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Valley Forge
Educational Services
cares for its students’
educational,
therapeutic and

social needs

By Amanda Hamm Hengel

unique in their own ways, offering the support
and attention needed by students with special
needs. “One overarching theme of the organ-
ization is support in social-skills development
and developing healthy relationships with
peers and adults,” says Holly Zipperer, director
of Summer Matters. “Our staff has a lot of ex-
perience, and is quite accomplished. Our stu-
dent-to-staff ratio is also low, so students don’t
get lost in a bigger setting.”

The Luma Center is the newest service on
campus, providing consultation, evaluation,
therapy and group programs to children and
young adults who suffer from speech, language,
motor or social-skills challenges. The center is
so young (it opened in 2009), its director,
Nancy Allard, has been able to stay connected
with some of its first students. They include a
boy who came in for a consultation while he
was in pre-school and who over the past four
years has benefited from a number of the cen-
ter’s services. “He had a mild learning disabil-
ity affecting his social interactions,” Allard says,

noting he is at the center roughly once a
week. “He’s outgrown our services now, and
he’s in a typical classroom in a public school.”

Perhaps the most recognizable program at
VFES is the Vanguard School, a nonprofit, state-
licensed, academic day school for prekinder-
garten through high school students. The Van-
guard School was the original VFES program and,
with small class sizes and an emphasis on help-
ing every student succeed, it's no wonder the pro-
gram has been around as long as it has. “One
of the unique services we provide is on-site ther-
apy, including speech, language, occupational
and physical therapy,” says Tim Krushinksi, di-
rector of The Vanguard School. “From a thera-
py point of view, the students have a lot of ex-
posure and they can have therapy almost on a
daily basis, whereas in a public school it might
be only once or twice a week.”

Although The Vanguard School separates it-
self from public schools in some ways, in many
ways it is also similar, so students do not miss
out on the “usual” school activities. “We have
a homecoming, we have a Halloween parade,
[and] we do all the things you would see in a
regular—or typical—school,” Krushinski adds.

The Vanguard Transition Center is an exten-
sion of The Vanguard School, offering students
ages 18 to 21 opportunity for post-secondary ed-
ucation, career development and social and life
skills development. “We do everything we pos-

Valley Forge Educational Services' programs provide the sup-

our VFES programs are offered to students ages 2 to 21: The \ \‘ -
Luma Center for Development and Learning, The Vanguard & "‘\-h"
School, The Vanguard Transition Center and Summer Matterss

Eort and attention needed by students with special needs.

sibly can to get them in the best program for
them,” says Krushinski, who is also the direc-
tor for The Vanguard Transition Center. The cen-
ter has many success stories involving students
who navigated the program and are now
working in compensated job positions. “We are
striving to have more young adults graduate
from VTC with a job in hand,” says Fornicola.

Finally, the Summer Matters program is avail-
able not only to all of the students involved with
the other programs at VFES but also to students

enrolled in other schools during the school year.
Summer Matters, whose reach extends to six
other states, offers another place where students
can be successful. “We offer academic pro-
grams while also offering programs to enjoy
summer life, such as supported recreational and
camp opportunities,” says Zipperer. “It’s real-
ly an extended-year program with a variety of
formats.”

To expand upon its already successful pro-
grams, VFES added an integrated, full-day
service at The Vanguard School this fall for chil-
dren with childhood apraxia of speech. Individ-
uals with this disorder have difficulty connect-
ing speech messages from the brain to move-
ments of the mouth, which results in limited and
difficult speech ability. Through the new offer-
ing, students will not only read and write as they
would during a typical school day, but they will
also receive speech and language services
specifically coordinated to meet their needs. “In
trying to meet the needs of families locally and
regionally, we conducted a survey and ascer-
tained that there is a great need for these serv-
ices,” explains Fornicola. “There are very few
programs that are specially designed for this di-
agnosis, so it’s unique to most of the country.”

Parents of children with special needs know
how difficult it can be navigating the different
academic programs their children may be in-
volved in, along with deciding whether or not

; a public school or a
school such as Van-
guard is the best option
for their child. It is a very
individual process, and
the VFES staff is willing
to help parents and stu-
dents find their way.
“There’s much less
progress when a child
has to jump around,”
says Allard. “For exam-
ple, [ know a child who
had navigated public
schools, but he had no
friends. He was a wall-
flower, if you will, and
he had figured out how
to get by. He was here
about a month, and his mom said, ‘Not only is
he happy, but I don’t have to worry about him
every single day.””

There’s a lot to be said for feeling like you
belong and finding your place. =
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