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by Kathleen Petitjean, MLS, OTR/L

 London, England was the Spring Break destination for 
this Occupational Therapist with SBCSC’s Special Needs 
and Abilities Preschool (SNAP). Prior to leaving the States, 
I made arrangements to meet with Jessica Brown, an Occu-
pational Therapist with the Eagle House Group, a publicly 
and privately funded organization providing education for 
individuals with autism, ages 4 through 22.   An American, 
Jessica worked as an O.T. for preschoolers with autism in 
the public school system in Connecticut before emigrating 
to the United Kingdom 6 years ago. Graciously agreeing 
to spend a morning with this therapist, Jessica gave a tour 
of one of Eagle House Group’s school facilities and pro-
vided her unique perspective on the American and British 
educational services for children with autism. 
 British children attend public schools under the ju-
risdiction of their Local Education Authorities (LEA); 
private schools are also an option for families willing to 
pay.   Britain has minimal early intervention services for 
children aged 0 to 3 years therefore children with autism 
are often not diagnosed until they are at least 4 years old, 
when they begin public school. A child suspected of having 
autism must first be seen by a pediatrician who will refer 
the child for further evaluation for special education ser-
vices. Every British citizen is eligible for National Health 
Services, although parents may wait a couple of months 
before they can get an appointment with a pediatrician. 
(Parents willing to pay can go privately to a pediatrician 
to speed the process.)   The parent then must seek a State-
ment of Special Educational Needs from their LEA. The 
LEA reviews the file and may seek their own assessment 
prior to offering Special Education Services. In contrast 
to public school services in the States, a child with special 
needs may be out of school for the period of time they are 
awaiting evaluation and authorization from their LEA if 
the child’s public school determines they cannot attend 
without special education support.
 Once the LEA determines a child needs special sup-
port for a diagnosis of autism, the child is then referred to 
a school program for children with autism. The National 

Autistic Society (NAS) is the largest organization providing 
education for individuals with autism. The NAS, which is 
funded by the LEA’s and charitable organizations, does not 
have enough schools to meet the demands, however. There-
fore organizations such as Eagle House Group have formed 
to meet these needs. Eagle House Group is funded by the 
LEA’s of the children attending Eagle House schools, with 
some private monies also funding some of the units. The 
education team at Eagle House consists of a Lead Teacher, 
Learning Support Assistants, the parents, Speech and Lan-
guage Therapists, OT, Music Therapist and an educational 
psychologist. The goal of all of the educational programs 
for children with autism is to facilitate their independence 
to the best of their ability and reintegrate into their public 
school, as they are able.
  A converted Victorian era house in London, just outside 
of central London, is the site of one of Eagle House Group’s 
4-11 year-old program. The classrooms are set up simi-
larly to SBCSC’s preschool classrooms for children with 

British and American Approaches to Autism: A Comparative Look

Jessica Brown, Occupational Therapist for Eagle House Group.
When asked if she could pick one feature of the American and 
British system she liked the best Jessica responded, “we are 
all working to make a difference in the lives of children with 
autism.”
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By Carol Dennis, Supervisor, Bendix School

 A tree is growing at Bendix School, planted in 
memory of Michael Madigan who passed away suddenly 
on March 11, 2009. Mike taught Special Education at 
Bendix School since it opened, moving with the pro-
gram from Hamilton. He previously taught at Madison 
Center.
 Michael loved to teach. That was evident in his in-
teraction with students in the classroom and hallways. 
He expected each student to do his/her personal best. 
He treated each student with respect. Michael was an 
outstanding mathematics instructor. Whether he was 
co-teaching, teaching a group, or working with students 
individually, he had a knack for explaining math that 
helped many students achieve beyond anyone’s expec-

e-sources
by Marilou Vandergriend, Computer Resource/CAT Team

 Did you know that the St. Joseph County Public 
Library has some incredible resources for kids that can 
help build reading skills over the summer? No library 
card required! Go to http://sjcpl.lib.in.us/, click on Kids, 
and then Kid’s Place. Scroll all the way to the bottom of 
the page, and click on Tumble Book Library. There are 
hundreds of interactive storybooks, games, puzzles and 
activities. Older students can listen to audio books like 
Black Beauty, Ann of Green Gables and other classics 
read by professional readers. Stories can be bookmarked, 
and students can create playlists and list of favorites.
 South Bend Schools also has a subscription to the 

autism. Simply appointed to reduce visual stimulation, the 
classrooms use picture schedules and PECS to help guide 
the children through their days. A child is assigned to a 
classroom based on their year level and ability. Each class-
room has 4-8 students with one teacher and a minimum of 
2 assistants. However, some students may need a full-time 
assistant with them to help them access their education to 
the best of their ability. As a result, some classrooms may 
have a 1:1 student to teacher ratio. Eagle House Group is 
unique in the British educational programs for children with 
autism in that Occupational Therapy is an integral part of 
the evaluation and service delivery model.
 Jessica related the primary mission of her and her OT 
staff was to educate teachers on how to embed OT strate-

tations. Current events and politics were two of Mike’s 
interests and he inspired students to delve into world, 
national and local events in his social studies classes.
 Outside of the classroom Michael was very proud of 
his two sons and two daughters. Pictures on his desk also 
prove that he was a proud grandfather. When he wasn’t 
teaching, he loved to travel and spend time outdoors.
 His current and past students miss Michael tremen-
dously. Bendix School mourns a colleague who earned 
their admiration and respect. Special Education lost an 
instructor who helped countless students achieve their 
personal best. The tree will be a reminder to all of how 
Michael’s efforts will continue to grow and influence the 
lives of students who were fortunate enough to call him 
“my teacher.”

World Book website (http://www.worldbookonline.
com). Sign in with the username SBCSC, and password 
SBCSC to access the whole site. This includes World 
Book Kids, World Book Student, World Book Discover, 
and World Book Advanced in addition to a Spanish 
edition.  The World Book Discover has text-to-speech 
capabilities and articles can be automatically translated 
into more than a dozen languages.  When you open an 
article in the Discover edition, a link appears -- “Enable 
read aloud toolbar” When you click this link, you can 
click in the text where you want to begin listening to 
the text. This is a wonderful tool to help students with 
research projects!

gies, ideas and programs that include incorporating sensory 
strategies in the classrooms. 
 The Eagle House School I visited has a spacious room 
I would have loved to have packed into my suitcase to take 
back with me. Thickly padded on the floors, door and walls 
and whose only equipment were big therapy balls and a 
padded ball bath, this “Soft Room” is a space where a child 
can be accompanied by an adult and allowed to decompress 
and self-calm and have fun.    Since one child’s sensory 
distress can set off the sensory systems of his peers, hav-
ing a safe  Soft Room  seems to work as an ideal solution 
for meeting some of the sensory needs of the children at 
school. 

Continued from page 1
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by Tom Siwik, Dickinson Fine Arts Academy

 On March 6 and March 10 my Life Skills class per-
formed the play “Maple Street Bullies.” The play was 
written and performed by the students as part of the 
anti-bullying program at Dickinson Fine Arts Academy. 
The play also incorporated performing arts into the anti-
bullying program. The students thought it would be fun 
to “role play” some of our “Bully Busters lessons.”
 The students had a lot of fun and were more focused 
when they were able to act and move around. They chose 
their own character names and wrote the script with the 
assistance of the classroom staff. The plot of the play 
focuses around two groups of students-bullies and vic-
tims. Malik Lockett, Anna Sanchez, Kristine Rowland 
and Alberto Leanos played the main characters. The 
play’s plot centered around bullying and its effect on all 
involved.  In the final scene the bullies and the victims 
come together and interact in a positive way to solve the 
problem. The students learned many lessons from the 
play. In addition they had the opportunity to work on 
social skills, fine arts, speech/language, and memoriza-
tion skills all at one time.

By Letitia Harman, Kennedy Primary Academy

 My fourth grade class got an early start studying and 
preparing for Disabilities Awareness Month. In January, the 
students read a non-fiction and fiction book about someone 
with a disability. They used their fiction work to create a 
diorama (book box). They presented their box project to 
the class. 
 My reading flex class read and discussed “Rules” by 
Cynthia Lord. Each fourth grade reading flex group read a 
fiction book about disabilities. My homeroom class had a 
guest speaker who read the story “So Be It” by Sarah Weeks. 
Other Fourth grade classes read the story as well.
 We invited guest speakers to come to our class and 
discuss a disability. Four different guests gave presenta-
tions. One guest showed a video of a deceased friend who 
battled Cerebral Palsy. Two speakers, Grahm and Trevor, 
had Cerebral Palsy and they talked about their experiences 
and answered questions from the class. Trevor’s mother, 
sister and nurse also spoke and demonstrated some life 
saving techniques and everyday procedures that they use 
with Trevor on a frequent basis. Our fourth guest was very 
special—my daughter Caroline who has Down Syndrome. 

The students loved playing with her and she had a good 
time visiting. She is now on my homeroom website.
 Representatives from Camp Millhouse visited our fourth 
grade classes and spoke about their camped designed for 
those with disabilities. Our fourth graders decided to start a 
service project to benefit the camp. So far we have collected 
several boxes of items the camp will use this summer and 
we are still collecting!
 All the fourth grade classes participated in “hands on” 
simulation activities. Several different stations were set up 
where each child could experience different disabilities first 
hand. In addition, my homeroom class took part in an essay 
contest sponsored by the United Cerebral Palsy Association 
of Greater Indiana. 
 Our disabilities unit will conclude this May with a 
“face painting” fundraiser. On May 14, Kennedy Primary 
Academy will do face paintings. All money raised will go 
to the Down Syndrome Support Advocacy Group. The face 
painting will be done during our school’s International Fair. 
We hope to have a great turnout. Come to the Fair and sup-
port our fundraiser on May 14!

Kennedy Students Celebrate Disability Awareness Month

 The best result of the whole experience is the pride 
and satisfaction the students received from putting on 
such a production. The Dickinson Fine Arts Academy 
curriculum integrates art into all aspects of teaching. Life 
Skills is included in this and more exciting arts integra-
tion activities are planned in the future.
 

Dickinson Life Skills Students on Stage

Students in Tom Siwik’s class perform “Maple Street Bullies”
From left: Anna Sanchez, Kristine Rowlands, Alberto Leanos, 
and Malik Lockett.



The Special Edition is a publication of
The South Bend Community School Corporation

James M. Kapsa, Superintendent
by the Special Education Division

Donna Krol, Director
Marilyn Cahalan, Cyndi Smith

 and Tom Spencer, Editors
Printed at the Administration Building Print Shop

Frank Moriconi, Jim Day, and John Ridenour

AUTISM CORNER
 by Cyndi Smith, SBCSC Autism Consultant

with Sandy Lawther, Behavior Consultant

Vacationing with Autism:  Six Tips
Adapted from article by AMY LENNARD GOEHNER (TIME, 4/23/09)
http://www.time.com/time/specials/packages/0,28757,1893554,00.html

Kids with autism require as much routine and structure as possible. By definition, vacations are a break from routine activities. Thus, 
it is important to pre-plan for any vacation.

Tip 1: Fear Of an Unknown Destination.      Prior to leaving, the key is to simulate the vacation as closely as possible in as many 
ways as possible -- Parents can show their children pictures or movies of the location or search the Internet together. Teach your 
child what to expect before you go. One parent prepared a picture book about the trip two weeks in advance. “We include where we 
are going, who is going, what we are going to do. We also make a calendar so we can count down the days until the trip.” 

Tip 2: Theme Parks.       Disney World and many theme parks have special passes/ wristbands for families whose children have 
disabilities, including autism. The passes allow your family entrance at the front of every entry gate, bypassing the distressing long 
lines. Call in advance and ask for special guest relations. For a young child a very family friendly theme park can be an excellent 
choice -- You can stay in one hotel for the whole trip; they are often very accommo- dating to families of children who have a 
disability and tend to be forgiving of tantrums and other behaviors that many young children display.  As for loud theme park noises, 
bring earplugs or headphones to mute the sound, or visit during off-peak weeks when the crowds are smaller.

Tip 3: Traveling by Plane.         From airport security to boredom on the flight, plane travel can be a nightmare. With security, do 
a practice run.  Practice in an airport first --  airport personnel often will allow a child to simulate what would happen when he goes 
through security, step by step. If you can’t do a practice run, at the very least alert security about your child’s issues.
Once you’re on the plane, have a plan to pass the time, e.g., pack in each child’s rolling suitcase, gifts wrapped in tissue paper, 
enough for every hour on the plane. The gifts can include crayons, a new coloring book, Legos, PlayDough, or a new DVD. Also, 
request bulk head seats in advance and explain why you need them. Bring gum or hard candy, particularly if your child is nonverbal 
and can’t tell you his ears need popping. Even with good prep, travel by airplane is just not feasible for some kids. 

Tip 4: Hotels.          Start small -- try one night in a near-by hotel or plan an overnight at a friend’s house before attempting a longer 
vacation. You may have to do this several times. It’s also important to call ahead and request adjoining rooms or anything special 
you might need. In addition to taking along your child’s familiar bedding and blankets, one mom even asks for extra bed padding, 
as her son has occasional overnight accidents. Requesting a room at the end of a floor helps ease any worries about noise pollution. 
It may also be worth the extra money to stay in a rental or condo to prepare your own food.

Tip 5: Safety.         Be sure your child is wearing identification -- you can pin it to the back of his shirt, or attach it to his shoelaces. 
Include the child’s name and diagnosis and your cell number and anything that a person might need to keep your child safe and calm 
until you are reunited. Also, carry a recent photo of your child to show police in case your child wanders off.

Tip 6: Boredom.        It sounds simple, but remember to tailor the vacation to your child’s interests. Load the trip with “special 
interest” opportunities, peppered with a few things that the adults want to do. Then use all of the activities as incentives to get the 
kids to try new experiences. “First we try this, then we will go to the place you want to go.” Also, remember that more activities 
are not always better.  Days spent on the go may not be what your child wants or needs.  To avoid meltdowns limit the number of 
things you do each day, and plan for plenty of downtime at the hotel.


