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Wow, what a year! We are very grateful for 
the support of Open Square, students, and 
parents that enabled us to continue to offer 

classes throughout this year. I want to explain how we 
accomplished this and how important it was to keep 
the studio open. 

When first confronted with the threat of a complete 
closing, we took two weeks to assess the local 
restrictions and our vulnerability to the virus in the 
building and our studios. Knowing that nothing is 
100%, our first task was to make the studio as safe as 
possible while following the information available. We 
purchased two large air HEPA filter machines that had 
to be electrically connected and hung from the beams 
on our ceiling. That was an expensive purchase but 
well worth the price to help ensure maximum safety. 
We also wiped down barres and placed hand sanitizer 
containers at the door entrances. The students 
abandoned their dressing rooms and instead social 

MAB Surmounts the Virus  
with the Help of Parents and Students
by Charles Flachs

distanced in the hall until they were called in and had a 
temperature check before class. 

All classes were taken wearing masks, which was a 
difficult but necessary further step to stop aerosol 
particles from being passed from one dancer to 
another. 

Parents were asked not to come upstairs, and our 
faculty member Riley Lathrop escorted younger 
dancers up and down the stairs. 

Everyone had a large part to play, and their conscious 
behavior allowed us to keep classes going.As far as 
we know, there were no virus cases connected to the 
studio, which I think is a great tribute to us all! 

As restrictions were eased and most students were 
vaccinated, we were not as concerned about the use of 
masks, but we kept the airflow and doors and windows 
open for most classes. Indeed, there have been other 
worrying additional threats now related to the Delta 

mutation. But the more we learn, the better off we are, 
and although masking came back, we are constantly 
assessing the scientific information. We know that we 
are flexible enough to continue to offer classes under 
certain restrictions.

Highlights of 2020-21 include an end-of-year studio 
production that was professionally filmed by Paul 
Fortier of PVP Video, with two cameras and rented 
lights. It was amazing to see how the faculty and 
students rose to the occasion and produced a show that 
did justice to all the work from that disruptive year. 

We have heard that MAB was one of the very few 
schools offering extracurricular, in-person activities 
that stayed open. Our parents and students have told 
us that they saw the benefits socially, physically, and 
mentally for the year. Certainly, the well-being of the 
dancers and families is an established part of MAB’s 
mission. 

15 years!

Continued on page 2
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ON THE CALENDAR
Doors Open Holyoke
Saturday October 16th, 2021 
Open rehearsals • www.doorsopenholyoke.org

Barnes & Noble Book Fair 
Performance
Sunday November 21st, 2021 
12:00pm and 2:00pm

Winter Performance / 
Nutcracker
December 17th, 2021(dress rehearsal) 
December 18th, 2021 
Kendall Hall Studio Theater 
Mount Holyoke College

In-Studio Performance to 
Benefit A Local Non-Profit 
March 19th, 2022 | 2:00 p.m.

Spring Performance
May 7th, 2022 • 1:00 pm 
Pope Francis High School

Boston Ballet Field Trip
Saturday June 4th, 2022 
1:30 p.m. Swan Lake

We have greatly appreciated the comments of parents 
in support of MAB including Jodi Bobrowski, who 
said:

“At the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, MAB 
started cautiously and provided all students with 
access to a video warm-up class which Rose and 
Charles taped from their home. The video class 
was fun to watch and take at our convenience; 
listening to their uplifting praise and positivity 
during this difficult time was so helpful. Then 
MAB offered a series of virtual classes that 
students could take live, but in the comfort of 
their own home – this continued for several 
months. Once Massachusetts opened up in-
person classes in our county, MAB transferred 
to an in-studio, live class schedule with limited, 
sign-up enrollment. At this point, the pandemic 
“cloud” started to lift for our girls as they were 
finally able to get out of the house and back to 
their MAB community! This gradual shift from 
taped-video to live-virtual to in-studio was well 
planned and organized by MAB. The students 
learned to perform ballet in a safe (temperature 
checks, masked, and socially distanced) 
environment. This was a tremendous help for 
our teenage daughters (mentally, socially, and 
physically) and we cannot thank you enough for 
all the work that went into the last 18 months.”

Parent Catherine Sanderson commented, 

“Classes at MAB were the only in-person 
instruction Caroline received from mid-
March 2020 until mid-May 2021, as her high 

school classes were entirely virtually during 
this 14-month period of time. The in-person 
classes offered at MAB last year were extremely 
beneficial to her not just in terms of her dancing, 
but also in terms of her psychological well-
being. They provided a much-needed chance 
for her to move (instead of simply sitting staring 
at a screen in one place all day), reduce feelings 
of anxiety and depression, and connect socially 
(and safely) with friends. We feel so fortunate 
that MAB made the decision to stay open and 
took appropriate steps to keep all dancers safe.” 

Students also talked about dancing at MAB during 
the pandemic. Lili Sanford remarked,

“This summer intensive I loved getting to take 
an acting seminar. I loved learning more about 
something I didn’t really have much experience 
with. I also enjoyed learning new variations. It 
could be very exhausting but I left feeling as if I 
had gotten a lot stronger than I had been going 
in.” 

Jenna Brobowski added, 

“I enjoyed summer intensive this year, and 
every year I’ve danced in the past. During this 
intensive, I felt myself getting stronger as the 
week went on. Every class I took challenged me 
to progress, or work on something specific that 
I wanted to get better at. I liked learning new 
variations and choreography alongside other 
students that have become my best friends. I 
love ballet, and the classes and environment at 
MAB is everything I could ask for.”

Transitions
by Rose Flachs and Catherine Sanderson

This year the Massachusetts Academy of Ballet 
hired one teacher and another returned to 
Japan. We would like to tell you about them 

and their contributions to the organization. 

Risa Peals has been a 
faculty member of MAB 
for three years and 
recently returned to 
Japan. While at MAB, 
Risa taught the level three 
and four students, and the 
adult intermediate class. 
In 2019, Risa participated 
in the Vaganova Teacher’s 
Seminar taught by Rose 
Flachs at Mount Holyoke 
College,  a weeklong 
seminar covering the 
first three years of 
teaching ballet within 
the Vaganova method. 
She also volunteered 

backstage at our annual Nutcracker.  Risa is a 
thoughtful, thorough, and encouraging teacher, and 
her successful teaching was evident in her students’ 
progress and performance of Etudes each year. Not 
only did Risa teach for MAB, but she also took classes 
and performed in the except from La Bayadère. Her 
professionalism and work ethic in rehearsals and her 
stunning performance were excellent models for our 
advanced students. 

We wish Risa our very best and know she will 
continue to spread a love and respect for the art of 
ballet. We will forever miss her!

In June of 2020, 
Massachusetts Academy 
of Ballet welcomed a new 
instructor and staff member, 
Riley Lathrop. Riley began 
by teaching online classes 
last summer, and then 
shifted in the fall of 2020 
to teaching in-person 
classes. This year she is 
teaching Pre-Ballet 1 and 2, 

Level 1, and a new Contemporary class. Riley is also 
responsible for handling much of the administrative 
work of MAB, from communicating with parents, 
registering students, creating promotional materials, 
posting and engaging on social media, recruiting 
new students, and advocating for the studio. Perhaps 
most importantly, Riley reports that she is looking 
forward to “a return to the energy and magic of live 
performance this year!”

Riley started dancing in middle school at the Holmes 
Studio of Dance in Easthampton, and then started 
teaching Acrobatics and Jazz Technique in high 
school. As a college student at Bridgewater State 

Rose (l) with Risa (2nd 
from left) and other 
seminar students

Riley brings experience and passion for dance to 
MAB. She shares the following words of wisdom 
to our community: “Dance is something that is 
inseparable from the self. Regardless of what you do 
in life, you will always be a dancer. The happiness 
dance can bring you can come from anything from 
performing on a big stage to dancing in your room 
alone- it is a part of your everyday life both inside 
and outside the classroom. Lead from a place of 
passion and love for the art. Always support your 
fellow dancers and strive to see the beauty in each 
classmate’s unique dancing quality. Kindness 
and openness to all of your classmates and their 
individuality will take you far.” 

Clearly we are all very fortunate to have Riley serve as 
a member of the MAB community!

Debra Vega Joins Faculty

Movement has always been a part of Debra 
Vega’s life. She was born and raised in 
Fort Wayne, IN, and started dancing at the 

tender age of 4. Since then, she 
has traveled the United States 
and Europe as a musical theater 
dancer/performer, and has lived 
on the East Coast both in New 
York City where she danced on 
Broadway and as a Radio City 

Rockette, and in Holyoke, MA where she currently 
resides and owns a Mobile Yoga Studio. Now retired 
from performing, Debra has been teaching dance 
for over 30 years. She continues to teach throughout 
Western Massachusetts at Mount Holyoke College, 
Williston Northampton School and currently, at 
Massachusetts Academy of Ballet and CLI Studios 
Conservatory Program. Debra is an avid yoga 
practitioner and instructor, having practiced over 20 
years and been teaching since 2007. In 2008, she 
and her husband, Aaron Vega, opened Vega Yoga in 
Holyoke. Recently transitioning to a mobile model for 
their yoga teaching (like a food truck), they operate as 
Vega Yoga Mobile, bringing yoga to YOU by coming 
to your home, business or virtually via zoom www.
vegayoga.com. Debra also serves the community as 
a local theater choreographer, as well as by serving 
on the Board of Directors for Girl’s inc. of the Valley 
and the Carlos Vega Fund for Social Justice. She 
has 3 beautiful adult step-daughters, a 7-year-old 
son named Odin who also dances at MAB, and an 
11-year-old cat born on St. Patrick’s Day named 
Colleen. She loves working with Rose & Charles 
at Massachusetts Academy of Ballet and is thrilled 
to be offering jazz to the MAB students this year! 
You can follow Debra on Facebook or Instagram @
debradvega and @vegayoga_mobile.

University (BSU), Riley studied dance education 
and management. As a student at BSU, Riley 
choreographed three mainstage pieces for the dance 
department showcases, served as president of the 
National Dance Education Student Organization, 
and was the vice president of Dance Company, which 
produces a performance each year featuring dancers 
at a range of levels. Some of her favorite pieces danced 
include “New Light,” a contemporary piece inspired 
by the ideas of regeneration and empowerment, and 
“Sushumna Nadi,” inspired by the idea of strong 
feminine energy and performed at the American 
College Dance Association (ACDA) conference in 
San Jose, California.  

As a college student, Riley was actively involved 
in a number of programs designed to bring dance 
education to diverse populations. She started 
a Best Buddies program in which she and other 
dance majors taught classes for college students 
with physical and intellectual disabilities, as well 
as an after-school creative jazz dance program for 
elementary school students at the Boys and Girls 
Club in Brockton. Riley notes she loves “how dance 
can truly reach anyone in any population,” and hopes 
to “continue bringing dance education to diverse 
populations throughout my career.”

For her departmental honors thesis, Riley examined 
the relationship between creative dance pedagogy and 
teaching English as a foreign language. As part of this 
project, she completed a five-week action research case 
study in Bali, Indonesia, in which she taught students 
English through dance by having students embody 
their English vocabulary and collaborate with others 
to create movement. “I was inspired by the unethical 
nature of many volunteer tourism companies, and how 
there are many untrained teachers who teach English 
abroad,” Riley explains. “I saw dance pedagogy as a way 
to ensure a student-centered classroom where students 
are actively involved in their own learning to build both 
cognition and their own sense of self-identity.”  Her 
work in Bali was presented at the 2019 National Dance 
Education Organization Conference in Miami. 

Riley’s love of dance is evident. As she describes, 
“Dance is a part of being human, it is a birthright.” Riley 
also views dance as a fundamental part of life, noting 
“Dance aligns my mind, body, and spirit and is a way I 
can connect to others in a deep and intricate way.”

Riley hopes to eventually attend graduate school 
for TESOL and continue her integration of dance 
and English learning. As a teacher, she focuses 
on creating a collaborative environment in which 
students can generate their own ideas and actively 
engage with the learning process. “Seeing students 
become more confident in their ability to self-
express, articulate their thoughts, and dance with 
power is always inspiring,” says Riley. “I hope to 
motivate students to see the joys of learning and 
always lead with curiosity, perseverance, and love.”

Risa performing
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