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BUILDING COMMUNITY 
Through Meaningful 
Participation & Engagement

WORK IN PROGRESS
EMPLOYMENT & COMMUNITY LIFE



FACE BOOK Post By Emily Colson 12/6/21

 This is Max, my beautiful son with autism. 
He works at the Juice Station. 
Tonight he is working extra long hours…no 
break…no dinner, not because he has to but 
because he wants to. Several hours ago his boss 
told him he could leave and finish his jobs 
tomorrow. 
Max said he wants to finish his jobs tonight.

If you own a business and are struggling to find 
employees, I encourage you to think creatively.
Thousands of individuals - who love to work - are 
just waiting for the opportunity. 

If you’re unsure, stop into the Juice Station and 
ask Max’s boss, Marianne. 
And while you’re there, pick up a banana 
smoothie. 
Thanks to Max, there is one waiting for you.



WHAT Inclusion Is (& Isn’t)
• Principles of Inclusion
• Models of Participation

WHY: The Importance of Inclusion & Belonging
• Disability History & Community
• A Tale of Two Bridges

HOW: Cultivating Kite Catchers & Community   
• Top Inclusion Strategies
• 3 A’s = A Vital Role 
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INTRODUCTIONS & 
Getting On The Same Page



IN
TR

OD
UC

IN
G 

LI
SA

 D
RE

NN
AN



PRINCIPLES OF INCLUSION



MERGE INCLUSION PRINCIPLES

Organizational 
Commitment

Meet People 
Where They Are

Let’s Get to 
Success

Meaningful 
Participation

Working Toward 
Full Inclusion

Everyone Has a 
Right to Belong



SUMMARY 
HANDOUT MAY 
BE ACCESSED 
WITHIN THE 

PRESENTAION 
RESOURCES 

ON THE 
WEBSITE 



•ALL stakeholders have a 
responsibility and role

•Resources and support
provided at all levels

Inclusion Principle #1

Organizational 
Commitment



•Not just physical 
proximity… instead focus 
on participating together

•Everyone has something 
of value to contribute

Meaningful 
Participation

Inclusion Principle #2



•We change systems to 
support the person

•By making 
accommodations & 
modifications**

Meet People 
Where They Are

Inclusion Principle #3



•Supporting a person to 
be as independent as 
possible in the least 
restrictive environment

•Adaptive or specialized 
programs (or support) 
are used as a gateway 
toward full inclusion 
not the end of the road

Working Toward 
Full Inclusion

Inclusion Principle #4



•A change in perspective 
and approach

•Instead of 
“no we can’t” 
think
“how can we”
make this workLet’s Get To 

Success

Inclusion Principle #5



•To be welcomed, engaged 
and supported

•The ADA ensures that 
persons with disabilities 
have a legal right to 
participateEveryone Has A 

Right To Belong

Inclusion Principle #6



Inclusion is 
a way of thinking, 

a way of being, 
and a way of making 

decisions about 
helping everyone belong



MODELS OF PARTICIPATION





SUMMARY 
HANDOUT MAY 
BE ACCESSED 
WITHIN THE 

PRESENTAION 
RESOURCES 

ON THE 
WEBSITE 





INCLUSION IS NOT

WHAT ARE EXAMPLES OF A SPECIALIZED OR ADAPTIVE
PROGRAM OR SUPPORTS IN YOUR COMMUNITIES?

BENEFITS?                 RESTRICTIONS?



INCLUSION IS NOT

WHAT ARE EXAMPLES OF AN INTEGRATED  
PROGRAM OR SUPPORTS IN YOUR COMMUNITY?

BENEFITS?    RESTRICTIONS?



INCLUSION IS NOT

WHAT ARE  EXAMPLES OF A UNIFIED OR PEER MENTOR 
PROGRAM OR SUPPORTS IN YOUR COMMUNITY?

BENEFITS?  RESTRICTIONS?



INCLUSION IS ABOUT INTENTIONALLY 
PLANNING FOR THE SUCCESS OF ALL.



INCLUSION IS…..

REFLECT ON WHEN SOMEONE YOU SUPPORT HAS
 PARTICIPATED IN AN INCLUSION MODEL.

WHAT TYPE OF SETTING, ACTIVITY OR GROUP WAS IT?



THEIR CHOICE 
(an educated choice)





LET’S EXPLORE COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION SCENARIOS 
WHICH MODEL ARE THEY?

Sue Works At BITTY & BEAU’s Special Needs Coffee Shop

Bitty & Beau’s Coffee Shop

Tim Works At A Local Starbucks

Church With Staff
Member of The Church Choir

Alley Kat Lane Bowling

Working At Starbucks

Typical Bowling League 

Class at the town pool

Group home staff brings 3 individuals to church (they alternate between 3 different faiths)
Bobby Joins The Church Choir Where He is a member

James Joins A Bowling League With A Coworker From Starbucks 
Elaine Attends Bowling At Alley Kat Lanes (for students accessing special education)

John Signs Up For the Arc Sponsored “Drums Alive” Class At A Local YMCA

Asha and Jamie join the water aerobics class at the town pool 

 YMCA Drum’s Alive 

Volunteering At The Food Bank 

Staff Bring 2 Individuals To The Volunteer Time At The Local Food Bank

A Job Coach Bring 3 Individuals To Their Job At CVS Assisting Them With Their Tasks

Job Coach At CVS 



Disability History 
& Community



Other People 
with Disabilities

Avg: 65%

Friends or 
other 

Citizens
Avg: >5%

Paid Human 
Service 

Professionals
Avg: 23%

Family
Members
Avg: 7%

“Who Is In My Life” Relationship Map

AN IMAGE OF NON-BELONGING

study/slide content credit to: Jack Pealer, Beth Mount & Tim Voigt 



DISABILITY HISTORY

People with disabilities may be in our community, 
but no always members of our community.

Despite decades of advancement in disability rights and efforts, there are still 
aspects of our societies that continue to be inaccessible to people with disabilities 



True inclusion 
begins when 

people can 
stop being 

guests in 
their own 

communities. 
- Unknown 



MODELS OF PARTICIPATION

Inclusion is a pathway to friendship



Announcing 
The Building 
Friendships 
Toolkit



A TALE OF TWO BRIDGES



Community 
Inclusion

A Tale of Two Bridges
A parable shared by Jack Yates



Building the first suspension bridge across the 
Niagara Gorge in 1846 required 

out-of-the-box thinking.  
This bridge, designed to carry a railroad between 
Canada and the U.S., faced a major challenge: 

how to get the first cable across the gorge.

BRIDGE ONE



The Brooklyn Bridge by comparison, had it easy—
engineers ferried the first cable across the East River. 

BRIDGE TWO



BRIDGE ONE

But in Niagara, with steep cliffs and raging 
waters, a boat crossing was impossible. 

Many doubted a bridge could be built at all.



The answer? A kite-flying contest. 

The winning kite, carried by a strong west 
wind, reached the opposite shore, where 
a waiting crew caught it. 
They then used the kite string to pull 
across a stronger line, repeating the 
process over and over until a steel cable 
four feet thick spanned the gorge—
strong enough to support the railroad.



Individuals with disabilities, 

CONNECTING OUR WORK

their families, and 
agencies supporting 
them toward inclusion
 who may lack the experience 

or expertise to support 
individuals with disabilities in 

their programs

Employers, Recreation and 
community program 

providers



We work to bridge divides between people 
historically segregated in service systems and 

their communities. 
True bridge-building isn’t one-sided; it requires 

foundations on both shores. To succeed, 
we must engage allies on the other side

—ready to catch the kites we fly.

HOW DO WE BRIDGE THE GAP?



CONNECT THE BANKS

We must build strong foundations on both 
sides, find allies to catch our kites, and 

remember that even the largest bridges 
start with a single thread of connection.



Who are our kite catchers, 
and how can we build and 
strengthen our connections 
with them?



TOP BEST PRACTICE



Top 
Best 
Practices 

TOWARD 
COMMUNITY 
INCLUSION



Involve The 
Individual You 
Support 

ENSURE THEIR VOICE IS HEARD
By engaging a person-centered 
planning focus

WHAT MAKES THEM SHINE
Their interests, their purpose, their 
gifts, what they can share? 



They (their dreams) drive this process. 
As we go through this process, we want to help 
those involved with the focus person see the 
total person, recognize his or her desires and 
interests, and discover completely new ways of 
thinking about the future of the person." 
— Beth Mount & Kay Zwernik 



Working With Kite 
Catchers – Info Sharing

INFO SHARING
Sharing about support needs *

STRENGTHS FOCUSED
Go ahead and brag! Their strengths, 
talents, interests

GOOD COMMUNICATION PRACTICE
Discuss confidentiality
Share on a need-to-know basis only 



Provide Effective 
Support

SET UP FOR SUCCESS
Being prepared leads to success for all 
Ask for schedules or expectations

BE ENGAGED & RESPONSIVE
Build independence -“Aid & Fade”
Available for problem solving

FACILITATE SOCIAL INTERACTIONS
Ensure before and after activity/work time
Model techniques to increase interactions 
with peers



ADVOCATE

ALLY

AMBASSADOR

BE A TRIPLE A



BONUS:
SUMMARY 
HANDOUTS 

IN YOUR 
RESOURCE 

FOLDER



EXTRA BONUS TIPS AROUND 
COMMUNITY INCLUSION

NOTHING ABOUT US WITHOUT US
People with disabilities should have a 
seat at the table 

EVERYONE “DOES INCLUSION”  
Building a culture of inclusion takes 
organizational commitment BY ALL

Normalize the process for your 
participants (& staff) to request 
accommodations   

ACCOMMODATION PROCESS
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REFLECT AND CONSIDER….. 
W
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P 
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 A
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• Your “AHA” 
Moment
.

• Your Takeaway
.

• What will you 
implement? 
.

• What will you 
share?



THANK YOU! SHARE THE LOVE
Lisa Drennan 781.724.1918

lisadrennan@mergeconsulting.org
mergeconsulting.org

Founder of MERGE Inclusion Consulting
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