 
to researching cognitive science. 
Additionally, Kyle is proud and grateful 
to be working with men and women who 

have fought for our country and thus allowing him the 
opportunities that he has today.

Matt Sivo  
Matt is receiving a Spellman 
Humanitarian Award for among  
other things, the hundreds of  hours he 
has spent volunteering to give swim 
lessons to people with disabilities. Matt 
says that giving back to his community 
has always given him joy, so when he 
heard of  a volunteer opportunity 
involving his favorite sport, swimming, 
he did not hesitate to literally dive right 
in!  Matt said of  this opportunity: “No 
matter the age or disability, each person 
is ecstatic to be in the water and is ready 

to learn. It is my pleasure to share a sport that I am so passionate 
about with people who are eager and willing to learn. The hard 
work my students put forth, even with a disability, inspires me to 
never give up on my goals in life”. 

Nabiha Sleiman  
Nabiha volunteers at her church, the 
Fresh Food Foundation, Minding 
Melton, Remedy Club and much more. 
When talking about her volunteer 
experiences Nabiha explained, “I’ve 
learned that everyone comes from 
different backgrounds. Some are more 
privileged than others whether it comes 
to socioeconomics, family matters, 
health, or other issues. Through this, I’ve 
learned to always help where I can. 
Whether it’s through paying it forward, 
helping a working single mother get her 

kids to practice, or donating money, toys, and clothes to different 
charities, I try to always lend a helping hand when I can. Kindness 
goes a long way”. 



Maggie Stillman  
Maggie has had many opportunities to 
give back and make a difference in the 
lives of  others. From her involvement 
with Hands to Hearts, Project Cure, and 
Holiday Hope Chest to working with the 
Melton Center Planning Committee and 
organizing Trunk of  Treat to teaching 
special education dance classes, and 
much more, Maggie Stillman has given 
back to her community in countless 
ways. When speaking of  her 
volunteering, Maggie explained, “I know 
that no matter what I end up doing, I 

want to help people and give them happy memories”. 

Abhi Suresh  
Abhi is a selfless volunteer and our next 
Spellman Humanitarian.  We honor 
Abhi for her work with the Ronald 
McDonald House of  Delaware as well 
as her work with the next generation of  
Indian-Americans through a Folk-Arts 
Apprenticeship Grant with Community 
Emphasis.  In her own words, Abhi said 
“On the cold November days when I 
raked leaves for the disabled, I was 
happy to lift their burden. The absence 
of  my father in my life has led  me to 
seek humanitarianism. There is great joy 

in volunteering and for me, it’s even sweeter that I can impact my 
cultural and surrounding communities”.  

Micaela Zelinsky’s  
Michaela selfless gift of  time to 
numerous organizations makes her truly 
deserving of  this Spellman 
Humanitarian award. Micaela has 
volunteered at her church for the last 
eight years for over 200 hours and serves 
as president of  the Society of  Women in 
Science and Engineering, an 
organization that encourages young 
women to explore their career and 
academic abilities. She has also dedicated 
countless hours to the Chester County 
Food Bank and Pete’s Produce. In 

Micaela’s words, “These experiences provided me with a first-hand 
perspective of  the commitment and work necessary of  volunteers 
to give back, and taught me how character and leadership are based 
on the compassion, work ethic, and generosity of  one so devoted 
to serving the community”.  

“Life’s most persistent and urgent question is,  
‘What are you doing for others?’”

~ Martin Luther King, Jr.



Henderson High School

Kathryn Ackerman
Kathryn is receiving the Spellman 
Humanitarian Award for the hundreds 
of     hours she has spent working with 
the Andrew Hicks Foundation, 
volunteering at the Vacation Bible School 
at her church, and multiple St. Francis of  
the Fields Mission Trips. Kathryn says 
that her experiences have taught her not 
only to help others, but also to forge a 
personal bond with those she serves. In 
Kathryn’s own words, “Taking the time 
to build a connection to someone can be 
just as important as building a deck, 

weeding a garden, or picking food. Maybe even more important”. 

Faris Ali 
Faris is receiving the Spellman 
Humanitarian Award for the hundreds 
of  hours he has spent working with his 
local mosque, at YCC, and   as a 
volunteer for Day of  Dignity. Faris says 
that his experiences have taught him not 
only assimilation to American culture, 
but also to remain true to his Pakistani 
heritage. In Faris’s own words, “My 
parents immigrated to America from 
Pakistan in the year 2000. Being the 
first-born child, I was forced to assimilate 
to American culture. By embracing my 

unique characteristics, I was able to help create a Muslim non-profit 
organization, which allowed my friends and I to volunteer at a 
multitude of  foundations. Together, we had fun while contributing 

to the community around us, all while improving the public view of  
Muslims.”
Vijay Anne 

Vijay is receiving the Spellman 
Humanitarian Award for the hundreds 
of     hours he has spent working as a Boy 
Scout, which culminated in his Eagle 
Scout award; serving as a peer tutor 
through Young Men and Women in 
Charge and Henderson’s Student Senate; 
and at the Chester County Library. Vijay 
says that his experiences have taught him 
not only how important humanitarian 
service can be, but that he could also 
follow his interest in U.S. Military history 
while doing so. Vijay told us that through 

his Eagle Scout project he helped a group of  40 people to learn 
about and preserve the unique stories of  a dozen veterans for 
posterity. Vijay’s team interviewed veterans from the area to learn 
about their experiences in the Armed Forces. Eligible recordings 
were sent to the Library of  Congress in Washington, D.C., where 
they will be included in public archives. 

Nathaniel Cain 
Nathaniel is receiving the Spellman 
Humanitarian Award for the hundreds 
of  hours he has spent working as a Boy 
Scout, which includes his Eagle Scout 
Award, a counselor for Pierce Middle 
School Cape Henlopen Trip, and an AID 
for one month in Taiwan during the 
summer of  2019. Nathaniel says that his 
experiences have taught him not only a 
greater appreciation for the place he was 
raised, but has given him a greater 
cultural awareness. In Nathaniel’s own 
words, “My involvement with service in 



this community has allowed me to grow and develop as a person. 
Some of  these experiences gave insight into different cultures, 
lifestyles, and viewpoints, while others helped people better their 
life or clean the environment.” 

Michael Cotter  
Michael is receiving the Spellman 
Humanitarian Award for the hundreds 
of  hours he has spent working with 
Good Will Fire Company as a volunteer 
Junior Firefighter, and as a summer camp 
counselor for the YMCA. Michael says 
that his experiences have taught him not 
only to reach out to others but to make 
important human connections in the 
process.  Michael told us that as a 
service-oriented person, he hopes to add 
just a bit more positive energy to the 
world. 

Alex Gershman 
Alex is receiving the Spellman 
Humanitarian Award for the hundreds 
of  hours he has spent working with a 
water purification mission in Kenya, 
volunteering at the Melton Center, and 
helping his peers with the Students 
Helping Students Club. Alex says that his 
experiences have taught him not only to 
assist others in need, but also to 
recognize how fortunate we are to live in 
the U.S., where we have sanitation and 
services that are reliable. In Alex’s own 
words, “I learned to recognize how 

valuable clean water is and how lucky I am to have access to it here 
in the United States. In much of  the rural villages of  Kenya, 
contaminated water has led to disease and death. With purified 

water, the community can thrive, and its people will be healthier”. 

Autumn Scott  
Autumn is receiving the Spellman 
Humanitarian Award for the hundreds 
of  hours she has spent working with 
Safe Harbor Homeless Shelter, 
Gaudenzia House Rehab facility with 
her family, and volunteering at Good 
Fellowship Ambulance Company and 
the Chester County Hospital. Autumn 
says that her experiences have taught 
her not only giving back to the 
community, but the pleasures of  doing 
so with her family and others. Autumn 
told us that from a very early age, the 

spirit of  volunteerism has been an engrained family value and has 
resulted in her own intrinsic desire to pursue giving back to the 
community. 

Safiya Topiwala 
Safiya is receiving the Spellman 
Humanitarian Award for the hundreds 
of  hours she has spent working as a 
volunteer EMT with the Uwchlan 
Ambulance Company, a Feed Philly 
volunteer, and an Islamic Society of  
Valley Forge Sunday School volunteer, 
among other activities. Safiya says that 
her experiences have taught her not 
only to serve others, but the importance 
of  building interpersonal relationships 
with those served. In Safiya’s own 
words, “Through my involvement, I 

have been able to realize the importance of  interpersonal 
relations—that it is not necessarily the act that you perform which 
matters, but rather it is the way you interact with the people whom 



you hope to serve while you perform the act”. 

Isha Trasi  
Isha is receiving the Spellman 
Humanitarian Award for the  
hundreds of  hours she has spent 
working with Safe Harbor, Camp  
Geronimo, Feeding the homeless, and 
working with Special Needs  
children through American Sign 
Language. Isha says that her experiences 
have taught her not only how important 
service to others can be, but also how 
exciting communication in another 
mode opens boundaries in relating to 
those she helps. In Isha’s own words, 

“One summer I worked with a child named Travis. Travis was 
mute, communicating only with sign language. Learning new signs 
and trying to break the language barrier by holding a conversation 
with Travis was another chapter in my journey of  learning ASL”. 

Aravind Viswanathan  
Aravind is receiving the Spellman 
Humanitarian Award for the hundreds 
of  hours he has spent working with the 
Shakthi Foundation, a homeless shelter 
in Coatesville, and volunteering as a 
tutor and camp counselor. Aravind told 
us that over these past few years, his 
perspective on giving back to the 
community has shifted. As Aravind 
became more involved in activities such 
as tutoring, working as a camp 
counselor, organizing food drives, and 
volunteering at the hospital, he became 

aware of  the impact that he could have on the world around him. 
Aravind said he began to realize how the seemingly insignificant 

acts of  helping a student with their math homework, painting with a 
child at camp, or playing the violin for a senior citizen could have a 
real impact on someone else’s life. 

Rustin High School

Jordan Cirincione  
Jordan volunteers her time on mission 
trips in the Bahamas at a music camp.  
She shares her love of music with the 
campers. She has helped so many 
students but she told us the story of one 
camper in particular who had a little stage 
fright. After some encouragement and 
support from Jordan this kid went on to 
sing a solo in the camp performance.  
Jordan shared with us that she considers 
it a privilege to share the love she has for 
music and performance with others and 
helping them to see that the stage is not 

something to be feared, but something to be enjoyed. 

Bridget Duffy  
Bridget volunteered as a counselor at a 
children’s theater camp. Over the course 
of two weeks each summer, she performs 
various counselor tasks in addition to 
helping the kids put on a theatrical 
production. Doing this has inspired 
Bridget to look into volunteer children’s 
theater programs at her prospective 
colleges. In true Spellman fashion, 
Bridget is hoping she can squeeze one 
last show in this summer before she 
leaves for college.  We wish her all the 



best in the future as we recognize her volunteer service with the 
Spellman Humanitarian Award.
Lucas Edmonds  

Lucas has demonstrated his 
commitment to service as an Eagle 
Scout. In Lucas’ own words “Service 
drives passion and passion drives the 
world”. Lucas is inspired by his parents 
who have also been involved in 
community service and model that 
service for their children. As Lucas told 
us, he is happy to give his time and to 
work for the public good because it is a 
part of who he is and contributes 
positively to the world.  Just like Dr. 
Spellman, Lucas believes that everyone 

has a responsibility to give back and help others. Lucas, you 
embody the charitable spirit of Dr. Spellman and are truly 
deserving of this award named after him. 

Abbey Erhardt  
Abbey traveled to Bucharest, Romania 
to carry out her service efforts. She 
worked with children, some of whom 
had been abandoned. She taught them 
English and provided a break to the 
nurses who were on duty with the 
children. Abbey told us that this 
experience caused her to be so grateful 
for her own life and she learned to be 
understanding and loving to those 
around her, no matter how different 
they are. What an inspiring message.

Knox Hambleton  
Knox has been active in his boy scout 
troop as a volunteer for many projects 
and an Eagle Scout. However, the project 
that he mentioned to us was the Philly 
Project, a homeless shelter for families in 
Philadelphia. Knox helped by providing 
activities for the children in the shelter 
while their parents met with counselors 
and caseworkers. In Knox’s words, “the 
ripple effect that service, even a 
seemingly insignificant amount, can have 
is tremendous, and is truly inspiring to 
see”. 

Kim Le  
Kim has volunteered for several years 
spending her Monday evenings 
performing at local retirement homes and 
veterans homes.  After their 
performances, the students go into the 
audiences and chat with the residents. 
This is where Kim says she realized that 
service can be as simple as listening to 
someone who has not had anyone to talk 
to in a while. As Kim told us “small acts 
of kindness hold the biggest impact”. 
Kim said, “To live a fulfilling life is to be 
able to share its joys, both simple and 

complex”.



Brent Long  
Brent told us he was most proud of his 
summer serving at a Young Life 
Christian camp in West Virginia. His 
friends thought Brent was out of his 
mind because he would not have cell 
service for a month at this camp. 
Nevertheless, Brent believed he was 
called to this service.  He told us that his 
job was not easy. They had to set the 
tables and clean up after more than 
2,000 kids from the Northeast who 
were attending the camp. The camp 
vacuum cleaner was broken so they 

were often on their hands and knees cleaning. They also took great 
pride in setting the tables perfectly. Brent tells us that this 
experience allowed him to live alongside others and create valuable 
relationships; it reminded him of the importance of service; and it 
allowed him to show his mom how to properly set a table. 

Nina Nsereko  
Nina told us that she believes everyone 
is capable of great things so long as they 
have at least one person who recognizes 
their potential and encourages them 
when they are struggling. Nina wants to 
be the support system to those who do 
not have one so they can reach their 
highest potential. Nina told us that 
when she volunteers in the hospital she 
can make people feel more comfortable 
and cared for. She told us that by 
looking after her Girl Scouts she can 
encourage young girls to be leaders. 

Finally, Nina told us that by opening kids up to new interests at 

Camp Invention, she hopes that they feel that someone recognizes 
their potential. 
Nathan Podgurski  

Nathan has committed the bulk of his 
community service to communities in 
West Virginia. In particular, Nathan was 
moved by one family he was helping with 
some home repairs. In their down time 
during the day, Nathan talked with the 
family and learned that the 12 year old 
daughter in the family struggled to read. 
Nathan and another crew member found 
books to read to her and tried to help her 
with her reading skills. Nathan says that 
this experience inspired him to continue 
in service to help others who suffer 

consequences entirely out of their control. 

Katia Simpkins  
Katia devoted hundreds of hours 
working with autistic children through 
the ARC of Chester County. Katia says 
that her experiences have taught her not 
only about the special needs of these 
children but also about her own special 
abilities. In Katia’s own words, “I’ve 
gone from knowing very little about 
special needs children to wanting to 
become a speech pathologist myself. And 
I cannot wait to see where more 
volunteering takes me next”. 


