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Bloomington Woman with Autism Graduates Top of Class
Gooawill’'s Excel Center Celebrates Indiana Disability Awareness Month

BLOOMINGTON, Ind. - Each March, Disability Awareness Month is celebrated
throughout Indiana to increase awareness and promote independence for all Hoosiers
with disabilities. According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, among unemployed
persons with a disability age 25 and over, more than half (54.7 percent) do not have a
high school diploma, significantly limiting their ability to work and live independently.

Goodwill of Central & Southern Indiana is proud to be one of the largest employers of
persons with disabilities in central Indiana, but it is also a large educator of persons with
disabilities through The Excel Center®, its tuition-free high school for adults.

When Sam Harmeson left high school, they were coping with the death of their mother
from a drug overdose and struggling with undiagnosed autism. In 2023, when
Harmeson and their caretaker, Bettina Hapney, visited a local Goodwill retail store, they
learned about an opportunity that would change Harmeson’s life.

“We walked over to The Excel Center and were greeted by a staff member who told me
that | could sign up that day and get my diploma for free,” Harmeson said. “l was
amazed at how willing they were to work with me.”

By this point, Harmeson’s two younger siblings had been diagnosed with autism, which
led Harmeson to seek their own diagnosis.

“Once | understood that overstimulation was the cause for a lot of my struggles, | was
able to find better coping skills,” Harmeson explained.

The Excel Center created an Individualized Education Plan (IEP) for Harmeson with
step-by-step instructions to support them through their learning journey. Harmeson'’s
time at The Excel Center increased their confidence, improved their communication
skills and helped them feel more comfortable in social settings.


https://www.bls.gov/news.release/disabl.nr0.htm

In February 2024, Harmeson graduated from The Excel Center in Bloomington as
valedictorian of their class, also earning dual credits that allowed them to enroll at Ivy
Tech Community College as a first generation college student. Beyond graduating,
Harmeson now feels better prepared for life’s challenges.

“The Excel Center helped me become more independent,” they said. “Not only did |
learn a lot, but I'm also no longer afraid to go out into the world and do things on my

own.

Harmeson is currently majoring in business at lvy Tech and considering a career in
graphic design.

‘I never thought | would go to college,” Harmeson said. “Now | have meaningful
connections with people and a brighter outlook on the future.”

If you're interested in interviewing Sam Harmeson, please contact Jenny Kakasuleff,
marketing and communications manager at Goodwill, at
jennifer.kakasuleff@goodwillindy.org or 317.345.4176.
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About Goodwill of Central & Southern Indiana

Goodwill of Central & Southern Indiana changes lives every day by empowering people
to increase their independence and reach their potential through education, health and
employment. The organization serves 40 Indiana counties and operates more than 75
retail locations, as well as contract manufacturing services, charter schools for adults
and youth, a maternal-child health program, a child care center and more. Visit
goodwillindy.org to learn more.
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