
LIFE-LONG
LEARNING

At the core of North Bennet Street School is a commitment  
to professional craft training that leads to fulfilling careers and  
lives. Continuing to enrich the full-time programs, expanding 
continuing-education opportunities and building programs for 
youth, as well as adults, creates a life-long learning environment 
that keeps the school growing and inspiring. 
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A study released recently by Harvard’s Graduate School of 
Education faults the country’s educational system for being too 
focused on a traditional college education as the sole pathway 
to success in the 21st century. Titled Pathways to Prosperity, the 
study concludes that an educational system with “a narrowly 
defined college for all goal—one that does not include a much 
stronger focus on career-oriented programs that lead to  
occupational credentials—seems doomed to fail.”

As evidence that the traditional route to college fails to 
prepare millions of young adults for successful careers, the 
study cites dismal college graduation statistics, despite years of 
promoting the idea that a college education is essential for a 
middle class life: “Nearly 70 percent of high school graduates 
now go to college within two years of graduating. But only 
about 4 in 10 Americans have obtained either an associate’s 
or bachelor’s degree by their mid-twenties.” Students drop out 
because they are bored; their classes are uninteresting and do 
not appear to be providing a pathway to achieving their dreams.

 The study results will not be surprising to many students 
at North Bennet Street School, the vast majority of whom have 
enrolled in college and left, either before or after graduation, 
because they did not thrive in a traditional academic setting or 
because they were no longer interested in the jobs that they 
were being prepared for.

The study’s conclusions also affirm the importance of the 
efforts undertaken by North Bennet Street School over the past 
two years to reach out to the public schools, and confirm the 
lessons learned. Public vocational high schools are too often 
filled with students who have demonstrated behavior problems 

rather than a particular talent. High school students who do not 
feel motivated to continue with additional years of classroom-
based education too often see themselves as losers, rather 
than as individuals with a future whose gifts can be developed 
elsewhere. Because these attitudes are formed well before the 
high-school years, North Bennet Street School has begun a 
pilot program to add hand-skills training to the middle school 
curriculum at the John Eliot K-8 School in the North End. In its 
second season, teachers and school administrators have seen 
marked improvements in school attendance and performance, 
especially among learners who excel in applied learning settings.

Opponents of the case for the development of multiple 
pathways leading from high school to post-secondary educa-
tion or career training criticize it as yet another attempt to  
create tracks with lower standards that will route a dispropor-
tionate number of poor and minority students into second 
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Every year, the piano technician for Tanglewood, 
Steve Carver, comes to NBSS to interview 
students for coveted piano technician intern-
ships at Tanglewood. In a typical season, three 
aspiring technicians spend the summer as resident 
interns and one or two are almost always NBSS 
students. Last summer William Grueb, PA ’11 
spent the summer between basic piano technol-
ogy and advanced piano technology as one of the 
interns. “The ten weeks went unbelievably quickly” 
said Grueb “I left the experience feeling better 
prepared for the finite details of concert tuning.” 
Among Grueb’s favorite stories are: learning that 
the musician leading the master class he just 
prepared a piano for was Emanuel Ax and that 
the special project he volunteered for was to work 
on John Williams’ piano.

Jon Guenther, PA ’11, currently a second year 
piano student, spent last summer at the Aspen 
Music Festival in a similar program. “It was satisfy-
ing and important to see the significant role piano 
technicians play in making each performance a 
success,” said Guenther. “Having the opportunity 
to work side-by-side with great technicians from 
around the country helped further my knowledge 
and skills. Combining my NBSS education with 
excellent hands-on experience working at the 
festival has helped propel me towards a successful 
career as a piano technician.”

The Boston University Tanglewood Institute 
(BUTI), a summer camp for music students from 
across the U.S. and from other countries, also has 
a piano technician internship program. The week-
long program has been organized by Xiaodan Liu 
PA ’08 for the past three years. Xiaodan and a 
handful of first-year piano students spend a week 
in June tuning approximately forty upright and 
grand pianos provided by Yamaha. In the summer  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
of 2010, eight PT ’10 students participated— 
Patrick Branstetter, Jason Carter, Ryan Maas,  
Jan McCloud, John Otis, Paul Piszczek, John  
Thompson and Helen Weston.

During the year, advance piano students 
spend one week at Brandeis University. Each 
student is assigned one piano and spends the 
week doing minor repairs, tuning and regulation. 
Advanced piano students also spend time at 
Boston University and New England Conserva-
tory and respond to individuals who seek piano 
tuners. Approximately 50 private clients contact 
the school each year and pay students $75 to tune 
their pianos. First-year piano technology students 
have several unpaid opportunities to practice their 
craft including tuning pianos at Boston University, 
M. Steinert & Sons and Harvard University. 

Organizations such as the Boston Symphony, 
the Aspen Music Festival, Boston University, New 
England Conservatory, Harvard University, the 
Boston Public Schools and M. Steinert & Sons, 
choose to partner with North Bennet Street 
School because of the consistently high quality of 
the students who intern with them. In turn, these 
hands-on field experiences become one of the 
foundations and benefits of a NBSS piano tech-
nology education. The intensive school-based 
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7th-grade student with finished wooden spoon.

Left: Andy Glenn provides drafting guidance; right: 7th-grade 
student with finished her box project

The goal is to have  
students use their minds 
and hands together to  
complete each task and 
make a useful object.

The first group of this year’s middle-school 
students from the John Eliot School have finished 
their NBSS woodworking course. Each Tuesday, 
Wednesday and Thursday one class of 6th-, 7th- 
or 8th-grade students walks to NBSS from the  
Eliot School for a 50-minute class focused on 
hand tools and woodworking skills. They com-
pleted four projects during the course: a pencil 
sharpener, a small carved box, a mixing spoon 
and a chest (as a group project). The class chests 
will be auctioned at the Eliot School and the 
proceeds will be used for materials and tools for 
the program. 

We developed the course with the Sloyd 
system in mind. The goal is to have students use 
their minds and hands together to complete each 
task and make a useful object. The difficulty of 
each task increased as the students learned and 
developed new skills. The first project is from the 

Sloyd manual, Elementary Sloyd and Whittling, by 
Gustaf Larsson. Dan Cheek CF ‘10 and I begin 
each class with a short lesson that covers the skills 
and information needed for the day’s lesson. Time 
is spent demonstrating the safe use of each tool 
and then students are given time to manipulate 
the tool and become comfortable using it.  

Most students have very little knowledge of 
hand tools and haven’t used a hammer (or any 
other tools) before taking the class. When a new 
project is introduced, students are shown the 
finished objects and the tools used to make it. The 
students know some of the tools (tape measure 
and hand saw) but have no experience with others 
(T-Square and rasp). I held up a hand plane in a 
recent class and asked what the tool was called 
and its use.  From the back of the room a young 
man yelled out, “It’s a boot jack!” Dan and I are 
learning too, we had never thought of that use for 
the familiar (to us) hand tool. L

SEEDS OF LEARNING
By Andy Glenn, cf ’08, Lead teacher of the middle-school program

Major gift supports middle-school program
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Anne Jenkins
Preservation Carpentry ‘11

David Leahy
Locksmithing ’12

Ka Chun Ng
Piano Technology ’11

I was attending Parsons 
School of Design for  
fashion design. I didn’t like 
the atmosphere of the 
school and wasn’t interested 
anymore in being there. I 
chose NBSS because it felt 
like the right thing to do at 
the time and I knew I would 
learn GREAT skills not 
many others would have. 

When I was 10 years old, I dug up an old key while play-
ing in our backyard in Melrose. Attached to the key was 
a heavy metal tag with raised lettering. I was immediately 
fascinated by the key and tried to imagine where it came 
from, what it opened and the treasure inside. I kept the 
key for as long as I can remember. A 22-year career in 
the photographic arts ended in 2010 and now I’ve landed 
at NBSS, studying locksmithing.

I graduated from university in Hong Kong with a 
mechanical engineering degree two years ago. After 
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12 alumni nEWS COnT.

preservation carpentry

Daniel DiPaolo, pc ’04 of 
Preservation Carpentry in Lynn was 
featured in a Boston Sunday Globe 
interview that was published in the 
Money & Careers section.

Sally Fishburn, pc ’91 is pre-
senting a lecture on wooden window 
restoration in six Vermont communi-
ties. The lectures are financed with 
a grant from the U.S. National Park 
Service Certified Local Government 
Program and administered by the 
Vermont Division for Historic Pres-
ervation. Sally also teaches a 3-day 
window restoration workshop for the 
Preservation Education Institute in 
Windsor, Vermont. 

Adam Rissolo, pc ’08 was  
married on October 2, 2010 to 
sweetheart Kathryn Burns. They 
welcomed Stevie Louise Rissolo to 
the family on March 1, 2011. 

The “marvelous millwork” of Brent 
Hull, pc ’93 in Dallas TX was 
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Tom Monahan
We are sad to report that Tom Monahan, a 2007 graduate of 

the Cabinet and Furniture program, died December 3, 2010, 

after a lengthy struggle with ALS. Tom came to North Bennet 

Street School after an early career as a bluegrass musician and 

a later  career as an award winning graphic designer for IDG’s 

Computer World magazine. After graduation he contributed 

his design skills to the redesign of the school’s newsletter 
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At the December 15, 2010 Annual 
Meeting, the School thanked and 
recognized outgoing Directors: Daniel 
Cheever, Bruce Dayton, Charles 
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