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A new non-profi t organization 
in Midland wants to connect 
the knowledge and resources of 
the Great Lakes Bay Region’s 
businesses, industries and com-
munity organizations with local 
classrooms.

Meta4 Inc., a 501(c)3 organiza-
tion, has been offi cially launched 
by its fi ve principal members, all 
residents of Midland: Christine 
Brillhart, Denyse Clayton, Darcy 
McMahon, Kristiina Pilnik and 
Cathie Stewart.

“Meta4 works hand-in-hand 
with educators and businesses 
to help provide active, real-world 
experiences to students that 
enhance school curriculum and 
meet student needs,” said McMa-
hon, Meta4, Inc. CEO and direc-
tor of education strategy. “We’re 
a think tank for networking 
opportunities in education. We’re 
trying to build a structured yet 
dynamic education partner-
ship between communities and 
classrooms using innovation 
and research-based education 
practices.”

Current projects include 
a math mentoring program, 
S.M.A.R.T., at Midland Public 
Schools that connects mem-
bers of the scientifi c community 
with middle school students; a 
series of theatre classes as part 
of the after-school program at 
St. Brigid Catholic Church in 
Midland; and a “green energy” 
career program for students, 
which is under development with 
MITECH Plus for fall 2010.

In addition, Meta4, in collabo-
ration with Creative 360 in Mid-
land, is launching a children’s 
theatre arts program called The 
Flying Pig Theatre Academy, a 
14-week program designed for 7- 
to 14-year-olds that opens Feb.1 
(see related story).

Funding for Meta4 programs 
comes from grants, private dona-
tions, tuition and professional 
fees, and Meta4 also relies upon 

volunteers from the community 
to successfully implement pro-
grams. For more information, 
visit www.meta4edu.org.

Staff Biographies
Christine Brillhart is chief 

financial officer and director 
of community relations. Brill-
hart taught science in the Mid-
land Public School system for 
13 years as well as designed 
curriculum and provided pro-
fessional development for edu-
cators. She created and coordi-

nates a math mentoring program 
(S.M.A.R.T.) with more than 50 
volunteer community members 
for fi fth and sixth grade students. 
Currently, Brillhart networks 
and develops partnerships with 
schools and other educational 
agencies to re-tool, create and 
expand existing programs, as 
well as assist with marketing, 
grant writing, scheduling and 
development of summer camps 
and after school programs.

Denyse Clayton is director of 

theatre programming. Clayton 
has been teaching children’s 
theatre classes for 10 years, pri-
marily in Midland and Bay City. 
She has also directed dozens of 
shows at Midland Center for the 
Arts including Peanut Gallery, 
Theatre Guild and Music Society 
productions, as well as venues in 
the Detroit area. She is a past 
board member of Peanut Gallery, 
was the drama coach at Jeffer-
son Middle School in Midland, 
and is currently the drama coach 

at St. Brigid Catholic 
School in Midland.

Darcy McMahon is 
chief executive offi cer 
and director of educa-
tion strategy. McMa-
hon has more than 
16 years of teaching 
and administration 
expertise in educa-
tion. As an entrepre-

neur, through TMB Consultants, 
she has developed and published 
curriculum and conducted pro-
fessional development pro-
grams. She taught science and 
English at Jefferson Middle 
School in Midland for fi ve years 
and served and chaired many 
committees for Midland Public 
Schools. Most recently, McMa-
hon was the director of education 
and volunteers at the Midland 
Center for the Arts and contin-
ues to serve on the school of dis-
tinction committee at St. Brigid 
Catholic School.

Kristiina Pilnik is chief oper-
ations officer and director of 
arts and marketing. Pilnik has 
designed and taught English 
language courses for children 
and adults; designed and coordi-
nated after school arts programs; 
been a foreign correspondent for 
television; written as a freelance 
journalist for newspapers and 
magazines; and won awards as 
public relations account execu-
tive for Ogilvy and Mather in 
Brazil. In addition, Pilnik has 
been involved in children’s the-
atre in Midland for almost 10 
years, co-directing Peanut Gal-
lery productions at MCFTA with 
Denyse Clayton and teaching 
children’s theatre classes and 
summer camps.

Cathie Stewart is director of 
communications. In addition to 
doing freelance writing and edit-
ing, she has worked in a variety 
of organizations as a writer, 
editor and web and publications 
designer, including small busi-
nesses, Fortune 500 companies, 
municipal government agencies 
and other non-profi ts. Stewart 
will coordinate and implement 
grant writing, marketing, pub-
lic relations and other commu-
nications initiatives. She is a 
member of the Association of 
Fundraising Professionals, Mid-
Michigan chapter.

New education networking group launched
Meta4, Inc. connects communities with classrooms

A new theater school designed for 7- to 14-year-
olds is opening in Midland on Feb. 1.

The Flying Pig Theatre Academy is a partner-
ship with Meta4, an educational networking 
organization, and Creative 360: Stage, Studios & 
Gallery. Classes will take place at Creative 360, 
1517 Bayliss St., Midland.

The 14-week program costs $155 and registra-
tion is available online at www.becreative360.
org, or by calling Creative 360 at (989) 837-1885. 
Classes begin Feb. 1 and meet once a week. Stu-
dents can choose either 4:30 p.m. to 6:30 p.m. 
Mondays or 11 a.m. to 1 p.m. Saturdays. Scholar-
ships are available.

Midland residents Denyse Clayton and Kris-
tiina Pilnik will instruct the students. Clayton 
and Pilnik have directed numerous plays such as 
“Rap Rap Rapunzel,” “Hansel and Gretel,” “Olivia!” 
and “There’s a Monster in My Closet” for Peanut 
Gallery at Midland Center for the Arts. 

“There’s nothing quite as wonderful as watching 
a group of enthusiastic kids creating a vision for 
a show,” Pilnik said. “Our objective is to coax that 
creativity out of every participant and then guide 
them so that they are able to use their newly learned 
abilities to construct a cohesive production.”

Co-instructor Clayton said, “We feel the children 
in our community who love theatre should have 
an opportunity to participate all year long without 
having to audition. We have seen the number of 
aspiring actors, make-up artists and set design-
ers grow at every play audition at the Center for 
the Arts. Unfortunately, there are never enough 
spaces to accommodate those numbers. Flying Pig 
Theatre Academy is here to fulfi ll that hunger of 
all those with a love of theatre.”

The Flying Pig program curriculum includes 
story and character study, stage movement, voice, 
improvisation and pantomime. In addition, students 
will learn how to plan and build sets and properties; 
design make-up, costumes and wigs; and decide 
which sounds and lighting will bring their show 
to life. At the end of the 14 weeks, students will 
showcase their newfound theatrical skills in a fi nal 
performance for their friends and families.

The name, Flying Pig Theatre Academy, pays 
homage to professional director Rodger Hender-
son, who loved theater and pigs. Henderson was a 
familiar presence in the Midland theater commu-
nity, directing a number of plays and musicals.

For more information, visit www.meta4edu.
org/fl ying-pig-theatre-academy.html.

Flying Pig Theatre Academy opening Feb. 1
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Michigan Air Force National 
Guardsman Matthew Cole has 
nominated Garber Chevrolet for 
the ESGR Freedom Award.

The “Freedom Award” is ESGR’s 
most prestigious level of nation-
al recognition. The Secretary of 
Defense presents the Freedom 
Award to the nation’s most sup-
portive employers. The secretary 
recognizes up to 15 employers 
annually with this award at cer-
emonies at the Pentagon in Wash-
ington, D.C.

One requirement for this award 
is a signed Statement of Support 
(SoS). This SoS is public recogni-
tion of Garber Chevrolet’s commit-
ment to support those serving in 
the National Guard and Reserve.

There will be a formal signing of 
the Statement of Support at Garber 
Chevrolet on Wednesday at noon. 
Lt. Col. Gary Aten (retired) will 
oversee the signing. 

The following is an excerpt of 
Cole’s nomination narrative: 

“My last deployment came up 
on very short notice. It only took 
a few weeks from the time of noti-
fi cation to my departure. During 
this time my employer was more 
than accommodating to the situa-
tion. They let me take all the time 
that I needed to out-process and 
spend some time with my family. 
During the deployment, the team 
at Garber Chevrolet made sure 
that my wife, who was four months 
pregnant, had help if she needed 
it. Whenever she stopped in just to 
talk, someone was always there to 
listen. This was the best way that 
the team could support my family. 
I knew that I was taken care of and 
to know that someone was taking 
care of my family allowed me to 
focus on the tasks at hand.”  

Based on the narrative Cole 
wrote, Garber Chevrolet is being 
awarded the ESGR “Above and 
Beyond” Award, which will be 
presented during the SoS sign-
ing. This award is given in limited 
numbers by state and territory 
ESGR committees.  It recognizes 
employers at the state and local 
level who have gone above and 
beyond the legal requirements 
for granting leave and providing 
support for military duty by their 
employees.
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Windemere Park Charter Academy teacher Gerolyn Freeze arranges  students’ quilt panels in Lansing Township. Students in the “Making A Differ-
ence” class are making quilts to donate to a local women’s shelter.

BY KATHRYN PRATER

LANSING TOWNSHIP (AP) 
— Along with solving math 
problems and writing book 
reports, some Windemere Park 
Charter Academy students are 
spending class time trying to 
help others — through quilt-
ing.

About 25 seventh- and eighth-
graders enrolled in a new class 
called “Making a Difference” 
are assembling four 5-by-5-foot 
quilts to donate to a local home-
less shelter.

“It’s something I can do that 
makes a difference in my com-
munity to help people get to 
the point where they can help 
other people,” said seventh-
grader Elizabeth Jenness, 13, 
who decorated 10-by-10-inch 
quilt squares showing a duck, 
frog and dog.

The Lansing-area kids started 

the project late last year.
The school, operated by Grand 

Rapids-based National Heritage 
Academies, was in the process of 

selecting a local shelter.
“We take advantage of stuff 

we have. We see it as stuff 
we’re supposed to have, but 

there actually are people who 
are struggling and don’t have 
privileges like TVs or houses 
or beds,” said seventh-grader 
Nadia Baker, 12.

The kids also participate in 
other community service proj-
ects such as creating Christ-
mas cards for the residents of 
a senior center and volunteer-
ing at school or at home.

“It’s getting past just thinking 
about yourself,” teacher Gerolyn 
Freeze said. “Little things that 
you do can make a huge differ-
ence for someone else.”

The elective class helps breed 
a spirit of volunteerism in an 
age group that is prone to being 
self-focused, teacher Marilyn 
Milligan said.

“Quite often, they don’t just 
volunteer, and it’s a little more 
diffi cult to incorporate the moral 
focus with the older kids,” she 
said. “They’re in a ‘me’ stage.”

Students craft quilts for homeless shelter

Windemere Park Charter Academy students Jenna Ralston and Drew 
Bartlett sew fellow students’ quilt panels together as part of the “Making 
A Difference” class.


