Hi, I’m Ron Ostrow.  My ten-year-old son John has autism.  We were fortunate that we caught it early and were able to hook up with a terrific developmental pediatrician.  She not only told us what services John needed, but she also recommended what therapists we should use.  By the time we had our first appointment with the regional center, John had either already been assessed or we had appointments set up to get them with all his providers.  Our regional center service provider made a couple of suggestions, but mostly took notes.  Within two months of John’s diagnosis, his program was completely up and running.

I’m not sure I could tell this same story if John was diagnosed today.  Regional Centers, while always having been under funded, are under even more pressure today to cut costs than ever.  As a result, they are looking for more ways to control what services they’ll offer and who they’ll let provide them.  Parental choice is quickly going out the window.

I am certain that John’s progress over the last 8 years would not be as substantial as it is today had his mother and I not been able to participate, not only as partners with our regional center, insurance company and school district, but also as the team leaders.  I learned early on in the process that “no” was the start of the conversation, not the end.

Parents may not be trained therapists or credentialed researchers, but they are the best and most qualified experts on the subject of their child.  Arguments will always be raised about what research shows, but parents know what works and what doesn’t.  They know when it’s time to try something new.  There is no excuse to withhold services that a child needs because a bureaucrat thinks they know what’s best.  Real life tells us what our child needs.  Trips to the supermarket, the playground, the movie theater, and the doctor’s office, not to mention school, tells a parent much more about what their child needs than any regional center psychologist who frequently has never even met your child before recommending a standard course of treatment.

Parents are the best advocates for their children.  We are their voices and their last line of defense.  If we are not included, if we are shut out of the process, if we can’t participate in choosing what services our children need and if our voices aren’t heard, then our children suffer. 

As the Governor and the Legislature struggle to cope with the financial crisis facing the State, they must recognize that if our children don’t get the right treatment at the right time, the cost savings they are trying to achieve will only result in shifting the burden to the day when the state must support them as adults.  Tell me, who is best served then?  Not the state.  Not tax payers.  Not parents and certainly not our children.

Parents need a choice of services.  That’s why I’m here today.  I’m here to deliver a message to our representatives, the legislature and our Governor that we must have a voice in our children’s treatment.   That developmental therapies can make a big difference in the lives of our children and they are frequently less expensive than the standard treatments that too many regional centers attempt to force onto our not so standard children.

