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by Wilner Cusic, INSOURCE
(Wilner Cusic is a staff member with the Indiana Resource Center 
for Families with Special Needs) 

I am thoroughly convinced that we can have a profound effect 
on those whom we come in contact. Acts that seem insignificant can 
shape someone else’s future. The right words or acts of kindness at 
just the right time can totally change someone’s life. This is what 
happened to me 22 years ago. My daughter Amber’s and my life 
were dramatically changed because of dedicated and compassion-
ate teachers, administrators and related service providers.

While tending to the menial task of cleaning closets, I stumbled 
upon Amber’s old communication notebooks from her years in the 
Special Education program at McKinley School. I immediately sat 
in the middle of the hallway floor and began reading.  Looking 
through these old notebooks brought back many memories and 
caused me to reflect back on my daughter’s life and educational 
experiences.

I remember it as if it were yesterday; the day Amber’s dad and 
I went to the Education Center to meet with Chuck Moore (Spe-
cial Education supervisor). That was the day we were told what 
we already knew but weren’t ready to face. Chuck had to tell us 
that our beautiful daughter, Amber, had a significant disability….
autism. Surprisingly to me now when I think of that day, it’s not 
the horrific diagnoses that first enters my mind, but the compas-
sion Chuck showed towards us as he delivered the bad news. It 
was as if it hurt him as much to tell us as it was for us to hear it. 
I remember him consoling us as we cried, giving us the time and 
space we needed to compose ourselves. I will be forever grateful 
to him for his kindness. I’m pleased to say the first impression 
made by Chuck would be echoed over and over again through 
others on staff.

When Cyndi Smith (Autism Resource Consultant) and I met, 
not a lot was known about autism. There were certainly many more 
questions than answers. I remember days when I would drop Amber 
off at school feeling totally overwhelmed and depressed. Cyndi 
would take me aside with words of comfort and encouragement. If 
she didn’t know the answer to a question she would say, “I don’t 
know, but I’ll find out”. Her honesty garnered a relationship of 
trust, Thank you Cyndi.

Michelle Hack (teacher) was an angel of kindness. No matter 
what kind of day Amber had, she never sent her home and always 
wrote something positive in her communication log. Looking 
back I realize I didn’t know how good we had it. Michelle and 
her family were wonderful supports to me family. I still miss and 

think of her often.
The list goes on. Tom Spencer, Jeff Myers, Pauline Busby, 

Denise Domonkos, Barb Deitz and so many others. I often think 
of and make mention of you during my InSource Regional Parent 
Resource Trainings. I share that we didn’t always see eye-to-eye 
and even had some contentious moments. However, through 
good and bad, the victories and defeats, there is “The Other Side 
of Through”.

On the other side is a beautiful 28-year-old woman living a 
fulfilling life in her own home with the support of the Medicaid 
Waiver. As I look back, I realize that it took all of us to get Amber 
to this place. Whether you’re a parent who was drafted into this 
army or an educator who enlisted, we’re all in this battle together 
and together we win. 

I say to all parents and educators stay focused and encouraged. 
I end this as I started. I’m thoroughly convinced that we can have 
a profound effect on those with whom we come in contact. We’re 
proof that you have made a difference in our lives!

A Parent’s Perspective—Twenty Years Later

Wilner and Amber Cusic.



by Tom Spencer, Editor

 The U.S. Senate recently confirmed two Presidential 
nominees to the U.S. Department of Education. Alexa 
Posny was confirmed as assistant secretary for special 
education and rehabilitative services (OSERS) for the U.S. 
Department of Education. Posny served previously as com-
missioner of Education in Kansas and director of the office 
of special education programs, which is part of OSERS. As 
Assistant Secretary Posny will oversee the implementation 
of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement 
Act that governs education for nearly 6.7 million students 
nationwide.  Brenda Dann Messier received Senate ap-
proval for the position of assistant secretary for vocational 
and adult education. She is former president of the Dorcas 
Place Adult and Family Learning Center in Providence, 
Rhode Island. Messier will direct the department’s career 
and technical education  and is responsible for administer-
ing a budget of more than 1 billion dollars per year.
 A current topic of discussion with many advocacy 
groups across the nation is the use of restraint and seclu-
sion in public school settings. Over the past several years 
numerous incidents of student death and injury have been 

reported as a result of excessive restraint or lack of student 
supervision in secluded settings. In January 2009, the Na-
tional Disability Rights Network released a report entitled 
“School is Not Supposed to Hurt.” The report prompted an 
investigation by the Government Accountability Office 
that released its findings in May. The GAO report found 
hundreds of allegations of abuse involving restraint or 
seclusion in Texas and California in the past two decades. 
The report further cites inadequate training for teachers.
 The SBCSC Special Education Department has 
emphasized behavioral interventions that promote the right 
of the student to be treated with dignity at all times. Sandy 
Levers Lawther, SBCSC behavioral consultant, notes that 
“it is important that staff be trained in positive behavioral 
supports and functional behavioral assessment strategies 
in order to address the needs of students.”  The corporation 
continues to provide training in nonviolent crisis interven-
tion in order to de-escalate conflict situations in a way 
that provides for the safety of all involved. Lawther adds 
“through training and support, our focus continues to be 
proactive by creating a supportive educational environment 
for our students.”

National News and Updates

Blogging for Beginners 
by Marilou Vandergriend,  Augmentative Communication Team 

Blogs are a great way for teachers to keep in touch, or just find new resources, lesson plans and ideas. You 
don’t need to write blogs in order to read them. Here are some great blogs for special education topics with 
lots of free downloads: 

Paul Hamilton: Free Resources from the Net for (Special Education) 
 •  paulhami.edublogs.org 
 •  Paul always has something new and creative, and it is always FREE! 
 •  You can subscribe by email, and his latest post will come right to your inbox. He has a huge archive 

of past articles, so you can search by subject. 

Annie’s Resource Attic 
 •  www.annbrudigestudio.com 
 • Annie has great activities that you can download. She makes many of them herself, and then puts 

them on her blog. 

Teaching Learners with Multiple Special Needs 
 •  teachinglearnerswithmulipleneeds.blogspot.com 
 •  This blog is written by a Life Skills teacher who gives tons of activities and resources for classes 

like hers. 



by Tom Spencer, Editor

(What’s going on in your classroom or school? Is there a 
special story you would like to share? Contact us at tspen-
cer@sbcsc.k12.in.us and we’ll include it in our updates) 

 Beginning with the 2009-2010 school year there is a 
new schedule for Annual Case Conferences. Previously 
conferences for all students qualifying for special education 
services were held in the spring. Conferences will now be 
scheduled throughout the school year in the month of the 
student’s birthday.
 The SBCSC is now in the second year of using the 
ISTART7 for all Individualized Educational Programs. 
ISTART7 (Indiana Standard Tool for Article 7 Compliance) 
is an electronic IEP developed by the Indiana Department of 
Education, Division of Exceptional Learners. The statewide 
system is accessed online. The SBCSC has been a leader 
in developing and effectively utilizing the program, due 
in large part to the efforts of Marilou Vandergriend of the 
Augmentative Communication Team.
   A workshop, “Parent/School Communication: ‘Not Just 
Talking’,” was held on December 2, 2009, from 6:00-7:30 
PM at Logan Center, 2505 East Jefferson Blvd. The work-
shop was  sponsored by INSOURCE (Indiana Resource 
Center for Families with Special Needs) and the South 
Bend Community School Corporation. It was intended 
for all parents of students with disabilities, as well as for 
professionals and others who were interested. 
  Greg Werner reports that the Washington High School 
Life Skills classes have again partnered with the Macedonia 
Baptist Church and New Peter’s Rock Baptist Church to 
provide food for the churches food banks during the holi-
days. Recycling aluminum and selling popcorn raise funds 
for the project. Students took the initiative to shop for the 
best prices at local stores and to obtain the best value for the 
funds available. Mr. McCullough, Principal at Washington, 
praised the efforts of the students by stating, “everyone has 
a contribution to make and this is another example of what 
makes Washington High School a great place to be.” 
 Bill Court, supervisor of The Intern Program, re-
ports that their transition manual, Taking the Next Step, 
is now online in an updated version of the printed copy. It 
includes an “Upcoming Community Events” calendar, and 
“New and Exciting” listing, as well as links to Education 
and Day Services, Employment, Recreation and Leisure, 

Housing and Support Services. Go to: https://sites.google.
com/site/sbcsctakingthenextstep/Home
 Denise Wimmer’s Life Skills class at McKinley Pri-
mary is benefiting from many regular education role mod-
els. Every Wednesday four students from Mrs. Williams’s 
first grade class go to adapted gym with their peers in the 
Lifeskills class to work on exercises and group games such 
as “Duck, Duck Goose.” On Thursday afternoons four 
students from Mrs. Washington’s Explorers class come to 
her classroom for art projects. Students from the Explorers 

class also serve as guest readers on a regular basis. In addi-
tion, Denise’s class goes on a daily basis to Mrs. Szakaly’s 
kindergarten class to listen to a story, plan a song/finger 
play, or participate in a cooking class. Regular education 
teachers have reported that their students are very eager 
about having their turn as role models. 
 The SBCSC Autism Team has developed a website for 
teachers an families that includes former Special Edition 
articles about effective strategies, notice of local confer-
ences, biomedical sites, training modules about best prac-
tices, family supports and much more. New information 
is added regularly. Go to the SBCSC website (www.sbcsc.
k12.in.us) Ë find the departments in the left column and 
select Special Education Department Ë select Programs 
on the bar in the middle of the page and slide down to 
AutismË you are at our Autism website.

News from Around the Corporation

Students from Denise Wimmer’s Life Skills class enjoy 
a game of “duck, duck  goose” with Mary Williams’s 
first graders.”
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AUTISM CORNER
Being Part of the Group

                                   by Cyndi Smith, SBCSC Autism Consultant
Being an interactive participant of a group is a necessary skill for the student with autism (ASD), if he is to be successful in school.  
However, due to the core deficits of autism, the student with ASD will likely have trouble with perspective taking, with following 
the conversation, and with knowing when and how to interject his thoughts (especially if his thoughts wander off topic).
Rules for being part of any group (from Michelle Garcia Winner):

1. Pay attention to the group; this means listen to what is being said and look at the face of the speaker and/or others who 
are nearby who are also in the group.

2. Keep your body in the group, with shoulder facing the group.
3. Add your thoughts, comments, and questions – if they are related to the topic the group is discussing.

Self-awareness is the first step in teaching these group behaviors.
A Play Dough Example to Illustrate Physical and Cognitive Presence to the Group

(from “Thinking about You/Thinking about Me” by Michelle Garcia Winner)


