
The Gengras Center is a state-approved, private special education school 

for elementary, middle, high school and transition aged students.



For more than 50 years, our staff has been welcoming families just like yours to the Gengras 

Center. While they have similar backgrounds, all of our students have a unique journey at Gengras.  

Students ages 5-21 from towns throughout Connecticut and southern Massachusetts benefit from 

our high staff-to-student ratio for personalized, state-approved academics, art, music, and fitness. 

They also have opportunities to gain self-esteem and improve social skills in and out of the 

classroom with access to a full array of therapies delivered by full-time licensed professionals. 

Centrally located in West Hartford, Conn. on the campus of the University of Saint Joseph (USJ), 

Gengras is part of a safe and welcoming community that allows students to develop lifelong skills 

and a community of friends.

In addition to this brochure, learn more about our programs at www.gengrascenter.org or contact 

us by phone or email. We would love to meet you on campus soon.

Your child’s total well-being is our mission – and our promise.

Michelle Lestrud, M.Ed. 

Director

Gengras Center

mlestrud@usj.edu

860.231.5429

Gengras Center MissionWelcome!

The mission of the Gengras Center is to guide each student to reach his or her potential by facilitating 
learning, social communication and independence for students ages 5-21 with intellectual and 
developmental disabilities, including autism and related challenges. We accomplish this through:

- The Lentocha Family

•  Individualized assessments and program planning 
•  Small group and individual instruction with a high  
    staff-to student ratio
•  Speech and language therapy including Augmentive 
and Alternative Communication instruction
•  Skill acquisition and a behavioral program utilizing 
an Applied Behavior Analysis approach
•  Artistic expression through art, music, and drama

We believe that learning and personal development must encompass the total child through an evidence-based 
approach that embraces all social, academic, therapeutic, and vocational components. At the Gengras Center, 
these elements are individually tailored for every student, with communication, self-determination, 
independent living skills and community access all being integral parts of the overall experience.

•  Social work services, including social skills training 
    and counseling
•  Wellness education through health, nutrition, and    
    physical education classes
•  Physical and occupational therapy
•  Community instruction and safety training
•  Vocational experiences and employment training
•  Transition support and planning

“From the first day my son entered the Gengras Center he found a home and that was 
so comforting to find people that we trusted with him. Not just one person was great, 

but everyone he had contact with were excellent!”



Elementary and Middle School Elementary and Middle School

Elementary and middle school classes are for students ages 5 - 13. The students are guided by 
special education teachers and clinicians, as well as music, art and physical education teachers. Students 
have access to physical and occupational therapists and speech and language pathologists as needed for 
their educational program. Frequent evaluation of student progress and consistent utilization of behavioral  
supports and social skills instruction provide each student with a comprehensive program.

Our success is due to many strengths, including:
•   A superb student-to-teacher ratio
•   Engaging, authentic learning opportunities
•   Individualized instruction with a team approach to learning and development
•   Extensive use of technology including interactive white boards, computers, iPads, 
adaptive switches, and voice output devices

Our Classrooms:
Students in our classrooms work on daily lessons in a variety of individualized, small, and whole groups. 
Academics focus on math, language arts, social studies, science, health, functional curriculum, activities 
of daily living, and safety. The middle school classroom participates in community outings to local grocery 
stores, where they purchase items for cooking activities and practice community skills, working together as 
a group. High staff-to-student ratios allow for lots of detailed attention throughout the day, ensuring there is 
focus on making social, communication, and academic progress.



High School and Transition Program High School and Transition Program

Transitional Programming:
•   Social skills and self-advocacy skills training
•   Safety skills (cyber safety, stranger awareness, etc.)
•   Related services (counseling, occupational therapy, physical therapy, and speech/language)
•   Art, music, and physical education
•   Family/Interagency collaboration to establish connections post-grad
•   Leisure activity/skills
•   Graduation Group – a final year to explore the community and various leisure activities

Transition from School to Adult Life
The Transition Academy supports students and families through the transition from school to adult life. It 
meets the needs of students, ages 18-21, who have completed required high school coursework, but need 
additional life skills instruction. The program gives them the opportunity to hone real-world skills in the 
classroom and in the community. These authentic experiences lead to greater independence in students’ 
post-secondary lives.

Our functional academic classes have courses in the core subject areas that are of value to students 
throughout their adult lives. Students in this program are exposed to many topics used in daily living as well 
as in future career or vocational options. We offer highly supported academic classes that includes social 
studies, science and courses for high school credits as appropriate. Students in high school and transition 
classes experience many community outings while building vocational skills.

All high school and transition classes are enhanced with various activities on the USJ campus and opportunities 
for involvement in music, art, drama, and physical education.

High school students have access to:
•   A beautiful, safe campus environment
•   The latest technology, including computers, software, interactive white boards, adaptive equipment, and iPads
•   Social skills training and communication instruction

Functional Programming:
•   Functional Academics — focus on literacy, personal finance, and problem solving 
•   Business Enterprise — functional, hands-on learning experiences in real-life settings
•   Independent Living Skills — cooking, cleaning, laundry, community experience, service, and interaction
•   Computers and Technology — direct instruction and embedded skill acquisition
•   Life Skills Lab — nutrition, fitness, and maintaining an apartment



Vocational Program

The Vocational Program facilitates the transition for students from school to work by building skills, positive 
work behaviors, and attitudes. We offer a progression of training, beginning with highly-supervised experiences, 
moving toward working as a member of a team, and offering independent work exploration. Throughout the 
vocational experience, a situational assessment is conducted for each student. The information compiled is 
used to create an experience summary that serves as a resume for students’ postgraduate opportunities. By
providing a variety of job sites, we help students develop skills and identify career interests. The program 
utilizes a continuum of services, including:
•   Work adjustments to support students as they progress in a role at Gengras and at USJ
•   Community training programs and independent worksite opportunities

Our students are trained on the USJ campus in facilities just steps away from the Gengras Center. Students 
access the University campus to practice their vocational skills in the Pope Pius XII Library, the O’Connell 
Athletic Center, the USJ Cafeteria, the bookstore, mail room, and the School for Young Children. As a student 
improves expertise in a role, work is adjusted to expand social interaction, learning, and skills.

Gengras also offers a supervised community-based work program at local community sites, including 
retailers and non-profits, which focus on developing appropriate work behaviors and skills. Traveling by 
Gengras vehicles and supervised by school job coaches, the students work alongside the job site employees 
while learning skills to prepare them for adult agencies and/or competitive employment. 

Curriculum includes:
•   Social skills training
•   Shopping and Dining out with co-workers
•   Maintaining a savings account

Training Sites:
•   TJ Maxx
•   Burlington
•   Big Y
•   Saint Mary Home
•   Hands on Hartford
•   Open Hearth
•   Habitat for Humanity ReStore
•   The McAuley | Saint Mary Home
•   Gengras Harley-Davidson / Gengras Motor Cars

Vocational lessons focus on:
•   Safety awareness
•   Appropriate socialization with co-workers
•   Interviewing skills
•   Specific skills related to each job site

Preparing Students for a Successful Future



Complete Range of Integrated Services

Speech and Language Services
Speech language pathologists are skilled in addressing vast communication needs, ranging from concerns 

in the area of language, whether receptive or expressive, to speech, articulation, and fluency. The Gengras 
Center promotes communicative interactions through various forms, including an augmentative system (sign 
language, utilization of pictures, communication devices), as well as through the use of body language and 
facial expressions. The Speech department supports our school-wide goal of increasing each child’s language 
skills across all environments as it enhances the student’s social interactions, self-advocacy, community 
participation and independence.

Physical and Occupational Therapy
Our physical and occupational therapists provide services based on the needs of the students to increase 
independence in activities of daily living and to improve functional use of upper extremities and hands, and 
including sensory integration programs. Our therapists work closely with the teaching staff to develop 
modifications to students’ work spaces to promote a higher degree of independence. Therapy addresses 
many areas, including range of motion, balance, coordination, strength, functional skills, and mobility.

Social Work, Psychological, and Behavioral Services
Social skills, self-regulation, self-esteem, conflict resolution, and problem solving are addressed in 
multifaceted methods. The social, emotional, and behavioral needs of each student are addressed by Certified 
School Social Workers, Board Certified Behavior Analysts, and a School Psychologist. We provide numerous 
services including comprehensive assessments, individual and group counseling, social skills instruction, and 
Functional Behavioral Assessments. In addition, we provide support to parents and families to enable their 
child to be successful beyond the school environment by accessing community resources.

Integrated Services and The ArtsIntegrated Services and The Arts

Health and Fitness
Health and safety are a priority at Gengras Center, and are led by our registered nurse, registered dietitian, 
and physical education teacher. In our fully-equipped Gengras Center gymnasium, as well as the O’Connell 
Athletic Center with an outdoor track on the USJ campus, students participate in physical education 
classes, and enjoy other health and fitness activities and sporting events. Right outside our classroom 
doors, we have a fully accessible playground and outdoor area available for playtime and fitness featuring 
swings, slides, a walking path, and an outdoor classroom. In addition to promoting fitness, we provide 

nutrition education, safety training and support emotional well-being.

Music/Drama
Every child participates in music classes that expose them to stimulating and musically rewarding curricula, 
including a variety of genres with lessons focused on movement and rhythm through musical composition. 
Our students learn to create and enjoy music through technology using specialized software, iPads, MIDI 

keyboards, and adaptive equipment. Theater is another component of the Arts at Gengras Center. All of 
our students may participate in our annual holiday play and spring variety show. Families love watching our 
productions in the Hoffman Auditorium on the USJ campus. These shows offer lifelong memories for all.

Art
Our art curriculum addresses the needs and abilities of all students to engage and interest them in 
thematic topics from the classroom and their own self-expression using a variety of media. During art class, 
students draw, paint, and work with color theory, paper construction, printmaking, sculpture, and clay.



To Enroll a Student or Learn More
Referrals to Gengras Center must be made by the local school district through the Planning and 
Placement Team process. Once a referral is received, we invite the parents to visit the Center, 
learn about program options, and provide first-hand knowledge about the student to our team. 
We work collaboratively throughout this process to ensure a proper placement is made for 
each student.

Interested parents can learn more about our educational and therapeutic components, 
read more about classroom activities, and review the calendar of events including parent 
education workshops, on our website, www.gengrascenter.org. Contact us directly by phone 
or email:

Michelle Lestrud, M.Ed., 
Director, Gengras Center
mlestrud@usj.edu
860.231.5429

1678 Asylum Avenue
West Hartford, CT 06117-2791
860.232.5616
www.gengrascenter.org


