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Windfall for the 

Hearing-impaired

Ohlone College receives

Unexpected $200,000 grant

For Deaf Studies Division
BY SHANNON BARRY 

E

velyn Henderson is more than just a name for Ohlone Community College staff, hundreds of students there and a large population of the Tri-Cities area.  Henderson will continue to live on through the deaf community that will soon benefit from expanded services at Ohlone made possible through a $200,000 gift from her estate, available from a family inheritance.


The money, which Henderson entrusted to the East Bay Community Foundation, will be used to furnish and equip a newer, more fully developed Deaf Studies/American Sign Language computer lab at Ohlone.  It is anticipated that the facility will include 40 computer workstations to serve those students who are enrolled in the Deaf Studies Division each year.


Genie Gertz, dean of the Deaf Studies Division, said Ohlone services 200 deaf students, 25 of whom are international, in addition to 650 hearing students working in the ASL and Interpreter Preparation Program.


With construction set to start this summer, the college expects the lab will begin serving students this fall.


“We made the grant in December so that’s a pretty short turnaround, so that’s terrific,” said Nicole Taylor, founding president and chief executive officer of the East Bay Community Foundation.  “This is probably the top of the list in the best part of our job…bringing a donor’s request to life.  That is the essence for what we do as a community foundation.”


Henderson was connected to the foundation through long-term estate planning there.  Taylor said the organization, which has been around for 81 years, has 500 funds open with living donors.  But in terms of estate gifts like Henderson’s they only deal with one to two a year.


“…Each one is very unique,” Taylor said of the funds.  “Some donors have put into their wishes very specific things.”


Henderson specified her funding go to post-secondary education to help aid deaf students.  She was a former employee at the California School for the Deaf in Berkeley, before it moved to Fremont in 1980.  According to her former husband Malcolm Henderson, Evelyn Henderson began working at the California School for the Deaf in the late 1940s after graduating from University of California at Los Angeles.  She worked with high school level students for a number of years there as well as at the Arizona Schools for the Deaf and in Los Angeles public schools before health problems limited her teaching activities.  She was 80 when she died.

Taylor said choosing Ohlone to fulfill Henderson’s wish was a natural choice.


“…We tried to keep our ear to the ground in terms of what foundations are being effective,” she said.  “After researching it was clear that Ohlone was the best community that aligned with her goal.”


Established in 1976, Ohlone College boasted the first ASL-English interpreter training in Northern California through a rigorous two-year program.  The Deaf Studies Division offers more than 50 courses taught in sign language, more than 20 faculty fluent in sign language and two academic counselors for deaf students.


In addition, the college is connected with other longstanding deaf programs like the California School for the Deaf and Gallaudet University in Washington, considered by many to be a world leader in liberal education and career development for deaf and hard of hearing undergraduate students.

“Their reach is beyond the immediate community,” Taylor said.


Patrice Birkedahl, director of Ohlone College advancement, said Ohlone first got wind of the grant last fall when foundation officials contacted them.  It wasn’t until shortly before Christmas that Ohlone staff was informed they were chosen as benefactors of the monies.


Birkedahl said the grant allows the college to move forward with its long-term plans to improve facilities for the Deaf Studies Division.


“This is a surprise which brought forward the planning…,” she said.  “So it’s really helping the deaf students and the deaf members of our community as well as increasing awareness of how the college serves the deaf community.”


Gertz agreed the contribution is one of notable significance.


“This donation provides a crucial opportunity for the ASL Language Lab to give our deaf and ASL students intensive language interaction that contributes to academic language development and social change,” she said.  “In turn, this donation makes a significant contribution not only to the deaf community, but also to the general cultural life of the society in which we all live.”


For more information about Ohlone’s Deaf Studies Division, visit www.ohlone.edu/instr/deaf-studies
