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    For ‘Special Needs’ Students at Sierra Academy –   
Running a ‘Small Business’ Teaches Kids Self-Sufficiency
SAN DIEGO, Ca. – March 29, 2011 – Erin O’Connor dreams of living independently and landing a job where she can help others. She’s working toward that dream at Sierra Academy’s creative program that puts students with disabilities to work in a classroom-based “small business.”

O’Connor, 21, is among more than a dozen “special needs” students who are “employees” in Sierra Academy’s “Design Center” – where state-of-the-art equipment allows them to design graphics and then imprint the designs on T-shirts, jerseys, tote bags, mugs and piggy banks. Students are also engraving key chains, nameplates and holiday ornaments; while also making greeting cards, business cards and calendars.

“It’s not about the merchandise or the equipment,” said transition teacher Brandi Bolter. “It’s really about teaching responsibility, budgeting, banking and other skills our students will need in life. They are learning to advocate for themselves in the workplace and elsewhere.”

Sierra Academy’s 52 students – ranging from K-12th graders – have mild-to-moderate disabilities including autism, Asperger's syndrome, visual and auditory impairments, learning deficiencies, Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD).

“Our students, for example, may learn they need to record their bosses’ instructions so they can listen to them again later,” Bolter said. “Students with autism may need other types of assistance to complete a task. Here, they are learning to be comfortable asking for that help.”

“This is the kind of innovative program that distinguishes Sierra Academy as a leading provider of special education for students who need it most. We are helping these students prepare for the transition from school-to-work in a very positive, dramatic way,” said Michael Kaufman, the President & CEO of Specialized Education Services Inc. (SESI), of Yardley, Pa. which operates Sierra Academy and five other Sierra schools in California.

“We saw a need to help students approaching adulthood make the transition from school to work. Our Design Center prepares them for life after school,” said Katy DiSano, director of Sierra Academy. “We teach students many skills they will need to get a job and be independent. This program raises their self-esteem and gives them confidence.”

Sierra Academy’s “Design Center” is equipped with a vinyl-cutter, a sublimation heat press, an engraver, a full-color copier and a laminator. Some newer equipment, including laptops and operating software for the equipment, were recently bought with funds from a $25,000 Pepsi grant.

Customers for these products include Sierra Academy staff, parents, other area schools and civic groups, who pay only the cost of materials. “We’re not here to make money. The only ones who profit from our ‘small business’ is our students,” said Bolter.

“Students are treated just like employees. To get a job, they must apply, create a resume and cover letter, have references and be interviewed,” Bolter added. “Once hired, they must behave appropriately, finish their regular schoolwork and maintain their grades or they can be fired.” 

Students, ages 16 and older, are paid with money from a California-funded WorkAbility I grant. 

Erin O’Connor says her Design Center job has helped her grow. “I earn my own money and I’m learning to save it so I can buy clothes and a new cell phone. I know I will do okay when I get a job because I know what a boss expects. I know I can do it,” she said. “I’m positive!” 
To learn more about the Sierra Academy in San Diego, and the other 43 schools that SESI operates in 11 states and the District of Columbia, please visit www.sesi-schools.com.
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