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PHOTO KEY
Top row, left to right:
Butterflies were released at the ribbon cutting of the Stella Niagara Preserve.

Students at the Park School of Buffalo take part in a class experiment, part of 
the STEAM program funded by Oishei.

This Tape Art Sculpture was the final outcome of the 2015 Oishei Leaders’ 
retreat. See page 34 for details.

Center row, left to right:
Stained glass window from the Chapel at Stella Niagara.

2015 brought about the “Topping Off” of the John R. Oishei Children’s Hospital.

Students and parents all over Buffalo are happy about Say Yes Buffalo. See 
page 12 for an update on their progress. 

The number of proud, hopeful Say Yes graduates in Buffalo continues to grow.

Bottom row, left to right:
The Park School’s STEAM curriculum includes a working garden where this 
sunflower brightened the day.

The Buffalo Humanities Festival showcased all sorts of interesting, creative 
activities and artistic expression, including papier maché puppet heads. Page 
20 tells more.

Oishei is proud to continue its support of the world-renowned Buffalo 
Philharmonic Orchestra.
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MISSION 
Our mission is to be a catalyst for change to enhance the 

economic vitality and quality of life for the Buffalo Niagara 

region through grantmaking, leadership and network building .

VISION
The John R. Oishei Foundation envisions the Buffalo Niagara 

region as a safe, healthy, thriving, culturally rich and diverse 

community .
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It’s more than fair to say that in 2015, the Oishei Foundation 

continued to evolve in the ways we approach and engage the work 

we do. In past Reports, we have noted the excellent evaluations 

we’ve received from The Center for Effective Philanthropy, and 

we’ve also noted the needs for improvements that were indicated. 

In response, we broadened our work in Philanthropic Support, and 

made our complementary work in Knowledge Management and 

Communications full-time endeavors. This year is the second in 

which all these efforts have been in play. 

We’re learning much about what that means to our daily flow of 

activities. Importantly, we’re beginning to understand the best ways 

to integrate the support work with the grantmaking work. After 

an initial start of having them all separate activities, we are now 

bringing them together and deploying them more fluidly so that 

appropriate levels of help are available when needed. We’re still 

at a point where we’re learning to draw the lines and understand 

better where our support needs to be pulled back, and when 

to connect an organization with other assistance, and that will 

continue to evolve. But at this point, we’re happy and excited with 

this significant change in how we work in the community. 

This evolution is particularly notable 

in light of the 75th Anniversary of the 

formation of the Foundation in 1940, 

although its actual incorporation wasn’t 

completed until 1941. Thus, 2016 

becomes the ‘official’ 75th Anniversary 

of giving. In any case, the largess 

of John R. Oishei has had a virtually 

incalculable impact on the lives of 

thousands of people in Buffalo and the region. While the initial 

focus of what was for many years called the Julia R. and Estelle L. 

Foundation was on children’s wellness and education in the form 

of scholarships, the areas of support have grown over the years 

and now encompass the quality of people’s lives in almost all 

aspects. The Foundation evolved into its current form and name 

and was incorporated in 1998. 

Among other internal changes a ‘changing of the guard’ of the 

Board of Directors took place, with Mary Martino stepping down 

after over a decade of service, and Yvonne Minor-Ragan coming 

on to succeed her. Mary was among the original members of 
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the Board when it was restructured, and was our first woman 

representative. Additional information about her service follows in 

this report. 

We were pleased to recognize Larry Cook’s years and quality of 

service with a promotion to Vice President from Senior Program 

Officer. Among Larry’s responsibilities is supervision of the Mobile 

Safety-Net Team (MSNT), which, like Philanthropic Support, 

has proven to be an invaluable expansion of services that the 

Foundation provides to organizations in the community that focus 

their work on the social safety net and basic human needs. MSNT 

organized and hosted its first comprehensive convening of many 

of these organizations during the year, with more than 75 people 

in attendance. Plans are already in place for the next gathering. 

And last, we were pleased to recognize the importance of the 

role of Communications in our work by advancing Sally Crowley 

to the position of Chief Communications Officer, in which she 

will continue to expand the platforms on which we reach out 

to the community, and provide assistance to our grantees and 

colleague Foundations.

Finally, following our third iteration of the Grantee Perception 

Report (GPR) administered by the Center for Effective 

Philanthropy, we have entered a strategic planning process to 

reexamine our work and priorities. We will complete this work in 

2016, and it is being facilitated by Fernando Chang-Muy, JD, of the 

University of Pennsylvania. We expect to continue to refine our 

approaches and understand, especially in light of what we learned 

in the GPR, how we can better support not only our grantees, 

but also our colleagues, and how we might find good ways of 

integrating the work of the public and private sector to bring the 

greatest benefit to the community. 

We see tremendous opportunity for continuing to evolve as a 

Foundation, and to assist in the evolution of the region generally. 

Among our major strategies going forward is to bring people 

together from different perspectives and around different issues. 

We hope to talk with you, but certainly, feel free to contact any of 

us at any time.

Robert D. Gioia 

President

James M. Wadsworth 

Chairman 
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In 2015, Oishei Board and staff said a very fond farewell to 
dedicated trustee Mary S. Martino. Mary was the Foundation’s 
first female Board Member and one of the longest serving, 
having dedicated 15 years of her life to the Foundation. She was 
instrumental in creating the Foundation’s first and subsequent 
strategic plans; always promoted and participated in site visits; and 
was an exceptional ambassador, representing Oishei at an endless 
number of community functions. When asked to participate in an 
activity, she never said no. She even accepted the position of Chair 
of the audit committee! 

Mary traversed traditional and modern roles for women. She 
graduated from Michigan State University with a teaching degree 
in Home Economics, earned an MBA from Canisius, and also 
happens to be a first-class seamstress.

Her long history of community service roles included: executive 
director for development for the Catholic Diocese of Buffalo; 
director of advancement planning at Canisius College; executive 
director of the Arts Council in Buffalo and Erie County; chair of the 
Automobile Club of Western and Central New York; commissioner 
of the NFTA; and board member of the Buffalo Philharmonic 
Orchestra, WNY Public Broadcasting Association, Roswell Park 
Alliance and others.

Thank you, Mary, for sharing your expertise, energy and passion 
with us and the Western New York community.

IN APPRECIATION:

MARY S. MARTINO

Mary with husband Tony and their daughter.
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As we look back on 75 years of 

philanthropy, it’s interesting to see 

how rapid the pace of change has 

become. Like everything else in 

today’s world, philanthropy has been 

undergoing great change, especially 

at the national level. Larger 

foundations have become much 

more institutional, with complicated 

program infrastructures and lengthy 

org charts. ‘Learning and support’ 

communities surrounding them have 

blossomed. Evaluation services, data 

management services, professional 

development services, and 

associations by type and focus of foundations have flourished. 

Affinity groups have formed, and publications have boomed. Yes, 

philanthropy has arrived at a place where we can say with great 

pride: “It’s complicated.” 

GREATER CHALLENGES FOR SMALLER FOUNDATIONS

Change has been more difficult for smaller foundations. Among 

the first ‘adjustments’ has been the rise of the grantmaker’s 

learning network—the evolution in discussion from what 

organizations a foundation is giving to, to whether or not it’s 

actually doing any good. 

As more and more information was generated by the larger 

foundations, it became possible for even small foundations to 

avail themselves of data, national models, best practices and 

more. It also became possible for foundations to talk about data-

driven grantmaking, and to require non-profits to respond to the 

data that was beginning to pour in from everywhere. One catch 

to all this: the need for more staff, more interaction, and more 

strategic planning at the foundation level.

COLLECTIVE IMPACT LESSONS

Collective impact states that no social challenge can be 

addressed, let alone solved, in isolation from others. Education, 

health, employment, transportation—all are interrelated. This 

notion of collective impact is still evolving, and can be both 

rewarding and frustrating. 

The major adjustment of collective impact, again learned at the 

national level and pushed out to the rest of us later, has been 

that networks cannot cohere well on a volunteer basis. If impact 

is to be achieved and sustained, there must be what’s called a 

‘backbone organization’ that will attend to the care and feeding of 

the work of the network.

EVOLUTION OF PHILANTHROPY 
WORKING TO KEEP UP WITH THE SPEED OF IDEAS

This is an excerpt taken from Paul T. Hogan’s Keynote address 
at the WNY Poverty Conference. It was edited for us here by our 
guest writer, Maureen Purcell. Read more about Maureen on 
page 47.



HOW TO MEASURE?

Here’s the most challenging of the adjustments that philanthropy 

has been trying to make over the past couple of decades: impact 

and outcome measurements.

The idea of ‘moving the needle’ is one that everyone ascribes 

to. Yet few want to—or are able to—undertake the effort and 

expense of actually demonstrating such movement. 

Our reliance on data, while still strong, has been supplemented 

with our increasing reliance on other factors, like our developing 

sense of good leadership, and strong organizational culture, and 

other aspects of the internal workings of the organizations we are 

looking to support.

INVESTING IN LONGEVITY

Many of us have adjusted our attention and investments to 

capacity-building or organizational development or leadership 

development (take your pick on what to call it), with the 

expectation that such investment will produce stronger 

organizations and thus greater sustainable returns for the 

communities being served.

Philanthropy is beginning to make the adjustment to consider 

longevity as a more important factor. And the Oishei Foundation 

has made significant investments in support of this work.

While these are some of the most significant recent trends, none 

of this is transformational change.

WHAT’S REALLY NEW
Here are some dramatic new approaches happening in 

philanthropy—each offering pros, cons, and fodder for 

substantial debate.

1. SPEND DOWN. This establishes a ‘sunset’ for the 

foundation, instead of continuing in perpetuity. The basic idea 

is that large outputs of money addressing issues in the short 

term are more effective than smaller amounts over a long 

term.

2. CHANGE IN INVESTMENT STRATEGY—setting aside 

significant portions of a foundation’s investable 95% for local 

use, rather than in global investment funds.

3. PHILANTHROCAPITALISM OR VENTURE PHILANTHROPY 

—based on the idea that social change is best accomplished 

through the format of the business model. These  hybrids 

of existing models have non-profit and for-profit merging in 

fascinating ways.

This is a very exciting and challenging time for both business 

and non-profit sectors, with tremendous potential for effective 

change. That’s not to say that everything will or must change. 

Both the standard model of philanthropy and the standard 

model of the non-profit organization have a central, enduring 

place in effecting social change. Keeping up with the speed 

of ideas is important not only to pull down the good ones, but 

to steer clear of the bad ones. There is no doubt that much of 

what we do already works very well, and must continue to be 

supported. There’s still plenty of work to do out there, and a 

lot of people needing help.

5
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Most of us take for granted that the air we breathe is safe. That 

our home is a refuge. Unfortunately, that’s not true in every 

community. So the small-but-mighty Clean Air Coalition takes aim 

at environmental injustice. 

“We work with people who are afraid that where they live is 

making them sick,” says Executive Director Rebecca Newberry. 

“They may feel helpless—like no one cares. Our role is to support 

them as they learn and develop skills—to give them a seat at the 

table of power.”

The Clean Air Coalition started in 2008, in response to concerns 

about air quality from unchecked industrial pollution in 

Tonawanda. Its organizing led to an enforcement action by the 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the Department of 

Environmental Conservation (DEC), resulting in 86% reduction in 

the level of benzene, a known human carcinogen. This success 

was quickly followed by others, along with the realization that a 

strategic plan was needed. 

BUILDING CAPACITY 

That’s when the Oishei Foundation stepped up with a grant to 

build capacity, aligning with the Coalition’s goal of intentional 

growth, with staff who could accomplish critical functions, build 

relationships, and achieve sustainability.

LEARNING TO ASK 

Understanding the need for fundraising is inherent to the 

Coalition’s philosophy. “As we support communities on 

ways to build power and access decisions that impact their 

neighborhoods, we want to increase diversity in funding,” notes 

Rebecca. “Building resources is crucial to building community 

power. People need to learn how to raise money and access 

capital, so we developed what we call ‘Make the Ask’ training.” 

The group will be presenting their innovative approach to non-

traditional philanthropy at an upcoming national conference.

A CLEAR FUTURE 

Look around areas like Tonawanda, South Buffalo, the lower west 

side, or the Masten District and you’ll see activity by the Clean 

Air Coalition—in partnership with community members. “Our 

work is focused on quality of life issues,” says Rebecca, “from 

the ability to breathe to the health of children and the safety of 

neighborhoods. We’ve seen big changes in a short time—and it’s 

exciting to be part of it.” 

GRANTEE HIGHLIGHT: CLEAN AIR COALITION

ORGANIZING TO IMPROVE HEALTH AND QUALITY OF LIFE



ESTABLISHED  
RELATIONSHIPS WITH

15 national foundations 
attending a climate 
change convening at the 
White House in 2014

Recognized as a national model for work 
in transitioning the Huntley Coal Plant,  
securing 

$50K of support 
from 

THE ROCKEFELLER FAMILY FUND

THE LOIS GIBBS SOCIETY –  
to expand fundraising efforts

Launched first major  
donor giving program – 

C L E A N  A I R  COA L I T I O N  O U T CO M ES



“ Our work is focused on quality of life 

issues... from the ability to breathe to 

the health of children and the safety of 

neighborhoods. We’ve seen big changes 

in a short time—and it’s exciting to be  

part of it.” 

– Rebecca Newberry 
Executive Director,  
Clean Air Coalition
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“It’s all in the prep.” That’s the motto of Buffalo Prep, dedicated 

to working with private, public and charter high schools to help 

disadvantaged youth take advantage of a first-rate college 

preparatory education. It started in 1989 and expanded 10 years 

later when funding from The John R. Oishei Foundation helped 

launch the Rising to Distinction program, which offers tutoring, 

high school readiness and college counseling services, as well as 

scholarships.

“Without the catalyst of the Oishei Foundation we would not be 

where we are today,” says Buffalo Prep Executive Director Marcia 

O’Neil-White. “Oishei has been a huge partner for both of our 

organizations,” agrees Rick Bryan, who heads up the Education 

Collaborative of WNY, or EDCO. The two groups are the yin and 

yang of advancing educational opportunities, working together 

to prep students and to partner with 15 independent area high 

schools. 

MAKING A DIFFERENCE 

“Our partnership lets us make a real impact on students,” notes 

Rick. “And it helps strengthen the diversity of the schools we work 

with. We make a difference in schools, and in the lives of kids.” 

Up next is a big move to further strengthen both organizations. A 

physical move, in fact, into UB’s Allen Hall, facilitated by an Oishei 

grant. “We’re very excited,” says Marcia. “We feel so strongly 

about having our young people in a college environment, and this 

move will really facilitate working together.”

The space on the UB South campus will house permanent offices, 

classrooms, state-of-the-art technology, and other program 

enhancements. It offers the opportunity to take advantage of 

other things UB has to offer, from campus facilities and labs to 

graduate student tutors to easy public transportation access. 

LOOKING AHEAD 

Buffalo Prep currently serves more than 500 students each year, 

and growth is definitely in the forecast. “We offer outstanding 

educational opportunities to underprivileged students who are 

hard-working and motivated,” says Marcia. “And 100% of our 

students graduate from high school and go to college.” Marcia 

and Rick both look forward to a continuing partnership as they 

find new ways to impact the lives of young people and expand 

diversity and inclusion in schools. Looking back, Rick recalls the 

challenges of the early years, but says, “Now, it’s a joy to watch 

these kids succeed.”

PARTNER HIGHLIGHT: BUFFALO PREP AND EDCO WNY 
FROM STUDENTS TO SCHOLARS... AND SO MUCH MORE

Executive Directors: Marcia O’Neil-White (Buffalo Prep) and Rick Bryan (EdCo)



$100,000 77
1/3

OF RISING TO DISTINCTION 

STUDENTS MADE THE 

MERIT OR HONOR ROLL  

AT THEIR SCHOOLS

was leveraged from local 
funders to support  

EDCO’S  
MULTICULTURAL 

RESOURCE CENTER 
which focuses on inclusion

OF EDCO SCHOOLS WERE 
RECOGNIZED BY THE WNY 
STEM HUB FOR OUTSTANDING 
WORK IN STEM EDUCATION

S T U D E N T S 
A N D  T H E I R 
F A M I L I E S

learned about the 
application and 

admission process 
of regional colleges/
universities at the 2nd 
annual College Fair 

hosted by Buffalo Prep

65%

B U F FA LO  P R E P A N D  E D CO  W N Y O U T CO M ES



“ We offer outstanding educational 

opportunities to underprivileged students 

who are hard-working and motivated, 

and 100% of our students graduate from 

high school and go to college.”

– Marcia O’Neil-White 
Executive Director,  

Buffalo Prep
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ISAIAH NEW & BUFFALO PREP 

When Isaiah New started at Buffalo Prep at the age of 12, the 

first lesson he absorbed was from a quote on the classroom 

board: “Mediocrity is unacceptable.” That counsel has stayed 

with him through his academic, personal and professional life 

ever since.

A shining star at Nichols School, Isaiah went 

on to graduate from Columbia University in 

2015, encountering diverse perspectives as 

he studied economics, pre-med, business, 

sociology, legal theory, and advanced 

mathematics. He immersed himself in the 

opportunities there, from a capella to student 

government. He even had research published 

as an undergrad in respected medical journals.

MAKING SOMETHING GREAT HAPPEN 

Speaking at Buffalo Prep’s annual fundraiser recently, Isaiah 

addressed today’s Prep students with encouragement, 

humor, and no small amount of humility. Acknowledging their 

enormous potential for change in their lives and communities, 

he advised Preppies to “realize that whatever circumstance you 

face, you can change it. You can poke and prod your world until 

you make something great happen.”

TAKING IT FURTHER: GRANTS IN ACTION

1 0 

STARTING WITH HOPE –  
AND A GREAT EDUCATION

Isaiah New in 2006 receiving his Oishei High School Scholarship with Tom Baker.

Isaiah New today
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Today, Isaiah devotes himself to making something great happen, 

developing innovative technologies for sickle cell anemia. “It is 

nothing less than a dream, and the opportunity of a lifetime, to be 

able to work on something every day that I love, which I hope will 

positively impact many people by changing the way we manage 

the world of our health.”

As Isaiah told today’s students, “You will achieve, with your eye on 

the mark, always remembering that place from which you came, 

and the people and the education that have helped you along  

the way.”

NICHOLAS IRION & SAY YES BUFFALO

As a member of the very first class of Say Yes Buffalo students in 

2013, Nick Irion feels a special mission to carry the torch forward. 

Born and raised in Buffalo, Nick graduated from Hutch Tech and 

received an Oishei Scholarship to attend Buffalo State College. 

He’s now entering his senior year, majoring in Music Education. “I 

plan to go on for a Master’s Degree, then teach, and eventually 

go into school administration,” says Nick. 

His passion for education is obvious, perhaps matched only by his 

love for all things musical. A talented singer, Nick is also proficient 

on both trombone and piano. He enjoys public speaking, and 

shared his appreciation for Say Yes at an event in 2015. “I love 

doing that,” he says. “It’s fun, and a great way to promote all the 

positive things we have going on while encouraging students to 

get involved. Say Yes is such a terrific asset to the community.”

Nick also enjoys meeting other Say Yes awardees, networking 

and making new friends, as well as exploring internship 

opportunities. He’ll be polishing his teaching abilities this 

coming year at Buff State, as a teaching assistant and advisor to 

undergraduate students. And he’ll put his public speaking skills 

to good use as a Senior Pastor at Centennial AME Zion Church in 

Buffalo.

Nicholas Irion
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What if an entire community came together to ensure that each 

of its children had the opportunity—and the support—to go to 

college? That’s the bold promise of Say Yes to Education. With its 

25-year track record of success throughout the U.S,, Say Yes is an 

exceptionally appealing resource for communities. So when the 

opportunity arose in 2011 for Buffalo to be considered, leaders 

from the Oishei Foundation stepped up early on to help make 

sure it happened. 

“It’s an extremely competitive process,” says David Rust, 

Executive Director of Say Yes Buffalo. “Oishei was very active 

at the start and has remained so, offering leadership as well as 

significant scholarship funding. Every penny of Oishei funding 

goes directly into the scholarship fund. This absolutely changes 

lives—and it does it at scale.”

Launched in 2012, the Say Yes Buffalo partnership is truly 

a community collaboration—a  coalition of individuals and 

organizations, with decision makers at the highest levels. All are 

dedicated to strengthening the city’s public school system and 

increasing high school and postsecondary graduation rates.  

“The collaborative governance structure is really the 

breakthrough component of Say Yes Buffalo,” notes David. 

“It guides all of our efforts and helps us effectively report on 

progress to the public at large.“

The collaboration also addresses a number of additional areas 

that might affect academic success—offering family support 

specialists, social services, mental health support, even legal 

services. Since 2012, 3,000 Buffalo students have received Say 

Yes support through workshops, mentoring, or scholarships. 

Buffalo is only the second city-wide Say Yes chapter, and “really 

the fullest example of making it work,” says David. “We’re re-

imagining public education. By investing in young people and 

building our intellectual infrastructure, we’ll help make the city’s 

renaissance a renaissance for all.”

GRANTEE HIGHLIGHT: SAY YES BUFFALO 
RE-IMAGINING EDUCATION, WITH THE POWER OF COLLABORATION



2,900 
Say Yes 
SCHOLARS 

enrolled in college 
and counting!

BUFFALO PUBLIC SCHOOLS  
(BPS) HIGH SCHOOL  
GRADUATION RATE 

BPS STUDENT’S COLLEGE  
MATRICULATION RATE 

48%

57%

61%

67%

Before 
Say Yes
2 0 1 2

After 
Say Yes
2 0 1 5

S o u rc e :  N a t i o n a l  S t u d e n t  C l e a r i n g  H o u s e

74 
PARTICIPATING 

SUNY/CUNY 
SCHOOLS

90+
PRIVATE 

COLLEGES AND 
UNIVERSITIES

SAY Y ES  B U F FA LO  O U T CO M ES



“ The collaborative governance structure 

is really the breakthrough component of 

Say Yes Buffalo. It guides all of our efforts 

and helps us effectively report on progress 

to the public at large.“

– David Rust
Executive Director,  

Say Yes Buffalo
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BPS Kindergartners  
celebrating their graduation.
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“I love golf. I love kids. I love the idea of creating a vehicle for 

change in our community.” That’s how Andrew Bennett, Executive 

Director of The First Tee of Western New York, sums up his 

passion for the organization.

If you aren’t familiar with The First Tee, Andrew hopes that 

changes soon—with some help from the Oishei Foundation. 

“Oishei originally funded our strategic plan, and our latest grant 

is to help implement it.” Part of that implementation focuses on 

getting their message out through new branding and marketing, 

as well as recruiting donors and volunteers.

BUILDING CONFIDENCE 

So what does The First Tee of WNY offer young people? A safe 

environment, with caring adults. A chance to learn a sport they 

can enjoy for the rest of their lives, as well as healthy habits and 

strong values. An outlet to try new things, come out of a shell and 

build confidence while discovering it’s okay to fail.

The core philosophy of the international organization relates 

sports to life, with a focus on nine core values: responsibility, 

respect, honesty, perseverance, sportsmanship, judgment, 

confidence, courtesy and integrity. In other words, helping create 

good citizens first, golfers second. 

BRIDGING GAPS 

“It’s also a way to bridge societal gaps,” notes Andrew. “When 

you see our kids interact on the course, you realize people 

are not born with prejudice; it’s learned—and it’s preventable.” 

Under his stewardship, the organization is reaching out to kids in 

need throughout the region, especially ones who are struggling 

in school, facing violent situations, or dealing with emotional 

challenges. A partnership with Boys & Girls Clubs of Buffalo is 

helping The First Tee of WNY make the program accessible for 

inner-city youth—and even providing transportation. 

“From what we’ve seen, this program really changes lives. We 

have both personal stories and solid data that show its positive 

influence on the social and emotional well-being of young 

people.”

 

GRANTEE HIGHLIGHT: THE FIRST TEE OF WNY 
MORE THAN A GAME



96%
of parents indicated that  
the program had a POSITIVE 
INFLUENCE ON THEIR CHILD

N E A R L Y 

8  10out 
of

students felt that their participation 

in First Tee helped them become a 

BETTER STUDENT  
IN SCHOOL

71% OF 
STUDENTS 

indicated that the program allowed them to 
interact with someone who is different  
from themselves

T H E  F I R ST T E E  O F W N Y O U T CO M ES



“ It’s also a way to bridge societal gaps. 

When you see our kids interact on the 

course, you realize people are not born 

with prejudice; it’s learned—and it’s 

preventable.” 

– Andrew Bennett
Executive Director,  

The First Tee of WNY
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DISCOVERING THE POWER OF FRIENDSHIP

Davis Miller is a survivor and a walking miracle. He loves sports, 

loves people, and has a heart for those who have been dealt 

some serious blows in their life. But the road to where he is 

today was filled with challenges. 

Now 15 years old and an avid golfer, Davis was born with a 

partial diaphragm and heart conditions that complicated his 

lung development. There were countless hospitalizations 

and surgeries through his early years, but his spirits never 

diminished. Heart and chest surgery, spinal fusion surgery—

Davis takes them as temporary setbacks that interfere with his 

golf game. 

“We’ve received tremendous encouragement and support from 

The First Tee of WNY,” says Davis’ mom, Gina. “Their partnership 

has given us a reliable team to patiently guide and nurture 

Davis’ physical and character growth.”

Davis appreciates the core values and healthy habits promoted 

by The First Tee, especially friendship. “I love my friends and 

family dearly,” he says. “And they love me too. It’s been a great 

honor to participate in The First Tee program and to learn about 

friendship.”

TAKING IT FURTHER: GRANTS IN ACTION

1 6

TWO TEENS TAKE A SWING 
AT A BRIGHTER FUTURE

Davis Miller
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LEARNING THE VALUE OF CONFIDENCE 

It’s difficult to describe what it’s like to live with extreme anxiety. 

That’s how 15-year-old Gia Bolognese sums up her life before 

The First Tee. At the age of eight, Gia was under a doctor’s care 

for anxiety issues. “I would get nervous whenever there were 

changes in my life, or challenges arose,” says Gia calmly. But 

when she was out on the golf course or in a First Tee class, those 

feelings disappeared. “I noticed I was less anxious during my time 

with The First Tee, so I asked to volunteer,” she says.  

“I always feel good when I’m helping the younger participants.” 

Gia credits First Tee coach Patty Jordan-Smith for making a 

huge impact on her life. “Coach PJ helped me to believe in 

myself, increase my self-confidence, and become a better me.” 

According to the now outgoing Gia, The First Tee is more than 

learning—and loving—the game of golf. “It’s making the concrete 

foundation for who you are. I’m committed to sharing my passion 

about The First Tee with other girls in golf, and all the youth in the 

program.”

Gia Bolognese

 “ The First Tee partnership has given us 

a reliable team to patiently guide and 

nurture physical and character growth.”



1 8

Planting, cultivating, nurturing, growing—and of course, reaping 

the benefits. There is a lot of commonality between the theme 

of gardening and the world of not-for-profits. And they all come 

together nicely when the not-for-profit is about gardening.

In 1994, Grassroots Gardens was very much a grassroots 

organization—operating on a shoestring budget with volunteer 

help. Over the years they became a “real organization” with the 

help of the Oishei Foundation, says Executive Director Melissa 

Fratello. “The people at Oishei really understand non-profits, at 

every stage. We were toddlers in terms of infrastructure, capacity, 

development—and it was great that we could be totally honest 

about the challenges we faced.” 

MAKING GROWTH COUNT 

Oishei helped Grassroots Gardens grow well beyond the toddler 

stage, building capacity, adding staff, and becoming a sustainable 

asset to the Western New York community. And now, with Oishei’s 

help again, that community is expanding to include Niagara Falls, 

through a merger with Greenprint Niagara.

“Oishei has really been the cornerstone as we worked through 

discussions, and in developing our new brand identity,” says 

Melissa. “They gave much more than financial support; they acted 

as mentors and stewards, investing their organizational capacity 

into ours—it has really made a difference.”

WHEN A GARDEN IS MORE THAN A GARDEN 

By the same token, what Grassroots Gardens WNY now offers is 

much more than gardening. “It’s really about collaboration,” says 

Melissa. “We help people learn to be advocates, to be organizers, 

to raise money, and to engage their community. A garden can be 

a nucleus of empowerment, a mechanism for healthy eating, a 

source of beauty and pride, a way to celebrate cultural heritage, 

and a vital community asset.”

All of which could also describe this no-longer-a-toddler 

organization.

PHILANTHROPIC SUPPORT HIGHLIGHT: GRASSROOTS GARDENS WNY 
THE SEEDS FOR SUCCESS

Grassroots Gardens WNY Executive Director, Melissa Fratello



30,000 lbs. 
OF FRESH 
PRODUCE 
WA S  G R O W N  A N D 
HARVESTED IN 2015

100+ COMMUNITY 

GARDENS
a re  t e n d e d ,  t o t a l i n g 

300,000 SQ. FT. 
of previously unused vacant land

2,000+ gardeners  
stem from more than 

30 cultural 
backgrounds

G RAS S RO OTS  G A R D E N S  W N Y O U T CO M ES



WE GARDEN COMMUNITIES.

Grassroots Gardens WNY is a determined 

group of activists who educate and lead 

committed neighborhood gardeners. We 

collaboratively cultivate and manage 

more than 300,000 square feet (and 

growing!) of green space in Buffalo and 

Niagara Falls. Our work is rooted in 

the belief that a garden has the power 

to transform an urban neighborhood. 

Gardens deliver beauty and escape and 

produce healthy food in unexpected 

places that previously had little value. A 

garden creates a shared sense of 

purpose that empowers a community, 

creates environmental awareness and 

improves public health.
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There’s a lot of excitement around Buffalo’s renaissance, which 

seems to be in full bloom. But does everyone benefit when ideas 

and economies are reborn? The 2016 Buffalo Humanities Festival 

will give a new spin to the idea of renaissance. “We want to inspire 

critical conversations,” says Festival Director Erik Seeman. “What 

can we learn from history? What can we do better? Why does the 

idea of rebirth get people excited?” 

Now in its third year, the Festival draws on Buffalo’s rich academic 

and cultural traditions to engage pressing questions of our time, 

raising the level of community discourse in Western New York in a 

setting that is lively and fun.

Funding from the Oishei Foundation helped the Festival get off the 

ground, and continues to make it possible to create awareness 

of the event and draw people in. Erik was thrilled to connect with 

Oishei’s Paul Hogan when the Humanities Festival was simply 

an idea. “Paul encouraged us to ‘think big’—he offered personal 

and professional connections, enthusiasm and encouragement. 

Oishei’s support has been absolutely crucial to our success.”

The Festival’s goals include encouraging civic dialogue, raising 

questions and revealing multiple perspectives on a topic. “It’s not 

hard to find people who are curious,” says Erik, “who are looking 

for ideas.” They’ll find ideas and more this September, during 

three days of talks, performances, discussions, and food, while 

examining rebirth, renewal, and resurgence from the 15th century 

European Renaissance through the Harlem Renaissance to today.  

Erik is a Professor of History at UB and Director of the university’s 

Humanities Institute. In addition to UB, the Festival’s partners 

include Canisius College, Niagara University and Buffalo State 

College. Events take place at the Albright-Knox Art Gallery, 

Burchfield Penney Art Center, and Buffalo State College campus.

GRANTEE HIGHLIGHT: BUFFALO HUMANITIES FESTIVAL 
COMMUNITY DISCOURSE, CRITICAL CONVERSATION AND BIG IDEAS



SOURCE: ARTS SERVICES INITIATIVE OF WNY.

O V E R 

700 
P E O P L E

attended 
the 2015 

Festival, a 

40% 
INCREASE 
over 2014

over 
$150
million
in  WNY

The Festival 
reaffirmed UB’s 

commitment to the 
arts and humanities 
– which generate an 

annual economic 
impact of

B U F FA LO  H U M A N I T I ES  F EST I VA L O U T CO M ES



The Buffalo Humanities Festival’s mission 

is to foster dialogue, the sharing of ideas, 

and the enjoyment of the humanities 

among the public, scholars, and artists. 

They believe that the understanding of 

history, culture, literature, arts media, and 

the diverse traditions of the humanities, 

are an essential part of life and that 

this greater understanding fosters civic 

engagement.
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While the spotlight is on Western New York’s revitalization, the 

success of historic preservation is helping it shine. Preservation 

Buffalo Niagara works tirelessly and passionately to safeguard 

civic and cultural treasures and keep the light bright. “Advocacy 

work is our main focus,” says Executive Director Jessie Fisher, 

“along with helping people realize how special and unique our 

architecture is.”

The relationship between Preservation Buffalo Niagara and the 

Oishei Foundation dates to 2008, when a multi-year grant helped 

the organization get established and build stability. “The biggest 

plus we got from Oishei support was the ability to become an 

organization with a sustainable future,” notes Jessie. 

By its nature, historic preservation requires an ability to look back. 

But it also calls for looking ahead. With help from a recent Oishei 

Foundation grant, PBN developed a multi-year strategic plan 

and a one-year business plan. “It’s a business plan with concrete 

action steps,” says Jessie. “These documents are our blueprint 

for moving forward, and I read through them every week to make 

sure we stay on track.”

Championing historic preservation is an effective way to create 

a culturally rich, vibrant, affordable and sustainable community. 

PBN offers a variety of initiatives to help achieve those goals, 

including:

WORKSHOPS: a year-round, hands-on series for homeowners 

and community activists on a variety of useful topics for 

maintaining and restoring historic properties

TOURS: Buffalo City Hall tours, downtown walking tours, Hard 

Hat tours of adaptive re-use projects, and other tours focus on 

member engagement and community involvement

HISTORIC DISTRICTS: working directly with communities and 

neighborhoods, PBN has been instrumental in creating three new 

National Register districts, with two more in the works 

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT: PBN advocates for preservation-

friendly policies at a state level. “Historic preservation attracts 

new money to Buffalo that would otherwise not be available,” 

Jessie points out. “And it’s worth noting that $1 million invested 

in renovation creates more jobs than the same amount in new 

construction.”

GRANTEE HIGHLIGHT: PRESERVATION BUFFALO NIAGARA 
BUILDING ON THE PAST TO BRIGHTEN THE FUTURE

A PBN Workshop in progress!



Educated 
~50 people
O N  T H E  U S E  O F 

Historic Tax Credits 
F O R  H O M E  R E N O V A T I O N S

LED MORE THAN 2,300 PEOPLE 
on tours of historic sites

over the last year

3 new 
N A T I O N A L
R E G I S T E R
H I S T O R I C
D I S T R I C T S
in the City of Buffalo

Supported the creation 

of

P R ES E RVAT I O N  B U F FA LO  N I A G A RA O U T CO M ES



Preservation Buffalo Niagara’s mission 

is to provide leadership in identifying, 

protecting and promoting the unique 

architecture and historic legacy of  

Western New York communities.
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Buffalo’s historic Phoenix Brewery building
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Imagine being told that you have to move out of your home in 

the next few months. With nowhere else lined up. In the middle 

of your season as a theatre company with deep roots but not-so-

deep pockets.

That was the dilemma Road Less Traveled Productions faced 

early in 2015. “We thought we’d have a year and a half to find a 

new space, but that didn’t happen,” recalls Executive Director 

Scott Behrend. “We had to scramble to find suitable space and 

get everything moved in time for the new season.” Luckily, like 

a well-scripted play, things started falling in place before the 

curtain could fall.

A CAST OF SUPPORTERS 

Ellicott Development had recently purchased the former Buffalo 

Christian Center in the heart of the Theatre District, and offered 

RLTP a two-year lease in what was once the Forbes Theatre. With 

an existing relationship and strong track record in hand, Scott was 

able to approach the Oishei Foundation for transition funding. 

“Oishei helped fund our strategic plan and staffing previously, so 

we had done our homework and knew what we needed for this 

move,” said Scott. “They were able to make the funding happen 

quickly, which made a huge difference.”

SETTING THE STAGE 

A number of other funders also pitched in, and RLTP moved into 

their new space in time to stage the appropriately titled “Speed of 

Light” for Curtain Up in September 2015. In addition to its strategic 

location, the building has a lobby and bar, amenities that are new 

for the theatre company. “It’s great for people to be able to relax 

here before and after a show, and of course, it’s an additional 

revenue generator,” notes Scott. “We were thrilled to be able 

to stay in the Theatre District, and we’ve had overwhelmingly 

positive responses from our patrons.”

CREATING CONVERSATION 

As the only theatre in the area dedicated to developing new plays 

and supporting Western New York playwrights, RLTP has the 

philosophy that “theatre can create community conversation and 

be thought-provoking,” says Scott. “So we do topical, progressive, 

diverse productions.”

RLTP is excited about the future, with hopes for a long-term lease 

in their new space. 

GRANTEE HIGHLIGHT: ROAD LESS TRAVELED PRODUCTIONS 
AGILE FUNDING ALLOWS QUICK RELOCATION



Established a Summer Institute 
offering 

Over the last 
3 years, attendance to  

Road Less Traveled  
Productions has more  
than doubled:   

10,000+  
NOW ATTEND  
ANNUALLY 

Ticket sales 
increased 

62% 
due to a new ticketing 

system focused on 

improving the patron 

experience

YOUTH AGES 11-19
educational programs in 
THEATRE DEVELOPMENT 
and LIFE SKILLS

ROAD LESS TRAVELED PRODUCTIONS OUTCOMES



The mission of Road Less Traveled 

Productions is to tell stories which are 

important to our community, reflect our 

lives, and reveal our common relationships 

and diverse humanity.
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1991 saw the end of the Cold War, the launch of the Hubble 
Telescope, the onset of the Internet for commercial use, and the 
birth of Teach for America. Its mission, in a nutshell: to improve 
education across the country, for all. 

Right from the start, TFA fundamentally changed the way 
children are educated in the U.S. In the next quarter century, their 
ambitious goal is to solve remaining educational challenges. If 
the passion, dedication, and optimism of those involved with the 
organization are any indication, that goal is achievable. 

The reputation and success record of Teach for America is 
so strong that competition is fierce among communities who 
want TFA involvement. So how did Buffalo win this prize? When 
evaluating potential partners, Teach for America takes into 
consideration student need, willingness of the school district, and 
support of the community. Buffalo qualified on all three,  
allowing TFA programs to start here in 2014. “Support from Oishei 
is one of the reasons we were able to launch,” says Executive 
Director Katie Campos. “They helped us make sure we identified 
and understood the issues, and are clear on strategy. They 
pushed us to define our impact, so that we can say, ‘here are our 

measurable outcomes’.” 

EDUCATING LEADERS 

Even more than an educational program, TFA is a leadership 

development organization, capitalizing on the leadership of 

people to advance its mission. One of its strategies is creating a 

culture of high expectations, where both students and teachers 

are able to thrive. “We make sure we start with excellent 

teachers—leaders in both the classroom and the community,” 

says Katie. “We provide training, inspiration, and other tools to 

help them succeed.”

“The Oishei Leaders program, which brings together non-profit 

leaders, has also been a huge benefit for us. We’ve built great 

relationships, and it’s so helpful to see what other organizations 

are doing, and learn from each other.”

CAUSE FOR OPTIMISM 

Currently, TFA is involved with five high-risk Buffalo schools, with 

30 teachers and 300 students. “Our goal is to transform the lowest 

performing schools, taking them to high performance in the next 

five years,” notes Katie. The leadership philosophy is evident at the 

start of the school year, when teachers help students establish 

goals and learn how to invest in them. “By the end of the year, kids 

are working with each other. They’re more confident in their own 

knowledge and less dependent on the teacher.”

GRANTEE HIGHLIGHT: TEACH FOR AMERICA BUFFALO 
ACCESS TO EDUCATION EXCELLENCE FOR ALL

TFA Buffalo’s Executive Director Katie Campos
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I N  I T S  F I R S T  Y E A R ,  
TFA BUFFALO AFFECTED NEARLY 

1,500 students 
AND IS ON PACE TO REACH NEARLY 

4,000 students 
N E X T  Y E A R

On average, TFA teachers achieved  
two years of academic growth  
with their students within just one 
academic year

 
OVER $2 MILLION WAS LEVERAGED 
from five area foundations as a result of 

OISHEI’S $1 MILLION GRANT

2:1Leverage 
Ratio: 

T E A C H  F O R  A M E R I C A  B U F FA L O  O U T C O M E S



“ By the end of the year, kids are working 

with each other. They’re more confident in 

their own knowledge and less dependent 

on the teacher.”

– Katie Campos
Executive Director,  

Teach for America Buffalo
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It’s the American Dream—creating a better life for yourself and 

your children. And while it sounds great, it’s not always easy to 

accomplish. Especially when you arrive in a strange country as a 

refugee, with very little by way of resources. For those who arrive 

in Buffalo, there’s an amazing resource that goes by the name 

WEDI, or Westminster Economic Development Initiative. 

“We believe that we have an obligation to the public to help 

solve problems of poverty and education,” says Ben Bissell, 

Executive Director. “We’re glad to be in a position to provide 

tools and access to help empower economically disadvantaged 

individuals.”

WEDI started out in 2008 with a small group of passionate 

volunteers. As they grew, so did the need for sustainability and 

professionalism. A multi-year grant from the Oishei Foundation 

in 2014 enabled the group to add staff and become a truly 

professional not-for-profit organization. Today, the WEDI team 

provides workshops, microloans, individual mentoring, business 

advocacy, after school programs, and more. So far, they’ve 

helped more than 200 entrepreneurs start businesses, offering 

assistance with such things as business planning, training, 

establishing credit, networking/marketing, and coaching. 

WEST SIDE BAZAAR 

To reduce barriers and provide a training ground, WEDI created a 

small business incubator, West Side Bazaar. The international hub 

on Grant Street offers safe, nurturing, and affordable retail space 

for entrepreneurs, artisans and chefs. 

“Every single one of our businesses is a success story,” says 

Ben. “They’re all operating, creating jobs, and contributing to the 

community. Every loan we make creates wealth, and so far we’ve 

had zero defaults.“

WEDI is now expanding beyond the west side to provide services 

throughout the city of Buffalo. “We’ve experienced huge growth, 

thanks to Oishei’s support,” says a smiling Ben. “As we continue 

to build capacity, we bring more money into the community.  We 

look forward to being more and more a part of the resurgence in 

Buffalo—especially the resurgence that’s lifting all boats.”

GRANTEE HIGHLIGHT: WEDI 
HELPING DREAMS BECOME REALITY IN A BRAVE NEW WORLD



115 INDIVIDUALS DEVELOPED BUSINESS PLANS

42
18 MICROLOANS WERE DISBURSED

43 INDIVIDUALS WERE ASSISTED WITH THE 
ESTABLISHMENT/REPAIR OF CREDIT

INDIVIDUALS ATTENDED TECHNICAL 
WORKSHOPS

$565, 000 WAS LEVERAGED 

BECAUSE OF THE OISHEI FOUNDATION’S SUPPORT:

Direct 
Contributions

40% 

Government 
Grants

1% 
Special 
Events
16% 

Earned
Revenue

20% 

Non-government
Grants
23% 

WEDI OUTCOMES



“ Every single one of our businesses is 

a success story. They’re all operating, 

creating jobs, and contributing to the 

community. Every loan we make creates 

wealth, and so far we’ve had zero 

defaults.“

– Ben Bissell 
Executive Director,  

Westminster Economic    
Development Initiative (WEDI)
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RUBENS MUKUNZI & WEDI

When Rubens Mukunzi arrived in Buffalo from Rwanda in 

2013, he couldn’t imagine being able to start a business or 

continue in his profession of journalism. Yet with assistance 

from Westminster Economic Development Initiative (WEDI), he 

launched a multilingual/multicultural, refugee and immigrant 

focused newspaper, Karibu News. 

As a newcomer, “I had to learn everything,” Rubens 

acknowledges. “How to speak English, the culture, customs, 

values, and how to get connected with the community.” 

One of the objectives of Karibu News is to link and integrate the 

thriving, ever-growing immigrant community with the rest of 

Western New York. “We aim to make WNY natives aware of the 

obstacles faced by the refugee and immigrant communities, as 

well as informing them about available services.”

THANKS TO WEDI 

Rubens may have been a successful journalist in Rwanda, 

but he was not a business person, which made it even 

more challenging to venture into entrepreneurship. “I really 

appreciate the guidance I received from WEDI,” he says, “and 

all the people who helped open my eyes and open the door for 

me to start this newspaper.” 

TAKING IT FURTHER: GRANTS IN ACTION

3 0

BRAVING THE WORLD OF
ENTREPRENEURSHIP
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ADVICE FOR OTHERS 

As a general rule, entrepreneurs think about the next great idea, 

seeking solutions that don’t yet exist. For Rubens, the idea was 

to start a unique multilingual and multicultural paper as a tool of 

communication for new Americans and locals. Today Karibu News 

is a unique paper with six employees, publishing both print and 

online versions in different languages. 

His advice for new entrepreneurs: “Don’t be scared and don’t 

give up. There will always be people who are ready to help you 

succeed. Doing business today is very competitive, and many 

entrepreneurs think that competition is a plague. But when you 

start, try to see competition as a good challenge.” 

 “ I really appreciate the guidance I received 

from WEDI, and all the people who helped 

open my eyes and open the door for me to 

start this newspaper.”
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How do you help people get out of poverty, able to move on 

and build a sustainable life? It’s an age-old question that faces 

every community. And of course, there’s no one-size-fits-all, 

easy answer.

That’s why The John R. Oishei Foundation launched an 

innovative program in 2009, creating the Mobile Safety-Net 

Team, with support from a network of key human services 

providers across Erie and Niagara Counties. “Every year, the 

Oishei Foundation would provide grants to meet basic human 

needs,” says Jeffrey Pirrone, MSNT Team Supervisor. “But the 

question was, were we really making an impact?”

Jeffrey and his team met with as many communities as possible 

to evaluate needs and barriers, then advised the Foundation 

staff and board. “We spent five weeks in each of 45 areas. We 

met with anyone we could, from food pantry users to elected 

officials. And we built strong relationships, which led us to 

wonder, how can we do more?”

STRENGTHENING THE SAFETY NET 

The team chose 12 communities for a deeper dive, then worked 

with the UB Regional Institute to develop a series of reports 

called “Strengthening the Safety Net.” With on-the-ground 

research, the Regional Institute was able to provide hard data 

for the community-based perspectives to understanding 

MOBILE SAFETY-NET TEAM 
COALITIONS WITH  
COMMUNITY AT HEART

2015 MSNT members: Elizabeth Borngraber, Alessandra Waylon, Annie Todd, 
Jeffrey Pirrone, Whitney Walker, Megan McPeak and (front) Greer Hamilton.

OISHEI 
INITIATIVES



barriers to a better life. The report included recommendations as 

“a starting point to begin the conversation,” which led to Phase II 

of the MSNT initiative.

“Our goal was to sit with people, present the report, then listen. 

We wanted to know, ‘What are your priorities? How can we 

support them?’ We wanted to get people to collaborate, sharing 

ideas and results. Sometimes it starts with little things, but by 

working together, really great things can happen.”

HEALTHY CORNER STORE INITIATIVE 

Here’s just one example: the Healthy Corner Store Initiative, which 

launched in 2015. Neighborhoods without grocery stores also 

tend to be without healthy foods; when there’s no fresh fruit or 

vegetables available within a mile, it’s known as a food desert. 

The challenge: find ways to get people to a grocery store, or work 

with existing corner stores in those communities to offer healthier 

options.

The Northeast Buffalo Coalition chose the latter option. Starting 

with two corner stores in the University District, they developed a 

program that’s a template for expansion, with six more stores due 

to open in 2016. Coalition partners helped with everything from 

providing special coolers to negotiating prices, teaching stores 

how to store and display produce, and educating consumers with 

cooking demos and taste tests. 

COLLECTIVE PARTNERSHIPS, COMMUNITY-DRIVEN 

This coalition is just one example of a very active group whose 

partners offer distinct expertise. “Each one offers something to 

help meet the needs of this program,” says Jeffrey. “Overall, it’s a 

true example of community-driven initiative, where participants 

follow through on their commitment. What the community said 

they needed, the community created.”

Building on the concept of the Healthy Corner Store Initiative, 

MSNT is working to create more resource centers—true 

collective partnerships—within communities. The resource 

hubs can help people with everything from finding out about 

available services (healthcare, food stamps, etc.) to workforce 

development, ESL, job opportunities, and even foster parenting 

opportunities.

“We’re working closely with the new commissioner of the 

Department of Social Services, who is very community-oriented,” 

notes Jeffrey. “We’re also working with the NFTA to see how they 

can meet residents’ needs. It’s an exciting time.”

3 3

The Healthy Corner Store Initiative’s launch
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Every day, staff of the Oishei Foundation meet and work with 
leaders from every sector of the non-profit world. “These are 
impressive people of conviction and passion,” says Karen Lee 
Spaulding, VP of Philanthropic Support, “who find creative ways 
to keep their work moving forward despite obstacles.”

To encourage collaboration and idea-sharing among young 
area leaders, the Oishei Leaders Program began several years 
ago. It now comprises six cohorts, with approximately 120 
individuals who work in leadership positions across sectors. 
They come together in casual gatherings and yearly retreats as 
part of the Foundation’s focus on improving the quality of life in 
our area.

In June 2015, 20 Oishei Leaders met for their annual retreat at 
Beaver Hollow and worked with an artists’ collaborative called 
Tape Art. Divided into three groups, each received a prompt for 
discussing their personal story or experience. Then they chose 
a narrative to depict, using a variety of green and blue painter’s 
tape. Each narrative had to include at least two life-sized 
people. A representative of each group was asked to talk about 
their completed narrative.

OISHEI LEADERS 
BONDING THROUGH TAPE,  
ART, AND SHARED IDEAS

OISHEI 
INITIATIVES



WHAT DID WE SEE?
•  Leaders who are articulate, passionate, eloquent, full of insight, 

creativity and unfazed by barriers and obstacles 
•  Lots of tree imagery, with strong roots firmly planted and lush 

foliage giving shelter and shade
•  A common vocabulary and a depth of sensitivity and generosity 

in framing scenarios 
•  A public art initiative that turned into a public humanities 

dialogue The resulting creations represented the not-for-profit journey, the 
challenges and rewards of NFP leadership, and what to call those 
who are served. For Tape Art founder, Michael Townsend, the 
exercise was a turning point in how to expand his thinking about 
community leadership and civic engagement.

“Pictures really do tell a thousand words,” says Karen. “The depth 
of passion and commitment of each of these non-profit leaders 
was so evident in their artwork. Our hope is that the Oishei 
Leaders experience will always be characterized by generous 
mentoring, creative collaboration, and expansive and enriching 

dialogue.”

3 5

“ These are impressive people of conviction 

and passion, who find creative ways to 

keep their work moving forward despite 

obstacles.”
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75-YEAR 
FOUNDATION RETROSPECTIVE

1940 Julia R. and Estelle L. Foundation Formed

1941 Oishei Foundation Officially Incorporated

1942  Foundation Begins to Disburse Funds

1952  Foundation’s Assets Grow to Nearly $270,000

1962  Foundation’s Annual Giving Grows to $86,000 

1968 John R. Oishei Passes Away

1968 John R. Oishei Leaves $15 Million to Set Up Charitable Trust

1982 Foundation Giving Increases to $1.5 Million Per Year

1989 Rupert Warren Becomes Foundation President

1992 $2.3 Million Awarded to WNY Community      $2,300,000

$1,500,000

$86,000

$270,000
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Foundation Changes Name to The John R. Oishei      1997
 Foundation and Expands Focus     

Richard Wolf Appointed Foundation President      1997

Tom Baker Becomes First Executive Director of Oishei      1998

The Oishei High School Scholarship Program is Launched      1998

Anne Tobey, the Foundation’s First Program Officer, is Hired     1999

Paul T. Hogan Appointed Program Officer     2000

James M. Wadsworth Appointed Oishei’s    2000 
 Board Chairman and President

Assets Reach $240 Million By Year-End     2003 

 $1 Million Award Supports Shea’s Performing     2003 
 Arts Center Restoration

$240,000,000
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2003 A Total of $9 Million is Granted to the Buffalo 
 Niagara Life Sciences Complex

2004 Blythe T. Merrill is Appointed Program Officer

2005 Grantmaking Milestone of $100 Million Reached

2006 Robert D. Gioia Appointed President

2006 Blythe T. Merrill Promoted to Senior Program Officer

2007 First Foundation Strategic Plan is Completed and 
 Announced to the Community

2007 Oishei Leaders Program is Created

2007 $6 Million Earmarked to Help Buffalo 
 Philharmonic Build Endowment

$100,000,000

S T R A T E G I C  P L A N
2007 – 2011
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Lawrence H. Cook II Named Program Officer     2008

Paul T. Hogan Promoted to Vice President of Foundation     2008

Mobile Safety-Net Team Formed     2009

Jackie Reisdorf and Gayle Houck Promoted      2011

Buffalo Museum of Science Awarded       2011
 $1 Million for Science Studios

Buffalo Zoo’s Arctic Edge Awarded $2 Million      2011

$1 Million Goes to Supporting the Westminster      2011
 Foundation’s Early Childhood Education Center

$1 Million Awarded to ECMC’s Center for Excellence for      2012
 Transplantation & Kidney Care
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2012 $10 Million Earmarked to Support John R. Oishei 
 Children’s Hospital

2012 $4 Million Awarded to Gates Vascular Institute (GVI)

2012 $2 Million Awarded to Roswell Park’s Clinical Sciences Center

2012 Foundation Shifts to Online Grantmaking System

2012 Gayle Houck, Lawrence H. Cook II, and Jackie Reisdorf  
 are Promoted

2012 Blythe T. Merrill is Promoted to Vice President

2013 Oishei Foundation Announces Appointment of Karen Lee   
 Spaulding as Vice President of Philanthropic Support

2013 Sally T. Crowley Appointed Communications Director

2013 Curtis W. Robbins Named Knowledge Management Officer    
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4 175
Years 
    of Giving

1941-2016

Visit www.oishei.org to view our expanded, interactive timeline. 

Buffalo Center for Arts and Technology Grand Opening     2013

15th Anniversary of the Oishei High School     2013
 Scholarship Program         

Paul T. Hogan and Blythe T. Merrill Promoted     2014

Oishei Foundation Gives $5 Million to UB for     2014
  New School of Medicine and Biomedical Sciences

John R. Oishei Children’s Hospital Groundbreaking Ceremony     2014

Oishei Foundation Moves to Larkinville,      2014
 Launches New Brand Identity

Linda Gloss-Ball Appointed Administrative Assistant      2015

Lawrence H. Cook II Promoted to Vice President      2016

The John R. Oishei Foundation Marks 75th Anniversary      2016
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STRENGTHENING THE  
EDUCATION CONTINUUM 
$3,192,567  

BISON Scholarship Fund    
2015-2016 Scholarship Fund Initiative $446,250 

Children First Fund $37,000 

Bornhava $15,000 
Technology Upgrade  

Buffalo Prep $230,000 
Rising to Distinction  

Buffalo ReformED Inc. $50,000 
Parent and Community Engagement  
in Education  

Buffalo State College Foundation $150,000 
Great Lakes Center shoreline  
improvement (match)  

Cardinal O’Hara High School $5,000
JROF Scholarship Commitment Award  

Community Foundation for Greater Buffalo   
2015-2016 JROF Scholarship  
Program Fund $100,000

2015-2016 Say Yes Buffalo  
Scholarships $200,000

Cornell University $25,000  
Buffalo Commons  

Education Collaborative of WNY, Inc.  
(EdCo)   
2015-2016 Scholarship Program $783,132

STEAM Initiative (Year 2) $605,325 
 

Family Help Center Inc. $66,000 
Children’s Center for Success (Year 3)  

First Hand Learning $98,560  
Science Knowledge Improves  
Language Learning (SKILL) Project  

Nonprofit Information  
Networking Association  
Challenge Sponsorship of NPQ  
(1:1 match) $5,000 

The NonProfit Quarterly $5,000

St. Joseph’s Collegiate Institute $40,000
Anthony F. Martino ‘84 Memorial  
Endowment Fund  

University at Buffalo  
Foundation, Inc. $10,000  
GRoW Home: UB’s Super-Efficient  
Solar House 

Young Audiences of Western  
New York Inc. $94,000 
ArtWorks: Hired to Create.  
Inspired to Succeed.  

The Youth Life Skills  
Foundation Inc.  $227,300
The First Tee of WNY Capacity  
Building & Strategic Plan 

ENHANCING OPTIONS FOR 
SELF-SUFFICIENCY 
$2,959,500  

ACCESS Of WNY, Inc.   
Capacity Building Initiative  $85,000 

Lackawanna Coalition Resource  
Hubs Project 2015 $1,500

American Red Cross  
Greater Buffalo Chapter $18,000 
Basic human needs 

Bethel Presbyterian Church $2,250 
Basic human needs for  
Lackawanna Food Pantry 

Blessed Trinity RC Church $1,800 
Basic human needs for Catholic  
Central Helping Hands Food Pantry 

Boys & Girls Clubs of Buffalo Inc. $14,850 
Basic human needs for lunch &  
dinner program  

Buffalo Arts & Technology  
Center (BCAT) $200,000 
General operating support  

Buffalo City Mission   
Basic human needs $80,000

Equipment for Meals on Wheels  
Partnership $58,000

Buffalo Dream Center  
(Word of Life Church Buffalo) $18,000 
Basic human needs 

2015:

GRANTS LISTING 
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Buffalo Federation of Neighborhood  
Centers, Inc. $14,850  
Basic human needs 

Buffalo Urban League, Inc. 
Basic human needs $14,850

Re-establishment of Agency  
Fundraising Dept $75,000

Catholic Charities of Buffalo $31,500 
Basic human needs 

Cattaraugus Community Action, Inc. $10,700 
Basic human needs 

Center For Employment  
Opportunities, Inc. (CEO) $63,000 
Comprehensive Reentry Employment  
Services and Training 

Chautauqua County  
Rural Ministry Inc. $10,700 
Basic human needs 

Community Action Organization  
of Erie County Inc. $10,000 
Basic human needs 

Community Missions of  
Niagara Frontier, Inc. $40,000 
Basic human needs 

County of Erie $90,000 
Conditional Release Program 

Cradle Beach Camp Inc. $10,000 
General operating support  

Eden North Collins Food Pantry $2,500 
Basic human needs 

Erie Regional Housing  
Development Corp. $4,950  
Basic human needs  

Evergreen Health Services Inc.  
(EHS Inc.)  $15,750 
Basic human needs 

Exponent Philanthropy $1,000 
General operating support  

Family and Children’s Service  
of Niagara, Inc. $9,000  
Basic human needs for Casey House,  
Passage House & the Crib 

Family Help Center Inc. $22,500 
Basic human needs

Family Promise of WNY (Interfaith  
Hosp. Network of Greater Bflo) $2,700 
Basic human needs 

Fellowship Hill Ministries, Inc. $14,850 
Basic human needs for Trading Post  
Community Care Center 

FISH of East Aurora Inc. $9,000 
Basic human needs  

Food Bank of Western New York, Inc.  
Basic human needs $100,000

Basic human needs for the  
Blackrock/Riverside Pantry $9,000 

Basic human needs for  
Chautauqua County $9,000 

Basic human needs for St. Patrick  
Food Pantry in South Buffalo $2,250

Friends of Night People, Inc. $27,000 
Basic human needs  

2015:

GRANTS LISTING 

Cradle Beach Camp’s treehouse

JRO Board and Staff toured the west side with  
Sam McGavern of PPG. 
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Gerard Place Housing Development  
Fund Company Inc. 
Basic human needs $13,500

Gerard Place Education and  
Community Center $250,000 

Goodwill Industries of WNY, Inc.   
Basic human needs $80,000 

Mobile Safety-Net Team (2015-2016) $25,000 

Mobile Safety-Net Team  
Professional Development $8,000

Greater Works Christian Fellowship $2,250  
Basic human needs for Outreach  
Food Pantry & Clothing Closet  

GROUP Ministries, Inc. $14,850 
Basic human needs 

Habitat for Humanity/Buffalo Inc. $9,000 
Basic human needs 

Healthy Community Alliance Inc. $4,500 
Basic human needs 

Heart, Love & Soul, Inc. $27,000 
Basic human needs 

Hearts and Hands: Faith In Action $3,600 
Basic human needs 

Hispanics United of Buffalo, Inc.  
(HUB) $4,500  
Basic human needs  

Journey’s End Refugee Services Inc. $10,800 
Basic human needs  

Legal Aid Bureau of Buffalo Inc. $400,000 
Coordinated Refugee/Asylee  
Legal Services Project 

Little Portion Friary  $2,250 
Basic human needs  

Love Inc. of Springville NY  $5,850 
Basic human needs  

Lt. Col. Matt Urban Human  
Services Center of WNY $22,500 
Basic human needs  

Madonna of the Streets, Inc. $9,000 
Basic human needs  

Meals on Wheels for Western  
New York, Inc. $40,000 
Basic human needs 

Native American Community  
Services of Erie & Niagara Counties  $14,850 
Basic human needs  

Network of Religious  
Communities Inc. $14,850 
Basic human needs for the  
Food for All Program  

Niagara Community Action  
Program, Inc. $18,000 
Basic human needs  

Old First Ward Community  
Association $9,000 
Basic human needs  

PathStone Corporation  
(Enterprise Center Inc.) $500,000 
Program Related Investment for  
Bflo Entrepreneurship Program  

Pathways Christian Fellowship $6,750 
Basic human needs  

Rural Outreach Center Inc. $6,600  
Strategic Plan 

The Salvation Army of Buffalo NY  $40,000 
Basic human needs  

2015:

GRANTS LISTING 

Preservation Buffalo Niagara tour

Meals on Wheels
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The Salvation Army of Lockport NY  $5,000 
Basic human needs  

Saving Grace Ministries Inc. $75,000  
347 East Ferry Affordable Housing Project  

Seneca Babcock Community  
Association, Inc. $13,500 
Basic human needs  

Society of St. Vincent de Paul $18,000 
Basic human needs  

St. Adalbert’s Response to  
Love Center $22,500 
Basic human needs  

St. Brendan on the Lake Parish of  
Newfane, Olcott & Wilson  $2,250  
Basic human needs for Newfane  
Community Food Pantry  

St. Francis of Assisi (Parish Outreach) $2,000 
Basic human needs 

St. John the Baptist Church $18,000 
Basic human needs for the Outreach Center  

St. Lawrence R.C. Church $2,250 
Basic human needs for the Food Pantry  

Trinity Lutheran Church $2,250  
Basic human needs for the  
Newstead Food Pantry  

Twin Cities Community Outreach Inc. $4,500 
Basic human needs  

Valley Community Association Inc. $10,800 
Basic human needs  

Villa Maria College of Buffalo $4,500  
Basic human needs for the  
Sister Mary Josette Pantry 

St. David’s Episcopal Church  
(West Seneca Community Cupboard) $4,500 
Basic human needs  

Western New York Veterans  
Housing Coalition, Inc. $5,000 
Basic human needs  

YWCA of the Niagara Frontier, Inc.   
Basic human needs $6,000 

YWCA Corporate Merger (Phase II) $141,300 
BUILDING LIVABLE, STABLE  
NEIGHBORHOODS 
$976,000  

Belmont Housing Resources  
for WNY Inc. $36,000  
Consultant w/UB School of Management  
for strategic planning 

Broadway Fillmore Neighborhood  
Housing Services Inc. $71,000 
Consultant to assist in development of  
Fillmore Corridor Main Street Program 

Buffalo Erie Niagara Land  
Improvement Corporation $9,500 
Strategic Plan (3 year)  

Grassroots Gardens of Buffalo Inc. $50,000 
Regional Impact through  
Community Gardens 

Harvest House of South Buffalo Inc. $33,000 
Roof repair of facility 

2015:

GRANTS LISTING 

Harvest House
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Heart of the City Neighborhoods, Inc. $10,000 
Office Relocation 

Local Initiatives Support  
Corporation (LISC) $375,000 
Building Sustainable Communities 

Lt. Col. Matt Urban Human  
Services Center of WNY $265,000 
BCOME MSO & Economic  
Development Initiative 

West Seneca New Hope  
United Methodist Church $1,500 
West Seneca Coalition Resource Center  

People United for Sustainable  
Housing, Inc. (PUSH) $125,000 
Social Enterprise Capacity Building Project 

PROMOTING HEALTH AND  
IMPROVING SYSTEMS OF CARE 
$820,320 

Catholic Charities of Buffalo $200,000 
Refugee Health Clinic 

Child & Family Services $7,500 
Strategic Plan 

Community Connections of NY Inc. $25,000 
AROUNJA APP for IOS and ANDROID  

Eastern Niagara Hospital $60,320 
Eastern Niagara County Emergency  
Medicine Provider Assistance Project  

Heritage Oak Foundation  
(NYSARC, Inc.) $100,000 
Heritage Education Program  
Maryvale School roof repair 

Jericho Road Ministries $10,000 
General operating support

Make-A-Wish Foundation of  
Metro New York Inc. (WNY Chapter) $42,000 
Providing Access to the Wish  
Experience: Part of Total Patient Care  

National Parkinson Foundation  
of WNY $1,000 
General operating support   

Our Lady Of Victory Homes  
Of Charity Inc. $75,000 
Facilities Use Analysis  

Skating Athletes Bold at Heart  
(SABAH) $96,500 
Adults Fit and Fun Program  

University at Buffalo  
Foundation, Inc. $128,000  
One Scholarship for WNY Medical  
Scholarship Initiative  

Western New York United Against  
Drug & Alcohol Abuse, Inc. $75,000 
Ripple Effects Extension  

EXPANDING THE ROLE OF  
ARTS, CULTURE AND HERITAGE  
IN REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
$693,861 

Buffalo Fine Arts Academy  
(dba Albright-Knox Art Gallery) $50,000 
Animation in Contemporary Art  

Buffalo History Museum $120,000 
Next Generation Plan (First Phase) 

Buffalo Philharmonic Orchestra  
Society Inc. $257,861 
Secure the Future Endowment  

2015:

GRANTS LISTING 

JRO Board and Staff touring city sites

Buffalo History Museum



Emerging Leaders in the Arts  
Buffalo Inc. $10,000 
CITY of NIGHT Buffalo 2015 

Hallwalls Contemporary Art Center $45,000  
Organizational & Specified  
Program Development  

Martin House Restoration Corp. $21,000 
Graycliff and Martin House  
Collaboration Analysis 

Road Less Traveled  
Productions Ltd. $50,000 
Temporary Relocation Assistance  
(Operational Transition Funding)  

The Springville Center  
for the Arts Inc.  $25,000 
SCA Capital Project Phase 2 

Theatre of Youth, Inc. $50,000 
General operating support  

University at Buffalo  
Foundation, Inc. $10,000 
2015 Buffalo Humanities Festival  

Western New York Grantmakers  
Association $5,000 
2015 The NYS Funders Conference -  
Gold Sponsor 

Western New York Land  
Conservancy Inc. $50,000 
Creating the Stella Niagara Preserve 

  
GRAND TOTAL GRANTS AWARDED  
$8,642,248

2015:

GRANTS LISTING 

MEET OUR GUEST WRITER 
We want to express 

our sincerest gratitude 

to Maureen Purcell 

who wrote the feature 

articles in this year’s 

annual report. Maureen 

is a freelance writer with a B.A. from 

Canisius College and 30+ years of 

experience in advertising, PR, digital 

marketing and songwriting. She 

is inspired by (and in awe of) the 

amazing, dedicated people profiled in 

these stories.

“It was an honor to meet such leaders 

and to be a small part of the fantastic 

work supported by the Oishei 

Foundation,” stated Maureen.

We were very fortunate to have her 

assistance with writing this expanded, 

75th Anniversary Report.
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The Chapel at Stella Niagara
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2015:

FINANCIALS
 2015 2014

Cash and cash equivalent $2,905,000 $3,921,000

Investments 243,141,000 266,015,000

Assets in related trusts 21,650,000 23,396,000

 $267,696,000 $293,332,000

STATEMENT OF REVENUE, GRANTS, AND EXPENSES AND CHANGES IN NET ASSETS:

 2015 2014

Income from investments, net ($448,000) $11,269,000

Distributions from related trusts $1,119,000 1,059,000 

 $671,000 12,328,000 

Grants paid  21,581,000 18,109,000

Expenses 

Administrative expenses 2,459,000 2,015,000 

Direct payment for the benefit of grantee 0 239,000

Federal excise and other taxes 206,000 439,000

 2,665,000 2,693,000

Accrued excise and other taxes/short-term borrowings  97,000 412,000

Excess of revenue over grants and expenses (23,575,000) (8,474,000)

Change in value of assets in related trusts (1,746,000) 135,000

Change in net assets (25,321,000) (8,339,000)

Net assets – beginning 292,920,000 301,259,000

Net assets – ending $267,599,000 $292,921,000

 $267,696,000 $293,332,000
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2015:

FINANCIALS
PERCENTAGE OF GRANTS BY CATEGORY, 2015 TOTAL FUNDING AWARDED 

NUMBER OF GRANTS AWARDED, 2008–2015 
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SELF-SUFFICIENCY
$2,959,500
34%

STABLE 
NEIGHBORHOODS
$976,000
11%

HEALTH CARE
$820,320
10%

ARTS AND CULTURE
$693,861
8%

EDUCATION

$3,192,567
37%

GRAND TOTAL  
$8,642,248
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THE JOHN R. OISHEI FOUNDATION

BOARD AND STAFF

James M. Wadsworth 
Chair

Robert D. Gioia 
President

Luke T. Jacobs

Blythe T. Merrill 
Senior Vice President  
of Programs

Ann M. McCarthy 
Vice Chair

Paul T. Hogan 
Executive Vice  
President

Yvonne Minor-Ragan, 
Ph.D.

Jacquelyn M. Reisdorf 
Director of Administration

Edward F. Walsh, Jr. 
Treasurer

Larry H. Cook 
Vice President

Francisco M. Vasquez,  
Ph.D.

Curtis W. Robbins 
Knowledge Management 
Officer 

Robert M. Bennett Sally T. Crowley 
Chief Communications 
Officer

Robert D. Gioia 
Ex-Officio

Karen Lee Spaulding 
Vice President of 
Philanthropic Support

Florence M. Conti Linda Gloss-Ball 
Administrative  
Assistant

Gayle L. Houck 
Secretary

William G. Gisel, Jr.

Gayle L. Houck 
Director of Finance  
and Grants Manager

Jacquelyn M. Reisdorf 
Recording Secretary

2015 BOARD OF DIRECTORS CURRENT  STAFF MEMBERS





726 Exchange Street, Suite 510, Buffalo, NY 14210 
TEL: 716 856 9490    www.oishei.org
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