






Carol Johnson 

Artist, Educator, Social Worker 

Nominated by Michele Suchovsky 

Carol Johnson is an accomplished artist. 

Her work spans an extraordinary range 

of media and addresses topics central to 

her life and our broader community - the 

African American experience, sexism, 

children, family. She has sought oppor­

tunities to explore these themes with 

partners including the Grand Rapids 

Christian Schools, Calvin College, the 

Nokomis Foundation, and the Domini­

can Center at Marywood among others. 

Carol's work can be found in collections 

throughout our region at Olivet College, 

Spectrum Health-Butterworth, the MCI 

Corporate Collection, and Lansing's 

Black Children Family Cultural Center. 

Carol developed a well-regarded ex­

hibit between Russia and Traverse 

City. She participated ih the local 

Multicultural Association of Profes­

sionals' effort to bring the Alvin Ailey 

Dance Company to Grand Rapids, and 

contributed to a companion exhibit 

on race. Carol has served on the Frey 

Foundation's Committee for Public 

Art and UICA's Board of Directors. 

She was a founding member of the 

Kendall College Alumni Board. 

Yet, it is in helping others use art to tell 

their stories, understand one another, 

and find their place in the world that she 

finds the greatest joy. When she ended a 

20-year career in early childhood educa­

tion, she pursued her greatest joy with

zeal. Carol earned a Bachelor's Degree

in Fine Arts at the age of 40, and her 

Master's of Social Work at 52. 

Always smiling, Carol is as quick on 

her feet as she is with a compliment 

and a hug. Laughter and energy fill her 

classrooms. Often working with stu­

dents who struggle to fit in, she is part 

art-teacher, part social worker, and part 

cheerleader. Gently, she helps them 

believe in themselves with the same care 

that she lavishes on one of her delicate 

Raku creations. Says one student, "Art 

lets me express myself and lets others 

understand me." 

Carol has collaborated with VSA arts 

of Michigan-Grand Rapids and the 

Metropolitan Hospital Long-Term 

Assistive Respiratory Unit to provide art 

programming for health-bound adults. 

She is a regular artist-in-residence for 

VSA's school programs for youth with 

disabilities. She is education coordina­

tor and facilitator for Senior Helpline 

Community Outreach Ministry, provid­

ing programs to local churches and faith 

groups, and offering classes on topics 

from grandparent support to "starting 

over" for widowed spouses. To encour­

age teen girls to stay in school, Carol 

teaches "Flipping the Script", a creative 

expression class. 

Carol's work and inspiration have been 

instrumental in making our community 

more diverse, caring and open. In all that 

she does, Carol educates us, enabling us 

to see our worth and our commonality. 





The Honorable 

Sara J. Smolenski 

Chief Judge 

63rd District Court 

Nomina1ed by Pamela K. Olsen 

If laughter can cure what ails you, then 

perhaps Judge Sara Smolenski should 

be referred to as Doctor Smolenski. Re­

gardless of her title, she proudly credits 

her parents and the Dominican nuns 

who educated her with two things-a 

desire to help others and the ability to 

make people laugh. 

Sara is known throughout the Grand 

Rapids community for lots of reasons: 

the judicial position that she has held 

since 1991, her generosity, her comedic 

flair ... the list goes on. However, it is 

the attention that she has brought and 

the money she has raised for numerous 

local non-profit organizations that earn 

her the YWCA's TRIBUTE! Award. 

W hether serving on an organizing 

committee or as a local celebrity auc­

tioneer, Sara helped to raise hundreds 

of thousands of dollars over her years 

of involvement. She has shed light on 

the issue of mental illness and helped 

our community better understand its 

victims. She has assembled fundraising 

committees to ensure that important 

community events, such as the annual 

Golf Fore Dominicans, could continue. 

Her work benefits charities that serve 

every sector including Gilda's Club, 

God's Kitchen, St. Andrew 's Hugh 

Michael Beahan Foundation, C-SNIP, 

GVSU, the American Cancer Society, 

West Michigan Catholic Charities, the 

Boy Scouts of America, Guardian 

Angel Homes, Grand Rapids Community 

Foundation, and the ALS Foundation. 

Sara's commitment is extensive and deep. 

She is well informed about the organi­

zations she supports and the issues they 

address. She candidly shares how some 

experiences have cemented her dedica­

tion, such as the murder of a close friend 

by her friend's husband over 20 years 

ago. Thus, Sara continues her active 

participation in the annual Women Law­

yers vs. Judges Charity Softball game to 

benefit the YWCA's services for victims 

of violence. 

Sara has served on the Boards of Direc­

tors and Advisory Boards for St. John's 

Home for Children, the ALS Founda­

tion, Michigan Women's Foundation, 

the American Cancer Society, Kent 

County Literacy Council, Hospice of 

Michigan, RAVE (Resources Against 

Violent Encounters to Women of West 

Michigan), the YWCA West Central 

Michigan, and the Grand Rapids Bar 

Association Law Day Committee. 

Her service and professional leadership 

have garnered noteworthy awards: the 

ATHENA Award from the Grand Rap­

ids Area Chamber of Commerce, Grand 

Rapids Community College's Distin­

guished Alumna Award, and recogni­

tion twice as one of the Grand Rapids 

Business Journal's "50 Most Influential 

Women of West Michigan." 

Marked by her desire to ensure the dignity 

of the people of our community, Sara's 

good work has touched thousands. 



Pamela J. Wells 

Principal 

C.A. Frost Environmental

Science Academy

Grand Rapids Public Schools

Nominared by Chrisrine Barfuss

Pamela Wells loves children. 

Always with a smile, she bounds into 

classrooms with a level of energy and 

excitement rivaling that of her students. 

As if pulled by a magnet, students run 

to her to tell her about their day. With 

that same energy, she is relentless in her 

efforts to give students every chance to 

succeed. She will do no less because 

she knows for many she is their lifeline. 

A short note from one former student 

captures it best: "I graduated ... and go 

to [college] now. I grew up with a lot of 

struggles, but you saw potential in me. 

Thank you." 

Under her leadership for the past 18 

years, C.A. Frost has been transformed 

from a neighborhood elementary school 

serving 125 children into one of West 

Michigan's leading environmental 

science education programs with more 

than 500 children in grades K-8. 

Pam describes the transformation. "We 

started with five teachers sitting around 

a kitchen table, literally." Each new year 

saw marked growth, and soon a middle 

school addition was constructed. In 

2002, Pam successfully incorporated the 

Grand Rapids Public Schools' environ­

mental theme school into C.A. Frost's 

program. Today, students learn a com­

prehensive curriculum in all core aca-

demic areas, which are woven together 

through the environmental concepts of 

awareness, knowledge, skills, advoca­

cy and stewardship. The wide-ranging 

student population includes those with 

autism, learning disabilities, emotional 

impairments, and the academically 

gifted. The school boasts a waiting list 

of parents from across the area eager to 

enroll their children. The result is a stu­

dent population that reflects our city's 

broader demographic makeup. 

Evidence of her success is apparent. 
C.A. Frost's students consistently score

at the highest levels on the Michi­

gan Education Assessment Program

tests. The school garnered the State of

Michigan's "Golden Apple Award" for

achievement, and in 2008, achieved

"'N status" on the state's report card.

C.A. Frost has attracted investment of

community leaders, including Meijer,

Blue Cross Blue Shield, Grand Valley

State University, and Fishbeck Thomp­

son Carr & Huber. Produce from C.A.

Frost's organic greenhouse is featured

on the menu of local restaurant, Bistro

Bella Vita.

Pam's enthusiasm is contagious. Hun­

dreds of parent volunteers assist with 

fundraising, field trips, community out­

reach and music/arts events. 

For the range of her efforts, Pam has 

been recognized with WOOD TV8's 

"Unsung Hero" award and earned 

Grand Valley State University's "Dis­

tinguished School Leadership Award". 

Yet, for her, the best reward is the self­

confidence and love of learning that her 

students exhibit each and every day. 
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Stephanie Painter, RN, MSN, C-PNP 

Area Director of School 

Health Programs 

Grand Rapids Public Schools/ 

Spectrum Health 

Nominated by Diane Gibbs 

In the early 1990s, Stephanie Painter was 
a school nurse, frustrated by the impact 
that poverty and lack of access to health 
care was having on student education. 
Simple issues, such as lice and Jack of 
immunizations, were common reasons 
for children to miss school. She describes 
_her earliest years with te¥S in her eyes, 
"It was heartbreaking to see children 
excited to learn, but unable to because 
they were falling through the cracks." 

A group of nurses, including Stephanie, 
school officials and other stakeholders 
tackled the problem and Stephanie was 
charged with launching a pilot program 
-the School Health Advocacy Program
(SHAP)-in Coit School within Grand
Rapids Public Schools (GRPS). The
pilot included a full-time school-based
health aide who provided on-site ser­
vices such as treatment of minor illness
and injuries, lice screenings, dispensing
medication, immunization monitoring,
health education, reporting suspected
abuse, enrollment in health insurance
and referrals for other health and social
services. The program was a success
and health-related student absences
dropped. Over the course of two years,
among other markers, immunization
rates jumped from 60 percent to I 00
percent. Lice infection rates were all
but eliminated.

Today, the program Stephanie helped 
create and now directs, serves more 

than 35,000 students in five area school 
districts including Godfrey Lee, Cedar 
Springs, Comstock Park, Greenville, 
and GRPS. Its services have expanded 
as well to include care for students with 
complex medical needs such as tracheo­
stomies and ventilators. 

To provide for more consistent student 
care, Stephanie has been deliberate in 
recruiting health aides from the neigh­
borhoods and populations they serve. 
Aides are mentored and encouraged 
to pursue their education in the health 
field. The result is remarkably low staff 
turnover and greater trust of the pro­
gram from the children and families 
participating. 

Realizing successes for students in other 
districts, SHAP is a statewide and 
national model. Additionally, Stepha­
nie currently serves as the President 
of the Michigan Association of School 
Nurses, helping to promote best prac­
tices statewide. Stephanie is an active 
partner with the Kent County Health 
Department and Kent Intermediate 
School District in developing health 
responses, such as that needed for 
HIN I. SHAP was a partner with the 
Children's Assessment Center in the 
creation and distribution of an abuse 
prevention program for third graders. 

Stephanie's work has received recogni­
tion from numerous organizations such 
as the Child and Family Resource Coun­
cil, Michigan Hospital Association, and 
the Grand Rapids Student Advancement 
Foundation. With each endorsement, 
our community is once again assured 
that our children are receiving the care 
they need. 






