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 For this Leslie High School gradu-

ate, the path from small-town student 

to international leader began right here 

in the halls of 

Leslie High 

School. 

 Growing up 

in Leslie, he 

was surrounded 

by the strong 

Blackhawk spir-

it that still de-

fines the com-

munity today. The son of Bob Copper-

noll (Leslie Athletic Hall of Fame in-

ductee) and Lois (Corts) Coppernoll—

both LHS Class of 1951—he under-

stood early on the pride that comes 

with being part of this town. 

 While athletics ran in the family, 

his passions leaned toward the arts. He 

immersed himself in band, marching 

band, choir, school plays, talent shows, 

and Memorial Day parades. Teachers 

such as Band Director Ronald Lux and 

Choir Director Sherry VanConant nur-

tured his love of music—investments 

that would echo years later in Nash-

ville studios and on international air-

waves. 

 “Leslie is the kind of place where 

you really get a chance to try every-

thing,” he reflects. “Whatever you’d 

like to do, you get a chance to try it.” 

 He didn’t have his future mapped 

out in high school. In senior English 

with Thom Ball, he remembers the day 

the counselor asked how many stu-

dents had already applied to college. 

Nearly half the class raised their 

hands. He was stunned—college had-
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n’t even been on his radar. 

 Mr. Ball added another memorable 

challenge. He warned the class not to 

expect an A in their first college writ-

ing course—and promised dinner to 

anyone who earned one. Years later, 

after enrolling at Washtenaw Commu-

nity College and earning an A in writ-

ing, he mailed Mr. Ball a copy of his 

transcript with one question: “So… 

when’s dinner?” 

 It was a lighthearted moment, but it 

marked a turning point. A student who 

once questioned his academic ability 

had discovered what he was capable of 

achieving. 

 Another teacher, Jim Lear, offered 

advice that would guide him for life: 

“Find what you love to do, and the 

money will follow.” He took that to 

heart. 

 After two years of working and 

exploring, he enrolled at Washtenaw 

Community College, where he flour-

ished academically. He later earned a 

scholarship to Berklee College of Mu-

sic in Boston, completed two master’s 

degrees, and ultimately earned a doc-

torate from Baylor University. 

 “College was a ticket to a different 

life,” he says. “I just thrived in that 

environment.” 

 Following his passion for music, 

he moved to Nashville and spent 15 

years in the music industry—writing, 

recording, and building relationships 

with artists. He launched a syndicated 

radio show that ran for 25 years on 

600 stations across 20 countries. He 

also authored six books. 

 As we move through another ex-

citing school year, I continue to be 

inspired by the generosity, pride, and 

commitment that define our Leslie 

community. The Leslie Public 

Schools Foundation exists to support 

educational opportunities that enrich 

learning, encourage innovation, and 

enhance the overall experience for 

our students and staff. That work is 

strengthened every day by the en-

gagement and dedication of our com-

munity. 

 Looking ahead, we are eager to 

find new ways to connect with our 

community and expand our impact. 

We welcome your ideas about where 

the Foundation could have a presence 

— whether that’s at local events, ath-

letic events, alumni gatherings, or 

other community celebrations. Being 

visible at community events not only 

helps us share our mission, but also 

allows us to build stronger relation-

ships and invite more people to be 

part of supporting our schools. 

 The strength of our Foundation 

comes from community-driven in-

volvement. If you have a suggestion, 

please reach out. We value your per-

spective and would appreciate hear-

ing your thoughts. 

 You can share your ideas by 

emailing the address on the back 

page. 

 Together, we can continue to 

build opportunities that make a last-

ing difference for Leslie Public 

Schools. Thank you for your contin-

ued support and belief in our stu-

dents. 
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Staff Spotlight 
The Dynamic Duo of Deb Abbott & Gay Hamilton 

How You Can Help 

 As we begin a new year, we’re 

reminded that every act of generosity 

plays an important role in supporting 

Leslie Public Schools and the students 

we serve. Every gift—large or 

small—helps build a strong founda-

tion for Blackhawks across all grade 

levels as we look ahead with opti-

mism and purpose. 

 When you contribute to the Foun-

dation, you’re investing in meaningful 

experiences that shape students’ fu-

tures. Your donation makes it possible 

to fund mini-grants, celebrate staff 

and alumni, and support initiatives 

that strengthen our district. Together, 

we can make this a year filled with 

opportunity, growth, and continued 

success for Leslie Public Schools. 

Choose the Giving Tier that’s 

right for you: 

How To Give 

Blackhawk Friend:  $1 - $99 

Blackhawk Supporter: $100  - $499 

Blackhawk Leader: $500  -  $999 

Blackhawk Champion: $1,000  -  $4,999 

Blackhawk Legacy: $5,000 and above 

Choose a Donation Platform: 

Scan the QR code to 

visit our donation 

page. 

@LPS_Foundation  

Leslie Public  

Schools Foundation 

Checks to: 

LPS Foundation 

P.O. Box 322 

Leslie, MI 49251 

 If you ask anyone at Woodworth 

Elementary who the school’s dynamic 

duo is, many would undoubtedly say 

Deb Abbott and Gay Hamilton. With a 

combined 59 years of service, the two 

have become not only best friends but 

also some of the fiercest protectors of 

the children on Woodworth Elemen-

tary’s playground. 

 Both women first came to Wood-

worth as parent volunteers when their 

own children attended the school. What 

began as helping out soon grew into a 

love for the students, staff, and families 

who make up the Woodworth commu-

nity. That connection eventually led 

both women to join the staff. 

 Although they initially knew each 

other only in passing, their friendship 

truly formed once they began working 

together. Over the years, that friendship 

has grown into a bond they describe as 

being “like sisters.” 

 Today, Deb and Gay serve as play-

ground aides, helping supervise recess 

and keeping a watchful eye on the hun-

dreds of students who fill the play-

ground each day. For both women, the 

students are the heart of the job. 

 “Every day is a new experience.” 

You never know what you’re going to 

get. It keeps me young and going.” 

 Gay agrees. “Watching the kids 

grow is the best part. They come in so 

little and unsure, and by the time they 

leave in fourth grade, they’re ready to 

tackle the world.” 

 Working side by side is another 

reason they enjoy what they do. 

 “We have fun,” they said. “We keep 

each other amused.” 

 Both women also have deep roots in 

the Leslie community. Deb and her 

husband Scott—LHS Class of 1977—

have two children who graduated from 

Leslie and now enjoy spending time 

with their three grandchildren. Gay and 

her husband Garth—LHS Class of 

1983—have a daughter who graduated 

from Leslie and two grandchildren cur-

rently attending the middle school. 

Over the years, they have watched gen-

erations of students grow up—and 

eventually return as parents of Wood-

worth students.  

 “We love our job,” they said. 

“Some days are hard, just like any job, 

but we keep coming back. We just love 

working with the kids.” 

 Around the school, the kids have 

even given them a nickname: “The 

Guards,” a fitting title for two people 

who spend their days watching over 

students and keeping them safe. 

 Gay began her school journey at 

Woodworth Elementary and Deb at 

Leslie Middle School. Years later, they 

continued in the same school district—

not just as employees, but as proud 

alumni giving back to the place that 

helped shape them. Now, after decades 

of caring for generations of students, 

they will likely finish their careers in 

the very halls where their stories first 

began. 

 At Woodworth Elementary, Deb 

Abbott and Gay Hamilton are more 

than playground aides—they are a 

steady, familiar presence for genera-

tions of students, watching over them, 

cheering them on, and helping them 

grow. Every day, they help write the 

next chapter in the story of Woodworth 

Elementary. 

Gay Hamilton—LHS Class of 1986 

Deb Abbott—LHS Class of 1981 
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Student Ambassador 

Spotlight 

 In 2010, he transitioned into pasto-

ral leadership in New York, later serv-

ing in leadership development roles at 

Asbury Theological Seminary and men-

toring students in the Princeton Univer-

sity community. 

 Today, he serves as Director of 

Spiritual Life at Silver Bay YMCA in 

upstate New York, where he leads a 

team supporting pastors and families 

seeking renewal. 

 Professionally, he has received 

many honors, including Leslie High 

School’s Distinguished Alumni 

Award—especially meaningful for 

someone who once felt uncertain about 

his future. 

 Yet when asked what he is most 

proud of, his answer is immediate: be-

ing a dad. He and his wife, author 

Christa Parrish, treasure their family 

and now delight in being grandparents. 

 Looking back, he credits Leslie’s 

small-town environment for shaping his 

values. “You’re not lost in the crowd—

you’re known,” he says. That sense of 

community stayed with him through 

life in much larger cities. 

 To current students, his message is 

simple: take advantage of every oppor-

tunity Leslie offers. Build real skills. 

Build real relationships. Dream big. 

“Highway 127 leads everywhere,” he 

says. “Your path may take you far from 

Leslie—or it may bring you right 

back—but dream big. Don’t be afraid 

to be yourself. Be the authentic you. 

You’re worth it.” 

 From the encouragement of Mr. 

Lux and Mrs. VanConant, to Jim Lear’s 

timeless advice, to Thom Ball’s memo-

rable dinner challenge, his story reflects 

the power of teachers who invest in 

their students. 

 From Leslie’s band room to Nash-

ville stages and now to mentoring lead-

ers in the Adirondacks, his journey 

proves that big dreams can begin in a 

small town. 

Alumni Spotlight 
Continued from page 1 

Board Member Spotlight 

Wendy Lippe 

 Wendy Lippe’s connection to the 

Leslie Public Schools Foundation be-

gan when former teacher and Founda-

tion representa-

tive Bonnie 

Terpay encour-

aged her to join 

the board. Hav-

ing experi-

enced the im-

pact of a Foun-

dation Teacher 

Grant in her own classroom, Wendy 

eagerly stepped into the Teacher Repre-

sentative role in 2005, beginning more 

than two decades of dedicated service. 

 From the start, Wendy has focused 

on bringing the teacher perspective to 

board discussions. She serves as a 

bridge between educators and the Foun-

dation, sharing classroom realities, 

communicating staff needs, and keep-

ing teachers informed about Foundation 

initiatives. 

 Receiving a Teacher Grant sparked 

some of Wendy’s most creative pro-

jects, including a large-scale Michigan 

history timeline at Woodworth Elemen-

tary and a U.S. regions showcase that 

transformed the cafeteria into an im-

mersive learning experience. These 

hands-on projects strengthened her be-

lief in the Foundation’s mission to 

bridge funding gaps and provide mean-

ingful opportunities—such as field trips 

and innovative classroom experienc-

es—that go beyond basic state support. 

 Inspired by a strong family lega-

cy—her father-in-law started the first 

Educational Foundation in Michigan, 

and her father served on their local 

Foundation as well—Wendy remains 

committed to growing the Foundation’s 

impact. She hopes to expand fundrais-

ing efforts and keep teachers actively 

involved. Most of all, she values work-

ing alongside fellow trustees who share 

her passion for supporting Leslie Public 

Schools and enhancing opportunities 

for students. 

Meet our new Student Ambassa-

dors! The LPS Foundation is excited 

to welcome two outstanding stu-

dents who will support Foundation 

projects and represent us at commu-

nity events, helping strengthen con-

nections between our students, 

schools, and community.  

Madelynn “Maddy” 

Smolinski is a sen-

ior at Leslie High 

School who enjoys 

being part of a 

close-knit school 

community.  Her 

favorite subject is English, as she 

loves reading and exploring literature. 

She is actively involved in several 

leadership roles and extracurricular 

activities, including National Honor 

Society, PALS, and both sideline and 

competitive cheer. Maddy also gives 

back to the community by helping 

coach Leslie youth cheer teams. 

 After graduation, she plans to at-

tend Ferris State University, where 

she will pursue a degree in elemen-

tary education while also participating 

on the university’s Cheer and STUNT 

Team. 

Makya Isham is a 

junior at Leslie 

High School who 

enjoys taking part 

in the many extra-

curricular opportu-

nities the school 

offers. Her favorite 

subject is math because she enjoys 

problem-solving and challenging her-

self academically. Makya participates 

in Student Council, National Honor 

Society, SADD, cross country, track, 

choir, and theater. 

 She appreciates the supportive 

environment at Leslie, where teachers 

build strong connections with stu-

dents. After graduation, Makya plans 

to attend college, earn her master’s 

degree, and become a speech 

pathologist. 
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LPS Foundation 

PO Box 322 

Leslie, MI  49251 

LOCAL POSTAL CUSTOMER 

 Stay connected with everything 

happening at the Leslie Public Schools 

Foundation! Whether you're an alum-

ni, current or former staff member, or 

a supporter of the district, we’d love 

for you to join the Blackhawk Net-

work. 

 Scan the QR code to sign up and 

stay in the loop with future  newslet-

ters, Foundation updates, alumni news, 

and upcoming events.  You can also 

join by visiting our website—

lps.foundation—and clicking on the 

Blackhawk Network page. 

Blackhawk Network 

Follow us on Facebook.  

Leslie Public Schools Foundation 

Kindergarten is an exciting first step in your child’s educational 

journey. At Leslie Public Schools and Woodworth Elementary, we 

proudly partner with families to give every child a strong start in a 

supportive environment—one where young learners grow academi-

cally, socially, and emotionally while building curiosity, confidence, 

and a lifelong love of learning. 

Contact us at: 

lesliepublicschoolsfoundation@gmail.com 


