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My experience with Special Education issues began with the intensely personal educational challenges which two of our four children presented. One daughter was diagnosed as mildly to moderately intellectually impaired, yet additionally struggled with the challenges of dyslexia, dyscalculia, and dysgraphia. One son developed schizophrenia at age 20. When we discovered that our daughter would not be welcomed as a full time student at the parochial school, and that the public school did not provide an Orton-Gillingham based reading program, or an effective direct instruction math program, we chose to homeschool our daughter and have her attend the parochial school part-time. I was subsequently, formally and informally trained in the Slingerland reading method, as well as in several direct instruction math programs. With our son, we needed to become adept at providing intensified scaffolding, which we were able to gradually reduce throughout the years. It was most difficult for this former honor student to retrain his mind in order to successfully overcome the disease's symptoms, as well as the effects of medication, so that he could continue his schooling and rebuild his life. 
     
Both children are well on their way towards leading productive, independent lives. My daughter has graduated from high school, is gainfully employed as a lifeguard and swimming instructor, and lives in her own apartment. My son completed two associate degrees with honors, a Regent’s Bachelor's degree, and has just begun a Masters in Social Work program. Through this process, I have learned much about the challenges that face the educational systems, the community resource networks, and have become very familiar with many of the laws which govern their frameworks. The familial journey ultimately led me to turn my energies towards the outside community. Five years ago, I sought out the Superintendent of Schools for the Catholic Diocese of Wheeling Charleston to request that we begin to provide resources for children with learning challenges within the parochial school system. What began with just a few of us providing part-time assistance to the grammar schools and two high schools in the Wheeling area has now become a statewide pilot program for all 32 schools within the Diocese. In order to better meet the needs of this new program, I also decided to commute weekly to Marshall University in order to obtain a Masters Degree in Special Education with a multi categorical emphasis.  Before I began my doctoral studies here at George Mason, I had the gratifying experience of working with the staff at Bishop Donahue High School in order to design a unique program which could accommodate the needs of students with learning challenges which had suddenly grown to one third of the student body.  
If I had to classify myself according to one of the common views of leadership, according to Lee and King (2001), it would most definitely be the “calling view.”  I am struck by a deficiency that needs to be filled, and I impassion and challenge others to join me in doing our utmost to alter the status quo.  I am most concerned about the plight of our fellow citizens who struggle with mental impairment, many of whom may come from families who are incapable of providing support.  Most individuals in our technologically complex society laud the advancements which provide the ability to more efficiently multi task, as well as live more isolated, yet independently connected, lives. Those citizens who struggle with mental impairment, however, experience these improvements as actual obstacles to independent living. In fact, it could be argued that many individuals who are presently diagnosed as mildly to moderately intellectually impaired, would not even be considered recognizably disabled if they lived in a simpler society, which was grounded upon large extended family communities. Instead, these individuals find it increasingly difficult to even engage in the most basic of human activities, such as providing for themselves, or raising families.
In post secondary education, options are most definitely needed for individuals who struggle with cognitive impairments.  Rice and Owens ( 2004) indicate that though, “under IDEA, postsecondary education is defined more broadly to include apprenticeships and technical and vocational training” (p. 202) transitions services do not make them available to all youth who might be interested.  Zaft, Hart, & Zimbrich (2004) concur that post-secondary options need to be instituted on the community college level to provide the unique preparation that these students require.  I am ashamed to say that in Wheeling, WV, West Virginia’s Northern Community College ended their BRIDGE program several years ago because they wanted their academic programs to be recognized as competitive with four year colleges.  Apparently, providing classes for students who struggle with cognitive impairments was viewed as creating an impression that a community college can only provide less challenging courses.  This type of stereotypical, discriminatory policy must not be allowed to continue.

It is my desire to learn all that I can here at George Mason, through classes, internships and receiving mentoring, to prepare myself to work with others in West Virginia school systems, community resource agencies, and policy making bodies to properly educate and prepare this population at the transitional and post secondary level. I believe that our society has an ethical responsibility to address these difficulties.  The complexity and fragmentally isolated nature of our culture will remain; however, we must meet the multifaceted challenge of providing marginalized individuals with the tools they need to effectively live autonomously. It is basic to human nature to need to work, but more importantly, to contribute to the community within which we reside. If these outlets are not present, we cannot fully actualize ourselves and flourish as human beings. Not only do we as individuals remain impoverished, but the community at large suffers without the benefit of our unique gifts. We, therefore, need to redesign our educational programs, our community resources, and perhaps alter the laws and policies that affect both, in order to provide this population with the necessary tools for mastery.
I would like to close by referencing the National Association of State Directors of Special Education’s guidebook.  Etienne Wenger, in his forward to this guide, refers to “social artists.”  “Other artists give us pieces of music, spectacles, paintings, poetry and films.  Social artists give us communities” (NASDSE, 2007, p. xi).  I am a networking individual and problem solver by nature.  Perhaps, there are aspects of social artistry in these abilities.  I recognize what others can contribute, can get them impassioned about sharing those contributions, and then proceed to work alongside them to accomplish a goal.  I look forward to the continuation of my doctoral work at George Mason to further enable me to do that work for the field of Special Education in general, and for West Virginia’s Special Education needs, in particular.  I envision myself mostly building community of practice bridges between the university, secondary schools, community resources, and the policies that inform the educational offerings they provide.  Rather than actively conducting intervention research, I see myself keeping abreast of what other researchers are doing and informing others about the nature of those findings.  The channels that are available to me at George Mason through professors, colleagues, and the capital’s agencies are verdant.  It is my greatest desire that this doctoral education opportunity will provide me with the tools and networking opportunities necessary to begin to close some gaps.  
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