VOR Weekly E-Mail Update Holiday Schedule:  

No Updates December 25 or January 1. 

Next Update: Friday, January 8, 2010.
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HAPPY HOLIDAYS and HAPPY NEW YEAR! 

===============================================

MARK YOUR CALENDARS
VOR 2010 ANNUAL CONFERENCE and INITIATIVE

June 4 – 9, 2010

The Liaison Capitol Hill

Washington, D.C.

Sponsorship Opportunities are available!

http://www.vor.net/events/
----------------------------------------
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BREAKING  LEGAL NEWS
1. Victory in Virginia: Federal Judge relies on Olmstead to Dismiss Case

FEEL GOOD STORIES FOR THE HOLIDAYS

2. “I Found You”: Teen writes of her experience volunteering at Fernald Developmental Center
3. Misericordia’s driving force, Sister Rosemary Connelly, marks 40 years of helping; Sister Rosemary has led non-profit that helps disabled children and adults

4. Meaningful work lights up Hanukkah

5. Schools for disabled count on Mr. Fix-its
VOR and YOU

6. THANK YOU for your year-end donations to VOR!!!  
7. REMINDER: If you are 70 ½ years of age or older, you have time to give a tax deductible year-end IRA “qualified charitable distribution” to VOR. See, http://vor.net/get-help/legal-resources/year-end-ira-gifts-to-vor, for details
Next Update: January 8, 2010.
=====================================================

------------------------------------------------------------------

1. Victory in Virginia: Federal Judge relies on Olmstead to Dismiss Case

------------------------------------------------------------------

A federal judge has dismissed a lawsuit brought by The Arc of Virginia against the State of Virginia challenging a state plan to renovate and resize the Southeastern Virginia Training Center (SEVTC). 

Judge Robert Payne held that The Arc failed to establish a "case or controversy" ripe for judicial review and, thus, the court lacked jurisdiction to hear the case. The Virginia Office of Protection & Advocacy represented the Arc. The U.S. Department of Justice participated as Amicus ("Friend of the Court") in support of the plaintiffs.

Noting that deinstitutionalization was the plaintiff's central motivation in this case, Judge Payne held that, in this situation, the State has indicated that no one will reside at the new SEVTC who doesn't want to be there.

"Here, there is evidence that shows that many individuals will choose to live in the new facility. In fact, at least 84 of the 155 legal representatives of the current SEVTC residents have made formal pleas to permit their loved one to remain in the new facility rather than be placed in community housing (citation omitted). Thus, the argument made by Arc and the United States regarding the risk of institutionalization fails to account for a key principle in the Olmstead decision: personal choice. And here, where more residents desire to remain in institutional care than the new facility can provide for, there is little to no risk of institutionalization for those whose needs do not require it and who do not desire it." (emphasis added).

Judge Payne also questioned the Arc’s reliance on a June 2009 study which Arc claimed concluded that all SEVTC residents  could, under certain circumstances, be served in the community.  He noted that the study conditioned its conclusion on the assumption that necessary services would be available to the individuals relocated from SEVTC to smaller programs. “Contrary to the assertions of ARC, the 2009 study did not establish that those necessary services would be available either generally or for the specific individuals then residing at the SEVTC.” 

Immediately prior to this lawsuit, VOR provided to the State of Virginia a letter which rebutted several Arc claims about the study; the State attached the VOR letter to its Motion to Dismiss. 

The case is The Arc of Virginia v. Kaine, et al. Judge Payne’s decision is available on VOR’s website. See, http://www.vor.net/get-help/legal-resources/virginia-judge-dismisses-arc-va-lawsuit-olmstead-relied-on. 

------------------------------------------------------------------

2. “I Found You”: Teen writes of her experience volunteering at Fernald Developmental Center
------------------------------------------------------------------

From VOR’s website: http://vor.net/get-involved/great-story-submissions/qi-found-youq
By Emily McDonough

    Hide-and-seek is a game in which the searcher’s goal is to find another individual hidden in an unknown location. This can be seen as a simple, but yet still challenging task. However, one should ask herself: “How much more challenging would the game be without knowing who or what one is seeking?” This is another version of ‘the game’— ‘the game’ of searching for one’s future calling. From my personal experience, I was not aware that my calling was hidden in my community service. My service of volunteering at the Fernald Center in Waltham, Massachusetts, the oldest residential facility for the mentally retarded in the country, is what I consider to be the location which my calling chose as a ‘hiding spot’. After discovering this spot, the doors to my future opened.

To read the full essay, visit: http://vor.net/get-involved/great-story-submissions/qi-found-youq.
------------------------------------------------------------------

3. Misericordia’s driving force, Sister Rosemary Connelly, marks 40 years of helping; Sister Rosemary has led non-profit that helps disabled children and adults

------------------------------------------------------------------

Summary: Sister Rosemary has led the non-profit that helps disabled children and adults for 40 years. See, http://www.misericordia.org.
By Agnes Jasinski

August 26, 2009 

When Dan Walsh makes his regular visits to Misericordia Heart of Mercy, his daughter, Amy Walsh, a hostess at the facility’s restaurant, is often the first person he sees.

Born mentally disabled, she needed structure and programming to thrive. Seventeen years ago, Walsh and his wife turned to Misericordia, where he knew she would get both because of the leadership of Sister Rosemary Connelly, widely recognized as someone who was changing the standard of care for the developmentally disabled.

“They’ve created an environment that can’t be replicated. We wouldn’t have known where to go otherwise,” Walsh said.

Now 38, Amy Walsh is able to socialize with friends and works with residents more severely disabled than she.

This month, Connelly marks her 40th year at the helm of Misericordia, which in 1976 moved from its beginnings on the South Side to its current home in Rogers Park.

She describes her time at the non-profit operated by the Sisters of Mercy as a “wonderful journey.” She joined the order at 18 and found her place in teaching and social work before being called in 1969 to lead Misericordia. The facility originally was a home for unwed mothers.

By the time Connelly took over, it was a residence for 132 children under age 6, 69 of whom had Down syndrome. She had no experience leading a non-profit or raising the money to keep one afloat. She also knew little about creating programming for a population that up to that point had been largely ignored, but she and her staff swiftly became experts about their care.

“These really weren’t sick children we were charged to deal with. … These were special children,” she said.

Adult residents were accepted beginning in 1983. More than 550 children and adults now live on the campus and in apartments run by Misericordia. The adults are given opportunities to work, such as creating art which is auctioned at fundraising events or bagging baked goods at the on-site Hearts and Flour Bakery. Before Misericordia, the developmentally disabled had few chances to learn how to be responsible employees or improve social skills.

“It’s a good place to live,” said Paul P., a resident for 37 years, along with his identical twin, Patrick.

Paul said Connelly can usually be found in the hallways talking to residents.

“This is her home,” he said on a recent afternoon, surrounded by his friends as he eagerly awaited lunch with Connelly at the Greenhouse Inn restaurant. He talked about his goals for next year: joining clubs, dancing and maintaining his independence.

“You’re always around friends,” his brother Patrick chimed in.

While Connelly is committed to improving the quality of life of the developmentally disabled, the more pressing mission in recent years has been keeping the organization running in difficult economic times. She leaves the tasks of creating programming for residents to the more than 1,000 staff members so she can focus on fundraising.

“I thought we could do this by standing on our own, but you need your political friends to do good,” Connelly said.

Misericordia is about 75 percent funded by local, state and federal governments. But that leaves a gap of $12 million each year to keep the place running, Connelly said.

And Connelly excels at finding the resources to fill that gap, said Frank Clark, chairman and chief executive officer of Commonwealth Edison Co., a longtime donor.

Misericordia raised about $17 million in fiscal 2009 and is projecting it will raise $12 million to $13 million for the next fiscal year.

“She’s hard to say no to,” Clark said. “She’s very thoughtful. … She knows she needs the support of Chicago businesses.”

Chicago Ald. Bernard Stone (50th), whose oldest daughter has volunteered at Misericordia, said many of his peers help the organization because of the quiet persistence of Connelly and her staff and volunteers. Stone has volunteered to dress as Santa Claus during the Christmas season and said he is most impressed with how Connelly turned the current location from a dreary former orphanage into a welcoming place.

Now 78, Connelly hopes to expand the outreach of Misericordia, with programs for children in their homes. In October, 1,000 of her friends and benefactors will celebrate Connelly’s decades of achievement. But she said the honor has been serving at Misericordia.

“It has been one of the greatest gifts of my life,” she said.
-------------------------------------------------------------

4. Meaningful work lights up Hanukkah

------------------------------------------------------------------

By ARLENE NISSON LASSIN 

The Houston Chronicle

Dec. 10, 2009, 5:00PM 

Reena Cahana and her friends' beaming faces will compete with the glow of lighted menorahs this year as Hanukkah begins at sundown today. Through participation in The Celebration Company, these special-needs adults helped make the Hanukkah candles they will use in their menorahs.

The Celebration Company is an employment program funded by Jewish Family Service's Alexander Institute for Jewish Families With Special Needs. Cahana and 11 others with disabilities including autism, mental illness and mental retardation work in the five-days-a-week program, where they also learn life skills such as doing laundry and basic cooking. 

For some, it is their first job experience.
Begun in August of this year under the leadership of project director Marni Litvack, the group assembles holiday packages, which they then sell to the Jewish community. The idea is for these adults to have gainful employment each weekday and earn wages as well. Proceeds help fund the program.

 For Hanukkah, their task was to make candles, sold in boxes of 45, the prescribed amount for all eight nights of the holiday. Each candle was cut and hand-rolled from large sheets of colorful beeswax. Full time Celebration Company volunteer Joy Kaplan, who has a master's degree in special education, acts as a consultant and helps design their projects. 

“The whole purpose is to build their self-esteem as a producer and a contributor,” Kaplan said. “They all have a contribution to make. This employment lets them see the results of their actions, and that doesn't happen for them all the time. It helps them see themselves in a new light.” 

As well as in the light of the Hanukkah candles they created. 
“They are special because I made them,” participant Elaine Goldgar said of the candles as she worked on her task on a day leading up to the holiday. 
Worker Josh Rosenthal was carefully cutting flat sheets of beeswax on a template to the exact size needed. Then his group friends Goldgar and Shira Dellano laid down a wick and rolled the beeswax into a candle. The final step was to gently close both ends of the new candle. Volunteers guided them through each step, posted on a large poster board to help workers remember. 
“I like helping, and this gets me out of the house,” Rosenthal said. “I don't like sitting at home.” 

Aside from the boxes of candles, the group assembled two other Hanukkah packages. The smaller gift box contains dry Hanukkah cookie ingredients along with a recipe, a large dreidel filled with gelt (chocolate coins) and the candles in a decorated box; the deluxe package contains all that plus a glass dish with three colorful glass dreidel legs. Another dedicated volunteer, Richard Kammerman, a Jewish Family Service board member, picks up 10 participants each morning in a van and delivers them to program headquarters at 4019 S. Braeswood. 

“This is a structured employment and life-skills program, and thanks to the generosity of Joan and Stanford Alexander, our community has become more inclusive,” Kammerman said. “I have done a lot of volunteering work, and it is one of the most rewarding activities I have ever been involved in.” 
Their goal for this holiday was to create 10,000 candles, or 250 boxes' worth, and also to help assemble dry cookie ingredients, build gift boxes and pack them. The project began immediately after their Rosh Hashana gift package project, taking months to complete. 
Participants were excited at the thought of lighting the same candles that have kept them so busy with work for these past several months. This year the holiday, also known as the Festival of Lights, will be sure to live up to its name. 

Holiday Gift Packages For information on the Celebration Company's holiday gift packages, visit www.jfshouston.org/celebrationco

------------------------------------------------------------------

5. Schools for disabled count on Mr. Fix-its

------------------------------------------------------------------

Summary: Retired engineers come in handy when students' assistive technology gadgets need repair

By Michael Alison Chandler
The Washington Post
Sunday, December 13, 2009 

Many students enrolled at Fairfax County's schools for the disabled cannot talk. But they greet their teachers every day, pressing a finger or a toe to a switch that prompts a recorded voice to say "Hello!" or "Good morning."

The switches are part of a breathtaking array of technology that helps students communicate or turn on music or choose what they want for lunch. Other devices help them move around the building and play sports. With so many gadgets, it helps to have someone handy around to fix them when they break.

That's where Lee Jost and Bill Porter come in. Both retired engineers in their 70s, they spent their careers working on satellites or elaborate circuits for the railroads. Now they are tightening loose wires and adjusting wheelchairs.

Kilmer Center in Vienna and Key Center in Springfield serve students ages 5 to 21 who have severe disabilities, often birth defects or disorders that affect their brains and bodies. The specialized schools have small classes, each with a teacher and two health aides, and students get extra help from physical therapists, occupational therapists, a speech therapist, a psychologist, a social worker, a registered nurse, a vocational coordinator and, not least, a handyman.

"We created a job description, which is Mr. Fix-it," said Kilmer Principal Michael Marsallo. "If things break down, we can take care of it on site and make sure students are using the right equipment . . . that will lead them to be more independent."

Jost and Porter have never met, but they have traveled similar life paths. Both were born during the Depression to parents who knew how to stretch a dollar by repairing things, not replacing them. They both served in the Army Signal Corps -- Porter for two years, Jost for 20 -- developing communications systems for the military. Then they worked for rival phone companies before finding their way to special education and the world of assistive technology.

Porter, 76, came to Kilmer in the early 1990s with the volunteer group the Telephone Pioneers, which was asked to design and build an indoor playground that would be safe for students with disabilities.

He was nervous at first. "I didn't want to be around handicapped kids," he recalled. But his discomfort faded, and his admiration grew for students who were "doing the best they could" and teachers whose affection for them was clear. "Pretty soon, you realize that you are in love with these kids," he said.

Nearly two decades later, the slides and tunnels have long since been stowed away. But Porter is still there, now a full-time employee, fixing electronics and repairing equipment.

Personal connection
Jost, 74, had a personal connection to Key Center: His grandson went to school there. Carson, now 17, was born with Wolf-Hirschhorn syndrome, a rare condition caused by missing genetic material on the fourth chromosome. What's missing, Jost explained, is "all the instructions for living." He recalled how a nurse taught his infant grandson to suck by stimulating different nerves in his face, because he did not have that instinct.

In 1997, not long after he retired, Jost thought he'd like to volunteer at Key Center. But he came home after the first day feeling unsettled. He wasn't sure that he had the medical know-how to volunteer in classrooms with students whose conditions were so fragile. He soon saw another way he could help: A flier was sent home advertising back-to-school night. "If you have a wrench or a hammer or a screwdriver, please bring it along," the flier stated. "We have lots of things that need to be fixed."

Jost was there the next morning, his trunk filled with tools. A physical therapist had amassed a list of 27 things that needed to be fixed. By noon, 11 of them were done.

A dozen years later, his grandson has moved with his parents to the West Coast, but Jost still volunteers, toting tools from his home in the Mount Vernon area to Key Center. Those who can talk call him "Mr. Pound Pound," for the hammer he wields, or "Papa," the name his grandchildren gave him.

On any given day, Jost or Porter might be asked to build a bookshelf, alter a piece of equipment for a student whose legs are different lengths or arrange switches so that a student, paralyzed from the neck down, can operate a computer by moving her head.

Many of the students have problems that affect muscle control. Some have trouble relaxing; some rock back and forth or jerk their arms or legs. Part of what they learn in school is how to control their movements.

Jost and Porter help by modifying chairs or desks to limit their range of motion so they will be safe and can practice control. Recently, a teacher asked Jost to adapt a chair for a student who was repeatedly twisting around. He attached two 15-inch boards on either side of a wooden chair so she could move, but not as widely. The chair also has a seat belt and a platform at its base so she won't tip over. At Kilmer Center, Porter built an L-shaped frame out of PVC pipe for a teacher who wanted her students to practice stretching their tightly curled arms or clenched fingers. The teacher added a row of chimes to the pipe. Now when the students reach out their hands, they are rewarded with the tinkling of bells.

Money-saving ideas

Both men have a knack for improvisation.
Porter, for instance, rigged a feeding tube pole with PVC pipe and a Christmas tree stand. Past and current creations and all their raw materials fill every cranny of Porter's workshop at Kilmer Center. There, a Masonite board, a pasta machine, some antique telephone equipment, his mother's old Singer sewing machine and vast collections of clamps, power drills, saws and wrenches, are all jumbled together and covered by a thin layer of sawdust.

The creations have saved the schools a lot of money. Jost noticed that teachers were often changing their students' diapers on the floor because the changing tables were too small. The low, heavy-duty tables fitted with mats he built for each classroom would have cost $1,000 retail, he found.

Over the years, Jost began teaching the students at Key how to use tools. They built birdhouses, race cars and toothbrush holders with a hammer, supported by Jost. The thwack thwack sensation of the hammer often elicited a surprising response. "It brought out things in those kids that had not been seen by a lot of people," he said.

Porter, who lives in Potomac, has sometimes spent the lunch hour helping spoon-feed students in the cafeteria. If a teacher was running late in the morning, "Uncle Bill," as he came to be known, would bring his harmonica into the classroom to play.

In recent years, he has struggled with his own physical problems. He has gained weight and uses an oxygen tank to help him breathe. He travels the school in a motorized wheelchair or a yellow cart with a "Proud to be American" bumper sticker and a basket loaded with tools. He said it's getting harder to wake up at 5 a.m. and commute to work. "My time here is getting close to the end," he said. "I'd like to think I made a difference."

Jost said he wants to stay as long as he can at Key Center. "It's really satisfying," he said. "It's really, really satisfying."

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

HAPPY HOLIDAYS and HAPPY NEW YEAR

From all of us at VOR

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Editor: Tamie Hopp, VOR Director of Government Relations & Advocacy

THANK YOU FOR YOUR SUPPORT!

TO JOIN OR CONTRIBUTE: $25 per individual, $150 per family organization, or $200 per provider/professional organization. Extra donations are welcome!

You may pay by check or credit card

VOR
836 S. Arlington Heights Rd., #351
Elk Grove Village, IL 60007
847-253-0675 fax (for referrals or credit card payments)
Tamie327@hotmail.com (for referrals or credit card payments)

____________________________________________
Name

_____________________________________________
Address (if paying by credit card, use billing address). All forms must include complete address including zip code)

_____________________________________________
City St Zip

_____________________________________________
Phone Fax

_____________________________________________
E-Mail

_________________________________________________
Family/Professional Organization Affiliation (if applicable)

If paying by credit card, please provide the following information:

Amount to charge to card: $_______________________
Card Type: _____ Mastercard _____ Visa  ____ Discover

Card Number: ___________________________________

Expiration Date: __________________________________

Cardholder's Signature: ___________________________
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