
	

Road to Independence Campaign  
Raises More Than 8 Million 

More work to be done to meet Kresge Challenge

The Cooke Center for Learning and Development is the largest 
private provider of inclusive special education services in New York 
City, offering preschool programs, a K–12 school and consulting 
services that support inclusive learning environments.
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 the road to independence: cooke center campaign newsletter 

Let it never be said that Cooke doesn’t like a challenge.
	 Since the Kresge Foundation awarded Cooke a $750,000 
challenge grant to complete its Road to Independence Cam-
paign last June, Cooke has raised nearly $275,000, bringing the 
total amount raised to more than $8 million toward our $10 
million goal. 
	 Cooke is enormously grateful to all of our donors—indi-
viduals, corporations and foundations—for their unwavering 
support.
	 But there is still much work to be done. Cooke must raise 
another $1.2 million in order to meet Kresge’s challenge and 
receive the generous grant. In this troubled economy, that is 
both a difficult and crucial task. 
	 In order to support the independence of our students, Cooke 
must plan for its own financial independence—something that 
is strengthened by the campaign’s Fund for Diversity. From the 
beginning, Cooke has promised to accept any child that could 
benefit from its programs, regardless of financial circumstance. 
The Fund for Diversity allows us to maintain that promise in 
lean times, keeping the Cooke Center School open to a wide 
group of students from diverse backgrounds and communities. 
	 “With so much of the road behind us,” said Cooke President 
Michael Termini, “we hope that our loyal supporters, and all 
those who care about the future of children with special needs, 
will help see us through to the finish line.” 

Parent Participation Rises  
to Include More Than Half  
of Cooke Families

Holiday Candles Help Light  
the Road to Independence

In the spirit of the season, Cooke families gave the 

Road to Independence Campaign a special holiday 

gift: a big boost in parent participation. 

	B y sponsoring unique holiday candles decorated 

by their children, nearly 50 new Cooke families 

donated to the campaign just before the Lower and 

Middle School’s December 15 holiday show. Now 

more than half of Cooke’s parents have contributed 

to the campaign. 

	 The increase in parent participation is signifi-

cant to the Kresge Foundation and other donors 

who want to see that Cooke’s families support the 

school. Cooke hopes to see all of its families con-

tribute in the coming year — at whatever level of 

support they can afford.

	 Children decorated the candles in class and 

brought them to the show, where parents proudly 

took them home to display with their holiday deco-

rations. The evening show featured students sing-

ing Christmas, Hanukkah and Kwanza songs, and a 

sing-along to “This Little Light of Mine.”

	 “We are so grateful to the families who have 

made campaign contributions, especially during 

the holidays when everyone’s budget is tight,” 

said Veronica Cook, Head of the Lower and Middle 

School. “We hope that more of our families will 

contribute in the New Year and help us reach our 

goal of 100 percent parent participation.”
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The Cooke Center for Learning and Development  

launched the $10 million Road to Independence Campaign  

to fund high-priority initiatives for  

the education of children with special needs. 

Contributions to the campaign support renovations to the  

Cooke Center Academy High School, the Fund for Diversity —  

which allows Cooke to accept students regardless of  

financial means, and the advancement of inclusive  

special education in New York City and beyond.



		

What do you get when you combine five 
hard-working, charitably-minded young 
bankers and their massive guest lists on 
Halloween? A hoedown benefit, of course!
	 Founded by a group of five friends, The 
Adeona Foundation raised $10,000 for the 
Cooke Center’s Road to Independence 
Campaign at their Halloween party on 
Oct. 25 in Manhattan.
	 The group’s founders — all in their 20s 
— had hosted many parties together. This 
year, they decided to make them count.
	 “We said, ‘Why not do it for charity?’” 
said Chad Burdette, one of the group’s 
founders.
	 The young men had a special connec-
tion to Cooke through their friend Charles 
Miller, son of Cooke Board member Roger 

Miller and brother of Nicky Miller, a former 
Cooke student who passed away in 2006. 
	 With their October bash, Cooke became 
Adeona’s first grantee. 
	 More than 500 friends attended the 
hoedown at Johnny Utah’s, a country-
western bar near Rockefeller Center, with 
another 100 on the waiting list. Decked 
out in headdresses and cowboy hats, guests 
partied into the night and took turns on the 
mechanical bull.
	 Despite being incredibly busy, each of 
the founders made it a point to show up 
to a November visit to the Cooke Center 
Academy. They visited classrooms and 
joked with the kids. They even watched 
as the students decorated for their own 
hoedown dance, to be held later that night. 

	 Before they left, the group vowed to 
remain involved in Cooke’s fundraising 
efforts and help Cooke reach out to the 
under-35 set. Then they presented Acad-
emy Head Mary Munsch with a check for 
$10,000.
	 Co-founder Clark Finney said making  
Adeona’s first donation was an important  
occasion. “This is very special for us,” he said.

Cooke Supporters: 
The Next Generation

Twenty-somethings  
Host Hoedown for Cooke
Adeona Foundation donates $10,000  

to Road to Independence Campaign

A personal connection makes a big difference 
when deciding to make a charitable donation 
– especially among high school students.
	 Keyght Robards’ classmates at the all  
girls‘ Brearley School in New York recently 
donated $3500 to the Road to Indepen-
dence Campaign after hearing Keyght 

describe how Cooke has 
helped her brothers, Chris-
topher and David, as well 
as many other children with 
special needs. The girls’ gift 
brings Cooke even closer to 
meeting the Kresge chal-
lenge and completing the 
campaign. 
	 The students raised several 
thousand dollars through a 
class-sponsored carnival and 
were trying to decide what 

to do with the money. Several students made 
pitches for various charities. Keyght’s class-
mates said they chose Cooke because they 
were touched by her description of how it 
has helped her brothers lead productive and 
happy lives. They were also happy to give to 
a local organization that supports education.

	 Keyght’s brother Christopher, who has a 
seizure disorder and global developmental  
delays, is now a junior at the Cooke 
Center Academy, learning the daily liv-
ing skills he will need to have a job after 
graduation. David, a 2005 Cooke gradu-
ate, has Down Syndrome. He now has a 
paying job as a stock associate at the NBA 
Store in Manhattan. 
	 Keyght’s parents, Tom and Karen Ro-
bards, are co-founders of the Cooke Cen-
ter. “I am glad that Keyght had the courage 
to talk about such a personal cause and 
grateful to her classmates for responding to 
her presentation. They are a great group of 
young women,” said Mrs. Robards, Cooke’s 
Chair Emerita.
	 “Cooke has made a huge difference for 
our family,” Keyght said, “and I thank my 
classmates for choosing to support Cooke.”

Brearley Students Support Cooke — and their Classmate

Above: Adeona  

founders visit  

the Cooke  

Center Academy. 

Left: Coincidentally, 

Cooke students  

had their own  

hoedown dance  

just after the  

Adeona group’s visit.

Keyght Robards (bottom left) with her class at Brearley. 



		

Grab your ruby slippers and get ready to head on down the  
yellow brick road! 
	 With our high-schoolers performing the Wizard of Oz this 
May, Cooke’s Spring Gala will echo what our families tell us  
year after year: There’s no place like Cooke.
	 The April 27 event held at Cipriani 42nd Street will honor 
Lon Jacobs and NADSAQ OMX for their dedication to Cooke’s 
students and families.
	 Lon Jacobs, Cooke’s Board chairman, will receive Cooke’s 
Founders’ Award. Senior executive vice president and group  
general counsel of News Corporation, Mr. Jacobs is the father  
of Molly, a former Cooke student. Through his invaluable stew-
ardship, Mr. Jacobs has worked tirelessly to help bring Cooke  
to the next level of organizational development and increase our 
base of support. NewsCorp has been an extraordinarily gener-
ous friend to Cooke as well, providing leadership support to the 
Road to Independence Campaign and offering our high school 
students employment experience through paid internships at the 
company.
	 NASDAQ OMX will receive Cooke’s Road to Independence 
Award. Bruce Aust, executive vice president, corporate client 
group  at NASDAQ OMX, will accept the award on the com-
pany’s behalf. NASDAQ has strengthened our students’ indepen-
dence by generously supporting our technology efforts and our 
planned postsecondary program. 
	 Last year our high schoolers rang NASDAQ’s closing bell just 
before the May gala, and watched in delight as their pictures 
flashed across the giant NASDAQ video tower in Times Square. 
The company will host Cooke for another closing bell ceremony 
on April 23, just before this year’s event. 
	 Gala invitations will be sent in the early spring. 

For more information about the gala,  
please call Scott Perrin at (212) 957-9155.

Save the Date!  
Cooke’s Spring Gala  
to be Held on April 27
Oz-themed event will honor Lon Jacobs  
and NASDAQ OMX; Proceeds will help meet 
Kresge’s Road to Independence Challenge

At Cooke’s 2008 Spring 

Gala, 30 guests jump- 

started our school’s  

technology program by 

pledging $1000 each to  

purchase a computer for 

a student. Cooke is enor-

mously grateful for these 

donations, which were 

a catalyst for additional 

technology grants from the 

Hyde and Watson Founda-

tion and NASDAQ OMX.

*

Who is that with High School Musical star Corbin Bleu?  
Oh, just his new pal—Cooke Center Academy student  
Julia Bhyunn!
	 Julia became the envy of all her friends when she went  
to the MTV Video Music Awards this year in Hollywood. 
	 “It was the thrill of her life,” said her mom Susan Bhyunn, 
who scored the tickets during the auction at last year’s  
Spring Gala.
	 Julia was surrounded by teen-set A-listers, including the 
cast of the new hit vampire movie Twilight and, of course,  
the stars of High School Musical.
	 “We met Miley Cyrus, we met Michael Phelps…we were 
so star struck!” said Ms. Bhyunn, adding that Julia cried when 
she first met Corbin Bleu. “He’s her favorite,” she said. 
	 The auction package also included a tour of the Fox lot 
and a New York movie premiere of the winner’s choosing. 
Ms. Bhyunn took two of her friends to see Australia and had  
a “mom’s night out.” 
	 The fact that the Hollywood package came as a result of a 
donation to Cooke, “made it even better,” said Ms. Bhyunn. 
Julia has been with Cooke since kindergarten, for which her 
mother—a single working mom—is very grateful. “Julia has 
been through a lot for a child her age,” she said. “Without 
Cooke, I don’t know where I’d be.”
	 But she does know where she’ll be on April 27: Cipriani 
42nd Street—checking out all the auction prizes!
	 “We can’t wait to see what’s being offered at the next gala,” 
she said.

RED CARPET, ANYONE?
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Donors 
The Cooke Center is grateful for the support of the following donors who have made a gift to the Road to Independence Campaign. 
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If you would like more information on  
The Road to Independence Campaign, please contact 

Patti Schaefer at pschaefer@cookecenter.org




