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Gerard Jimenez

Class Spokesperson

I would like to begin by thanking all our guests who came to share this momentous occasion
with us. We have family and friends here from all over the state who have given us so much
support over the past year while we have traveled off to work on increasing our knowledge,
skills and abilities to advocate for our loved ones and the community at large. On behalf of
every Partner here, thank you very much for your unwavering support.

We would also like to take this opportunity to assure you we were working hard in class all
weekend long to be the best advocates we possibly can be and not partying in the hotel bar
the whole time.

We would also like to welcome our distinguished guests from the Texas Council for
Developmental Disabilities, Roger Webb, Executive Director, and council members Mary
Durheim, Vickie Mitchell and Susan Baker; and former council member Rudy Acosta. Thank
you very much for being here today. We really appreciate your support.

The success of the Partners in Policymaking Program would not have been possible without
the support of the Texas Council for Developmental Disabilities and the Family to Family
Network. We are forever grateful for these organizations dedication and commitment to
supporting the continuing education on disability issues to the community.

We have been privileged to follow in the footsteps of giants. There are many giants in the
Partners in Policymaking Program to whom we will always be grateful. From the Texas
Council for Developmental Disabilities, Jan Newsom, Chair; John Morris, Vice Chair; Roger
Webb, Executive Director; from the Family to Family Network, Executive Director Eve
Cugini; Chief Cat Herder and Program Coordinator Laura Buckner; Assistant Chief Cat
Herder and Director of Finance and Administration, Mary Jane Williams; Travel Coordinator
and Administrative Assistant, Jan Sheehy; Administrative Assistant, Maria Stiger; and
Associates Amber McCarthy and Bill and Teri Sullivan.

We have been very fortunate to have had the opportunity to meet and learn from some of the
country’s best experts in the field of disability research, advocacy and training. The speakers
who shared their expertise and insight with us were exceptional and engaged us with their
talent and insight. We would like to express our deep appreciation for their participation in
the Partners Program.



We would like to thank Colleen Wieck, Charlene Comstock-Galagan, Colleen Horton, David
Pitonyak, Shelly Dumas, Don Sikkink, Ed Roberts, Mark Homan, Eve Cugini, Chris Hess,
Michelle Guppy, David Caster, Roger Webb, Colene Wieck, Patrick Connally, Kathie Snow,
Joe Meadours, Gaby Fuentes, Jonas Schwartz, Denise Brady, Joanna Cordry, Richard Dodds,
John Moore, Cheryl Bates-Harris, Mary Fitzgerald, Juliette Rizzo, Amy Litzinger, Linda
Litzinger and all the past Partners who came back to share their knowledge and wisdom with
us.

We would also like to recognize and thank Jopie Hasenbank. Jopie Hasenbank is responsible
for bringing the Partners program to Texas 15 years ago. Your vision and determination to
bring the highest quality disability issues educational program to the state of Texas has been
an unqualified tremendous success. There are now over 13,000 Partners graduates world
wide with over 600 in the state of Texas. Thank you very much for all you did to maintain
the tradition of excellence and bringing Partners to the Great state of Texas.

Issac Newton once said "If I have seen farther than others, it is because I was standing on the
shoulders of giants."

All of the people involved in the Partners Program have shared their vision with us and have
inspired us to work to fulfill our dreams. The dream of a society where all people are
appreciated for their abilities and not marginalized for their disabilities.

I would also like to thank my fellow Partners for using their new found skills in
parliamentary procedures to railroad me, I mean, select me to give the graduation speech

with my fellow Partner, Candi.

All kidding aside, on behalf on Candi and I, we are humbled and honored that you chose us
to give the graduation speech for the class. Thank you.

While we all know we will write many chapters in the name of progress for those who have
disabilities in the world, it’s hard to believe this chapter of our Partners journey is coming to
an end. It seems like we just started our journey and now we are graduating from what has
been described by many experts in the field of disabilities as the Harvard education on
disability issues. We are truly honored and privileged to be a part of the Partners in
Policymaking Program legacy. Because of our Partners' training, we will return home

with the knowledge and tools to create positive changes for people of all ages with
disabilities and make meaningful contributions in our communities. We move forward with a

new vision of greater opportunities, greater possibilities for people with disabilities.



I know that every Partner is deeply saddened that this is the last Partners in Policymaking
Program scheduled. I think it’s fair to say we are even distressed that not only will past
Partners not have the program as a resource but future generations will not get the privilege
to participate in the program as we know it. While it may be possible to morph the program
into another form for distribution and assuming the quality of content of the program is
reproduced I cannot help but wonder if the bonds of friendship that were created by the
program in it’s current form have been given enough consideration of it’s value. I know that
the bonds each of us created during our time spent pursing our quest for knowledge in this
program will last a life time and will ensure a strong network that will give us the ability to
provide support to each other for years to come.

The disability rights movement is one of the last if not the last civil rights movement of our
time. It is now our responsibility to go into our communities and share the wealth of
information we have with our family and friends, our neighbors, our schools and our local
and state governments to create a new era of enlightenment in our society as a whole. What
we have learned needs to be shared with every single person in our community.

Franklin Delinore Roosevelt once said “If civilization is to survive, we must cultivate the
science of human relationships - the ability of all peoples, of all kinds, to live together, in the
same world at peace.”

Margaret Mead once said “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful committed citizens
can change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.”

We are now Partners. We are a part of a small group of thoughtful committed citizens. And I
can assure you...we will change the world!



Kristen Cox
Partners in PolicyMaking
Graduatioh — March 29, 2006

1 liken my Parthers journey to the life of a butterfly. When I applied for Parthers it
was as if 1 had dropped an egg onh a leaf, hoping it would bear fruit. ] remember
getting the phone Call that 1 had been accepted — 1 had no idea what Parthers
would really be about. ]just khew it might help me to better the life of my 10-year-
old son, Kyle, who has muscCular dystrophy.

In the life cycle of a butterfly, the most growth occurs during the caterpillar — or
larva - Years when the Caterpillar eats all it Cah ih preparation for its
trahsformation. These months Of training were my time as a Caterpillar. (NO, I'm
hot talking about all the junhk food you guys forCed down my throat.] T'm talking
about taking in every morse|l Of knowledge 1 could process during these training
sessions (spitting out the politically Charged messages), Srowing in my khowledge and
passion for disability issues.

Just as a Caterpillar molts — or sheds its skih — several times, 1 did the same. 1 shed
some lahguage that was hot people first. T shed some ideas that were bornh Of g laCk
Of knowledge. ] shed some priorities that gave way to my hew passion for disability.
T'm still shedding —just nhot those pounds from the force feeding!

Today the cocoon splits open and ] emerge from my Chrysalis - my time as a
butterfly begins. 1 have no idea what color or shape my butterfly will take on, or
where this journey will lead, but I’m anxious to begin. ] take comfort in Khowing
have 35 other butterflies along side of me, and hunhdreds who have gone before me.

1 must admit that my motives were initially selfish in that I wanted to see how
Parthers could help me to improve Kyle’s future. But by the end Of the first
session 1 felt a bit enlightened — there were SO manhy more issues in the disability
community that I had hot knowh existed- hot to mention a hew language 1 heeded
t0 |earn!. With each new session my passion for my own cause seemed to diminish,
blending with a passion for the Various issues of all people with disabilities. MYy own
issues paled in comparison to0 what some Of You are dealing with. 1 have been so
inCredibly inspired by my fellow partnhers, espeCially the self-advocates in this room.
Each and every ohe of you has taught me something, and I have so much respect
ahd admiration for you. Candi you are such an inspiration to me — you have shown
me that ] Cah dream bigger dreams for Kyle!

T'm ready to take flight. I |00k forward to seeing the beautiful colors and shapes
that each of us will display as we start our life of advocacy, and I thank all Of you
for being a part of my journey.



David [Forbis

Mg name is | Javid [Torbis and ['m from
Ft. Worth. Far‘mers taught me how to work
with other People. [t changecl my life
because | help others with disabilities.

The best Part about Far‘mcrs for me was
te”ing others about my life and helping
others understand about living with a
disabilitg. | live in my own apartment and

have been working since March.

] hope to further my education and would
like to work in the church. | P]an to get
connected with a selF~ac§vocacg group in my

area. |'m glac’ | became a Far‘meri



What Dartrers i P"[’“’Y’"“M Has TAA»%I Me

[ bawe Learsmed Uat | bave 4 voice. Where omee | was quict and content with Hhe system, PIP bas belped
arnd encomagtd me To wae Hat voice. Partiers ban also resewed my [pith and comparsion or people, with
and withoud diaalbilitios. Once | may bave been passive, mow | canmol smain 4 silent bystander [or Hhe
Lases of my btart. Panters ban Taungft me Yoat im order To madie an impact im Hhe community | mut
(1ot impact my own Lttle world. No one ewer 14id raiving 4 bild with o Asalility would be cary, but
"ve Learmed Wt the Liflficnltios in Lifle are intended 1o make ws BETIER, not BITIER. Difficulties are meant
To nowst, ol discowrage. The buman 44init s To prow shong by conflict. | bave larmed bow To manage e
Afffenltics better, and in Y, become 4 better and mort comparsionate parent and person. ['ve learied 1o
it my voict To made 4 positive and supportive impact om Hhe world aovnd me. | will Take Hhe hmowledge
ot | bane ggimed [pom PIP 1o belp e workld discoven Hhe great ABILITIES of people with disabilitics. Becawase
%WW,MW%wﬂ&mmam,mwﬂ'MWW."

[ jumped into PIP Less Hhan 2 months after Cody's disgroris, boping o gaim some information
niganding diaabilition, bt what | bave sctived inm rlurm 14 an amiging Gl of bmowledge and naigfl. The
PWWM,Mmﬂ&WWW,MLMMWW,MWM,MWwaW
datring 1guad. Parntners bans G me Ye courage 1o become 4 lovder advocate and denliaden for Cody
and others witl Aaalilities. wafpw,lmmﬂgéMvMWlemwﬂ
mtal Al Limes To stmind me of my aiming:

“Blossid sre the meeh, for oy will iphirit the carth., Blessed ae those who bnger and st for
sihitonsniss, for oy will be fulflled ™ Matthew S5

Partiers s ly shown e bow Uessed | seallyy dom, and for that | will be cosnally grateful. 'm also
vory tarddul. for he support of g [pmilsy and [risnds and Whein constamt encomagemert Honoughout his

program. Lastly, | am Yardul for W amaging gift Wt God bas choren To gue me: Cody, who Tacler me



Laurie Garza

Sitting here today, I am a different person than when I sat here
last August. When I started the Partners in Policymaking program,
[ was hopeful that I would learn a few things, and be better
educated on issues that affected my son’s life and my friend’s
children’s lives. But I didn’t expect to be changed in the way that I
have been.

Someone, maybe it was Laura, told us in our first session that
we would feel all sorts of emotions through this training process. 1
couldn’t really understand how a “training class” would do that,
and I really never thought that I would cry! But I was wrong. I
have laughed, cried, been uncomfortable, and been angry. And
through it all, I have been changed.

Today, I not only have more confidence in myself as an
advocate, but more understanding and direction of where we need
to be as a society. I now see things as a whole, how different issues
affect different people throughout our country, not just in my little
corner of it. It has as much, or more, to do with the relationships I
have developed with my fellow Partners as it does with the
excellent presenters we have heard.

The one thing that I have learned that stands out above all the
rest is that WE, each one of us, has the power to make positive
changes. We can educate, we can change attitudes, we can effect
change in laws and policies, and more. We not only can do it; it is
our responsibility to do it. I used to think “someone else will take
care of that, and they will be better at it anyway.” Now I know how
wrong that assumption was for many reasons.

I have been blessed by this program, and everyone involved
with it] My goal is to take what I have learned here, practice it and
share it, and make a positive difference for my son’s life and for the
lives of others with disabilities.



vy Goldstein

Good afternoon, my name is vy Goldsteln and 'm from Austin. Flrst,
to my family, david, Jeremy, and Sophie, Your being here for me adds
much joy and meaning to this day. Thank you for many months of
encouragement ano support.

within mowments of beginning of our first Partners session, | realizeol
that t wasn't nearly as comfortable with ‘disabilities’ as 1'd thought. My
Partners’ training has been a transforming, sensory-altering experience
in countless ways.

My eyesight and my vision have changed tmmensurably.

[ see now that there were barriers staring we i the face that Ud never
noticed. 1 also see new possibilities and opportunities [ hao ot seen before.

Before Partners, [ was blind to the discrimination and the countless ways
people with disabilities are marginalized and separated. (used to think,
so whattf my daughter, Sophie, is in a Life skills class and not lincludeo
with her typical peers? She's happy. Now [ see how it s wrong to
segregate a group of chiloren, give them a sub-standard, won-academic
education, presuvne thelr lncompetence, and olevx,a thew thelr rightful
place in the heart of community Life, where everyone belongs.

Now my viston is clearer and ( can Look far beyond the school years and
see how the experiences our children have today will have a profound
tmpact on the Life they will lead tomorrow-- whew the school bus stops
coming,.

Our tratning, and the opportunity to get a glimpse of the worldl through
the eyes of our Partners who ave here as Self Advoeates, made me see that
evpowering individuals to maximize thelr independence must be the
norm, wot the exception,



My hearing lsn't the same elther. Before Partners, [ thought [ was
Listening but | never really neard the voices of adults with disabilities.
Own more than one oceasion, my Partner Bric and [ were n the hotel
restaurant ovdering lunch. A well-meaning waitress would ask we what
Bric wanted. | actually started to answer for hime. was deaf to the
offense that Bric, like many people with disabilities ave assumed to be
tncompetent and ignored. | would barely stavt talking 7orhim before he
chimed in that he was perfectly capable of placing the order himself. |
heard that loud and clear (and so did everyone else)!

Before Partners, dldn't hear how the word ‘speclal’ can be a sugar- coated
term for separation and segregation. tf being speclal means that our
daughter and so many others will be kRept apart, excluded, and sold a bill
of goodls that “this is in their best tnterest,” [ want no part of it.

It has been surprising to discover my keener sense of smell. My Austin
Partners, Gerarod, Katy, Eric, Amber anol t arvived at the State School for
a tour as part of our homework assignment. The atr sweelled fresh anol
clean. The staff we met was warm, friendly and answered our questions
gractously. About =/+ of the way through the tour [ started to smell a
fuvw% odlor, and it became ’mareasiwgtg more noticeable. We were
standing tn the sheltered workshop. wWe were watching a group of men
sitting in dark, dingy cubbies being repeatedly told to fill jars with
plastic sticks. They earned a whopping peniny for each jar they filled
during the six hours a dayy they were there. These gentle men were
breathing; they Looked alive, sort of. (realized that the foul, stale odor
was the aroma of a decaying tnstitution where men with dreams now sat
lifeless and rotting. (£t wasw't my magination, sheltered workshops
really stink.

A most meaningful change for me has been the one of feeling. our
knowledgeable and gifted speakers have left tndelible impressions. Some
of what they satd hurt and made me squirm. Like the speaker who
exposed my darkest secret. It turned out; this secret was shared among
many pavents. n thme, and tn the safety of our supportive family of
friends, ('w not deathly afratd to look ahead to the day when David and



L can no longer care for our daughter. | ‘m optimistic about our ability to
create a quality Life for our sweet Sophie, and help others do the same.

My Partner classmates have stivred wy emotlons tn the most significant
ways. Bertha, when we first began this journey, You touched my heart
first. am grateful for the trust you placed in me and for your
friendship.

I"ve often been moved by the emails we've sharved ow our Listserv.

t Loved the first one from candi announcing, “HEY, 'M DONE WITH MY
HOMEBWORKL" She soown followed with a joyous,

“HEY, I PID [TT 'M MOVING IN 3 WEEK.S!” There have thmes of
frustration ano anger. Like whew a Partner shaved with us her painful
experience of applying for a job at Goodwill. There were poignant moments
like when David shaved with us his heartfelt sentiments anol sweetest
dreams. These are lasting bmpressions that will stay with we forever.

Last, on this life changing journey, 'm savoring the sweet taste of
success. Celebrating the accomplishments of my Partner classmates has
beew the iclng on the cake. What could be more mouth watering thaw the
taste of a dream- comee- true and one of Katy's margaritas? Now we're
ineluding a new ttem on the menu that was inspired by a t-shirt. it's
called, “Poof, you're gone.” Whoever partakes gains the courage to break
free from an unbearable, vestrictive living situation and lead a life with
self-determination and dignity. Alongside my Partners, 1've eaten away
at {ssues of great limportance to all of us by writlng letters, making
phone calls, and giving public testimonles to our Legislators,

Tooiag, bn contrast to last August, ( feel at home PMLL’W\,@ up a chaty, with
anyone n my Partners family and elsewhere. [ am grateful to everyone
who participated, and especially to my Partner classmates for their
profound inspiration and for helping to create this feast.  am most
grateful to now be able to share the bounty with my community.

Thank you.



Adriana [Jaro

Mg name is Adriana [Jaro and |'m from | _aredo. | he Fartners

Trainimg has been a very emotional and inspirational expcrience

]COI" me.

This last 8 months, |'ve had the Plcasure of meeting wonderful
sPeakers and have had the oPPortum'tg to hear their Personal and
successtul stories that have influenced the Pcople with disabilities

and their communities.

['ve also been imPactecl }33 my fellow Fartncrs with their persona

stories anc! getting to !mow each and everyone o{: them.

The Partners Training has given me a variety of skills to assist
me in continuing to advocate and to be able to understand more
effective ways in trging to influence chamgcs in the commur:itg. ]t IS
imPortant to be educated to be able to understand the needs of
those who have a clisability as theg can become an influential part

of their community.

| cannot ac]equate]g express my aPPreciation to have been given
this oPPortunity that has Prepare& and inspirecl us with this
exciting stages of thejoumcg that lies before us.



Bortla Hernandey

M&WWM@WHMMVWu%E@WTW%&W&NWoW
Mee. i famibia consta 4 miembros de [pmilia Karla de 16 amos 4 Leonarde de 13 anos 4 mi
oo,

Yo siempre Le buscado en haliajor com mi comumidid y d istoma ercolan pana bacer wn
duscapacidades del Aesannollo. He tenido muckor obitacilos para Logpan i sutine,gue wi bijo
wmmmmwyde&WWMthWW,
de 1r, Lo que guivne s, e il vida Pana logran et stine mio, yo ne 1alia, Lo que
wectvidaba, (re va at, gue Los mectsilabia 4 wittdesMi experiencia 4 vide wuy fuerte abora
come deba bacn wi Dalajo y wBligan Los ncunsor At mi comurmidad y alearyan agencion que
deseen ar parte de mi comumadad, be madunado o alora veo mis enores o st que debo de
Dabajan en mi para wasn mis balilidades en come bacer wra deftraona perfecta. Creeo
[frmemente que los individues con desalilidader son personas productivas 4 ermiquecen 4
WM.&WW&VWﬂWWWW7MWJAW
tmdmitndor, me aypdéon b bactr was dficay y dficunte, solo Tngo qut porerlo en practica
yMW&V«WWWM

Quira [inaligan que le promete que lo que le aprendido dundnte et cunso bo voy 4 Uean

Quitre bactr nolan que agpadesce 4 partns in policymaling 4 wa directivos 4
organigadorts mis mas mijorts disto y wn [ime rapdle carine 4 Tode . tfuirye por crtan wn
mwndo de epranga y bucla en et wniverse s pantners (2006) como Todos Lot que bemos
2aie Gt cunso vamos chiminindo in et nunde con lucka y [miga propecdande la buy
que boan dejade on rtitras etprioncian de suestras vidas en defemsa de las personas con
lerclilidader.

A 1 vy agpadesco 4 Texas Council [or Developmertal Desabilities al $r. Roger Webl. 4
bendecido muchas vidas & Tavey, de et progpama wil gpacian.

Salvdeor 4 berdiciones 4 Todos parters.



Lupe Hernandes

Pawtner’s, Family, friends;

As the prograwm iy entitled; “Pawtner’s In Policymaking”, I have
leawrned much more inv 8 monthg thow I hawve over 28 years
working invthis field. This form of reality therapy is essential to-
help us identify which road to-take to- make av difference.

I need to-extend o wauwrmv thanks to- my fomily especially wy sister
for the encowragement and means to-get me to-these sessions.
Lawraw yow were especially instrumental inv having the confidence
and support to- make this happerv despite my physical challenge.

From the inspirational presentery to-the testimony at the Capital
Buidding inAwstin, this prograwm has givenw me the skills and the
knowledge to- make the difference in my conmmumunity and
hopefully statewide.

One of the quotes presented was “Attitude is the real disability”
which takes me into-the following:

If yowthink av person cant, he wont.
If yowthink av person might, he may.
If yow know avpersov cany, he will.

Together we coumv make o difference; one step at o time:

I will remember my Partner’s and new found friends who-have
also- beew inspirational making my jowrney evew more purboseful.
We released owr obstacles to-the sky this morning. Now it's time to-
coury the “torchv’.

Thank Yow, each and every one.
Lupe Hernandes (ako Johw Paul’s Mom)



Paul Houston

Hello, my name is Paul Houston and I'm from Jersey Village,
TX.

The Partners in Policy Making training has been an amazing
journey, we have learned many things but | have learned more
from the relationships we have developed with each other. What |
plan to with my training is represent my son, teaching him to be a
self advocate and an advocate for others, and teach my other
children to be advocates as well. | believe in positive change for
people with disabilities and educating others.

This training has made me a more courageous, confident and
smarter person; empowering me to become an important part of
the community, a least restrictive community with no barriers. |
learned there is nothing special about special education.

It takes 3 village to raise a child. The passion, spirit and
enthusiasm we have developed over the last 9 months needs to
carry on to feed our village. I have a quote from an un-known
author that I feel sums it all up perfectly:

“Enthusiasm was understood by the ancient Greeks to mean
‘God within us” and so it is that when we open ourselves up to
enthusiasm we perceive something from above that makes us
capable of achievements otherwise beyond our powers. Enthusiasm
is the burning spirit within that says 'l can’, it is the indomitable
Yes’ without which nothing worthwhile is ever accomplished.”

Thank you.



Gerard Jimenez

| would like to start by sincerely thanking everyone from the bottom of my heart
who made this amazing, priceless, experience possible for me.

| came into Partners in Policymaking with the belief that | would gain the tools |
need to become more effective at promoting positive change in my little corner of the
world. | thought | would learn how the system works and more about why it's not working
the way | think it should work. | was so sure | would learn strategies and techniques that
would help me to promote positive change in my daughter’s school and our community. |
did. | learned all these things. But that’s not all I learned. | learned so much more than |
could have imagined.

| could talk about how | learned about the history of disabilities and how people
with disabilities have been treated as angels from God by some and how they were treated
as cursed by God by others. | could talk about people with disabilities being tortured or
abused because of their condition by people who simply did not understand them or worst
yet, despised them as inferior humans unworthy of being treated with dignity and respect.
| could talk about the various disability movements throughout history from the beginning
all the way up to the present. | could talk about daily fight that goes on all over the state to
give our children an education with their typically developing peers in an inclusive
classroom, rather than a segregated classroom in some portable out of sight and out of
touch from everyone else in the school. | could talk about how people with disabilities have
a 75% unemployment rate. | could talk about how our government is willing to spend
$120,000 to have a person with disabilities in a state school but is unwilling to spend a
fraction of that giving people the chance to live with dignity and freedom in a group home
or with foster parents. | could talk about disability legislation that would help people with
disabilities and others that would not. | could talk about how to prepare testimony and
testify at a hearing on disability issues. | could talk about how important people first
language is and how powerful words really are. How words can give people the dignity and
respect people deserve, or take it away. | could talk about how one of the biggest
challenges people with disabilities face in life is the battle against loneliness. | can now talk
about a wide array of issues and strategies related to disabilities. | will always be indebted
to Partners for giving me this gift of knowledge.

| could talk to you about all these things, all the wonderful gifts of knowledge that
partners has given me. But | am not going to. I'm going to talk about another gift | was
given. The gift | was given is friendship. | was given the opportunity to be friends with
people with disabilities, some like what my little girl has and some unlike what my little girl
has... and with people with loved ones who have a disability, again, some like what my
little girl has and some unlike what my little girl has. This was so meaningful to me. I've
always believed that | am blessed to have an adorable little girl in my life who happens to
have Down syndrome. For as long as my little girl has been in my life my disability world
consisted primarily of people who have children with Down syndrome, just like my little girl
has.



| learned that | am a part of a larger world were there are many people with
different disabilities. | learned about cerebral palsy, | learned about multiple sclerosis, |
learned about little people, | learned about being blind, | learned about autism, | learned
about disabilities in a way | never imagined before in my little world. | learned about all
these things from my friends.

To my surprise, | have had several deeply profound moments in class since
becoming a Partner. | knew after the first session my life would never be the same. | want
to share this experience with you.

During the first session on The History of Disabilities, we were given an
assignment. We were told that we were going to have to make dates with our classmates.
What this basically meant was that we were to pick fellow classmates for a brief date and
at a designated time we would spend some time with them so we could get to know them.
As | think back on this I'm sure there was more to it than that we were to suppose to do but
to be honest it all has been overshadowed by a very special moment | will never forget.

To put this in context we had been spending the whole session learning about the
injustices imposed on people with disabilities and the less than ideal living conditions they
had to endure, the increased likelihood of abuse and total lack of control over their own
lives. And I'm not just talking about ancient history either. Anyway, | was asked by a
gentle, delicate woman in a wheelchair named Candi at lunch time if | would be one of her
dates. Of course | said yes. | didn’t give it much thought at the time we made the date, but
later when we had our date | immediately realized what a profound impact she would have
on my life. | discovered this delicate woman has an incredibly beautiful, strong willed spirit
that refused to be denied the freedom and liberties so many of us take for granted. |
discovered that this woman had been living in an institution for sixteen years and then a
group home for ten years and recently worked successfully to get out of the group home
into a real home with foster parents. And now here she was, my equal, a partner learning
how to increase her ability to advocate for herself. So here | was sitting there talking to a
person who lived for many years of her young life in settings like what we were learning
about in class, someone who fought against the system and won. This was a true story of
the triumph of the spirit. Wow. This touched me in a way that nothing else ever could.

And | will never forget hearing the testimony of one of my fellow Partners who
testified at a mock hearing that she and her husband got a divorce just so their child with a
disability could receive the benefits from the state that their child needs and could not get
otherwise. | will never forget this and many other personal stories my friends, my fellow
partners shared with me.

There have been several defining moments in my life. | can now add one more. |
can define my life by who | was before | entered the Partners in Policymaking Program ...
and who | am after graduating from the Partners in Policymaking Program.

| am now a Partner... I'll always be a Partner... for the rest of my life.



Bertha Jongs

'm Bertha Jongs and I'm from Tyler, Texas.

What segparatgs us from gach othgr
isn’t what’s physical, but instegad,
it’s the attitudgs and fears
wg havg about gach other.

My dream is to build bridges
to closg that gap, and
becausg of Partners,

[ know | can achigvg that goall



Michelle Luper

Good Afternoon.

Recently ( was asked, “Dld you have any idea what You were getting
into when you jolned Partners?” | honestly could answer, “No.” | had no
Lolea the Lessons that would be taught to wee and the friendships that would
be made and where my path would take me. Partners has made many
changes in my life and way of thinking.

For lnstance, before Partners, tn what seems Like ages ago ( was told,
“Aske e Uf [ need help before You help me.” [ did ot realize how
Lmportant this statement was and did not understand it. My partners
during the program expressed to me how timportant it is to give ndependence
and taught me this very early on. As hope | will be able to pass on to others
as thme goes on.

Secondly, bn the past [ would focus my attention on the disability
and thew the person. [ saw the wheelchalr or the cane and sometimes never
9ot to get tnside the person. [ now know | have missed so much. Through
these months | have seen so much strength, intelligence, Love of Life, and
tenacity, that [ had never taken the the to see bn parents and self-
aolvocates before simply by stopping and Listening ano seeing the tnner
beauty of folks.

And Lastly, my hopes and dreams for my daughter have skyrocketed
well beyond anything t would have ever hoped. | was the great planner-
planning for her future and ot Looking to her for divection or asiing for
her dreams. [ thought career paths for children with disabilities were pretty
well set bn stone-sacker at HER or janitorial work at the local MePonalds. |
didh not Like it but could see no further. [ now Look to her for divection and we
ave following HER dreams.

L now dlo not Leave here today with fellow partners. [ have friends,
family of foliks across the State who shave the same Ldeal of an bnclusive Life
together in thelr community for themselves and or thelr chiloren. Our
projects and goals for the future will be different. We, as partners, are
taking the rond less traveled by and that has and will make all the
difference.



Joarme Mayes
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My story really started 20 years ago when | met a very dear woman who | was
to become “friends” with. Over the years our paths would cross but we never
really “connected” - that changed when my son was born with autism.

Over the last few years this friend has helped carry my burden that was too
heavy for me alone. She taught me, helped me through many a crisis, and
opened my eyes. She was always there.

Eight months ago | teamed up here at Partners with 36 other people who also
had burdens they were carrying. Partners became an eye opener for me in that |
wasn't able to see past my own problems in the beginning. I wasn't really aware
of how big the world of disabilities was. We've spent these months becoming
first just 3 name on a name tag to today where | can say in confidence that we're
family. We've become fellow burden carriers - Partners.

A few months ago | met a young lady from Pasadena who had 3 great
burden. She was having a lot of difficulties with her son both in the school and
in getting services for him. 1 began reaching out to her and carried her burden
for her. | passed on to her all that I've been learning at Partners and she began to
grasp the vision herself.

| know this because just this week she reached out to another woman who
also had a need - a burden - and she beqan to help her carry it. And the process
began all over aqgain.

I've heard it said many times that if you have a need - reach out the door to
someone else - you'll find someone who has a greater need. And that's my
desire today - that as [ may finish here today with Partners - I'll continue in what
the Word of God says - to go and carry the burdens of others and so fulfill the
law of Christ. | desire to be there for other parents who are just starting their
walk or who are struggling as they find their way in this world of disabilities -
that they may learn as | have that it’s really a world of ABILITY!!



Sonia Penn

i, my name is Sonia FPenn and |'m from San Antonio. As most
omcgou know bg now we Fartners bring home big binders to studg
after every session. At first theg were rea”y }Dig but now ]atel9
theg‘ve been getting pretty small.

T his last binder is the smallest one of all but this one had
something special init. Jtisatime caPsu]e of sorts. |t was our

aPPlication to getinto the Partners program.

Orne year ago we all sentin these aPPlications and my how |'ve
grown. When | began to read my aPPIication | was aPPa”ed. | was

Passionatc and committed but | was Promoting stereotypes.

Through the Far’mers program ] have learned to see People as
theg are——PeoPle first. | have grown and learned so much in this past
year. A)Ctergoing tlﬁrough this intense training | am now able to be

an effective agent for change.

Feople [irst language was the first step in the right direction.
Maga Angelou once wrote, ”Feop]e may lcorget what you saic], thcg
may Forget what you did, but theg will ncverxcorgct how you made
them feel”

T}‘IC Far‘mers program has made me see that we are all one

community. We are all Feople first.



Jennifer Puckett
Dear fellow partners, friends and my family,

First off, | want to thank my husband for being so supportive of
me all these weekends that | have been gone-you're wonderful and |
am blessed to have you; to my kids for bearing with me and being so
good; and my mom and dad for helping with the kids and supporting
me and believing in me making a difference for Dane. Thanks to all of
my partners for enriching my life and making such an impact in my
life. 1 have learned 3 tremendous amount from you all. I will miss
you all and I will always cherish the weekends that we have spent
together.

When we received the news that our son had a disability, it was
like someone punched me in the stomach and knocked the air right
out of me. | felt as though the ball was knocked out of my court. It
was my serve, but the ball was no where in sight. Game over. What
control | felt I had concerning my child left. 1 had much to learn
about the diagnosis and what to do next. | was about to step into
“disability world”, as Kathie Snow calls it. All of a sudden | had all of
these so called experts telling me what was best for my child. Let me
rephrase: they were specialists in the field of the diagnosis, not in the
field of my child.

Before | started my training, | hadn't even figured out how to
communicate with my Dane, but after the very first weekend of our
training | met someone who would make me realize that | had to
figure it out. His future was dependent on it. Candi was that person. |
could see Dane through Candi. Meeting and talking to her made me
realize that Dane had much to teach me about life, more than he
already had.

It was a very emotional moment for me. She encouraged me by
basically saying, “Don't let people tell you what Dane can and cannot



do.” Just in conversing with Candi and getting to know her, my eyes
were opened as to how to start communicating with Dane.

Once home, | began asking Dane yes/no questions and he gave me
answers that | really did not expect and some that | was not ready to
hear. | was almost in tears and my husband replied that if | wasn't
ready to deal with his answers, maybe | shouldn't ask those questions.
That weekend opened up the lines of communication with Dane more
than | ever could have imagined and | continue to be amazed at how
much he knows. | have learned, through my son and the self-
advocates I've met during my time with Partners, not to judge
someone due to their disability. Disability doesn’t change the fact that
we all have strengths and weaknesses.

| have to say to Family 2 Family that this program would not be as
effective had it not had self-advocates participate in the training and |
thank you for that. These self-advocates have taught us so much
about our children and life. Their presence in this program was
invaluable.

| can honestly say that upon getting Dane’s diagnosis, the dreams
that | had for my son to go and do what he wanted with his life were
shattered. Disability doesn't have to shatter dreams, it just alters the
way you realize them. Raising Dane requires that | dig deeper and look
closer at every situation in my life and his. | realize that too many
times we focus on what's wrong and not what's right. I have learned
to appreciate each person exactly as they are.

At the beginning of my speech | talked about the ball being
knocked out of the court. Well, | found another one, the game is on
and it's my serve. Participating in the PIP program has given me the
control again, to be able to help my child achieve everything that he
deserves in his life.



_Jeane Rogers

My name Ls Jeane Rogers and [ Live n Kingwood.
 am a self-aolvocate working for change.
| have learned a Lot from being in Partners.

My personal goal Ls to live on vy own. BY Living
on vy own, [ can Learn to be Lndependent because
| want to be just Like my brothers and my sister
and everyone else who Lives tn Kingwood.

[ want to live at Stoney Glen!

Partners has MeLpeo{ VALE DEcoMmE More Lwdepemdem
than  was before by realizing that
| can have control over my own Life.



Marieli . Sierra

Good Afternoon.

Only through God's planning I am here today surrounded by
my fellow partners. I feel honored I had the opportunity to
participate in this program.

Partners in Policymaking has changed the way I see people
in general. I have learned to look beyond lacks and focus on
strengths, that everybody counts and everybody belongs. Self
advocates have taught me that theve is not such thing as a
disability ... just a different way to approach life and do things.
It is my desire I tell others about this life changing experience
and as I changed, I want to change them too.

The most important thing Parvtners did for me is that it got
rid of my hurt and confusion. Today I enjoy my Rids
immensely. I embrace their uniqueness and celebrate their
existence in my life. I don't worry as much as I did, I know what
to say and answer because I have the knowledge, the power to
make right choices and advocate for my children's education
and dreams for the future.

Partner's lessons have been written deeply in each one of us.
Advocacy is alive and tangible. The confidence you get from
this training is empowering. The experience of sharing with
adults with disabilities makes all the difference. For us
inclusion started in this room back in August. Now, I want it to
be real everywhere I go.

Let me tell you how Partners is impacting my community as
I speak. For my graduation project I wanted to research
inclusion barriers still present in my school district.



Ironically enough, several weeks ago, our superintendent
proposed to cluster special education services in several
campuses to help balance the district budget for the next few
years.

‘Without my Partners training, I wouldn't understand the
decision making process of Board or how can I influence their
decisions, how can I get people together and fight for what we
need. We have orvganized a group of parents who are opposed to
the district's measures and have gone to the board meetings and
testified why we oppose segregating special educations students.
We have written to the local paper and have convinced some of
the board members to learn more about special education issues
before casting a vote. This is all possible for me thanks to
Partners.

Although I have graduated from other endeavors before, this
graduation has a special place in my heart; for it was not in
school or college that I found this type of passion and purpose,
but through the experience of Partners and the smile of my
children when I return home.

I am honest when I say this has been a life changing
experience. The quality of the presenters and coordination of
this program has been excellent. The unforgettable laughs and
faces will always remain in my mind and soul. I thank God for
giving me this opportunity and for taking good care of my sons
Daniel and Samuel. Finally, I thank all the people involved with
this program and to all of you who support me through this
Jjourney.

Thank you.
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wptgition.



K ristin 1 assin

My name is Kristin | assin and | live in Missouri City, T exas. [Tirst, | would
like to thank my family for supporting me and allowing me to take partin the Partners
program. | could not have done it without them. |feel so blessed to have been part
of Fartners‘ ] feel as ] think my fellow classmates do, that the sPcal«irs have been
brilliant and inspirational and |_aura, Mary Jane and Jan have been absolutely
wonderful. But what ] learned most came from my fellow Fartners, Par‘cicularly those
with clisability. Hcaring your stories and being able to exPerience your lives along~
side you has taugl']t me things about my daughter that | never knew and given me a true
understanding of life with disability. |t is this deep understanding that | think is crucial
for change and is what [artners is all about.

Partners is more thanjust training, it is a 9-month process that changed my life
and oPenecl my eyes to a world of disabilit9 that society does not want to see and
does not take the time to understand. ] trulﬂ believe that the smallness of our group
contributed greatly tomy learning exPerience, because | was able to get to know my
classmates intimatelg andon a Persona] level that a tgpical, Iarger training class would
not have allowed for. We were able to learn and grow together, at a slow pace, which
dcepened the exPcricnce for me and will cause it to last a lifetime and allow me to

sPread our message with a deePer sense of Passion.

FPartners is sometl']ing] will carry with me forever - the sPeakers, the education,
the skills and most of all my classmates. lt has made me a stronger ac{vocate, notjust
for my own child, but forissues that affect all People with c{isabiiity. | P|an to share all |
have learned with as many Peoplc as will listen, and even those who don't want to. |
Plan to train parents on best Practice and how to be better advocates for their
children. But, most imPortantlg, | hoPe to share with others the ghc’c of un&erstanding

that was given to me tlﬁrough the Far’mers exPerience.

] am Proud to be a Fartnergraduate ancl, regardless of what comes after us, the

last class, ] am honored to be a member of such an elite group.



Tracey Tatum

Good afternoon! My name is Tracey Tatum. | am from Nederland, TX, 3 small
town between Beaumont and Port Arthur. A few months ago, | had never
spoken into a microphone before except for my son’s karaoke machine, and |
never expected that | would have the courage to speak in public. But here I am...

It has been quite an adventure! We have been through a lot together in this
Partners class — hurricanes, 3 surgery, a lost job, 3 new home, and a first day at
college...just to name a few. I feel like we have become one big family. [ would
like to thank each and every one of my fellow classmates for sharing this
experience with me. | learned as much from you as | did from the presenters in
our sessions.

The most important thing that | learned is that we are proof that inclusion
works. We were brought together by disability issues...some of us as parents of
children with disabilities and some of us as individuals with disabilities. The
funny thing is that after 8 months of class together, | find myself wondering
which is which. And that is 3 wonderful thing because I no longer see the
disabilities. Instead, | see your hopes and dreams, and have been witness to your
accomplishments. That gives me great hope that | can change the ways that
people in my community think about children and adults with disabilities. |
have heard your ideas, listened to what you want in life, and they are just like
mine. We are all the same. It's 3 wonderful realization that | don't think | would
have known if it were not for Partners In Policymaking.

| would like to thank the staff of Partners — Laura, Mary Jane, Jan, and Eve;
everyone at the Family To Family Network; and the Texas Council for
Developmental Disabilities for working so hard to make Partners In
Policymaking possible.

| would also like to thank Jeane, Anita, Jennifer P., and Amanda, for rooming
with me and sharing your stories with me. Last but not least, thank you to my
husband, Pate, for your love and support; to Beau, the best son a mom could
ask for; and to Brianna, because you are perfect just the way you are,
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Taglor Wiginton



| am Proud to be a graduate of Partners in Folicymaking. | have
been working hard and leaming about different support groups like
SNAF and other activities in the community.

| have become self-sufficient and successful.
Mg experiencc with Partners has taught me things like the historg
of Peop!e with c}isabili’ciesJ Public sPcaking, and has given me the

confidence to travel alone.

| am gratc{:ul forthe new friends | have made through this life-
changing cxPcriemce together.

Thank you, Laura, for your suPPor‘c on mgjoumeg to becoming
a 5611C~Acivocatc.

M9 future Plans are to marry my girlxcriend and move to

Coloraclo.



Chrls Wonnacott

HL, my name is Chris Wonnacott and [ am from Longview.
[ applied to Partners so 1 could Learn wmore about self-advocacy,
and make my Life better.

My goal was to get an outsioe job. ( am now working at Mebonalol’s
Mownday -Friday gam-1pm. | do the Lobby and
some cooking and [ Like it.

L have more goals. [ want to save money to help support myself and
Learn how to keep my own checkbook.
| Looke forward to getting a cockatiel of my own.
My goal is to have my own bedroom so | won't have a roommate
constantly getting tn my stuff.

Partners taught me to have goals and speak for myself.
[t's tmportant to speak up when something is wrong.

Thawnlke you.



Candi Yarbrough

I was lost in the system before Partners. I lived in a Group Home and
every day was the same. I experienced the world by listening to staff talk
about what was happening in their lives.

Sometimes I had to look after my roommates while staff was taking
care of personal business, on the phone, doing homework, etc. I was an
advocate then. I had the willingness, but no support.

Partners has been the key that unlocked my life. The program helped
me find the courage to leave the Group Home and get out of Day Hab.

Today, I live in a real home. I go to college, attend church; I'm an
active member of the Women’s Ministry. I’'m surrounded by people I love
and that love me.

I have learned that I can do anything, even kick butt when I need to.

Partners has taught me so much in such a short time. I'm so grateful 1
got the opportunity to attend.

I promise I will do all I can to make a difference. I will teach others
that they can do anything they want, too. Next year, I'm going to
Morocco to help work with children with Cerebral Palsy. Can you believe
that?

My theme song is by Sara Hamilton. Here are some of the words:
“Hey, I'm in the now.
I’'m living large; ’'m feeling proud.

[ tell you now it feels good to be free.
I’'m better than I used to be.”

Thank you Partners.



