After school, disabled youths graduate to different challenges 
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NORFOLK - Their disabilities ranged from simply "learning different" to cerebral palsy.

Five young Virginians spoke at a statewide conference in Norfolk on Tuesday, giving advice about a critical point in the lives of people with disabilities:

Making the leap from school, where services are mandated, to the real world, where services and opportunities can be harder to come by. 

They gave advice, both for people in their position and the people helping them.
	Sign-language interpreter Elaine Hernandez accompanies the words of Dr. Linda Wallinger of the state Department of Education on Tuesday at a forum on post-public-school life for youths with disabilities. HYUNSOO LEO KIM/THE VIRGINIAN-PILOT


"It's about understanding limitations but not using them as an excuse," said Anton Kromoff, a 24-year-old college student who has a degenerative neurological disorder. "It just takes us longer to get there. Whether you get to the top of the mountain on a bike or a bus, you can still get there."

The panel of young people spoke at the Virginia Transition Forum, a conference where students, their families, teachers, counselors and rehabilitation specialists learn about what is available to people after high school and how to make that transition.

Services are mandated to those with disabilities in the U.S. public school system until they are 22. They number about 50,000 in Virginia. Figuring how to cross over into the work a day world can be a challenge.

More than 1,000 people are expected to have attended the three-day event at the Norfolk Marriott Waterside by the time it ends today. The forum is sponsored by the state Department of Rehabilitative Services, the state Department of Education and agencies that serve and employ people with disabilities.
 Ciara Campbell, a 26-year-old Charlottesville woman with cerebral palsy, advised teachers and counselors to help students envision themselves in new settings, whether it be a job, college or volunteer work. 
She attended several years of college and now helps young people with disabilities in Charlottesville become more independent.

"We live in a world that doesn't cater to us," she said. "So it's hard to picture what the future might hold."

Another panelist, 25-year-old Joe Davidson, dropped out of high school in Blacksburg because he was tired of failing classes. He became an aide in a special-education class, got a high school equivalency diploma and is now going to Radford University to get a master's degree in special education. 

"Look someone in the eye and say, 'You have something to offer. You can overcome,' " Davidson said. "Challenge their excuses for not doing the things they can do."

  Reach Elizabeth Simpson at (757) 446-2635 or elizabeth.simpson@pilotonline.com.
