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        we regularly identified his strengths, weaknesses, challenges 
and needs; we were always determined for him to achieve 
despite his disability.  Lucky for us and his IEP team, Jake’s 
positive attitude helped fuel our combined efforts.  This 
optimism served Jake well.

Jake is the oldest of our three children.   He started life 
in a very typical way, and he was a fairly “easy going” infant.  
His first 12 months seemed on track for meeting milestones.  
His language and walking, however, developed a bit late.  
Looking back now, his fine motor skills, play schemes, and 
other developmental milestones were somewhat delayed, too, 
but since he was a first child, we didn’t realize the combined 
significance of this.   Still, it wasn’t until a cousin - a mother of 3 
active boys herself, took me aside to share her observations of 
Jake that I realized his development was not progressing as it 
should.  Jake was almost 3 years old that day, slightly anxious 
and uneasy while attending a busy outdoor family celebration.  
Ariel, the little mermaid character, was a celebrated guest at 
the party, but as she busily greeted excited children, Jake 
pulled away.  Kids of all ages played, laughed and enjoyed the 
fun.  However, Jake was uncomfortable when in the mix, neither 
relaxed nor happy.  My cousin reasoned out loud that Jake 
should be “running with the pack, not away from the pack, at 
this point”.  This made me stop, think, listen and shed a little 
tear.  She offered to introduce me to her neighbor, whose son 
had received early intervention services through the 
Montgomery County Intermediate Unit (MCIU).  The MCIU, I 
wondered; what was that?  I was nervous, but willing to make a 
call.  I had so many questions; I was curious and needed 
information.  The contact propelled me forward to seek 
evaluations for Jake.  One of the first things I humbly learned 
was how multi-faceted play skills were, and so I began to 
evaluate Jake on those terms and others. 
 Jake’s early intervention services in a MCIU pre-school 
classroom began just after age three.  His formal diagnosis 
followed.  I recall feeling like I could have been knocked down 
by a feather the day we received the diagnosis: Autism.  While it 
came as somewhat of a shock at the time, we also felt a bit of 
relief.  The diagnosis explained so much of what we had 
experienced from the time Jake was a toddler:  repetitive 
behaviors, unusual speech patterns, uneasiness in crowds, 
sensitivity to loud noises, and avoidance of social interaction.  
The CHoP Neurologist, sensing both our concern and 
earnestness, was very matter-of-fact when he rendered his 
diagnosis.  He wasn’t afraid of offending us, he said, since he 
could tell we really wanted to help our son.  When asked about 
Jake’s future, he said not to rule anything out.  There was so 
much now for my husband, Jon and I, to do. We became 
determined to immerse ourselves in exploring many options for 
Jake, since we knew that raising Jake would require lots of 
additional parental support and involvement.  Despite demands 
of a busy, growing family, we continued to seek advice from  
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specialists, therapists, and others who were committed to his growth 
and development.  Jake remained in a MCIU classroom until 
approached 4th grade.  We were encouraged by our district’s special 
education supervisor to bring Jake back to the district’s program.  
They were hiring an Autistic Support teacher, and we were assured 
that there would be qualified staff to support his transition.  It was a 
difficult decision for us, since we had a long and trusted relationship 
with the MCIU.  The move proved to be a pivotal step ahead for Jake.  
He had an innovative, forward-thinking case manager, engaged 
teachers, and committed staff, who encouraged him to feel happy at 
his community school.  He spent most of his remaining years fully 
mainstreamed, with some instructional adaptations.

On school nights, for many years, we would spend hours at 
the kitchen table tutoring and supporting Jake’s academic efforts.  
Throughout Jake’s journey, my husband and I never missed jointly 
attending Back to School Nights, teacher conferences, and IEP 
meetings.  We tried never to miss an opportunity where we could 
exhibit our interest and enthusiasm for our son’s education.  We 
challenged team strategy whenever we felt we needed to, but 
collaborated constructively on everything.  Each year, we set new 
goals for Jake both academically and personally.  We wrote goals 
down, and shared them with Jake and his team.  By high school, we 
we wrote a vision statement for Jake every 
year on services we felt he needed and what 
we hoped he could strive for in school, 
transition and employment goals.  As 
adulthood   neared,  we  met  twice a  year  to 
employment goals.  As adulthood neared, we met twice a year to plan 
his transition program and employment goals.  We made Jake an 
integral part of those planning sessions.  He had a participatory role, 
as all students should whenever possible, and steadily grew his skills 
and confidence for attending his meetings. 
 In middle and high school, Jake routinely earned academic 
honors, joined clubs, did service work and even got involved in 
leadership activities.  He had many memorable experiences, both in 
classes as well as in clubs like Best Buddies, Orientation Leaders, and 
National Honor Society.  In his personal life, Jake is active in his 
church and has also earned the rank of Eagle Scout.  Throughout this 
period, he remained hopeful and positive; willing to cooperate and 
apply himself.

In 2015, Jake proudly graduated with his class.  He is about to 
complete his second full year of transition-exploring job studies and 
taking elective courses ranging from pre-calculus to Working and 
Living Skills. Through the six years at his local high school, he was 
always eager and optimistic about attending school every single day.  
He had many excellent teachers and growth experiences.   His 
independence   blossomed   and  he  developed  self-advocacy  skills. 
Recently, while anticipating the end of high school, and reflecting on 
his journey, Jake said “All good things must come to an end.”  Again, 
he showed us that hint of optimism in his thinking.   It is a tribute to all 
involved that Jake feels so great about his school experience.  He’s 
actually the most optimistic person we know.  Throughout his life, 
he’s been described as hopeful, cheerful and positive.  Surely, a 
person’s optimism can take them far in life.  Jake is a young adult 
now; soon to be 21 years old. He works nearly full time, washing 
dishes at a nearby assisted living facility.  Our collective optimism and 
his glass half-full view on life has served him well, both in and out of 
the classroom.  


