
Building Bridges, not
Barriers

by: Nicole Grabner, Director

Twenty-seven years ago, the U.S.
Supreme Court delivered a
monumental civil rights ruling for
Americans with disabilities. In
Olmstead v. L.C. (1999), brought by
two women with intellectual
disabilities, Lois Curtis and Elaine
Wilson,the Court ruled that
unjustified institutional segregation
of people with disabilities is a form
of illegal discrimination under Title
II of the Americans with Disabilities
Act (ADA).

The core of this ruling is the
Integration Mandate: the legal
requirement that state and local
governments must provide
services in the "most integrated
setting appropriate." To
understand why this mandate is so
essential, one must look back at
institutions like the Willowbrook
State School.

Exposed in the 1970s for its
deplorable, overcrowded, and
abusive conditions, Willowbrook
highlighted the inherent cruelty of
warehousing people with
intellectual and developmental
disabilities away from society. It
served as a painful, national wake-
up call that institutional
segregation strips individuals of
basic human dignity, autonomy,
and safety. Olmstead was born out
of the determination to ensure
that no person would ever be
forced into an institution simply to
receive the care they need.

For families and self-advocates,
Olmstead represents hope,
dignity, and unity. Institutional
placement isolates individuals
from their loved ones.  Beyond
isolating individuals from their
families, institutions routinely strip
people of basic self-
determination, forcing
regimented daily schedules,
communal living with strangers,
and an elevated risk of abuse and
neglect in environments hidden
from public oversight.
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Building Bridges, not Barriers
(Continued)

The integration mandate guarantees that with adequate Home and Community-Based
Services (HCBS) such as personal care assistance, supported employment, and respite
care, individuals can thrive in their own family homes and local neighborhoods alongside
neurotypical peers. It reinforces that care should empower families, not force painful
separations.

Beyond fulfilling constitutional obligations, community-based care models consistently
prove more cost-effective and yield vastly superior health and quality-of-life outcomes
compared to institutional care. 

Achieving true compliance requires proactive policy:
Investing in HCBS: Fully funding community waiver programs eliminates waitlists and
keeps families intact.
Protecting Medicaid Access: Streamlining administrative processes prevents procedural
disenrollments that disrupt home care.
Supporting Care Workers: Ensuring competitive wages for direct support professionals
stabilizes the community care workforce.

The Olmstead decision reinforces a powerful truth: true equality requires autonomy and
inclusion. Prioritizing full community integration in policy and funding ensures that every
person, regardless of ability, retains the freedom to live, learn, and contribute as an active
member of their home community.

Community Care Per Person
$51, 835/year

Instituional Care Per Person
$146,050/year

*Reference: https://risp.umn.edu/
https://ici.umn.edu/projects/60

“When I was in an institution, I didn't like
myself. I was trapped. I had no hope.” -

Elaine Wilson



I attended the National Down Syndrome
Congress (NDSC) in Orlando July 24–26, and
it was such a meaningful weekend. Founded in
1973, the National Down Syndrome Congress
(NDSC) was created as the first national
organization specifically dedicated to
advocating for and supporting individuals with
Down syndrome and their families. Its annual
convention has grown into the world’s largest
gathering of its kind, uniting thousands of self-
advocates, family members, medical
professionals, and educators from around the
globe. The event is essential because it
bridges cutting-edge research, policy
advocacy, and community support,
empowering families with lifelong resources
while celebrating the self-determination and
achievements of individuals with Down
syndrome.

It had been about 10 years since my last NDSC
conference, when we met the cast of Born
This Way — a memory that still holds a
special place in my heart, especially after
learning of Christina Sanz’s passing this year.

This year brought new highlights: meeting
actor Madison Tevlin and her mom between
sessions, and meeting Jillian Benfield before
attending her workshop on advocacy through
social media. Both moments were gracious,
inspiring, and just a little bit starstruck.

 Connection and Community: 
Our Family’s NDSC Convention Reflection

by: Ranae Martinez, Disability Advocate

The workshops offered something for
every stage of life, from pre-k through
adulthood. I especially appreciated
sessions focused on education, advocacy,
and even the physiology of feet and shoe
choices for loved ones with Down
syndrome. Informative, practical, and
made even better by inclusive presenters.
 
For anyone interested in advocacy, there
were options for every comfort level —
from beginner-friendly guidance to action
steps for those already involved.
Beyond the sessions, the conference was
full of games, dances, youth programs,
hallway conversations, and friendships
that clearly last far beyond one weekend.
Seeing that sense of community made me
even more excited for what our son may
experience in the future.
 
Next year’s conference will be in Denver,
Colorado — and I’m already planning to
attend.
 
For more information, visit
NDSCCenter.org.



Mark your calendars and get ready to connect! We
are thrilled to invite our entire community to the
upcoming Helping Hands Conference—a
completely FREE event created specifically to
support, inform, and empower individuals with
disabilities, their families, and caregivers.
Navigating the world of services,
accommodations, and life transitions can often
feel overwhelming, but you don't have to do it
alone. Whether you are looking for practical
guidance, local resources, or simply a supportive
space to share experiences with fellow families,
this conference is designed to give you the tools
and confidence you need to thrive.

This year’s conference is packed with valuable
opportunities to learn and connect. Families will
have the chance to explore over 50 local vendors
offering specialized services, programs, and
products tailored to our community's needs.
Throughout the day, a diverse lineup of
professional speakers will host interactive panel
discussions covering every stage of life. Topics
include navigating early childhood intervention,
supporting students through K-12 and adult
services, understanding legislative updates, estate
planning for your family's financial future,
accessing specialized dental care, and improving
first-responder interactions with individuals with
intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD).

Adding to this incredible lineup, we are honored to
announce our keynote speaker: Bob Asztalos,
Director of the Agency for Persons with Disabilities
(APD). Hearing directly from state leadership will
offer our families unique insight into state-level
advocacy, resources, and policy directions.
Because space is limited and we want to ensure
every family gets the most out of this event, we
strongly encourage everyone to reserve their spot
early—RSVP today to secure your free registration
and join us for a day of learning, connection, and
empowerment!

Resources and Community:
Helping Hands Conference Agenda

by: Nicole Grabner



 Vision and Learning Month: Seeing the World Differently—
Understanding Cerebral Visual Impairment (CVI) 

by Melissa Amarnath, Founder & President, Community Pathway for Kids
(Edited and Reprinted with Permossion from the Author)

When we think about vision, we often picture an eye chart at the doctor’s office. We assume that
if someone can read the letters on the chart, their vision is “normal.” But vision is far more
complex than eyesight alone. It is a process that begins with the eyes but depends on the brain to
interpret and give meaning to everything we see.

During Vision and Learning Month, it is important to bring awareness to a condition that affects
thousands of children and adults but is still widely misunderstood: Cerebral Visual Impairment
(CVI). 

Today, CVI is recognized as one of the leading causes of childhood visual impairment in
developed countries. Yet many individuals go years without a diagnosis because their eyes often
appear healthy, and their behaviors are frequently mistaken for attention problems, autism
characteristics, sensory differences, or behavioral challenges. The reality is that many individuals
with CVI are working incredibly hard just to understand the visual world around them.

What Is Cerebral Visual Impairment? 

Cerebral Visual Impairment (CVI) is a neurological visual disorder caused by damage to or
differences in the visual pathways and processing centers of the brain. Unlike conditions that
affect the eyes themselves, CVI affects how the brain receives, organizes, and interprets visual
information.  Imagine looking at a thousand-piece puzzle that someone dumped onto the floor.
The pieces are all there, but they are scattered, overlapping, and difficult to organize. That is
similar to how the brain of someone with CVI may process visual information. The eyes collect
the image, but the brain struggles to sort out what is important, what can be ignored, and what
everything means.  For many individuals, vision is not absent—it is inconsistent. 

Why Vision Changes Throughout the Day 

One of the characteristics that makes CVI unique is that vision can fluctuate.  A child may
recognize a favorite toy in the morning but not later in the afternoon. They may easily find their
shoes at home but become completely overwhelmed trying to locate them in a busy classroom. 
Fatigue, illness, stress, lighting, background noise, visual clutter, movement, and unfamiliar
environments all increase the brain’s workload.  Parents often describe these fluctuations by
saying:  “Yesterday she found it right away, but today she acts like she can’t see it.” 
This inconsistency can be confusing unless we understand that the brain’s ability to process
visual information changes depending on the demands being placed on it. 

l



Understanding CVI
(Continued)

What Does the World Look Like to Someone with CVI? 

One of the hardest questions parents ask is:  “What does my child actually see?” 
The truth is that no two people with CVI experience vision exactly the same way. However,
researchers and individuals living with CVI have helped us better understand some
common experiences.  Imagine trying to find your friend in a crowded stadium filled with
thousands of people wearing similar clothing.  Now imagine trying to do that while the lights
are constantly changing, people are moving in every direction, and someone keeps adding
more objects into your field of vision.  That is similar to what a classroom, grocery store,
playground, or busy family gathering may feel like for someone with CVI.  Instead of
immediately recognizing what is important, the brain has to work much harder to separate
relevant information from background “visual noise.”  Some individuals describe it as trying
to look through fog. Others describe it as looking through a camera that never fully focuses.
For some, objects disappear when surrounded by clutter, while others notice movement
more easily than stationary objects.  A child may see a bright yellow ball sitting alone on a
dark floor but completely lose it when placed inside a colorful toy box. 

Common Visual Behaviors 

Every individual with CVI presents differently, but many share similar visual behaviors.
These behaviors are not signs of poor effort or lack of attention—they are clues about how
the brain processes visual information.  Children with CVI may: 

 Look away before reaching for an object. 
 Reach beside an object rather than directly toward it. 
 Notice movement before recognizing stationary items. 
 Become overwhelmed in busy classrooms or stores. 
 Lose objects on patterned carpets or colorful backgrounds. 
 Have difficulty recognizing familiar faces, especially in groups. 
 Need extra time before responding to visual information. 
 Recognize an object one day but not the next. 
 Use touch to identify objects before trusting what they see. 
 Prefer simple environments with fewer visual distractions. 
 Become anxious in unfamiliar spaces because navigation is difficult. 
 Focus on one item at a time while ignoring everything else around them. 
 Have trouble locating food on a patterned plate but eat well from a solid-colored dish. 
 Miss steps, curbs, or changes in flooring because they are difficult to interpret visually. 
Become tired after visually demanding activities such as reading or searching for
objects. 



Understanding CVI
(Continued)

Because these behaviors overlap with other developmental conditions, they are often
misunderstood.  A child who appears inattentive may actually be unable to locate the teacher’s
face.  A child who refuses to enter a crowded cafeteria may not be displaying challenging
behavior—they may be experiencing overwhelming visual complexity.  Understanding the “why”
behind these behaviors changes how we respond. 

How CVI Affects Learning 

Nearly every learning experience relies on vision.  Children learn by watching facial expressions,
observing peers, finding classroom materials, copying from a board, recognizing letters,
navigating playgrounds, and interpreting social cues. When visual processing is difficult, learning
becomes much more exhausting. Many students with CVI expend so much energy simply
locating information that they have fewer cognitive resources available for learning new
concepts.  Without appropriate supports, these students may appear distracted, slower to
respond, or academically behind when, in reality, they are working significantly harder than their
peers. 

Can CVI Be Treated? 

One of the most encouraging aspects of CVI is that the brain has the ability to adapt. Through a
process called neuroplasticity, the brain can develop new pathways and become more efficient
at processing visual information.  While there is currently no medication or surgery that “cures”
CVI, many individuals make meaningful progress when they receive individualized supports. 
Treatment is not about fixing the eyes—it is about improving access to visual information and
helping the brain use vision more effectively. Support may include: 

Functional vision assessments 
CVI-specific evaluations 
Orientation and mobility services 
Vision therapy or vision intervention when appropriate 
Occupational therapy 
 Physical therapy 
 Early intervention services 
Teacher consultation 
Environmental modifications 
Family coaching 

Equally important is collaboration among ophthalmologists, optometrists, Teachers of Students
with Visual Impairments (TVIs), Certified Orientation and Mobility Specialists (COMS), 
herapists, educators, and families. Each professional brings a unique perspective that helps build
a complete understanding of how the individual uses vision in daily life. 



Understanding CVI
(Continued)

Small Changes Can Have a Big Impact 

Many accommodations are surprisingly simple but can dramatically improve participation. 
These may include: 

Reducing visual clutter on classroom walls. 
Presenting one object or one worksheet section at a time. 
Using solid-colored backgrounds to increase contrast. 
Positioning materials consistently. 
Allowing extra processing time before expecting a response. 
Pairing visual information with touch or verbal descriptions. 
Simplifying busy environments whenever possible. 
Using predictable routines to reduce visual demands. 

These supports do not lower expectations. Instead, they remove unnecessary barriers so
individuals can demonstrate what they know. 

Looking Toward the Future 

Perhaps the most important message families need to hear is this:  A diagnosis of CVI does not
define a person’s future. With early identification, appropriate supports, and consistent
accommodations, many individuals with CVI continue to make progress throughout childhood
and adulthood. Some children who initially struggled to recognize objects learn to navigate their
schools independently. Others develop successful reading skills using adapted materials. Many
participate in sports, attend college, pursue careers, and live fulfilling, independent lives. 
Progress often looks different for every individual, but improvement is possible.  As research
continues to expand, our understanding of CVI is growing rapidly. Schools are becoming more
aware of neurological vision disorders, healthcare professionals are improving identification, and
families are finding stronger networks of support than ever before. The future is increasingly
hopeful because awareness is growing. 

Seeing Potential Instead of Limitations 

For individuals with CVI, the goal is not simply to help them see better—it is to help them access
their world.  When families, educators, therapists, healthcare providers, and community
members recognize that vision happens in the brain, we begin asking different questions. Instead
of asking, “Why isn’t this child paying attention?” we ask, “How can we make this information
more visually accessible?” That shift in perspective changes everything.  During Vision and
Learning Month, let’s continue to increase awareness of Cerebral Visual Impairment so that
fewer children are misunderstood and more individuals receive the support they need to learn,
communicate, and thrive. Because every child deserves the opportunity not only to be seen—
but to be understood. 



A Summer of Acceptance: Celebrating the
Heart of Camp 2 Can 2026

By: Ryleigh Morway, Co-Leader Camp 2 Can
Another unforgettable summer of Camp 2 Can is officially in the books.
For six weeks, campers, volunteers, leaders, and staff came together to create something
far greater than a traditional summer camp. Camp 2 Can 2026 became a community built
on acceptance, understanding, patience, friendship, and the freedom to belong.
At the Brevard Autism Coalition, our mission is not simply to create programs for
individuals with autism. It is to create spaces in which every individual is recognized for who
they are, supported in the ways they need, and given opportunities to form meaningful
connections. Camp 2 Can is the heart of that mission in action. Here, campers are met
exactly where they are. They are not expected to hide the parts of themselves that others
may not understand. They are not asked to conform in order to be included. They are
welcomed into a safe environment where they can be themselves, fully and
unapologetically, while compassionate leaders, staff, and volunteers offer encouragement,
guidance, and support.

A Summer That Changed Our Volunteers

Some of the most powerful transformations this summer occurred among our volunteers.
Many arrived with an awareness of autism but were uncertain about what to expect. They
may have understood that autism is a spectrum, but they had not yet experienced how
differently that spectrum can present from one individual to another. They quickly learned
that there is no single way to communicate, connect, participate, express emotion, or
experience the world.  Over the course of six weeks, awareness grew into understanding,
and understanding grew into genuine acceptance. Each volunteer connected with different
campers in a unique and personal way. Some bonds formed through conversation and
laughter. Others developed during games, activities, field trips, or quiet moments of simply
sitting beside one another. Some connections required words; many did not. The
volunteers learned to notice the meaning behind a gesture, to celebrate progress that
others might overlook, and to understand that connection does not always happen in
conventional ways. They discovered that when we take the time to enter another person’s
world without judgment or expectation, we often receive far more than we ever imagined.
They may have arrived hoping to make a difference in the lives of our campers, but many
left realizing that the campers had changed their lives, too. They left Camp 2 Can with
lasting memories, greater compassion, a deeper understanding of autism, and hearts
made fuller by the individuals they had come to know. These were not brief volunteer
encounters. Six weeks gave them the opportunity to build trust, recognize individual
personalities and strengths, and understand why programs such as Camp 2 Can are so
important to our community.  The lessons learned this summer will extend far beyond



camp. They will be carried into schools, workplaces, families, friendships, and future
careers. That is how acceptance grows, not only through information, but through
relationships.

Connections Without Barriers

Some of the most beautiful moments of Camp 2 Can 2026 unfolded during our morning
walks and community outings, particularly in the relationships between our younger and
older campers. A younger camper might approach an older camper and simply take their
hand, quietly choosing that person as their walking companion. There were no formal
introductions and no need for an explanation. There was only trust, offered freely and
received with care.  In those moments, our older campers demonstrated remarkable
patience, gentleness, and responsibility. They slowed their pace, stayed close, and made
sure the younger camper felt secure. The younger campers, in turn, offered their older
peers something equally meaningful: unconditional trust, companionship, and the
opportunity to feel capable, valued, and needed. To an outside observer, it may have
looked like two campers simply walking hand in hand. But those who understand the social
and emotional importance of these moments know they represented something much
greater. There were moments of belonging.  For a younger camper who may find social
interaction difficult or overwhelming, reaching for another person’s hand can be a
profound expression of trust and connection. For an older camper, being chosen in that
moment can strengthen confidence, empathy, leadership, and a sense of purpose. Both
individuals are positively affected, not because the interaction was forced or rehearsed, but
because it was genuine. These connections cannot be measured only by completed
activities or traditional milestones. Their impact lives in the safety a camper feels beside
another person, the pride in being trusted, the comfort of being understood, and the quiet
realization that connection does not have to look a certain way to be meaningful.

The Freedom to Be Fully Yourself

Camp 2 Can is special because it allows relationships to develop naturally, without the
social pressures many individuals with autism experience in other environments.
There is no requirement to communicate in a particular way, participate at the same 
pace, or fit into a narrow definition of what social interaction should look like. Campers are
given the space to engage, regulate, explore, and connect in ways that feel authentic to
them.  A camper may need movement before joining an activity. Another may
communicate most clearly through actions rather than words. One camper may eagerly
seek friendship, while another may prefer to connect quietly and gradually. At Camp 2 Can

A Summer of Acceptance
(Continued)



these differences are not viewed as barriers. They are recognized as part of the individuality each
camper brings to our community. True inclusion is not merely allowing someone to enter a space.
It is creating a space where that person feels safe enough to be fully themselves. That is what Camp
2 Can strives to provide. Our campers were surrounded by people who took the time to learn who
they were, not only what support they needed, but what made them laugh, what brought them
comfort, what sparked their interest, and what helped them feel successful. Within that
environment, campers were able to develop friendships, practice independence, strengthen social-
emotional skills, and experience the simple joy of being accepted.

More Than a Summer Camp

The success of Camp 2 Can 2026 cannot be captured by a calendar, a list of activities, or the
number of outings completed. Its true success is found in the relationships that were formed and
the lives that were touched.  

It is found in the volunteer who arrived uncertain and left with a new understanding of autism.
It is found in the younger camper who confidently reached for an older camper’s hand.
It is found in the older camper who responded with patience, kindness, and care.
It is found in every camper who was given the freedom to participate without apology, every
family who knew their loved one was safe and valued, and every staff member, leader, and
volunteer who helped create a place of belonging.

This summer reminded us that acceptance is not passive. It is a choice to listen, to learn, to remain
open, and to recognize the worth of every individual. When people are given the opportunity to
truly know one another, uncertainty gives way to understanding, differences become opportunities
for connection, and communities become stronger.
Camp 2 Can 2026 was a summer of acceptance. It was a summer of growth, friendship,
compassion, and memories that will remain in the hearts of our campers and volunteers for years
to come.

Another summer may be in the books, but its story does not end here. Every connection made,
every lesson learned, and every heart changed will continue to carry the mission of the Brevard
Autism Coalition into our community.  With full hearts and tremendous gratitude, we celebrate the
extraordinary campers, families, volunteers, leaders, staff, supporters, and community partners
who made Camp 2 Can 2026 possible.  We are already looking forward to the friendships, growth,
and unforgettable moments awaiting us at Camp 2 Can 2027.

A Summer of Acceptance
(Continued)



The Autism Health and Abilities Conference
A Parent’s Perspective

By Brittany Klenotich, Guest Author
Attending the Autism Health and Abilities (AHA) Conference with my husband and our 27-
year-old daughter, Brittany, was one of the most educational experiences we've had as
longtime special needs parents. Although Brittany has not been formally diagnosed with
autism, she displays many autistic characteristics, while her primary diagnosis is spastic
quadriplegic cerebral palsy with behavioral challenges. 

We carefully selected sessions that we felt would be most relevant to our family's journey,
and the knowledge we gained exceeded our expectations. Compared to other conferences
I have attended this summer, the speakers at AHA presented practical, evidence-based
information that was both insightful and immediately applicable. What impressed us most
was the genuine compassion of the presenters. 

The doctors and specialists not only shared their expertise during the sessions, but also
took the time to speak with us personally about both Brittany's unique needs and my
husband's health condition. Although the conference focuses on autism, the information
and resources extend far beyond a single diagnosis. 

We left feeling informed, encouraged, and better equipped to advocate for our family. I
truly believe the AHA Conference is a valuable resource that should be shared throughout
the entire special needs community. The conference felt very personable not
overwhelming in a very relaxed setting. We can’t wait for the AHA conference in 2027!

Picture of Dr Kartzinel and Brittany



For many years, discussions around autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and other
neurodevelopmental conditions focused almost exclusively on brain biology, genetics, and
behavioral therapy. Recent ground-breaking research into the system between gut and brain (the
“gut-brain axis”) is transforming how clinicians and families approach developmental health.

The Microbiome as a "Second Brain"
The human digestive tract hosts trillions of microorganisms, collectively known as the gut
microbiome. These microbes do far more than digest food; they help regulate the immune
system, produce critical neurotransmitters and send signals directly to the brain via the vagus
nerve.

When the microbiome becomes imbalanced it can lead to localized inflammation, digestive
issues and chronic illnesses. This imbalance can trigger immune responses that directly influence
brain function and sensory processing.

Gastrointestinal Challenges in Autistic Children
Studies show that children with autism are up to 3 times more likely to experience chronic
gastrointestinal issues such as severe constipation, chronic diarrhea, bloating, and abdominal
pain when compared to their neurotypical peers.

Because many children with developmental disabilities face communication barriers or
interoception challenges like difficulty recognizing internal bodily sensations, physical discomfort
from gut distress often manifests as behavioral distress. Issues like sleep disruption, increased
anxiety, sensory overload, self-injurious behavior, or heightened irritability are frequently linked
to unaddressed GI pain.

Supporting the Gut for Overall Well-Being
Duke University, in partnership with UNC Health, recently began a $12.9M new clinical trial to
hopefully look at current standards of care. Addressing gut health offers a promising, holistic path
to improving quality of life for autistic children. Targeted dietary adjustments, identifying food
sensitivities, supplementing with evidence-based probiotics, and addressing nutrient absorption
issues can alleviate underlying physical discomfort. By stabilizing gut health, families and
practitioners often observe improvements not only in digestive comfort, but also in sleep quality,
emotional regulation, and daily engagement.

The Gut-Brain Connection: Why Gut Health Matters in
Autism and Developmental Disabilities
by Nicole Grabner, Director, One Voice Brevard



With over five decades in activism and known as the "Mother of the Disability Rights
Movement”,  Judith Heumann was a tireless advocate for the disability community.

From leading the historic 1977 "504 Sit-in", which forced the implementation of Section
504 of the Rehabilitation Act, to serving as a key advisor in shaping the Americans with
Disabilities Act (ADA), Heumann's pioneering work established a fundamental principle
 in federal civil rights law that 
segregated care is unequal, and 
community-based inclusion is 
a right, not a privilege.

Today, as federal discussions 
spark debate over the Depart-
ment of Justice's recent legal 
opinions regarding the scope 
and enforcement of the 
Olmstead integration mandate, 
Judy Heumann’s legacy serves 
as a vital anchor. Her lifetime of 
organizing reminds self-
advocates, families, and policy-
makers alike that the fight for
independent living, home and 
community-based services, 
and full civil integration is a hard-
won promise that must be 
continuously defended.

During the month of August,
we will be hosting a virtual book 
club reading of her wonderful 
memoir, "Being Heumann”’ 
on Zoom. Come join us as we 
discuss the work of this 
amazing advocate!

A Novel Idea
Our Virtual Book Club Reading

by Nicole Grabner, President One Voice Brevard 



August Voting Information
by Nicole Grabner

While August is officially called a primary
election, it’s so much more than a prep step
for November. For local families, it’s often the
most powerful election of the entire year! 

A common myth is that primary voting is only
for people registered with major political
parties. The truth is, every single registered
voter, including those with No Party Affiliation
(NPA) or minor parties, has a seat at the table.
Important nonpartisan races, like school
board members, local judges, and city council
seats, appear on everyone’s ballot, alongside
key community referendums that impact our
neighborhoods.

What makes this August election so special is
that many of these key positions are decided
outright before November ever arrives. When
a nonpartisan candidate wins a simple
majority in August, they take office—making
this election our primary opportunity to
choose the leaders who shape our children's
daily lives. School board members guide our
classrooms, educational programs, and
district resources, while local judges make
decisions that touch our community's safety
and well-being. Because turnout in August is
typically much lower than in November, your
single family's vote holds incredible power.
Let’s make sure our collective voice is heard
this August!

For more information about voting in Brevard County, please see:  https://www.votebrevard.gov/

P R I M A R Y  E L E C T I O N  D A T EP R I M A R Y  E L E C T I O N  D A T E

AUGUST 18, 2026AUGUST 18, 2026

Accessible Voting in Florida: Quick Guide:
1. Your Rights Are Protected

Private & Independent: You have the legal right
to vote privately and independently.
No Medical Explanations Needed: You never
have to explain or prove your disability to poll
workers to receive support or
accommodations.

2. Choose How You Want to Vote
In-Person (Early Voting or Election Day): Every
polling site must be physically accessible and
feature at least one accessible ballot-marking
device (like an ExpressVote) with screen
readers, audio prompts, large text, and
adaptive inputs.
From Home (Accessible Vote-by-Mail): You
can request a mail-in ballot (deadline August
6, 2026).

3. You Can Bring Help
You are allowed to bring anyone you trust (a
family member, friend, or caregiver) into the
voting booth to assist you.
Only exception: Your helper cannot be your
boss or a union representative.
You can also ask two poll workers for
assistance if you go alone.

Need Help or Have Questions? Contact your local
Supervisor of Elections or call the Disability Rights
Florida Voter Hotline at 1-877-352-7337.



At the most recent Statewide Family Care Council (FCC) meeting, a formal presentation given by APD’s acting General
Counsel, Erin Dunca, discussed recent concerns surrounding the Texas vs. Kennedy case, U.S. v. Florida court case,
and the recent Department of Justice (DOJ) Olmstead memo.

A full recording and slides presented at this meeting will be uploaded to the FCC website.  Also, APD hopes to have the
FCC Guide ready to publish sometime in early August.

To register for the next Area 7 meeting, please click here:
https://meet.goto.com/FCCFlorida/area-7-family-care-council-meeting

To apply for services, please click the following link (the application is online):

https://applynow.apd.myflorida.com/

To see the newly launched “Roadmap to Family Resources,” click here:

https://apd.myflorida.com/resources.htm

To see APD’s newly launched Crisis Review Guide, click here:

https://apd.myflorida.com/services/crisisguide.htm

Family Care Council Updates
by Nicole Grabner

Current pre-enrollment numbers:

To see the full report published on 28 July: 
https://apd.myflorida.com/publications/reports/docs/Preenrollment%20Website%20Reporting%202026
0728.pdf



With Florida public schools kicking off the new academic year on August 10, families
across the state are shifting into high gear to prepare for the return to the classroom.
For parents of children with special needs, this transition often brings a complex mix
of hope and anxiety as they navigate IEP adjustments, sensory accommodations, and
familiarizing staff with their child’s unique strengths. With the ESE population of
Brevard County schools at over 14,000 (or roughly 20%), how prepared are families
feeling for this coming school year?

Family Corner

“W are very nervous where to
put our son. He’s only 5,

nonverbal, and we had a bad
experience in Pre-K, so we are

looking at private school options
this year.” - Francis 

“Last year we had a horrible
experience with our son, and now
the school is trying to put him in a
self-contained classroom with no
notice. We aren’t sure what to do.”

- Sue

“We like our school and our daughter has done well
there for the past three years, but we just got told that

her previous accomodations might not be available
this year. We aren’t sure who to speak with to figure out

how to make sure she keeps receiving the
accomodations she needs.” - Kim

“We had a great teacher and para last year, but I’m not
sure now that we have transitioned schools to middle
school. I know that there will be all-new routines and

schedules, but I wish there had been some kind of
example class over the summer so we could get an
idea of what to expect. I had a friend who told me I
need to make sure to double-check our IEP when

school starts, so we’ll be looking at that.” - Ron



Monthly Art Submission

This month’s submission is from Olivia, who is 14.
She painted this at the most recent “Speak

Through The Arts” class with The Parker
Foundation.



Bill Buzz
By: Nicole Grabner, Director, One Voice

Brevard

While the Florida Capitol may seem quiet
outside of legislative session, grassroots
advocacy never takes a summer holiday.
Between state agencies quietly drafting new
rules, budget allocations taking effect, and
public comment windows opening for federal
and state policy shifts, decisions impacting
our families are being made year-round.
Staying engaged during these summer and fall
months is often where we have the greatest
opportunity to shape how laws are actually
implemented in our everyday lives.

To help keep our community informed and
empowered, we’ve put together a new
advocacy tracker. 

Over the past few months, there have been
several critical alerts, from proposed policy
changes to key opportunities for public input,
and this tracker will serve as our attempt to
keep up to date with all the alerts out there. 

Whether it’s celebrating a win, raising
awareness on a concern, or highlighting an
urgent call to action, this tool will hopefully
help us navigate policy updates together, step
by step.

*Note: The Public Comment window for the
new Interim Medicaid work requirements Rule
will have closed at the time of this publication
(window closed on 31 July).

*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

We still need help making phone calls, sending emails and sending letters to ask that the State of Florida, withdraw
from it’s lawsuit, Texas vs. Kennedy.

*To sign our Change.org petition, please click here: 
https://www.change.org/p/ask-the-state-of-florida-to-withdraw-from-504-lawsuit



Bill Buzz, Part 3
By: Nicole Grabner, Director, One Voice

Brevard

We could use some help sending calls and emails to your Congressional Representative as well as our two State
Senators, Rick Scott and Ashley Moody, in opposition to H.R. 8736.

Dear Congressman/woman/Senator [Name],
I am writing as a constituent and family member of an individual with a disability to
express my opposition to the Restoration of Employment Choice for Adults with
Disabilities Act (H.R. 8736).

While the bill is presented as expanding employment choice, I am concerned that it would
weaken important protections designed to help young adults with disabilities pursue
competitive, integrated employment. Specifically, the legislation would lower the age at
which individuals can enter subminimum wage employment from 24 to 18, reducing
opportunities for transition services, vocational rehabilitation, career counseling, and
other supports intended to help individuals achieve meaningful employment in their
communities.

For decades, disability advocates, self-advocates, families, employers, and policymakers
have worked to increase access to competitive integrated employment and move away
from outdated systems that segregate individuals with disabilities and pay wages below
the federal minimum wage. Young adults with disabilities deserve the same opportunities
to explore careers, develop skills, and earn fair wages as their peers.

As a family member, I want my loved one and all individuals with disabilities to be valued
for their abilities and provided opportunities to reach their full potential.

We should invest in employment supports, job coaching, transportation, and workforce
development programs that help individuals succeed in integrated settings, rather than
expanding pathways to subminimum-wage employment. Florida has made significant
investments in employment initiatives through the Agency for Persons with Disabilities
and Vocational Rehabilitation, and I believe federal policy should reinforce these efforts
rather than undermine them.

I respectfully urge you to oppose H.R. 8736 and support policies that promote fair wages,
community inclusion, and competitive integrated employment for people with
disabilities.

Thank you for your time and consideration.
Sincerely,
[Name]
[City, State]



Bill Buzz, Part 4
By: Nicole Grabner, Director, One Voice

Brevard
In response to the recent opinion letter published by the Department of Justice regarding home and community-
based services, we could use your help making calls (and emails) to your Congressman/woman.

The Honorable [Representative's Name]
 United States House of Representatives
 Washington, DC 20515

Dear Congressman/Congresswoman [Last Name],

I am writing as the parent, family member, caregiver, or self-advocate of a person with a disability to express my
concern regarding the recent U.S. Department of Justice opinion addressing the Americans with Disabilities Act
(ADA), the Olmstead decision, and home- and community-based services (HCBS).

Like many families, our goal is simple: we want our loved one to have the opportunity to live safely, with dignity, and
as independently as possible in their community. Home- and community-based services make that possible by
providing supports such as personal care, employment services, transportation, respite, therapies, and other
assistance that help individuals remain in their homes rather than unnecessary institutional settings.  For more than
25 years, the Supreme Court's Olmstead decision has affirmed that people with disabilities should receive services in
the most integrated setting appropriate to their needs. While the recent DOJ opinion does not change the law, it
raises concerns about how these important civil rights protections may be interpreted and enforced in the future.

Community living should never be viewed as an optional benefit that states may choose to provide when
convenient. It is the means by which millions of Americans with disabilities exercise the same freedoms that others
often take for granted—the freedom to choose where they live, pursue employment, build relationships, and
participate fully in community life.

For families like mine, these supports are not a luxury. They help prevent unnecessary institutionalization, reduce
caregiver burnout, and allow people with disabilities to contribute to their communities. When families receive the
right supports, individuals are more likely to work, volunteer, attend school, and live fulfilling lives.  Unfortunately,
many states, including Florida, continue to have long waiting lists for home- and community-based services. Families
often wait years for assistance while doing everything they can to keep their loved ones safe at home. Weakening the
commitment to community integration sends the wrong message at a time when many families are already struggling
to access the services they need.

I respectfully ask you to continue supporting the principles established by the ADA and Olmstead by protecting
federal funding for home- and community-based services, strengthening community supports, and ensuring that
people with disabilities have the opportunity to live, work, and thrive in their communities.  Please continue to
support policies that recognize community living as a fundamental civil right and protect the dignity, independence,
and inclusion of people with disabilities.

Thank you for your service and for considering the concerns of families like mine. I appreciate your leadership and
respectfully ask for your continued support of policies that strengthen, not weaken, the rights of people with
disabilities.

Thank you for your time and consideration.
Sincerely,
[Name]
[City, State]

*For more information, please check:  https://dredf.org/we-belong-in-the-community-not-in-institutions/



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



 Community Playdate for children 5 and under, sponsored by Early Steps.  Held every 4  Thursday of the month.  August’s event is Thursday, 27
August, from 9 - 10:30 a.m.  at the Children’s Center, 5650 Washington Avenue, Titusville.  RSVP required.  See flyer for additional details.

th

Early Steps Breakfast Support Group, the first and third Fridays of the month on  7 August  from 10:00 - 11:30  at Cracker Barrel, 1117 Palm Bay Road,
Palm Bay and on 21 August from 9:30 - 11:00 at My Island Smokehouse, 4885 US 1, Cocoa.  See flyer.

Down Syndrome Association of Brevard presents two Music Therapy classes.  Class 1 is open to ages 11 and over on Wednesdays, from 5:00 p.m. to
6:00 p.m.  (closed group).  Class 2 is open to ages 0-10 (open to siblings) on Thursdays, from 4:00 to 4:45 p.m.  For more information, go to
https://dsabrevard.org/events/

2026 Family Community Listening Session, by Family Care Council Area 4, Wednesday, August 19 , from 12-1.  Scan QR code of flyer to register.th

UCF CARD presents “Breathe and Be: A Mindfulness Skill Lab” on the 1  Monday of every month from 6:30 - 7:30 via Zoom. August’s event will be on
Monday, August 3    Registration required via Eventbrite.  See Flyer.

st

rd

Bright Path Education offers Home Education Co-Op for ages 5-12.  Opened in January.  See flyer for additional information. 

Art classes and workshops provided by Arts For All Studio, weekdays and evenings.  Pre-registration is required.  See flyer for additional details.

Early Steps sponsors a free Community Play Date for children under 5 every fourth Wednesday of the month from 9-10:30 at the Children’s Center,
5650 S. Washington Avenue, Titusville.  This month’s play date will be on August 26     Spaces are limited.  RSVP to Mary:  321-292-1370.  See flyer for
more info. 

th

Early Steps also sponsors a free play group at various locations and times throughout the month.  See flyer or contact Mary at 321-292-1370 for more
information.

From UCF CARD, “Caregiver of Adults and Soon-To Be Adults”.  Free monthly resources and discussion group for parents of adults and late teens on
the autism spectrum.  Wednesdays from 6:30 - 8:00 p.m. via Zoom.  See QR Code on flyer to  register.

UCF CARD and PALS co-sponsor the monthly Brevard Community Connect, at the Field of Dreams, 3053 Fell Rd West, Melbourne.  August’s event
will be Friday, August 28 ,  from 4:30 p.m. to 6:30 p.m.  RSVP is required.  Scan QR code on flyerth

UCF CARD presents Adults With ASD Forum via Zoom on the firstThursday of every month from 3:00 - 4:00 p.m. and the 3  Thursday of every
month from 7:00 p.m. - 8:00 p.m August’s events are on August 6 and August 20th.   .  Registration required. See flyer.

rd

th 

Join the NAMI Neurodivergent Support Group on-line meeting held every 4  Thursday of the month. August’s meeting will be held on the 27th of
August at 11:00.  Scan QR Code of flyer to register.

th

One Voice Helping Hands Conference, Saturday, August 29 , Melbourne Auditorium, 625 Hibiscus Blvd, Melbourne. Watch this space for more
information.

th

The Arc of Florida presents a Provider Forum on Tuesday, August 4 , starting at 11:00 a.m. Registration required.  See flyer.th

 Strong Parents, Strong Voices presents Caregiver Relief and Resource Connection Event on Saturday, August 22, from 11:00 - 3:00, at the Boyanton
Beach Police Dept Community Room, 2100 High Ridge Rd, Boynton Beach.

Veteran’s Town Hall held on Friday, August 7th, from 1:00 - 4:00 at 13800 Veteran’s Way, Orlando, Fl. See f;uer for  additional info.

Universityof Florida provides Mental Health First Aid Training on Thursday, August 20 , from 9:00 to 4:00.  Registration is required.  See flyer for
additional details.

th

Save the Date:  Brevard Autism Coalition along with One Voice Coalition Florida presents the 13  Annual Brevard Uncorked Wine Gala on Friday,
November 6 , from 6-10 p.m. at the Hotel Melby.  Watch this space for more information.

th

th

Save the Date:  Community Partnership for Kids presents the second annual Teddy Bear Picnic in the Park on Saturday, October the 10 .  Watch this
space for more information.

th

Save the Date:  Disability Candidate Forum, Friday, 2 October, at Hotel Melby in Melbourne, Fl.  Brought to you by Once Voice Coalition, Florida.
Watch this space for more information. 

Save the Date:  Free Screening of CRIP Camp on Friday, 18 September, from 5-9 p.m. at the Premium Theaters, 1800 W. Hibiscus, Melbourne.  For
information contact info@oncevoicebrevard.com 

MON TUE WED THU FRI SAT

August Events
International Assistance Dog Week
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