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By Brad Avery
Daily News Staff 

HUDSON — The School 
Committee on Tuesday 
received both commenda-
tions and recommendations 
for the public school district’s 
special education programs.

Walker Partnerships 
Managing Director James 
Earley and Associate Man-
ager  Edward McCaul 
presented the results of a 
district-wide evaluation 
where their organization 
interviewed administra-
tors, teachers and parents 
and observed classrooms 
to determine the quality of 

special education programs. 
Walker Partnerships has done 
similar evaluations around 
Massachusetts, including for 
Sudbury public schools.

The fi nal report, available 
on the Hudson public schools 
website, praised the district 
saying that “the general cli-
mate” for special education 
was in good shape. However, 
Walker Partnerships also 
found numerous areas for 
improvement and off ered 16 
specifi c recommendations.

“We try to ID what’s work-
ing well and where areas of 
improvement are needed,” 
Earley said. “This is not about 
short-term results. Many of 

these improvements take 
two, three, four years to get 
implemented.”

Among the areas for 
improvement included rec-
ommendations for better staff  
organization and suggestions 
to increase professional devel-
opment for all personnel and 
paraprofessionals. Staff  were 
suggested to be trained more 
on specific disabilities, the 
learning styles of students, 
child development and co-
teaching training.

The Walker Partnerships 
also suggested increasing 
parent outreach to better 
educate and train parents 
of students with disabilities 

or special needs in order to 
help them understand how 
the schools are serving their 
children.

“We thought that work-
ing with parents on topical 
issues was very important,” 
McCaul said. “Often parents 
are really not aware of why 
one student gets special edu-
cation services and another 
gets accommodations in 
the classroom.... For parent 
knowledge and relationships 
we recommend building 
some bridges there with 
training for parents.”

The evaluations, which 
included all three elementary 
schools, Quinn Middle School 

and Hudson High School, 
were completed this past 
winter. Walker Partnerships 
was brought in to the district 
at the request of Superinten-
dent Jodi Fortuna.

Fortuna said members of 
a special education steer-
ing committee will be put in 
charge of developing a plan 
that “makes sense.”

“This is cultural change,” 
Fortuna said. “That’s going 
to be the work of the steering 
committee over the summer 
with measurable objectives 
and that will be presented to 
the (School) Committee in 
the fall.”

School Committee member 

George Luoto called the 
report “outstanding” and 
praised Walker Partnerships, 
but raised concerns over how 
much money the proposed 
changes would cost.

“I think it’s really good to 
have an outsider come take 
a look at what we’re doing,” 
Luoto said. “I think it makes 
us stronger as a district.”

The entire 58-page report 
is online at www.hudson.k12.
ma.us.

—Brad Avery can be 
reached at 508-626-4449 or 
bavery@wickedlocal.com. 
Follow him on Twitter @
BradAvery_MW.

HUDSON SCHOOLS

SPED eval off ers recommendations for program

By Mike Gleason
Daily News Staff 

FRANKLIN — The sub-
stance-abuse epidemic and its 
local eff ects will be the topic 
of a June public talk at Dean 
College.

The event — slated for 7 
p.m. on June 20 at the campus 
center — is sponsored by the 

Franklin Odd Fellows Lodge 
as part of a concerted eff ort 
to inform the public about the 
problem. It will feature sev-
eral speakers, including state 
Rep. Jeff rey Roy, D-Franklin, 
and James Derick, president 
of the Support for Addicts 
and Families by Empower-
ment (SAFE) Coalition.

Roy said the talk will fur-
ther the themes explored in 
previous SAFE events, but 
with the added support of the 
Odd Fellows.

“It’s a continuing conver-
sation — along the lines of 

some of the other talks we’ve 
done,” he said. “What I think 
the forum will be is a general 
discussion on how we got to 
where we are, some things 
we’ve done as a coalition and 
lessons learned along the way.”

According to Roy, a recov-
ering addict will be present 
to share his experiences, and 
there will likely be an update 
on the coalition’s “drop in” 
treatment centers.

“The important thing to 
emphasize is saving lives 
through getting people into 
treatment,” he said.

Odd Fellows Lodge Noble 
Grand Richard Gillespie and 
his wife, Tina (also an Odd 
Fellows member) said they 
were spurred to reach out 
to SAFE after one of their 
daughter’s classmates died of 
an overdose.

“I was talking to my hus-
band about how I wished we 
could do something about it,” 
Tina said. The two reached 
out to Roy and SAFE through 
personal connections, she 
said.

Richard said the forum 
was being geared toward 

local teens and their par-
ents, though anyone could 
benefi t from the information 
presented.

“We’ve already contacted 
all the schools in the area, 
and we’re not limiting our-
selves to Franklin,” he said. “If 
the worst case occurs and we 
have too many people there, 
we’ll just do another.”

Richard said he was pleased 
the lodge had a chance to help 
combat a local problem.

“I’m happy about it — I 
think it’s a great idea to get the 
lodge out in the community 

a bit more,” he said. “We’re a 
community-based program, 
and we want to do things in 
the community.”

Tina said there has been 
some enthusiasm about the 
talk already. She said a local 
print shop had donated the 
signs that will be used to 
advertise the event.

—Mike Gleason can be 
reached at 508-634-7546 or 
mgleason@wickedlocal.com. 
For news throughout the 
day, follow him on Twitter 
@MGleason_MDN.

FRANKLIN

Substance abuse talk scheduled
Odd Fellows to 
host forum at 
Dean College

Telegram & Gazette Staff 

Editor’s note: Telegram 
& Gazette reporters recon-
nect with several families 
whose lives were changed by 
the tornado, and where they 
are fi ve years later. Here is a 
selection.

A love rebuilds
By Kim Ring
BRIMFIELD — There 

are a few surprises when 
one rings the doorbell at 
65 Haynes Hill Road, the 
fi rst being a fi nished house 
attached to the doorbell.

And there’s some amazing 
barking that’s followed by a 
voice. Someone, finally, is 
living here.

“It’ll be two years in Octo-
ber,” Cynthia Payne said as 
she leashed the dog, Willow, 
who’s anxious with strang-
ers. “There are still some 
things to be done, but we’re 
in.”

June 1 marks the fi ve-year 
anniversary of the day Chris-
topher and Cindy Paynes’ 
Cape Cod-style house was 
lifted from the foundation, 
turned and set back down. 
Precious items, including a 
necklace made from Chris’ 
baby bracelet, were cast out 
onto the winds as an EF-3 
tornado tore through town 
that day in 2011. The tornado 
started in Springfield and 
ripped through Brimfield, 
Sturbridge, Southbridge and 
Charlton, taking the lives of 
three people and leaving 
many others injured or their 
homes destroyed.

Looking inside through 
a missing wall, a wineglass 
sat visible on the counter, a 
reminder of the normalcy of 
the previous day.

The Paynes were one of 
the first to bulldoze what 
was left of their house. Even 
though Cindy suffered a 
heart attack when she drove 
into the storm on the way 
home from her teaching job 
in Southbridge, they were 
quickly ready to move for-
ward and build. Now, they 
admit, they might have been 
the last of the families to 
return after being displaced.

Their new post-and-beam 
house is comfortable, with 
just some fi nish work to be 
done. It’s an abundance of 
warm wood tones, a dreamy 
kitchen, a small soaking tub 
for her, a much bigger one 
for him, and a majestic stone 
fi replace.

“There’s a time capsule in 
there,” Cindy said. “I think 
it’s in the hearth. The con-
tractor puts one in every 
chimney he builds. It would 
take another disaster to see 
it. So I hope I don’t.”

While they initially spent 
every waking hour trying to 
get back home, the paper-
work, insurance claims, 
rental living and contrac-
tor snafus were too much. 
Eventually, after yet another 
contractor couldn’t seem to 
get the job done correctly and 
quickly, Chris decided he’d 
finish the job himself and 
they gave in to time. In the 
end, he said, it was worth it.

Things are settling into a 
new kind of normal. There’s 
another grandchild. Cindy 
has a new car after the 
Mazda she believes saved 
her life in that storm couldn’t 
be saved from problems 
under the hood. Chris got 
his hands fi xed with carpal 
tunnel surgery that repaired 
some of the damage caused 
while he was overturning 
debris as he searched for 
his wife after the storm. He’s 
back doing projects around 
the house: sanding the deck, 
adding some tile, screening 
in a porch.

While he likes doing the 
work, Cindy wishes he didn’t 
have to. The hard tasks take 
a toll. They’re usually both 

exhausted by sundown.
“I’d like to win a thing on 

HGTV and have someone 
come in and just fi nish it all 
for him,” she said.

In the basement and look-
ing over his stained-glass 
creations, Cindy talked 
about their strong rela-
tionship: the junior high 
romance and how, after 
having families with others, 
they found one another 
again and they discovered 
the old fl ame had never gone 
out.

“It’s a deep love,” she said, 
her eyes glassy with tears. 
He loves her uncondition-
ally. “And I love him back 
the same way.”

A marriage that wasn’t on 
fi rm footing might not have 
survived that tornado’s after-
math, but for the Paynes, 
there was never a doubt 
they’d weather the storm. 
Everyone knew that as long 
as they had one another, 
everything else would work 
out.

Wrapped in a crocheted 
afghan on a recent quiet 
weeknight, Cindy sipped her 
coff ee as darkness fell over a 
broken tree that now looks 
like a cactus. A demand-
ing hummingbird fl uttered 
nearby, searching for the 
feeder.

Chris looked across at her 
and smiled.

“We’ve already made some 
great memories here,” he 
said.

Hope rises for Westons as 
farm is restored

By George Barnes 
BRIMFIELD — In the 

past year Ron Weston went 
blind from Lyme disease, 
came nose-to-nose with 
a bear and was sucked 
through a drainage pipe 
when a beaver dam let go, 
but still his best story hap-
pened fi ve years ago.

On June 1, 2011, an unfor-
gettable EF-3 tornado tore 
through Hollow Road, 
destroying buildings on 
Hollow Brook Farm, scat-
tering equipment and pieces 
of metal all over his fields 
and leaving Weston and his 
family wondering if they 
would ever recover. 

Ron, 74, and his wife, 
Linda, 69, have struggled to 
recover from the destruc-
tive storm but are more 
hopeful today as they watch 
the rebuilding of their barn 
and the continuing cleanup 
of their property and 
neighborhood.

“It’s coming back really 
well,” Ron said, looking over 
the fi elds behind his barn. 
“When something happens, 
you’ve just got to pick up the 
pieces and do what you have 
to do.”

Ron said a big help in 
restoring his property and 
business has been $268,000 
grant he received from 
the U.S. Department of 
Housing and Urban Devel-
opment with the help 
of state Rep. Todd M. 
Smola, R-Palmer. The grant, 
given through the town of 
Brimfi eld, is being used to 
replace and repair machin-
ery, rebuild his barn and do 
other work. The grant is at 
no cost to the family as long 
as they do not sell their prop-
erty in the next 10 years. He 
said there is still a lot of work 
to do and welcomes any help 
he can get. He remains opti-
mistic, although this year he 
would be excused if he was 
not quite as hopeful.

There’s been stumbles 
along the way. Ron picked 
up Lyme disease in June, 
leaving him with poor eye-
sight. He faced off a bear 
in November while cutting 
some small trees near his 
chapel, though he and the 
black bear were able to go 
their separate ways with-
out incident. And just three 
weeks ago, he got stuck 
in a drainage pipe after 
attempting to clear it from 
a beaver’s work. In the pro-
cess of escaping the pipe, 
Ron injured his arm and is 
slowly working to recover 
its use. 

Linda is unfazed by Ron’s 
mishaps as she has seen him 
survive many crises.  The 
tornado was difficult for 
her emotionally, but she is 
now more hopeful with the 
ongoing improvements. Her 
outlook is improved, but 
she is occasionally wistful 
and sad.

“Sometimes it gets me 
down,” she said. “When I see 
things that looked so nice 
before, it still upsets me.”

The woods are slowly 
growing in, but the path of 
the tornado remains visible. 
The hillside above Hollow 
Road is covered with shat-
tered trees broken in half by 
the 160-mph winds. 

Heather Ackerman, 45, 
is one of the Westons’ three 
children. Her sister Shawn 
Weston and sister Amber 
Stetson live in Enfield, 
Conn. Recalling the tornado 
and the devastation to her 
family’s farm, she remem-
bered being so distraught 
her father had to console 
her. When the storm hit she 
was at her home in Monson. 
Her home suffered some 
damage, but she was lucky.

Since then, she has been 
at her parents’ side through 
the ups and downs of restor-
ing the business. Once a 
place for weddings, hay, 
sleigh and horse-drawn 
carriage rides and a popular 
place at Christmas, the res-
toration of the farm remains 
in progress. The Christmas 
store reopened a few years 
ago, and the family is back in 
the Christmas-tree business.

Ackerman, who is direc-
tor of the Wales Senior 
Center, said they recently 
p l a n t e d  a  b u n c h  o f 
new Christmas trees, replac-
ing those grown too large 
since the storm. She said 
the farm has also benefi ted 
from the help of a trail riding 
group, State Line Riders. It 
was granted permission to 
use the trails on the property 
and has paid the family back 
by helping with the cleanup 
and repairs.

Standing out by the refur-
bished chapel, Ackerman 
said she now feels confi dent 
about the future. It was a 
hard time for her family, 
but it did bring them closer 
together. 

“Everything is going 
great,” she said. “I’m really 
happy. It will never be like 
it was, but it’s better and its 
beautiful.” 

2011 TORNADO: FIVE YEARS LATER

A LOOK BACK ON HARDSHIP

Christopher and Cindy Payne, who lost their home to the tornado five years ago, stand in front of their new home 
Thursday on Haynes Hill Road in Brimfield. T&G STAFF/STEVE LANAVA


