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THE IDEA THAT CHANGED EVERYTHING 

50 Years of Children's Services 

Fifty years ago, the landscape for children with autism looked very different. 

In 1975, the passage of Public Law 94-142, the Education for All Handicapped Children Act - now known as 
the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) - marked a turning point in our nation's history. For the 
first time, children with disabilities were guaranteed the right to a free and appropriate public education. It was 
more than legislation; it was a declaration that every child mattered, and every child deserved access, dignity, and 
opportunity. 

"Policy alone does not create progress - people do." 

Less than one year later, a group of determined families came together with a shared realization: their children 
were not making meaningful progress in traditional public-school settings. They needed something different - 
something specialized, individualized, and rooted in understanding. 

From that need, Eden II was born. 

PLANTING THE SEEDS OF POSSIBILITY 

What began as a response to unmet need quickly became a model of innovation. Those founding families were 
not just seeking services - they were building a future. A future where children with autism could learn, grow, and 
thrive in environments designed specifically for them. 

At the heart of that vision was a commitment to what we now recognize as best practice: individualized 
instruction, data-driven decision-making, and what would become a deep foundation in Applied Behavior 
Analysis (ABA). 

Their courage laid the groundwork for everything that followed. 

A PERSONAL BEGINNING 

My own journey into this field began in 1991 as a public school teacher in Nassau County BOCES, working with 
individuals with profound autism. It was challenging, meaningful work that demanded both compassion and skill. 

At the time, Eden II's Executive Director was consulting to the program - bringing expertise, structure, and a 
level of intentionality that stood out. Even then, it was clear that Eden II was doing something different. 

Something better. 
A few years later, Eden II began expanding into Long Island with the opening of the Genesis School. I 

remember thinking I would give it a year - just to see how it would go. 
But what I found was more than a program. I found a community. 
I had the privilege of developing a strong professional relationship with Mary McDonald, a founding leader 

whose vision and dedication continue to shape Long Island services today. Her leadership - and the culture she 
helped build - made a lasting impression. 

In 1996, I officially joined the Eden II Genesis School. 

And I never looked back. 
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WATCHING IDEA COME TO LIFE 

Over the years, I have had the unique privilege of watching IDEA not just implemented - but realized to its 
fullest potential. 

At Eden II, the promise of that 1975 legislation became tangible. It showed up in classrooms where instruction 
was individualized, in programs where progress was measured and celebrated, and in a culture where every child 
was seen for who they are - and who they could become. 

This is what it looks like when law meets purpose. 

PRESCHOOL, INCLUSION, AND THE LEAST RESTRICTIVE ENVIRONMENT 

One of the most powerful expressions of this work can be seen in our preschool and school services. 

Through specialized preschool programs, SEIT (Special Education Itinerant Teacher) services, and strong 
partnerships with local school districts across Staten Island and Long Island, Eden II has helped redefine what 
inclusion looks like. 

Children are supported not only in specialized settings, but within their communities - learning alongside 
peers, building social connections, and accessing education in the least restrictive environment (LRE) appropriate 
for their needs. 

This is inclusion in action. 
It is thoughtful. It is intentional. And it is rooted in evidence-based practices, particularly Applied Behavior 

Analysis, which continues to guide instruction, support development, and create meaningful outcomes. 

BUILT ON SCIENCE. DRIVEN BY PASSION. SUSTAINED BY COMMUNITY. 

As we reflect on 50 years of Eden II, one thing is clear: this work has never been just about programs. It has 
always been about people. 

The families who advocated when no one was listening. The educators and clinicians who dedicated their 
careers to doing this work right. The individuals with autism who continue to teach us, inspire us, and redefine 
what is possible. 

What started in 1976 as a promise has grown into a legacy - one built on service, science, and unwavering 
passion. 

As we look to the future, we know our work is far from finished. At a time when services, supports, and 
opportunities for people with disabilities cannot be taken for granted, we cannot afford to become complacent. 
Our commitment to advocacy, evidence-based practice, and protecting the dignity, rights, and potential of every 
individual we serve must be stronger than ever. Together, we will continue to ensure that every person with 
autism has the opportunity to live a life of purpose, inclusion, and possibility. 

LOOKING AHEAD 

As we launch this first edition of Connections Plus, we do so with both pride and purpose. 

Over the next several months, we will continue to share stories that reflect the depth and impact of Eden II 
across the lifespan - from early childhood through adulthood, employment, and aging. 

Because while much has changed over the past 50 years, our mission remains the same: 

Leading with science and compassion to empower and support people with 
autism and their families throughout their lives. 

And just like those founding families, we will continue to look ahead - not just to what is, but to what is 
possible. A world where all people with autism are fully accepted and living their best lives. 


