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A Test of Resilience
Special Ed During SIP
BY SUKI WESSLING

Interested in hearing more? Check the end of the 
article for a link to our podcast of the full interview!

The January opening of Leo’s Haven, 
the new inclusive playground in Santa 
Cruz, was a milestone for children in 
our community. But Leo’s Haven closes 
where this story starts: When parents 
and teachers of students with special 
needs found out that they were going to 
have to shelter in place in mid-March.

“I still really haven’t processed that 
loss,” says Trisha Potts, who spearheaded 
the campaign to create a playground 
where her son, who uses a wheelchair, 
could play equally with his peers. 
”Families who had been isolated because 
of barriers that they’d find at other 
playgrounds were coming together and 
just hanging out.” 

Connection is important for families 
who have children with special needs. 
Their children have special medical, 
social, and educational needs that can be 
exhausting and expensive. Special needs 
parenting is so difficult that the Special 
Parents Information Network (SPIN) was 
developed to help parents, not students.

“We became therapists for everybody,” 
explains Cece Pinheiro, the executive 
director for SPIN, remembering back to 
when the schools were suddenly closed. 
“We have families with small children 
and they couldn’t leave them at home 
and go to work, and having a special 
needs kid on top of that!”

SPIN took immediate action. It 
turned out that they had already created 
emergency backpacks for their families, 
so Cece donned a mask and gloves and 
went on the road. “[The backpacks] 
actually have hand sanitizer and toilet 
paper in them—we didn’t know it would 
be such a popular item!”

The families struggled with everything 
that challenged all families, but even 
more so. At Trisha’s house, the beginning 
was definitely rocky.

“When the world fell apart on an 
educational level, I really noticed how 
back of the line our children got shoved. 
Everybody was just trying to survive, 
and they were trying to meet the needs 
of the majority.”

Rebecca York is a post-senior Special 
Ed teacher with the County Office of 
Education. She had recently returned 
to work from maternity leave, and she 
remembers it as a particularly difficult 
year even before SIP. She leads day classes 
for developmentally disabled young 
adults, and usually, their focus is being 
out in the community, developing skills.

“We were all on our toes for the first few 
days, not knowing what the future was 
to hold,” Becka explains. “There wasn’t 
a whole lot of direction in terms of what 
[the administration] wanted specifically.”

Special education includes all the 
usual components of education, but 
the “special” part is to provide whatever 

support or remediation students might 
need. In the case of Becka’s students, 
that means learning the skills that will 
allow them to lead their adult lives as 
independently as possible. Her students 
get paid to help out at restaurants and 
grocery stores through a WorkAbility 
Grant, and much of Becka’s job is to 
respond to the challenges that they face.

Having to stay home and use a 
computer was a challenge they had 
never faced, so Becka and her co-workers 
walked them through the process on the 
phone. Then they had to get creative.

“Their vocational goal was to follow 
a schedule of tasks at their job site”—
where they were no longer able to go. 
“Now they’re following a visual schedule 
at home to do their daily tasks that I’ve 
assigned to them.”

Becka found that not only did 
her students eventually master the 
technology, but that she and her 
colleagues now see the benefit in helping 
them learn these skills. They’re planning 
to integrate more tech once they’re back 
in the classroom.

Meanwhile, Trisha was home with 
her three children, trying to provide 
the education that is usually provided 
through three IEPs (Individualized 
Education Programs), while also doing 
her own work. It was hard, she admits, 
but also rewarding.

“I found that my son was a whole lot 
more delightful than I thought he was!” 
she jokes. “He deals with extreme ADHD. 
I send him off to school well-medicated 
and oftentimes I get him back after a 
long day and his focus is not so great. 
We were actually able to engineer some 
breakthroughs because I had the time.”

Educators noticed that the usual 
boundaries between the formality of 
school and the informality of home broke 
down. In some ways, this was difficult 
and exposed the inequities of our society. 

Cece could see that the parents served 
by SPIN were frustrated at best—and 
often in anguish having to choose 
between earning money to feed their 
families while risking their health, and 
staying home to care for their at-risk 
kids but not being able to provide for 
them. She asked them to focus on their 
families’ needs, and let her take on some 
of the burden.

“The big picture is my job, to talk 
to school district administrators, our 
legislators, senators, assembly people, 
our county board of supervisors and city 
councils,” Cece explains. “We need to 
become our own advocates. We’re in an 
impossible situation and advocacy really 
equals voting.”

Becka noticed that her students’ parents 
relied on her more once the boundary 
between school and home was breached.

“I feel like teachers became therapists 
or counselors, we were another shoulder 

to cry on,” Becka says. “I let parents know, 
just text me anytime—I’m home anyway!”

Everyone in special education is 
watching the road ahead warily. While 
school districts try to figure out how 
they can possibly provide basic services 
to typically developing children, special 
education services are likely to be pushed 
even further to the edge of the crisis. 

Trisha expects a fight ahead.
“I understand we were in a crisis 

situation and kudos to the teachers for 
doing what they could,” she says. “But this 
is our new reality. How are we going to set 
up our schools in a meaningful way for our 
students with special needs when there’s 
so much emphasis that’s going to need to 
be placed on getting schools set up for kids 
that don’t have IEPs?” 

Cece believes that for one, the fight to get 
back what has been lost starts with taking 
care of ourselves. “I get to get up and walk 
the dog every day and start my day out in 
nature,” she says. “I tend to be a ‘human 
doing’ rather than a ‘human being’!” I think 
when the dust settles we’re going to value 
our human connection more.”

Becka sees the silver lining in getting 
more time at home with her baby, and 
sharing her home life with her students. 
“When we are back together we will have 
this even stronger sense of community,” 
she predicts.

In many ways, though, what’s coming 
will seem familiar to families of children 
with special needs. Every step of their 
children’s education has been a challenge 
that has asked them to give them the 
most they could.

“One of the things that teachers and 
parents and children with disabilities 
have is resilience,” Trisha explains. “We 
have the ability to bounce back—our 
worlds have ended multiple times.” 

Listen to our podcast of this interview! 
tinyurl.com/GUISCSpecialEd2020

 Suki Wessling is a local writer, 
teacher, and musician, and is the 
mother of two college students. Read 
more at www.SukiWessling.com.

We are living through tough times 
right now all over the world. Sure, 
we haven’t been asked to make the 
sacrifices people had to make in bigger 
catastrophes. Other generations would 
laugh at our “problems,” like being asked 
to wear masks or to stay home and watch 
Netflix, but we are also seeing firsthand 
the plight of losing the business you 
loved and built as the economy goes into 
a tailspin.

Like most, we are shaking our heads 
trying to awaken from a bad dream and 
wondering what will come next and how 
we will deal with it.

The good news is that our community 
is filled with loving souls who are 
glad to help each other and with a few 
exceptions, want to follow the rules to 
make sure everyone stays healthy.  We 
know we are in the same boat and are 
doing what we can to help each other.  
For that, we give thanks.

And now we are putting out our fifth 
issue since the virus crisis took over in 
earnest, which is part miracle, part labor 
of love.  We have an amazing staff, many 
of whom have been here for decades, 
trying to keep the community informed 
about what’s open, what things families 
can do and how to best educate kids and 
their parents. In these times information 
has never been more important.

In this month’s issue you will learn 
what precautions you should take for 
your kids to get swimming lessons.  If 
you’ve adopted a pet during shelter-in-
place, we have an expert with training 
tips. We have an important story about 
the Autism Network and the valuable 
services it supplies. We also have tips on 
helping special education students when 
there is no school and one on how to use 
computer screens with good intention 
during the crisis.

There’s a fun story inside about a kid 
living his dream by opening a sports 
collectible store with his dad. And finally, 
we have the winners of our pet and kid 
photo contest. 

Nicole Young wrote a timely story on 
how to raise kids without racism. It’s a 
must read. There’s also some first-hand 
reporting from students who are leading 
the protests against racism and police 
brutality. They tell us what they think 
without an adult filter.

In short, we are the place for a 
demographic that is all too often overlooked 
in local media—families. We want to share 
information with and about families raising 
kids and grandkids in a community that 
has so many other concerns, but none more 
important than this.

Brad Kava, Jennifer Ford 
and Steve Dinnen
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Editor’s Note

SPIN was able to support and cheer their families with emergency backpack deliveries. Photo by SPIN

PARENTING

About the Cover
Sisters Claire and Ella along with their 

dog Maisy are July's Pet Photo contest 
winners!  We had so many adorable pictures 

we couldn't resist putting them on the back 
cover. Thank you to everyone who submitted 
photos and voted on our website.

Even small changes can make  
a BIG difference.

Triple P is a scientifically-proven, world-renowned 
positive parenting program available to families in Santa 
Cruz County.

Triple P strategies address a wide range of parenting  
challenges by providing a toolbox of easy-to-use tips.

Find a full schedule of Triple P tips and classes  
at triplep.first5scc.org.

This program is made possible through a partnership between 
First 5 Santa Cruz County, Santa Cruz County Health Services 
Agency (MHSA – Prop 63 funds) & Santa Cruz County Human 
Services Department.

I n f o r m at I o n :  first 5 Santa Cruz County 831.465.2217 
         triplep@first5scc.org  •  triplep.first5scc.org
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Back to School Guide
Mythbuster’s Kari Byron
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Find July’s
Special Needs GUIDE

on Our Website
GrowingUpSc.com


