Prince George’s County SECAC meeting 5/28/19
Board members in attendance: W. Troy Sampson, chair; Pamela Talley, community
outreach manager; Jamie Anfenson-Comeau, secretary; Janie Payne, treasurer; Ayo Bello,
listserv and website manager.
Others in attendance: See sign-in sheet.
Meeting opened at 6 p.m. with screening of film, “Normal Isn’t Real: Succeeding with
Learning Disabilities and ADHD.” Approximately 50 attendees.
Following screening was a question-and-answer session with PGCPS school
psychologists Elyssa Kauffman and Nicole Jones.
Ms Kauffman said what stood out to her from watching the film was how many of the
individuals profiled had suffered in silence as children.
Ms. Jones said what stood out to her was the co-morbidity with other conditions. She said
she has ADHD, anxiety and depression as well.
An audience member asked if the film should be shown to PGCPS general education
teachers. Karen Andrews, coordinating supervisor, said that this was a first showing, but
would consider sharing the film with educators.
A father of two boys with autism said he was reminded of when he was in school,
struggling, with no support and felt like he was a failure.
Ms. Kauffman said it is important to teach children how to advocate for themselves, and
practice having conversations about asking for help.
Ms. Jones said that she volunteers to sit down with parents and students at a young age to
discuss their disabilities, so that by middle school, they know what they need and can
self-advocate.
Ms. Kauffman said many children experience anxiety and that it interferes with executive
functioning; she recommends giving them extra quiet time to regroup. She said it is hard
for students to express what they need to think faster. Particularly in students with autism,
they may picture what they need, but because of expressive language difficulties, may
have trouble expressing it in words.
Ms. Jones said one of her students uses the phrase “I need to go into my shell” which
means he needs to be left alone for a little time to reorganize his thoughts.
Ms. Kauffman said she tries to offer to walk students through what they need. She said
families are the most important aspect of getting kids past low confidence and anxiety.
Ms. Jones said the ClassDojo app for Rosaryville Elementary has an autism page that is
accessible only to parents with children in the school’s autism program.
Ms. Kauffman said the county school system is trying to find more opportunities for
community conversations about what kids need.
An audience member asked if there was a policy in PGCPS about telling students about
their disability.
Ms. Kauffman said many parents do not want to have discussions with students about
their disability. As a practitioner, she tries not to cross family boundaries.
An audience member who works with children with autism said it is hard to help children
without discussing their disability with them.
Ms. Jones said she asks parents if they would like her to talk with their children about
their disability.
Dr. Trinell Bowman, executive director of special education for PGCPS, said the school
system is working on developing a risk assessment survey for all students.

Ms. Kauffman said that when a child is expressing suicidal ideation, it is important to
take it seriously, talk about it with the school team and develop a safety plan. Learn what
the student’s triggers are and develop methods for them to support themselves. She said
that sometimes children won’t come to their parents to talk about issues. Build coping
skills and strategies as soon as possible.
Ms. Jones said to ask students to name two people at school they can talk to about issues,
and name two people at home they can talk to.
Ms. Kauffman said that nowadays, many times kids are having these conversations on
social media.
Pamela Talley said it is important for everyone to understand that they each have their
own way of learning, and everyone learns differently and this is a message that should be
given to all kids and emphasized.
An audience member said it is important to have a positive attitude in the classroom, and
that there is not such thing as “normal.”
Ms. Jones said she points out famous people with disabilities to her students and is open
with them about her own disabilities and challenges.
One parent said that some families have five or six children, and it is hard to give one
with disabilities that degree of attention, which is why individuals such as coaches and
tutors are so important.
One audience member said her daughter was just diagnosed with a disability. She said it
has been difficult, but she has an awesome support group at her daughter’s school this
year. She is worried about next year, when her daughter moves to middle school.
Troy Sampson said he has had to take five steps back, and say this is real, and give his
son some space. He said it is important for his son to learn to advocate for himself at
school as well as at home.
Ms. Kauffman said her high school students have a nonverbal signal they use with
teacher they trust to let them know they’re having difficulties. She said it is important to
help them find someone they trust and how they can approach that person.
Ms. Jones said she has had students who realize what they need, but just need help
figuring out how to ask for it.
An audience member said that high schools in the county do not having funding to give
students all the support they need, and will there be more funding coming down the pike?
Dr. Bowman said they are currently looking at grant funding uses, strategic planning and
program development.
Sarah Wayland said parents can advocate for increased funding with their county council,
with the governor and with their other elected officials.
Dr. Bowman said they are looking at staffing levels for the 2020-2021 school year. They
are also looking to roll out a new program for students with moderate to severe autism if
it is approved.
An audience member asked how to motivate children.
Ms. Kauffman said don’t take away the thing that gives them pleasure or joy as a
punishment. If there is something they’re really interested in, make sure they have access
to that which gives them purpose, pride and happiness.
Meeting closed at 8:07 p.m.

