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Hours before the doors 
officially opened, lines 
of parents and children 

already stretched around the 
corner of the Rochester School 
District Office. The annual 
Back-to-School Supply Fair and 
Community Resource Fair, hosted 
by the Rochester Organization of 
Families ROOF, provided more 
than 200 local students with 
backpacks, essential classroom 
tools, routine vaccinations and 
critical health inspections ahead of 
the upcoming academic year.

The event turned a district 
office complex into a bustling 
hub of community care, bringing 
together county public health 
teams, early childhood educators, 
legal assistance organizations and 
district administrators to assist 
local families.

Kelly McNelly, executive 
director of ROOF, is marking 
30 years with the non-profit 
organization this December. She 
said that while ROOF has been 
distributing school supplies to 
local children for roughly 28 years, 
expanding the event into a broader 
community resource fair over 
the past decade has transformed 
how the organization supports the 
region.

“We learn a little every year 
how to tweak it and make it a 
little bit better,” McNelly said. 
“It’s kind of a strip mall of social 
services. We’ve got the school 
district in the front part of the 
building and then ROOF and the 
Boys & Girls Club are here. It’s 
just nice to provide a wide variety 
of different things to the folks that 
need us most.”

Inside the facility, volunteers 
worked through rows of color-
coded backpacks organized by age 
and size. Every bag was ready to be 
packed with free paper, notebooks, 
pencils, pens and essential 
supplies tailored to grade levels. 
McNelly said that the annual 

drive relies heavily on continuous 
community generosity, including 
a yearly $1,000 contribution 
from the Rochester Lions Club, 
support from the regional Little 
Red Schoolhouse supply project, 
a grant from Thurston County and 
sustained donations from local 
families.

Alongside the supply 
distribution, Thurston County 
public health workers managed 
a walk-in immunization clinic, 
offering state-required vaccines 
free of charge for children and 
teenagers ages 3 to 19. The low-
barrier setup meant families were 
not required to show identification, 
enabling them to complete quick 

health screenings and update their 
children’s vaccines on the spot 
before collecting their school gear.

“Vaccines help keep kids 
safe and they help to keep the 
community safe,” said Melanie 
Bruno, an executive assistant 
with the public health department 
who served as an event volunteer. 
“Immunization events are great 
resources for families who may 
or may not have primary care 
doctors. We’re out here to get kids 
healthy, happy and ready to start 
school.”

Outside, certified safety 
technicians conducted free car seat 
and booster checks, evaluating 
installations and making sure 
children were properly secured for 
the morning commute. Meanwhile, 
representatives from Centralia 
College, the Nurse-Family 
Partnership and local Head Start 
programs from both Rochester and 
the Chehalis Tribe provided early 
childhood education guidance. 
Legal services teams offering 
immigration consultation were 
also present.

The school district 
simultaneously opened its 
doors to help parents navigate 
administrative tasks, such as 
filling out paperwork, applying for 

Tenino School  
District prepares 
for new year

Tenino High School, Teni-
no Middle School, Tenino Ele-
mentary School and Parkside 
Elementary School will begin 
the new academic year on Tues-
day, Sept. 1, district officials 
announced. Preschool classes in 
the district are scheduled to start 
Sept. 17.

Ahead of the first day, trans-
portation provider First Student 
released safety expectations and 
behavioral guidelines for all stu-
dents riding school buses.

Under First Student poli-
cy, drivers hold full authority 
on vehicles, and students are 
required to follow instructions 
promptly. District guidelines 
enforce zero tolerance for bully-
ing, harassment, profanity, dis-
tracting noise, throwing items, 
illegal substances and weapons.

Key student transit require-
ments include:

Bus Stops: Students must 
arrive at designated stops five 
minutes before pickup.

Seating & Behavior: Stu-
dents must adhere to assigned 
seating charts and remain seated 
while the bus is in motion.

Electronics: Cellphone and 
electronic device usage requires 
driver permission, and sound 
must remain off. Photography 
and audio or video recording are 
prohibited.

Officials also reminded 
motorists of Washington state 
traffic laws regarding stopped 
school buses. Drivers approach-
ing from any direction must 
come to a complete stop at least 
20 feet away when a bus dis-
plays flashing red lights and an 
extended stop arm.

On divided roadways with 
physical barriers, medians, or 
three or more lanes, oppos-
ing traffic may proceed with 
caution. However, passing a 
stopped bus on either side with-
in the 20-foot zone while it is 
loading or unloading children 
remains illegal. Violations carry 
substantial fines and potential 
driver’s license suspensions.

DUI patrols increase 
through Labor Day

Law enforcement agencies 
across Washington will con-
duct high-visibility DUI patrols 
beginning this week and con-
tinuing through Labor Day, 
Monday, September 7. The 
patrols will focus on drivers 
impaired by alcohol, cannabis 
and other drugs.

The Washington Traffic 
Safety Commission (WTSC) is 
reminding everyone celebrat-
ing the final weeks of summer 
to arrange a sober ride before 
drinking or using any impairing 
substance.

“Too many people still 
believe that impairment starts 
with a blood alcohol concen-
tration of 0.08 percent,” said 
Mark McKechnie, WTSC Poli-
cy and Communications Direc-
tor. “Impairment begins with the 
first drink and increases with 
each additional drink. The saf-
est choice is to make a plan 
before drinking and leave the 
keys behind.”

Before going out, officials 
recommend designating a driv-
er who will remain completely 
sober, schedule a taxi or ride-
share, use public transportation, 
or arrange to stay overnight. 
Hosts should provide alco-

By James Goldmeer
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With the start of the new 
school year, local non-
profit Raise for Rowyn 

is issuing a call for student and 
community volunteers to support 
its mission of assisting families 
through the loss of a child.

Run entirely by a two-per-
son core team, Executive Director 
Beth Nygard and Administrative 
Assistant Elisabella Terlaje, the 
organization handles daily oper-
ations, fundraising and ongoing 
support programs from its head-
quarters in Thurston County. As 
high school students seek out 
community service hours this fall, 
the nonprofit hopes to partner 
with local youth to expand its 
reach.

“Volunteers are so important 
to our cause. There’s only so much 
the two of us can do,” Terlaje 
said. “Having the community be 
a part of birthday card writing and 
packing ornaments makes the ser-
vices possible and lets our families 
know that they’re not alone.”

Raise for Rowyn was found-
ed in 2014 following the death 
of 17-month-old Rowyn Brynn 
Keltner. Since its inception, the 
organization has assisted nearly 
1,000 families across the country 
by helping cover funeral and buri-
al costs.

Beyond financial aid, the 
organization provides long-term 
emotional care packages, holiday 

remembrance ornaments and a 
Sibling Book Program that sends 
carefully selected books to griev-
ing brothers and sisters.

Nygard said that volunteer-
ism often brings together indi-
viduals with shared experiences 
of loss, creating a supportive net-
work for both the community and 
the organization.

“Our volunteers are usually 
people that would love to give 
back in helping other families 
that have gone through what 
they’ve gone through,” Nygard 
said. “Our mission is based on 
something sad, but we try to be 
the silver lining in it all. It’s awe-
some to see how many people 
want to help and volunteer.”

Volunteers assist the staff 
by writing handwritten birthday 

and anniversary letters to griev-
ing families, assembling “Angel 
Care” packages and preparing 
mailing campaigns.

“It’s good for the youth to 
be a part of, or see what we do,” 
Terlaje said. “The work we do is 
definitely bittersweet, but it has 
been good for the volunteers who 
have come in in the past to feel 
connected with the community 
and to feel like they’re making a 
difference.”

That sentiment aligns with 
recent academic findings on the 
impact of youth volunteerism. 
According to a May 2024 study 
by researchers Bhavna Verma 
and Sandeep Giri, participating 
in community service projects 
fosters critical life skills, boosts 
mental well-being and cultivates 

a sense of civic responsibility 
outside the traditional classroom, 
outcomes Nygard and Terlaje 
hope to encourage locally as high 
schoolers reach out for service 
credits this fall.

The Raise for Rowyn team 
said that student contributions 
can yield significant results for 
small non-profits. Last year, 
Raise for Rowyn received a sur-
prise $3,000 donation from a high 
school student group in Newport, 
a town in northeast Washington, 
near the Idaho border, after stu-
dents selected the charity for a 
community project.

“We didn’t know anything 
about it, when we got the check,” 
Nygard said. “They were just 
moved by what we do and they 
wanted to give back. All that 
money that we get goes directly 
back to funeral assistance and 
emotional support, so that dona-
tion impacted families we may 
not have been able to serve with-
out it.”

While student participation 
was limited during the nonprofit’s 
first year at its current location, 
staff members said they hope more 
youth groups will step forward this 
semester. The organization offers 
flexible scheduling for students 
needing community service hours, 
with tasks including card writing 
and care package assembly.

Potential volunteers can reach 
out to info@raiseforrowyn.org for 
more information.
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ROOF hosts back-to-school supply fair.

Rochester students receive free school 
supplies, backpacks and programming 

Raise for Rowyn seeks school volunteers
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Raise for Rowyn looks for student volunteers as school starts in 
September. 

By James Goldmeer
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Students and staff in the 
Tenino School District will 
return to upgraded facili-

ties and new campus safety rules 
this fall as several summer capital 
projects near completion, district 
officials announced Monday.

During a regular meeting 
of the Tenino School Board, 
Superintendent Clinton Endicott 
outlined progress across district 
campuses, including classroom 
climate control upgrades, play-
ground safety enhancements and 
updated guidelines for campus 
property use.

Among the major physical 
upgrades is a student-led digi-

tal entrance sign at Tenino High 
School that has been four years 
in the making. Developed by 
cohorts of high school students, 
the display will be formally ded-
icated during a public unveiling 
ceremony at 6 p.m. on Sept. 28, 
ahead of the board’s next sched-
uled meeting.

“It’s a real testament to our 
kids that, again, in an era where 
there’s not a lot of attention span 
for them to stay committed to 
a project for four years, they 
did some pretty awesome work,” 
Endicott said.

Across campus grounds, sev-
eral structural projects are wrap-
ping up ahead of the school year:
•	 Parkside Elementary: Instal-

lation of a new heating, ven-
tilation and air conditioning 
system is nearly complete. 
Among the playground 
updates, two crew mem-
bers completed a detailed, 
hand-painted map of the 
United States on the school 
blacktop

•	 Tenino High School: Ren-
ovations to the campus art 
room are nearly finished, 
while new tennis courts have 
been paved and are cur-
rently in the curing phase 
before final surface painting. 
Endicott noted the asphalt 
requires an off-gassing peri-
od so the painted courtlines 
will not be damaged 

•	 Tenino Elementary School: 
Upgrades to the main play-
ground area are nearly 
complete, with replacement 
slides currently on order.
Along with physical infra-

structure, district administrators 
are implementing new safety 
measures in response to rising 
traffic on school grounds. New 
signage will be posted prohibit-
ing motorized e-bikes and scoot-
ers on district property. Posted 
notices will also clarify that com-
munity members must register 
before using outdoor learning 
areas at Parkside Elementary and 
Tenino Elementary schools.

Visit teninosd.org for more 
information. 

Tenino school facilities wrap up summer 
improvement work across three campuses
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