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SUCCESS AT OUR SCHOOLS: THE POWER OF A STRENGTH-BASED APPROACH
Iyla*, a student at Clifford Academy, had 
planned to be a famous YouTuber one 
day. Though her teachers encouraged 
her to consider a Plan B, Iyla was 
fixated on her professional mission 
to achieve YouTube stardom. Most 
YouTubers don’t need to do much 
writing, which is fine by Iyla. She 
detests writing and struggles with it. 
So when she was assigned a poetry 
project, she wanted no part of it. Despite 
the fact that she is wildly creative.

Iyla also has a real desire to move, 
so she is permitted to pace in the 
classroom while she learns. Knowing 
this, Iyla and a teaching assistant 
took a different approach to this 
assignment; the two walked the school 
as Iyla verbally communicated her 

poem. Once spoken, the TA scribed, 
and Iyla produced a beautiful poem 
that met all of the criteria. She felt a 
deep sense of pride and fell in love 
with the process. She now tells staff: 
“I think I’m going to become a writer.”

This example illustrates the strength-
based approach of The Home’s three 
special education schools: Clifford 
Academy, The COVE School and The 
Wediko School. Students come to 
our schools because they haven’t 
been able to succeed elsewhere. 
Often, these kids have experienced 
trauma, or they struggle with 
behavioral challenges that make 
traditional school settings difficult. 
“As educators, we’re trained to 
examine deficits in kids and then 
focus on where they are falling short,” 
Principal Rene Dickhaut of Clifford 
Academy explains. “The strength-
based approach flips that coin.”

As Iyla’s story indicates, educators at 
The Home first discover a student’s 
innate abilities and then consider the 
accommodations needed to display 
those strengths. They also think about 
the type of setting where students 
can be at their full potential. “We try 
to find out what kind of learners kids 

are,” says Principal Sean Clark of The 
COVE School. “Oftentimes, they’re 
very good learners. They’re just not 
traditional learners.”

Helping kids know their core strengths 
and feel positive about themselves is 
the next step, which, considering the 
adversity many have faced in their 
young lives, runs counter to what the 
world has shown them. “A strength-
based approach is about having kids 
feel success, so they can understand 
success,” says Sean. “It’s not 
something you can explain. You need 
to put the thing in their hands.” •
*The student’s name has been changed for privacy.

HOW OUR EDUCATORS DO IT:
 They build relationships.

  They capitalize on natural strengths 
and interests.

  They provide variety and  
build choice.

 They understand the behavior.

 They reinforce positive behaviors.

  They celebrate the strides, not just 
the outcomes.



 GAINING SKILLS THROUGH SERVICE 
On Career & Service Wednesdays, a day dedicated 
to building job skills and giving back, students in 
Clifford Academy’s vocational program volunteer at 
New Life Furniture Bank of MA in Walpole. For nearly 
10 years, New Life has collected unwanted furniture 
from the community to give to people transitioning 
out of homelessness. The nonprofit is referral-based, 
so service agencies can verify the need of clients and 
make it easy for them to outfit their new living spaces. 
New Life helps ensure that “people who have nothing 
have a couch to rest on, a bed to sleep on, and knives 
and forks to eat their food,” says Executive Director 
Rich Purnell.

The Home has a presence 
on both sides of New Life’s 
process. Not only do our 
students join the volunteer-
run staff to collect, inspect, 
clean, restore and ready 
the furniture for delivery, 
sometimes, it is a client of 

The Home who is furnishing their fresh start.

It is an invaluable experience for every volunteer, 
but it can be game-changing for our students, many 
of whom “are at risk for homelessness, addiction or 
incarceration post-high school,” says Principal Rene 
Dickhaut. At New Life, they are learning how to go into 
a work environment, work with a group and acquire 
job and life skills by partnering with an organization 
that supports them and understands where they 
are coming from. Support that seldom accompanies 
entry-level positions.

Our kids are enthusiastic workers; they love the 
scavenger hunt for requested items and the care 
given to every piece before it goes out. One student 
reupholstered a dining room chair, learning how to 
remove the old fabric and reappoint it with new. A 
few weeks later, she watched as the dining room set 
was loaded onto a delivery truck to bring to a family. 
“That’s the kind of thing we see,” says Vocational 
Coordinator JoAnn McDade. “The student was so 
proud to be a part of this service.” •

 TO LEARN MORE about New Life Furniture  
Bank of MA and how to donate furniture or household  
goods, visit newlifefb.org.

FROM THE PRESIDENT

Dear Friends,

Happy autumn! I hope that you’ve settled into this gem of a 
season with its crackling energy, full color and even fuller 
calendars. Now that we are back to the routine of the school 
year, we thought it fitting to feature the extraordinary work 
of our three special education schools.

Across our campuses, we have a deep belief that all 
students can shine in the right environment with the right 
supports. Our cover story speaks to the strength-based 
philosophy that permeates them all; it shows the incredible 
growth and self-worth that can develop when children step 
outside the worlds of demerits and detentions to find new 
opportunities and educators who untap and nurture their 
academic, social, emotional and physical potential.

This issue also showcases The Home’s foster care and 
adoption program. I love Luis’ story because it shows that 
our need for lasting, loving connections knows no age. I was 
struck by this ten years ago, back before I was CEO, when 
I heard a 19-year-old stand up at a social work conference 
to say she was still yearning to find family. Her words 
provided the impetus that would shift and shape the way 
The Home thought about permanency. No one should go 
through life alone. As humans, at every stage of life, we rely 
on trusted folks around us to both ground us and lift us up.

Speaking of the power of community, thank you to everyone 
who joined us for The Wells Cup and to those planning to be a 
part of our upcoming holiday campaigns. Enclosed you’ll find 
information on how to participate in our Big Wishes Gift Card 
Drive and in our virtual holiday fundraiser, the Gingerbread 
House Decorating Contest. Thank you in advance for making 
the holidays better and brighter for our kids!

With gratitude,

Lesli Suggs, LICSW 
President & CEO
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LUIS’  STORY

 ADOPTED AT AGE 18 
At age 11, Luis* was removed from 
the violence of his home, and placed 
with a foster family through The Home 
for Little Wanderers. His new parents 
welcomed him, wanted him and 
supported him, and, after a few years, 
talked with Luis about adopting him. 
As children are hardwired to do, Luis 
still hoped to be reunited with his birth 
family, with whom he had little to no 
contact. He wasn’t sure what to do.

As a teenager, Luis was still 
conflicted, explains Intensive Foster 
Care Recruitment Coordinator Lucy 
Collins. Some days he’d say, “Yep, I’d 
like to be adopted.” Other days, he’d 
say no, they should continue fostering. 
Luis never felt pressure to decide. 
When Luis was 16, his family talked 
with him about guardianship, a form 
of permanency that, technically, ends 
at age 18. Luis liked the idea, and they 
pursued it as if it were the plan.

PAST MEETS PRESENT
At one point, Luis reconnected online 
with his older sister, who was living 
elsewhere, away from the biological 
family. She began unloading painful 
family history and sharing things 
that had happened that Luis didn’t 
remember, at least not in the way that 
she did. Luis was troubled and having 

a hard time, so he went to his foster 
mother to say: I don’t know what to do.

She did. With his permission, Luis’ 
foster mom contacted his sister to 
tell her that she was giving Luis 
information he could not handle. She 
explained to Luis’ sister that Luis 
loves her, and it is okay to connect, 
but any future contact needs to go 
through her. “Mom did what moms 
do. She protected her son,” says 
Lucy. “He had lived with the family so 
long, and had such trust in his foster 
parents, that he was able to go to 
them to say: ‘I can’t handle this.’”

A PLAN TAKES SHAPE
Luis and his foster mom, who was in 
nursing school at the time, were at an 
IEP meeting at school when Luis’ story 
took a new trajectory. When the school 
staff asked Luis about his three-year 
plan, he replied: “My mother’s in 
nursing school right now, but when 
she graduates, my parents are going 
to adopt me.” Luis was 17 and a half. 
The school staff member looked to 
Mom for confirmation, and though this 

was news to her, she nodded and said, 
“Yes! That’s our plan.”

The court papers were quickly drawn 
up, and Luis was adopted as an 
18-year-old. Lucy both respects and 
credits his parents for riding the roller 
coaster right along with Luis and for 
their unhurried, ready-when-you-are 
approach. “Many people think that you 
can’t adopt anybody after the age of 
18,” says Lucy. “That isn’t the case.”

In some ways, Luis’ adoption papers 
substantiated what he had known all 
along—that his parents were firmly 
in his corner and weren’t going 
anywhere. In others, they marked a 
new beginning. Luis no longer needed 
to weigh if or how he belonged. He 
just knew that he did. •
The Home has a great need for foster 
care parents, especially for teens. 
If you’d like to learn more about 
becoming a foster care parent or  
a long-term connection for our  
youth, please contact us at 
fostercareinfo@thehome.org.

“Mom did what moms do.  
She protected her son.” 
 —  LUCY COLLINS

*The youth’s name has been changed for privacy.
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With your support, we can find forever families for more children.

Visit THEHOME.ORG/GIVE to make a donation. Thank you.



10 GUEST STREET, BOSTON, MA 02135 
888.HOME.321 • THEHOME.ORG

 A WINNING WELLS CUP 
There may have been clouds over Black Rock Country 
Club, but the spirit pervading the day was all sunshine as 
a field of over 100 players gathered for The Wells Cup, 
The Home’s 28th annual golf invitational, September 12. 
Thanks to The Wells Cup committee co-chair Michael Dunn, 
return players and fresh new faces had the opportunity to 
play the picturesque private course, while helping to drive 
permanent, positive change for at-risk kids and families.

The feeling of camaraderie was palpable among the 
foursomes playing the scramble format, mingling over 
lunch and capping the day at the cocktail and dinner 
reception. The event raised over $340,000 for The Home’s 
programs! Thank you to co-chairs Michael Dunn and Ian 
Macduff and the fundraising committee, and our sponsors, 
companies and individual supporters for their incredible 
show of support for The Home’s critical programs. •

 DONOR SPOTLIGHT 
Bernie & Phyl’s Furniture, along 
with their partner, Tempur-Sealy 
International, is donating 25 mattresses, 
box springs and frames to the programs 
of The Home that need it most, literally 
providing a warm bed, comfort and 
a soft landing for youth who have 
experienced the harsh realities of 
homelessness. This in-kind donation is 
the most recent in a legacy of giving that 
has spanned decades. The late Bernie 
Rubin, a true humanitarian, and his 
family-run company have been longtime 
advocates of the children and families 
served by The Home. Whether providing 
furniture donations, taking youth in 
our group homes to a fun-filled day at 

Fenway Park with Bernie’s Baseball 
Buddies, extending the reach (and 
donations!) of our Big Wishes holiday 
campaign by using their stores as 
collection sites or donating their iconic 
vehicle for past “Stuff-a-Truck” events, 
Bernie & Phyl’s has been there for our 
kids. Thank you, Bernie & Phyl’s, for 
always keeping the children we serve 
front of mind, and for your commitment 
to creating happy memories, brighter 
days and better futures.

This holiday season, visit our 
friends at Bernie & Phyl’s stores 

throughout Massachusetts to drop off 
gift card donations in support of our 
Big Wishes Gift Card Drive. Collections 
will be taken until December 12.

1. CEO Lesli Suggs with event co-chairs Ian Macduff (left), Managing 
Director of Natixis Investment Managers, and Michael Dunn (right), 
Executive Vice President of C&W Services. 2. The Home’s Board and 
Golf Committee (l-r): Robert Lauck, Dan Tempesta, Ian Macduff, Michelle 
McDonough, Tim Miner, Lesli Suggs, Michael Dunn, Jim Colgan and 
Richard Khan. 3. Skip Wells with Lura Provost
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1ST: Oxana Tkachenko, Annie Colman, Mike Finocchi, Jennifer Shrader; 2ND: Kyle Garry, Geno Chiavelli, Dan Magaletta, Tim Miner; 
3RD: Dan Tempesta, Sean Minton, Pete Day, Jack Seitz; LONGEST DRIVE: Teri Burtoft, Josh Darwin; CLOSEST TO THE PIN: Annie 
Coleman, Hank Lucas; HOLE-IN-ONE: Randy Waddell

LEADERBOARD Congrats to all winners!

NEW YEAR, NEW CALENDAR!
Our kids have put the finishing 
touches on the vibrant visuals 
for The Home’s 2023 Calendar of 
Children’s Art. Stay organized and 
inspired in the coming year with 
the artistic expressions of youth 
served by The Home. Stay tuned 
for more information!

 FOR MORE INFORMATION,  
visit thehome.org/shop.


