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FEATURED STORIES

Opening the Steeple: Race, Disability, and Faith

Amid the outrage over the killing of George Floyd and others at the hands of police,

discussions about racism – and to some extent its intersectionality with ableism –
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has filled talk shows, articles, and public debates. But where is the church?

A new discussion series sponsored by the American Association on Intellectual and

Developmental Disabilities aims to find out. The webinar series, “Black Lives with

IDD and Their Faith Communities: A discussion of the role of church communities

in the lives of black and brown people with IDD and their families,” concludes at 2

p.m. Central time on Feb. 2. Register here.

The series was sponsored by AAIDD’s Religion and Spirituality Interest Network and

co-sponsored by the Institute on Community Integration.

Lamar Hardwick (pictured), lead pastor at Tri Cities Church in East Point, Georgia,

and author of the forthcoming book Disability and The Church: A Vision for

Diversity and Inclusion, is among the webinar speakers.

“It’s difficult to have a real conversation about racial and ethnic diversity unless you

talk about the largest minority group that exists, which is people with disabilities,”

said Hardwick, who was diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder at the age of 36.

“We know it’s right to say our doors are open to everyone, but we haven’t asked

people who aren’t attending church what inclusion looks like to them.”

ICI’s Sarah Hall, currently serving as president of the AAIDD interest network, said

organizers were moved by the death of Floyd to pose blunt questions and spur real

change in religious organizations.

Herself a sibling of someone with multiple disabilities, Hall shared that her family

had to change its church affiliation when her brother was asked not to return to

Sunday school.

“We hope this webinar starts a conversation, and that people come away with ideas

to try, knowing that they aren’t in this alone,” said Hall. 

Deborah Fisher, of Strategic Change Consulting in Washington, D.C., and a member

of the AAIDD committee, was the lead organizer of the series.

Other speakers in the series include LaTonya Penny, senior pastor of New Mount

Zion Baptist Church in Roxboro, North Carolina, and Luchara Wallace, director of

the Lewis Walker Institute for the Study of Race and Ethnic Relations at Western

Michigan University. All three speakers will lead a discussion about next steps at the

concluding session on Feb. 2. Previous sessions can be viewed here.

To Hardwick, the most important step will be to train future religious leaders in

inclusion.
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“Nothing happens in a church that’s not important to the pastor,” said Hardwick. “I’d

love to see disability inclusion be a part of the core curriculum that pastors are

required to take. It should be at the heart of how we are training our leaders.

Otherwise, we’ll keep spinning our wheels.”

COVID-19 Transitions: MRCI Embraces Change

When the pandemic forced day-service and employment providers to close

abruptly in March, it decimated budgets and ripped away vital services for people

with disabilities.

As restrictions on public life loosen a bit this month, however, some of those

providers are staking their futures on reopening under a dramatically different

service model—one that will take a village to succeed. 

Mankato-based MRCI, one of Minnesota’s largest providers, shuttered most of its

seven facilities and cut its workforce from 450 employees to about 100, said Brian

Benshoof, chief executive officer.

From those ashes, however, the organization is hatching a plan to provide nearly

all of its services in the community, with the aim of more fully integrating people

with disabilities into jobs and social situations. 



“After everything closed, we got the organization stabilized financially and it

became clear that we had a golden opportunity to rebuild the whole

organization,” said Benshoof, who said the organization is now back up to about

150 employees. “We already had a five-year transition plan to move to

community-based services, so the philosophy became, ‘Let’s just do it now.’”

It was an exciting idea, but not without several challenges. Among them:

convincing some families of people with disabilities that the move would

ultimately enhance their loved ones’ lives, and convincing community businesses

and public spaces to embrace the idea.

“We’ve done a lot of communicating with the Department of Human Services,

agencies, and families to share this new direction,” said Tina Stofferahn, MRCI’s

director of day services. “Some families are very concerned about this because

their loved ones have been protected and safe in facility-based programs. We’re

explaining there is dignity in taking risks, and great personal value and confidence

building when you become an active member of a community.”

Those risks presented another challenge, Stofferahn said. Existing staff would have

to be retrained in new job duties that focus on teaching new social, life, and

employment skills, and community businesses and other organizations would have

to open their doors to the idea.

Partnering with the Institute on Community Integration, MRCI has taken that first

step. ICI provided training, videos, and other materials for MRCI workers in how to

find and structure activities that match participants’ interests, and in helping

participants build relationships in their communities. 

“We’ve helped create the training MRCI envisioned to assist them in this

significant transformation,” said Danielle Mahoehney, an education programs

specialist at ICI. “It’s exciting to think about how this shift will expand what’s

possible in the lives of people with disabilities.”

Now, MRCI is reaching out to businesses, libraries, community groups, and

personal networks to develop meaningful experiences. Its staff will plan daily

activities for groups of four people with disabilities and an employee, and each

group will travel in small minivans rather than large buses. Anyone interested in

welcoming groups into their offices or events can get in touch with Stofferahn at

kstofferahn@mymrci.org

“It will be a completely person-centered service,” Stofferahn said. “A specialist will

pick up four people each morning and the groups will make their own plans based

on their interests. It might be learning some skills in an employment setting, or
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learning how to camp, or just basic relationship-building experiences and safety

issues. In a facility, you don’t have that ability to learn skills in a natural

environment. We now have the staff trained and the vehicles ready to go; we just

need the community to open.”

Opening Doors: A Fondell Farewell 

Deep relationship building, tireless policy work, and opening doors for baboons

dominate conversations about Beth Fondell, ICI’s outreach and training

coordinator who retires this month after more than a decade with the organization

and a long career in disability advocacy.

First, of course, to the baboons.

“We were in Africa for a conference, and we were leaving in these two, tiny cars,”

recalls ICI Director Amy Hewitt. “Beth was in the car in front of us with Sherri

Larson, Lori Sedlezky, and another friend of mine. Suddenly, hundreds of baboons

were coming toward us. One of them gets into the car ahead, sits on Beth’s lap,

and starts combing Lori’s hair. We’re busting out laughing in the car behind, then

feeling guilty about laughing at them. A few minutes later, the baboon sits in

Sherri’s lap and we see Beth calmly reach over and open the door, gently

encouraging the baboon to leave, which it does. After we got safely down the road

a bit, we pulled over behind them and Beth is sitting there smoking a cigarette.
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And she doesn’t smoke! To this day when we’re all together, we start crying from

laughing so hard about that trip.”

Opening doors, that calm under pressure, and the camaraderie with coworkers,

would go on to define some of Fondell’s greatest contributions to ICI, which she

joined in 2009, and to the field of disability advocacy, colleagues said.

“Her advocacy is constant and her power of connecting to people has been a gift

to ICI,” said Kim Keprios, executive director of Wilderness Inquiry and a member

of ICI’s Community Advisory Council. Earlier in their careers, Keprios and Fondell

worked together at The Arc Greater Twin Cities. “She opened doors to the

community for ICI when she stepped in, and she made sure our organizations (ICI

and The Arc) were great partners. We danced together well through the years. She

knew her stuff inside and out, but she also grasped the bigger picture: that what

really matters is the voice of the people living with disabilities.”

Fondell led the Community Advisory Council, recruiting members and deepening

relationships among disability organizations and key partners. Those members

include Jesse Bethke Gomez, executive director at Metropolitan Center for

Independent Living in St. Paul. Fondell serves on MCIL’s board of directors and will

continue to do so after retiring from ICI. 

“What’s so extraordinary is the profound knowledge and scholarly context Beth

brings to meetings,” Gomez said. “And her relationships go far and wide. She is an

amazing leader and her retirement is a milestone not only for Beth, but perhaps

also for us. She elevates the aspirational work of ICI in ways that will long be

remembered and sadly missed.” Read more.

SOCIAL MEDIA SPOTLIGHT

Featured on ICI's Facebook page in January 2021

Rejected by an employer due to an access issue at age 14, Samuel R. Mattle went

on to create the Center for Self Advocacy in Buffalo. Read a Q&A with Mattle in

the new issue of Impact.
 https://bit.ly/3odFiwO
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NEW RELEASES

NCEO Report 419: 2017-18
Publicly Reported Assessment
Results for Students with
Disabilities and English
Learners with Disabilities

Authors: Deb Albus, Sheryl Lazarus, and Martha

L Thurlow

This is the 21st report by ICI's National Center

on Educational Outcomes (NCEO) that

describes how states publicly report assessment

data for students with disabilities in K-12 schools in the United States. The purpose

of this report is to examine the extent to which states reported 2017–18 assessment

data for students with disabilities “to the public with the same frequency and in

the same detail as it reports on the assessment of nondisabled children,” as

required by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). It also describes

how states report assessment participation and performance data to the public

online. It summarizes these data for grades 4 and 8, and high school, with

additional analyses that focus on average performance gaps across years. The

report also summarizes the extent to which states report participation and
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performance for English Learners (ELs) with disabilities and examines public

reporting of accommodations.

NCEO Tool 9: Reasons Why
Students with Disabilities
Should Take State Tests: A
Customizable Template for a
Flyer for Parents and Families

Authors: Kathy J Strunk, Virginia A Ressa, Bill

Huennekens, Martha L Thurlow, and Travis

Peterson

This resource was developed by NCEO to

identify and describe reasons why students with

disabilities should take state tests. The purpose

of the tool is to provide a concise resource that administrators, teachers, and other

educators can use when communicating with parents and families about why it is

so important that their children with disabilities participate in state assessments. It

also provides strategies to reduce student test anxiety.

Book Chapter Published

Lakin, K. C., Hewitt, A. S., Eschenbacher, H. J., & Smith, J. W. (2020). Residential

services for adults with iintellectual and developmental disabilities. In L. M.

Glidden, L. Abbeduto, L. L. McIntyre, & M. J. Tasse (Eds.), APA handbook of

intellectual and developmental disabilities (Vol. 2). Washington, DC: American

Psychological Association.

Journal Article Published

Emerson, E., Fortune, N., Llewellyn, G., & Stancliffe, R. (2021). Loneliness, social

support, social isolation and wellbeing among working age adults with and

without disability: Cross-sectional study. Disability and Health Journal, 14(3).
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ANNOUNCEMENTS

Application Deadline for
MNLEND Fellowship is
February 15

ICI’s Minnesota Leadership Education in

Neurodevelopmental and related Disabilities

(MNLEND) program is a 10-month

interdisciplinary leadership training program in policy advocacy and evidence-

based research and practices to develop new leaders—called MNLEND Fellows—

to be skilled in systems-thinking, effective in interventions and practices, and

able to support improvements in quality of life outcomes for children, youth, and

young adults with neurodevelopmental disabilities (NDD) and related

disabilities. MNLEND welcomes UMN-Twin Cities graduate students, post

doctorates, outside community professionals, family members, self-advocates, and

others who can demonstrate leadership potential and direct experience in NDD.

People from underrepresented and/or underserved communities are strongly

encouraged to apply. The program, which begins August 2021, offers a generous

stipend, national networking opportunities, lifelong interdisciplinary connections,

and leadership development for future disability leaders. Funded by the U.S.

Maternal & Child Health Bureau. The general admission deadline is February 15,

2021. For more information, visit lend.umn.edu or https://lend.umn.edu/how-to-

apply

Seeking Participants for
Research Study on Autism

"Ecological Momentary Assessment of
Leisure Activity"

Leisure participation is a key leading to physical

and mental wellbeing, social inclusion,

independence, self-worth, and quality of life.

Researchers at the University of Minnesota are

recruiting adults with autism who live alone or

independently with roommates and have access
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to a computer or a smartphone to study the types and frequency of leisure

activities they do in their free time. Those enrolled may be compensated up to $65

for participating in this study. To learn more or to enroll, please send an email to
leisurestudy@umn.edu

STAFF UPDATES

Eileen Klemm and Libby Hallas: On December

3, 11, 17, and 18, Klemm (pictured) and Hallas

met with individual leadership teams from four

partner school districts for the Minnesota

Department of Education’s Check & Connect

Project (Improving Graduation Rates for Black

and American Indian Students with Disabilities)

to prepare for data collection in the upcoming

year.

Jennifer Hall-Lande: On December 11, Hall-

Lande presented on "Autism Prevalence and

Public Health Outreach" to faculty and students

at the University of Minnesota Institute on Child

Development.

Barbara Kleist: On December 11, Kleist was part of a panel presentation at the

National Home and Community-Based Services Virtual Conference titled, “What's

Your Hidden Treasure? Work Like a Captain, Play Like a Pirate!” The presentation

highlighted state, county, and provider partnership to improve person-centered
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practices in Minnesota. Other panelists included

representatives from Mains'l Services, Hennepin

County, and the Minnesota Department of

Human Services. The presentation was attended

by 49 professionals from around the country.

Renáta Tichá and Brian Abery: On January 2,

Tichá and Abery presented the paper, “What

Has International Work Taught Us About

Inclusion?” virtually at the CHILD course run by

the Aatman Academy for Research and Training

(AART) in Mumbai, India.

Sarah Hall and Chet Tschetter: On January 5, Hall and Tschetter hosted the

webinar, “A black pastor with autism and his relationship to his church." The main

speaker was Dr. Lamar Hardwick, the lead pastor at Tri-Cities Church in East Point,

Georgia. This was the third webinar in a four-part series, "Black lives with IDD and

their faith communities: A discussion of the role of church communities in the

lives of black and brown people with IDD and their families." The webinars are

presented in collaboration with the American Association on Intellectual and

Developmental Disabilities (AAIDD) Religion and Spirituality Interest Network.

See related feature story.

ALUMNI UPDATE

Sunday Francis  
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A fascination with the brain and how it influences

behavior began with a high school psychology

class for Sunday Francis (MN-LEND, 2014–16). It

has brought her through the fields of

neuroscience, engineering, genetics, and autism

research at several prestigious universities.

This month, Francis’ path took her from the

University of Minnesota’s Department of

Psychiatry to the National Institute of Mental

Health, where she is a research fellow exploring

translational approaches across multiple

developmental disorders.

“My LEND experience was actually part of the

reason I was offered this position,” Francis said. ICI Director Amy Hewitt invited

the former LEND fellow to speak at the AUCD Conference in 2019. While in

Washington, D.C., for the conference, Francis networked informally with a NIMH

researcher, and that connection played a role in her recent hiring, Francis said. “I

always say, you never know where an opportunity is going to come from.”

While at the U, Francis worked as a postdoctoral research associate in clinical

autism research under the Converging Approaches to Neurodevelopment (CAN)

Lab.

“Dr. Suma Jacob introduced me to the world of autism and to working with

children, and I fell in love with the kids,” she said. “For me, the brain has always

been the ultimate cool place. I’m fascinated by behavior and how the body reacts

to its environment.”

Beyond the networking experience, Francis credits LEND with opening her eyes to

the ultimate purpose behind her research experience, which has included

neuromodulation and other clinical work.

“LEND gave me the human side of my research,” she said. “I’m still a scientist, but

it made me sit back and understand that research is a circle. We need to respect

the questions that our communities need to have answered.”

Conducting research that benefits communities directly is what keeps her at the

bench.

“I’m not sure about my long-term career plans, but for now I still love doing the

hands-on research and working with different teams,” she said. “I realize that as
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you move up, you often move further from bench research and don’t get to work

with as many participants. I’m putting that day off. At NIMH, even as you become

a principal investigator, they say you still get to stay in the science. I think that’s

important.”
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