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At High Road Student Learning Center –
Students are sewing seeds for their future
WALLINGFORD, CT. – (June 1, 2011) – Ben Smith can rattle off the differences between Phragmites australis and Typha – Latin names and all – and he can easily distinguish invasive Celastrus orbiculatus vines from its harmless cousin, Celastrus scandens.

At 19, Ben – a student with Asperger’s syndrome who attends High Road Student Learning Center – is already something of an amateur botanist. “Phragmites is an invasive reed that chokes out Typhia, or native cattails, in marshlands,” Ben explained. “Celastrus orbiculatus or ‘oriental bittersweet,’ has thorny stems and choke trees. Celastrus scandens, or false bittersweet, has smooth stems and is a harmless vine.”

“Ben has a remarkable knowledge of plants. When I have a question, Ben is my ‘go-to’ guy,” said teacher Jim Flanagan, who recently forged a new partnership between High Road and the New Haven Land Trust to help fuel his students’ interest in horticulture and the environment.

“Working with the Land Trust gives students a greater opportunity to learn, to do practical fieldwork and to give back to our community,” Flanagan said. Two afternoons each week, Flanagan and his eager students head to the Land Trust’s 32-acre preserve along the Quinnipiac River or to a 20- acre parcel near Morris Creek to clear brush and remove invasive plants, to mow and prune trees, maintain trails and do landscaping.

The partnership is also “a tremendous benefit” to the Land Trust’s preservation efforts, said Chris Randall, its executive director. “There is never enough funding for all our work, so these kids are a great asset. The learning experience is mutual. I’ve learned as much from working with students with disabilities as they’ve learned about the environment from me.”
“On their first visit to the Quinnipiac River site, I happened to point out some skunk cabbage along one of the trails. These teenagers were a little shy, but Ben’s eye lit up and he quickly reminded me that skunk cabbage has shiner leaves,” Randall recalled.

“Ben told me what I had pointed to was actually Lamb’s Ear. That was quite humbling,” said Randall. “But, I immediately knew that working with these very special kids was going to be a really awesome experience for all of us.”

Public school districts in New Haven, Hartford and Middlesex counties refer special-needs students to the High Road Student Learning Center because it provides individualized instruction for students in grades K-12 with learning, language and cognitive disabilities, including some on the Autism spectrum, with Down syndrome and traumatic brain injury.

“Partnerships like this certainly offer our students valuable learning experiences, but they also show that our schools are good neighbors and active community participants,” said Michael Kaufman, President & CEO of Specialized Education Services Inc. (SESI), which operates the High Road Student Learning Center and five other Connecticut schools. “I’m so proud our students and staff can help the Land Trust maintain its nature preserves for the New Haven community to enjoy.”
High Road began to offer horticulture last fall as part of a program that allows students who are nearing graduation to explore various trades. Students started with an indoor greenhouse, dabbled in tropical plant care and planted seedlings to transplant to a garden outside the school.

Flanagan has taken students to visit sites like New Haven Country Golf Course in Hamden to study landscape design and grooming practices. They also received practical gardening experience at sites such as the Robin Hill Apartments on Yale Avenue.

Students now grow a variety summer vegetables like tomatoes, squash, sweet corn, cucumbers, green beans and radishes at the school’s community garden on the outskirts of Wallingford. The produce is later used in the school’s culinary arts program.

To participate, High Road students must also complete their regular school work and do job-readiness training that prepares them to handle job applications and interviews, create resumes, learn appropriate workplace conduct and budget the money they will earn.

“Our goal is to prepare our students as best we can to enter the job market. So, we currently offer trade experience in horticulture, culinary arts and woodworking, but we also give them the other skills necessary to land a job and remain employable,” said Ron Chomicz, the High Road school’s education director.

The horticulture program has changed student Peter Lamy’s career focus. Lany, 19, considered careers in auto repair and building maintenance before he tried horticulture. “I like working outdoors with my hands, seeing things grow and knowing that I planted them,” said Lamy, who now grows vegetables and cooking herbs at his family’s Plymouth-Terryville home.

Ben Smith – who has his sight set on a botany career – said his horticulture interest began long before High Road started its program when he received a begonia as a gift. “I began to read books about begonias and other plants. I memorized their Latin names and characteristics. Now, I really love plants and working outdoors,” Ben said.

Learn more about the High Road Student Learning Center and about Specialized Education Services Inc. (SESI) at: www.sesi-schools.com.
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Specialized Education Services, Inc. (SESI) is one of the nation’s premier providers of specialized education for children with learning, language and social challenges. It operates 47 schools in 11 states and the District of Columbia.
  
– Tony Gallotto,  for Jaffe Communications Inc., Westfield, N.J.










