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When Jacob Sawyers was born 13 years ago, his 
parents had no reason to believe there was anything 
wrong with their full-term baby. He was delivered 
by C-section, became jaundiced and suffered with 
reflux, but those were things they were assured he 
would outgrow. However, on Christmas Eve, the 
three-month old had three seizures and the anxious 
parents soon realized their child needed medi-
cal attention. After years of seeking answers from 
endocrinologists, geneticists and neurologists, the 
Sawyers were left with a mystery. “On paper,” his 
mother, Brooks, explains, “Jacob looks fine.” Small 
for his size, non-verbal and unable to walk, doctors 
have not been able to determine a formal diagnosis 
for Jacob.

As cloudy as that outlook may seem, David and Brooks have raised their son with a much sunnier  
disposition. David says it simply, “[Doctors] have not placed restrictions on Jacob.” And since no solid conclu-
sions have been reached as to their son’s future, they are adamant that the “sky is the limit.” They are also in  
agreement on one factor that has given Jacob that brighter opportunity: Sunshine School.

Brooks’ hometown is Searcy. Her mother was in the Junior Auxiliary, which meant community service hours 
were spent assisting at Sunshine School during events such as hosting Halloween parties for the students at the 
school. Little did Brooks know that her passing familiarity with the school would one day become even more 
personal. In the years to come, Sunshine School would make a big impact in her own family in the most pro-
found way.

After graduating from Searcy High School, Brooks moved to Jonesboro where she attended Arkansas State 
University. She met and married David in Jonesboro and four sons later (besides Jacob, the Sawyers’ boys 
include Logan - 17, Blake - 11 and Nathan - 8), David’s change in jobs would cause the family to move back 
to Searcy. While all the boys were acclimating to their new schools, Jacob’s change would prove to be the most 
tremendous.

In Jonesboro, Jacob had attended an early intervention learning center that was designed for developmentally 
disabled children from birth to kindergarten. Once he left kindergarten, Jacob was placed in public schools in 
a self-contained classroom. Therapy was a part of his daily schedule while there, but he wasn’t eating well and 
he was sleeping five of the six hours he was in school each day. This had become Jacob’s schedule. After the 
move to Searcy, Jacob was enrolled at Sunshine School. On his first day at school, Brooks took Jacob in with 
his favorite pillow and blanket and explained to the unfamiliar staff that Jacob’s regular school day had always 
included a very long nap time.
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Success is gauged using many different measuring sticks for the developmentally disabled children and adults 
who attend Sunshine School. After all, each student has varying degrees of challenges involving reading skills, 
functionality and development. With that in mind, each individual has unique goals to which their parents and 
teachers strive and, as a result, there are uniquely individual program plans designed for each student. Sharing 
accomplishments is motivating for everyone involved, and at staff meetings each teacher relates one positive 
thing that happened in class that week. Sometimes, though, those success stories hit home even more  
profoundly.

At a recent United Way of White County meeting (from where contributions are used as a match to generate 
funds and augment the school’s services), a former Sunshine School student was in attendance. The student had 
graduated from the school’s program, had been a hard worker at the Sheltered Workshop and then gone on to 
become an employee within the community. At the end of the United Way meeting, the former student signed a 
pledge card. No doubt, that signature spelled the pinnacle of success for both the school and its former student. 
It was the ultimate act of 
giving back.

The school’s  
beginnings are as modest 
as its facilities. In 1964, 
the Searcy Jr. Auxiliary 
began a Mother’s Day 
Out for families with 
handicapped children for 
a couple of hours each 
week. Housed in  
converted Army barracks, 
the program boasted two 
rooms, one bathroom 
and had a monthly tuition of $10 if the family could pay. Days off during winter were simple: if the water in the 
gold fish bowl froze, classes were cancelled.

By the early 70’s, the school desperately hoped to receive a state construction grant. It just so happened that 
one student attending during that period was from Kensett, U.S. Representative Wilbur D. Mills’ hometown. He 
was invited to the school and while he was there, the sun truly shone on Sunshine School. The student climbed 
up in the Congressman’s lap and stayed there the entire visit. Needless to say, his heart was touched because an 
update on the status of the grant money some time later was met with the assurance that Rep. Mills had made 
his wishes known. The Sunshine School received the grant.

Enter Mary-Lou Dunn, the current Director. As a senior at Searcy High School, Mary-Lou had an extra study 
hall and an older sister in the Jr. Auxiliary. Because the Auxiliary was so involved with Sunshine School, her 
sister convinced Mary-Lou to volunteer there. It would be an experience that would change the aspiring  
teacher’s life.
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What We Do and Why Do It
Sunshine School began in 1964 under the sponsorship of the Searcy Junior 

Auxiliary. With seven special education students attending on a half-day basis, 
school was held in a converted army barracks on land leased from Searcy  
Pulic Schools.  In 1973, a new buliding was constructed using state and  
federal grants and community contributions.

The Sunshine School is a non-profit organization located in Searcy, AR., 
that provides education and training to individuals with developmental  
disabilities. There is no age limit for students to be admitted to the pre-school, 

nor is there a cutt-off age for adults. 
There is no cost to a family for a student to attend Sunshine School. 
The Sunshine School currently serves pre-school students and school 
age students from all the public schools in White County and adults in 
an adult development setting.

The Sunshine School’s mission is to provide education and  
training to individuals with developmental disabilities in order for 
them to function well within their families and communities. The  
Sunshine School strives to see that each pre-school and school age 
student experiences as typical a school day as possible.
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