
Small, structured classes that incorporate visual, 
auditory, and hands-on instruction based on the 
Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks
Grade level content delivered with access to one-to-one 
support and review, remediation, and modifications as 
needed
Google classroom and Chromebook technology to 
enhance students’ functional capabilities and provide 
an integrated classroom learning experience
Individualized clinical services as well as integration of 
coping and regulation strategies, social skills, sensory 
strategies, problem solving skills, and supports for 
executive functioning

Career and Technical Education program (CATE) 
offering hands-on learning in four vocational areas 
including computer technology, culinary arts, 
construction skills, and visual arts
Transition planning for high school students including 
post-secondary planning, vocational programming, 
community volunteer opportunities, and life skills 
instruction
A summer program to prevent regression in social, 
emotional, and academic learning
A diverse, safe, and accepting community that provides 
a sense of belonging for all students

Our clinical services include:
•  Individual and group counseling to support school-related issues  
     including coping and building positive peer relations
•  Collaboration with students’ outpatient therapists and family 
     therapists to ensure coordination of services across all settings
•  A supportive milieu to respond to situations in the moment
•  Social skills and wellness groups for students as well as support 
    groups for parents and guardians
•  Direct social skills instruction integrated into our milieu

For more information, please contact Ann Fry, our Admissions Director at afry@gifford.org or 781-899-9500.

We serve students from fourth grade through high school who have 
social, emotional, behavioral, and complex learning challenges that 
may include one or more of the following:

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

•  Autism spectrum disorders

•  Anxiety disorders

•  Non-verbal learning disability
•  Mood and self-regulation challenges
•  Trauma related disorders

•  Attention deficit disorder

•  Executive functioning difficulties

Where Education Happens in Special Ways

Gifford at a Glance
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What do Gifford students do after graduation? 
Gifford supports students in transitioning back to their 
public school districts whenever possible as IEP goals 
are met. For those students who remain at Gifford 
through graduation, 90% go on to community or 
four-year colleges. Students may also have 
post-secondary plans that include employment, 
internships, transition programs, and/or vocational 
schools.

The Gifford School provides all students with equal access to services, facilities, and activities regardless of 
race, color, sex, gender identity, religion, national origin, sexual orientation, disability or homelessness.



Gifford’s Post-Secondary Planning Program entails 
a multi-faceted approach to prepare students for 
life after graduation. This comprehensive process is 
individualized for each student and starts at 14 years 
of age. Beginning in their junior year, students attend 
weekly transition skills classes to learn about post-
secondary options and develop a plan for success 
that includes independent living skills, volunteer 
opportunities, vocational education, and/or college 
preparation.

Where Education Happens in Special Ways
www.gifford.org

Whether college or career bound, juniors and seniors 
work closely with staff to identify goals and create post-
secondary plans which may include:
• Visits to colleges and other post-secondary 

programming; support with the application process
• Understanding disability support services and 

available accommodations at the college level
• Dual enrollment opportunities
• Career interest survey
• Support with finding post-secondary employment 

and/or internships
• Coordination with adult agencies

Post-Secondary Pathways

Students receive guidance on refining basic life skills and 
understanding responsibilities including:
• Developing self-awareness and self-advocacy
• Managing personal finances
• Job readiness and interview skills
• Driver education support
• Personal and online safety
• Becoming a legal adult

Independent Living Skills

We partner with Buddy Dog Animal Shelter in Sudbury 
as well as Weston’s Land Sake Farm and Sunrise Assisted 
Living for volunteer opportunities which help students to: 
• Meet commitments / fulfill responsibilities
• Practice social skills in various environments
• Build communication skills

Community Involvement

Post-Secondary Planning

During the academic year, students are offered 
opportunities to explore four pre-vocational paths as part 
of our Career & Technical Education programs. High 
school students who attend Gifford’s Summer  Program 
gain on-campus work experience and take a life skills 
course. 

Culinary Arts

Visual Arts

Construction Skills

Technology/Computer Skills

Vocational Education



The Gifford School
Summer Program

Where Education Happens in Special Ways
www.gifford.org

Gifford has a 20-day Summer Program that runs during the month of July. The Summer Program is designed to 
prevent the loss of academic, social, and self-regulation skills students have worked hard to achieve during the
school year. The summer program follows much of the same structure and routines of the academic year program
with additional opportunities for social and recreational activities both on and off campus. 

Academically, students benefit from reviewing and strengthening concepts learned during the school year while
also participating in group activities, cooperative games, and going on field trips. Students receive social coaching and 
support from staff during all aspects of the day to facilitate positive peer relationships and improve their social skills. 
Summer Program tuition is separate from the academic year and must be approved by the student’s school district.

High School Students - Academic-Work Program
The High School Academic-Work Program combines learning with practical work 
experience in jobs on campus. Each student is assigned to a work crew and performs
job tasks as delegated by a staff supervisor. Students are paid minimum wage for their 
work on campus over the summer.

Some of our High School students work as Counselors-in-Training (CITs) in our 
Lower and Middle School Summer Programs and are supervised by Gifford School 
Program Leaders and teaching staff. CIT students gain valuable experience offering 
support to their younger peers and begin to explore their leadership potential in 
setting an example for younger students. 

In addition, High School students participate in daily academic programming to 
maintain progress made in core subject areas during the school year. They also 
participate in Life Skills classes each afternoon where they learn about banking, 
budgeting, building a resume, and job interviewing skills.

Lower and Middle School Students
Our Lower and Middle School programs use a combination of academics and camp
activities to engage students in fun and different ways of learning. Students enjoy 
games, high-interest projects, and weekly off-campus field trips. All program activities 
are focused on helping students develop interpersonal skills and a spirit of cooperation 
and mutual respect.

For more information, please contact our Admissions Director Ann Fry at 781-899-9500 or afry@gifford.org. 



The Gifford School

Parent to Parent

 

 

Graduation and Closing Ceremony 2020
Parent Address

Good Morning Families, Staff and Students,

My name is Jennifer Luongo and I am Anthony’s mom.

It is an honor to speak to you all this morning and represent 
the parents of our graduating class. We have been members of 
the Gifford Community since 2014. How do you thank a 
school and its staff for making your child feel understood, 
cared for and important? This school changed not only our 
son’s life, but our family’s as well. This school allowed us to 
breathe. All of our paths to Gifford are unique and every 
family has a story of how they ended up here.

Our story is unique to us. We are a Canadian family and 
Anthony was born in Vancouver, Canada. We moved to the 
States in 2004 when he was just 2 years old. We are, as they 
say, the “American dream.” Moving here enabled my 
husband to continue his training and complete a Fellowship in 
Urological Oncology in Houston, Texas. We spent two years 
in Houston before moving to Miami, Florida. When my 
husband was offered a job here in Boston, I thought there is 
no way we are leaving the warmth of South Florida…..we will 
just go for a visit. Well that was 12 years ago, and Boston has 
been home ever since. We have been here so long that certain 
members of our family have gone from being Vancouver 
Canucks fans to Boston Bruins fans.

Living in the United States has allowed us to settle in a city 
with world class health care and world class education. It has 
allowed our daughter the opportunity to study Performing 
Arts in New York City and given our son Anthony the 
opportunity to attend a school such as Gifford.

Living so far from home, family, and close friends has had its 
challenges. There have been many times that we felt homesick 
and we missed out on many special occasions. Whenever I 
would feel sad about not living in Vancouver anymore, I 
would think of our family here and the opportunities that 
have come to us with our American adventure. I would 
especially think of The Gifford School.  This school does not 
exist in Vancouver, Houston, or Miami; it only exists right 
here in a Boston suburb. Maybe the reasons we moved to the 
states were bigger than ourselves and my husband’s training. 
Maybe the reason we ended up here was to give our son the 
opportunity to reach his full potential, and see himself for the 
smart, caring, leader that he is. I believe all of the students 
here today have arrived here for this exact reason- to reach 
your full potential and realize your gifts that you bring to all 
of us and will soon bring to society.

I believe each and every one of you has a special talent or gift 
that you will share with the world. Dream big and set your 
goals high. All of you have overcome more than most at your 
age, and I know you will go forward to pursue your goals and 

The Gifford School hosted an outdoor graduation ceremony for our 2020 graduating class with a livestream offered to 
our community members who couldn't attend due to restrictions on the size of gatherings. It wasn’t the ceremony that 

anyone had imagined as the school year started, but it showed that life goes on – even during a pandemic.

live out your dreams. You are all 
capable of this and deserve 
nothing less.
 
To the families that are new to 
Gifford who may be watching via 
video, please know your child is in 
a loving and caring environment. 
The staff at Gifford are special 
people. They want your child to 
succeed, and with your help will 
see that this happens. Working 
together and communicating with 
them is the best way to ensure 
your child’s success.

Every parent wants their child to fit in and feel a part of their 
school’s community, and Gifford gave us that. To see my son’s 
confidence grow and his love of learning develop was a 
blessing. To attend holiday concerts and school yard sales, and 
see him talk and laugh with groups of friends is only what any 
parent wants to see. Gifford allowed our son to grow and 
develop in a safe and understanding environment, and I thank 
you all for that.

I wanted to mention a few members of the staff and thank them 
directly, Nick, thank you for setting the bar high in 7th grade. 
You made Anthony’s transition from public school that much 
easier with your caring and calm manner. Anthony still talks 
about you and wanted you to be here today. You made a huge 
impact on my son’s life, and I want to thank you for that. Dan, 
thank you for being on this journey with us. I know you see the 
growth in all our children and this wouldn’t have been possible 
without you. Wil, your caring manner and strong support are a 
huge part of the Gifford Spirit, and this school and our students 
benefit from that, thank you.

There are so many staff members to thank for all their hard 
work and determination with our children. Even the staff at the 
front desk...thank you for always being friendly...you have no 
idea how a friendly voice can impact a parent. For everyone’s 
name I haven’t mentioned please know all of you have played 
such an important role in our children’s lives.

To the class of 2020, this year will certainly go down in history 
for many reasons. I hope you will all remember it as a time 
when you felt excited about what your future holds. This is a 
special time in your life; you are young with your entire futures 
before you. Each and every one of you is capable of making 
positive changes in the world, and I look forward to hearing 
about all your successes in the years to come. Congratulations 
graduates you made it!

Jennifer Luongo, parent
of a graduating senior. 
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Let me begin by saying congrats to the graduates 
and to all who are honored today.  If your student is 
graduating today I feel the weight lifting too.  All of 
these amazing children have a back story that 
usually involves another school and more 
challenges.  So when they arrive here their faith in 
the system and attitude towards school are often 
not the best.  Once they arrive, the students and 
staff need to get to a place of trust and faith in each 
other before any real school work can begin. 

Our son has been here for 6 years and has grown 
into a kind and capable young man.  That is in no 
short order due to the commitment and level of 
caring the staff has for the students here.  
In terms of skills learned, first and foremost it is 
self-advocacy. Instead of choosing things that make 
your life more difficult they want to work with 
students to identify changes that will work for both 
the student and school community.  Community – I 
will get back to that later.  But more on asking for 
what you need… For our son that meant all kinds 
of plans – there was a hat plan, snack plan, 
movement plan, lunch plan, music plan… I think 
there were more, but you get the point.  These were 
all created through positive communication to 
improve success on a daily basis.  

Now back to that community. From our first day on 
campus, it was evident that there was a positive 
energy here starting from the front office to the 
Executive Director’s office.  The school takes the 
opportunity on a daily basis to acknowledge the 
positive efforts of students, through every day 
moments, honors breakfasts, and community 

The Gifford School’s Graduation & Closing Ceremony is a celebration for the whole school
community. In addition to honoring graduating seniors, we recognize all lower, middle
and high school students individually for a special achievement made during the year.

meetings.  Then there is the 
list of annual events some of 
which include, the 
Halloween Carnival, 
Thanksgiving Feast,  staff 
student football games, the 
Holiday Follies, Winter 
Olympics,  April 
Amazement, and the high 
school dance. The high school sports teams were 
also a great experience –our son’s favorites were 
flag football and basketball.  All of these events and 
activities provide students the opportunities to 
have fun and create memories with friends.  

As the students graduate they will head in several 
different directions some to college, others will get 
a job or continue with one they currently have.  
Our son is working in the family business learning 
the automotive trade and thriving.  We are excited 
to watch him grow and prosper.   When you put all 
of this together you get a team who share the work 
and community of a close neighborhood.  As we all 
have heard before, “it takes a village,” and this is 
what Gifford is. We would personally like to thank 
this village and hope it continues to grow.  



The Gifford School

Parent to Parent

My name is Mary Dolbear, and I am the proud
Mom of Sofia. I am deeply honored to be here.
This is our first year here, and in many ways,
my/our journey with Gifford is just beginning.
And yet, this place has already transformed our
daughter and, by extension, our family.

It started last summer almost a year ago. We
were in transition mode trying to find the next
school for Sofia, hoping for a soft place to land
and the right place for us. Something definitely
stood out about Gifford. It’s a special place. So
yes, we are a Gifford family, and I am a deeply
grateful Mom.

Our family was tender when we came, but this
remarkable community received us with open
arms. This school clearly lives its mission:
“Commitment to helping students increase 
self-esteem, gain academic knowledge, and 
develop social skills.“ For us, it was also the first 
school to respond with such sustained and 
engaged care and compassion, not just for Sofia, 
but for our family. Sofia quickly shared that she 
loved school - "Mom, they get me...it's the first 
place that just gets me."

It’s obvious that the faculty and staff here are
outstanding and highly trained. They know what 
they are doing and we all benefit. Sofia shared 
that “At Gifford, everyone gets the care and 
support that they need. That’s how Gifford
works.” Working with this remarkable team has
been a gift not only for our daughter, but also for 
us as parents. (I had no idea the school would be 
for me too.)

Building trust is a 
complicated and ongoing 
process~ and it is 
definitely active work. 
‘Belonging’ quickly 
became a theme. There is 
significant and hard work 
here, each and every day. 
It is clear that when one 
feels safe, supported and known, the possibilities 
are stunning. What a gift.

I am so grateful for the sense of joy and play
interwoven into Gifford’s beautifully developed
and highly crafted program. The coordination of 
care and communication is impressive here. I am 
so grateful for all the systems, the structure, all 
the calls, emails, and meetings.

Together, you all work passionately, thoughtfully, 
and consistently to create a community of deep 
RESPECT, TRUST, PATIENCE, and FUN. 
Learning budgets through cupcakes, Bagel 
Fridays, Thanksgiving Feast, Cheese Club, Car 
Club, Korean Club trip to Chinatown, point 
sheets and VIP trips, Town Meetings, Mustache 
Day, Holiday Follies, and on it goes... Such playful 
fun in the middle of hard and ever present work.

I have already witnessed such growth in my
daughter. She loves to come here each day, and
she is flourishing under your care. She feels and
trusts your commitment to her growth and
learning. We feel very lucky to be here. It’s only
been ten months… and luckily for us there is
more to come.

The Gifford School’s Graduation & Closing Ceremony is a celebration for the whole school 
community. In addition to honoring graduating seniors, we recognize all lower, middle 
and high school students individually for a special achievement made during the year.

Graduation and Closing Ceremony 2017
Parent Address
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My name is Zoe Forbes. I have a son in 
Gifford’s Lower School.  Before coming to 
Gifford my family and I felt stuck. We 
couldn't find a way to access an appropriate 
education for our son. It seemed as if a giant 
mountain stood before us but we couldn't 
even get to the base to start climbing. When 
our school system approved an out of district 
placement, we decided on the Gifford School. 
It was an important milestone in our journey 
but we knew there would be a lot of hard 
work ahead. Getting a placement at Gifford 
allowed us to start our trip up the mountain. 

Every climber encounters delays, setbacks, 
even scary falls.  But being here is like having 
a safety net made up of caring, experienced 
hands. And after each delay, setback or fall, 
those hands pull our kids back up to continue 
the climb. It is especially at these challenging 
times that I appreciate being here at Gifford. 
Educators, social workers, and administrators 
sit down with you to find a way for your 
child to succeed. And then you begin to 
relax a bit because you know you don’t have 
to figure this all out on our own.

I am continuously struck by the fact that the 
staff are as invested as we are in the success 
of our son. Each member of the Gifford team 
gets to know who your child is at school, at 

home, and in the 
community, and uses 
that knowledge to 
tailor a specialized 
approach to the 
individual needs of 
each student. One 
parent told me that 
at times she thinks 
people here know 
her child better than 
she does because they 
put their hearts into 
getting to know each 
individual. They take this knowledge and use 
it to inform decisions on class composition, 
approaches to peer relations, academic strategies, 
and emotional growth.  And all this shows in 
the progress our kids make at Gifford.  Our 
kids are learning how to be students, how to 
be respectful and tolerant peers and how to be 
productive members of the community.

The people at Gifford give us strength to 
continue our journey up the mountain. There 
will always be more for each of us and our 
children to learn and new ways in which to 
grow. The important thing is to keep climbing. 
We are lucky to be here at Gifford for this part 
of the ascent. 

The Gifford School’s Graduation & Closing Ceremony is a celebration for the whole school 
community. In addition to honoring graduating seniors, we recognize all lower, middle 
and high school students individually for a special achievement made during the year.

I am continuously struck by 
the fact that the Gifford staff 
are as invested as we are in the 
success of our son.

Graduation and Closing Ceremony 2016
Parent Address



The Gifford School

Graduate Spotlight

Gifford Graduate
College Bound
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Seven years ago, Zachary S. was struggling—with 
mental illness, with anger, with inability to focus, 
with bullying. "I thought I was never going to 
amount to anything," his grandmother recalled 
hearing him say, as her heart sank.

Today, Zachary's on the verge of heading off to 
college with a $100,000 scholarship. 

The story of Zachary’s last seven years is one of 
courage and hard work, and the support of teachers 
and staff at two schools that got him on a path to 
self-control, self-confidence, and success: The 
Gifford School in Weston and the Dr. Franklin 
Perkins School in Lancaster. 

Zachary’s story exemplifies a difficult reality: 
Mental health issues in children are not always 
easily identified, and they are often perceived by 
teachers and family members as behavior problems.

Zachary did struggle with his behavior, often 
exhibiting extreme anger and an inability to focus, 
but these were only symptoms of a larger problem. 
Zachary suffered from auditory hallucinations and 
emotional dysregulation, which got in the way of 
both academic and social success. He missed most 
of his 5th grade year due to hospitalizations and 
school refusal. 

“I had outbursts of anger and sadness,’’ recalled 
Zachary, who is comfortable sharing his story to 
give hope and encouragement to other children 
dealing with the same issues.

Zachary’s grandmother and legal guardian, Jean K., 
recalled that in 6th grade, as he continued to strug-
gle, he became the target of bullying, and at some 
point “just stopped going to school because [he] 
couldn’t handle it.” Jean, who had worked as a 

special education aide, fought 
to get Zachary an out-of-dis-
trict placement, and in 7th 
grade Zachary started at The 
Gifford School, a therapeutic 
day school in Weston.  

“My grandmother really 
fought for me,’’ Zachary said. 
“I’m very grateful for that. 
She never gave up on me.” 

There was great relief in being at a school with 
clinical supports and therapeutic programming. 
However, to everyone’s disappointment, it proved 
not to be the right fit at that time as Zachary needed 
more supports than Gifford could provide. Again 
he was hospitalized, and this is when the recom-
mendation was made for a residential school 
placement.

Zachary transitioned to Dr. Franklin Perkins School, 
a therapeutic residential school in Lancaster, Massa-
chusetts. Tim O’Day and Karyn Breton, two of the 
Program Managers who worked with Zachary 
during his three years at Perkins, both agreed that 
Zachary was really struggling emotionally and had 
no self-esteem. 

“It was a vicious cycle,’’ Breton said. “His inability 
to manage his emotions made him feel like a horri-
ble person.” 

But gradually, thanks to devoted program manag-
ers, the unwavering support of his grandmother, 
and Zachary’s own determination, things began to 
improve. “Zachary was unusually insightful and 
attuned to his challenges,” O’Day said. “He owned 
his behavior.” Zachary advocated for support and 
perfected coping skills like writing down the nega-

tive auditory hallucinations that were in his head 
and then throwing the paper away. “That made him 
feel like he could move past it,” O’Day recalled.

At Perkins, Zachary steadily gained more and more 
independence and confidence. By the end of 10th 
grade, he was ready to transition back to a less 
restrictive school. He had his heart set on returning 
to Gifford—which he did for 11th grade.

Zachary said his teachers at Gifford helped him 
“build up his stamina for academic work,” and he 
began accumulating successes he hadn’t thought 
possible. The strong culture of community at 
Gifford made Zachary feel accepted, enabling him 
to make great strides both socially and emotionally. 
He gained confidence in his ability to make friends, 
transforming from shy to outgoing. “I never 
thought I could be this way,” he said proudly. “I 
have a lot of friends now.” 

Gifford social worker Becky Freedman shared, 
“Zachary is a resilient, caring and valued member 
of our school community. Not only has he worked 
hard to build academic skills, but he’s consistently 
been an active participant in his learning related to 
social and emotional functioning. His increased 
self-awareness, genuine care for others, capacity to 
ask for and accept help, and ability to self-advocate 
are invaluable skills that will continue to serve him 
well and help him reach his full potential.”

Both Gifford and Dr. Franklin Perkins Schools are 
members of the state’s association of schools for 
children with special needs, the Massachusetts 
Association of 766 Approved Private Schools 
(maaps). Maaps Executive Director Elizabeth Dello 
Russo Becker said, “Everyone in the maaps commu-
nity who has heard about Zachary’s amazing 

personal journey has been so touched and so 
impressed. The fact that his success in school and 
upcoming matriculation to college represents a true 
partnership of two of our members, Gifford and Dr. 
Franklin Perkins, is especially inspiring for us.’’ 
Becker herself benefited as a girl from close tutoring 
from another maaps member, Landmark School in 
Beverly, which helped her work through dyslexia 
and put her on the path to college, law school, top 
positions with Boston city government and the 
Massachusetts Port Authority, and now leadership 
of the 80-member maaps. 

“Zachary’s perseverance in the face of hardship is 
inspiring,’’ Becker said. “I feel a deep kinship with 
him: We both are people whose lives have been 
transformed thanks to the devotion of teachers and 
staff of maaps schools.”

Looking back on his first Gifford experience,      
Zachary believes that the most important thing he 
learned was how to advocate for himself, which he 
put to good use at Dr. Franklin Perkins, and contin-
ued to improve upon his return to Gifford. “My 
junior and senior transition classes at Gifford have 
been a lifesaver and have really helped me prepare 
for college.” He plans to pursue a liberal arts degree 
at a small New England college whose faith in his 
abilities and determination is underlined by the 
substantial scholarship they’re offering him.

Zachary’s grandmother could not be more proud 
and grateful. “With the help of these two schools 
that gave Zachary the skills and support to move 
beyond his challenges, Zachary has become a young 
man who is only going to continue to grow in 
confidence and success.”

(continued on back)
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Seven years ago, Zachary S. was struggling—with 
mental illness, with anger, with inability to focus, 
with bullying. "I thought I was never going to 
amount to anything," his grandmother recalled 
hearing him say, as her heart sank.

Today, Zachary's on the verge of heading off to 
college with a $100,000 scholarship. 

The story of Zachary’s last seven years is one of 
courage and hard work, and the support of teachers 
and staff at two schools that got him on a path to 
self-control, self-confidence, and success: The 
Gifford School in Weston and the Dr. Franklin 
Perkins School in Lancaster. 

Zachary’s story exemplifies a difficult reality: 
Mental health issues in children are not always 
easily identified, and they are often perceived by 
teachers and family members as behavior problems.

Zachary did struggle with his behavior, often 
exhibiting extreme anger and an inability to focus, 
but these were only symptoms of a larger problem. 
Zachary suffered from auditory hallucinations and 
emotional dysregulation, which got in the way of 
both academic and social success. He missed most 
of his 5th grade year due to hospitalizations and 
school refusal. 

“I had outbursts of anger and sadness,’’ recalled 
Zachary, who is comfortable sharing his story to 
give hope and encouragement to other children 
dealing with the same issues.

Zachary’s grandmother and legal guardian, Jean K., 
recalled that in 6th grade, as he continued to strug-
gle, he became the target of bullying, and at some 
point “just stopped going to school because [he] 
couldn’t handle it.” Jean, who had worked as a 

special education aide, fought 
to get Zachary an out-of-dis-
trict placement, and in 7th 
grade Zachary started at The 
Gifford School, a therapeutic 
day school in Weston.  

“My grandmother really 
fought for me,’’ Zachary said. 
“I’m very grateful for that. 
She never gave up on me.” 

There was great relief in being at a school with 
clinical supports and therapeutic programming. 
However, to everyone’s disappointment, it proved 
not to be the right fit at that time as Zachary needed 
more supports than Gifford could provide. Again 
he was hospitalized, and this is when the recom-
mendation was made for a residential school 
placement.

Zachary transitioned to Dr. Franklin Perkins School, 
a therapeutic residential school in Lancaster, Massa-
chusetts. Tim O’Day and Karyn Breton, two of the 
Program Managers who worked with Zachary 
during his three years at Perkins, both agreed that 
Zachary was really struggling emotionally and had 
no self-esteem. 

“It was a vicious cycle,’’ Breton said. “His inability 
to manage his emotions made him feel like a horri-
ble person.” 

But gradually, thanks to devoted program manag-
ers, the unwavering support of his grandmother, 
and Zachary’s own determination, things began to 
improve. “Zachary was unusually insightful and 
attuned to his challenges,” O’Day said. “He owned 
his behavior.” Zachary advocated for support and 
perfected coping skills like writing down the nega-

tive auditory hallucinations that were in his head 
and then throwing the paper away. “That made him 
feel like he could move past it,” O’Day recalled.

At Perkins, Zachary steadily gained more and more 
independence and confidence. By the end of 10th 
grade, he was ready to transition back to a less 
restrictive school. He had his heart set on returning 
to Gifford—which he did for 11th grade.

Zachary said his teachers at Gifford helped him 
“build up his stamina for academic work,” and he 
began accumulating successes he hadn’t thought 
possible. The strong culture of community at 
Gifford made Zachary feel accepted, enabling him 
to make great strides both socially and emotionally. 
He gained confidence in his ability to make friends, 
transforming from shy to outgoing. “I never 
thought I could be this way,” he said proudly. “I 
have a lot of friends now.” 

Gifford social worker Becky Freedman shared, 
“Zachary is a resilient, caring and valued member 
of our school community. Not only has he worked 
hard to build academic skills, but he’s consistently 
been an active participant in his learning related to 
social and emotional functioning. His increased 
self-awareness, genuine care for others, capacity to 
ask for and accept help, and ability to self-advocate 
are invaluable skills that will continue to serve him 
well and help him reach his full potential.”

Both Gifford and Dr. Franklin Perkins Schools are 
members of the state’s association of schools for 
children with special needs, the Massachusetts 
Association of 766 Approved Private Schools 
(maaps). Maaps Executive Director Elizabeth Dello 
Russo Becker said, “Everyone in the maaps commu-
nity who has heard about Zachary’s amazing 

personal journey has been so touched and so 
impressed. The fact that his success in school and 
upcoming matriculation to college represents a true 
partnership of two of our members, Gifford and Dr. 
Franklin Perkins, is especially inspiring for us.’’ 
Becker herself benefited as a girl from close tutoring 
from another maaps member, Landmark School in 
Beverly, which helped her work through dyslexia 
and put her on the path to college, law school, top 
positions with Boston city government and the 
Massachusetts Port Authority, and now leadership 
of the 80-member maaps. 

“Zachary’s perseverance in the face of hardship is 
inspiring,’’ Becker said. “I feel a deep kinship with 
him: We both are people whose lives have been 
transformed thanks to the devotion of teachers and 
staff of maaps schools.”

Looking back on his first Gifford experience,      
Zachary believes that the most important thing he 
learned was how to advocate for himself, which he 
put to good use at Dr. Franklin Perkins, and contin-
ued to improve upon his return to Gifford. “My 
junior and senior transition classes at Gifford have 
been a lifesaver and have really helped me prepare 
for college.” He plans to pursue a liberal arts degree 
at a small New England college whose faith in his 
abilities and determination is underlined by the 
substantial scholarship they’re offering him.

Zachary’s grandmother could not be more proud 
and grateful. “With the help of these two schools 
that gave Zachary the skills and support to move 
beyond his challenges, Zachary has become a young 
man who is only going to continue to grow in 
confidence and success.”



The Gifford School

Graduate Spotlight

Camilla Dunn came to The Gifford School 
in 2015 as a sophomore. Although she was 
struggling at her public school, both 
academically and socially, she was 
extremely nervous about transitioning to a 
new school. “When I came to Gifford," 
Camilla said, "one of the first things I was 
told is ‘just be yourself.’” This was not 
something that felt comfortable to Camilla 
at first. She shared that she was bullied at 
her old school so she spent more time trying 
to hide than discover herself. “I had to learn 
who I am, what I like, and what I want to 
do in life.” And she’s learned a lot about 
herself that she didn’t know was there 
before. “I discovered that I’m a leader — 
something I might never have figured out if 
it weren’t for my time at Gifford.”

“When I first came to The Gifford School, I 
was a very explosive person and just 
starting to understand that I have emotional 
regulation challenges. My anxiety got in the 
way of a lot of things – like making 
friends.” At Gifford, Camilla got therapeutic 
and social skills support. “I have learned 
lots of coping strategies to help me during 
stressful situations.”

Camilla also struggled
to keep up academically
at her previous school.
“Gifford has saved me
from all of my school
related fears. I honestly
never thought that I was
smart because I could
never understand what
was going on in class.
At my old school they were just moving way
too fast. Gifford has changed that for me
because the teachers take their time, and there
is a lot of one-on-one support.”

After she graduates, Camilla plans to take a
gap year to work and save money. She has an
interest in pursuing a nursing career and is
paired with Mass Rehab through which she
can continue to receive different types of
support like getting an internship at a
hospital. “Gifford has been like a second
home to me. There’s been so much caring
from staff and students. We’ve all shared
struggles, and we’ve been there to support
each other. I’m going to miss this place.”

Camilla Dunn 18, of
Norwood, graduated
from The Gifford
School in Weston on
June 22.

June, 2018
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