
Janella Blanchard is the first person in her family to go to college.

Janella, 20, now a junior carrying a 3.6 grade point average at 
Bowling Green State University, credits the Boys & Girls Clubs of 
Cleveland with giving her the confidence and direction she needed 
to continue her education. Club staff members helped her with 
everything from scholarship opportunities to filling out applications.

“The Club really pointed me toward college,” she said. “I don’t 
know if I would have considered it otherwise.”

Janella said her parents – father James, a U.S. Army veteran, and 
mother Cornella – supported her desire to go to college but were unfamiliar with many of the application 
procedures. “It wasn’t that they didn’t want to help me – it’s just that they didn’t know,” she said.  

[See Dream, Pg. 3]
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When Charles Conwell, 
18, steps into the ring 
as a member of the U.S. 
Olympic Boxing Team 
in August, Boys & Girls 
Clubs of Cleveland sup-
porters should know they 
played a role in making it 
happen.

Conwell was a charter 
member of the Heights 
Youth Club, one of 14 locations operated by 
BGCC. He attended HYC every day through mid-
dle school and credits the Club with keeping him 
out of trouble and on a positive path – one that 
appears headed to the Summer Olympics in Rio 
de Janeiro.

“The Club is a great place. It keeps you busy and 

helps you stay out of trouble,” 
he said.

In January, Club and com-
munity members gave him 
a good-luck sendoff before 
he left for the U.S. Olympic 
Training Center in Colorado 
Springs, Colo. About 90 
Club kids, staff members, 
supporters and media repre-
sentatives gathered in HYC’s 

community room for an energizing sendoff, one 
that included signs, banners, speeches and rou-
tines by the Club’s own cheerleading squad.

Clevelander and 2012 Olympian Terrell Gausha, 
a two-time USA National Champion, gave Con-
well high praise: “You’re a pretty tough dude. I 
don’t see anybody getting in your way. You have 
my respect and support.”   [See Olympic, Pg. 3] 

Charles Conwell addresses well-wishers at our 
Heights Youth Club.

College dream now a reality for Boys & Girls Club alumnus

A positive path to Rio
Club kid and Olympic hopeful Charles Conwell gets an energizing sendoff

Janella Blanchard’s Club experience 
changed her life.
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ALUMNI HALL OF FAME

Dedication, determination 
drove Smith to big leagues
Chuck Smith is a study in 
perseverance.

The Memphis native spent 
more than a decade playing 
baseball in the minors and 
overseas before finally mak-
ing it to the Major Leagues 
in 2000.  Smith, 46, now 
the mayor of the village of 
Woodmere, credits the Boys 
& Girls Clubs of Cleveland 
with helping him develop his 
drive to succeed. 

“I spent a lot of time at the Mount Pleasant Club, 
and it gave me a foundation for sports and for 
life,” Smith said.  “It gave me a platform not just 
to play baseball and basketball but to take classes 
in everything from sewing to leadership.  It was a 
wonderful place to learn and grow as a person.” 

Smith, a three-sport star at John Adams High 

School, is the newest member of the Boys & Girls 
Clubs of Cleveland Alumni Hall of Fame.  His 
amazing professional career peaked in June 2000, 
when he made his Major League debut with the 
then-Florida Marlins at the age of 31.  He went on 
to post a 6-6 record and a 3.23 ERA that season 
and was named the Marlins’ Rookie of the Year. 

Smith started playing Little League baseball at 
Thurgood Marshall when he was 9. 

Smith played both basketball and baseball at 
Central Arizona College, a two-year school, before 
moving on to Indiana State University. In 1991, he 
was signed by the Houston Astros as a non-drafted 
free agent; he would later make stops in the Texas, 
Florida, Chicago White Sox, Colorado and Mil-
waukee organizations at places all over the U.S., 
including Kissimmee, Fla., Asheville, N.C., Quad 
Cities, Iowa, Oklahoma City, Okla. and Birming-
ham, Ala. 

Smith, who needed Tommy John surgery just two 
years after his Major League debut, also spent time 
in the Independent Northern League and played 
professionally in Taiwan, South Korea and Mexico. 
“It was a great ride – 17 years of traveling around 
the world with my family,” he said.  “I never worried 
about the salary.  After all, I was playing baseball.”

Pauline Degenfelder is a pioneer.

In 1987 – after the Boys & Girls Clubs of Cleveland 
began accepting girls as members and a full three 
years before the national organization changed 
its name to reflect that change – she became the 
first female member appointed to BGCC’s board 
of directors. Degenfelder, the health care principal 
and president of A R Associates Services, LLC, is 
the newest inductee into the Boys & Girls Clubs of 
Cleveland Board Hall of Fame.

“I have been so pleased to see the expansion of 
the Boys & Girls Clubs of Cleveland into areas 
where we can continue to impact the lives of so 
many children and young people at risk,” she 
said.

Degenfelder was the chair of BGCC board when 

the decision was made to 
construct the building that 
houses the Broadway Club 
and BGCC administrative 
offices. “It was a significant 
step, requiring commitment 
of the Board and support 
from local officials,” she said.

Before taking on her current 
position, Degenfelder was Vice President, Medi-
care Strategic Accounts for Coventry Health Care, 
Inc., a national managed health care company.

Degenfelder and her husband Joseph, who live in 
Shaker Heights, are longtime art collectors and 
recently built up a collection of Chinese art following 
their three visits to China. Pauline also volunteers 
as an alumna leader at Cornell University, where 
she earned her undergraduate degree.

Smith

Degenfelder

BOARD HALL OF FAME

First female board member inspired change, growth
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[Olympic, Continued from pg. 1]

Other speakers included BGCC Area Director Roscoe 
Morgan, who has known Charles for more than 
10 years; BGCC President Ron Soeder; Cleveland 
Heights High School Principal Zorba Ross; and Charles’ 
mother, Annette Steen-Conwell. His father and trainer, 
Chuck Conwell, was overcome with emotion as those 
at the rally cheered Charles.

“Thank you for coming here tonight. This is amazing,” 
Steen-Conwell said.

Morgan said, “Charles was always an attentive young 
guy. He loved the game room and often won tourna-
ments on the foosball and ping pong table. He always 
has been a competitor – he plays to win.”

In December, Conwell, a 165-pound middleweight, 
closed in on a 2016 Olympic berth by beating four 
fighters in his division at the U.S. Olympic Team Trials for boxing in Reno, Nevada. He now needs only a 
high finish in one of three upcoming international boxing tournaments to qualify.

The 2016 Summer Olympics will be Aug. 5-21 in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.

Charles has amassed an impressive amateur record, including a national Junior Olympics title in 2013 
and, at age 17, a national Golden Gloves championship in his first time competing in the event. It was 
the first time in years that a Clevelander had captured a Golden Gloves championship. He was undefeated 
in the U.S. Olympic Trials – and is now close to earning a trip to Rio.

The cost of training for the Olympics is quite high, and the family is continuing to seek sponsorships. 
Potential sponsors can contact Steen-Conwell at steenannette1971@gmail.com.

[Dream, Continued from pg. 1]

Mount Pleasant Club staff members helped Janella, the salutatorian of her 
graduating class at John Adams High School, apply to colleges and secure 
financial aid.

Today, she is on track to receive a bachelor’s degree in human development 
and family studies, with a minor in public relations, in the spring of 2017. 
She is planning to remain at BGSU and pursue a master’s degree.

Janella isn’t sure why she started going to the Mount Pleasant Boys & Girls 
Club about 10 years ago but said the experience there changed her life. 
“I didn’t realize until much later that (the Club) was like a second family – the people there helped me 
with my homework, with my projects, with everything,” she said.

Janella and her older brothers, B.J., now a student at Cuyahoga Community College, and J.J., a computer 
technician, are part of a family that has lived in the same Mount Pleasant neighborhood home for 
more than 20 years.

“Living in Cleveland has really shaped me,” Janella said. “I want to work with kids, and because of 
where I grew up I understand what they go through every day. I see things differently.”

Club members, supporters 
and the media, top, showed 
up for Conwell’s Olympic 
sendoff, and the Heights Youth 
Club cheerleaders, left, kept 
everyone in good spirits.

“The Club really 
pointed me towards 
college. I don’t 
know if I would 
have considered it 
otherwise.”
Janella Blanchard
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BGCC earns highest rating from Charity Navigator
Boys & Girls Clubs of Cleveland’s sound fiscal management practices 
and commitment to accountability and transparency have earned it a 
4-star rating from Charity Navigator, America’s largest independent 
charity evaluator.

This is the fourth consecutive time that BGCC has earned this top 
distinction. Of the thousands of nonprofits evaluated by Charity 
Navigator, only 9 percent have received at least four straight 4-star ratings.

Since 2002, using objective, data-driven analysis, Charity Navigator has awarded only the most 
fiscally responsible organizations a 4-star rating. Only one out of four nonprofits earns the 4-star 
rating.

“Boys & Girls Clubs of Cleveland’s coveted 4-star rating puts it in a very select group of high-performing 
charities,” according to Michael Thatcher, President & CEO of Charity Navigator. “BGCC’s 
supporters should feel much more confident that their hard-earned dollars are being used 
efficiently and responsibly when it acquires such a high rating.”

BGCC President Ron Soeder said, “It’s important our donors trust that we’re using our funding 
wisely to accomplish the Boys & Girls Clubs of Cleveland’s mission. Our 4-star Charity Navigator 
rating demonstrates to our supporters that we take our fiduciary and governance responsibilities 
very seriously.”

Twenty-nine teens from our 
Broadway and Saint Luke’s Boys 
& Girls Clubs, along with two 
volunteers and five staff members, 
delivered 300 cases of water to 
our Club counterparts in Flint, 
Mich. on Feb. 15. It was col-
lected over a two-week period 
and delivered to the Boys & 
Girls Clubs of Greater Flint, 
where lead has contaminated 
the drinking water.

Our supporters made this effort possible. In addition 
to the 300 cases of water, we collected 25 water 
jugs, 15 bottles of hand sanitizer, 35 packs of 
wipes and two Brita filters. A special thanks goes 
out to Northern Haserot, which donated use of a 
truck to transport the water, and Embracing Quality 
Child Care, which made a $200 donation to the 
cause.

Flint Unit Director Emily Leonard 
said, “The overwhelming support 
for water donations that we 
have received from Boys & Girls 
Clubs from across the country 
has been wonderful. It shows 
the power of the Boys & Girls 
Club Movement and that we are 
one big family.”

Club member Toryion Whiting 
covered the story for Club News, 
BGCC’s member newspaper.

“Prior to going, we did not understand the severity of 
the water issue,” Toryion said. “The water foun-
tains and faucets (in Flint) were covered. The kids 
washed their hands with bottled water. They filled 
a Gatorade jug with bottled water for drinking 
throughout the day … from this experience, I am 
more grateful for clean water. I could not imagine 
not having it.”

For two weeks, donated water was collected 
at our Broadway Club.

Our Clubs deliver water, good will to counterparts in Flint
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When it comes to safety,
there is no time to delay
When I think about Boys & Girls 
Clubs’ promise to keep our kids 
safe and have a significant impact 
on our members’ lives, I think 
about how much has happened in 
the last six months here in Cleve-
land. 

We transitioned our West side and 
Mount Pleasant clubs into four 
Cleveland Metropolitan School District sites, 
including John Adams and Lincoln West high 
schools.  In just two months, we are serving at 
least 50 more students.  We now keep kids safe 
at 14 locations, where each day 1,000 mem-
bers get fed, nurtured and supported. We will 
continue to look for more opportunities to open 
new Clubs and serve more youth.  Look for us 
in Garfield Heights this summer. 

In December, Boys & Girls Clubs of Cleveland 
started a new company, Cleveland Peace-
makers Inc. – to be housed at East Tech High 
School – and hired Sharyna Cloud as its first 
leader.  We will make a difference in our com-
munity with this organization.  We will make 
our neighborhoods safer and restore the trust 
of our donors. 

I am so proud of our BGCC team. They orga-
nized a water drive for the Boys & Girls Clubs 
of Greater Flint, then delivered the water to 
Flint in a show of support for that community.  
I also had the great fortune of a special ex-
perience put on by the Cavs for Black History 
Month.  The visitors’ locker room at The Q was 
set up as a theatre to see the movie “Glory 
Road,” and Cavs Legend Campy Russell pro-
vided historic context for members of the Saint 
Luke’s and King Kennedy clubs for this story of 
seven young black players from Texas Western 
College who helped their team defeat Kentucky 
for the 1966 NCAA Championship.  

[See Safety, Pg. 7]

“I don’t feel as if 
I am donating my 
time or energy to 
the Boys & Girls 
Club. I feel fortunate 
to be able to spend 
the time with the fine 
young people who 
are members of the 

clubs that we operate. All children deserve the 
opportunity to be a part of an organization that 
will make them feel safe and secure. All children 
deserve the opportunity to be exposed to different 
cultures, countries and professions. Spending 
time interacting with the young people at the club 
warms my heart because the children are so nice, 
friendly and full of curiosity.   

“I feel that it is each and everyone’s civic duty to 
help everyone. If we can influence, for the better, ev-
eryone we can, the world will be a better place.” 

E. Macke Bentley IV,
Solon

ViewpointWhy I give

Why I volunteer
“I volunteer at the Boys & Girls 
Club of Cleveland because I 
believe it’s important to be 
involved in the community. 
BGCC gives me the oppor-
tunity to give back and have 
fun at the same time. The 
BGCC provides an invalu-
able service to kids in Cleve-
land by providing a safe, 
fun and stimulating envi-

ronment. Most importantly, the BGCC provides a 
place where a kid can just be a kid. 

“I strongly encourage getting involved with the 
BGCC. It will be one of the most rewarding expe-
riences of your life.”

Jeff Harraman,
Parma

Ron Soeder
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Events

Nearly 100 Club kids attended a Dec. 12 holiday party sponsored by the Cleveland Chapters of the 
Young Presidents’ Organization and World Presidents’ Organization at BGCC’s Broadway Club. Kids 
and YPO/WPO members shared stories, made duct-tape crafts (thanks to Shur Tech, maker of the 
Duck Tape brand), ate and listened to the BGCC band. Kids also got to pick out gifts and wrap them.

BGCC’s annual holiday party at Zelma George Recreation Center was non-stop fun. Supporters like 
you enabled us to provide our kids with a night of roller skating and bouncing on inflatables. A 
massive volunteer effort helped make the Dec. 15 party a success. Donations of gifts and cash enabled 
us to provide every child with a large bag of holiday presents.
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[Safety, Continued from pg. 5]

They faced incredible odds and tremendous discrimination, but all of them completed college and 
went on to successful careers. Our members were treated royally, with T-shirts, a basketball signed by 
Campy and a movie about a season that changed the face of college basketball. Thank you, Cavs.

I always love the college breaks when our members come home to work and share their progress. I 
had a chance to catch up with Ray’shon Goines, who is playing professional basketball in Australia. He 
told me he loved Australia and was shocked being home and facing the dangerous neighborhood he 
grew up in in the 5th District of Cleveland. Ray told me there are no guns in Australia, and as a result 
not much crime. He couldn’t wait to go back.

We are committed to making Cleveland a safe place for our youths, with adults who care and a community 
that rallies to reduce crime and violence. Together we can make a change. But we have to make it now.

Soeder is president of Boys & Girls Clubs of Cleveland.

Highlights
In a ceremony at 
the statehouse, 
BGCC board 
member Dr. James 
P. Anderson was 
honored as Boys & 
Girls Clubs volunteer 
of the year in Ohio.

In December, we celebrated the completion of a three-room 
renovation at our King Kennedy Club. The work was funded 
by Taco Bell Foundation and Pacific Bells and includes new 
furniture, new technology, new décor and new flooring. This is 
the third location renovated by Taco Bell as part of a five-year, 
$1 million grant to BGCC.

Funding from 
Cuyahoga Arts & 
Culture and the 
Ohio Arts Council 
has enabled our 
kids to take field 
trips like this one 
to the Museum of 
Contemporary Art 
Cleveland.

Our Winter Arts Showcase at Cuyahoga Community College’s 
Metro Campus celebrated music, visual arts, dance and more.

Westlake hockey 
player Hayden 
Helfer, left, pur-
chased $100 in 
sports equipment 
for our Clubs with 
funds the third-
grader raised 
through a slapshot 
challenge.
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Coming Up About Us
Coming April 1: A new look for www.clevekids.org
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Connect with us:

facebook.com/bgccleveland

April 29, 2016 |  Women’s Board Fashion Show & Luncheon,
Landerhaven

June 25, 2016 |  Race for Kids,
Cleveland Metroparks Zoo

June 27, 2016 |  Taco Bell Charity Golf Classic, 
Barrington Golf Club

June 29, 2016 |  TeamSmile dental program,
Progressive Field, Cleveland

@clevekids

@bgccleveland

Clevekids


