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Southbridge High unveils sensory immersion 
room as part of the CARES program 

 
October 19, 2025 
Kinga Borondy 
 

 

SOUTHBRIDGE — The lights are multicolored but dim, the sound of water warbles softly, a 
projection screen shows calming images and a weighted blanket rests on a rocking chair — all 
items proven to soothe agitated teenagers, allow them to re-regulate and eventually return to class 
calmed. 

The sensory room, dubbed SIR for sensory immersion, is the newest addition to the multitiered 
Southbridge CARES program now entering its second year at Southbridge High School. The sensory 
room is the first ever installed in a public school district. 

It offers flustered students a space where they can go to interact with the different meditative 
features in the room, learn techniques to control their emotions and find a way to bring themselves 
under control. 

“We’ve already seen results,” said Dr. Nadia Ward, executive director of the Mosakowski Institute at 
Clark University, the creator of the program, which is funded by the Health Foundation of Central 
Massachusetts with a $675,000 investment. 
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While the room was officially inaugurated Friday, Oct. 17, with a ribbon cutting, guest speakers, 
organized tours and much fanfare, it was unofficially opened about a month ago, ostensibly to allow 
the counselors who staff the room to familiarize themselves with the layout. 

Students who had been identified as challenged by transitions and showing up late on a regular 
basis now come in early to check in with counselors in the room, said Ward. Teachers already 
report that fewer students are being removed from their classrooms for disruptive behavior, and it 
appears students are building better relationships with each other, Ward said. 

 

Edgar Munoz, a senior at Southbridge, self-identifies as neurodivergent and was enthusiastic about 
the addition to his high school. 

“When I have those moments, it will be a great way to reset and restart my day,” Munoz said, adding 
he particularly liked the rocking chair, screened with a curtain of soft lights and spread with a 
weighted blanket. “I get overwhelmed sometimes, stressed. It will be nice to have 10 minutes to 
myself, just with my thoughts, so I can relax and get back to myself.” 

Other students who helped set up the official inauguration agreed. Hailee Prendiville, also a senior, 
said she gets anxious sometimes over college applications, entrance requirements, filling out the 
federal financial aid FAFSA forms — all part of her active student life. 

“It’s nice to get away from the chaos,” she said. 

The program, dubbed CARES: Clark-Southbridge Advancing Resilience in Education and Support, 
was rolled out for the 2024-25 school year at Southbridge. 

The district, still in receivership and run by a state-appointed superintendent, was following a 
trauma-informed approach to education when it was selected to pilot the program, said Principal 
Stefania Doucette. Educators can already see the results, with half the suspensions from the same 
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time period from last year and a quarter of the suspensions from the same period during the 2023-
24 school year. 

Deemed an underresourced district, Southbridge was selected after assessing the impact the 
investment would have on the community, said Amie Shei, president and CEO of the Health 
Foundation of Central Mass. 

“We are investing deeply in Southbridge,” Shei said, because of the “deep and meaningful” impact 
on the community. Every student in Massachusetts should have access to a quality education, she 
said. 

The first tier of the program started with MAAX, which stands for Maximizing Adolescent Academic 
eXcellence. It is an evidence-based social-emotional learning curriculum taught by trained 
counselors in a mandatory health and wellness class. 

All freshmen entering ninth grade, 118 this year, are required to take the wellness course. 

The second tier is a specially developed app, MI PEACE, that connects services to at-risk students, 
linking counselors who can screen for mental health issues, offer action plans and link together all 
the service providers and supports, including parents and guardians, in a student’s life. 

Dr. Aaron Haddock, the co-designer of the CARES program with Ward and head of the new school 
psychology program at the Mosakowski Institute, noted that schools are becoming the environment 
where mental health services are delivered to the young people who need services. 

“It makes sense, it’s where kids spend most of their days,” Haddock said. 

Ward, who spent time at Yale University before accepting the Mosakowski directorship, said she 
and Haddock were at Yale together, working with the Bridgeport, Connecticut, school district. In 
discussions with staff, they speculated about how nice it would be if young people could have a 
dedicated space in school where they could decompress and re-regulate. 

And now they do, Ward said. 

Counselors connect with the students as entering freshman and will be accessible to them 
throughout their academic careers through check-ins, the MI PEACE app and casual run-ins in the 
hallway. This school year sees the second cohort of youngsters entering the Southbridge program. 

Nate Edwards-Roseney, a senior at Clark majoring in psychology, serves as one of the mentors for 
the program, interacting regularly with the Southbridge students. 

“We want students to understand their mental health challenges better and to have coping 
strategies in place that will help them in the long run,” Edwards-Roseney said. “The sensory room is 
my favorite part. It offers different ways to intervene and help kids re-regulate.” 

Getting kicked out of class for behavioral issues at 14, Edwards-Roseney said, is not ideal for their 
educational future, nor their ability to interact with peers. The sensory room, he believes, will be the 
tool that allows them to calm down, refocus and get back to the classroom as soon as possible. 

“I’m excited for the room,” Edwards-Roseney said. His advice to the students: “Take advantage of 
the guidance you have around you: your teachers, counselors and MAAX mentors.” 

 


