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he Theresa foundation
was formed in 1992 by a small group
of family and friends
who wanted to preserve the
memory of Theresa Alessandra
Russo.
For the past fifteen years
the Foundation has funded
programs that serve children who
have been identified as having
special needs, such as, but not
limited to: Autism, Down
Syndrome, Developmental
Delays, Cerebral Palsy, Blind,
Deaf, or any combination
thereof. We also support programs of
early intervention, public and private
(specialized) schools, enrichment
in the arts, after school and weekend
recreation which serve children from
birth to age 21.
The Foundation’s mission is to be a
“fill-in-the-cracks “ organization which
supports programs that enhance the
artistic development and experiences of
children with special needs by providing
funding for dance, music and art classes
for this population.
Therapeutic
recreational
programs, such
as horseback
riding, ice
hockey, buddybaseball, wheelchair basketball
and summer
camp
experiences are
also funded by
the Foundation.
During this time
we have found that
there are very few after
school programs (such

as local dance schools) that offer classes for
students with special needs, either in dance
or drama. There are a few, here on Long
Island, but that is not the main focus of
their program. Very often the after school
programs that are offered by the public
school districts are inappropriate for the
child with special needs.
And so, it is with great pride that
the Board of Directors of the Theresa
Foundation is pleased to announce the
formation of THE THERESA ACADEMY
OF PERFORMING ARTS (TAPA).
In the fall of 2008, we were the
recipients of a grant from Leo Govoni and

The Center for Special Needs Trust
Administration. This grant will
provide the Foundation the “seed”
money to establish TAPA. We
are very grateful to Leo Govoni
for his support of this amazing
project!
TAPA will be an umbrella
organization embracing all of the
performing arts. Students will be
able to take classes in a safe, nonjudgmental environment, and
create and explore the arts at
their own pace to the best of
their abilities.
TAPA will be a family-centered
organization. Classes will be inclusive
and opportunities will be provided for
children with special needs, siblings,
parents and caregivers to participate in
and enjoy the arts. The students will have
the opportunity to participate in Creative
movement classes, Dance club, Drama
club, Hip-Hop, Choreography workshop,
Art and Music classes as well as Baby-dance
classes which range in age from 6 months,
to crawlers and toddlers.
TAPA has the full support of
the Board of Directors of the Theresa
Foundation and has established a Steering
Committee whose members are: Robert
and Laury Gelardi, Leo Govoni, Marvin
Rachlin, Elizabeth Russo and
Susan and Vincent Russo.
We wish to thank
you, our long-time
supporters for your help
and enthusiasm. Stay
tuned for additional
information regarding
our new “Home”,
faculty, class schedules
and volunteer
opportunities!
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2009 Theresa Award Honoree. My Dad.
By Melissa Courtney McClease

As an attorney who has devoted his law
practice to helping the elderly and children
with special needs, Richard A. Courtney is
an excellent choice for the 2009 NAELA
Honoree for the Theresa Award. He has
devoted his life’s energy to serving and
inspiring those of us around him to leave
everything we touch somehow better than
we found it. My name is Melissa Courtney
McCleese, and I am his daughter.
Rick Courtney is a Certified Elder Law
Attorney in Jackson, Mississippi. His legal
career began in 1978 when he joined his
father’s general civil law practice. In 1985,
he and his law partner, Mike Frascogna
formed the law firm of Frascogna
Courtney, PLLC, and remain partners
today.
Dad was destined to be a good attorney
because he is, quite simply, a good man.
His love for God translates to a love for
people and a desire to help enhance their
lives. His professional life began to focus
on enhancing the lives of the elderly
and children with special needs in 1979,
after my twin sister, Melanie, and I were
born and it was discovered that Melanie
had cerebral palsy. Dad initially found
Medicaid, public benefits and special
needs programs to be difficult to find and
navigate. Once he solved these puzzles
and arranged for appropriate services for
Melanie, he realized that his experience
could benefit other families who were
affected by disabilities of all types. He
then noticed that many of the issues
confronting young people with disabilities
were similar to those affecting the elderly
and he began working with older clients.
A practice concentrating in special needs
and elder law was born. But that’s not the
whole story.
After college, Dad married his high
school sweetheart, Ruthie, who worked
to support them through law school.
Dad is also very proud of his 29-year-old
daughters, Melanie and me. Melanie

was mainstreamed
in middle school
and graduated
from a community
college with a
degree in Paralegal
Studies. She
now works at my
parents’ church. I went to Mississippi
College and graduated with a degree in
communications. I am now the law firm’s
Public Relations Director and mother of
Rick’s two grandsons.
The Courtney family are dog lovers and
after three generations of Maltese dogs as
the family pets, they moved on to Golden
Retrievers. Dad has a certified therapy
dog named “Gus,” a 90-pound Golden
Retriever, and in 2007 Melanie received
a skilled service dog named “Madine,” a
black Lab from Canine Companions for
Independence. Gus goes many places with
Dad . . . to the office, to nursing homes,
even to a local library for “Paws and
Puzzles”, a program that allows children
who have autism to interact with therapy
dogs.
Between serving on the NAELA Board
of Directors, teaching Elder Law as an
Adjunct Professor at Mississippi College
School of Law, serving on the boards (and
as President) of the Cerebral Palsy Foundation, Hospice Ministries of Mississippi and
the Mississippi State Bar Trusts & Estates
Section, Dad is a wealth of information
and an inspiration to many. He has shared
many profound things with me throughout
my life, but one seems to stand out more
than others. “Strive to be significant, not
just successful.” The wonderful thing is
that I know exactly what he means by that
because I have seen him live that statement out for the last 29 years, both in his
personal and professional life.
The Theresa Foundation is proud
to have Richard Courtney as its 2009
NAELA Honoree.

Theresa Awards Honorees

Meet Anchor…
If you don’t live in the Town of
Hempstead, New York you may not
know about the ANCHOR Program…
but you should. Answering the Needs
of Citizens with Handicaps through
Organized Recreation (ANCHOR) is

a recreational program for children and young
adults with developmental disabilities.
ANCHOR’s mission is: to provide a social,
recreational, and cultural program, which
provides meaningful activities, field trips and
events to children and adults with special

Sandy De Ninno-Braun
2009 Theresa Award Honoree.
By Laury A. Gelardi
Sandy De Ninno-Braun is the director
of the Drama Program at ANCHOR.
She has been involved with ANCHOR
since 1973 when she started (in her
teens) as a program volunteer. She then
progressed to a member of the paid staff,
serving as a group aide, then as a group
leader. She was promoted to Director of
the theater arts programs (now known
as the Drama Program) in 1988 and has
facilitated a program that has grown from
serving a handful of participants to a current enrollment of 655.
Sandy is passionate about her work.
She enthusiastically says, “It’s like air
to me, I breathe it. It’s where I met my
best friends, life long friends. They are
those people who are with you when
you marry and have children and are
also beside you when you lose a parent.
It is the kind of place where you kiss
your co-workers after you punch-in
in the morning and tell them you love
them when you leave.” She goes on to
say, “And then there are the kids, the
participants…the loving and accepting
campers. They become part of your life.
I always considered myself to have the
best job in the world and I feel lucky
because I was smart enough to realize
just how special it truly is.”
If passion is contagious, this is one
person who has infected everyone
around her. Sandy has a husband,
Craig, a Nassau County Police Officer.
They have four children: Jaclyn is 25,
Marissa is 22, Paul is 17 and Jack is 13.
Sandy talks about bringing each of her

needs. Its purpose is to develop the bodies,
minds, and self-image of its children and adult
participants. In addition the program strives to
develop community awareness and acceptance
of its special population. ANCHOR currently
serves over 1,000 adults and children through

its Drama Program, Summer Camps and Winter
Recreational Programs.
This year, the Theresa Foundation has
selected two honorees from ANCHOR who
have served in very special roles with this very
special organization.

Matthew Makar

2009 Theresa Award Honoree.
By Laury A. Gelardi

children to work
with her when
they were 5 or 6
years old. They
would participate
in the groups with the kids. Each one
developed a compassionate appreciation
of children with special needs and all
of them have volunteered to work in
the ANCHOR program throughout
their young lives. Jaclyn is currently
pursuing her Juris Doctorate at
Brooklyn Law School. Marissa is
a Special Education Teacher and is
pursuing a Masters Degree in Early
Childhood Education at New York
University. Paul is a high school Senior
at Commack High School who has
already taken the entrance exam for the
New York City Police Department and
Jack is in eighth grade at Commack
Middle School and hopes to become an
art teacher.
When you meet Sandy, you will feel
like you have always known her. Her
vivacious personality, humble roots and
amazing energy will knock you over.
She is a driven woman…one you always
want on your side. As a co-worker,
teacher, mentor and friend, she is a true
asset to the ANCHOR program.
Sandy says, “I am inspired by people
who serve with passion…the people
who want to make things better and
find a way to act on that behavior.” She
is certainly one we can all admire and
be inspired by and is truly representative of the ideals of the Theresa Award.

Matthew Makar is another example of
passion running through families.
He is also being honored with
the 2009 Theresa Award to mark his
extraordinary efforts to educate people
about those with special needs. Matthew
was introduced to the ANCHOR
program as a family member of an
ANCHOR participant. Matthew’s
older brother Danny is 35 years old, has
Downs Syndrome and participates in
the ANCHOR Drama Program. Matt
explains with a smile that one night he
was listening to an upset Danny talking
about not getting the lead role in Willy
Wonka and the Chocolate Factory. To
cheer Danny up, Matt told Danny he
would film the play and then for Danny’s
birthday he would rent a theater, put
Danny’s name on a marquee and show
the play to all his friends. So little brother
Matt really came through big time for his
special brother!
The following year, Sandy Braun
invited Matt back to film their current
production of the Wizard of Oz. Matt,
along with co-director Keith Rondinelli,
decided to make a documentary about
the making of the play. The documentary
is called “Yellow Brick Road.” Matt says
they wanted to show the world what a
magical program ANCHOR is and to
provide a true testament to the dedication
of the staff and actors of ANCHOR.
After showing it at a film festival, it was
picked up by HBO and garnered a very
interested audience. Matt says there were
several phone calls and e-mails from

people who wanted
to start similar drama
programs for those
with special needs in
their areas.
Matt says growing up with an older
brother with Downs Syndrome gave
him a unique perspective on life. He
says he learned how to be nurturing and
patient with others. He also noted that
not everyone is created equal….but they
deserve to be treated equal. He notes that
Danny is amazing and that disabilities
can actually be turned into abilities. Of
course, when there are amazing kids…
there is usually an amazing Mom. Instead
of giving in to the ignorance of those
around her, she along with a group of
mothers of children with Down Syndrome
became strong advocates for their children
in the school system. So, compassion and
action certainly run in this family too!
Matt has produced films for
ANCHOR’s 40th Anniversary and
for their Building Fund. He is now
working on a pilot program on artists
with disabilities, having paired these
special performers with their favorite
professionals and showing what amazing
things can happen.
As a film maker, Matthew sees his
job as touching and inspiring others and
says that is what gives him the strength
to move forward. Our special needs
community has a unique and special
friend in Matthew Makar and we’re
honored to have him as one of our 2009
Theresa Award Honorees.

