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Dear Patron:
Thank you for your interest in The Hummingbirds Institute.
The Hummingbirds Institute was founded in order to improve the lives of people
with special needs.
The vision of The Hummingbirds Institute is to create an environment and an
opportunity for those with special needs to experience the magic of dance, the
harmony of yoga, and the joy of music. The Institute seeks to do through the
physical arts what the Special Olympics has done through sports. The Institute’s
program allows its students to build self-confidence, and to know and appreciate
their own beauty and self-worth. At The Hummingbirds Institute “Special
Angels” experience the wonder of the arts. Hummingbirds’ students can “grow
their wings at Hummingbirds!”
The mission of The Hummingbirds Institute is to provide classes in dance, yoga,
and music for children, teens, and adults with special needs, including: cerebral
palsy, multiple sclerosis, muscular dystrophy, cystic fibrosis, Downs Syndrome,
autism, and visual and hearing impairments.
The Hummingbirds Institute is the first institution of its kind. There are only a
very few dance and yoga studios in existence which offer even one class to
special needs clientele, and no music schools which do so. Currently, The
Hummingbirds Institute is the only studio established solely for this population.
Classes at The Institute give its clients the opportunity to experience the wonder
of the arts and to participate in physical creative expression. This not only
stimulates the brain and improves physical, emotional, and mental well-being,
but is also so much fun that the students have a blast!
Their time at
Hummingbirds definitely changes their lives for the better.
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Our first studio was in the New Era Building at 495 Broadway in Soho, New York City. We
left that location in 2006, and currently we are looking for a new site. We have been creating
an improved and more comprehensive program offer in our next location.
Enclosed please find:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Goals and Objective
Background of Founder, In Her Own Words
Milestones
The Hummingbirds Personnel
Supporters
Testimonials from the Cerebral Palsy Associations of New York State, Parents, and Students
Press

I welcome the opportunity to talk with you further about The Hummingbirds Institute. Please feel
free to contact me at 212-505-2525 or via email at maher@hummingbirdsinstitute.org.
Sincerely,

Maher Benham
Maher Benham
Founder and President
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Goals and Objective
The goal of The Hummingbirds Institute is to improve the lives of those facing the challenges of
living with special needs by building an artistic community specifically for them which honors their
particular abilities.
Studies have shown that participation in the arts not only improves the power and capacity of the
human brain and body, but it also builds one’s sense of self-confidence and self-esteem, dispels
depression, and generates happiness and joy. The motto of The Hummingbirds Institute is “ART
HEALS.”
The Institute seeks to make our classes available to as many people as possible in the New York
Metropolitan area, to establish Hummingbirds Institutes in Chicago, San Francisco, Los Angeles,
Houston, and Atlanta, and eventually open worldwide. It is working to build the total number of the
student body of the New York Institute to 300 students within three years.
Our immediate goal is to build a new facility in which to offer a newly created expanded program.
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Background of Founder
The Founder and President, In Her Own Words
“My background in dance and yoga and working with people with cerebral palsy led me to establish
The Hummingbirds Institute. I have been dancing since the age of four. I am a former member of
the Martha Graham Dance Company, and I am on the faculty of the Martha Graham School of
Contemporary Dance and the Ailey School of Dance. I am a certified Jivamukti Yoga teacher.
My nephew, now 24, was born with cerebral palsy, and has lived most of his life in a wheelchair. He
has been my primary inspiration. He loves music, and he loves to dance. I have taught him yoga in
his wheelchair. He also enjoys dancing in his wheelchair.
I have taught others with special needs. One teenage girl with cerebral palsy, who it was thought
would always be wheelchair bound, learned to walk, first with a walker, then a cane, and then on her
own. I used the imagery, given to me directly from Martha Graham, of a hummingbird inside our
hearts, which lifts us up, both physically and in spirit. I encouraged her to stand up by having her
imagine the hummingbird in her heart fluttering its wings, and thereby lifting her out of her
wheelchair. In that moment, she stood up. Today she walks beautifully.” -- Maher Benham

Milestones
The Hummingbirds Institute opened its first studio in 2005 and successfully offered classes in dance,
yoga, and music for people with special needs.
In September 2005, The Hummingbirds Institute was cited for excellence by Cerebral Palsy
Associations of New York State. In the citation, its wheelchair dance classes were described as a
“great opportunity” providing “health benefits as well as enhanced personal esteem to our folks who
attend.”
In November 2005, The Hummingbirds Institute was selected from among all the non-profit
organizations in the United States to host a visit from a prominent doctor of medicine and
psychotherapy from Kazakhstan, precisely because she believed Hummingbirds to be on the
vanguard of a new frontier.
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The Hummingbirds Personnel
-

Founder and President, Maher Benham, who creates and designs the curriculum and its
content (ongoing classes, special events, and workshops), hires the faculty and
staff, and represents The Hummingbirds Institute to the public. She is also
working to establish Hummingbirds Institutes around the country and the world.
Ms. Benham is a professional modern dancer and choreographer. She has taught
dance for 20 years and yoga for 10, and has created a unique method of teaching
them to people with cerebral palsy, which allows them to enjoy these arts even
with their special needs.

-

Medical Director, David K. Jin, M.D., Ph.D.
Director of Operations, Michael McNabb
Administrative Director/Development Director, Margaret Berger
Communications Director, Russell Suggs
Special Needs Director, Frederick Tuccinardi
Special Needs Consultants, Fred J. Brandt, Ph.D. and Janice Smestad
Dance Director/Performance Production Director, Saba
Yoga Director, Gayatri Matangi
Music Director, Daniel Bernard Roumain
Creative Writing/Speaking/Signing Director, Madeleine Beckman
Mentor Program Director/Art Institutions Liaison, Tadej Brdnik
Director of Health & Wellness, Victoria De Paul
Class Aides Director, Maria Vasquez
Videographer, Photographer, and Documentary Filmmaker, Mark Brady

All of the Institute’s principal staffers are highly-trained professionals at the top of their fields,
including our two directors, the dance, yoga, music and creative writing faculty and department
heads, special needs experts, aides, and mentors.
The Hummingbirds Institute personnel come from the arenas of the arts, special needs, and not-forprofits. New York City has the highest concentration of world class dancers, dancers and dance
teachers, yogis and yoga teachers, musicians, and music teachers in the world. The quality of our
faculty reflects this fortunate availability of top-level talent. They have all been trained by the great
masters in their respective disciplines, and have spent their entire professional lives perfecting their
skills in practice and in teaching.
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Special Needs Faculty
The Hummingbirds Institute has three special needs experts available to counsel the parents and
families of its clients, who meet privately with them and who facilitate its regularly scheduled
support groups. Dr. Fred Brandt and Janice Smestad are highly qualified and trusted professionals
with many years of experience.
Special Needs Director
Frederick Tuccinardi heads our department and is resident representative and spokesperson for the
special needs population. Mr. Tuccinardi has lived his entire life with cerebral palsy. His first hand
experience with the challenges of special needs and his intimate awareness of this condition give
him a unique perspective from which he offers invaluable advice to The Institute’s directors, its
faculty, its students, and their families. He is also a member of the Hummingbirds Board of
Directors.
Special Needs Consultants
Fred J. Brandt, Ph.D. is the Chair of the Special Education Department and Assistant Professor at
Manhattanville College, Adjunct Professor at Fordham University and St. Thomas Aquinas College.
He served as the Director of Special Education Programs at the College of Mount Saint Vincent.
Janice Smestad is the Founder of Empathy Associates and a noted expert on living with special
needs. She and Empathy Associates give parents hands-on tools and techniques that help them with
real issues they encounter everyday.
Dance Director
Saba is the Director of the Dance Program. He is an internationally renowned dancer, teacher, and
choreographer with years of experience teaching people with a wide range of capabilities. At the age
of 14, Saba was confined to a wheelchair after an accident, and the doctor advised dance classes for
his rehabilitation. This experience has given him a deep understanding of the needs of
Hummingbirds students. He produces and directs The Institute’s annual performances. He is a
recipient of the coveted Bessie award for his choreography.
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Dance Faculty
Rachael Kosch, member of the Faculty of the Martha Graham School of Contemporary Dance and
Ballet New York, and Director of Children’s Theater at Metropolitan Playhouse
Michael Kerr, MA, and New York State Certified K-12 Dance Teacher and licensed New York City
Public School Dance Teacher, and member of Coyote Dancers
Jessica Jennings, Certified Gyrokinesis Teacher, Member of Coyote Dancers and Artistic Director of
Elojes Dance Theater
Mana Hashimoto, Co-Founder of Treaders in the Snow. She has lost her sight and she teaches dance
for both the visually impaired and the sighted.
Alice Jane Klugherz teaches dance to people of all ages and abilities, performs her own work,
and studies dance education and dance therapy at Empire State College.
Music Director
Daniel Bernard Roumain serves as the Musical Director of Coyote Dancers and the Bill T. Jones
Dance Company. He and his musical group, The Mission, are known worldwide, and his community
of highly trained musicians make up the Institute’s Musical Faculty. In consultation with Ms.
Benham, he has developed a unique music curriculum designed especially for the special needs
population.
Music Faculty
Don Conreaux, renowned gongmaster and creator of “gong bath therapy” for children with special
needs. He is in demand worldwide for his workshops, and he travels the globe offering The Way of
the Gong.
Wynne Bennett, member of The Mission, Daniel Bernard Roumain’s musical group.
John Warren, percussionist
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Yoga Director
Gayatri Matangi began her study of yoga in college during which time she received a BA in Art
History/Fine Arts from Temple University/Tyler School of Art. While enrolled at the Neighborhood
Playhouse School of the Theatre, she had the great fortune to study dance and yoga under the
direction of Maher Benham beginning in 1999. Maher’s teaching led her to Jivamukti Yoga.
Gayatri studied Jivamukti, Ashtanga and Dharma Mittra Yoga, as well as nada yoga, mantra
mysticism and puja worship under the tutelage of Bhagavan Das with whom she toured across the
United States and Canada. With Maher’s encouragement and support she’s in the process of being
certified through Shakti Raja Yoga under the formal apprenticeship with Maher Benham.
Yoga Faculty
Sheila Steinberg, living with MS, is a certified Sivananda Yoga Teacher. She was a dance therapist
at Bellevue Hospital until she was diagnosed with MS in 1991.
Oliver Tobin is a graduate of the studio program at The American Musical and Dramatic Academy in
New York City. He received his teacher training in yoga from the Sivananda Yoga Ashram in Reith,
Tyrol, Austria in 2001 and has taught at the Sivananda Yoga Center in New York City.

Medical Director
David K. Jin, M.D., Ph.D., is a clinician-scientist entrepreneur who has over 15 years of diverse
experience in clinical trials, strategic consulting and regulatory affairs. After graduating as the
class valedictorian with summa cum laude distinction from the Massachusetts College of Pharmacy
in 1992, Dr. Jin further obtained a combined M.D. and Ph.D. degrees from the State University of
New York. He is currently engaged in building a global network for “integrative medicine” to
advocate a niche-dependent, multidisciplinary, preventative approach by rationally combining
Western and Eastern medical practice as well as various complementary modalities to promote mindbody health and wellness.
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Board of Directors
Maher Benham, Founder and President
Frederick Tuccinardi, living with cerebral palsy since birth

Honorary Board of Directors
Stuart Hodes, former member of The Martha Graham Dance Company
and partner to Miss Graham for 14 years, former Director of The Martha Graham School
of Contemporary Dance
Terese Capucilli, Former Dancer and Artistic Director, The Martha Graham Dance Company
Chris Landriau, Music Director, Trevor Day School
Nadine Hack, President of Because Global Consulting, former New York City Commissioner to
the United Nations, member of the faculty, New York University
Denise Jefferson, Director of the Ailey School of Dance
Dudley Williams, Principal Dancer with both The Martha Graham and Ailey Dance Companies, and
member of the faculties of The Matha Graham School of Contemporary Dance and
the Ailey School
Sharon Gannon, Co-Founder and Co-Director of the Jivamukti Yoga Center
David Life, Co-Founder and Co-Director of the Jivamukti Yoga Center

Advisory Team
The Institute’s accountant is Robert Taylor of Taylor and Lord, New York City.
The Insurance Company is the Philadelphia Insurance Company, Philadelphia, PA.
Patricia Vardin, Ph.D., Professor of Early Childhood Education and Child Development,
Manhattanville College, is consultant to the School.
Diane Dragone, Artistic Director/Choreographer, The Kennedy Dancers, and
expert in teaching dance in special education, is consultant to the School.
Peter Barton, company d.
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Supporters to The Hummingbirds Institute
Ronald McDonald House Charities
Microsoft
The Edward T. Cone Foundation
Cerebral Palsy Associates of New York State
The Martha Graham Center
New York State Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation
YWCA of the City of New York
Global Odyssey
Giving Opportunities to Others
Tateo Sound
C&R Media
Serena Bass
Jo and Paul Hallingby
James A. Benham
Ronald J. Oehl
Margaret Beals
Jerome Belson
Diane Dragone
Barry and Pamela Ostrager
Nadine Bonnie Hack
Susanne Trani McClure
Michael Rouse
Elliott Green
David Chase
Paul and Linda Mulhauser
Carlos Fittante
Eugene and Barbara Oken Greene
Beatrice Goldberg and Janet G. Nackson
James Interlicchio
Lynn Huang
Patricia L. Smith
Thomas A. Citro
Lisa J. Donahue and John P. Patton
Elena Heimur
Rosyln Kramer

!e Hummingbirds In"itute
DANCE

Maher Benham
Founder and President
Tel: 212.505.2525
www.hummingbirdsinstitute.org

YOGA

MUSIC

Inside the heart of every human being there is a hummingbird.
Its fluttering wings are the spiritual life force within us,
inspiring and empowering us to create.

Supporters to The Hummingbirds Institute continued...
Denise C. Grapshi
Patricia A. Vardin
Rodger L. Swarth
Yasmin Shaffe
Anna M. Kauppila
Beautiful Futures
Eugene C. Wordehoff and Nanette A. Rivera-Wordehoff
Stanley Parris
Shilvy, Inc.
Peter Barton Productions
Gramercy Park Medical Associates
Deanna Befnante
Geraldine R. Biehl
Sonia Essabag
Alice Mintzer Sandler and Ross Sandler
George Locker
Kudman Trachten, LLP
Bonnie Berk Schwartz
Salvatore Petruzzellis
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Testimonials
”I’m 23 years old and I have cerebral palsy. The condition causes a lot of stiffness in my
muscles and I have to have therapy in order to stretch my arms and legs. When I went to The
Hummingbirds School to the wheelchair dance class, it helped my body to become more loose
and that makes me more comfortable. It was such an exciting place to be. It was beautiful. We
had great music and everyone was smiling and laughing by the end of the session. The people in
the class had different levels of disability. Some were less able than others but all of us were
included and no one tried to exclude anyone from trying anything. They were very kind and
supportive and respectful.”
- Fred, 23, Special Needs Director and Student
“My husband and I are very grateful that you have founded the Hummingbirds School.
Our daughter, Margaret, has always enjoyed dancing to music, and for years we had searched for
a dance class for her that she could manage with her significant developmental delays. At the
Hummingbirds school Margaret got the focused attention she needs to enjoy and stay focused on
the movement and music.”
- Susannah, Parent
”Our son Stephen, age 24 years, participated in Hummingbirds School yoga/dance
program for the months of November to December 2005. He eagerly anticipated each class with
joy and a dream of performing before an audience. It was with great sadness that we learned the
school would need to close. Maher Benham’s vision of The Hummingbirds School allowed
Stephen to follow his dream and his spirit to soar. Her strength, passion and sensitivity is
obvious to all who meet her and she made a “heart connection” with Stephen and our family. We
share in her vision of opportunity for those like our son who, without a place like Hummingbirds
School, would be passive observers rather than active participants. Maher’s school is unique and
fulfills a much desired need, The benefits obtained from her program span the spectrum
physically, mentally, emotionally and socially for all ages. The creativity, enthusiasm and talent
of Maher and her instructors is quickly felt by all who participate. Stephen’s smile after each
class said it all. We are delighted to write this letter of recommendation on behalf of Maher
Benham and The Hummingbirds School. Our hope is that Stephen, and others, will once again
have an opportunity to reach their dreams through Maher’s vision.”
- Linda and Paul, Parents
”We are very interested in having Dara return and enjoy her time at Hummingbirds. She
never stops talking about going back to school.”
- Sadie, Parent

