
Seeing Differently
Thriving With Low Vision
by Mandy Rankochak

Blindness is a spectrum of sight.  It’s not typically a state of total
darkness, but rather a spectrum of visual impairment, where only 10-15%
of legally blind individuals have no light perception.  The spectrum
ranges from low vision, to light perception and total blindness. 

I was born with a genetic condition called Autosomal Recessive Ocular
Albinism, a condition in the back of my retina that makes my eyes
sensitive to light and contrast, which makes things harder to see.  The
best way I can explain my vision is that it’s  like using an old camera
phone.  Everything is foggy and low resolution; almost pixelated.  

Although I might be on the higher end of the blindness spectrum, I still
struggle with fine motor skills (like sewing or using tools), and my arch
nemesis, driving.  I’ll never be able to drive, which affects my
independence greatly, as I have to rely on others to get me around town.
I pay a pretty hefty “disability tax” of sorts, as I have to rely on paratransit
and Uber to get around town and delivery services for everything else.  
Paying a premium just to live and maintain stability and independence is
hard work.  

I also sometimes travel with a cane when going to crowded or unfamiliar
areas as a way of support and a visual cue in case I need assistance.  It
took me years to be confident in using one because I felt like I didn’t
really need it, but using I has helped me navigate the world with greater
ease.  

Although I can see enough to use my phone or navigate smaller crowds
and familiar places, that doesn’t make the struggle any less real.  I don’t
fake my disability for attention or financial gain.  I am in the grey area of
blindness, and that’s (im)perfectly OK with me.

Mandy Rankochak lives in Orlando, and is a graduate of Partners in Policymaking as
well as a member of FL SAND (Self-Advocate Network)
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   On February 21st, the Flutie Foundation and the Brevard Autism Coalition
(BAC) will be holding its 16th Annual Run/Walk for Autism Awareness. Last year
we had 650 runners and walkers register for this great annual event, and we are
excited to carry the same energy forward to our 2026 event. 2025 also saw ex-
NFL star quarterback Doug Flutie make an appearance driving his vintage
Batmobile and taking pictures with his hockey team and bringing added
excitement and fun.  
   The Run/Walk for Autism Awareness is more than just a run/walk, it’s an
opportunity for the entire Brevard County community to come together to
raise awareness and support for families and people on the autism spectrum.
This is a race/walk filled with smiles and family fun, and encourages everyone to
get out and move, as movement is medicine. 
   The Brevard Autism Coalition is a non-profit group of medical professionals,
educators, service providers and families dealing with autism, who have been
coming together since 2010 to provide services, resources and information
regarding autism to the Brevard County community. Funding from the BAC
Autism 5k run/walk for Autism awareness goes to offset costs and provide
scholarships for adolescents to attend a one-week Prevocational Adventure
camp held every spring, and Camp-2-Can, a six-week summer camp for
children and adolescents with autism. 
   In addition, The Brevard Autism Coalition runs a once-a-month gold event at
US I golf in Rockledge, partners with the Cocoa Village Playhouse for two
sensory sensitive plays (March 31st and June 6th 2026), and provides free
seminars for families and individuals dealing with autism and other disabilities.
It also  provides connections with local politicians to advocate and advance
state laws that support individuals with neurodiversity, and families and
individuals with autism and other disabilities.  
   This year’s run/walk will be held on February 21st, at the Schechter
Community Center, 1089 S. Patrick Dr., Satellite Beach, Florida 32937. There will
be refreshments, a great race shirt, age level awards, finishing medals, a DJ
playing music, and a free children’s race following the main event. 
The BAC 5k race/walk is also part of the 8th annual Run for the Kids Challenge
(RFKC). The RFKC is a four-part 5K race series, by three well established, 

Flutie Foundation 5K Run for Autism
by Dr. Joseph A. Werner, Director, Brevard Autism Coalition



community driven non-profit organizations. These races include the Tooth
Trot 5K on January 24th, the Flutie Foundation Brevard Autism 5K run/walk for
Autism Awareness on February 21st, and the Brianna Marie Foundation 5K race
to support research and prenatal surgeries on February 28th.  
    We are very excited to invite you to attend this event, so please come out and
support a race that honors and supports the diversity of the lives of people in
Brevard, and believes we are all stronger when we all feel included and equal. 
Registration for the Flutie Foundation Brevard Autism 5K race/walk can be
done at the Running Zone or runsignup.com/Race/FL/Melbourne/
RunfortheKidsSeriesRegistration.
Please feel free to contact Joseph Werner, director Brevard Autism Coalition,
at 768-6800.

Flutie Foundation 5K Run for Autism
(continued)



The Motorized Wheelchair Right to Repair bill (SB 586/HB 487) is exactly what it
sounds like. It would require wheelchair manufacturers to make the parts, tools
and repair information available so people like me, who rely on power chairs, can
actually get them fixed without waiting months or being forced into a single,
overpriced repair option.

Last year there were literal random electrical sparks coming from the wiring on
my power chair which is a fun surprise when the device involved is basically my
legs. As I told lawmakers, I’m one short circuit away from an execution. And the
reason it gets this bad isn’t because the fix is complicated, it’s because red tape
and supply delays turn a basic repair into a months long waiting game. So instead
of a quick fix, my chair starts to look like a middle school science project where
the kid absolutely waited until the night before to build it. This bill really matters
because it treats mobility devices like what they are, essential equipment, not
luxury gadgets you can afford to wait on while the parts sit in a warehouse
somewhere.

And here’s the part that really breaks my brain. My dad can fix my wheelchair
accessible van. He can open it up, replace parts, do real mechanical work, but he
can’t fix my power chair. Only one of those things can fly down the highway at 70
miles an hour, and it is not my power chair. Meanwhile, when a power chair
breaks, people don’t just get inconvenienced; they get stranded in the middle of
the road and on sidewalks miles from home. Long repair wait times aren’t  just
annoying, they’re dangerous. This bill is about not leaving people stuck at home
or risk them breaking down when they’re out. Letting people fix the equipment
they rely on to exist in the world shouldn’t be controversial. It should be obvious.

Please support Senate Bill 586 and House Bill 487.

Support The “Right to Repair” Bill
by JJ Holmes, Self-Advocate



For more than 32 years, Florida’s iBudget Waiver has provided individuals with
developmental disabilities and their families a framework built on choice, stability, and long-
term community support. Like any large public system, it has faced challenges over time
and continues to evolve. The creation of new service models reflects the state’s effort to
expand access and improve outcomes. What has remained constant, however, is the
waiver’s core strength: it is person-centered and designed around each individual rather than
a one-size-fits-all approach. The CDC+ program further strengthens this framework by
giving families even greater flexibility and control. Together, these programs offer meaningful
options for people who often do not have a lot of choices in their lives. Strengthening the
iBudget Waiver for the long term is essential so families can continue to rely on a system that
adapts, improves, and remains focused on individual needs.

To keep this system moving in the right direction, provider rates must keep pace with reality.
It will be three years in July 2026 since iBudget Waiver rates were last increased, while the
costs of recruiting, training, and retaining qualified professionals continue to rise. Florida has
also made significant investments in expanding services through the ICMC pilot, reflecting a
shared commitment to improving access for individuals with developmental disabilities.
That same commitment must extend to the iBudget Waiver, which already supports
thousands of families across the state. 

People with developmental disabilities thrive when they have consistent, dependable direct
support professionals who serve with skill, kindness, and compassion. Adequate rates allow
providers to recruit, train, and retain high-quality staff and, most importantly, to build a
stable workforce where professionals choose this field as a long-term career. Supporting
appropriate rate increases is about strengthening service quality, dignity, and continuity for
the people and families who value and count on this system every day. 

Direct Support Care
Increase in Provider Rates

by Melissa Mazaeda, VP, J&M Support Coordinator Svcs, Inc.



    February’s International Epilepsy Awareness Day reminds us that epilepsy is
one of the most common neurological conditions affecting children—impacting
about 1 in 26 people over their lifetime—yet it is still widely misunderstood. For
many families, epilepsy is not defined only by seizures, but by the daily need for
safety planning, timely medical care, and understanding from schools and
community spaces. Greater awareness helps reduce stigma, improves
emergency response, and ensures that children with epilepsy are supported—
not excluded—from learning, recreation, and everyday activities.
    Epilepsy occurs at significantly higher rates among children with intellectual
and developmental disabilities, making awareness and coordinated care
especially important. Research shows that 20 to 30 percent of children with
autism also have epilepsy, and many children experience complex seizure
patterns, communication barriers, or overlapping support needs. These realities
highlight the importance of individualized planning across both healthcare and
educational settings so that children remain safe, included, and able to fully
participate.
    This year, the Florida Legislature is considering Senate Bill 186, titled “Student
Health and Safety,” which aims to strengthen how schools support students with
epilepsy and seizure disorders. The bill would expand requirements for
individualized seizure action plans, increase training for school staff on
recognizing and responding to seizures, and require schools to share seizure
first-aid information. Importantly, the training would remain valid for five years
and be based on guidance from national epilepsy organizations—helping
schools better prepare to support all students, including those with co-occurring
intellectual or developmental disabilities who may face higher seizure risks.
Epilepsy Awareness Day reminds us that understanding, preparation, and
compassion can make a life-changing difference for children and families. By
increasing education, supporting thoughtful policies like SB 186, and recognizing
the unique needs of children with intellectual and developmental disabilities, we
move closer to school environments where safety and inclusion are not optional
—but expected. Together, we can help ensure every child is seen, supported, and
given the opportunity to thrive.

Epilepsy:  Advocating for 
Awareness 

By: Nicole Grabner



Join Efforts to Define Autism Responsibly

This legislative session, advocates, families, and

professionals across Florida have come together

around a shared goal: getting the definition of autism

right in state law. House Bill 411 and its companion,

Senate Bill 1652, are the result of careful,

collaborative work to modernize Florida’s statutory

definition of autism so it aligns with the diagnosis

doctors use today.

At first glance, updating a definition may seem minor

—but definitions matter. They shape who qualifies for

services, how agencies interpret eligibility, and

whether families can access the supports their

children and loved ones need. Outdated language

can unintentionally exclude people, create confusion

across systems, and leave families fighting

unnecessary battles. By aligning Florida law with

current diagnostic standards, HB 411 and SB 1652

help promote clarity and fairness across disability

services.

This effort is rooted in real-world experience. When

my family first entered this system three years ago,

we struggled to navigate multiple agencies that each

relied on different definitions and required separate

proof of the same medical diagnosis. Already

processing a life-changing diagnosis, the added

burden of inconsistent standards felt especially

overwhelming—and unnecessary—for families in

crisis. That experience helped spark the call to fix a

statutory definition that has remained unchanged for

more than thirty years.

Importantly, while this bill modernizes

outdated statutory language, access to

services will continue to be guided by existing

agency administrative rules and eligibility

processes, preserving current program

structures and funding frameworks.

We encourage families, advocates, and allies

to stay engaged and reach out to their

legislators in support of HB 411 and SB 1652.

Getting the definition right is a critical step

toward getting support right—for autistic

Floridians today and in the future.

B Y :  N I C O L E  G R A B N E R



I-Budget Waiver Forums
by Nicole Grabner

  APD Florida (Agency for Persons With Disabilities) is hosting additional forums in February and
March for individuals and families who have received waiver enrollment Ofers for the iBudget
Florida Waiver. 

  These “drop in” events are designed to give individuals and families who recently received waiver
enrollment offers the opportunity to meet with the Agency and the Department of Children and
Families.  

Taken advantage of the opportunity to meet with APD and DCF to get your questions answered!

  



I-Budget Waiver Forums
(continued)



Dad’s Corner
by Guest Author Christopher Grabner

“Nobody makes a greater mistake than he who does nothing because he could do only a
little.” - Edmund Burke

“It’s worth remembering that it is often the small steps, not giant leaps, that bring about the
most lasting change.” - Queen Elizabeth II

                 2025 was a crazy year for America, and 2026 is looking even more tumultuous with
civil unrest steadily rising. From a geopolitical perspective, things look to be shifting and
upheaving decades old alliances. I don’t know about you, but besides feeling overwhelmed, I
feel a call to action, but I also feel like my voice will have little to no impact, so I feel internal
struggle to do something, but I don’t know what! That is, until I look at my wife charging
forward with her Autism bill by continually and tirelessly communicating with our state and
local legislators and making tremendous strides for our families; she truly is a powerhouse,
and I am in awe of her tenacity and professionalism. 

“The future of this republic is in the hands of the American voter.” – Dwight D. Eisenhower

                 In this context, her actions remind me that the most effective way to drive change in
our country is to let your local, state, and federal representatives know where you stand. This
and casting your vote at the upcoming midterms are the most powerful tools we as citizens
have in this great democratic republic.

“I became convinced that noncooperation with evil is as much a moral obligation as is
cooperation with good.” Dr. Martin Luther King Jr

                 As 2025 ended and 2026 began, we have seen a larger portion of our citizens rise up
in protest or that their only course is civil disobedience, which is every American’s right but I
urge you to speak to your legislators and ultimately use your ballot! That said, my opinion
and $1.50 will get you a cup of coffee so if you feel the need to get out there and protest,
please be careful, and take care of one another. In my opinion, civil discourse is far more
effective, but sadly, the art of effective communication seems to be dying. Perhaps take
some time with a friend who has differing views from you and have an open dialogue with
them. Stay safe out there!



Monthly Art Submission

This Month’s Artwork has been submitted by 
Omari Yearby, one of the Angels Bridging Gaps

members.



Bill Buzz
By: Nicole Grabner, Director, One Voice

Brevard

Three weeks of the 2026 Legislative Session down and
just a few more to go! Next week we expect the
budgets for agencies like AHCA and APD to be
announced; and will be sure to share any new updates
there as soon as possible.

We will be briefing these slides, weekly, on our
partner’s Friday Zoom call, We The People, and we
will also be posting updated tracking on our
Facebook page. (Link to sign up for the Zoom
meetings, which will begin on 9 January, see the
following: https://www.flddadvocacy.org/join-the-
movement

 You can also check back on our website,
https://onevoicecoalitionflorida.org/advocacy,
for updated information.

*To find who your State Legislators are, please see the Florida House and Florida Senate websites.



Bill Buzz, Part 2
By: Nicole Grabner, Director, One Voice

Brevard

*To find who your State Legislators are, please see the Florida House and Florida Senate websites.

A few bills could use your support to help move forward. A quick phone call or email will be very
helpful in letting legislators know that you support these efforts! The list below will have
suggested names to call, but don’t forget to contact your own legislators to let them know you
support the bill!

HB 411/SB 1652 (Terminology Associated with Autism)
Contact: Representative Melo  Email: lauren.melo@flhouse.gov     Phone: (850) 717-5082
Contact: Senator Grall            Email: Grall.Erin.web@flsenate.gov   Phone: (850) 487-5029

 HB 423/SB 494 (Student Elopement)
Contact: Representative Rizo   Email: alex.rizo@flhouse.gov             Phone: (850) 717-5112
Contact: Senator Simon      Email: simon.corey.web@flsenate.gov  Phone: (850) 487-5003

SB 586 (Repair of Mobility Devices) *The House companion bill, HB 487, has already finished.
Contact: Senator Leek                 Email: leek.tom.web@flsenate.gov  Phone: (850) 487-5007  

HB 1507/SB 1640 (Medicaid Dental Pilot Program for Persons with Disabilities)
Contact: Representative Anderson   Email: Adam.Anderson@flhouse.gov Phone: (850) 717-5057
Contact: Senator Burton            Email: Burton.Colleen.web@flsenate.gov   Phone: (850) 487-5012

HB 565/SB 794 (Agency for Persons with Disabilities)
Contact: Representative Melo   Email: lauren.melo@flhouse.gov   Phone: (850) 717-5082
Contact: Senator Grall             Email: Grall.Erin.web@flsenate.gov   Phone: (850) 487-5029



OVCFL 2026 Legislative Platform



Brevard Autism Coalition; https://brevardautismcoalition.com/
Angels Bridging Gaps; https://angelsbridginggaps.org/
The Parker Foundation; https://www.theparkerfoundation.com/
S.O.A.K.; https://www.soakautism.com/
Down Syndrome Association of Brevard; https://www.dsabrevard.org/
UCF CARD; https://ucf-card.org/
Florida Developmental Disabilities Council; https://www.fddc.org/
Project 10; https://project10.info/
Vocational Rehabilitation; https://www.rehabworks.org/contact/area3.html
FLAPSE; https://apse.org/chapter/florida/
The Arc of Space Coast; https://www.arcofsc.org/
Promise in Brevard; https://promiseinbrevard.com/
Brevard Resource Center for Disability Solutions; https://rcdsfl.org/
The Family Cafe; https://familycafe.net
Family Liason Project; https://familyliasonproject.com
Early Steps Space Coast; https://spacecoastes.org
Family Care Council Area 7; https://fccflorida.org/area-7-fcc.html
Bright Feats magazine
Brevard C.A.R.E.S. Mobil Response Team 24/hour line (321) 213-0315
Feeding Florida (food bank information) https://www.feedingflorida.org/
Everything Brevard (resource website)
https://www.everythingbrevard.com/blog/guide-space-coast-food-pantries

Resources and Contact Information

For more information or questions, please see our Facebook page.



Brevard County Delegation



Rise and Reign, Young Ladies Empowerment Retreat sponsored by The Parker Foundation,
        Saturday, 7 February, from 12:30 - 2:30, Kiwi Racquet and Fitness Club, 30 Tradewinds Dr, 
        Indian Harbor Beach.  Free registration via Eventbrite.  See flyer.

 UCF CARD presents “Caregivers of Adults and Soon-to-Be Adults with ASD”, a  resource and discussion group, on Wednesdays via
Zoom  from 6:30 p.m. to 8:30 p.m. Registration required.  See flyer for additional details.

Brevard Autism Coalition presents the Flutie 5K Run/Walk for Autism Awareness on Saturday, 21 February at 8:00 a.m. at the
David R. Schechter Community Center in Satellite Beach.  See flyer for registration information.   Volunteers needed!!

Community Playdate for Under 5, Wednesday, 25  February,  from 9-10:30 at the Children’s Center Titusville.  This play date is held
every fourth Wednesday of the month.  Check the flyer for additional information.

 UCF CARD presents “Parent Mindfulness Matters”, an 8-week course designed for caregivers and their children (ages 5-8).  
Overview Tuesday, January 6 , from 5:30 - 6:30 p,m.  Starts every Tuesday, January 20  - March 10 .  See flyer to register.th th th

Hey Mama! Mom’s Retreat sponsored by The Parker Foundation, Saturday, 7 February, from 9 - 11, Kiwi Racquet and Fitness Club,
30 Tradewinds Dr, Indian Harbor Beach. Free registration via Eventbrite. 

Angels Bridging Gaps , Adult group, beginning  6 January. Events are scheduled from 11:00 am to 2 pm, Tuesday through Thursday.  
For more information, contact Angels Bridging Gaps at: https://angelsbridginggaps.org/abgworks-program-calendar

Pop Up Market, Saturday, 7 February from 10-2, 4880 Stack Blvd, Suite E6, Melbourne.  Sponored by ABG Works, Inc.  See Flyer for
additional details.

Overview of Disability Right Florida, Zoom hosted by Florida Atlantic Center for Autism and Related Disabilities, Wednesday, 25
February, from 12-1:30.  Registration by Eventbrite.  See flyer for additional information. 

FLAPSE Collaboration Summit 2026, 25-26 February, Hyatt Place, St Augustine, Vilano Beach, FL.  On line registration required.  
Contact Kerri Morse at kerrimorseconsultinggroup.com.  See attached flyer.

Glow Party, presented by At His Table Special Needs Ministry, Sunday, 22 February from 2 - 5 p.m., MICS Gym, 135 Magnolia Ave,
Merritt Island.  Registration required.  See flyer.

Save the Date!  Brevard Autism Coalition presents Camp 2 Can 2026.  Registration opens on January 17 .  Camp dates are June 8-
12, June 15-19, June 22-26, July 6-10, July 13-17, and July 20-24.  See flyer for registration information.

th

Save the Date:  Waves of Acceptance, Saturday, 25 April , 10 - 4,  Space Coast Field of Dreams, 3053 Fell Rd, West Melbourne.  See
flyer for more information.

Save the Date! Brevard Autism Coalition Presents the 7  Annual 2026 Spring Break Prevoctional Adventure Camp. Registation
opens January 17 . Camp dates are March 23  to 27 . See flyer for additional information

th

th th th

Save the Date:  Neurodivergent Committee Multi-State Meeting, hosted by NAMI EC, Wednesday, 25 March, from 6-7 pm via Zoom.  
RSVP required.  See flyer for details

MON TUE WED THU FRI SAT
February Events

Low Vision Awareness Month
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