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helping me make good choices. Exercising every

day has helped me relax and manage my anxiety.

My sister, Jill, has given me tons of helpful advice.
She has already graduated from high school so it

was helpful for me to see her go through the

process before I had to.
My special educator has helped me to organize

my workload, sorting it out by importance, and

also helps implement accommodations for me at
school. He has been my Òhome baseÓ at school,

meaning that he is the guy that I go to when I

need any kind of help or have a question. I look
forward to college and getting my degree some-

day. Being able to make my own decisions will

make me quite happy. I know I will need some
advice and for that I will go to all of the people

that have helped me previously like my parents,

my sister, and my counselors. They will still be
there for me if I need them.

Struggle with anxiety
In eighth grade my family moved and I went to

a new middle school. The kids seemed very inse-
cure and were very unkind towards me. They

called me cruel names like Òscience experimentÓ

and in general werenÕt nice to me. I think that
they might have been mean to me because they

could not understand why I was the way I was.

Coming into a new school in eighth grade is very
difficult, particularly when it is a KÐ8 grade

school. The kids have known each other for

years and they have already formed all their own
little cliques. Eighth grade was the beginning of

my struggle with anxiety.

In high school I have learned to advocate for
myself. I often needed to push to be sure that my

teachers had high expectations of me and didnÕt

just give me a lot of accommodations. For ex-
ample, I insisted on getting into a more difficult

math class so I would qualify to get into college.

Math is my biggest challenge so the school felt
that maybe I should take an easier class. After

some discussion at my IEP meeting, the school
agreed to provide me with an online geometry

class and an individual tutor. I am also taking two

classes at CCV through the Linking Learning to
Life program. This is helping me to understand

what college will be like.

Some of the people who have helped me
through high school are my sister, my parents,

certain teachers, and my special educator. My

parents have helped me get through each day by
giving me advice, helping with homework, and
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My daughter receives services through her Educational

Support Team. How do we advocate for alternate

assessments during her state and district testing?
You can address her need for alternate assessments

through her Educational Support Team. As with

most decisions regarding your childÕs program,
use of an alternate assessment should be based

on her individual needs, a variety of information

about your child, and on information you provide.
The team may first consider a list of standard

accommodations for your daughter before consid-

ering an alternate assessment. For example, the
New England Common Assessment Program

(NECAP) offers standard accommodations includ-

ing, but not limited to, a change in test location,
administering the test in a small group, changing

the lighting or furniture in the room, or allowing

her more time to complete the test.
The New Standards Reference Exam (NSRE)

offers standard accommodations, such as having

access to a scribe, reading the questions out loud,
or administering the test in the childÕs native

language. A list of standard accommodations and
information about state and district assessments

can be found at the Department of Education web

site, www.state.vt.us/educ.
When deciding on an alternate assessment,

consider using the Alternate Assessment Decision

Making form available through the Department of
Education. This process encourages the school

team to review information from your daughterÕs

education records, such as results from previous
state or district assessments. The form also requires

the team to compare current accommodations or

services your daughter receives through the Educa-
tional Support System and to determine if standard

accommodations can be used during district or

state assessments. If the team is unsure about using
standard accommodations or an alternate assess-

ment, you can contact Vermont Department of

Education staff Cindy Moran [cindymoran@educa-
tion.state.vt.us, (802) 828-0646] or Greg Wylde

[gregwylde@education.state.vt.us, (802) 828-1338].

If the team decides that your daughter is eligible
for an alternate assessment, there are three options.

¥ A modified assessment can be adjusted to

meet your childÕs individual level of need as
long as it is measured by the same standards as

the regular assessment. The modified assess-

ment for a hearing impaired student with a

learning disability, for example, might be trans-
lated into American Sign Language. Results

from a modified assessment will be submitted

to the Department of Education for review and
scoring.

¥The adapted assessment is generally for learn-

ing disabled or mildly learning impaired stu-
dents, with adapted information to the stu-

dentÕs individual level of performance. The

current NSRE allows for this type of out of
level assessment, but still should be document-

ed and submitted to the Department of Educa-

tion.
¥The Life Skills Portfolio applies to generally

less than one percent of students who have

multiple disabilities, are learning impaired, or
who have minimal language and reasoning

skills. These students most likely are receiving

support through special education with alterna-
tive achievement standards such as a function-

al life skills curriculum. A life skills portfolio
assessment is guided by five categories: com-

munication; selected academics; personal

management and socialization; home, school,
and community needs; and vocational and

leisure time skills. Portfolios are collected and

scored by a trained team of teachers, adminis-
trators, and service providers from around the

state.

Alternate assessments are not limited to children
receiving special education services. Children on

504 plans, English as second language learners,

and children who receive support through the
Educational Support System may be eligible to

receive an alternative assessment. ItÕs up to you

and your team to determine which type of assess-
ment is appropriate and to notify the state about

your childÕs eligibility for an alternate assessment.

Information in this article comes from
the Participation Guidelines for Students with

Special Needs, Vermont Department of Education.
For more information about

state and district testing or alternate
assessment, contact your child’s team or the

Alternate Assessment Coordinators at the
Vermont Department  of Education.



Mental health services such as respite, emer-

gency psychiatric care, in-home support, and

educational placements are in great demand by
families but not readily available to all.

A recent study commissioned by the Vermont

Legislature found that in general consumers of the
mental health system are satisfied with services

but concerned about funding cuts. ChildrenÕs
services have grown over the past six years, and

Vermont has the lowest inpatient hospitalization

rate in the country. One of the primary problems
with our mental health system is the 30 percent

staff turnover rate and the low pay front-line

workers receive.
VermontÕs System of Care Plan for Child, Ado-

lescent, and Family Mental Health (2005Ð2007)

provides a good picture of children served and
unmet needs. According to the Surgeon GeneralÕs

report on mental health, about 12 percent of

VermontÕs children have some type of emotional
disturbance. Yet in 2003 only 6.5 percent of chil-

dren and youth received public mental health

services. Specific groups of children tend to need
greater mental health treatment based on such

factors as poverty, disability, abuse and neglect,

or delinquency. Kids on IEPs represent 40 percent
of children and youth who need and receive

mental health services while 34 percent are in

state custody. The primary funding source for
childrenÕs services is Medicaid, representing 64

percent of total dollars spent by the state. With

changes to the Medicaid system looming, families
and advocates worry that further budget cuts

will decrease or eliminate critical community-

based mental health care for Vermont children

and youth.

Taking action
A group of concerned individuals met in March to

discuss the formation of a childrenÕs mental
health action group. Organized by Ken Leibertoff,

Vermont Association of Mental Health (VAMH),
the group identified key issues to work on in the

coming months and agreed to develop an advo-

cacy agenda focused on the state of childrenÕs
mental health services. Four key issues on the

groupÕs working agenda are

¥Ensure quality care, support an increase in
salaries for mental health staff as part of the 7.5

percent annual increase being proposed in the

current legislative session.
¥Engage in the debate over the future of Medicaid

funding, the major public funding source for

childrenÕs mental health.
¥Maintain a commitment to community-based

mental health care as a core value of VermontÕs

system.
¥Get input and direction from parents and fami-

lies to improve the mental health system.

The ChildrenÕs Mental Health Action group will
meet on May 3 in Montpelier. Contact Ken

Leibertoff for more information at (802) 223-6263

or vamh1@aol.com. If you are a parent or family
member who wants to get involved, contact Mar-

garet Armstrong at marmstrong@vtpic.com.

Connie Curtin

Acting out
Organizing on behalf of childrenÕs mental health

l ast year 15 percent of the 1200 families who contacted VPIC for help had

problems getting support for children with mental illness or emotional

and behavioral disabilities. These children were struggling not only with

their education, but also with limited or inadequate mental health care.

Two big

problems

with our

mental

health

system:

low pay

and

high staff

turnover.



Service with a smile
VPICÕs Assistive Technology (AT) Center is

thrilled to welcome some fantastic volunteers.
Alan September, a student majoring in computer

networking at Champlain College, has been

donating his talents to our center. Among the
many tasks he has taken on are performing com-

puter troubleshooting, repairing donated com-

puters and hardware, and helping to update the
inventory of items available in the center. AlanÕs

expertise, friendly demeanor, and helpful spirit

are a welcome addition to VPIC.
We also welcome Olivia Hammond, a senior at

BFA in Fairfax. Liv will be helping out in the AT

Center on Wednesdays. Her bubbly smile and
enthusiasm for technology were much appreci-

ated during our March 16 AT Open House. In

addition to her many other talents and interests,
Liv is quite skilled in using the Dragon Naturally

Speaking, a speech-to-text program, and she is

also involved in advocacy programs for youth
with special needs. We feel extremely fortunate

to have Liv here with us.

Close encounters
The March 16 open house at the AT Center
showcased some technology available at VPIC.

Parents, teachers, students, and special educa-

tors asked loads of questions and watched sev-
eral demonstrations of assistive technology

software and hardware. Technology presented

included Kurzweil 3000 (text-to-speech), Dragon
Naturally Speaking, Boardmaker, Speaking Dy-

namically Pro, AlphaSmart, Co-writer, and Inspi-

ration. A special thank you goes to Kevin Frank,
who volunteered his time to help us demonstrate

the Kurzweil 3000 program for the open house.
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We want to know
 The AT Center would like to feature AT products

in monthly workshops for families and other

interested community members. Feedback re-
garding the items youÕd most like to learn about

would be helpful in planning workshops. You can

reach the AT center by calling 876-5315 (ext. 20)
or emailing ckilpatrick@vtpic.com.
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Kevin Frank
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AT software
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open house . . .

. . . and Joe
learned about

the latest AT
technology.



area in the library for parents of children with

special needs, and parent input into the districtÕs

service protocol and policies. In the 16 months
since that meeting, weÕve continued to meet

monthly as a parent support group and have

regular meetings with parents, administrators,
and special educators. The district has a new

special education administrator, and parents have
been invited to discuss plans for supporting chil-

dren on the autism spectrum, to participate in

initiatives to improve the IEP process, and to
attend continuing education courses being offered

to educators.

There is still more to do. Several items from the
original list of recommendations remain to be

addressed. The most important task, however, is

to reach out to more parents so they know a
parent support group exists in South Burlington.

 For more information about the
South Burlington parent support group,

contact Ward Nial at sbsnparents@adelphia.net.

Ward Nial

Advocacy a marathon, not a sprint
Support group energizes South Burlington parents

i Õve just written what seems like a hundred emails, talked with what seems

to be a dozen service providers, and met for hours with school adminis-

 trators. There are more emails to write and calls to make. IÕm exhausted.

Can I keep this up? Then I get a call from a parent in our support group.

Before

I became

involved in

a parent

support

group,

when

things got

to be too

much, I had

to take a

break from

advocating

for my

child.

We talk. Things seem not so bad. I start to get my

energy back. I can keep going. But it wasnÕt al-

ways this way.

How it all started
In April 2002 I entered the Stern CenterÕs spring

symposium cautiously as it was already filled
with 250 special educators. My past IEP meetings

had been pretty stressful. To my relief they were
incredibly supportive and encouraging of my

efforts to advocate for my child. When sharing

my experiences with a special educator, she said,
ÒYou have to start a parent group. There is

strength in numbers.Ó I was willing, but how would

I find parents to form a group? The special educa-
tion system and the stigma that came with it made

it hard to know who was in the same situation.

Shortly after the symposium, when our relation-
ship with the school became difficult, we talked

with a VPIC family consultant about starting a

parent group. In September of 2003, four families
met to talk about our experiences and the com-

mon challenges and concerns we had with our

school district. The group began meeting regularly
and, although the experiences shared were diffi-

cult to tell, the group support made it easier.

ParentsÕ agenda
In December 2003, a group of parents met with

the school superintendent to talk about our con-

cerns and recommendations. We requested a
special education oversight committee, an annual

special education information night, a process to

educate parents about the IEP system, a resource

Kathy Flynn, Ward Nial and Lois Nial, and Paul and
Diane Blais meet monthly to discuss strategies for
improving mental health services for children and

youth. They welcome other concerned parents.



Youthful transitions
On May 10 at the Wyndham Hotel in Burlington,

VPIC presents ÒCharting the Course: Helping
youth with disabilities move successfully to

work, college, and adult life.Ó This half-day con-

ference is open to all who support or are them-
selves a student in, or approaching, transition.

Hear a real life transition story by keynote

speaker Laurel Cameron, attend a workshop on a
related topic, and join a roundtable discussion on

the unique aspects of this major life stage for

youth. Visit our website or call 1(800) 639-7170 to
register.

But wait, thereÕs more . . .

ItÕs our party
On the evening of our May 10 conference, join us

in celebrating VPICÕs accomplishments over 13
years of supporting families of children with

special needs and their communities. Hear the

music of the Dan Silverman Jazz Trio from 5 to
6 P.M., followed by dinner and the awarding of

Marc Hull Making a Difference in the Lives of
Kids honors to four individuals in recognition of

their outstanding achievements. Take home one

of the many fine items being donated for the
silent auction to benefit VPICÕs work with

underserved families, and spend a fun evening in

good company!

Want to help us?
We need volunteers to help with check-in, dis-
tribute and collect workshop evaluations, and

offer general support to conference participants

at our ÒCharting the CourseÓ conference on May
10. If you decide to help, your good deeds wonÕt

go unnoticed; volunteers will be able to attend

the half-day conference for free. We have open-
ings for a limited number of volunteers, so con-

tact us as soon as possible.

For more information about the conference or
other volunteer opportunities at Vermont Parent

Information Center, check our web site

(www.vtpic.com), the United Way Volunteer
Connection web site (www.unitedwaycc.org), or

call us directly at (800) 639-7170 or  (802) 876-5315.

Time well spent
As part of National Volunteer Week, April 18

through April 22, we want to thank our 2005

volunteer team of more than 150 people who
share their time and expertise, and continue our

mission to empower parents, families, and chil-

dren with special needs across Vermont.
Our Parents as Teachers volunteers have been

working with graduate education students to

teach the family-centered approach in working
with families of children with special needs.

Volunteer parents have received tutoring support,

direct assistance preparing for a meeting, and
others have shared a meal with their students.

Our legislative volunteers have been active in

responding to current state budget proposals,
speaking out on proposed changes to Medicaid,

and increasing awareness of childrenÕs mental

health issues around the state.

Sign up
Since its inception as a VPIC program to its evo-
lution as a VPIC community partner, Partners in

Adventure has been the answer to summer fun

for kids with disabilities.
At PIA, young people age 12 to 21, with and

without disabilities, share a summer camp expe-

rience. Campers enjoy horseback riding, sailing,
swimming, sports and music workshops, crafts,

field trips, and more! Volunteers age 16 through

18 are tuition exempt and receive community
service credit.

For more information about PIA or to register,

see www.partnersinadventure.org or call (802)
425-2638.
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We look forward to
welcoming you.


