
How does the work of the SELN and Think College relate?
The State Employment Leadership Network (SELN) and Think College are both projects focused on 
improved outcomes for individuals with intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD), and the 
awesome relationship stems from a strong commitment to helping each person achieve their absolute 
best life. We had a colleague many years ago who said you must “believe it to see it” and that has 
held true all these years. Much of our shared work is coaching communities, businesses, public sector 
agencies and organizations to step up in new ways, and assure available resources are used to benefit 
people and families. These leaps of faith take a lot of effort on the side of those who can already “see 
it” and those who are working to get there.

How would you like to see your partnership with  
Think College grow?
A smooth transition into adulthood including paid work 
should be a reality for all individuals and families seeking this 
outcome. It would be fun to drill deeper into what both of our 
projects know and don’t know about cross-system resources 
across education, vocational rehabilitation, and the IDD field, 
starting with Think College partners in SELN member states. It 
would be interesting to see how new and different technology 
uses can serve as a key ingredient to a student’s success in 
the work world. As professionals and just as people, much of 
what we do not attempt stems from uncertainty. Technology 
has filled gaps we could have only imagined in the past. If the 
crushing restrictions of the last two years have taught us one 
thing it is how to think outside the box and keep moving forward. 
I can already feel the ideas percolating to the surface!

What is the best strategy to prepare youth  
with disabilities to go to college?
Real-life experiences! We all know work plays an essential role in 
most people’s life, but it is not always clear what to do or where 
to work. Having first-hand experiences, discovering interest areas, 
putting skills to practice, and connecting with other people is 
key. For many individuals, building those relationships in a post-
secondary environment is a natural next step after K-12 education. 
Ensure young people start hearing about all the options as 
early as possible. Keep close with family groups so you have a 
feel for the pulse of those folks. Embed with school staff and 
not just during meetings. Anything that shows we are serious 
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about supporting people to explore college and not just asking 
them yes or no questions or walking through checklists. When 
there is uncertainty look for ways to strengthen the message of 
what college exposure can bring. Be ready to have the really hard 
discussions and be authentic about it.

What advice do you have for youth with ID and their 
families considering college?
First, believe it is an option! The most important thing you can do 
is have the strong belief that college might play a role and don’t 
allow anyone else to tell you it is off the table. Rarely do any of us 
progress to the next phase of our life without detours or twists-
turns. With that belief in your toolbox, you are more than halfway 
to your first milestone which is being open to the possibilities. 
Second, lean in on what the Think College team has created and 
look at the resources geared specifically to families. If you have a 
school counselor, teachers or a case manager that is not familiar, 
reach out directly to the TC team and they will guide you. Finding 
people who have the same vision are initially just a few clicks away.

What drew you to this work?
I truly believe it was my awesome guardian angels. I grew up in a wonderfully loving Mid-Atlantic 
family with strong German-Scotch-Irish roots, the kind of family where you care for and with one 
another. Our immediate and extended families spent lots of time together and everyone, from 
the tiniest of infants to the sturdiest of elders, had a role to play. Included in all of that was my 
twin sister, born with Down Syndrome. Seeing us in a group of kids you would have had a hard 
time figuring out how our lives were different. We all went everywhere and did everything as a 
“pack,” with my sister learning and trying everything with the rest of us. The first time I remember 
thinking she was at all different was a trip to the mall while we were in high school. I had caught 
someone staring at her as we walked past stores and crowds and I felt such anger toward the 
gawkers. A formative moment for me, I rehearsed over and over in my head what I would say, 
incensed that anyone would think it their place to judge her.

While our influence on her growth and development was unmistakable, I did not feel like a role 
model when we were younger. We just did what needed to be done as naturally as breathing it 
seemed. It was not always smooth—raising kids is not supposed to be—but there were not lower 
or lesser expectations of anyone. In fact, it was just the opposite. Everyone attended the same 
church school classes, the same clubs, the same family trips, and everyone had a seat. My parents 
never considered anything but including her, a surprise from the moment she was born (they 
did not know they were having twins!), and ensuring she felt she was an equal member in our 
community, our school, and our family. Wonderful people guided me to the IDD field right after 
college when I did not even know it was a thing, and the rest is history. I am thankful every day to 
be centered as a family on how to support her and how that has improved my ability to influence 
the larger IDD system across the country.

What is your greatest accomplishment?
I am most proud of never losing my deep sense of optimism for all that we do and all that we can 
achieve. I fervently believe in the inalienable rights bestowed by our Creator and work every day to 
protect them for those who may need a little extra help.
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