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P arents and students looking for something 
different in education just might find exactly 

what they are looking for at Sierra Charter School. 
Sierra Charter is a public school and operates at 
no cost to the student. The school enrolls students 
residing in Fresno County or a contiguous county, 
grades K-12. With a welcoming environment, Sierra 
Charter School’s doors are open to all. 

Sierra Charter School was founded in 1998 with 
the goal of providing an alternative to traditional 
public schools. The school is structured on an inde-
pendent study model, with a credentialed teacher 
assigned to each student. Students learn through a 
combination of one-on-one meetings with teachers, 
small group classes and labs, and independent school-
work completed at home or on campus.

Dedicated to the personalized learning approach, 
relationships are what make the school unique, ac-
cording to Sherry Iida, business director at the school. 

“You have more of that family connection, where 
parents get to know the teacher, they know what to 
expect, and they build this relationship with their child 
and with the teacher,” she says. 

Sierra Charter School offers a variety of resources 
to help students receive the right support. Creden-
tialed teachers develop assignments based on the 
needs of individual students and offer a choice of 
curriculum options that meet state standards.

Sierra Charter’s focus on personalized learning 
means that students get the individualized help they 
need, Iida says.

“I think the biggest thing that makes [Sierra Char-
ter School] special is the staff and the way they care 
about the students … They get to actually know these 
kids and who they are,” says Dwayne Stewart, assess-
ment technology director for the school.

Individualized attention and personalized learning 
mean that Sierra Charter School offers a path to 
success for many types of students, from those who 

want to accelerate, to those who want to recover 
credits or catch up, to students looking to avoid the 
“drama” sometimes found on larger campuses. Some 
students are also attracted to the flexibility of the 
program, which allows time to pursue jobs or college 
classes. Sierra Charter fills the local need for such 
alternatives in education.

“Parents need choices because not all kids are the 
same,” Stewart says.

An important way in which Sierra Charter per-
sonalizes learning is to defy the notion that students 
and teachers should settle for “good enough.” The 
school has embraced performance-based learning 
(PBL), an educational model that meets the diverse 
needs of students by allowing students to move 
through material at their own pace, providing the 
optimal level of challenge. Under the PBL model, 
students do not move on until they have progressed 
beyond “good enough” to true mastery. 

Under the performance-based learning model, 
Sierra Charter teachers collaborate to design inte-
grated lesson units that tie in material from multiple 
subjects and deliver mini-lessons to small groups of 
students. Principal Lisa Marasco notes that this kind 
of integrated teaching makes the material more rel-
evant and engaging for students, and more effectively 
targets the learning needs of individuals. Student 
performance is evaluated according to a 4-point 
rubric, and students continue working on a particular 
set of standards until they have achieved mastery, or 
a rubric score of 3 or better.

Marasco describes walking into a PBL classroom as 
“amazing.”

“You see success. You see students really, really 
excited because they know that they’re not going to 
be passed up, they know that somebody’s going to 
help them to master whatever they have to master 
and they will move forward,” Marasco says. “And 
then they may move more quickly on things that they 
already know, so there are opportunities to always 
catch up.”

The emphasis on the individual is what makes 
Sierra Charter School a place where all are welcome 
and many thrive. “The secret to supporting a diverse 
array of students and creating a harmonious and 
nurturing campus environment is surprisingly simple. 
It starts with listening, caring and recognizing each 
student as an individual,” Marasco says. These simple 
steps are a big part of what makes Sierra Charter 
School unique, she adds.

“We do care a lot about our students,” she says.

“�The secret to supporting  
a diverse array of  
students and creating a 
harmonious and nurtur-
ing campus environment 
is surprisingly simple. It 
starts with listening,  
caring and recognizing 
each student as an  
individual.”

Lisa Marasco, Principal/CEO 
at Sierra Charter School

Success is a  Personalized Journey
Students excel thanks to alternatives offered at Sierra Charter School 		  b y  S h a n n o n  S p r i n g m e y ER



3A SPECIAL ADVERTISING SUPPLEMENT   |   SIERRA CHARTER SCHOOL        FIND OUT WHAT SETS US APART        WWW.SIERRACHARTER.ORG

Back on 
  Track

Resources for Students
Sierra Charter School provides students with plenty of 
tools to foster the greatest opportunity for success

 N atalie DeAnda began participating 
in powwows when she was just 2 

years old. The family tradition took her 
all over, performing traditional dances 
and representing her culture at Native 
American gatherings around the state. 
Natalie says she immediately fell in love 
with it.

“I liked it because I got to meet new 
people and I love to dance,” Natalie says. 
“It’s sort of instilled at a young age that 
this is what you do. It’s tradition. But I 
always enjoyed doing it.”

In 2002, 5-year-old Natalie won the 
title of Miss Chukchansi. But by the time 
she entered the 
fourth grade, the 
constant traveling 
and pageantry 
began to take their 
toll on her. Natalie’s 
parents, concerned 
with her dropping 
grades, stopped 
taking her to pow-
wows so she could 
concentrate on her 
education. 

“When they 
stopped taking 
me to powwows, it kind of made me sad 
because I really loved going,” Natalie says. 
“But my grades severely dropped from a 
4.0 to just barely passing with a 2.0 because 
I was going to so many different places and 
I just wasn’t there a lot to take part in class 
and learn.”

During her eighth grade year, Natalie 
talked her parents into letting her try an 
online independent study program. At 
the same time her parents decided to get 
a divorce. Both events had a tremendous 
impact on her. The new sense of respon-
sibility she felt became overwhelming, 
and she began to feel anxiety and not 
complete her assignments. Her parents’ 
divorce sent her into a deep depression. 

“My parents’ divorce came as such a 
shock and I didn’t know how to deal with 
it,” Natalie says. “I was also falling behind 
in school, and because my parents had 
a lot of trust in me, they didn’t know I 
wasn’t getting my work done. I tried to 

hide it by intercepting my progress report 
and acting like it never got sent.”

When Natalie’s parents fi nally re-
ceived her 18-week progress report, it 
was too late. Natalie fi nished her fresh-
man year with only three credits out 
of 60. Natalie says she barely had any 
interaction with her teacher at all. She 
only met with her in person four times 
a year, and the teacher never expressed 
any concern with Natalie’s performance. 
It was clear she needed a change. 

Natalie found out about Sierra Char-
ter School after reading a newspaper 
advertisement. She knew she didn’t want 

to go back to a tra-
ditional school, and 
she needed more 
structure than an 
online school could 
provide. Sierra 
Charter seemed 
like the perfect bal-
ance for her. 

“I called them 
on my own and 
got more details,” 
Natalie says. “It 
really seemed like a 
place where I could 

prosper. I told my mom and she said we 
could try it out.”

Natalie was convinced that she wasn’t 
going to be able to graduate on time. 
But her teachers at Sierra Charter began 
working with her to change her mind. 
Natalie says they helped her stay positive 
and gave her the confi dence to work 
hard so she could take on the extra 
responsibility. 

Today, the high-school junior is almost 
caught up and is on track to graduate 
with the rest of her class. 

 “Because of Sierra Charter, I was able 
to turn things around and I can really see 
the light at the end of the tunnel now,” 
Natalie says. “I have lots of goals now, 
including going on to college to study 
psychology and criminology. Sierra is 
honestly one of the smarter choices I’ve 
ever made.”

Natalie DeAnda’s grades suffered while she was traveling to participate in 
Native American powwows.

ACADEMIC SUPPORT
 » Sierra Charter School provides 

tutoring by credentialed teachers, 

who are intervention specialists 

for reading and math, writing work-

shops, homework labs and prepara -

tion for the California High School 

Exit Examination. 

 » The homework lab is available for 

all subjects. 

 » Intervention specialists communi -

cate regularly with the student’s 

teacher regarding student prog-

ress.

 » Highly qualif ied department chairs 

of fer of f ice hours to assist stu -

dents in all core subjects. 

“ Because of Sierra, 
I was able to turn 
things around and 
I can really see the 
light at the end of 
the tunnel now.”

Natalie DeAnda,
Sierra Charter School student

Photo by Jaques Gross

TECHNOLOGY SUPPORT
 » Sierra Charter School understands 

that no one will be competitive in 

the real world marketplace without 

some degree of technology mas -

tery. The school provides many 

resources for students to learn 

about and become ef f icient at 

using new technology.

 » Students can use technology tools 

to conduct research in support of 

school projects, to complete as-

signments and to perform required 

testing.

 » Eligible students can receive a 

free loaner computer to use during 

their time in school.

Student falls behind, but catches up
with help from Sierra Charter School       B Y  M I K E  B L O U N T
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More Than  

Words
Student realizes passion
for sign language at Sierra Charter      B Y  M I K E  B L O U N T

T here is a special bond between 
17-year-old Josh Dale and his sib-

lings. Like most brothers and sisters, they 
talk to each other about everything. But 
lately, they’ve been communicating in sign 
language. Josh is teaching them American 
Sign Language (ASL) because it may help 
them communicate in the future. 

Josh and his siblings have Alport Syn-
drome, a genetic disorder that could even-
tually cause them to lose their hearing.

“I’m really glad that I had the oppor-
tunity to learn sign language,” Josh says. 
“This is how [my brother, sister and I] 
talk now, and it has brought us all closer 
together. We have 
little inside jokes and 
everything.”

Sierra Charter 
School offers ASL 
classes, which are 
helping Josh prepare 
for communicating 
after he’s lost his 
hearing. But he en-
rolled in the school 
halfway through 
eighth grade for 
very different 
reasons — his main 
focus was learning 
at a faster pace so 
he could graduate 
earlier if he needed.

“Before, when 
I was in public 
[traditional] school, I 
would just have to sit there while the rest 
of the class caught up,” Josh says. “I want-
ed to excel at my own pace and I couldn’t 
get the one-on-one learning I needed to 
do that [in traditional school].”

A family friend had recommended 
Sierra Charter because she felt Josh would 
do well with independent study. He could 
concentrate on his work without getting 
drawn into high school drama and popu-
larity contests. Josh immediately jumped at 
the chance to change schools. 

 One of the fi rst differences he noticed 
was the individualized learning environ-
ment, where his teachers were able to 
take a more hands-on approach with him. 
It allowed his teachers to get to know him 
as a person and help him make important 
decisions about his own education.

Jana Montierth, Josh’s independent 
study teacher, was instrumental in guid-
ing him toward ASL classes. Josh says it 
changed his life. 

“I was going to take Spanish at fi rst, 
but she pushed me to take the ASL class 
instead because I needed to learn it to 
better myself,” Josh says. “The teachers 

here want to be 
involved and they 
want to help me 
succeed. They want 
me to do my best 
and that makes me 
feel awesome.”

Josh excelled 
at learning sign 
language. His 
teacher, Aimee 
Ward, noticed 
her new student’s 
eagerness to learn 
and encouraged him 
by giving him new 
words to sign after 
he quickly fi nished 
an assignment. 

“His hands just 
move so clearly,” 
Ward says. “I’m just 

so impressed with him and his natural abil-
ity to pick up American Sign Language.”

Because of his passion for sign language, 
Josh asked his teacher if he could return 
his senior year as a teaching assistant. 
Ward was happy to have him back. 

“He wants to be my teaching assistant 
because he wants to keep up with sign 
language,” Ward says. “He’s doing this 
to better himself so it doesn’t stop him 
in the future. He doesn’t let anything get 
in his way.”

“ I’m really glad that 
I had the opportu-
nity to learn sign 
language. This is 
how [my brother, 
sister and I] talk 
now, and it has 
brought us all closer 
together. We have 
little inside jokes 
and everything.”

Josh Dale,
Sierra Charter School student

Tailored to Your 
Learning Style

Personalized learning is an 
approach to education that tailors 
learning according to the individual 
needs of each student.

The personalized learning ap -
proach to education has evolved 
over the past decade through a 
growing public charter school 
movement in California, and 
incorporates many of the latest 
educational research results as to 
how children learn successfully. 
Personalized learning is a cutting 
edge approach to public education 
that honors and recognizes the 
unique gif ts, skills, passions and 
attributes of each child. 

Sierra Charter School is dedi -

cated to developing individualized 
learning programs with the intent 
to engage each child in the learn -
ing process in the most productive 
and meaningful way, optimizing 
each child’s learning potential and 
success.

Sierra Charter School places 
a strong emphasis on parental 
involvement, more one -on -one stu -
dent interaction and attention to 
dif ferences in learning styles.

No other educational model of-
fered in today’s public education 
system has integrated these proven 
educational research results in 
such an in -depth and comprehen-
sive manner.

 Photo by Jaques Gross

Josh Dale started studying American Sign Language at the suggestion 
of his teacher at Sierra Charter School.
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Free to be a   
Better 
Teacher
One-on-one instruction and personalized learning are reasons 
Aimee Ward loves teaching		            b y  T i n k a  d a v i

T he one-on-one relationship 
with students, smaller class 

sizes and the opportunity to get to 
know her students are high on Ai-
mee Ward’s list of likes about being 
a teacher at Sierra Charter School.

Ward has been a high school 
teacher for 11 years and is assigned 
approximately 25-27 students for the 
year. She also teaches high school stu-
dents American Sign Language, which 
meets the college requirement for 
foreign language. Ward really enjoys 
working one-on-one with students in 
English, math and science. It gives her 
the opportunity to know where all 
students are in their academic jour-
neys and work with them individually.

Ward says sometimes teachers 
become more than just educators of 
students, fulfilling the role of trusted 
adult ally and confidant. She adds that 
Sierra Charter’s smaller classes are a 
huge advantage. 

“In larger classrooms, students get 
lost in the shuffle,” she says. “Here, 
they can’t fall into the cracks or hide 
behind the door. School just gets bet-
ter every year.”

Ward recognizes the opportunity 
to individualize instruction for her 

students. She recalls a year when 
students were struggling in algebra, so 
she approached administration with 
the idea of developing a three-hour 
weekly class to address the need. Her 
request was approved and by the end 
of the school year these students saw 
success on the high school exit exam. 
The teachers at SCS realize their is 
no one-size-fits-all approach and are 
given the freedom to be creative in 
their teaching.

Ward made a video of students for 
last year’s open house event, asking 
all students to hold up a card with 
three words describing what school 
meant to them. One student wrote, 
“Really great teachers.” Another card 
read, “Feels like family,” and a third 
card proclaimed, “Free being myself.”

Ward loves the environment at 
Sierra Charter School and feels she’s a 
better teacher because of it.

“We are given the freedom to 
tweak and make things individualized 
for every kid and that’s so different 
from the typical school,” she explains. 
“It’s such a blessing to have the op-
portunity and it’s a secret that needs 
to be let out.”

“We are given the freedom to 
tweak and make things individ-
ualized for every kid and that’s 

so different from the typical 
school. It’s such a blessing to 

have the opportunity and it’s a 
secret that needs to be let out.”

Aimee Ward

Parents’ Choice: 
Traditional or Charter?

Because not all students are alike, 
choices in education are important to 
meeting each student’s unique needs. 

Charter schools are independent public 
schools with the freedom and flexibility to 
be innovative, while being held account-
able for improved student achievement. 

They foster a partnership between 
parents, teachers and students to cre -
ate an environment in which parents 
can be more involved, teachers are 
given freedom to innovate and students 
are provided the structure they need 
to learn. All three are accountable for 
improved student achievement.

Sierra Charter School in Fresno 
of fers a kindergarten to 12th-grade 
independent study program. 

The nonprofit holds a charter from 
the state of California and the Fresno 
Unif ied School District and is accred-
ited by the Western Association of 
Schools and Colleges.

Sierra Charter offers a safe environ-
ment conducive to learning and the 
flexibility for students to utilize tools to 
reach their maximum academic potential.

�Photo by Jaques Gross

Teacher Aimee Ward enjoys the ability to give her students 
one-on-one attention  at Sierra Charter School.



6 A SPECIAL ADVERTISING SUPPLEMENT   |   SIERRA CHARTER SCHOOL        FIND OUT WHAT SETS US APART        WWW.SIERRACHARTER.ORG

 S herry Huggins took on a huge challenge when, as a 
single parent, she adopted four young siblings, a girl and 

three boys. Two of the boys have cerebral palsy, the other 
son was tagged “a problem child” and the daughter — the 
youngest of the children — needed more attention in school. 
That’s why Huggins chose to enroll her children at Sierra 
Charter School. 

“I wanted more options than the [traditional] schools of-
fered,” she says. 

Those options include “a lot of one-on-one time” with teach-
ers, help for parents, and intervention specialists who provide 
tutoring as needed in English, math and group classes.

“The teachers are fantastic,” Huggins says. “They helped me 
help the children be successful.”

The four, who have all graduated from Sierra Charter 
School, are Dominic Armstrong, 22, Christopher Armstrong, 
21, Darion Armstrong, 19, and Shawanda Armstrong, 18.

A Sierra Charter School parent recommended the school 
to Huggins. She enrolled the two oldest boys when they 
were in fi fth grade, then switched the two younger children 
from traditional public school to Sierra Charter School. 

She’s pleased with their education and proud of their ac-
complishments. 

The son designated as a “problem child” earned the title 
of valedictorian at his high school graduation. He has recently 
graduated from a two-year community college and is headed 
for California State University, Los Angeles. 

Huggins zeroed in on why the children were so successful.

 “[As a parent] you have to be involved and know what is 
going on with your children,” she says. “At Sierra Charter, I 
knew exactly what my children were doing in school.”

Huggins sat in on classes three days a week and also ob-
served the tutoring sessions.

She also worked with them at home. Her mother retired 
and helped her with the children and their education.

Her mom also was a help since Huggins chose to adopt all 
four children, who would likely have been split up in different 
locations if she did not. 

Looking back on her relationship with Sierra Charter 
School, Huggins explains, “It just worked for me. Sierra Char-
ter is a very good school and I attribute that to the teachers, 
the principal and the programs.”

“[As a parent] you have 
to be involved and know 

what is going on with 
your children. At Sierra, 
I knew exactly what my 

children were
doing in school.”

Sherry Huggins

Family Finds

a Perfect Fit
Parent of four adopted children praises charter school                  B Y  T I N K A  D A V I

Sherry Huggins chose to enroll her four children in Sierra Charter School 
because she believed it was the best environment for them.

Photo by Jaques Gross

1,000 
Graduates 

and
Counting

… not bad for a school that started in 
a one -room building, with 80 students 
and 12 graduates. Fif teen years later 
the school encompasses a complex that 
accommodates about 700 students and 
more than 50 faculty and staf f mem-
bers.

Families who saw the school dur-
ing its humble beginnings continue to 
comment on the impressive growth and 
change the school has undergone.  

Sierra Charter was one of the f irst 
charter schools to open in Fresno 
County and remains one of the largest 
Independent Study Charter Schools in 
the area. The school continues to grow 
and the strongest marketing tool has 
been referrals from current and past 
students and families.

The school is proud to have earned 
accreditation through the Western 
Association of Schools and Colleges 
and developed courses that are A-G 
approved through the University of Cali -
fornia system. Looking into the future 
the school is moving to a per formance -
based educational system.

Sierra Charter School has seen sev-
eral local charter schools come and go 
during its existence and is pleased to 
have weathered the ever-changing tides 
of education.  Sierra Charter’s longev-
ity may be attributed to the school’s 
continued self - ref lection, the desire to 
always improve, and of course, caring 
about the needs of students.  
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 1. What are some of the misconceptions 
about charter schools?

A common misconception is that charters are private 
or for-profi t. Sierra Charter School and the vast major-
ity of charters are public, not-for-profi t, and open to 
all students who want to enroll. No referral or transfer 
paperwork is required.

2. Why do students choose Sierra Charter 
School over the traditional school setting?

Students come to Sierra Charter for a variety of 
reasons, but they all have one thing in common: they’re 
looking for something different. Sierra Charter offers a 
fl exible schedule so students can pursue other interests 
or be more involved with family and community. The 
environment is free from some of the distractions and 
social pressures found elsewhere. Teachers and students 
develop relationships by working together one-on-one 
and in small groups.

3. What is Sierra Charter School’s Vision?

Empowering individuals to succeed in the real world 
through personalized learning. Sierra Charter believes 
that with personalized support all individuals can be em-
powered to be successful in all aspects of their lives.

4. How often do students attend school?

Students can expect to be on campus two to fi ve hours 
per week, depending on their courses. While Sierra Char-
ter is an independent study program, some on-site classes 
and tutoring in the homework lab are offered. Students 
may choose to study on campus — especially if they antici-
pate needing help.

5. Will my child learn the same
material as in a traditional school?

All curriculum is aligned to California state standards, 
so your child will learn the same material being taught in 
other public schools.

6. Can my student get caught up on credits 
and graduate on time?  

Sierra Charter allows students to recover credits by 
taking additional courses after they have demonstrated 
the ability to successfully handle the  workload. Students 
who aren’t able to fi nish high school in four years may 
remain enrolled until completion if they show continued 
academic progress.

7. Is my diploma from Sierra Charter School 
the same as any other high school? Can I still 
go to college?

Yes. Sierra Charter is accredited through the Western 
Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC) and offers 
college-prep curriculum. If students meet A-G require-
ments, they are eligible to attend a four-year university 
after graduation.

8. Do you have a graduation ceremony?

Yes. We celebrate our high school graduates at a full 
cap-and-gown ceremony at the Save Mart Center on 
the California State University, Fresno campus, where 
we highlight students in a personal way. We also have a 
promotion ceremony for eighth grade and kindergarten 
students.

9. Do you offer music
classes or sports teams?

We offer a music performance class for students who 
wish to showcase their musical talent individually. Stu-
dents may also earn credit for participation in approved 
music and theater arts programs in the community. We 
do not have sports teams, but students are often able to 
participate in sports programs at other schools, depend-
ing on the school’s policy.

10. Do you provide transportation to and from 
school?

We provide students with tokens for the Fresno public 
transportation system, FAX.

FAQ Frequently asked questions 
about Sierra Charter School



Looking for
      something
different?
S ierra Charter School provides an 

alternative to traditional educa-
tion. Offering personalized learning, 
individual attention, fl exibility and high 
expectations for student learning, 
Sierra Charter is poised to meet the 
diverse needs of students in grades 
K-12. Students learn through a unique 
combination of independent study and 
small, on-campus classes and receive 
targeted, one-on-one support.

Students of all ages feel comfort-
able on Sierra Charter’s welcoming 
and safe campus. Students are often 
so satisfi ed that they recommend the 
program to friends and siblings.

As a fully-accredited California pub-
lic school, there is no charge to attend 
and admission is open to all. Come in 
today to fi nd out what makes Sierra 
Charter School different.

Call us today to 
find out more!
Sierra Charter School serves students residing in Fresno 
county and all contiguous counties. For more information on 
the program or how to enroll, please stop by the offi ce, call, 
visit the website or email. 

Sierra Charter School
1931 N. Fine Ave. Fresno, CA 93727 
(Located in the Monterey Village business complex)

Online at www.sierracharter.org

Email at info@sierracharter.org

Call 877-490 -4290 OR

  559 -490 -4290

Fax  559 -490 -4292

“ The teachers actually care about 
you and they taught me a good work 
ethic.”

~ Donald Roxberg, 2013 graduate 

Donald Roxberg is beginning his fi rst year of college at 
Fresno City College and intends to eventually become an archi-
tect. He says his time at Sierra Charter School was paramount 
in giving him the education, skills and confi dence to carry out 
his dreams. 

“My work at Sierra Charter has always 
been challenging and I found it very 
rewarding.”

~ Elysha  Levesque, 2013 graduate

Elysha Levesque, now in her fi rst year at California State 
University, Fresno, is looking to earn her doctorate in forensic 
psychology. She cites her experience at Sierra Charter as 
instrumental in arming her for the rigors of higher education.

What 
graduates say
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