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About Partners
The Arc Maryland, with the Maryland Developmental Disabilities Council and People on 
the Go of Maryland, are excited to acknowledge the 2021 graduating Class of Maryland 
Partners in Policymaking® (PIP).  PIP is a program that prepares adults with intellectual and 
developmental disabilities (IDD), parents, and family members of children and adults with 
IDD to be effective advocates at the local, state, and federal levels. 

Partners in Policymaking® was created in 1987 by the Minnesota Governor’s Council on 
Developmental Disabilities upon their discovery that there was a need for a formal training 
process, covering best practices in advocacy on a variety of issues for people with I/DD. 

This year-long program is currently available in over 30 states.  After a 10-year hiatus of 
the program in Maryland, The Arc Maryland relaunched the program in 2018 with incredible 
financial and technical support from the Maryland Developmental Disabilities Council, and 
in-kind support from People on the Go of Maryland.  As we are wrapping up our third year 
of this program since its return, we are proud of the accomplishments of our graduates and 
current class participants; the inroads, partnerships, and policy changes they have already 
accomplished, and will accomplish as we work to create a future where children and adults 
with IDD have and enjoy equal rights and opportunities!

To learn more about the national Partners program on the Minnesota Department of 
Administration Council on Developmental Disabilities website, visit:  
www.mn.gov/mnddc/pipm/.  To learn more about the Maryland Partners in Policymaking® 
program, go to www.thearcmd.org.

Maryland’s 2021 Partners in Policymaking®
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The 2021 Partners class was held in a 100% virtual environment due to the global pandemic 
that impacted Maryland in March 2020.  The class spanned from September 2020 to May 
2021.  Each session covered competency areas required through the Partners in Policymaking® 
framework and featured interactive presentations with group and individual activities lead 
by subject matter experts from across the state and nation.  This year’s Partners sessions 
highlighted:

• The History of Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities
• The History of Disability Rights Advocacy
• Living Your Ideal Life: Discussing Self-Direction and Traditional Service Models Funded 

through the Developmental Disabilities Administration
• State Laws and Policy and Those Who Create Them
• Elements of Effective Advocacy on Local, State, and Federal Levels
• Understanding Inclusive Education and Lifelong Learning
• Speaking with State Legislators in Annapolis/The Maryland Legislative Process
• Developmental Disabilities Day at the Legislature
• Exploring Various Assistive Technology Options to Enhance the Quality of Life
• Federal Advocacy Intensive
• Supporting Families Community of Practice: Charting the LifeCourse Framework
• Taking Your Place: Exploring Leadership Skills Necessary for Effective Advocacy

Thirty-one Marylanders joined the global network of Partners graduates in the year of 2021.  We 
are eager to witness the advocacy in which they will be involved.  They have joined the distinctive 
ranks of life-long agents of change in Maryland and beyond. 

While reading through the yearbook, remember the names and the stories of the 2021 Partners 
class.  This will not be the last time you see their names or hear about their ongoing work on behalf 
of people with disabilities and their families. 

The 2021 Partners were tasked with creating Capstone Projects to enhance their skills as change 
agents.  Class members were asked, as part of the Partners course requirements, to identify issues 
within their local communities and craft plans of action for positive change.  You may read all 
about each graduate’s final project on their individual yearbook pages.

Meet the 2021 Graduates

Program Sponsors and Coordinators

This Year in Partners
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Nadia Abouraya

I am doing a project for the Montgomery County Middle Eastern American Advisory 
Group.  I gave a presentation about intellectual and developmental disabilities 
and how Middle Eastern Americans can find resources and support in Montgomery 
County.  When I was in Alexandria, Egypt, with my family, I saw some young people 
with IDD participating in cultural activities and sports.  I want to make sure Middle 

Easterners in Montgomery County know about opportunities for greater independence here.  
I am creating a short video about these resources that will be available to the public.  

I have always been very involved 
in community activities, especially 
theater.  I work backstage and 
onstage for ArtStream and Silver 
Spring Stage.  I also usher at 
different theaters in the Washington area.  
After graduating from Blake High School 
in Montgomery County, I attended the 

Montgomery College Graduate Transition Program.  I had an EEI internship at the Kennedy 
Center where I really expanded my interest in the theater.  I am an active tennis player in 
local leagues.  Ever since I was in high school, I have advocated for people with disabilities, 
by testifying, speaking up, passing out flyers at polling places, and volunteering at the 
annual Transitioning Youth Resource Fair.  I like to read, keep up with friends, travel 
(especially to my father’s home country of Egypt), and spend time with my cat, Alexander.

“Real change, enduring change, 
happens one step at a time.

-Ruth Bader Ginsburg
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Hi, my name is Karen Marie 
Blanchard.  I am semi-retired, and 
a full time-stay-at-home mom.  
My daily passion and focus is on 
researching to find opportunities 

for my son Marcel, age 31.  Marcel is mostly 
non-verbal, and I have found that he really 
loves being involved via ZOOM.  Marcel is 
living with Autism, and both he and I refuse 
to let it define him and his potential in life.  
Many people have said to me that I am a 
mom who refuses to give up in finding ways 
to support my son.  Marcel was first diagnosed at age two.  Back then, the diagnosis 
was Pervasive Developmental Disorder, Not Otherwise Specified.  Today's term is called 
“Autism.”

After High School graduation, I quickly learned that finding continuous meaningful 
activities, for my son to be fully engaged in as an adult, was going to be very 
challenging for the both of us.  We moved to various states trying to find a state which 
could best meet my son’s short-, mid-, and long-term needs throughout his life span.  I 
even moved him to Florida, to try independent living.  After all of my efforts, I finally 
realized that Maryland can offer him the best chance for living a happy and fulfilled 
life.  I also learned that just like Dorothy in “the Wizard of Oz,” movie, you really 
don’t have to go very far to realize that the best things in life are outside your own 
back door if you only are willing to seek them out.  Now, I am so glad we moved back 
“home.” 

Karen Marie Blanchard

“ If it’s to be, it’s up to me.
-Unknown

I am working to develop a “quick-access activities reference guide” target 
for adults with special-needs such as my son.  Interested adults can find out 
about program activities and events to help them be fully engaged, and with 
opportunities to make many friends via ZOOM.  

My plan is to partner with a fellow Partners-in-Policy member who has a desire to create a 
website that highlights such activities and can be linked to and serve as a “living” resource.   
Learning how to navigate in this Pandemic Environment is key for our special needs adults.
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Katherine A. Clogg

I am an ambitious advocate for adults with 
developmental disabilities.  I started my career 
as a direct support professional at the age of 18, 
advancing through various positions confirming my 
career path.  Currently, I am a Delegating Nurse 
Case Manager for both traditional and self-directed support 
services.  I was recently accepted into Western Governors 
University where I will pursue my Bachelors in Nursing 
Science.  I am a member of the Developmental Disability 
Nursing Association and plan to become a certified 
developmental disabilities nurse.  I pride myself on being 
an educated advocate for those I serve.  I enjoy working 
with participants and their families on problem solving 

current needs, making healthy living goals and future planning.  In addition, I am a mother 
of 5 active children.  We enjoy camping, playing sports, and being outside!       

My capstone project is to provide long term care opportunities to elderly adults 
with developmental disabilities.  Several years ago, my family was faced with a 
choice to admit my loved one into a nursing home, as the agency from which he 
was receiving supports no longer wanted to provide long term care, or care for him 
within my home.   After looking at the options on the Easter Shore, I found there is 

a need for long term care opportunities for individuals residing in the community and those 
being discharged from traditional settings.  I made the choice to take my loved one home to 
live his golden years with me and my family.  I learned, through trial and error, the unique 
meaning of long-term care for an individual with developmental disabilities.  I advocated 
for him daily, ensuring he received compassionate quality care.  It was an eye-opening 
experience.  The need for support at this stage of life is gravely needed as this population 
ages.    

My goal is to start my own business: Colettus Care.  Initially, I would like to be a resource for 
families, assisting them in making a long-term plan for their loved one; guiding them through 
necessary documents to ensure desired care in the future, and networking on a local level to 
expand my resources to families in community and traditional services.  Next, I would like to 
establish a small group of direct support professionals who would provide exceptional care to 
those in need within the community.  Colettus Care would provide care that is enriching and 
comforting to both the participant and the family.  Finally, my goal is operating a long-term 
care home that would provide care to those who are ready to enjoy their golden years. 

Somebody has to stand when other people are 
sitting.  Somebody has to speak when other 
people are quiet.
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April Croharé
You don’t inspire others by 
telling them how amazing you 
are. You do it by showing them 
how amazing they are.

My capstone project revolved around a project I had started two years ago.  I 
am working to find amicable solutions for alternatives to a local SETT unit that 
is within close proximity to a public school while creating a delicate balance 
between all individuals with disabilities.  In order to achieve this, I’ve been 
working hand-in-hand with county officials, state legislators, and local school 
boards.  The goal would be to create safe learning environments while maximizing the 
rights of all individuals with disabilities.

From the moment my first son 
was diagnosed, I knew that I 
would spend the rest of my life 
advocating.  I am the mother of 
a severely medically complex 

child. Through him, I have found my 
strength to advocate for others.  I work 
alongside many organizations that support 
disability rights.  I started my advocacy in 
Montgomery County with the Montgomery 
County Council of Parent-Teacher 
Associations (MCCPTA).  It was there that 
I was awarded the 2015 Special Needs 
Advocacy Award and 2016 Parent of the 
Year.  I served on local SECAC committees 
in both Montgomery County and Washington County.  I am the chair of the Medically 
Complex Committee through Washington County SECAC.  In 2020, I was awarded Women 
Inspiring Women for my advocacy efforts and The Discovery Stations COVID-19 Hero Award. 
This year, I started a Facebook page called “Special-needs Helping Each other During COVID 
19”.  It was this Facebook page that awarded me a Washington County Heroes Award.  It 
is my goal to build a community center special-needs parent network to support and unite 
parents and caregivers across the state Maryland.
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Carolina Day

I have learned many things from this project and enjoy the shared experiences 
from other partners.  “Victory Homes” was presented at one of our very first 
sessions, and I was impressed. 

For the past two years, we have visited the group home and other arrangements 
for my daughter for after we are gone, but she hated them.  When we took her to see 
Victory homes, we both liked it.  I think it is because Victory House was arranged just like 
one’s own home.

I have a 3-bedroom condo house in Rockville, and my capstone is to customize the condo 
just like her home.  The plan is that we will build and run the same program for her as 
now.  Once that is in order, we can invite other people to join, and also customize the living 
areas for each individual to make the person feel like home.  My capstone project has the 
general guidelines for the home and also detailed individual requirements for building and 
maintaining a self-directed group home. 

I also have a capstone partner; she is an expert on housing rules.  She leads me to follow 
the DDA support framework, request to certify the house, and many other inputs which we 
will work together to implement in the near future.

Life is the most beautiful thing on 
the earth.

My name is Carolina Day.  My 
daughter, who has Down syndrome, is 
36 years old.  Most of my life I have 
worked at MCI/Verizon as a network 
database engineer, which was fun.  I 
retired several years ago.  I quickly realized 
that what we’ve got is not enough for my 
daughter after we leave her alone.  So, I spend 
a tremendous amount of time learning how to 
make money on the stock market.  It was the 
hardest thing, but the reward is not bad.  For 
the past 10 years, I have worked as a retail 
trader.    
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Staci Forrest
Never doubt that a small group 
of committed people can change 
the world. Indeed, it is the only 
thing that ever has.

-Margaret Mead

I am an advocate, teacher, and a 
person with a disability.  I currently 
work as a practicing Teacher of 
the Visually Impaired.  I work with 
students who have significant 

multiples disabilities, including deaf-
blindness.  Prior to teaching, I was an advice 
disability rights advocate in Delaware serving 
on a variety of state committees, advisory 
councils, and task forces.  Being new to 
Maryland, Partners in Policymaking® has 
given me the information I need to not only advocate for others, but also myself.  Partners 
in Policymaking® has taught me that I have a voice and vision that is worth sharing. 

My project was to research self-advocacy, self-determination, and leadership 
curricula geared towards women and girls with disabilities.  With the information, 
I developed a website, curriculum, and plan for curriculum implementation.  To 
learn more about my project, please visit http://www.projectstarleadership.org.
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Allison Fournier
Perhaps you were created for 
such a time as this.

HELLO! My name is Allison Fournier.  I have been a military spouse for almost 
fifteen years and I’m the mama to two amazing kids.  I'm also the Kids Ministry 
Leader at The Church at Severn Run in Severn, Maryland where I lead a ministry 
for kids and their families ages birth through fifth grade.  I sit on the Board for 
a nonprofit organization called The Banquet Network, which coaches churches 

on how to be inclusive.  My son, Kaiden, was diagnosed with Autism when he was three 
years old.  Since that time, I have felt that it's my purpose to learn how to advocate for 
individuals who have special needs and their families.  I believe I was “created for such a 
time as this.”

My capstone project is a business plan for an outdoor community space for those 
who have special needs.  It will be an inclusion playground in Anne Arundel 
County.  I was inspired by my son’s love for playing outside.  My hope is that 
community partners will come together to both fund and support this project. 
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Teresa Fox

I am an Air Force veteran who 
served 11 years as a Persian-
Farsi linguist.  My younger 
brother, Brian, is celebrating 
his 30th birthday this March, 

and he has been my driver in getting 
involved with disability rights.  I am 
a secondary caregiver for Brian and 
when I was stationed back in my home 
state of Maryland in 2015, I became involved with an organization he loved called Dreams 
For Kids DC.  Since then, I have joined the board of directors for Dreams For Kids DC and 
we put on free events for children with intellectual and developmental disabilities and 
their families.  This May, I am graduating from Georgetown University with a Master's in 
Business Administration to continue to give back to this non-profit.  I am so excited to use 
my new skills/experiences gained through Partners in Policymaking® to continue to make a 
difference in the lives of people like Brian.

Inclusivity means not just 
'we’re allowed to be there,’ 
but we are valued. I’ve 
always said: smart teams 
will do amazing things, but 
truly diverse teams will do 
impossible things.

-Claudia Brind-Woody

My project is a YouTube channel that Brian and I have started called Storytime 
with Brian.  Brian loves movies so each episode, he picks one of his favorites, we 
watch it, and then I “interview” him and he tells me all about the movie.  Brain 
has Down syndrome, and like many people who have Down syndrome, he has 
a difficult speech pattern for some people to understand.  So, I help translate a bit and 
in post-production, I add in clips of the movie to help the watcher follow along with his 
retelling of the story. He has an absolute blast making each episode and loves watching 
himself on screen.  This project is also important because it shows others how Brian is just 
like everyone else: he loves movies and he’s a goofy guy.  If we get enough viewership, then 
other people like Brian can see themselves making YouTube channels and empower them to 
try new things.



MARYLAND’S PARTNERS IN POLICYMAKING®12

Sonny Grayson
Be you. Make them adjust.

My name is Ian Grayson better known as Sonny 
Grayson.  I am a father of 4 children (Morgan, 
Reid, Hannah, and Josiah (aka Jo Jo)).  I have 
been married for 9 years to my beautiful 
wife Quianna.  I am a Project Manager for 
Bank of America working on Construction/Real Estate 
projects while implementing new ideas for the Banking 

Infrastructure industry.  My oldest son, Reid is 8 years old and he has Autism Spectrum 
Disorder since being diagnosed at age 5.  It was a humbling experience since there were 
all these questions and I had no answers.  One thing that I have learned in life is that God 
will prepare you for any and everything.  Case in point, I graduated from Morgan State 
University with a Bachelor’s in Electrical Engineering and my first real job was working 
at The League for People with Disabilities.  Let’s face it, no one asks for a disability, but 
these were the cards that we were dealt which exemplifies my quote, “Be you, make them 
adjust”.

I learned about Partners in Policymaking® while being a member for the Autism for Dads 
group with The Arc of Baltimore.  I was recommended by Rico Winston, a Partner alumni, 
which was a huge honor being the youngest member of the group.  He told me even though 
you are the youngest, your words have power and inspiration, which is what is needed in 
the IDD Community.  I am forever grateful for this opportunity because it opened my eyes 
to various avenues in which I would have never considered.  As a father, my main objective 
is to make sure that when I leave this Earth that my children have learned how to survive.  
I feel more encouraged, because I am an advocate for the IDD community and can uplift 
someone who may have doubted themselves. 

My project is to create a pilot program that will focus on qualified candidates with 
IEPs and integrate them into the top public high schools in Baltimore City.  With 
children that have IEPs, it isn’t always academic challenges: it can be social or 
emotional.  I want to curate an experience that will focus on social and academic 
development to prepare them for college and a career in the workforce.  
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Flor De Amelia Lizette Hoffman
Be the change that you wish to see 
in the world.

-Mahatma Gandhi

For my class project, my husband and I created Avanzos Educational and 
Behavioral Services, LLC where my focus is to provide free educational and 
behavioral trainings to low-income families of color.  My goal is to break language 
barriers and help families be informed and facilitate the trainings for families 
by delivering it in their native language, Spanish.  I hope to help families 
feel empowered by understanding what may be maintaining or triggering their child’s 
behaviors, and to have a deeper conversation if or when the school calls with concerns 
of their child’s behaviors at school.  My workshops will be done virtually to reach families 
throughout Maryland. Google Classroom will be used to post resources, announcements, 
assignments, and power point presentations. By using Google Docs we will be able to 
work on assignments in vivo with the families, allowing us to work collaboratively on the 
same document at the same time virtually.  Training topics include Behavioral Principles, 
Prevention Strategies, Daily Schedules, Reinforcement, Planned Ignoring, Compliance 
Training, Functional Communication Training, Teaching Skills, and Generalization and 
Maintenance.  At the end of each module, families will fill out surveys for feedback.  I hope 
to grow this workshop and provide free trainings in Spanish to families and teachers in 
South and Central America.

I am a wife and a mother to four 
incredible little ones.  My oldest, 
Aliyah, who is now 11, has a severe 
and rare form of epilepsy and Autism.  
She is my drive in everything I do.  I 

am a Middle School Special Education Teacher, 
a Board Certified Behavior Analyst (BCBA), 
and a member of the Delaware Air National 
Guard as a registered medical lab technician.  
I have a B.S. in Microbiology, a M.S. in 
Applied Behavior Analysis from Northeastern 
University, a M.Ed. in Special Education from 
George Mason University and currently a PhD 
student at The Chicago School of Professional 
Psychology at the DC campus. 
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Tasha D. Howland
We are what we repeatedly do. Excellence, 
then, is not an act but a habit.                                 

-Aristotle

I am working with fellow deaf-blind parent advocates in Prince George’s County 
to ensure there are adequate services to allow for the deaf blind student 
population to have access to the educational material provided.  We are working 
to develop a tiger team in Prince George’s county pulling together country, 
state, and local resources to solve for the educator and resource gaps that exist 

within the deafblind student population.  This includes being thought partners with the 
county’s special education office on how to creatively recruit teachers of the deaf blind 
and providing interveners for students.   We are also actively supporting the Cogswell-
Macy Act, a congressional bill will amend the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act to 
require a state to identify, evaluate, and provide special education and related services to 
children who have visual or hearing disabilities (or both) and also are, or may be, classified 
in another disability category.  A state must ensure that it has enough qualified personnel 
to serve children who have such disabilities and that a full continuum of alternative 
placements is available to meet the needs of disabled children for special education and 
related services.

I am a Life Coach who empowers women and 
families to be the best advocates for their 
children with special needs and to achieve their 
personal goals.  As a strategic visionary thinker, 
I have a passion for encouraging people at all 
stages of life to optimize their full potential.  I believe 
that accountability is the key to getting from an idea to 

reality.  I am dedicated to coaching from the “inside-out” by steadily guiding a person 
through three important steps: creating a vision, identifying obstacles, and providing 
support with critical tools to power through barriers and garner success.

My passion for parents of children with special needs came from my personal experiences 
overcoming obstacles while advocating for my child with special needs.  As a mother of 
three, Peyton (8) and two boys Dennis (4), and Davis (3), I feel I possess a unique empathy 
for the challenges that face families who feel overwhelmed in their fight to get the best 
for their children. In addition to my training and coaching skills.  I am an active member 
with the CdLS Foundation and co-chair for Team CdLS Baltimore.  I am proud to serve as 
Board Chair for the Parents’ Place of Maryland.  I am also a proud member of Delta Sigma 
Theta Sorority, Inc. 
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Hari Kannan 
If your actions inspire others 
to dream more, learn more, do 
more, and become more, you 
are a leader.

-John Quincy Adams

My project is a video about inclusion of people with different disabilities in our 
schools, community, and sports clubs. In our society, we should include everyone, 
no matter how we look. I want to tell people about how inclusion is important and 
how it has helped my life. I want to interview other people from my school and 
community about including people. Inclusion is important in our society and I want 
to show the benefits to both people with and without disabilities.

I’m 19 years old and I graduated 
from Wootton High school 
in 2020. I am currently in a 
transition program and taking 
classes at Montgomery College. 

I want to be an advocate for inclusion 
for people with disabilities. I love music, 
listening and signing, and playing guitar. 
Before this Covid-19 pandemic struck, I 
was an intern at Shady Grove Adventist 
Hospital. I want to become an advocate 
for inclusion for people with disabilities 
in our community. I am a Best Buddies 
Maryland ambassador. I am also a self-
advocate Board member in DSNMC, local 
Down syndrome association in Montgomery 
county.
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Irene Kelley
Life isn’t about waiting for the storm to pass, it’s 
about learning to dance in the rain. 

-Vivian Greene

Participating in Partners in Policymaking® helped me to focus on my project, 
which encompasses future planning for my daughter and the ability to share, with 
other families, the resources and information that will become accessible in a 
Facebook group and Instagram page. I plan to launch a related website, geared 
towards information pertaining to issues and concerns relating to adult children 

with IDD and their personal care needs for both the present and the future.

I am the mother of 3 wonderful adult children: 
Michael Jr, Rinaldo Pierre, and Unique Marie.  We 
learned from a biopsy that Unique was born with 
a rare disorder called Pallister Killian Syndrome. 
From birth, her development was minimal.  At the 
time, only 30 people in the country were known to have this 
condition.  As I navigated services for Unique, I found myself 

teaching the health care providers what I had come to experience during her development.

 When I learned about The Arc of Maryland’s program, I wanted to have more information 
and resources about resolving issues connected with the well-being of my daughter and 
other parents of adult children with Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities (IDD).  This 
program gave me that and so much more.  Connecting with others in the group, as well as 
the guest speakers, and learning how to navigate and advocate much more effectively, has 
been so rewarding.

I am an independent contractor as a Hair Colorist and a WTS Certified Trichologist from 
the World Trichology Society.  I work with clients suffering with hair loss and scalp issues.  
My focus is Central Centrifugal Cicatricial Alopecia, Female Pattern Hair Loss, Telogen 
Effluvium, and Alopecia Areata.  I love my industry, which allows me to empower and 
transform clients giving them the confidence to show up in their area of life. 
When you have walked in the shoes of the people you serve, it gives you the knowledge, 
empathy, compassion, and resources to relate to someone who is going through what you 
have been through.

I love and cherish spending time with my family.  I am into photography and love capturing 
photos of family during our time together.  Having been accepted into Partners in 
Policymaking® has connected me to an abundance of resources, networking, and knowledge 
of how to navigate the legislative forums to continue to advocate for Unique and others like 
her. 
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Melissa Lopez-Davila
The Partners in Policymaking® Class helped 
me achieve in so many ways that it is a very 
concrete and solid program to continue with. 

A quote of my own: 'Succeed and try.  If you 
must not be able to successfully try, then 
Succeed!'

For my project, I decided to gain a better understanding of Assistive Technology 
and the Architectural Barriers Act in addition to learning more about two 
companies: Alliance against Seclusion & Restraint as well as the Maryland Citizens 
Health Initiative. In my effort towards becoming a better-rounded advocate, I 
chose to do my research on these four topics. I was inspired by the topics in the 
sessions throughout the year and wanted to expand my knowledge by educating myself. 

Hello! I am really happy and excited to be 
graduating the Partners in Policymaking® class. 
I have been working tirelessly to be present. It 
is my pleasure to be receiving a wonderful opportunity especially by completing 
the capstone project of the Architectural Barriers Act. The capstone project has 

been really helpful to me by having to acknowledge the similarities and differences that our 
great state of Maryland has to offer.

The capstone project was what I loved most about the entire session of the Partners in 
Policymaking® journey. The different varieties of PowerPoint slides that were provided 
during the Partners in Policymaking® class were wonderful too. The great and remarkable 
thing about the PowerPoint slides were the different quotes held by each speaker.

I’m currently actively seeking employment right now, but have been enrolled in a 
Community College with my associate’s degree, Hood College with my bachelor’s degree, 
and Grand Canyon University with my Master’s degree.

While I was in the Partners in Policymaking® Class, I was very excited about the showcase 
of how dutiful the performance was with the class. The certificate, given at the end of the 
class, is a very remarkable remembrance. Throughout the class, I have worked on many of 
the various projects done on the PowerPoint slides. Each PowerPoint slide has a very good 
caption on each.  
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Sierra Mika’El
My journey hasn’t been easy, 
but I’m still standing, laughing, 
forgiving, loving, and learning.

-Sarah Jakes Roberts

My project is creating a hair salon/barbershop that services families who have 
children with autism: a place where families can go and receive great service 
from a staff who is patient, understanding and knowledgeable about engaging with 
children with autism and a salon where parents of children with autism can bring 
their children to get a haircut, hair styled and other maintenance services and also 

receive a haircut, hair style or other beauty or maintenance service as well. It will be a 
salon where the parents can feel comfortable knowing their child/children are safe.
 
The goal of my project is to help children with autism create a positive self-image while 
keeping their parents looking great because when you look better, you feel better.

I am a mother of two, a licensed 
cosmetologist, a volunteer 
firefighter, and a small business 
owner. I began my advocacy 
journey about 8 years ago by 
simply advocating for my own son.  I felt 
lost and helpless by the IEP process at the 
time and I wasn’t comfortable with that 
feeling.  I decided to get involved and get 
educated on how to better assist my child 
and through my process of discovery, I’ve 
been able to assist other families in helping 
their children as well.  Advocating for my 
sons means that I am able to give them a 
voice until they are able to use their own 
voices to advocate for themselves. 
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Lauren E. Ochalek
Fight for the things that you care about, but do 
it in a way that will lead others to join you.

 -Ruth Bader Ginsburg

For my Partners in Policymaking® capstone project, I am teaming up with fellow 
Partner Liz Zogby to bring the Maryland Down Syndrome Advocacy Coalition 
(MDAC) back to Maryland.  MDAC seeks to improve the quality of life for all 
individuals with Down syndrome, regardless of age, by improving and expanding 
upon opportunities at both the community and state level.  While MDAC’s principal 
focus is on issues involving Down syndrome, MDAC believes that all opportunities benefitting 
individuals with intellectual and/or developmental disabilities must be supported.

Raised alongside a dear friend with Down syndrome and 
trained as a pediatric nurse (with a Master’s degree 
in Nursing Education), I have long been a devoted and 
impassioned advocate for individuals with disabilities.  
My life's mission was affirmed when, in 2012, our 

daughter, Ellie, was born with Down syndrome.

Since 2012, I have dedicated much of my time to various roles within the Down syndrome 
community and beyond.  Namely, I have held board positions within Chesapeake Down 
Syndrome Parent Group, Down Syndrome Connection of Anne Arundel County, Parents' Place 
of Maryland, and the Down Syndrome Association of Hampton Roads.  During this time, I 
have also volunteered as the Down Syndrome Diagnosis Network’s social media networking 
coordinator, become a Master IEP Coach®, joined Council of Parent Attorneys and 
Advocates, and involved myself in our local Special Education Citizens’ Advisory Committee. 

In 2018, I became the co-founder of Education Team Allies (ETA).  ETA was founded to help 
parents as they navigate the special education system in a child-centered and meaningful 
way.  In 2020, I left ETA to focus on the unique needs of our medically complex family, who, 
during the pandemic, required much more of my time and attention than ever before. 

Each of these experiences had fostered my personal growth and supported me in finding 
my voice as an advocate, however, Partners has provided me with the knowledge and skills 
necessary to best utilize my voice so that I may evoke meaningful and long-lasting change.  
I will be forever grateful for the distinguished opportunity to participate in Partners in 
Policymaking® and very much look forward to continuing to act as a change agent as I work 
to positively influence public policy on behalf of those with disabilities.

In my downtime, I am a wife, mom of three, military spouse, cancer survivor/thriver, and 
also the co-founder of Military Aviators’ Cancer Action Network (MACAN).
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Dominique Simone Palmer
You were given this life 
because you were strong 
enough to live it.

-Unknown

I am working with my fellow Partner & Mother, Pamela Palmer, to start a non-profit 
Community Center for young adults with disabilities.  Our Community Center is 
called SEE which stands for Socially Equipping Everyone.  SEE will feature a variety 
of enrichment classes, i.e., Financial Literacy & Management, Job Skills, Health & 
Wellness, and Dance.  We will start out virtually and eventually have in-person  

on-site classes.  We plan to have our first class in July 2021.

For as long as I can 
remember, I have been 
advocating for the 
underdog in various 
situations.  I found out 
a few years ago that I have a rare 
disability. This gave me a bigger 
incentive to advocate for myself 
and others.  I am starting a whole 
nonprofit organization called 
SEE which stands for Socially 
Equipping Everyone. That will 
be my project.  I am doing this 

because I personally have never seen a community center for the IDD community. I really 
have learned a lot being a part of the Partners in Policymaking® Program.  I have learned 
from being in the program that there is adaptive technology that you can request and try it 
out before buying the product.
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Pamela M. Palmer
Hard times don’t create heroes. 
It is during the hard times 
when the ‘hero’ within us is 
revealed.

-Bob Riley

I am working with my fellow Partner & Daughter, Dominique Palmer, to start a 
non-profit Community Center for young adults with disabilities.  Our Community 
Center is called SEE which stands for Socially Equipping Everyone.  SEE will 
feature a variety of enrichment classes, i.e., Financial Literacy & Management, 
Job Skills, Health & Wellness, and Dance.  We will start out virtually and 
eventually have in-person on-site classes.  We plan to have our first class in July 2021.

I am the mother of three 
beautiful adult daughters - 
Serena, Karah & Dominique.  
Participating in the Maryland 
Partners in Policymaking® has 

changed my life in many great ways.  I 
have gained valuable knowledge about 
not only advocating for myself and 
daughter, but I have learned about 
programs, policies, and priorities that 
impact our quality of life.  I look forward 
to applying my learning to all aspects of 
my life.  
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Mary Lawrence Phillips
Where, after all, do universal human rights begin?  
In small places, close to home - so close and so small 
that they cannot be seen on any maps of the world.  
Yet they are the world of the individual person; 
the neighborhood he lives in; the school or college 
she attends; the factory, farm, or office where he/
she works.  Such are the places where every man, 

woman and child seeks equal justice, equal opportunity, equal dignity 
without discrimination.  Unless these rights have meaning there, they have 
little meaning anywhere.  Without concerned citizen action to uphold them 
close to home, we shall look in vain for progress in the larger world.                                                    

-Eleanor Roosevelt

My project was inspired by where my daughter is in her transition into adulthood 
and learning that there were no housing programs available for her to transition 
into until her father and I were unable to care for her.   My goal is to increase 
public awareness about ways that families can utilize various housing options for 
their loved ones.  I have recently started working on a local non-profit board with 
the primary focus on housing for independence.  

I am a native of Kensington and a Licensed Clinical Social Worker in the state 
of Maryland, managing a permanent supportive housing program.  I earned my 
MSW from the University of Maryland, Baltimore with a specialization in Health 
Care and also have a Bachelor of Arts degree.  I am proud to have over 25 years 
experience working with families and individuals. I consider myself a strong 

supporter of housing rights for people with disabilities.  I started my career working in 
Community based corrections and then moved into the housing arena.  I am well versed 
with different types of subsidized housing programs, policy and landlord tenant regulations.  
I am passionate about serving others and volunteer in my free time at medical clinics in 
areas of the country which do not have access to medical care.

I have three thriving children, ages 25, 24, and 19.  My 25-year-old son is in grad school 
at the University of Cape Town, South Africa.  My 24-year-old daughter is on the Autism 
spectrum and she participates in a day program and multiple social activities.  My 19-year-
old daughter is a student at the University of MD and has an autoimmune disease.  I use my 
experiences to leverage my relationships with community service providers and people I 
serve. 
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Dorothy Plantz
One of the quotes from the class that I will 
carry with me for the rest of my days is from 
Beth Benevides who stated 'If we only focus on 
challenges, we don’t see the gifts.' How true!

My capstone project is creating a replicable template to build a ministry for 
individuals with disabilities and their families in their local faith community.  A 
tool kit will be included to provide samples of documents which the user may 
adapt to their own needs.

Many individuals with disabilities have an interest in participating in a faith community 
but they do not feel welcomed or included.  Typically, this is not because members 
of the faith community are not caring, loving, or even accepting.  Rather it reflects a 
lack of information and people’s lack of insight about disability or how to learn more 
about the person with a disability.  One of the benchmarks to measure success is that 
individuals would be full participants in their faith community, included in both receiving 
accommodations for full participation in the community as well as serving within the local 
faith community.

As a living document, this project will never be truly completed.  My hope is that this 
project will provide valuable guidance for individuals and families who are interested in 
participating fully in their faith community and will be a catalyst for change.

I am an almost retired community college 
administrator and the mother of an adult son with 
multiple disabilities. One of the gifts of this class 
is that I have been able to take the course with 
Matthew who is one of my advocacy role models.  Just prior to delivering Matthew 

in 1981, the physician told me that he did not think this premature baby at 26 weeks 
would survive his birth.  Matthew has faced many challenges and has demonstrated grit 
and perseverance from birth and throughout the many health, educational, and emotional 
barriers he has overcome.

Matthew’s life has drawn me into advocacy for him as well as his peers and their families 
as we navigate the world and strive for full lives in the community for individuals with 
disabilities.  Partners in Policymaking® has provided the opportunity for me to continue 
to learn more about the services and resources available as well as help me build upon my 
initial advocacy skills.  I particularly appreciated all the additional opportunities outside 
of class where we were able to learn even more.  I am grateful for each participant’s 
perspective and the guests who were willing to share their lives with us. Matthew and I 
have enjoyed rich conversations about the topics covered and appreciate all of the work 
advocates have done and continue to do each day to support individuals with disabilities.
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Matthew Plantz

“Together we’re better.

My project is to bring awareness to a rare and incurable neurological movement 
disorder, called cervical dystonia, as witnessed through the experience of my 
friend.

Hi, my name is Matthew Plantz.  I am 
39 years old. I’ve been an advocate 
for most of my adult life. I’ve had 
a pleasure of serving on The Arc 
Howard Board of Directors.  I’m 
currently on the board of the Howard county 
Autism Society and Community Advisory 
Council for developmental disability at 

Kennedy Krieger.  I was previously the Head of the Commission for two years on Disability 
Issues where I met Ande Kolp (Executive Director of The Arc Maryland) at the Commission.  
Additionally, I am on the Equity and Inclusion committee for the Howard County Public 
Schools System as well as the co-chair of the People on the Go Maryland Board of 
Directors.
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Erin Rupolo
I wanted a perfect ending.  Now 
I've learned, the hard way, that 
some poems don't rhyme, and 
some stories don't have a clear 
beginning, middle, and end.  Life 
is about not knowing, having to 
change, taking the moment and 
making the best of it, without 
knowing what's going to happen 
next.  Delicious Ambiguity.

-Gilda Radner

My project, A Path Worth Taking: Our Journey for Inclusive Education, highlights 
the importance of a collaborative team approach to inclusivity, which includes 
building relationships, presuming competence, and community education.  There 
are too many individuals, including administrators, teachers, and specialists, who 
refuse to implement “a together we are better” mindset.  Everything starts with 
changing this mindset! I hope by sharing my family’s story I can continue to break barriers 
and demonstrate how a successful path of inclusive education is possible. 

I am a Special Education Paraeducator with the Montgomery County School System, 
wife, and mom to two amazing kids.  While I always knew that I had a passion for 
helping others and advocating for those with differences, little did I know that it 
would become my calling.  When my youngest child Sophie was born, we learned 
that she has Williams syndrome, a rare genetic condition.  I wanted to learn more 

about Williams syndrome and find opportunities to help Sophie and others like her.  I served 
as the Mid-Atlantic Regional Chair for the Williams Syndrome Association from October 2013 
through January 2021.  This position afforded me opportunities to advocate for inclusion 
amongst individuals with developmental disabilities.  Through this work, and of course 
through the eyes of my own daughter, I have seen how support, resources, and a community 
are key drivers for inclusion. My motto is to “Always Presume Competence” and my mission 
is to get others to adopt this mentality and understand the benefits of inclusion.
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Jessica N. Salmond
When you see me passing, 
It ought to make you proud. 
I say, It’s in the click of my heels,   
The bend of my hair,   
the palm of my hand,   
The need for my care.   
’Cause I’m a woman 
Phenomenally. 
Phenomenal woman, 
That’s me.

-Maya Angelou, Phenomenal Woman 

My capstone project lists the different types of agencies for people with mental 
health needs.  Each agency offers a variety of services that can help people with 
legal situations, housing, education, and various resources.

I am a self-advocate and a mother of seven children from Rosedale, Maryland.  
I am a member of People on the Go of Maryland and sit on the Commission on 
Disabilities and the PAIMI Advisory Council at Maryland’s Disability Law Center, 
the protection and advocacy office in Maryland.  I am also a member of the 
Plain Language Advisory Committee at the Association of University Centers on 
Disability (AUCD), and I serve on their Telehealth Advisory Committee.  I am also an active 
participant in the Self-Advocacy Resource and Technical Assistance Center (SARTAC).

I am pleased to have been featured in the Fall 2020 edition of Impact Magazine where I 
discussed a few of the ways that self-advocacy has changed my life.  Being able to self- 
advocate has improved my life in many ways.  It all started because I felt like people did 
not see me; all they saw was my disability.  I have been speaking up for myself for as long 
as I can remember and I make it a point to tell people not to look at my disability but to 
see me as an individual.  Look at what I’m capable of achieving.  Advocating for myself has 
allowed me to sit on boards and travel to give others my perspective on things…. I have 
seen a lot of growth and power and positive outcomes.  Senators are starting to listen.

I hope to continue to participate in training like the AUCD leadership Academy so I can gain 
tools, skills, and relationships to be a better advocate for myself, my children, and other 
people who have disabilities and psychiatric conditions.
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Ashley B. Stewart
Blind people are just like 
seeing people in the dark. 
The loss of sight does not 
impair the qualities of mind 
and heart.

  -Helen Keller

I plan to start a braille business called “Eating With My Hands.”  I will create a 
website for local restaurants and people that are blind to purchase menus that are 
in braille for local restaurants.

I am a graduate of the 
Maryland School for the Blind. 
I enjoy reading and helping 
others. I have a love for 
horses and horseback riding. I 

have been going horseback riding since 
the age of 8 years old. I take lessons 
at the Melwood Horticultural Center 
in Nanjemoy, Maryland.  At the age of 
10, I lost my sight and struggled to gain independence because I didn’t have the knowledge 
of the programs available to persons with vision disabilities.  But through Partners in 
Policymaking®, I have gained a lot of knowledge on different resources that I can use to 
help me become more independent. I volunteer at Mount Paran Baptist Church, helping to 
bag and give away free fresh food for people in the community. I also volunteer at Doing 
My Best daycare. I do a story time program each week. This program consists of singing, 
dancing, reading, and doing crafts with toddler and elementary school children. 
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Beth Stolte
With great power there must also 
come great responsibility.

I am the mother of two sons and a 
System Engineer at NASA Goddard.  
I have been involved with special 
education since my youngest son 
began speech services with Infants 
and Toddlers in 2012.  I am the current 
Secretary of the Howard County SECAC.

My real goal for this program was to gain confidence in my ability to be a 
community advocate for special education.  The pandemic, in particular, has 
driven me to be more active at the state level.  I testified before a State Senate 
committee using what I have already learned in Partners.  A secondary goal is to 
help the Ellicott City Kiwanis Club sponsor their own Aktion Club.  Aktion Club is a 

service club for adults with disabilities.  Creating an Aktion Club involves finding community 
partners and a founding group of members.  I have attended Aktion Club meetings in 
another county and they were the most joyous things I’ve done in a long time.  With the 
connections made in Partners, I will have the tools to help the EC Kiwanis Club sponsor 
their own Aktion Club.  Other connections through Partners allowed me to recruit new and 
diverse special education advocates for SECAC’s 3rd Annual Advocate Night where we offer 
free 15-minute sessions with a special education advocate to families that sign up. It was 
an amazing success and the advocates I met through Partners were some of the best we’ve 
had.  

In short, my Partners project is myself! 
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Michael B. Thomas

“ Never Give Up!

My capstone project is getting 
legislation passed to require 
disability awareness training for 
organizations that bid on Ability 
One contracts, through the federal 
government, to have to go through before they 
can bid on contracts. The goal is to help the 
organizations have a much better understanding 
of the employees they will be working with, the 
learning techniques that work best for them, and 
how to treat people with disabilities in the work 
environment.

Hi! My name is Michael 
Thomas.  I Have Autism (High 
Functioning).  I serve on the 
board of directors for the 
Baltimore Autism Society and 

part of my duties include volunteer 
coordinator and advocacy for adults 
and children on the autism spectrum.  
I also coach for Special Olympics 
Carroll County, for the Skills Soccer 
and Skills Basketball teams, and I sit on the Games management team as well.  I also have 
served on games organizing committees for Team Maryland for world games.

2021 GRADUATES 29
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Nkiru Daniella Ukpabi
...He will not judge by appearance nor 
make a decision based on hearsay.

-Isaiah 11:3

My project is a community project in Howard county to create more awareness 
and some level of accountability for service providers who are negligent or 
complacent on their delivery of services to the special needs population.

I am a mother to two amazing children and received an MBA from the University 
of Maryland.  I have been involved with Infants and Toddlers and IEPs for about 
four years now, which opened up my eyes to issues of importance that need 
to be addressed through advocacy.  I have been a teacher in my church for 
kindergarten and fourth graders. 

Having worked with children, I know that every child is very unique in their own way and 
for the special needs population, extra attention, patience, and care is required to better 
understand their needs.  When this is lacking, it breeds a miscommunication that could 
lead to wrongful labels and unfair judgements.  Unfortunately, knowing what it feels like 
to be mislabeled or judged unfairly and wanting to prevent this for the special needs 
population has been a major factor in my passion to continue to create awareness in my 
community about the challenges that are yet to be addressed and find ways to address 
them.
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Lyndee Waldbauer
Hate is Easy. Love Takes Courage.

I began working in the human services field at 
the age of 19.  I quickly developed a passion 
for advocacy, specifically disability rights and 
inclusion.  Very early on I knew that I wanted 
to be part of a movement towards an inclusive 

world, where one day we didn’t have to look for ways to 
treat human beings like human beings, it just happened.  
Little did I know that my passion and the skills I acquired 
early on in my career would come to use in not only my 
professional life but also in my personal world.  Thirteen 
years ago, I was blessed with a beautiful daughter 
who has an invisible disability.  Her disability doesn’t fit in the box that is necessary to 
qualify for many of the programs, interventions, and funding she so desperately needed 
and continues to need.   This means that she either went without those interventions or 
didn’t receive the full amount of support she needed.   Every single step has been an uphill 
battle and it continues to be.  I have seen so many instances where kids who don’t receive 
the services and support they needed grow up to be adults who aren’t able to function as 
healthy contributing members of our society and it’s not acceptable.  I can’t let that be 
acceptable,… not for my daughter,… not for anyone.  God doesn’t waste anything though, 
and I know he has been preparing me to be the advocate my daughter would need.

I am now working as the Marketing and Communications Coordinator for The Arc Southern 
Maryland and continue to volunteer with other non-profits in the community.  My daughter 
has a passion for helping the homeless and this is something we enjoy doing together 
whenever we can.  Watching my daughter shine her light in the world makes this momma’s 
heart so happy.  At the end of the day, if we can help others find the light, it drives out the 
darkness,...And we can all use some more light.    

This project was inspired by my daughter who has an “invisible disability” and 
struggles tremendously in building healthy and safe relationships and interacting 
appropriately in social situations.  She needs guidance to build these skills and I 
have come to discover that this is a tremendous need throughout the community.  
Some people need a safe space to learn and interact.  I currently run a parent 
support group for The Arc Southern Maryland and will be adding a peer empowerment group 
as a breakout session (while virtual).  This group will be facilitated by a different person 
each time and hopefully will include facilitators from within the group who have a skill or 
story to share.  We will have guest speakers on various topics, including internet safety 
and building relationships and will also have guest speakers who live empowered lives and 
can share their stories.  As this group grows, we can further break out into different groups 
(teens, adults, etc.)
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Lisa Gainey Wheeler
What is your benchmark? How will you know 
if you are doing better if you don’t establish a 
benchmark!

I prepared a listing of legal and/or law offices throughout the state of Maryland 
that appear to be sensitive to the special needs population.  I could not locate, 
on my own, any one reference that specifies law offices that have real estate in 
the county and can manage estate planning.  Since many of offices can practice 
anywhere in the state of Maryland, I wanted to showcase those law offices/

practitioners that perform estate planning for special needs clients and elderly residents.  
This guide by 23 counties lists the primary first choices of law offices that have a real estate 
physical presence in the county; followed by nearby and/or other locations, that work in 
the counties of the State of Maryland. 

I am a proud Prince George’s County, Hyattsville, 
Maryland resident.  Having lived in the State of 
Maryland since 1985, I would like to think that I 
have strong ties to my community. 

I have an adult son with a disability and have been his 
primary advocate all his life.  There are many things that I 
can do for him, however, living forever is not one of them.  

So, my primary goal taking this course with The Arc of Maryland, was to strengthen my 
advocacy skills and pass these skills on to him and/or my family.  However, in pursuit of this 
advocacy course, I found that I have a priority that I have ignored for some time. 

I am a recent widow and my son has no close family members. I had talked about preparing 
for my death to my husband before he passed away. However, we put off doing any official 
paperwork because my son can speak his needs and wants. I thought that would be enough, 
but by doing my project, I discovered that I need to do more.  Not only have I witnessed my 
lack of estate planning for his future, but my own cavalier approach to what will happen to 
my estate bothers me more so.

I encourage those of you who have not put an estate plan together to do so as soon as you 
can.  Your child and your family will appreciate the effort that you put in writing down your 
goals and expectations.  No hard work or second guessing will be needed from them. Find 
a capable law office now and between you and this team approach should alleviate their 
heartache and hopefully diminish their sorrow. 

Don't forget to include a fail-safe way of funding your long term estate plan. 
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Vivien Moyu Zhang
Why fit in when you were 
born to STAND OUT!

–Dr. Seuss

Every cloud has a silver 
lining.

I am proud to be recognized 
as an internationally collected 
and awarded artist as well as 
the founder of Moyu Zhang 
Studios in the Washington 

D.C. metro area.  I painstakingly hand-
tool wood to create sculptures that 
are minimal, emotional, and modernly 
refined.  All of my pieces aspire to 
capture an elusive beauty that combines 
the poetic and mysterious with a feeling 
of serenity and purity. 

I was born in China and was educated in the United States and Finland where I have also 
practiced.  I have worked professionally as an architect, designer, and sculptor.  I have a 
M.F.A. from Rochester Institute of Technology and a B.A. in Architecture from SCU.  I moved 
to the Washington D.C. metro area with my family in 2018, where I devote all of my time to 
sculpting and parenting. 

I am the proud mother of two wonderful young boys.  My older son is a generous, caring, 
brilliant, tech-savvy, and wonderfully weird eleven-year-old with ASD who likes to challenge 
authority.  My younger son is a friendly, social, brilliant, and super energetic eight-year-old 
with T1D who is always surrounded by friends in person or virtual.  These two sweet boys 
are my inspiration for advocating for all children with special needs!

I am creating an Arts & Crafts Club and a Coding Club for ALL children. 
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Liz Zogby
Individually, we don’t know 
everything, but collectively we know 
enough.                                 -Faye Brownlie

My project, in collaboration with fellow Partner Lauren Ochalek, is relaunching 
the Maryland Down Syndrome Advocacy Coalition (MDAC), a partnership of self-
advocates, parents, and Down syndrome organizations from across the state who 
advocate on behalf of individuals with Down syndrome and their families.  MDAC 
takes the fundamental position that all rights, privileges, and opportunities 

enjoyed by other Maryland residents should be readily available to individuals with Down 
syndrome.  The original MDAC was a powerful force at the state level, and we hope to build 
on that foundation.  The vision of MDAC is that Maryland should be a leader among the 
states in the recognition of the value and contributions of individuals with Down syndrome 
and other intellectual disabilities within the classroom, workforce, and as a part of the 
broader community.

I am the mother of three children, 
ages 18, 15, and 10, and my 
youngest daughter Hope has Down 
syndrome. Our family lives in 
Baltimore City.  Since Hope was 
born in 2010, I have been an active member 
of the Down syndrome community, including 
our local organization, Chesapeake Down 
Syndrome Parent Group (CDSPG), and several 
national organizations.  I have served on the 
CDSPG board and as an integral member of 
the committee that plans our annual walk 
event in October, with a particular focus on 

outreach to legislators and other elected officials.  In addition, I am an active volunteer 
and past board member at City Neighbors Charter School where all three of my children 
attend(ed), and in progressive causes and Democratic political campaigns. Professionally, I 
have used my educational background in library and information science and anthropology 
to build a freelance career as a researcher and writer, with two areas of focus: K-12 and 
postsecondary education trends and attitudinal survey research in the Middle East.  I am 
thankful for the Partners program which has provided me access to experts who have 
enhanced my knowledge of disability history and legislative advocacy, and a cohort of 
Partners who have generously shared their diverse life experiences so that we can all 
become better advocates and changemakers.
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Angie Auldridge, Partners Alumni, Author, Mighty and 
the Bean and Embracing Holland Podcast

Dr. Carol Baltazar, Partners Alumni, Host of The 
Autism Mom MD Podcast

Elizabeth Benevides, Associate Director of Outreach, 
The Hussman Institute

Meeka Caldwell, Partners Alumni, Author, Book Series 
on a child with a Down syndrome

Ellen Callegary, The Law Offices of Ellen A. Callagary, 
P.A.

Ken Capone, Public Policy Director, People on the Go 
of Maryland

Megg Carter, Project Coordinator, Self-Directed 
Advocacy Network of Maryland (SDAN)

Guy Caruso Ph.D., FAAIDD, Western Coordinator for 
the Institute on Disabilities at Temple University

Daya Chaney Webb, Partners Alumni, representing 
Alliance Against Seclusion & Restraint

Delegate Bonnie Cullison, District 19, Montgomery 
County, House Governmental Operations Committee

Janet Furman, Director of Children’s Services, 
Developmental Disabilities Administration

Erika Gomez, Certified Benefits Counselor, Full Circle 
Employment Solutions

Mai Hall, Parent Educator, Parent’s Place of Maryland
Laura Hatcher, Partners Alumni and Vice President, 

Little Lobbyists
Judy Heumann, Globally Recognized Disability Rights 

Champion
Swanisha Hinton, Assistant Director of Personal 

Supports, The Arc Northern Chesapeake Region
Barbara Johnson, Educational Consultant, Executive 

Director of Community Advocates 4 You, Inc. (CA4Y)
Nicole Jorwic, Senior Director, Public Policy, The Arc 

of the United States
Lauren Kallins, Director of Government Relations, 

Maryland Association of Community Services
Michael J. Kennedy, Grassroots Presenter, Self-

Advocacy Association of New York State, Inc.
Catherine Kirk Robins, Deputy Director, Maryland 

Citizens’ Health Initiative
Karen Lee, Executive Director, Supporting 

Employment Equality and Community (SEEC)
Rachel London, Executive Director, Maryland 

Developmental Disabilities Council
Lori Markland, Executive Director, Maryland 

Department of Disabilities – Technology Assistance 
Program (MDTAP)

Jalyn Marks, from the Liz Weintraub Show
Michael McSheehan, Owner, Evolve & Effect LLC
Christian Miele, Deputy Secretary, Maryland 

Department of Disabilities

NaToya Mitchell, Statewide Coordinator of Self-
Directed Services, Maryland Developmental 
Disabilities Administration

Doris Parfaite-Claude, Federal Research & Advocacy 
Manager, ANCOR

Eva Queen, Partners Alumni, Founder/ Executive 
Director of Community Advocates 4 You, Inc. (CA4Y)

Carol Quirk, CEO, Maryland Coalition for Inclusive 
Education

Cathy Raggio, Former Secretary, Maryland 
Department of Disabilities

Mat Rice, Director of Public Policy, The Arc Maryland
Rylin Rodgers, Director of Public Policy, Association 

of University Centers on Disabilities (AUCD)
Megan Rusciano, Interim Co-Managing Attorney, 

Disability Rights Maryland
Patricia Sastoque, Director of Programs, Maryland 

Developmental Disabilities Administration
Patti Saylor, Founder, Health Link LLC and mother of 

Ethan Saylor
Shari Silverman, Partners Alumni, Victory Homes of 

Maryland,LLC
Nicole C. Smith, LISS Contract Monitor, 

Developmental Disabilities Administration
Aaron Stephens, Special Projects Director, The Arc of 

Frederick County
Guy Stephens, Executive Director/Founder, Alliance 

Against Seclusion & Restraint
Jeneva Stone, Partners Alumni, Blog Manager, Little 

Lobbyists
Robert Stone, Partners Alumni, Advocate, Little 

Lobbyists
Jamie Stoner, Vice President of Quality Supports, 

The Arc Baltimore
Abby Taylor, Customized Employment and Training 

Mentor, SEEC
Sara Taylor, President & CEO, Positive Steps 

Consulting
Justin Valenti, Partners Alumni, Office Automation 

Clerk, National Institute of Health
Keith Walmsley, Director of Grants & Information 

Management, Maryland Developmental 
Disabilities Council

Morgan Whitlatch, Legal Director, Quality Trust for 
Individuals with Disabilities

James Whitney, Assistive Technology Clinician, 
Maryland Department of Disabilities – Technology 
Assistance Program (MDTAP)

Rico Winston, Partners Alumni, Founder, The Israel 
Winston Family Empowerment Corporation

Thank You Partners Presenters!



Thank you to the Maryland Developmental
Disabilities Council for funding and supporting this

important opportunity. 

Thank You to Our Partners Staff
Arylon Brooks
Luc Chausse
Sharon Dols
Ande Kolp
Mat Rice

Thank you to People on the Go of Maryland for all of your 
programmatic support.
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