This is WBAA Weekend Magazine, I’m Ariel VanCleeve.  Joining me in the studio are Donna Roberts and Kathy Boswell who are both program specialists with INSOURCE and for those of us who don’t know what INSOURCE is, Kathy, we’ll start with you.  Can you explain the organization.

KATHY BOSWELL:

INSOURCE is Indiana Resource Center for Families With Special Needs.  It was actually founded in 1975 by a group of concerned parents who had children with disabilities.  In 1975 we saw the first federal law enacted that provided for education for children with special needs and contained within that law was a requirement that all states provide or have available a parent training and information center and in 1980 this group of parents that got together as a group got the contract, if you will, through the federal government to be that parent and information center for the state and we have maintained it ever since.

ARIEL VANCLEEVE:

What do you do for people?

KATHY BOSWELL:

Well, parents call us certainly, usually they’re parents that have children with special needs.  They’re often frustrated and confused by some of the services that are being offered or perhaps not being offered to their children, so they call with a lot of questions and looking for help.  Obviously we train parents, that’s part of the parent training __, so we do a lot of training throughout the state, educating parents about our special education law, which is Article 7.  We provide support services.  Sometimes we can attend case conferences with parents to kind of back them up and to guide the process.  We’re not attorneys, nor do we represent ourselves as such, but all of us that work for INSOURCE have experience with special education because our children, most of us have had children with special needs and so we’ve gotten our experience kind of “hand-on”.  

ARIEL VANCLEEVE:

How does a parent get into contact with INSOURCE?  Donna, if you want to start.

DONNA ROBERTS:

There’s a couple of ways a parent can get in contact with INSOURCE.  We have an 800 number which is 1-800-332-4433 and that’s in South Bend and they can call that number and they will get them into contact with regional staff closest to them because we serve a certain amount of counties.  Also, on the back of the Notice of Procedural Safeguards, there is information for parent advocates and we’re on the back of that and how to contact the agency.  Sometimes the providers for the different agencies have us like a psychiatrist, psychologist, speech therapist, outside services like that, other parents who have used us give out our phone numbers, our local ones.

ARIEL VANCLEEVE:

It there a charge for this service?  Anything along those lines, Kathy?

KATHY BOSWELL:

No, our services are free.  Like I said, we do a lot of trainings and we do try to stress to parents and professionals that the information is out there and we’re more than happy to work with them and that goes for answering phone calls or attending case conferences as well.

ARIEL VANCLEEVE:

You mentioned South Bend, but obviously there are regions that can use your services as well.  Could you talk about what areas that you guys could actually work with and who you can help throughout the state?

KATHY BOSWELL:

We have many regional representatives like Donna and myself throughout the state.  Our main office is located in South Bend.  There are six full time regional staff members up there to answer phone calls and provide assistance and they typically will refer parents from the different areas throughout the state to that local representative, that local specialist.  So, I happen to serve the south half of Lake County plus Newton, Jasper and Pulaski.  Donna has responsibility to other counties including Tippecanoe.  

ARIEL VANCLEEVE:

There’s something that’s called an RPR.  Could one of you explain what exactly an RPR is?

DONNA ROBERTS:

It’s a regional parent resource.  We have a three-day training that we offer to parents who would like to become volunteers for our organization that they can then help another parent with information or go a case conference with them or help them write letters or just do whatever they need to do.

ARIEL VANCLEEVE:

How does somebody become an RPR?

KATHY BOSWEL:

They are required to have a child with special needs so that they’ve already got that hands-on experience, have some experience that way.  It is indeed a three-day training, as Donna had mentioned.  We ask them to commit three days and we pretty fully immerse them in Article 7, Indiana Special Education rules.  We also help them to learn some advocacy skills so that they cannot only help themselves but help any of the families that they might need to be working with.  The parent-to-parent model has proven to be remarkably effective.  Basically that’s reaching out to other parents and saying, “Hey, I’ve been there.  I know what it’s like.  Let me help you” and that’s what the whole RPR Program is about.  We’re training parents who will then in turn volunteer to help other parents as well.  Parents are usually more comfortable working with someone that has similar experiences to theirs.

ARIEL VANCLEEVE:

Is there ever a chance when maybe someone is referred to you and do you make the effort to call them or notify them or offer up your services, anything like that or is it mainly a network where it’s word of mouth and they find you first?

KATHY BOSWELL:

I don’t know that we advertise per se, well, I guess maybe we do.  We set up booths at different fairs, transition events where we try to get our information out to the public so that parents know that we’re there and a lot of parents still don’t know about us even though as Donna said, we’re, our name is on the back of that notice of Procedural Safeguards that schools are required to give parents.  A lot of times it is simply word of mouth or a parent Googles Special Education and we pop up somewhere.  I also do get calls from mental health facilities, counselors, therapists that are working with families that have children with special needs and they will sometimes contact us with questions and they maybe refer the family on to us.  We do sometimes offer trainings at those facilities as well for their families.

ARIEL VANCLEEVE:

Is there a certain age group that you deal with?

DONNA ROBERTS:

We usually work with children from the age of 3 to 21 because that’s a school-aged child.  First Steps does a really good job with 1 and 2 year olds.  Once in a while we’ll get a child that’s getting ready to transition into the public schools so we will pick them up.  Once in a while we’ll get a young adult who’s been through the school system and is having problems with maybe Voc Rehab or some other kind of service that they need help with and they’ll call one of us.  A lot of times they already know us and know that we’ve worked with those kind of agencies and will call and say, “Can you help me figure out why they’re not wanting to work with me?”

KATHY BOSWELL:

You mentioned that until the age of 21, that’s right around college age, do you work with college age special needs children who maybe need that extra help, the extra effort to get themselves into university?

DONNA ROBERTS:

We do work with college age students and their parents.  We have, it’s called a College Survey, which has the different colleges in the state of Indiana, the different campuses all have different accommodations that they offer and we have a list of each one that we offer to the parents and also it’s on our website so we tell them how to find that.  We also make sure that they realize that Voc Rehab might help them with tuition if they contact them.  Things like that.  We also have the situation where once in a while we’ll have a student that needs to have more testing done and if they call us in 11th or 12th grade, a lot of times we’ll recommend that they go ahead and have the school redo the testing.  Not to prove eligibility, but to help them for college because they haven’t had that testing since maybe 3rd or 4th grade and they have to have newer testing entering college.

ARIEL VANCLEEVE:

What about those who maybe aren’t going to go to college?  Do you have any services that you provide for those who come out of high school but maybe either don’t want to go to college or aren’t prepared to go to college?

DONNA ROBERTS:

We have a Transition book.  It has the different services that a student usually can be eligible for and the different programs that they should look into.  How to contact Voc Rehab will come into it usually, we’ll suggest that they contact Voc Rehab and go through the process of doing an application, even if they think they won’t qualify because a lot of times they will, making sure that they tell them every disability that they might have, even if there’s a health issue they’re not sure might be eligibility-wise like migraines or seizures, things like that because a lot of times those will pick up where maybe a learning disability won’t, that’s not quite as severe.  We also make sure that they know about the Medicaid Waiver Program, but we need to do that for the younger child too because there’s a long waiting list in the state of Indiana.

ARIEL VANCLEEVE:

Um-huh.

DONNA ROBERTS:

There’s over a 10-year waiting list, but we try to make sure that they know that they need to be on the Medicaid Waiver list because right now when they exit at graduation, if they’re on the Medicaid Waiver list, they can get expedited waiver if they qualify, a service waiver.  

ARIEL VANCLEEVE:

Do you have any materials or information as far as Indiana state law and how parents can maneuver inside the law and how it’s going to either maybe hinder or benefit them in the end?

KATHY BOSWELL:

We have a website www.insource.org where we’ve got links to publications that parents can either scroll through to look at or they can actually download, or for some of the larger books that they can contact INSOURCE and a book can be sent to them.  We also offer on-line training now.  We have four modules that basically walk parents through the process, kind of start to finish, so without even leaving their home now, they can sit down, if they have a computer, and and go through it and with this on-line training it has the capacity for parents or others that are watching to actually type in a question and email it to INSOURCE where the question will be answered within 24 hours.  A certificate is provided at the end of each module, after they’ve completed the training as well.  Once you go to our website you’ll see that there’s many many resources there that are available to parents.  I’d also like to plug the fact that you can check on trainings that are being offered throughout the state and it will show you, and truly we are training throughout the entire state 

ARIEL VANCLEEVE:

Um-huh

KATHY BOSWELL:

And look for your area and see when a training is being offered and it gives you a link to actually sign up for it.

ARIEL VANCLEEVE:

So it’s sort of a treasure trove of information, is what it sounds like.

KATHY BOSWELL:

It is.

ARIEL VANCLEEVE:

You mentioned in the very beginning that a lot of the organization is sort of people who have special needs children, how did the two of you get involved with this organization?

DONNA ROBERTS:

I have three children with different disabilities and I needed information how to get their Special Ed rights.  Two of them started out in CDC in Rensalear and go some really good services there but then went into the public school in our area and I had trouble with the principal, trouble with getting anything started and I had to call INSOURCE to get some help, to get somebody to be able to go with me as, and I had an RPR at the time, and it was so nice to have somebody setting there with me that knew the law.  I knew the law too, but I was so nervous and I didn’t know if I was doing everything just right, so it was nice to have somebody setting there patting me on the back telling me, you know, I was doing things right and I wanted to become an RPR at that point too.  So, a few years later, when another training was offered in this area, I became an RPR and then became the first program specialist in this area.

ARIEL VANCLEEVE:

Kathy, what about you?

KATHY BOSWELL:

I was a foster parent for many years up north and several of the children that came through my home had special needs.  I had a teenager placed with us in the mid-90’s and I knew about INSOURCE, but I had no practical experience regarding Special Education, so, like Donna, I also contacted them.  I went through the three day RPR training, which was immensely helpful, because then I had to start going to these case conferences and felt al little bit, a little bit more prepared, to say the least.

ARIEL VANCLEEVE:

Um-huh.

KATHY BOSWELL:

And it was very gratifying with this one child in particular because even as a teenager that was reading at a very very low level, two years later he had upped his reading level to probably about an 8th grade leve.

ARIEL VANCLEEVE:

Wow.

KATHY BOSWELL:

And I don’t take credit for that, please understand that, but you know, a lot of hard work by a lot of people, that this is a child that actually at one point made the honor roll and I remember him saying, “I didn’t think things like this happened to kids like me.”  And I think, it just kind of burned my heart, you know

ARIEL VANCLEEVE:

Um-huh.

KATHY BOSWELL:

Burned within my heart at that point when I realized “this is a good thing.”

ARIEL VANCLEEVE:

Um-huh.

KATHY BOSWELL:

This is a good thing and just kind of took off from there.  I served as an RPR volunteer for about 10 years and about three years ago INSOURCE offered me a job as an employee and here I am.

ARIEL VANCLEEVE:

On those two very heartwarming stories, would be a great place to end the conversation.  I’ve been talking with Donna Roberts and Kathy Boswell.  They’re both program specialists for INSOURCE.  You can find out more about the organization at insource.org.  Thanks so much for coming in.

KATHY BOSWELL:

Thank you.

DONNA ROBERTS:

Thank you.

ARIEL VANCLEEVE:

You’re listening to WBAA Weekend Magazine.  I’m Ariel VanCleeve.

