
A registered behavior technician (RBT) works under the supervision of 
board-certified behavior analysts to implement behavior treatment plans. 

An RBT uses an approach known as applied behavior analysis to increase  
positive behaviors and decrease behaviors that are negative or harmful.

“As an organization, we’re seeing an increasing number of individuals with 
autism and behavioral challenges,” said Kevin Salera, Chief Operating Officer. 
“RBTs will allow Charles River to create a better quality of life for the individuals 
we serve, as well as for our staff.”

With the $390,000 grant, Charles River will expand career opportunities for its 
current direct support professionals, as well as attract new employees to the 
organization. The funding, which is a Human Services Workforce Development 
Grant, is designed to support Home and Community-Based Services. 

“The benefits of the RBT grant are twofold,” said Anne-Marie Bajwa, President 
and CEO. “Offering a new career pathway demonstrates how much we value our 
employees. In addition, with RBTs on staff, we can increase our clinical capacity 
for the adults and children we serve.”

The grant was secured through CRC’s Development office. Applications for the 
new RBT training program will be accepted later this year. 
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Job Fair
Charles River’s Human Resource staff —  

including Ayla Velez, HR Specialist /

Recruiter (above right) — welcomed job 

seekers to the Merritt Center during a  

January job fair. Potential employees were 

able to fill out applications, learn more 

about CRC’s competitive pay and benefits, 

and interview with hiring managers for 

open positions. See page 5 to learn more 

about working at CRC.

CHARLES RIVER TO LAUNCH NEW WORKFORCE 
DEVELOPMENT TRAINING PATHWAY 
A grant from the Executive 
Office of Health and Human 
Services will fund a new  
training program for Charles 
River employees wishing to 
become a registered behavior 
technician.

CHARLES RIVER LAUNCHES  
DEI EFFORT
As it seeks to deepen its understanding of employees’ experiences at work, 

Charles River has tapped Gary Lyons, EdD, MPA, to spearhead this initiative.

“We all hear a great deal about diversity, equity and inclusion — otherwise  
known as DEI — in the news,” said Ann-Marie Bajwa, President and CEO. “As  
an organization, we want our employees to feel welcomed and comfortable  
at work. Gary will help us determine areas where we’re doing well and  
opportunities for growth.”

Gary will meet with senior leadership to determine CRC’s goals and objectives 
for his work. He’ll then facilitate focus groups with staff, review policies, and 
identify strengths and challenges within the organization. The final phase of his 
work, expected this summer, will include recommendations and action steps. 

“In his role, Gary talks about a multicultural process of change,” said Hilary Ryan, 
Vice President of Development. “Understanding differences can be challenging. 
Gary has the skills, knowledge and experience to guide Charles River through a 
process of self-reflection that will benefit everyone.”
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As we turn the calendar and look 
over our shoulder at the year just 

past, we also look ahead to a bright 
future in 2023.

With 32 residential homes serving 150 
adults in 11 different communities, 

we’re closing on 
our fourth new 
residence in the 
Southeast region. 
This site will be 
our third home 
for adults with 
acquired brain 
injury, bringing to 
15 the number of 
individuals able 

to leave nursing homes and claim their 
rightful place in the community and 
more autonomy over their lives.

In 2023, we are introducing three  
exciting, new initiatives that will  
enhance the clinical services we offer. 
With a Human Services Workforce 
Development grant totaling almost 
$400,000, Charles River will launch  
a Registered Behavioral Technician 
(RBT) training program. We’ll be able 
to embed newly certified RBTs in  
programs needing more clinical  
expertise. In addition, the grant  
will create a career path for staff  
and further support our employee 
retention efforts.

A second grant, from the Department 
of Developmental Services, will allow 
us to expand assistive technology (AT) 
in our programs. The grant-funded 
training will grow our expertise to 
assess our participants and help staff 
implement AT. Long-term, the individ-
uals we serve will be able to achieve 
greater personal autonomy through 
use of individualized technology. 

We’ve begun offering a course in 
American Sign Language (ASL) for  
day services program participants  
and staff. The classes will be tailored 
specifically to address the unique 
needs of the people we serve, and  
will meet them where they are,  
depending on their abilities. Our  
long-term goal is to grow their  
communication skills through ASL  
and increase their opportunities  
for engagement and interaction. 

With a new year offering seemingly 
endless possibilities, I’m looking  
forward to 2023! Please join me on 
this journey to make this year one  
of the best for the individuals we serve 
and the employees who work with — 
and care for — them.
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TOGETHER  WE ILLUMINATE
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Cynthia Chaston, Board of Directors

Involvement is key to keeping a community vibrant and welcoming. Long before I joined the Board 
of Directors, my path crossed with the Charles River Center in a variety of ways.

In the late 1990s, while standing on the sidelines of my daughter’s soccer games, I had many  
conversations with a parent whose daughter was served by CRC. She was so enthusiastic about  
the organization that I began to realize the importance of Charles River’s mission. Later, when my 
daughter was in middle school, she enjoyed volunteering with a group of intellectually disabled  
children. When a child ran up to her at the grocery store and gave her a hug, seeing my confusion, 
my daughter casually said, “Oh, that’s one of the kids that I go bowling with every week.” 

While working on the charity golf tournament jointly hosted by the Needham Exchange Club and 
CRC, I learned about the wonderful services Charles River provides. Later, when I participated in  
the annual Wings for Autism® program, I saw firsthand the positive impact CRC has on clients and 
their families.

It was an honor to be asked to join the Board of Directors in 2017. In this role, I see how our talented 
staff build their programs and what steps they take to best implement them. It was humbling to see 
their redoubled efforts during COVID. It’s clear how dedicated our staff is to the diverse individuals 
we serve, and to see how much they appreciate the challenges that our clients face. They continue 
to rise to tackle each obstacle with determination and endless energy. Our senior staff is forward 
looking and enthusiastic about the future.

It is a privilege to serve on the Charles River Center Board of Directors. 

Cynthia Chaston



COMMUNITY-BASED EMPLOYMENT  
OPPORTUNITIES RETURNING
James M. is a familiar face at an area McDonald’s. Five days a week, during the lunch rush 

between 11 a.m. and 2 p.m., he clears trays, wipes tables and sweeps — making certain the 
dining room looks its best. 

Through its Employment Services Program, Charles River supports James and others we serve 
as they explore careers. “We help individuals find local jobs that match their personal goals, 
interests and skills,” said Elaine Caci, Employment Services Case Manager. “To do this, we  
partner with local employers interested in hiring and retaining a productive workforce.”

When a potential job and location are identified through the CRC job development process,  
a CRC case manager meets with the prospective employer to discuss the job’s tasks and  
expectations. The case manager will also see how much job coaching an individual will need  
at the workplace. 

“A job coach provides onsite support for several weeks,” Elaine said. “Then the coach  
eventually ‘fades’ and slowly transitions an individual away from direct, onsite support.”

Geared for adults with autism and developmental disabilities, CRC’s community-based  
employment is slowly returning as the pandemic has eased. Participants must be at least 22, 
and they’ll earn at least minimum wage in their workplace. 

Since 1984, this area McDonald’s has been a committed Charles River employment partner. 
James has worked there since 2016.

“I love my job, and I enjoying going to work every day and seeing people,”  
James said. “All the people I work with are nice to me. I have great bosses.”
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ALTHEA HOBSON AND  
JESSICA SSENFUKA NAMED  
CO-ASSISTANT PROGRAM  
DIRECTORS
The Day Habilitation program has a new leader as Jessica Ssenfuka 
joins Althea Hobson as a Co-Assistant Program Director.

Jessica is a familiar face in Day Hab, having worked in the program since 2006, 
most recently as Case Coordinator. Althea joined the Charles River staff in 

September.

“Althea and Jessica have skills sets are that complementary, which is great for 
Day Hab,” said Kevin Salera, COO. “Jessica has years of experience with the 
individuals we serve and with Charles River as an organization. Althea brings 
a wealth of experience from another human service provider. They’re a great 
combination.”

“Everyone here is smiling,” said Althea. “Our persons served are happy when 
they’re going home, so that means they’ve had a good day. It’s a very positive 
atmosphere.”

For Jessica, the best part of her day is “seeing that the persons we serve are  
happy and engaged throughout the day.”

Jessica Ssenfuka

Althea Hobson

James M. has been a  
valued employee at an area 
McDonald’s since 2016. 
If you are an employer  
or business interested in  
partnering with Charles  
River to hire individuals with 
disabilities, please contact  
Jay Stockwell, Director of Day 
Services, at (617) 972-1065.



GRANT WILL FUND TRAINING  
FOR ASSISTIVE TECHNOLOGY
Charles River staff will soon be able to learn how certain technologies can help 

the individuals we serve achieve greater independence.

CRC recently received a $50,000 grant from the Department of Developmental 
Services to train employees on the use and implementation of assistive  
technology (AT). According to DDS, AT is an item, piece of equipment, software 
program, or product system that is used to increase, maintain, or improve the 
functional capabilities of persons with disabilities.

Offered through the online site TechFirst SHIFT, Charles River’s AT training will 
initially be available to divisional leaders, case managers/service coordinators, 
and direct service professionals. CRC’s trained and certified “AT Services Team” 
will then be able to assess individuals for AT and serve as a resource for other 
staff to learn about AT.

“The AT training will create pathways for all individuals to gain access to  
identified devices that encourage independence through person-centered  
planning,” said Kevin Salera, COO. “With our ‘Assistive Tech Champions,’  
Charles River is taking an important step toward creating a ‘Tech First’ culture.”

In 2021, DDS launched its “Technology First” initiative to promote the use  
of technology to support inclusivity and independence for individuals with  
intellectual and developmental disabilities, as well as ASD. The grant will allow 
CRC to increase its organizational capacity to meet new DDS licensing standards. 

The grant was secured through CRC’s Development office. 
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SUPPORTER SPOTLIGHT

Hamilton Company  
Charitable Foundation 
$5,000
Funding from the Hamilton Company 
Charitable Foundation will significantly  
underwrite two, six-week sessions of 
“Girl Talk” groups for young women 
with developmental disabilities.

“ The AT training will create  
pathways for all individuals  
to gain access to identified  
devices that encourage  
independence through  
person-centered planning.”

 Kevin Salera, COO

During the holiday season, the Needham Art  
Association generously gifted 50 original pieces  
of artwork to individuals served by Charles  
River. Program Chair Suzanne Saevitz (left)  
presented Hilary Ryan, Vice President of  
Development, with the wrapped panels,  
which are 4”x4” and signed by NAA artists. 
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TARA ADAMS JOINS  
HUMAN RESOURCES TEAM
Tara Adams enjoys talking with people. As the newest member of Charles River’s 

Human Resources department, speaking with staff is a big part of the job.

An HR generalist, “I do a little bit of everything,” she said, including benefits, 
payroll, training and recruitment. Tara’s involved with the employee assistant 
program (EAP) and serves as a liaison for staff when they need information or 
assistance.

“My role is to listen to everyone, be supportive and to be available,” she said.

Tara came to Charles River in November, from Needham-based Architects for 
Learning, where she was the HR and Operations Manager. A native of Ireland, 
she has a background in social science and journalism, and recently received  
a master’s degree in human resource management from the National College  
of Ireland. 

Tara has been visiting CRC locations to introduce herself and understand the 
range of programs and services offered to the individuals CRC serves. She’s  
also spreading the word about CRC’s recruitment efforts, signing and referral 
bonuses for new employees, and the EAP, including the employee emergency 
fund that launched last year. 

And when she’s not working? “I love to read,” Tara said. “I speak mid-level 
French, so I’m working to expand my knowledge.”

“I’m delighted to welcome Tara to the HR team,” said Kevin Kacavich, Vice  
President of Human Resources. “She has a great skill set and will be a valuable 
asset to Charles River. Employees should feel comfortable reaching out to her 
with questions.”

Employees may reach Tara at tadams@charlesrivercenter.org or (781) 972-1004.WE ARE HIRING!
The Charles River Center offers 

competitive wages, sign-on  
bonuses, health/dental care with a 
substantial employer subsidy, and an 
employer-matched 401(k) retirement 
plan. Opportunities are available in 
Needham, Natick, and 30 residential 
homes in the MetroWest and  
Southeast regions: 

Accounting Assistant
BCBA
Direct Support Professional (DSP)
Employment Consultant
Licensed Practical Nurse (LPN)
Life Skills Coach 
Residential Counselor
Residential Program Director
Registered Nurse (RN)
Skills Trainer

To learn more about these  
opportunities, please visit  
www.charlesrivercenter.org/ 
careers/.

Tara Adams

DAY HAB ROOM  
CHANGES UNDERWAY
To create groupings that meet each person’s level of support and to provide 

a better mix of individuals with similar interests, needs and communication 
styles, Charles River began reconfiguring rooms on Jan. 9.

Staff have been working with Specialists — Speech, PT, OT and Behaviorist — as 
well as with the Assistant Program Directors, Case Coordinators, Nursing, and 
Direct Care Personnel to create these new groupings. Changes are the result  
of lifted COVID protocols and funding changes at the state level.

Before any room changes were made, Specialists made certain that staff and 
individuals were notified, trained and supported on the new protocols. 

“We understand that change is difficult for anyone,” said Kevin Salera, COO. “We 
believe the new room configurations are in the best interests of the individuals 
we serve.” 

News to Know
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IN MEMORIAM 
Members of the Charles River  
Center Community

Thomas Ashe

John Buzzi

Helen Cox

Mary C. Delaney

Richard F. Delaney

Barbara Dente

Nolan Michael Palmateer

Donna Panosian

Peter Schron
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SAVE THE DATE! 
FOR WINGS  

FOR AUTISM®

TACO TUESDAY

Zachary (left) and Eida Rivas 
work together to prepare some 
of the fixins’ for Taco Tuesday, 
held recently at both Needham’s 
Merritt Center and Natick’s 
Strathmore Road. Young adults 
between the ages of 22 and 24 
come together, collaborate in 
food preparation, and share a 
meal. The next session of Taco 
Tuesdays is scheduled for later 
this year. 

The next Wings for Autism® is  
Saturday, April 1, 2023. Join us  

at Terminal E at Boston Logan  
International Airport and take a  
“journey” designed to help ease  
the stress of flying for children  
with autism.

Created by CRC in 2011, Wings  
for Autism® is now modeled at  
57 airports nationwide.

To register, visit : 
www.charlesrivercenter.org/ 
news-events/major-events/wings-
for-autism/ 

CHARLES RIVER LAUNCHES  
SIGN LANGUAGE TRAINING  
FOR INDIVIDUALS, STAFF
Charles River is expanding opportunities for communication with a five-week 

training class in American Sign Language (ASL) at the Strathmore Road  
and Merritt Center day programs. On Thursdays, Matthew Sweet, Outreach  
Coordinator at Work, Inc., is leading the classes. Staff and the individuals receive 
30 minutes of ASL training and instruction, with two sessions in each program. 

“The ASL program is structured so that staff and the 
individuals we serve are learning together,” said Robin 
McDuffie, CRC Training Coordinator. “Learning together 
allows everyone involved to grow.”

Sign language classes have been running at Strathmore Road (left) and at the Merritt Center (right).



STAFF, COMMUNITY PARTNERS 
MAKE THE HOLIDAYS BRIGHT
Whether the request was a Polly Pocket house, extra-large sweater or  

electric razor, Charles River staff and its community partners made certain 
holiday wishes were granted in December.

Close to 100 gifts were purchased for 50 individuals Charles River serves in  
either housing sites, day programs or via family support programming. Staff 
members, CRC Board of Directors, and volunteers were part of the gift-giving 
effort.

“The women of the Wellesley Service League were particularly generous in  
helping make the holidays bright for the individuals we serve,” said Hilary Ryan, 
Vice President of Development. “They donated more than 40 gifts. We deeply 
appreciate their kindness.”

Charles River launched 
the Giving Tree program 
almost two decades ago. 
Since then, more than 
1,000 gifts have been  
donated for distribution 
to individuals Charles 
River serves. 
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A HELPING HAND

Julie Beyer (left) and Christine Mizzi, Co-Presidents of the 
Wellesley Service League, dropped off more than 40 gifts for 
distribution to individuals served by Charles River. Since 
1969, the League and its volunteers have been a long-time 
CRC partner. 

ROCKIN’ AND ROLLIN’
The December Vacation Camp at the Merritt 
Center was the place to be when the Plugged  
In Band stopped by to make some music.  
Whether keeping the beat with a drum or  
dancing along to a guitar or keyboard, everyone 
who participated had a chance to find their 
musical groove. 

Staff and community members came  
together during the holiday season  
to offer a helping hand to those in need. 
From left, Heather G., Patti C. and Jen C.  
delivered the food items — collected at 
Charles River’s Needham and Natick  
locations — to the Needham Community 
Council and the Newton Food Pantry for 
distribution. 
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Sign language classes have been running at Strathmore Road (left) and at the Merritt Center (right).
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Anne-Marie Bajwa 
Joseph Breitfelder 
Gilbert Cox, Jr. 
William Day  
Clare Dunsford 
Jill Fadule 
Nicole Gowe 

Richard Lawless 
Leslie Lockhart 
Gerald McTernan 
Richard Neckes 
Philip V. Robey 
Walter Tobin

ANNUAL APPEAL

Save the Date
Join us for our annual event to  
celebrate remarkable individuals with 
disabilities and the special people who 
are helping to transform their lives.

Friday, April 28, 2023 
Boston Marriott Newton

For tickets & more information, visit  
https://BADgala2023.givesmart.com

A huge “thank you” to everyone who participated in 
our 2022 Annual Appeal! Because of your generosity, 
the funds we raised will support the 950 individuals 
— including Nick, Paris, JP and Tiffany — we serve in 
our day programs and at our residential sites. 

Haven’t given yet? There’s still time. 

Visit www.charlesrivercenter.org/get-involved/  
ways-to-give/personal-giving V
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