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STEP program provides coaching, direction to students with disabilities

Aug. 4, 2010----The University of Delaware's Center for Disabilities Studies held its 2010
Summer Transition Education Program (STEP) last month, providing an interactive weeklong
college experience for young adults with disabilities ages 16-21.

STEP uses a “person-centered philosophy” to help participants identify personal goals in areas
such as interpersonal life skills, leisure and career exploration, post secondary education and
advocacy.

This year, STEP hosted 11 students with disabilities who worked closely with UD coaches
throughout the week and who also took advantage of exciting externships, including one with the
staff of Gov. Jack Markell.

Deborah Bain, project leader for the Center for Disabilities Studies who directs STEP, says
students benefit because the program helps them “begin their path to greater independence by
accepting ownership and responsibility for the choices they make. During STEP students learn
those essential skills for transition to adulthood -- decision- making, brainstorming options and
evaluating options. They learn how to plan and strategize and solicit those necessary to serve as a
support network.”

Michele Sands, director of the dissemination and advocacy unit at the center, says the students
“definitely benefit from the person-centered approach. Everything is customized to each student's
needs.”

Sands says that an almost universal goal of the students is to be independent, and that one of the
first questions that is asked of the students when they arrive is, “How can you get from where
you are now to where you want to be?”

Externships prove beneficial

One of the main ways the program helps students learn to work independently is through
externships. This year, five of the students participated in externships, which allows them hands-
on experience in the world of work. One worked with WVUD, while another worked with staff
from the office of Gov. Markell and New Castle County Executive Chris Coons. Still another
learned about the world of photography from a UD staff photographer.

Bain says externships “are a critical piece of this year's program. Capitalizing on the hopes and
dreams of the students and connecting real experiences that allow for full exposure and
involvement have proven to be a critical force in helping students to identify their personal path
to success.”


http://www.udel.edu/cds/

UD students serve as coaches

Not only do the students benefit from the experience of participating in STEP, their coaches do,
as well.

This year, four UD students served as STEP coaches -- llana Berman, a senior Honors Program
student majoring in psychology; Michele Pedicone, a senior elementary teacher education major;
Nathan Cunningham, a junior human services major; and Katie Biddle, a senior human services
major. All four have minors in disabilities studies.

Says Sands of the coaches' involvement, “It gives them a real hands-on experience. They get a

lot of training, learning how to be a coach, how to work with the students. They're interested in
this (disabilities) in general, but they only have the theory, they don't have the practice. Most of
them don't have the hands-on experience. This really gives them the opportunity to see if this is
something they're interested in doing.”

Bain adds that the coaches “set the stage for the students' realizing their potential -- with constant
support and positive reinforcement students test the waters and realize success” and that “for
those planning a career in the field of disabilities, this is the place to be.”

Perspectives of STEP coaches

“The focus of my position was to support students in making decisions,” Berman says. “The
coaches encouraged the students to identify their options, explore natural consequences of their
actions, and practice problem solving skills to make their own decisions. Making mistakes is OK
-- it provides a valuable learning experience.”

Berman adds her favorite part of STEP was “being able to build trusting relationships with each
of the students. The framework of the program allowed each of the students to establish a
comfort zone, where they could explore and find themselves. Working with the students one on
one allowed me the chance to understand what type of supports they required. This allowed me
to coach them from where they were to where they wanted to be.”

Pedicone says the most important aspect of the STEP program is having the students “actually be
away from parents and be independent for a week with other college students around. It is so
easy -- for myself, as well -- to lean on mom and dad and allow them to do certain tasks for us.
However, when you are being independent in a college-like situation, you can really develop
your own skills and grow into yourself more.”

Cunningham says he enjoyed “the bonds and friendships formed with the students. Many of the
students are close to my age. This allowed us to relate together very well. It was also great to see
where the students want to go in life and using the 'PATH' to see how realistic all their goals
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Cunningham explains that the PATH, which stands for Planning Alternative Tomorrow with
Hope, is “a tool used by the Center for Disabilities Studies in which students can map out their
goals and dreams in life, and then go step by step to see what they need to do to reach these
goals. It focuses on what you're doing now to reach your goals, who can help you reach these
goals, and certain things you can do within the next 3 months, 6 months, and 12 months to reach



all of these goals. The PATH is an awesome tool and allows us, the coaches and parents, to see
what we can do to assist our students to reach their goals.”

Weeks after the program ended, the students and coaches are still actively communicating daily.
“Personally, I receive several texts a day from the students. Some have questions, others just
want to keep in touch. It was an awesome week and a terrific program,” Cunningham says.

From left, STEP coach Michele Pedicone with
UD photographer Kathy Atkinson and Alyssa
Cowin, who has an interest in photography.

STEP coach Ilana Berman works with two
students during the weeklong college
experience.
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Barbara Emei'y, progrém coordinator from the Center for Economic Education and
Entrepreneurship in the Alfred Lerner College of Business and Economics, discusses
budgeting and finances with STEP participants.
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