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My name is Erin Welch, and I am in the process of moving from Ellicott City to another 
county because of the following situation; I have to move to a county where my input as a 
parent in my child’s IEP will be counted, will matter. In Howard County, this simply isn’t the 
case.  

My 10 year old son, Brayden, was diagnosed with autism as a very young child. He went 
through the Howard County Public School System at Pointers Run and Waverly Woods.  

Last year, the school personnel found that they could not contain and consistently 
provide meaningful full inclusion for Brayden in a general education classroom. They couldn’t 
find a way to motivate him, and maintain modified work consistent with the general education 
class and ended up placing him in a room with a paraeducator for four out of seven periods 
every day. He was completely isolated, and at times brought home school work that was similar 
to what he had done in Kindergarten.  

I worked with the school, and through legal representation to try to remedy the 
situation. I brought in neuropsychologists, reading specialists, and advocates all at my own 
expense. I was willing to do this so that it would work for my son to stay in his home school. I 
wanted this to work.  

I observed my son in school and arranged to have my consultants observe as well. After 
several months, the principal sent me a letter telling me I would not be allowed to even 
observe my son anymore. It was “disruptive” to the school  where my son was isolated with a 
paraeducator all day. I was flabbergasted. Not only would they not make changes, they 
wouldn’t even let me see what was happening.  

We ended up having seven threehour long meetings to discuss and work out Brayden’s 
Individual Education Plan (IEP). Finally, at the end of the school year, on June 2nd, the school 
based members of Brayden’s IEP team came to an agreement that the school could no longer 
provide the education  the Free and Appropriate Public Education (FAPE)  he requires. The 
school based team members came to agree with us that Brayden needed a nonpublic 
placement.  

We offered to have Brayden seen at several nonpublic schools in the area that have all 
of the components of his IEP. Howard County Public Schools refused to consider any schools 
other than their preferred ones. You can imagine my frustration at this point, I’m sure. 
Although we knew the schools Howard County approved did not have all the elements of 
Brayden’s IEP available; still the school system insisted we try all of their options before 
requesting one of the schools on our list. So, we visited schools.  

While Central Office team “offered” to place Brayden at the Harbour School as an 
appropriate placement if he were accepted, the Harbour School did not start the same week as 
HCPSS, so Brayden had to go back to Waverly for the first week before even visiting the school.  

My son has always loved school. He is a very happy child, usually follows directions and 
is adaptive to transitions if given prior notice. The first day of school was a nightmare. I tried to 



drop him off, but it took the school staff 35 minutes to get him into the building. Brayden was 
crying and screaming, and physically fighting the staff. He did not want to go to his classroom.  

Last year, he was unhappy being isolated for almost the whole day every day. But 
autism is a neurological disorder that makes communication a tremendous challenge. I did not 
realize the extent of my son’s unhappiness until this outburst the first day of school.  

I have had to find highly motivating activities to do after school to encourage him to 
attend school each day. The first week at school, he refused to go outside for recess, or put his 
tennis shoes on to participate in PE. He came home sullen and was very easily distressed by 
things that never bothered him in the past.  

It wasn’t until two weeks into the school year that Brayden was able to settle down into 
a routine. At that point I was able to schedule the visit to the Harbour school.  

Harbour is a lovely school, with lots of resources, but the staff did not have the training 
or the critical components necessary to teach my son. They told me this  politely but bluntly  
when I met with the school psychologist at the end of a threeday trial period.  

But Howard County, represented by their Nonpublic Placement Supervisor, Janet 
Zimmerman, called the school and somehow changed their minds. I got a call one day later, 
ONE day after the school psychologist told me that Harbour could not meet my son’s needs, 
telling me that he was accepted. They also told me that they were not allowed to speak to me 
about this decision. My son’s placement was decided by Janet Zimmerman without any regard 
for what the school or I said.  

We presented the school system with several different appropriate schools in which my 
son could be educated by appropriately trained individuals, individuals who would be ready to 
fully implement my son’s IEP on day one. The school system  in the person of Janet Zimmerman 
 can place a child at any accredited school, but HCPSS  again, as represented by Ms. Zimmerman 
 has a handful of “preferred” schools they use, and they are not willing to even consider other 
options. We even offered a compromise  taking transportation off the IEP to not require it for 
his FAPE. That way, we could reduce the cost for the school system. Ms. Zimmerman would not 
even listen to the idea.  

I have followed the school process. I have done everything HCPSS has asked of me and 
my child. I have worked openly and cooperatively with the school. Unfortunately I can't say as 
much for the school system.  

Parents are supposed to be members of the IEP team, and to play an integral part in the 
decisionmaking process for their child. Instead, my concerns were completely disregarded and I 
was simply told what decisions were made on my son’s behalf.  

This whole process started with an agreement that he needed a non public placement 
on June 2nd on July 22nd  1 week before the end of the summer session in HCPSS and most 
publics we met and they insisted that he visit a school that the whole team unserstood cound 
not meet his needs as stated on the IEP. Then they insisted we come back for another CEPT 
meeting on August 13  only 2 weeks before school started. Their delay in scheduling made it 
impossible to work out a placement for Brayden before the start of the school year.  



In the end I was left with the choice of placing my son in a school that is not appropriate 
for him, where they can’t even keep my child in a classroom, or going through “due process.” 
Due process is the only avenue available to parents who disagree with the school system, but it 
is a dead end. The statistics in Howard County say that parents lose in due process over 95% of 
the time. The cost is around $50K. Imagine: $50,000.00 to be told you must do what the school 
system says, even while everyone involved knows it is not even appropriate for your child. The 
only other alternative was to move out of the county.  

So, I am in the process of uprooting my son, our home, taking a substantial financial 
loss, and moving to another county. We will be living in a onebedroom apartment in another 
County, where my son was placed in an appropriate nonpublic school without incident, and 
where he is finally learning. I wish I could have stayed in our home, with our neighbors, in the 
community we had come to know and love. But my child’s welfare was and continues to be 
more important than remaining in our home. I hope no other parent has to make the kind of 
decision forced on me by HCPSS. Please do what you know is right to stop this abuse of our 
most vulnerable children and their families. Clearly, we need a change in leadership. 


