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Before 2000, Roberson spent most of her days at

home asa full time mom to Nathan, now 21, Laurel,
19 and Katie, 17. Roberson and her husband |ody Hey
added Katie, who has a cognitive disability, to their
family of four through a special needs adoption.

"We already had two biological children and chose

to adopt a child who would have a harder time find-
ing a home. In the world of adoption, since Katie is
an African-American child with a disability, she was

considered hard to place. Although we knew Katie had
special needs, the details took a while to emerge. The

extent of her cognitive disabilities and hyperactivity
weren't immediately clear."

Roberson took Katie to Early Intervention once a

week at a nearby centeiuntil she was three. Roberson
would meet with a parents'support group while Katie
was having therapy in another part of the center.

"The other parents became my closest circle of
support. In those early years, it was very much about
just trying to get through the day. Katie had significant
behavioral issues, so the early years were the most
challenging. She was once expelled from a special
needs school, which was hard. I wasnt ready to take

Katie Roberson, 16 with the family dog, Animagus
named after the Harry Potter character.

on anything outside the family, so I just focused on
raising my childreni'

Eventually, Roberson, who has Bachelor's and
Master's degrees in English and creative writing,
worked as a one-on-one classroom aide. This allowed
her to be with her children after school and during the
summer.

In 2000, Roberson decided to tackle broader issues

by furthering her education. "When Katie was ten and
in a stable enough place, I went back to school."

Roberson thought about getting a degree in special

education, but chose to get a Master's degree in social
work instead. "Doing this was an outgrowth of par-
enting Katie. I come from a family of social workers,
and I think that made me choose that avenue to help
people with disabilitiesl'

In 2001, Roberson began a social work student
internship at the Somerset Arc. She joined Regional
Family Support Planning Council 5 in2002 to become
further involved in the disability field. That same year,

she began her second-year student internship at the
Elizabeth M. Boggs Center on Developmental Dis-
abilities in New Brunswick. The Boggs Center then
hired Roberson frrll time as a policy and information
coordinator.

That interest in policy led her to attend Partners in
Policymaking (Partners) in ZO0+. She graduated with
her Master's degree that same year."l dort't know what
I was thinking, doing both at the same time!" she said.
"When I went back to school, I knew I wanted to work
in the field of developmental disabilities. I originally
wanted to do counseling, but my thinking shifted and
I decided to do policy level work after attending a dis-
ability policy conference. The personal side of my life
feeds my interest in policyi'

Attending Partners was part of Roberson's long-
time desire to create change for people with disabili-
ties. "It took a while for it to come together. Partners
provided a way to gather information and skills to put
to use in creating these changes. It was exactly what I
wanted to learn more aboutl'

Although attending Partners one weekend a
month for eight months was a large time commitment
for a woman with three children, it cemented what she

learned at school and at work. Partners also deepened
and broadened her perspective, particularly through
knowing the other participants and their stories.

"I enjoyed hearing the perspective of the adults
with disabilities who attended." She also learned from
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guest speakers. "I really enjoyed John
Agosta. He's big in family support nation-
ally and it was a pleasure to meet him and
talk to him in person."

Since graduating from Partners, Rob-
erson has served on a variety of commit-
tees and task forces, including the state

Special Education Advisory Council. She's

vice president of the Family Support Co-
alition and continues to attend a national
disability policy conference each year.

Partners helped her broaden her perspec-
tive so she could accomplish these things.
"It took me from thinking about my own
family to thinking about other families.
When I'm on a committee or task force,
I'm there with other families in mind."

At work, Roberson provides informa-
tion to parents and professionals, some-
times referring them to organizations that
can meet their needs. She co-wrote a high
school curriculum and its companion
parent's module to help students manage
their own support systems after gradua-
tion. She gives presentations to parents'
groups around the state about the impor-
tance of helping their young adult chil-
dren learn effective self-advocacy skills.

Through Partners, her committee
work and her job, Roberson feels she now has a bet-
ter understanding of what services are available for
her child. "Knowing what's available doesnt allevi-
ate the fears, though. I know many parents who are
great advocates, and they struggle to get their children
adequate services. My biggest fear is that the supports
for Katie to live a full life in the community might not
be there because of funding and the shortage of direct
support workers. Having a qualified staffperson to fa-
cilitate Katiet life in the communitywill be important.
I dont know if she will get enough hours of support
so that I can continue to work full time. Those are all
very real fears."

Katie's family is planning for her transition from
school to adult life. She is currently doing job sam-
pling through Piscataway Regional Day School. This
will allow her to find what she enjoys doing. It will
give her parents an idea of what she might do when
she finishes school. "What Katie will do when she
leaves school is dependent on a number of factors,

Katie and Kathy Roberson at home

including what funding is available and whether we
choose Real Life Choices or a traditional program."

Roberson tells parents that advocating for a child
with disabilities never stops. "Once your child leaves
school, it's not like it's overl'

One of the most important things a parent still
needs when a child ages out of the education system,
says Roberson, is support. "My support still comes
from that Early Intervention group. We got through
the challenges of our children's childhood years. We
are now in adolescence together. I will still need their
support when our children transition to adult life. We
all worry about our children's futures, so the need for a

circle of friends never ends. The wide range of disabili-
ties represented there helps keep me grounded when
doing policy work. The time spent with these people is
an ever-present reminder of how wide ranging dis-
abilities and needs arei' f,[fl
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