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PUBLIC NOTICE
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA-Part B, Public Law 108.446) 
Project is presently being amended. The Project describes the special education 
programs that Lakeside Charter Academy proposes for Federal funding for the 
2024-2025 School Year. Interested persons are encouraged to review amendments 
to the Project and make comments concerning the implementation of special 
education under this Federal Program. All comments will be considered prior to 
submission of the amended Project to the North Carolina Department of Public 
Instruction in Raleigh, North Carolina. The IDEA-Part B Project is open to the public 
for review and comments during the week of May 20, 2020-May 24, 2020  in the 
office of Ashley Crawford located at 17609 Old Statesville Rd, Cornelius, NC 28031.
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DAVIDSON – The Creekside Corner 
neighborhood of downtown Davidson was a 
bit noisy on May 17 with the sound of ham-
mering accented by the squeal of a table saw. 
Several high school students from Com-

munity School of Davidson (CSD) spent their 
next-to-the-last day of school building what’s 
called a gang mailbox to service those resi-
dents of Creekside Corner, all living under the 
umbrella of the Davidson Housing Coalition 
(DHC). The DHC is a nonprofit organization 
that works with individuals who make 80 
percent or less of area median income. 
Additionally, four of the units in Creekside 

Corner are reserved for veterans, according to 
Executive Director Connie Wessner. To date, 
the organization has built 60 rental units and 
has 14 land lease homeownership opportuni-
ties.
“We’re installing common mailboxes and a 

community bulletin board because it was sore-
ly needed,” she said. “Traditionally, mailboxes 
weren’t installed in downtown Davidson. If 
you drive around now, you’ll see mailboxes 
here and there. Sometimes people will get 
exceptions because of a disability or various 
things.”
Most residents of the area pick up their mail 

at a rental mailbox at the main post office.
“A lot of us go in there every day to get 

our mail,” Wessner said. “The notion was 
it’s a way to tie the community together. It’s 
another common place where you meet your 
neighbors, but it’s an extra expense for our 
residents when they’re already living on limit-
ed income.”

Building from the ground up
This is the first year high school students 

at CSD had access to a program like this. 
Throughout the rest of the year, they shad-
owed contractors and tradesmen learning 
skills as they worked on projects at the hous-
ing managed by the DHC.
Prior to becoming the executive director of 

the DHC, Wessner served as a K12 admin-

istrator at CSD. At CSD, administrators also 
teach so Wessner was familiar with all of the 
students who were involved in this inaugural 
program.
“The philosophy at Community School of 

Davidson is to meet students where they’re at 
and equip them with skills to connect them 
back into their communities and the world 
around them,” she said. “When we were plan-
ning the high school, we were very focused 
on creating opportunities for internships. I 
think we did a pretty good job of that, but we 
always knew there was a hole for kids that are 
interested in the trades.”
Wessner retired from CSD in 2022 and in 

six months took the job at DHC. 
“I have a connection to this place because 

I was on its board back in 1998 when I first 
moved here,” she said. “When I first started 

this job, I was looking at the organization in 
terms of rebuilding its strength and figuring 
out how we could do things more cost effec-
tively. The buildings were built 25 years ago 
so there was a lot of maintenance cost. I was 
trying to think of a better way of doing this. 
Then I realized that this was exactly the lab 
experience we were looking for. The kids can’t 
do real intensive repairs and we can’t rely on 
them for maintenance, but we could give them 
an authentic experience and get the benefit 
of kids working in our community and doing 
some of the tasks that I’d have to pay someone 
a lot of money to do.”
Wessner reached out to Grainda Builders 

owner Joe Grainda, a top-end builder in 
northern Mecklenburg County whose kids 
graduated from Community School of David-
son, to see if he’d be interested in kicking the 

program off.
“He agreed there was a need in public 

schools for kids who wanted to investi-
gate careers in the trades to have hands-on 
experience,” she said. “His vice president of 
construction (Jay Fesperman) was in our first 
graduating class. We couldn’t offer this kind of 
experience to him because we didn’t have any 
lab space for them to work.”
Grainda also had connections with CSD. 

He’s known Joy Warner (the founder of CSD) 
since the early days of the school.
“I knew her from way back from coaching 

her daughter in soccer,” Grainda said. “We 
talked for many years about making sure there 
were opportunities for kids other than college 
or college and a trade. This was a dream come 
true for all of us to do something like this.”
Grainda grew up in Pennsylvania and had 

the opportunity to attend vocational school in 
10th, 11th and 12th grades and learned car-
pentry. He also had the opportunity to learn 
other trades like cabinet making, welding, 
auto mechanics and other trades if he wanted.
“I also went to college and learned business 

then started my company,” he said. “We 
thought this would be a good opportunity to 
share skills and combine it with Connie and 
the Davidson Housing Coalition which is 
really neat.”
Grainda insists that he’s not a teacher, but 

that’s hard to believe when watching him work 
with the students on Friday. While putting on 
the roof, they had the opportunity to learn 
from a mistake. One roofing board was put on 
backwards so it had to be removed, carefully 
so it wouldn’t be damaged, and re-installed 
correctly.
“It’s been a lot of fun,” he said. “I can relate 

to them because when I was in school, I want-
ed to do things with my hands as opposed to 
sitting at a desk. I try to keep them moving 
and use them at their highest and best use. 
If someone’s tall, they do something and if 
someone’s not so tall, I use them for some-
thing else. Everybody is very, very important 
– everybody has a place.”
The students really wanted to take on a 

Davidson high school students learn trade while helping others

(See TRADE on page 21)
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From right, Joe Grainda instructs Ali Sharifi, Bennett Skinner and Riley Milholland as they build a 
community mailbox.
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project of their own at the end of 
the semester, so Wessner challenged 
them with designing and building a 
shelter to go over common mailbox-
es. They made the plans by looking 
at others’ online and in other 
communities. Grainda proofed the 
concept and talked them through 
estimations. 
Wessner is applying for grants to 

fill in the area behind the mailbox 
with a tribute garden. 
 

Growth
On the first day, Grainda sat 

the students down with a set of 
blueprints to the building where the 
DHC offices are housed and asked 
them to show where on the plans 
they were sitting.
“They didn’t know a whole lot 

about anything in the beginning,” he 
said. “Nobody knew where we were 
on the plans. I showed them a little 
trick. I asked if anyone knew where 
the front or back door was, and they 
found that. So, I told them to take 
the plans over to the front door and 
lay them down on the floor and tell 
me where they are. All their eyes lit 
up. It was really neat.”
In addition to nailing and 

measuring, the students learned 
how to do an estimate, comping the 
materials and pricing it.
“They knew how to get online 

and check prices at the lumber 
yard,” Grainda said. “We even 
taught them how to do spreadsheets. 
I told them they had to present this 
to the customer who’s paying the 
bills. In this case, it was Connie, 

and she needed to know what it was 
going to cost.”
 

The crew
This year, 10 students took part, 

and the program is expected to 
expand in future years.
“Next year we’re partnering with 

Central Piedmont Community Col-
lege so the kids can do some dual 

enrollment in various trades, maybe 
get some certificates,” Wessner 
said. “CP has been really excited to 
partner with them. They’ll have the 
opportunity to go to those classes 
and still come over here on Fridays 
and practice. We think we’ll have 
enough students to have a crew here 
and another over at the Bungalows 
next year. I helped open the high 
school at CSD and we had this 
vision for a really long time and it’s 
nice to see how to deliver the class.”
As the only senior in this pro-

gram, Friday was really Bennett 
Skinner’s last day at CSD. He’s been 
accepted at Clemson University to 
study construction management. 
“Our principal knew I was 

interested in construction manage-
ment,” he said. “I took a chance with 
it even though I wasn’t sure about 
having to stay on Fridays during my 
senior year, but I was 100 percent 
interested in it. We didn’t really 
know what we were going to do. 
We did a railing project and other 
punch list items like changing light 
bulbs, fixing toilets and changing 
blinds.”
Ali Sharifi came to the United 

States five years ago as a refugee 
from Afghanistan and became a 
student at CSD in his freshman year. 
He’s now a junior. He plans to go to 

college to learn business and when 
he’s done he wants to open his own 
plumbing company.
“It’s been really interesting 

working with my hands,” he said. 
“This gives me an opportunity to 
learn to do things like plumbing and 
carpentry. It’s helped me improve 
my English too – I’m learning new 
terms. We learned planning – how 
much we can do in one day, where 
to find the materials and how much 
they cost. This was the biggest proj-
ect we’ve done.”
A rising senior at CSD, Jack 

Suthard said he always liked being 
outside and doing physical work 
and once they opened the program, 
he knew he wanted to be a part of 
it. When he graduates, he plans to 
follow in his father’s footsteps and 
become a firefighter. 
“I really wanted to learn skilled 

trades,” he said. “We started a little 
bit slow because we had to figure 
everything out. We helped keep up 
with maintenance for the residents 
– stuff as simple as changing out 
blinds to cleaning out vents in the 
bathroom fans to make sure it’s not 
a fire hazard to repainting walls. 
We scheduled a cook-out with the 
residents for when we’re through 
with this project so they can enjoy it 
with us.” �

TRADE
(continued from page 20)

Ali Sharifi and Bennett Skinner work together to get roofing boards straight.
Michelle T. Bernard


