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What Happens to Partners ;after the Program? 

Partners become systems-change advocates. They use the skills and 
abilities they have developed to infiuence policies to make the lives of 
people with disabilities better. A few Partners graduates have served as 
Kennedy Fellows in the United States Senate. These people provide the 
Senate committees that address disability issues, with the critical 
expertise they need from people who know both how the system works 
and how to make it better. Several Partners graduates have been elected 
to local and state positions. Many more have been appointed to boards 
and commissions that directly set the terms of debate for disability policy. 
Perhaps most profoundly, there are literally thousands of people in the 
United States and the United Kingldom who share the same expertise and 
are able to make their own lives and the lives of others better. 

Many states provide Partners wtith funding for continuing education or 
opportunities to learn new skills as they go through their systems-change 
activities. These supports are an important refresher for all who take 
advantage of them. People need these refreshers to continue to be 
effective. 

What Challenges has the Plrogram Faced? 

Two main challenges have faced the program since its inception. These 
challenges are: involving people of diverse cultures in the program and 
ensuring quality implementation and replication of the program. The 
Minnesota Council has evolved strategies to deal with each of these 
issues. 

Since 1992, the Council has funded leadership and cultural diversity 
projects. The first project evolved out of a request from an African 
American community leader regarding educating parents about their rights 
given the fact that African Americans are over-represented in special 
education and the juvenile system but under-served by family support 
programs. The second project evolved from the Council's recognition of 
other unserved groups such as Native Americans and others. Each 
project involves several meetings over six to eight months to provide 
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parents with information on their children's rights. The baseline surveys 
from both groups found that few of the parents knew that their child had 
specific rights to education and other services and supports. 

The continuing challenge of these projects is to give these parents enough 
information so that they can participate in the full Partners program. Each 
project hopes to not only give people the tools they need to participate or 
even think about participating in Partners but also to give them some 
concrete tools they can use immediately. 

Ensuring the quality principles of the program has become of increased 
concern in recent years. The Partners model was carefully crafted over a 
period of several years. The first replications outside the state of 
Minnesota ensured that the model would work in a variety of settings and 
on a range of budgets. However, the continuing challenge of advising 
close to 50 replications worldwide has revealed two experiences. First, 
programs have tried to modify the quality principles of the program, 
sometimes out of an honest desire to improve the program and sometimes 
out of a need to cut budgetary corners. When this happens they often run 
up against the problems the quality principle was intended to prevent. For 
example, some programs have tried to have all in-state speakers present 
on inclusive education. Unfortunately, the speakers may be limited by the 
roles they play in the state's education system and cannot present the 
information the parents need to know to demonstrate the competencies 
regarding inclusive education. The Partners are frustrated : the speaker is 
telling them about the system they already know too well instead of best 
practices. The effort to cut comers actually ends up wasting the 
program's money and the time of everyone involved. 

The technical assistance the Minnesota Council provides to program 
replications has revealed a second experience. Programs have tried to 
skimp on the evaluation component. Some programs decided not to track 
long term outcomes by using an external evaluator. Other programs 
decided to forgo evaluations of each and every speaker of the weekend, 
opting instead for getting feedback from Partners only on the main 
speaker or for taking more informal, on the spot, verbal reviews. In either 
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case, these programs have faced considerable threats to their funding or 
in extreme cases discontinuation of the program. And without 
demonstration of effectiveness, who could blame the funders? 

In response to this need, the Minnesota Council provides technical 
assistance to the programs on an as-needed basis. This includes phone 
calls, email and faxes in the weeks preceding sessions and the 
beginnings of classes. Coordinators are referred to each other for onsite 
visits of programs or invited to visit the Minnesota program. In addition, 
coordinators receive a handbook, including useful forms and instructions 
on quality replication of the pro>lram. This handbook is revised every two 
to three years to keep up with quality improvements and to give 
coordinators the most up to date information on speakers and topiCS. 
Coordinators are also invited to seminars and academies every year to 
two years where face to face technical assistance is given. Reflecting the 
quality principles, the Minnesot" Council is constantly evolving new and 
better ways of helping programs by remaining responsive to their needs. 

Where has Partners been Replicated? 

Partners programs are currently operating or being planned in 42 United 
States and Territories. Three states and territories are considering 
operating the program in the future. Just four states and the District of 
Colombia have never operated the program. Three others previously 
operated the program but do not do so at the time of writing . There are 
six sites planning or operating in the United Kingdom. A program has 
been funded by UNICEF to begin in the Philippines. 

Note 

If you are interested in finding out more about Partners in Policymaking in 
your state or tenritory or to get add~ional information on the program, 
please contact either of the authors at the address below. 
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For information on Partners in Policymaking in the UK contact: 

Circles Network, 
Pamwell House, 
160 Pennywell Road , 
Upper Easton, 
Bristol BS5 OTX 

Tara Barenok is now working for the Minneapolis Budget Office having 
previously been a Management Analyst at the Minnesota Governor's 
Council on Developmental Disabilities. She has worked on quality issues, 
planning, and human rights conneGtions for the Minnesota Council. Tara 
also worked for Minnesota Advocates on Human Rights and the 
International Human Rights Internship Program. 

Colleen Wieck is the Executive Director of the Minnesota Governor's 
Council on Developmental Disabilities. She has worked as a direct 
services provider for five years, as a researcher for three years, and in her 
current position since 1981. In addition, she is a consultant, evaluator, 
expert witness and public speaker. Colleen has also been an active 
member of several national organizations such as The Association for 
Persons with Severe Handicaps, the Association of Retarded Citizens -
United States, and the American Association on Mental Retardation, as 
well as several national committees. 

Contact address 
Governor's Council on Developmental Disabilities 
300 Centennial Office Building 
658 Cedar Street 
St. Paul 
Minnesota 55155 
USA 
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