
In the spring of 2022, the 
AACORN family lost our 
friend Jeremiah. An inspiration 
prompting the creation of our 
beloved program, Jeremiah was 
a fixture from the very begin-
ning. Jeremiah never remained 
a stranger for long, greeting 
everyone he met with a grin 
and a spirit of curiosity not 
easily extinguished. He would 
often greet you with the words 
used to in the above title – both 
hopeful and confident – one 
couldn’t help but shake his 
hand. Jeremiah was a source of 
guidance in many ways, helping 
shape the program and what 
the chosen focuses should be. 
Jeremiah was so many things to 
so many people. A loving son and sibling, a curious seeker 
of information (and snacks), and a lover of the farm – to 
name just a few. For all of us whom have been around 
AACORN for a while, we miss him every day but always 
feel his presence.  
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EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR REPORT
AACORN has been no stranger to change and in 2022 we had a major one to be cer-
tain. Dr. Liz Farner, one of our founders and visionaries that brought us to where we 
are this very day – retired from her position as Program Director.  We are so grateful 
that she remains involved, participating now as the Vice President of our Board of 
Directors, Liz and her contributions were memorialized in 2022 through the naming 
of our activities building. The Dr. Liz Farner Activities Building is a great place where 
we, as a program, gather daily and serves as our central hub. AACORN continues to 
grow in our community and welcomed new community partners out for volunteer days 
in 2022. Pfizer and Stryker both sent volunteer groups that helped us work on some 
big projects (such as updating our goat pasture fencing) as well as getting a personal 
introduction to the farm and its impact on those we serve.  

As we continue moving forward, we invite you to partner with us in support of our 
mission. Donations of time, talent, and treasure will all help us to continue to move 
forward AACORN’s mission of creating meaningful opportunities and choice to those 
participants we serve. Additionally, we can encourage the greater community to 
become part of this inclusive and welcoming environment. Everyone can benefit from 
this AACORN!

Eric Birko 
Executive Director

CHECK OUT THE
SKILL-BUILDING PROGRAM
AACORN is a program for adults with intellectual and developmental 
differences whose participants are all over 18 years old. Although 
Michigan provides special educational programming to age 26, once 
students age out of school there are very few program options and 
they are frequently left with nothing of meaning or purpose to fill their 
days. AACORN exists to provide that meaning and purpose as well as 
valuable social connections. If you are interested, follow these steps:

1) Contact us by phone at 269-348-0985 or through our web  
 site at aacorncommunity.org 

2) Set up a tour and interview at the farm to see if the program is  
 going to be a fit 

3) Following the farm visit, if there is still interest, the new   
 potential participant (or family) completes the application and  
 scholarship forms

4) Applications are reviewed and the Program Director contacts  
 parents/guardians to complete the scholarship process and   
 add the new participant to the schedule

FEES: We charge a fee for each session, but most participants do not 
pay full fees. Lack of ability to pay should not be the reason to stay 
away; we work with families to arrive at fees that fit their budget. 

PROGRAM SESSIONS:  9-11:30 and 12:30-3. Some participants stay 
all day and bring a sack lunch. 

TRANSPORTATION: As AACORN is in Kalamazoo County, many of 
our participants use the Metro County Connect to attend. We have a 
scholarship in place to pay for transportation and might soon provide 
a pick up and drop off service ourselves. We currently have a short 
waiting list, but are always interested in new participants, including 
those from surrounding counties.

NOTE: At this point it is difficult to accommodate participants with 
significant physical disabilities, but we are moving towards greater 
accessibility. 

ACCORN LOVES OUR INTERNS
Every day, AACORN changes lives through the work we do. In this moment, 
we’d like to shine a light on one group of individuals that have been and con-
tinue to be a valued part of AACORN. For quite some time now, AACORN 
has hosted summer interns from Kalamazoo College. These talented folks 
come to AACORN and support our participants and staff while also working 
towards achieving their own education goals with our support. Each has 
brought their own unique talents and experiences to help create meaningful 
interactions and opportunities for those we serve – and this benefits our 
interns as well.  Some of our interns have even transitioned to AACORN 
staff! Our internship opportunities have continued to expand, from our in-
terns that come through Kalamazoo College in a unique paid experience as 
part of their Community Building incentive program to interns from WMU’s 
Social Work program in both the fall and spring semesters. This wonderful 
infusion of fresh eyes and new ideas that each student brings to AACORN 
helps us to continue to expand our program offerings and new relationship 
opportunities creatively and thoughtfully. Thank you to all our interns that 
have blessed us with your presence. If you are interested in pursuing an 
internship with AACORN, give us a call and we would be happy to discuss 

the opportunities that might exist or can be created. 

FEATURED PARTICIPANTS:
EMMET AND SARAH 

Emmet Paul – 
Participant since  
2022

This hard-working 
young man brings 
an eclectic set of 
skills and infectious 
energy every time 
he sets foot on 
AACORN grounds. 
Emmet works at a 
local Kalamazoo 
market and then 
comes to AACORN 
to commune with 
his peers. Emmet 
has many pas-
sions including an 
incredible talent 
in art (he recent-

ly contributed drawings to AACORN for a fundraising 
project). Emmet enjoys talking about his favorite films and 
inspirations behind his art and other creative endeavors. 
To say that our friend Emmet has a creative imagination 
would be selling it short! When asked about his favorite 
thing about coming to AACORN, Emmet shared that he 
loves coming to the farm to see his friends. He also stated 
that he enjoys getting out into the community and tell peo-
ple all about AACORN. We so appreciate all the energy and 
positivity he brings to the farm!

Eric Birko was hired in November, 2020

Sarah Kueppers – Participant since 2022

Sarah demonstrates a true caregiver’s spirit. When Sarah 
is present at AACORN, you can often find her approaching 
the staff asking how she can be of help or giving one of 
her peers a hand and words of encouragement. She has 
a true love for all things arts and crafts and has proposed 
new project ideas often inspired by her peer interactions 
as well as her own interests. During down time, Sarah can 
be found reading as she is a voracious reader! Sarah loves 
to engage with her peers in conversation – engaging in a 
variety of topics and expressing her thoughts and opinions 
with respect and an interest in hearing other people’s per-
spectives. When asked about her favorite most memora-
ble AACORN experience, Sarah said she has great mem-
ories of baking a delicious lemon cake to celebrate her 
birthday and loves being able to attend and contribute to 
AACORN special events such as the Gala fundraiser and 

the holiday party. 
She wants anyone 
who is curious about 
AACORN to know 
that it’s a special 
place where par-
ticipants can come 
and learn all about 
animals and their 
care and can con-
tribute to real work 
activities. Even in 
saying that, she also 
emphasized that it’s 
a fun place to come 
to and also enjoys 
getting to engage in 
the community on 
outings.
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