• Opportunities for people to express
themselves publicly.

Today, more than ever before, people with disabilities are speaking
for themselves and making choices to effect the direction of their
own lives. They are increasingly empowered to get involved in their
communities to act as agents of social change. AHRC New York City
assists in self-advocacy by providing:
•
•

Person-centered supports which focus on the unique goals
and dreams of each person.
Forums for peer discussion and learning.

We are pleased to bring you the first ever edition
of “Speaking Up for What Matters” a new AHRC
NYC publication which highlights the efforts of
people with intellectual and other developmental
disabilities as they speak up for themselves,
define their own life goals, and engage with
their communities. AHRC NYC aims to prepare
people with disabilities for a lifetime of choices
they will encounter as they grow old, and to empower them to express
their thoughts and ideas, whether they be creative, political, or
personal.
In this edition we introduce Jabriel, Chad, Danielle, and Paul. Each of
them is using his or her own voice to make the most of their lives. You
will witness their efforts to speak out about the issues that matter most
to them as you learn more about their personal stories, and the steps
they have taken to achieve their goals.

Pride by Design
Chad DeRoche Releases Music Video for ‘Presidential Remix’
Rating Accessibility: Creating an App to Help People with Disabilities as They Travel
Learning to ‘Survive in this Real World’

On Sunday, July 10, 2016, hundreds of
people with disabilities from across the
New York City metropolitan area gathered
at Union Square Park in Manhattan
for the second annual Disability Pride
Parade, joined by family members,
friends, and support staff. Roughly 250
people representing AHRC New York City
joined in the celebration.
As attendees gathered for check-in at a
small booth on the grounds of the park,
AHRC NYC staff asked them for their
shirt sizes, and provided each person with
a free T-shirt to wear during the parade.
The light grey shirts were decorated with
a design that was created specifically for
the event by artist, Jabriel Perez.

The Design Contest
In April, AHRC NYC issued a call for
artists to create designs that could be
used on the T-shirts worn by people
participating in the Disability Pride
Parade. Jabriel went straight to work and
entered the contest.

Left: Self-Advocate, Thomas Kernahan celebrates at the 2016 Disability Pride Parade
Right: Staff from AHRC NYC distribute T-shirts and sun visors to attendees of the parade

“I felt pretty excited getting involved in
a competition and I was excited to help
with a project that puts people with and
without disabilities on the same level, as
friends,” says Jabriel.
In May, 31 self-advocates gathered at
AHRC NYC headquarters to vote for
their favorite design entry. Jabriel’s
design was chosen by the group of
self-advocates, and his design was later
prepared for the printing process.
Jabriel loves to draw, and has been doing
so since the age of 4.
“I use anything at hand: pencil, pen,
markers... anything I can use to draw,”
says Jabriel when asked about his
preference for art materials.”I always
improvise.”
Jabriel is currently working to prepare his
art portfolio, with assistance from Gabriel
Gonzalez, Art Consultant at AHRC NYC’s
EBS Brooklyn, which provides supported
employment services to adults with
intellectual and developmental disabilities.
Jabriel and Gabriel have been working
together since March of 2016. Before
becoming an Art Consultant, Gabriel
studied animation in college, so he and
Jabriel share a passion for many of the
same pop culture influences that show up
in Jabriel’s creative work.

(continued...)

Jabriel’s illustrations take their inspiration
from a few sources, including street art,
video games, and anime. “This was
inspired by Gods of Egypt,” he says as he
holds up a large sheet of butcher paper,
covered with the colorful image of an
Anubis.

At first glance, a viewer might find
some of his drawings to be somewhat
intimidating, but each drawing has a story,
and the drawings aren’t always about
what they might seem. “Here’s a picture
of a dog and a tiger and a phoenix,” he
says, unrolling a sheet of paper. “I made
these to represent my friends. These are
their spirit animals.”

Flipping through a large size paper pad
of his drawings, Jabriel points out an
image he drew of a visit he shared with
a friend from EBS Brooklyn to MCU
Park in Coney Island. “I give a lot of my
drawings to friends,” he says. Jabriel
hopes to develop an online portfolio, to
make it easier for him to show his artwork
to people.

Jabriel’s Illustrations
Jabriel’s work shows a predilection for
figurative drawings, often embellished
with ancient or mythological flourishes.
His characters are menacing, armed with
battle weapons, living among dangerous
animals like wolves, tigers, and dragons.
If you would like to speak to someone about how AHRC New York City can help you
or your loved one, please call our Referral and Information Center at 212-780-4491
or email your inquiries to referrals@ahrcnyc.org

“Make a better nation That’s my aspiration!”
- Chad DeRoche, Presidential Remix
For years, Chad DeRoche has used a
variety of media to speak his mind. With
sculptures and drawings celebrating his
passion for protecting the environment, to
his self-advocacy efforts on the behalf of
people with disabilities and the direct care
workers that support them in New York
State, Chad speaks up for what matters.
Chad often draws artistic inspiration from
the world around him, commonly using
his talents to highlight social injustices.
Through his quilted piece, Sleeping Bag,
Chad makes statements about the plight
of poverty.
Chad was inspired to create the quilted
piece after witnessing a homeless man
on Brooklyn’s Atlantic Avenue.
In recent years, Chad’s vision has
deteriorated, and as a result, his creative
work has gravitated toward textural,
kinetic, and aural expressions. His latest
work is the song, Presidential Remix, a
rap about President Barack Obama and
the importance of elections in the United
States.
“I believe in you,
and all the people
to make our world
safe and peaceful.”
In his song, Chad asks the President
to “listen to the people,” and reminds
listeners to join him in standing up for our
civil rights.
“Make a statement, Take a stand,
Make it happen, Lend me a hand!”
Along with his friends, Chad also created
a music video for the song, which can be
viewed on YouTube.
You can listen to more of Chad’s music by
visiting his Soundcloud page.

“I’ve never looked at this stone in detail,”
says Paul Scherzinger, as he and his
mentor arrive at a large rock at the end
of a paved pathway on the campus the
College of Staten Island, (CSI). On the
side of the rock is a plaque containing an
image of a building that once stood, but
has since been torn down.
Paul leans forward in his wheelchair,
to read words inscribed on the plaque.
The heading reads, “A PROMISE
FULFILLED,” an allusion to the closing
of the infamous Willowbrook State
School, which occupied the site for 36
years, and was closed in 1987, following
a well-publicized scandal that revealed
deplorable living conditions for the people
with intellectual and developmental
disabilities who had been living there.
Paul knows the story well, having learned
about it while attending college.

“Some people may not have heard about
this,” he says. “That’s why we’re speaking
up.”
On a warm day in May, under a canopy
of trees, Paul and his mentor, Eduardo
“Isaac” Garrido, discuss the vast
contrasts that can be seen at this location
over several decades. Today, the same
location is the campus of CSI, which
provides educational opportunities for
people with and without disabilities,
preparing students to become responsible
and active members of their communities.
“I want to be a video game journalist,”
says Paul, who is a graduate of
AHRC NYC’s Melissa Riggio Higher
Education Program at CSI. “I majored
in media because I like to analyze TV,
movies, and videos games.”

AHRC NYC’s
Self-Advocacy
Leadership
Committee
Paul’s life in college was not solely
focused on academic study. While
attending the school he learned how
to stand up for the things that matter to
him. “Self-advocacy to me, is learning to
speak up for yourself, learning to protect
yourself, speak up for your rights, and
fight for what you want.”
For the past year, Paul has been a
member of the AHRC New York City
Self-Advocacy Leadership Committee,
a group of self-advocates who work
together to identify and address issues of
importance to people with intellectual and
developmental disabilities.

and he had to turn around and travel back
home without even entering the store.
This was just one example in a long list
of travel experiences that did not work
out for Paul due to accessibility issues.
“What do people in wheelchairs need?”
he asks. “Ramps, elevators, wide spaces,
accessible bathrooms...”

Speaking Up in
Albany
Paul relayed his concerns about
accessibility to his peers in the SelfAdvocacy Leadership Committee, in a
meeting that was attended by AHRC
NYC’s Senior Policy Advisor, Al Kaplan.
“He [Al Kaplan] asked us if we would like
to go to Albany to talk to government
officials and advocate for people with
disabilities,” says Paul. “I said Yes. I went
to Albany last year to talk to government
officials about problems with Access-aRide, accessibility [issues], and more jobs

Members of the AHRC NYC Self-Advocacy Leadership Committee,
Paul Scherzinger, Kristin Thatcher, and Chad DeRoche

“We meet with Gary Lind, who is the
CEO of AHRC [NYC], to talk about
the problems in New York and the
community,” he says. “We inspire people
to realize how important it is to support
people with disabilities.”

Life from Paul’s
Perspective
Paul describes a variety of obstacles that
are often encountered by people who
use wheelchairs as they travel around
the city. “One day, I went to a comic book
store in midtown [Manhattan], and when
I got there, there was no elevator.” Paul’s
long trip to the city was all for nothing,

for people with disabilities.”
Along with other self-advocates, Paul
visited Albany and met with legislators
and government officials, making them
aware of a variety of issues that people
with disabilities face in their everyday
lives. They had fun too, spending two
snowy nights in a hotel, dining out as a
group, while gaining more confidence to
speak up, and more motivation to teach
their peers do the same thing.
(continued...)

Creating an
Accessibility Rating
System
“I’ve been living here all my life,” says
Paul. “I see how terrible it is, especially in
New York. Every corner, every building
is not accessible. It’s very tough. So I
thought, maybe I can make a system to
improve accessibility.”
Paul’s idea is to create an accessible
rating system to be used by people with
disabilities as they travel throughout New
York City. “I want to create something
kind of like the Health Inspector ratings
system,” he says, adding that his system
would have similarities to the online
restaurant and business rating platform,
Yelp. Paul’s proposed system would
account for accessibility for people with
a variety of disabilities, such as hearing,
sight, and mobility impairments. Using
Paul’s system, a person would be
able to rate the accessibility of public
transportation and buildings with their
mobile device. Over time, as additional
people add their own ratings for the
same places, individual locations would
gain average ratings from multiple users,
allowing people with disabilities to refer to
the ratings as they plan travel around the
city.

Paul envisions that his system would
also allow business owners to view the
same ratings, to find out what people with
disabilities encounter upon visiting their
business locations. “They could try to
improve it, [their building’s accessibility].
They could talk to architects to fix the
problem.”
When asked if he currently has the
technical skills necessary to make
his mobile app, Paul replied, “No, not
yet... but when I go to the Leadership
Committee, my mentors help me.
Eventually, we’re going to make the
app, but I need a little bit more time, and

structure to make it.”
AHRC NYC is proud to celebrate Paul’s
goal of creating a system that will help
other people who encounter difficulties
as they traverse their communities. The
heading, “A PROMISE FULLFILLED,”
from the plaque that commemorates the
closing of the Willowbrook School, stands
a stark reminder that some promises still
wait for an answer. Paul and people like
him, who recognize their own ability to
speak out about the things that matter
to them, will be the ones who make
improvements in their communities in the
years to come.

In today’s fast-paced business world,
offices are working to move away from
the use of printed paper, toward digital
record-keeping, conserving physical
space, increasing the efficiency of
professional communications, and
streamlining day-to-day office operations.
Danielle Levine and her peers at AHRC
New York City’s Melissa Riggio Higher
Education Program at Kingsborough
Community College are learning to use
new technologies to support rapidly
changing office environments.
“We learned how to write memos and
letters,” says Danielle, who majors in
Office Administration. “We’ve been using
Microsoft Word... PowerPoint for

(continued...)

presentations, and we learned how to
use Excel for data entry, accounting, you
name it!”
Many offices are beginning to
incorporate new technologies into
their communications. While email
remains the most widely-used means of
communication in the professional world,
recent years have seen an increase
in the use of teleconferencing, made
possible through the use of web cameras.
Danielle and her peers are learning how
these devices work, and are using them
each day.
“I started on August 3rd, 2015, and
so far I’ve had a really interesting first
year,” says Danielle. “We learn about
independence, we learn about how to
survive in this real world.”

About the IEP
Diploma
Danielle hopes to develop a career in
hospital office administration, helping
patients to register for their visits. She
takes pride in having learned to use the
tools of the professional world; however,
one important obstacle stands out in her
mind, and it could significantly impact her
ability to build a career.
When she graduated from high school,
the diploma Danielle received was not
the same as a diploma that is routinely
awarded to students without disabilities,
(referred to as a local or Regents
diploma). Instead, she received a Skills
and Achievement Commencement
Credential for Students with Severe
Disabilities, (also known as an IEP
diploma.)
In New York State, students with
intellectual and developmental disabilities
have an Individualized Education Plan
(IEP). IEPs include educational goals that
are developed for a student, accounting

for that student’s disability and his or her
appropriate level of learning standards.
Although students who have IEPs are
provided with opportunities to graduate
with Regents diplomas, in many cases
they instead receive an IEP diploma after
turning 21, or after they have attended
school for at least 12 years.
“I have all the credentials and
qualifications to be a good office
administrator,” says Danielle. “It’s just
the people who are going to give me a
chance. Every time people who have IEP
diplomas walk into an interview, or do
applications... they get rejected because
the employers only accept people who
have a high school diploma or a GED.”

“February of this year, I went up to
Albany to speak to Legislators about my
issues,” says Danielle. “It was a really
amazing experience because [through
the process, I learned] I’m really good
at this. I have a talent for advocating to
legislators! We met with Tracy Gardner.
She is the Assistant Secretary of Health
to Mr. Andrew Cuomo. At first I was a little
nervous, but... I spoke my mind and I got
straight to the point.”
While in Albany, Danielle also had the
opportunity to meet Evan Yanky, New
York City Regional Coordinator, SelfAdvocacy Association of New York
State.

The IEP Diploma as a
Potential Hindrance
to a Career

“He’s going to help me out with my issue,”
says Danielle. “He’s found some parents
who advocate on my issue. Because
all they want to see is for their kids to
succeed, no matter if we have a disability
or not.”

Receiving any type of diploma can be an
important milestone for any student, but
the IEP diploma is often not accepted by
employers because it is not a standardsbased diploma, and it is not recognized in
New York State as being equivalent to a
typical high school diploma. Students with
IEP diplomas are likely to be significantly
limited in their employability and earning
potential.

Evan has arranged for Danielle to video
conference with parents who share her
concerns on the first Tuesday of each
month, to see what they can do to help.
Additionally, Danielle is working with a
network of advocacy organizations across
New York City to educate them about her
issue and to work together.

Danielle feels this situation is unfair
and discriminatory against people with
disabilities. “We can do as great a job as
a person with a high school diploma and
a GED, and I can prove that because last
year I got the highest mark [in my class]
on my office administration exam.”

Traveling to Albany
to Speak Out
Held annually in Albany, the NYSACRANYSRA Legislative Policy Forum is
a two-day event organized to allow
attendees with disabilities to meet with
their State Legislators to advocate for
their own issues and concerns. AHRC
New York City conducts regular selfadvocacy meetings in all boroughs of
New York City, in order to prepare selfadvocates to engage with people in their
local communities, and in Danielle’s case,
to meet with members of the Assembly
to tell them about the issues that matter
most to her.

When asked for her best advice to
people who want to learn to advocate for
their own issues, Danielle says, “If you
have something to fight for, go to these
legislators and speak your mind, and get
straight to the point. Make sure they hear
you out, and maybe they will help you
with your issue along the way.”

