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Testimony of Briana Bevins
To the Joint Committee on Education
June 6, 2013
RE: HB 481
Dear Chairpersons and Committee Members,

Thank you for giving me the opportunity to address you on House Bill 481: An Act expanding inclusive transition programs for students with severe disabilities.  My name is Briana Bevins and I am a member of the Massachusetts Developmental Disabilities Council.  The Council is mandated by federal law to identify laws and policies that improve the system of supports for individuals with developmental disabilities and their families.  The Council brings together lawmakers and advocates to make sure people with developmental disabilities are included in public policy decisions.  The Council works with legislators and policymakers to serve as an impartial educational resource to inform public policy at both state and federal levels to better meet the needs of individuals with developmental disabilities and their families.
HB 481 would give students with severe disabilities who are in high school and between the ages of 18 to 22, more opportunities to take classes at community colleges and universities through the Inclusive Concurrent Enrollment (ICE) program.  It will ensure students with severe disabilities both attend classes and are fully integrated into the life of the community college or university.  Students in the program will receive the supports they require in a higher education environment.  Teachers, faculty and personnel who interact with students in the program will receive training and technical assistance on how to include program participants in classroom and campus activities. There will also be an advisory board including former or current students of the ICE program that will help oversee implementation of the program.  These students will be able to use their positive and negative experiences to educate the board on what works and what does not in the program.
Currently, I am a student at Northern Essex Community College majoring in Human Services.  At Northern Essex, I am having a very positive experience. I have aides in all my classes that support me.  My aides read information to me and take notes for me.  Sometimes I need technology like computers or screen readers to help me during class and Northern Essex provides me with them.  I communicate with professors and other administrators at the school so they know what supports I need to be successful.  I have been lucky to have such a positive experience at Northern Essex.  I was not as lucky at another college I went to before where I did not receive the same support. I struggled and ultimately ended up leaving that college because they did not provide me with the supports I needed to be a successful student.

As you can see, I had two very different experiences in college-one positive and one negative.  I am not a participant in the ICE program, but I realize expanding the ICE program would allow more students with severe disabilities to have positive college experiences. The training teachers and faculty would receive as well as the use of the advisory board would allow students to receive the supports they need to be included on campus and participate in higher education.  More colleges would be aware of the needs of students with disabilities and better understand how to meet those needs.  Attending college is a meaningful experience and a rite of passage for many students finishing high school and entering adulthood.   Young adult students receiving special education services deserve to share the same experiences as their same-aged non-disabled peers.  With the ICE program, the college experience can put students with severe disabilities on the path to success in their adult years.
 I know the limits that would be placed on my future employment prospects if I did not attend college.  I don’t want to work in a sheltered workshop because I can do more than those jobs expect of me.   After college, I want to have a real job and be an advocate for all people with disabilities.  I have been told too many times about all the things I cannot do. People did not think I could go to college. Well, I am going to college. With the proper combination of supports, I can succeed and I can’t wait to show the people who doubted me how wrong they were about my abilities.
In summary, the Massachusetts Developmental Disabilities Council supports House Bill 481.  The Council supports policy initiatives that help people with developmental disabilities lead successful lives in their communities.  We applaud Representative Sannicandro for introducing such an important piece of legislation and thank members of the Joint Committee on Education for your continued support on behalf of people with developmental disabilities.
Thank You,
Briana Bevins
Member, The Massachusetts Developmental Disabilities Council
Student, Northern Essex Community College
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