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OUR PURPOSE 
Focus Schools 
provide safe, caring 
learning environ-
ments with self-
paced, flexible, 
four-day weekly 
class schedules.  
These unique 
schools provide 
opportunities for 
students from all 
walks of life to earn 
their high school 
diplomas and 
industry recognized 
credentials, 
opening the door to 
fulfilling careers, 
college and post-
secondary 
education 
opportunities. 

OUR MOTTO 
“Your choice …”

FOCUS LEARNING 
ACADEMY SOUTHEAST 

4480 Refugee Rd. 
Columbus,Ohio  43232 

614-269-0150

FOCUS NORTH  
HIGH SCHOOL 

4807 Evanswood Dr. 
Columbus, Ohio  43229 

614-310-0430

FOCUS LEARNING 
ACADEMY SOUTHWEST 
190 Southwood Ave. 

Columbus, Ohio  43207 
614-545-2000
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Focus Eagles News
Special Education Team here to help! 
Staff won’t let COVID limit student opportunities 
About one in five Focus students has unique learning needs and is 
working toward graduation with an Individual Education Plan (IEP).  
Regardless of whether they enroll with an IEP – that may or may not need 
to be tweaked -- or one is developed for them at Focus, the goal is to help 
every student reach his or her full potential. 

The COVID pandemic has 
impacted our lives in so many 
ways and that’s certainly true for 
education.  But the teachers and 
staff at the three Focus schools, 
including members of the Special 
Education Team, are fully 
committed to supporting students 
in every possible way.  That means 
working not just with students, 
but also with their family members 
who are valued members of our team of support.  Parents and guardians 
play such an important role in helping students achieve academic and 
personal success, and Focus staff are eager to engage with them. 

“Family members see students from a unique perspective,” said Carla 
Gilroy, Focus’ Special Education Director.  “And while we’ve been forced to 
limit our face-to-face engagement with students during the COVID 
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Special Education Team here to help — continued 

pandemic, parents, guardians and other family members are with them on a more regular basis.  
They may see signs of student frustration or struggle sooner than we do, and we are so grateful 
when they share information that can be used to identify opportunities to strengthen our support.” 

Focus’ approach to providing special education services is to work as a team: students; family 
members; special education staff; other teaching staff; and, school directors.  They say “It takes a 
village” to raise a child, and at Focus, we value everyone’s contributions. 

“I’m really excited about a new tool to enhance the learning experience for our special education 
students during the pandemic,” said Alyssa Harmon, who serves as Focus’ Special Education 
Assistant Director.  “IXL is an online instruction application that can be customized to meet each 
student’s individual needs.  Students can access it from home, or meet with teachers through Zoom 
or as part of in-person, one-on-one tutoring.  Feedback on IXL has been positive, and we continue 
to encourage students and their caretakers to share their perspectives on how it’s working.” 

Focus has highly qualified teachers and special education staff who are committed to student 
success.  They encourage students and their family members to engage with them – to ask 
questions, to offer suggestions, to raise concerns and to celebrate successes. 

“Despite COVID, the Focus team is here for all our students,” Ms. Gilroy said.  “We have the tools, 
the knowledge, the experience and the determination to help students succeed.  We truly care and 
are committed to doing everything possible to support our students.” 

Meet the team 
Director Carla Gilroy 
Now in her fourth year at Focus, Ms. Gilroy will celebrate 20 years in the 
teaching profession in January.  She knew as an elementary school 
student that she wanted to follow in the footsteps of one of her favorite 
teachers.  She chose to specialize in special education as she was drawn 
to those students as a teaching aid in high school.  The most rewarding 
aspect of her job is partnering with families to create plans for students to 
become confident and proud of their accomplishments.  Ms. Gilroy 
earned a bachelor’s degree in education at The Ohio State University, 
special education certification from Bluffton College and a master’s 
degree in educational leadership from the American College of 
Education.  She has two adult children, and enjoys reading, gardening, 
spending time with her granddaughter, traveling to Florida, and visiting 
her parents.   
        Continued on pg. 3

Every student can learn, just not on the same day or in the same way.   
         — George Evans
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Meet the team — continued 

Assistant Director Alyssa Harmon 
Ms. Harmon has spent her six years as a teacher at Focus, where she 
recently joined the Special Education Team.  She always wanted to be a 
teacher – her grandma has a photo of her at age six or seven playing 
teacher on the steps of her house!  She sees her work in special education 
as a unique way to invest in a dream that those who the world says “can’t,” 
can, and those who the world says “won’t,” will.  She finds great 
satisfaction in seeing students do things they never thought they could – 
hearing “Wow – that was easy” or “I get it!”  She earned both her 
bachelor’s and master’s degrees from The Ohio State University.  Ms. 
Harmon and her husband just welcomed their first children – twins! -- into 
their family, joining their naughty, but adorable, chocolate lab puppy. 

Intake Specialist DawnMarie Miller 
Ms. Miller has worn several hats over the course of her 12 years with 
Focus, starting as officer manager at the West school before moving to 
the Enrollment Department.  This year marks her sixth with the Special 
Education Team where she’s found her “perfect place” within the Focus 
family.  Serving students at all three Focus schools, Ms. Miller appreciates 
the opportunity her work provides to make a difference in students’ lives, 
but she cites “graduation day” – seeing students overcome significant 
challenges to walk the stage -- as the greatest reward.  Ms. Miller is a 
busy mother of two -- a son and a daughter – who enjoys live music, 
interesting conversations, and trips to the beach.  The high school athlete 
grew up in the Columbus suburb of Grove City and attended Columbus 
State Community. 

East Intervention Specialist Kaitlynn Caldwell 
Recently celebrating her two-year anniversary at Focus, Ms. Caldwell has 
been a teacher for five years.  Throughout her life, she has loved reading 
and as a teacher has loved sharing books and stories with her students.  
She chose to focus on special education because of the need she saw in the 
educational niche and the immense joy that comes from helping students 
find success after struggling academically.  Seeing students graduate is her 
most rewarding moment.  She earned her bachelor’s degree at Heidelberg 
University and is currently working on her intervention specialist license 
and master’s degree at Muskingum University.  She enjoys creative pursuits 
– from crafting and designing, to watercolor painting and embroidery. 

         Continued on pg. 4

Every child has a different learning style and pace.  Each child is unique, not only 
capable of learning but also capable of succeeding. — Robert John Meehan
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Meet the team — continued 

East Intervention Specialist Danielle Zickafoose 
Ms. Zickafoose comes from a family of teachers and knew from a young 
age that she would continue the tradition.  She has been a teacher for 13 
years, four at Focus.  While in college she observed her aunt, an 
elementary intervention specialist, in the classroom and immediately 
“fell in love” with special education.  The most rewarding aspect of her 
job is also the most challenging: helping students overcome educational 
barriers.  Ms. Zickafoose grew up in Lima, Ohio, and earned her 
bachelor’s degree at Bowling Green State University and her masters at 
Touro University Nevada.  She and her husband have a toddler and a 
tiny six-pound mixed breed dog.  She enjoys gardening, but caring for a 
15 month old child keeps her quite busy. 

North Intervention Specialist Julie Bloom 
Ms. Bloom has spent the last three years of her twelve-year teaching 
career in special education at Focus.  Engaging with people who are 
differently abled has been the foundation of her life since her teenage 
years, working as a camp counselor at a special-needs camp, with non-
verbal children on the Autism Spectrum, and with adults with special 
needs.  She chose to be a special education teacher because she, like her 
students, learns differently.  She cites graduation and seeing students 
grasp a new concept as the most rewarding aspects of her work.  Ms. 
Bloom earned bachelor’s degrees from Ohio University and Capital 
University, and a master’s degree from Ashland University.  She has a  

      partner and two little dogs, and enjoys cooking and preserving food,  
      camping and kayaking. 

West Intervention Specialist Jamie Gwin 
New to the Focus team in 2020-2021, Ms. Gwin has been a teacher for 20 
years.  In choosing a career in education, she follows in the footsteps of 
her father who was a teacher and instilled in her a love of the field.  She 
was drawn to special education because she knows what it’s like to face 
the challenges her students experience.  She loves helping students 
overcome their special needs and achieve academic success.  She earned 
her bachelor’s degree at Bowling Green State University.  She has two 
daughters and three granddaughters.    
        Continued on pg. 5 

Everybody is a genius.  But if you judge a fish by its ability to climb a tree it will 
live its whole life believing that it is stupid.   — Albert Einstein
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Meet the team — continued 

West Intervention Specialist Marie Pfeiffer  
Ms. Pfeiffer has been a special education teacher for 24 years, five years 
at Focus.  She’s always been drawn to working in special education – 
from junior high through college, including as a volunteer in her 
daughter’s special needs preschool where she was encouraged to pursue 
an academic path to teaching.  In college, she excelled, graduating Magna 
Cum Laude with a bachelor’s degree in special education from Wright 
State University.  She earned her master’s degree from the University of 
Dayton, and continued her higher education at several other universities.  
Ms. Pfeiffer enjoys getting to know and understand her students and 
appreciates their “ah-ha” moments of academic success.  She has three 

    adult children – all college graduates who are successful.  She loves water  
    sports – tubing, river rafting and water skiing – and hopes to scuba dive  
    someday.  

West Intervention Specialist Madison Welker 
Ms. Welker follows in her mother’s footsteps as a special education 
teacher in her fourth year at Focus, seven years teaching and one year in 
school administration.  Being able to make a difference – big or small – in 
students’ lives is what brings her to work every day, and seeing students 
graduate is a real thrill.  It’s rewarding to teach, as well as to learn from 
her students.  She earned her bachelor’s degree from Capital University, 
and also holds a master’s degree in educational leadership.  Married in 
2016, she and her husband just welcomed their first child in September.  
Her family also includes two fur babies, a Yorki-Poo and a Frenchie.  She 
enjoys reading and baking in her spare time.   

If they can’t learn the way we teach, we teach the way they learn.    
        — Dr. O. Ivar Lovaas
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FAIR ISN’T  
everybody getting the same thing … 
FAIR IS  
everybody getting what they need in order to be  
SUCCESSFUL.
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